
	  
TESTIMONY	  SENT	  TO	  TAMMS	  YEAR	  TEN	  FROM	  MEN	  AT	  TAMMS	  

 
Note: Over the past 5 years, we have received letters from at least 2/3 of the men at Tamms. Many 
have written after they leave Tamms about their lasting mental health problems. This is a small 
representative sample of some of their testimony. Most men gave us full permission to use their 
names. But, because of fears about retaliation, we used only the first name or initial. 
 
The C-MAX was said to have been designed to house the IDOC’s ‘worst of the worst’ in an effort 
to help state authorities re-gain control of their prison system. This couldn’t be further from the 
truth because most of us have been sent here based merely on the fact that we have mental illnesses 
or in retaliation for filing lawsuits, grievances, or past disciplinary histories…This facility 
functions more as a mental institution than a prison of rehabilitation and it serves no penalogical 
purpose other than to warehouse prisoners. As the duration of our isolation drags on and the degree 
of our conditions of confinement deteriorate you begin to see the psychological effect that this 
place has on us. We know that we will spend all day in these cells with absolutely nothing 
constructive to do with our time and we do not know if we will ever leave here. This knowledge 
overwhelms many of us and it leads many of us to insanity, causing attempted suicide, suicide, 
body mutilation, hanging, eating and throwing feces, and other extreme acts.  —Joe  
 
I have been here in Tamms for 10 years myself…the punishment practiced at Tamms is something 
called acute sensory deprivation…When it’s times for your hour of solitary “recreation”…you go 
to a small cage to walk in circles and the wall is all concrete…we never have direct physical 
contact with the guards or other inmate. I will ask you, “Lock yourself in your bathroom for the 
next 18 years and tell me how it will affect your mind.”  —Charles 
 
Every prisoner here at Tamms is in an uphill battle to maintain their mental, physical and spiritual 
stability, no matter if they choose to acknowledge it or not, living under these animalistic 
conditions has been proven to dehumanize an individual to the point where there is no value to life. 
That’s why we have guys mutilating their bodies and doing other unimaginable acts that only a 
severely disturbed mind could even conceive. Tamms is a modern day dungeon. Don’t get me 
wrong, inmates are incarcerated for laws they have broken, but not one of us deserves the treatment 
and isolation we get here at Tamms, even animal rights activists fight more for an abused dog than 
they do for an abused inmate. I seen sane men go insane because they couldn’t take it no more. It’s 
sad, but I’m holding on with the help of God.  —Eddie 
 
Since I arrived at Tamms things have changed dramatically for me. Before I came to Tamms I had 
never cut myself but after coming to Tamms I started cutting on myself was placed in restraints 
numerous times was placed on psychotropic medication both voluntary and involuntary which I 
had never taken before coming to Tamms, as for relations with my family they were okay until my 
mother passed away in January of 2002 and my communication with others in my family went 
non-existent after that. I have stopped looking forward to positive things because it's like nothing 
positive ever happens to me. I no longer look forward to leaving Tamms until my release even 
though I no longer get into trouble. I have become sort of complacent because of the situation I am 
in.  —Wade 
 
I’ve been almost completely cut off from my family…I’m not able to be effectively influence my 
children lives. The weight of stress, anger (from being treated as an animal), and anxiety on my 
mental faculties is staggering. Not being able to touch (sensory deprivation) another human, plus 
this perpetual cage, has the effect of depersonalizing me. Don’t know if one could be rehabilitated 
by locking one up in a cage, isolated from human interaction, 24-7. There’s no education here. 
Only thoughts or plans for the future: to survive Tamms by not going insane.  —P 
 
 



 
I was the 40 person to be housed at Tamms. This place steal a man will to continue living. The 
isolation it selve make a man do desperate act to get some kind of physical, the conditions is 
inhumane and causing a person to develop psychological problems (mental suffering.) Being way 
down he in a no man zone, away from civilizing and a prison visit system that is design to keep 
people..away. The man in Tamms being violated every with cruel acts and not being fed, living in 
dirt….Being at Tamms, I have developed a psychological problem and is now living in a 
psychiatric unit in Tamms that’s making it even worse….Programs and privilege are not 
therapeutic. It’s to mislead peoples in thinking the programs are good. It’s a lot of pressure and is 
causing abnormal amount of stress. We are not being protected by security abuses such as harass, 
fouling, encouraging inmates to himselve retaliation. Mental health staff are doing the same. I need 
some supporting help in stopping these acts.   —Rodney 
 
I've been in Tamms for 8 years, 10 months and have not been able to embrace, hug or hold my 
loved ones (or any other person). I have not felt a simple handshake in all those years. We live in 
physical isolation at Tamms. I would love to play sports with others, or to be able to sit at a table 
with others and eat a meal together. I recently read a newspaper article of a man who would travel 
the country with a sign that offered free hugs to anyone and people would approach him and ask 
why. Some people were skeptical, others were curious. This man knew the warm, loving power of 
a simple hug. To have any physical interaction with others is a longful thought beyond reach at 
Tamms. We live with many longful thoughts beyond reach. That is our reality here.   —David 
 
The State don’t respect the humanity here at Tamms, at Tamms, there are no educational programs 
if a man want to learn how to read, too bad, there are no jobs, if a man want to keep himself 
occupied doing something productive, too bad, there’s are no social service to really help you. If a 
man want to kick his drug addictions, too bad. Theirs is not legal assistance, if a man was 
wrongfully convicted, too bad, there are no even religious services except on T.V. and if you don’t 
have no T.V., too bad. If a man want to search for God, he is on his own. Not all of us here are in 
the exact same situation, but not one of us is exempt from somehow experiencing those very same 
conditions.   —Michael  
 
It was an emotional moment when Gov. Quinn stated that he wants to close Tamms. Hopefully he 
will keep his word. My fiance cried when she heard the news. The union said on local TV that 
assaults will increade if Tamms is closed, and that there is no room for us in general population. 
That IDOC will have to release dangerous criminals to the streets. It would be funny if it wasn’t so 
absurd. They didn’t mention that we all will be transferred to Pontiac which is a segregation 
facility….However, this is my 8th calendar year here and they keep denying me transfer…. I wait 
patiently for just one opportunity for the step down program. I was transferred to Tamms for non-
disciplinary reasons and immediately placed in Administration Detention Status where I have 
remained ever since. I never received a disciplinary report nor was I ever found guilty of 
committing any disciplinary infraction at the time of transfer to warrant my transfer to Tamms.   
 —Juan  
 
