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of space—and possibly, the number of staff—does not. The jail staff also lose their ability 
to effectively classify and sometimes control inmates; they may be unable to keep the 
offenders convicted of serious crimes away from the presumed-innocent unconvicted or 
more minor-offending inmates. Judges and jail managers will struggle over how to keep 
the jail population down to acceptable limits, and as a result, even serious offenders may 
be let loose into communities as a means of reducing the crowding. Therefore, though 
the “get-tough” laws in many states were passed with the explicit intent of incarcerating 
more people for longer, their actual unintended effect in some jails may be to incarcerate 
serious offenders less (as there is no room) and all offenders in less safe and less secure 
facilities.

Though suits by jail inmates are usually not successful, some are. Welsh (1995) found, 
in his study of lawsuits involving California jails, that the issue courts gave greatest cre-
dence to was overcrowding. Perhaps this is because overcrowding is clearly quantifiable 
(the rated capacity is clear, and the inmate count is obvious), but it is likely that it was 
regarded as so important by courts because it can lead to a number of other seemingly 
intractable problems, such as those just mentioned.

GENDER, JUVENILES,  
RACE, AND ETHNICITY
As indicated from the data supplied in Table 6.1, 
most jail inmates are adult minority males, though 
the number of whites represents the largest racial 
grouping of the men, and the number of whites 
as a proportion of the total men has increased 
markedly, particularly since 2010. Women com-
prised over 12.2% of jail inmates in 2009, but 
that increased to almost 15% by 2014, which is 
more than in 2000 (11.4%) (Minton & Zeng, 
2015, p. 4). The reason often cited for the overall 
increases in incarceration in jails and prisons and 
the increases for women and minorities in jails 

PHOTO 6.3: Inmates in the Reception Housing Area of a California 
State Prison. California, like many states, has suffered from severe 
overcrowding in recent decades.

C
alifornia D

epartm
ent of C

orrections and Rehabilitation

Note: Inmates confined at midyear.

Source: Minton and Zeng (2015, p. 3).

FIGURE 6.1    Inmates in Local Jails, 1980–2014
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