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overfilling institutions. Certainly, despite some of the decarceration we are seeing across 
the United States, the combined incarceration rate for jails and prisons remains the high-
est in the Westernized world, at 690 per 100,000 U.S. residents, as of 2014 (Kaeble, 
Glaze, Tsoutis, & Minton, 2015, p. 3). By way of comparison, this rate was 748 in 2009 
but has decreased since then (West, 2010, p. 4). Though the rate of incarceration is now 
the same as it was in 2000, at 690, the raw number of inmates in prisons has increased 
by roughly 167,000 since 2000, as the rate is based on the number of U.S. citizens, which 
has increased in those 14 years (Kaeble et al., 2015, p. 3; see also Figure 9.1). All of this 
means that, though we are seeing some decreases in the use of incarceration, the crowd-
ing of prisons is not a thing of the past.

In this chapter, we discuss the structure and operation of prisons. The inmate subcul-
ture that flourishes in prisons and the violence and gangs that bedevil them will also be 
reviewed. The nature of the correctional experience for individuals incarcerated in pris-
ons is somewhat different from what those in jails or community corrections encounter, 
and those differences are explored here.

  PRISON ORGANIZATIONS
CLASSIFICATION
As inmates enter the prison system from the courts, they are usually assessed at a 
classification or reception facility based on their crime, criminal history, escape risk, 
behavioral issues (if any), and health and programming needs. Women and children 

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics (n.d.).

FIGURE 9.1      �Prisoners Under State and Federal 
Jurisdiction, 1980–2014
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