If you don’t have any love one’s out in society that love you enough to stand by your side through 
this place you just be a lost soul in this mind and physically destroying madhouse, where you hear 
the crys and screams of grown men, that echo off the walls in your cell from sicknesses that are not 
being attended to or the person is just mentally out of it, sitting behind a perforated door not 
washing their self for month on ends wiping their own feces all over them and the walls and left in 
the cell where every inmate can smell it for months, and not one officer or anyone else will come 
an clean nothing in my unit (G2) is so filthy you can walk and see dust come up from the floor like 
you when your walking a dry field of dirt…   —Anthony 
 
 
 



I have been here in Tamms Supermax Prison since Sept. 3, 1998. I was transferred here from 
Menard Correctional Center for supposedly trying to organize a mass-hunger strike to protest the 
living conditions in that prison. Even though, I denied and refuted those allegations all it took for 
the administration here in Tamms to find me guilty of the charges was for one inmate, a 
confidential informant, to lie on me. There was no proof or evidence of me trying to organize a 
mass hunger strike. The administration simply went by the confidential informant’s story and ran 
with it. And it is well known that confidential informants are not reliable. They lie to get 
preferential treatment or to get transfer to a prison close to their home town….When I arrived here 
in Tamms I had just turned 22 years old. I couldn’t understand why I was sent down here. At the 
time I had only been in the Department of Corrections for 4 years. And in those 4 years that I was 
in general population I had never committed anything serious to be placed here in Tamms.  

Sure, I was little immature and sure, I caught a few tickets for violating rules. However, none 
were serious violations. Nowhere in my D.O.C. history record will you find a ticket of me causing 
bodily harm to another inmate. Nowhere in my D.O.C. history record will you find a ticket of me 
carrying a weapon. Nowhere in my D.O.C. record will you find a ticket of me participating in any 
gang riots or disputes. Nowhere in my D.O.C. history record will you find a ticket of me doing 
drugs, selling drugs or buying drugs. Yet, they got me here as one of the worst of the worst. 

…my life has changed in so many ways. For one, the continuous stress and harsh conditions of 
this place has affected my physical health. I have experience hair loss, the shingles, and came down 
with a chronic illness….As far as my rehabilitation? Well as any person gets older, they get wiser 
and get to see things more clearer. I've been incarcerated since the age of 16. I was tried as an adult. 
So I had to grow fast being in an adult prison. I matured a lot and self educated myself by reading a 
variety of books. I was doing this before I came to Tamms and I continue doing it today. ….I only 
have 5 more years remaining in my sentence. So I don't know what I'm going to do when I get out. 
It's kind of scary thinking about it.   —Alejandro 
 
I’m right now sitting in a special locked isolation cell, with the lock welded shut, and there is no 
one to talk to – just the sound of screaming voices. And because there is no human contact, you 
depend on a television and radio, something that will be forever out of my reach because of me 
having absolutely no help from the outside. So I must depend on books, which have become an 
impossible task because in order to get any meaningful reading material, once again, you must have 
somebody on the outside to send it to you, or else you are left with bedtime stories for children. 
Special lock welded on the door. Nobody around. I’m strictly by myself. The only friend I have is 
the friend I have created in my imagination. Sometimes I talk with him out loud. I’d sort of wake 
myself up and I hear myself talking to him. I guess it is like some kind of wish fulfillment. Even 
when I’, asleep at night, I still find myself talking to this guy. I’m at the point of exhaustion but I’m 
laboring hard to maintain my sanity!!!   —S 
 
These people at Tamms have me on so much medication it's not funny. 900 mg Lithium a day. and 
0.5mg Risperadale a day. The Lithium I get 300mg 3 times a day for 900, and the Risperdale only 
once, that's at night. Since I been at Tamms I cut on myself, hung myself and bit on myself, but 
these people say there's nothing wrong with me. They sent me to Dixon psych. in Nov. 05, but they 
kept my property at Tamms and I came back to Tamms in Dec 05 even though I caught an assault 
in Dixon psych, they said there was nothing wrong with me. I would like to know would you know 
anyone I could write to, to get some help that I need?....I owe the state over $400 and don't have 
nobody to write to...Please Help me. God bless you all.   —Robert 
 
I’ve withdrawn to my own little world, and the only “talking” I do is in my own head. Couple of 
weeks ago I went on a medical writ to an outside hospital and I’m surrounded by real people, 
nurses and doctors, but for the life of me I’m not able to hold a normal conversation. I’ve been 
trapped in my own world for so long that I’ve forgotten how to talk and be social, and it scares the 
hell out of me…But the worst thing about Tamms is not being able to make memories and 
participate in your families lives.   —Bruce  
 



Since being at Tamms, I suffer symptoms of depression, frustration, paranoia, mental anguish, 
sleep disorder, deterioration of my physical health, general mental torture... These symptoms are 
made worse when the administration uses mentally ill prisoners as tools, or as torture device to 
either drive otherwise normal prisoners over the edge…the mentally ill prisoners drive the normal 
prisoners crazy by screaming, crying, yelling into the pod at all hours of the day and night for days 
non-stop, by banging on toilets, doors, walls, and/or by shaking or kicking the doors so hard that it 
sounds like rumbling thunder,,. flooding the wing with toilet water, and by throwing feces at other 
prisoners or inserting feces into the air vents so that the whole wing receives a dose of the smell for 
months. The actions of the mentally ill prisoners gives the guards an excuse to enter the pods and 
use tear gas… The constant bombardment of unrelenting stress takes its toll like flurry of well-
placed punches on a tired boxer's head... How long can I be expected to maintain my own mental 
health, when I am forced to live in an insane environment, surrounded by unbalanced people, in 
inhumane conditions?   —Anibal 
 
Tamms is the epitome of warehousing. There is no meaningful conceptual nor sensory stimulation. 
Tamms is designed to smother the operation of the human mind. It produces boredom, excessive 
levels of fantasy, mental sluggishness, delusions, etc. In a nutshell, it creates mental problems in 
prisoners….Prisoners on the elevated security wings are physically and psychologically abused by 
officers and medical and mental staff. Their (prisoners) mental problems are treated as wanting 
attention and they are placed on suicide watch and strapped down.   —B 
 
