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officers for behavior that, though not pleasant, is symptomatic of their illness. These 
behaviors include such things as excessive noise, refusing orders or medication, self-mu-
tilation, and poor hygiene. Obviously, correctional facilities are not the ideal place for 
providing mental-health treatment, even assuming that the staff is aware who the men-
tally ill are among their charges. Few correctional or probation and parole officers 
have any training about mental-health issues, and one nationwide survey of probation 
departments found that only 15% of them operated special treatment programs for 
the mentally ill (Lurigio, 2000). It is not that anyone expects correctional workers to 
become treatment providers because that’s a job for psychologists and psychiatrists. 
However, they should be expected to recognize signs and symptoms of mental illness, 
should know how to effectively deal with situations involving mentally ill persons, and 
should have a basic understanding of the causes of and treatment for the major mental 
illnesses.

Treatment for the mentally ill in prisons and jails consists primarily of antipsychotic and 
antidepressive medication, typically administered by a nurse. Many mentally ill individu-
als, especially paranoid schizophrenics, often refuse to take their medication. It is permis-
sible in a number of states to forcibly treat mentally ill inmates if they meet state-specific 
criteria, which is typically if inmates pose a risk to others or themselves. This is deter-
mined on a case-by-case basis by a review committee composed of correctional and 
medical professionals (Torrey et al., 2014). Of course, just because such procedures are 
authorized by the state does not mean that they are utilized or that the inmate will be 
treated. According to Torrey and his colleagues (2014),

SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS

PERCENTAGE OF INMATES IN . . .

STATE PRISON LOCAL JAIL

WITH 
MENTAL 

PROBLEM WITHOUT

WITH 
MENTAL 

PROBLEM WITHOUT

Criminal record

Current or past violent offense 61% 56% 44% 36%

Three or more prior incarcerations 25% 19% 26% 20%

Substance dependence or abuse 74% 56% 76% 53%

Drug use in month before arrest 63% 49% 62% 42%

Family background

Homelessness in year before arrest 13%   6% 17%   9%

Past physical or sexual abuse 27% 10% 24%   8%

Parents abused alcohol or drugs 39% 25% 37% 19%

Charged with violating facility rules* 58% 43% 19%   9%

Physical or verbal assault 24% 14%   8%   2%

Injured in a fight since admission 20% 10%   9%   3%

TABLE 11.2    �Prevalence of Mental-Health Problems  
Among Prison and Jail Inmates

*Includes items not shown.

Note: Most recent data available.

Source: James and Glaze (2006). 