Thank you for writing and sending the letters from Amnesty International and Human Rights 
Watch. It’s encouraging and humbling to know that so many people are fighting for our cause here 
at Tamms Supermax. I thank you all from the bottom of my heart….We have not been receiving 
any newspaper articles concerning Tamms. The administration does not allow inmates to receive 
any material concerning Tamms…I really do admire the work of the Tamms Year Ten because not 
only have I noticed the growing support but it also lets this administration know “we are not 
alone.”   —James 
 
Tamms is a warehouse nothing more, and, confinement in this place causes a major build up of 
tension. The unavoidable consequence is sadly stupidly for most, a return to childish behavior. It’s 
like being locked in prison within another prison for which conditions are not only unbearable, but 
we are forced by living conditions into a response that is not commensurate with intelligent 
thought…   —Edward 
 
I've attempted suicide I tried to hang myself because of the harassment and stuff being out in my 
food like rocks & stuff like that and also this isolation mentally affecting me also—I've complained 
to mental health but they is basically downplaying what I'm saying telling me I need to work on my 
emotions I was told by a mental health staff member that she wrote some stuff in my mental health 
file that she should not have wrote & that she is sorry she told me she lied on me now I get therapy 
(they is trying to say I need to work on my emotions its like they is trying to get me to do stuff to 
get me into trouble sort of push me to the brink you know).   —L 
 
I’ve renounced my affiliation that ended back in 1987 and to a gang that no longer even exists 3 
different times now and each time I’m left to wonder what happens now…because they know if 
they accept my renunciation by their own rules they have to let me go. Play by your own rules. 
Play fair. I can’t undo what I did. I wish I could. But my punishment was life in prison, not life in 
Tamms.   —Bruce 
 
As human beings we are social people not animals to be locked in a cage. What do these people 
think they are doing? What happens when you lock up a dog in a cage for years at a time and 
constantly harass the dog and treat it bad while its in the cage. Do you actually think the dog will 
act right once you let it out.   —Paul 
 











Keep Tamms Correctional Center Open 
 
System Safety Valve 
All of our state’s correctional facilities have a common mission:  to protect the public, to 
supervise offenders during their incarceration and to prepare them for reentry into society.  

Since opening in 1998, Tamms CC has played a vital role in ensuring that this mission can 
be fulfilled.  The Tamms Closed Maximum Security Unit (C-MAX) improves the safety and 
day-to-day operations for both inmates and staff at all of the other state prisons. Tamms 
is designed as a safety valve for our overcrowded and understaffed state prison system.  
Without it our prisons would be even more dangerous. 
 
The Tamms’ population is made up of men who have killed other inmates, beaten, stabbed 
or raped staff, or tried to escape when they were incarcerated at other state prisons.  It 
includes an inmate formerly at Pontiac CC, who choked a correctional sergeant, then stole 
his uniform and tried to escape.  It also includes an inmate who is serving a 240-year 
sentence for the rape of six girls.  While at Dixon CC, where he was formerly held, he 
took a prison psychologist hostage, held her bound in a utility closet for 25 hours, and 
repeatedly raped her. 
 
Governor Quinn points to the higher inmate cost at Tamms as a reason for its closure.  But 
the higher cost is due in part to the fact that IDOC utilizes the C-MAX only when 
absolutely necessary.  Only the most violent and disruptive inmates, those who pose the 
greatest risk to security, are placed at Tamms C-MAX.  The gradual decline in population 
at Tamms over the past decade is an indication that the facility is meeting one of its core 
goals: serving as a deterrent to bad behavior at other prisons.   
 
Closure Will Increase Overcrowding 
The closure of Tamms will mean a loss to the system of more than 400 beds--200 
maximum security beds, as well as another 200 minimum security beds operated at the 
facility.  This would occur at a time when the prison population is at an all-time high and 
DOC is closing beds at other facilities as well. 
 
If Tamms closes, overcrowding in maximum security units elsewhere would increase to 54% 
above design capacity and some of the few single-celled beds in maximum security would 
be lost.  Illinois’ prison system is so overcrowded that even most maximum security inmates 
are double-celled. Most of the C-MAX inmates would be moved into segregation units at 
Pontiac CC.  As these are now full, the current occupants – who are all considered 
extremely dangerous--would be placed in less secure units. 
 
To make matters worse, DOC does not intend to add any staff at Pontiac CC to cope with 
the additional numbers of extremely violent inmates who will be added to the population 
there.  In all, DOC is planning to close eight facilities which house 2,300 inmates and lay 
off 770 staff, while leaving the remaining staff to manage a system that will be operating 
significantly above capacity and, for the first time in fourteen years, without its C-MAX to 
serve as a safety valve.  
 
Specialized Treatment 
Tamms’ costs are also driven by the need for intensive and specialized staffing of the C-
MAX.  As the prison reform organization, the John Howard Association, stated in 2010, 



―Of the 15 Illinois prisons inspected by JHA this year, Tamms is the only one with a nearly 
complete roster of security, medical and mental health staff.‖  
 
DOC spends more than $1 million annually on the Special Treatment Unit, a state of the 
art psychiatric unit in the C-MAX. JHA’s report also noted, ―Staff seemed very 
knowledgeable about the medical and mental health conditions of inmates. Inmates in the 
mental health unit said they were satisfied with their treatment.‖ 
 
Tamms is a well lit, well maintained, clean facility.  Its inmate housing is more spacious and 
modern than that available to anyone else in the system. Its staff members are highly 
trained in dealing with the population that is transferred to Tamms as a result of violent 
and disruptive behavior at other facilities.   
 
Far from being 23-hour ―solitary confinement,‖ the staffing complement and full array of 
medical and mental health treatment services, not to mention the very nature of movement 
and supervision at the facility, ensure that these inmates have human contact that is often 
more meaningful and focused on positive outcomes than may occur in the general prison 
population.   
 
Economic Impact 
Tamms CC is a crucial economic anchor in an area of our state that has few employment 
opportunities—especially for jobs that play a decent wage on which it’s possible to 
support a family.  Tamms draws from a multi-county area, employing more than 300 
people, in addition to helping to sustain a wide array of small businesses in the region. 
 
Summary 
The Illinois Department of Corrections has provided the best argument for keeping Tamms 
Correctional Center open in there ―ten point plan‖ which is attached for review. This 
comprehensive study was conducted under Director Randle and approved by Governor 
Quinn in 2009. The statistics that stand out the most are 43.7% fewer staff assault, 39.4% 
fewer inmate on inmate assaults, and fewer lockdown days as a whole since Tamms 
opened in 1998. Also in this report you will find that Director Randle stated an ―extensive 
study with appropriate research methods would be needed‖ for a per capita cost per 
inmate for inmates placed at Tamms. 
 
Your support in keeping this prison open is greatly appreciated. This is not just one facility 
closing; it could destabilize the entire Department of Corrections plunging us back twenty 
years.  
Thank you, 
 
Toby Oliver 
AFSCME Local 2758, 
Tamms Correctional Center 
 



UNION JOHNSOl\ Southern Five Regional Planning District
and Development Commission

219 Rustic Campus Dr • Ullm. IL 62992 • (6IS) 634-22,.'4 • Fax (61~') 634-2287

April 2, 2012

Mr. Dan R. Long, Executive Director
Illinois Commission on Government Forecasting & Accountability
703 Stratton Office Building
Springfield, IL 62706

RE: Proposed Closure, Tamms Correctional Center

Dear Mr. Long,

The proposed closing of the Tamms Correctional Center is of great concern to the Southern Five Regional
Planning District & Development Commission. The Tamms facility is located within the boundaries of the
commission and has provided a tremendous economic incentive to the region for many years. Southern Five is
also the US Department of Commerce Economic Development District for the counties of Alexander, Johnson,
Massac, Pulaski, and Union Counties, all of which will be greatly affected by the closure of the Tamms
Correctional Facility.

In the course of our mission, we have obtained the tools to provide economic scenario modeling through software
developed for the southern Illinois area by ViTAL Economy and InterVISTAS consulting. This forecasting
model can determine based upon employment numbers, the impact this closure will have on the Southern Five
Region. Our economic scenario forecasting is based upon the 213 State employees and 37 contracted Wexford
employees who currently reside in the Southern Five Region.

Based upon our forecasting model, the loss of these 250 jobs will result in the loss of an additional 201 indirect
and induced jobs. The closing of the Tamms Correctional Facility will result in lost earnings alone of $24 million
for those 451 jobs affected. The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in the Southern Five Region will be reduced by
$55 million. The total lost economic output will be approximately $92 million.

This loss will devastate an already struggling southern Illinois economy. The closure of the Tamms Correctional
Facility will be a ,profound and staggering loss for a Region with an average unemployment rate of 11.9% in
January 2012. This was when the unemployment rate for the entire State of Illinois was 9.3 percent. The
Southern Five Region has typically been economically struggling for decades. The closure of the Tamms facility
will only prove to push this Region further down on the scale of those areas in Illinois in economic distress. At
the present time, there are 18.2% of people in the region living below the poverty level. The closing of the
Tamms Facility will only serve to exacerbate these already dismal numbers.

GIven the foregoing statistics, Southern Five Regional Planning District & Development Commission strongly
opposes the closure of the Tamms Correctional Facility. I am available at your convenience to answer any
questions or provide additional information in regards to the financial situation the Southern Five Region is
currently struggling under and the results of our continued economic impact studies of what this closure will do to
the economic impact of this Region.

J:::;7~k
Lisa D. Thurston
Executive Director
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Governor Pat Quinn's decision to close the Tamms Correctional Center is short-sighted at best

and disastrous at worst. The Tamms Correctional Center has been an integral part of the Illinois
Department of Corrections strategy to reduce violence in an already overcrowded prison

system. The employees at Tamms ave done a remarkable job in managing the most violent

and disruptive inmates in Illinois since its opening in 1998. Recently, the American Correctional
Association fully accredited the facility, which is a rarity for a Supermax type prison.

Tamms was proposed, built and opened as a result of the extreme violence that was occurring

in the prison system during the seventies, eighties and first part of the nineties. Gang violence
perpetrated on staff and inmates had become epidemic during those years. The Department

simply did not have the resources to deal with the minority of inmates who caused a
disproportionate amount of the violence. A problematic gang leader who was transferred from

Stateville to Menard would simply bring his influence, and subsequent violence from Joliet to

c Chester. It was not uncommon to have these violent thugs passing each other on Interstate 55
as they were transferred from one maximum security prison to another. The Tamms

Correctional Center allowed the much needed resource to isolate the worst of the worst in a

safe, humane and constitutional prison.

As a result, like it or not, Tamms has done exactly what it was intended to do. Any objective

analysis of the relevant statistics will testify to the efficacy of the Tamms Correctional Center.
Inmate on staff assaults, inmate on inmate assaults and lockdown days have all dramatically

fallen since Tamms became operational. Keep in mind that it was not uncommon for maximum
security prisons in Illinois to be on lockdown for months at a time during the years prior to

Tamms, a circumstance that fortunately is a thing of the past. The statistics cited above are real,

accurate and indisputable.

The men and women who work at Tamms have done an unbelievable job, in an extremely
difficult work environment. To think that these outstanding state employees may lose their jobs

because of a blatant political decision is disgusting! Yes, I truly believe that Governor Quinn's
decision to close Tamms is nothing more than typical Illinois politics. Governor Quinn and his

minions have portrayed this as a budgetary issue. Baloney! The twenty-six million dollar budget

to operate Tamms is just a drop in the bucket when compared to the fiscal mess that this state
.finds itself in. The simple truth is that our esteemed Governor is in a win-win situation

regarding this decision. He will portray himself to the voting public as a frugal, cost-cutting

leader. He will then mount his white horse and triumphantly ride into Chicago as the great
prison reformer. He will say to his Chicago constituency groups, (i.e. the American Civil liberties

Union, Amnesty International, the McArthur Foundation, the Tamms at Ten Years Committee,
and activist Chicago politicians), II Look what I have done for you." These groups and individuals

have been irate about Tamms since the day it opened. They compare Tamms to Guantanamo
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George Welborn

Bay and endlessly allege that incarceration at Tamms amounts to torture. The Tamms

Correctional Center has been one of the most litigated prisons in the country. Although its

opponents do not like to admit it, decision after decision in the U.S. Federal Courts have found

that Tamms is a legal and constitutional facility.

While Governor Quinn's decision to close Tamms seems to be just another example of Illinois'

propensity to ignore sound public policy at the expense of Chicago style politics, his subsequent

decision to move the most violent and disruptive inmates to the Pontiac Correctional Center

borders on delusional. Pontiac is the oldest prison in the state and one ofthe oldest in the
country. I presume our Governor has forgotten the deadly riot at Pontiac in 1978 that resulted

in the death of four brave staff members and the tens of millions of dollars that is took to
rebuild the nearly destroyed buildings. The brutal deaths of Superintendent Robert Taylor and

Food Supervisor Freida King must have also slipped his mind. The staff at Pontiac do a great job
in managing maximum security inmates in a facility that was built just a few years after the Civil

War. To dump 200 of the most violent and disruptive inmates at the Pontiac Correctional

Center is a recipe for disaster. I would ask the Governor to research the cost of rebuilding

Pontiac in the wake of the 1978 riot, realizing that the amount was in 1978 dollars. I contend
that the twenty-six million dollar operating budget for Tamms is a more than reasonable

amountto protect the lives of our correctional staff, to maintain control of our other prisons
and to protect state property. Hopefully, those who lived through the "bad old days" of the

seventies, eighties and early nineties will make their voices heard regarding this blatantly
political decision. Call or write the Governor's office, your elected officials or anyone else you

can think of. Someone far smarter than me once said, "Those who cannot learn from history are
doomed to repeat it." Governor Quinn, please review the history of the Department of

Corrections over the past thirty years and don't ever let us return to those "bad old days".

Anna, Illinois



Pope County Sheriff's Department
P. O. Box 807
Golconda, Illinois 62938
Phone---618-683-4321

March 8, 2012

To Whom It May Concern:

It has been brought to my attention that there are plans to close the Super
Max Prison at Tamms, Illinois. In summary I think that is a terrible plan.

I retired from the Illinois Department of Corrections after serving more than
30 years. During my career I worked in Security and held all positions
(Officer, Sgt., Lt. and Chief of Security-Major). I also held the position as a
Warden at IYC-Harrisburg. During my career I was fortunate to have been
working when Tamms was opened. During that time I was the Internal
Affairs Investigator at the Shawnee Correctional Center. My position at that
time was to investigate incidents at Shawnee, which involved inmates
and/or staff. During that time period we were experiencing several staff
assaults by inmates. At that time most of our assault incidents were in the
Segregation Unit. We housed maximum security inmates in our segregation
unit, which Shawnee was designated as a Medium Security facility. At that
time Shawnee was involved as a facility that housed the maximum security
inmates which were identified as "circuit riders". The "circuit rider" inmates
were moved from facility to facility for security reasons. These inmates
caused the staff at Shawnee considerable problems and were a security risk.
Several Shawnee staff were assaulted during this time. Some of those staff
are still not working due to their injuries caused by the "circuit riders" .

Upon Tamms Correctional Center being opened Shawnee began
experiencing less staff assaults. We also began experiencing less problems
with the Shawnee inmates for fear of going to Tamms based on the
information of Tamms being a very secure facility.

As the above information tells the story, Tamms is a facility that causes less
problems for the entire Illinois Department of Corrections. I have read
articles of groups condemning Tamms Correctional Center. It is my



assumption that the ones writing the letters against Tamms have never
worked at a Correctional Facility. Prior to my retirement I worked 3 days a
week at the Menard Correctional Center. Prior to Tamms, it was my opinion
that Menard was a terrible place to work and for inmates to live. What I saw
at Menard prior to my retirement was a clean facility which was not on lock-
down all of the time. I credit Tamms Correctional Center for the positive
things at Menard and all of the Illinois facilities, by Tamms housing the
"worst of the worst" inmates.

As I close it is my opinion that if Tamms Correctional Center closes,
problems will occur at all of the Illinois facilities and staff will again be
targets of assaults by inmates.

Sincerely, , jpJfi
Jerry Suits ~
Pope County Sheriff



To: Commission on Government Forecasting and Accountability 
  
Along with Jody Sundt, Ph.D. and Tom Castellano, Ph.D., I carried out one of the first evaluations of the 
effectiveness of supermax prisons.  Tamms was one of those facilities included in our study.  At the time, 
we looked at whether the opening of Tamms was associated with a decrease in aggregate levels of 
institutional violence (as proponents of supermax suggested would happen), and found that there was a 
significant decrease in assaults against prison staff, but not for inmate-on-inmate assaults in the IDOC.  
Yet, the findings for three other supermax prisons found no reductions in violence.  One of the 
weaknesses of our original study was that while we examined the accuracy of some of the policy 
statements that had been made (i.e., system-wide violence would decrease), we did not go on to look at 
some of the more specific outcomes or effects of supermax.  For example, how does the opening of a 
supermax affect violence at the other specific maximum security prisons from which supermax inmates 
are most likely to come from.  And, is the facility operating as intended (e.g., are supermax inmates 
those who have shown themselves to continually engage in disruption and violence within other 
prisons; how long are inmates housed at Tamms, etc.)?  Also, how do prison staff (and general 
population inmates) feel about the presence of a supermax (do they feel that its presence acts as a 
deterrent for imates, thereby creating safer prison environments)? 
  
Some of these questions have begun to be answered in other states, but to my knowledge there still 
have not been any in-depth studies of Tamms.  I bring this up because I know decisions will be made 
soon about whether to close or leave open several facilities, including Tamms.  And, if it is something 
that would help in that decision-making process, I would be willing to investigate some of these more in-
depth questions about the efficacy of Tamms. 
  
Unfortunately, I can't make the Tamms facility closure hearing tomorrow at Shawnee Community 
College, but I did want to bring up this option. 
  
Thanks, 
  
Chad Briggs 
Southern Illinois University 
Carbondale, IL 62901 
618-967-9069 
briggs@siu.edu 
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Supermax prisons have been advanced as means of controlling the 
“worst of the worst” and making prisons safer places to live and work. 
This research examined the effect of supermaxes on aggregate levels of 
violence in three prison systems using a multiple interrupted time series 
design. No support was found for the hypothesis that supermaxes 
reduce levels of inmate-on-inmate violence. Mixed support was found 
for the hypothesis that supermax increases staff safety: the implementa- 
tion of a supermax had no effect on levels of inrnate-on-staff assaults in 
Minnesota, temporarily increased staff injuries in Arizona, and reduced 
assaults against staff in Illinois. 

KEYWORDS Supermaximum prisons, incarceration, institutional vio- 
lence, corrections, prisons, prison violence. 

The search for an effective means to control violent, disruptive inmates 
has been a “Holy Grail” for corrections officials. During the last two 
decades, this search has witnessed the emergence of a new technique for 
controlling institutional violence: the “supermaximum” prison. Some- 
times termed “maxi-maxi” or “supermax” prisons, these facilities are 
charged with housing and controlling the “worst of the worst,” the most 
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recalcitrant inmates from the general prison population. A supermax- 
imum security institution functions as a prison for prisons-it is an admin- 
istrative classification used for inmates who have engaged in behavior 
while in prison that is deemed especially disruptive or violent. As Kurki 
and Morris (2001:391) have noted, the supermax serves as a “new form of 
double incapacitation: not only to isolate prisoners from the rest of society 
but to isolate the worst of them from other prisoners and the staff.” 

Estimates of the number of supermaxes currently in operation vary, 
ranging from 32 to 42 states operating such facilities in 1997. Although 
there is disagreement about what constitutes a “supermax” prison, all 
sources agree that their numbers have increased dramatically throughout 
the last decade (King, 1999; National Institute of Corrections (NIC), 
1997). Further, 3% of all inmates, or 28,128 prisoners, were housed in 
administrative segregation in 1997 (Camp and Camp, 1998:26). 

For many within the prisons industry, the establishment of the supermax 
is viewed as the sine qua non of a progressive prison regime that is appro- 
priately concerned with the safety needs of its inmates and staff. 
Supermax prisons are responsive to public demands that prison systems 
exert the controls that are necessary to administer safe, secure, and 
orderly prison systems. They are consistent with expert claims that the 
“warehousing” of prisoners within a control model of corrections reflects 
strong and desired styles of public administration and governance (DiIu- 
lio, 1987). Their reliance on advances in architecture and surveillance 
technologies, designed to be protective of the lives of correctional staff 
and inmates in a cost-effective manner, displays a desired adaptability to 
the changing nature of prison inmates. In particular, because of the com- 
monly articulated view that the modern “dangerous” prisoner is more vio- 
lent, disturbed, and disruptive than his predecessor, ordinary prison 
conditions no longer function as well as they once did (Hunt et al., 1993; 
Ralph, 1997). Hence, it is argued that new forms of control are necessary, 
and many within the corrections industry have turned to supermax prisons 
as the answer. In short, supermaxes are at the vanguard of innovative 
correctional policy and practice in the age of the “New Penology” (see 
Feeley and Simon, 1992). 

Despite anecdotal claims about their effectiveness (e.g., Atherton, 2001; 
Illinois Department of Corrections, 1999), no compelling empirical analy- 
ses have yet been presented to substantiate the value of supermaxes as 
mechanisms of social control. This study attempts to do so. More specifi- 
cally, we examine the effect of supermaximum security prisons on levels of 
institutional violence within three state prison systems that have deployed 
such prisons. Before we proceed to the analyses and findings, however, 
we first discuss the controversy surrounding supermax prisons. Next we 
identify and comment on the theoretical and empirical bases of support 
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for such institutions as possible means to effectively prevent and control 
prison violence. 

THE CONTROVERSY 

Adams et al. (1998:327) suggest that the supermaximum security prison 
represents the “ne plus ultru of modern security, combining salty dog cor- 
rectional wisdom with technological glitz.” Nonetheless, not everyone has 
embraced the supermax prison. Indeed, supermax prisons have generated 
substantial controversy. Given the extreme level of deprivation and con- 
trol experienced by inmates in supermax-in addition to questions about 
how inmates are selected for incarceration in these facilities-these insti- 
tutions have attracted strong criticism. Notably, several complaints and 
lawsuits regarding Constitutional violations have been filed against 
supermaximum security prisons in California (Madrid v. Gomez, 1995), 
Indiana (Tuifu v. Buyh, 1994), Ohio (Austin et al. v. Wifkinson et ul., 2002), 
Connecticut (Joslyn v. Armstrong, 2001), Wisconsin (Jones’El v. Berge, 
2001), and the Federal Penitentiary at Marion (Bruscino v. Curlson, 2001). 
Further, the United Nations Committee against Torture has recently con- 
cluded that supermax prisons have “excessively harsh regimes,” which 
may constitute a violation of the 1994 UN Convention Against Torture 
and Other Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
(United Nations, 2000). 

Another fundamental issue is the potential effect that placement in 
supermaximum security has on the mentally ill inmate. There are two pri- 
mary concerns in this regard. First, it is unclear whether inmates who are 
sent to supermax are recalcitrant and problematic as a result of untreated 
or unmanaged mental illness. Recent research suggests that at least a por- 
tion of the supermax inmate population comprises inmates with longstand- 
ing mental health problems (Love11 et al., 2000). More generally, there is 
also a body of research that shows that mentally disordered and retarded 
inmates are more likely to have records of disruptive and violent conduct 
in prison and more difficulty adjusting to prison (Toch, 1982; Toch and 
Adams, 1986), which is likely to increase the chances that someone with 
mental illness is placed in supermax confinement (also see Zinger et al., 
2001). Second, there is concern that the supermax experience will place 
inmates at increased risk for mental health problems or directly contribute 
to mental distress. Some research has found that the social isolation and 
sensory deprivation associated with solitary confinement and segregation 
has deleterious effects (see Grassian, 1983; Grassian and Friedman, 1986; 
Haney, 1993; Haney and Lynch, 1997; Miller and Young, 1997), although 
substantial disagreement on this issue exists (see Bonta and Gendreau, 
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1990; Gendreau and Bonta, 1984; Rogers, 1993; Suedfeld et al., 1984; 
Zinger et al., 2001). 

Unease has also been expressed about the fact that little to no attempt 
at formal rehabilitation is made for offenders housed in supermax condi- 
tions. The extreme nature of deprivation experienced in supermax raises 
questions about how inmates will adjust after they are released from these 
facilities. Although we could not identify any rigorous research about the 
recidivism rates of inmates who have spent time in supermax confinement, 
Atherton (2001) reports that over a 24-month period, only 4.8% of the 
inmates who were returned to general population from the Colorado State 
Penitentiary (CSP), Colorado’s supermax, were subsequently readmitted 
to CSP. 

Aside from apprehensions about the effect of supermax on inmates, 
these facilities have also been criticized for being exorbitantly costly. For 
example, capital construction and operating costs of supermax facilities 
tend to greatly exceed those of traditional maximum security prisons 
(Clines, 1996; Illinois Department of Corrections, 1999; Irwin and Austin, 
1997). It costs $52,631 a year, for instance, to incarcerate an inmate in 
Illinois’ supermax prison, Tamms Correctional Center, compared with an 
average cost of $25,038 to incarcerate an inmate in one of the state’s tradi- 
tional maximum security prison (Illinois Department of Corrections, 

In sum, supermaxes have garnered considerable criticism on a variety of 
grounds. Observations to this end led Kurki and Morris (2001:419) to 
question the morality of supermax prisons in their review of the topic and 
ask, “How much harm can be inflicted on one individual in order to pro- 
duce safety for others?” And more importantly, “HOW much harm,” they 
ask, “can be inflicted if there is no proof, only surmise, that any safety is 
achieved?” The claim that supermax prisons increased safety is of vital 
consequence, then, and it is to this issue that we turn. 

2002). 

THE SUPERMAX MODEL: INCAPACITATING AND 
DETERRING PRISON VIOLENCE 

The perceived efficacy of supermaximum security lies in its extreme 
restrictions on movement and interaction. Sykes (1958) noted that the 
confines of the cell are the alpha and omega of prison life, and this is 
undoubtedly true of life in a supermax. In supermax prisons, inmates typi- 
cally spend 23 hours a day locked in their cell and are cut off from all 
contact with other inmates and, to a great extent, with staff. Few, if any, 
programming opportunities are made available, and most services (e.g., 
food trays, library materials, medical and psychiatric care) are delivered to 
the inmate’s cell. Those services not provided in the cell are usually found 
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within the prison walls (e.g., courtrooms). The transfer of an inmate 
around the prison is accomplished via the use of shackles and cuffs along 
with three-to-four-man escort teams. The one hour a day that inmates are 
allowed out of their cell is primarily spent alone in an exercise yard or 
bathing. In addition, inmates in supermax are often held behind solid cell 
doors, which make it difficult or impossible to communicate with other 
inmates. Inmates may also be subject to constant electronic surveillance, 
and in some facilities, a light is kept on at all times (see Kurki and Morris 
(2001) and Toch (2001) for a fuller description of supermax confinement). 

The primary thesis underlying the use of such restrictive and punitive 
facilities is that these measures will effectively incapacitate the most incor- 
rigible offenders, thereby reducing institutional violence by dramatically 
limiting opportunity. It is also assumed that because supermax facilities 
are so restrictive and depriving that their use will deter inmates in the 
general prison population from committing calculated acts of institutional 
violence. Exposure to such restrictive conditions of confinement is also 
expected to specifically deter supermax alumni. Thus, through incapacita- 
tive and deterrent effects, the supermax model hopes to substantially 
reduce violence and create prison environments in which both staff and 
inmates can live and work without experiencing the fear of being 
exploited, physically or sexually assaulted, or intimidated by the threat of 
force. 

Paradoxically, some premise the development of supermaximum prisons 
on their potential rehabilitative benefits and consider them humane and 
progressive features of the contemporary penological landscape. Consis- 
tent with this view, Suedfeld et al. (1982:308) note that solitary confine- 
ment “may serve as a desirable time-out from the pressures and 
impositions of the general prison routine.” Furthermore, nonpunitive iso- 
lation may help promote rehabilitative efforts by removing inmates from 
social and peer pressures, promoting concentration and self awareness, 
and eliminating situational cues that may encourage disruptive behavior 
(Suedfeld, 1974). Thus, like the early penitentiaries of the 1800s, which 
employed extreme isolation and discipline to a strict regime, the supermax 
prison has occasionally been portrayed as a catalyst for inmate reform. 
Still, the level of deprivation and punishment associated with incarceration 
in supermax is clearly not consistent with Suedfeld’s conceptualization of 
the rehabilitative qualities of isolation. Suedfeld (1974) also noted that the 
use of punitive isolation has not been associated with reductions in recidi- 
vism or productive change among inmates. 
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INDIVIDUAL VERSUS CONTEXTUAL MODELS OF 
PRISON VIOLENCE 

One assumption underlying the supermax model is that there are a 
finite number of violent and disruptive inmates in prison at any one time. 
Working under this assumption, policymakers and prison administrators 
hold that it is possible to both identify and incapacitate this subpopulation 
of inmates by placing them in higher level security institutions. This view 
is strengthened by research that shows that a relatively small percentage of 
the inmate population is responsible for the majority of violence commit- 
ted in prison (Barak-Glantz, 1983; Flanagan, 1983). More broadly, 
research by Toch and his colleagues on disturbed disruptive inmates indi- 
cate that although this group is small, it is responsible for a significant 
amount of troublesomeness, including violence (Toch, 1997; Toch et al., 
1989). 

There is some evidence to suggest that the increased use of administra- 
tive segregation has been associated with declines in inmate violence in 
some state prison systems.’ Irwin and Austin (1997:72) speculate that the 
decline in inmate violence in California following a peak in 1984 was due 
to the state’s extensive use of segregation. Crouch and Marquart (1989) 
have made a similar observation. These authors note that the extensive 
use of administrative segregation in the Texas Department of Corrections 
(TDC) was partly responsible for restoring order to the prison system fol- 
lowing a period of extensive unrest resulting from the elimination of the 
building tender system and other court-ordered reforms. In a related 
research study, Ralph and Marquart (1991) report that initial efforts by 
the TDC to control gang violence by placing gang leaders in administra- 
tive segregation had no appreciable effect on gang-related violence. When 
the TDC broadened its use of segregation, however, and placed all known 
gang members in administrative segregation, a dramatic decline in inmate 
murders was observed. Although suggestive, it should be noted that all of 
these studies have relied on post hoc explanations for the observed 
declines in inmate violence. 

Few prospective studies have been conducted that examine the effect of 
segregation or solitary confinement on subsequent criminal offending or 
disciplinary problems in prison, although numerous studies have examined 
the effect of isolation on inmates’ affective and physical well-being. In a 
primarily descriptive study, Barak-Glantz (1983) found no clear deterrent 
or labeling effect associated with the use of administrative segregation, 
punitive segregation, solitary confinement, or protective custody in Walla 

1. Administrative segregation has many similarities in common with supermax, 
the primary difference apparently being that a supermax is a stand-alone facility built or 
retrofitted specifically for the purpose of segregation (see King, 1999; NIC, 1997). 
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Walla prison in Washington; inmates who spent time in isolation were no 
more or less likely to commit a new prison infraction in this study. This 
research, however, did not incorporate the use of inferential statistics to 
examine these relationships. In a more rigorous study, Motiuk and Blan- 
chette (2001) found that inmates released from administrative segregation 
in a Canadian prison exhibited substantially higher rates of recidivism than 
a comparison group drawn from the general prison population. The pur- 
pose of Motiuk and Blanchette’s (2001) study was not, however, to test the 
effect of administrative segregation but to examine the differences 
between the general inmate population and the segregated population. 
Although there is a lack of research in this area, the apparent negative 
effect of administrative segregation on aggregate levels of violence has not 
been replicated at the individual level to date. 

The proposition that administrative segregation, solitary confinement, 
or supermax will affect levels of institutional violence assumes an individu- 
alistic approach to controlling prison violence. After all, if someone is 
incorrigible and chronically disruptive, it makes practical sense to focus 
efforts on dealing with that individual. Scholars of the prison, however, 
have long argued that prison violence cannot be understood independent 
of the context in which it occurs (Sykes, 1958). Although various interven- 
ing mechanisms have been identified, these perspectives tend to focus on 
the processes of adaptation (in the tradition of Sykes) and coping (e.g., 
Johnson, 2002; Toch et al., 1989). More recently, scholars have advanced 
an “interactionist” or “transactional” model of prison violence. As Bot- 
toms (1999:212) explains, we can understand prison violence best by tak- 
ing an interactionist approach that recognizes a “continual dynamic 
process of interaction between the prisoners, the staff, and the environ- 
ment they both inhabit.”2 

Proponents of the supermax model tend to locate the problem of prison 
violence in the disposition of individual “bad or mad” inmates, a view that 
fails to account for this interactive process. Administrative policies and 
management styles, inmate autonomy, architecture, inmate and staff rela- 
tions, organizational climate, overcrowding, and a host of other situational 
and organizational factors influence the likelihood that a given inmate will 
or will not act violently (Bottoms, 1999; Toch et al., 1989). This body of 
research casts doubt on the utility of interventions, like supermaxes, that 
attempt to address violence by focusing primarily or solely on individual 
“problem” inmates. This is not to argue that supermaxes will have no 
effect on prisons or those who live and work within them. Indeed, 

2. The “interactionist” model of prison violence, although consistent with “sym- 
bolic interactionism,” is not specifically derived from this theoretical tradition, and the 
term is used more generally in the prison literature and here. 
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supermaxes may alter the nature of the interaction between inmates and 
staff or the prison environment as a whole. Exactly how a supermax 
prison may affect these transactions, however, is not obvious, as discussed 
in more detail below. 

THE FEASIBILITY OF THE SUPERMAX MODEL 

Aside from the theoretical ambiguities surrounding the supermax 
model, more fundamental questions exist about the feasibility of the 
supermax model to realize deterrent and incapacitative effects. The social 
environment of the prison and the role that violence plays in that environ- 
ment, for example, are likely to undermine the effects of deterrence and 
selective incapacitation. The dynamics of the prison population and the 
nature of existing policies and systems of control are also likely to influ- 
ence the effectiveness of supermax prisons. 

Although supermax is clearly a painful punishment, it is not clear that 
inmates will be dissuaded from violent and disruptive behavior by the 
threat of this sanction. In a social system such as a prison that values 
toughness and defiance of authority, placement in a supermax-which 
after all is designed to hold the “worst of the worst”-may incur status and 
other benefits. The observations of a correctional officer from Pelican Bay 
are illustrative of the complexities surrounding the potential effect of 
supermax. In an interview with Hallinan (2001:120), an officer described 
the typical supermax inmate as someone seeking “safety:” 

Say a member of the Aryan Brotherhood [AB]. . .is serving ten 
years. . .on the ‘mainline’-the general population portion of the 
prison. A chieftain from the AB orders him to do a hit on a rival gang 
member. Suddenly the inmate faces a dilemma. If he performs the 
hit and kills the rival inmate, he knows that he will almost certainly be 
caught and almost certainly sentenced to far more than ten 
years. . .On the other hand, if he balks and refuses to perform the hit, 
his own gang will kill him. Now the inmate faces a choice: life in 
prison or death. Given these alternatives. . .a term in the SHU [secur- 
ity housing unit] looks pretty good: the inmate can’t get to anyone 
and no one can get to him. He is safe. So one day, apparently for no 
reason, the inmate attacks a guard-not fatally, perhaps, but enough 
to get him in a term in the SHU. He goes to the SHU, does his 
time. . .and comes back to the mainline. By now, the original hit has 
been carried out by someone else or the need for it has passed. The 
inmate is still in good standing with his gang and everything is as it 
was before. 

This scenario suggests that special housing units and supermax facilities 
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may provide a haven for inmates without the stigma associated with pro- 
tective custody. Ironically, however, inmates must engage in violence to 
take advantage of it. 

Research by Lovell et al. (2000), which examined the “career” patterns 
of supermax inmates, raises further questions about the plausibility of 
deterring inmates through supermax. Lovell et al. classified supermax 
inmates into seven categories that described patterns of institutional 
behavior. The first group consisted of inmates seeking protection and 
safety. For these inmates, like the hypothetical inmate described in Hal- 
linan (2001), supermax provided informal protective custody without the 
stigma attached to formal protective custody. The second group consisted 
of inmates who had poor impulse control, including those with a host of 
physical, cognitive, emotional, and behavioral problems. A third group 
consisted of inmates who were “paying the price” and viewed supermax as 
the “cost of doing business” in prison. Inmates that were described as 
socially inept made up the fourth group and had a history of trouble 
adapting to incarceration and exhibited progressively poor adjustment. A 
fifth group included inmates who were described as being “at war with the 
system.” For these individuals, supermax was a type of “stalemate.” Two 
additional groups that were identified included mentally ill inmates who 
were either in route to treatment from supermax or were in route to 
supermax from treatment. With the possible exception of those who 
viewed supermax as the cost of doing business, it seems unlikely that the 
threat of supermax would alter these career patterns. 

Demographic changes and population turnover are also likely to affect 
the impact of supermax prisons. The effectiveness of a policy of incapaci- 
tating disruptive inmates may be undermined as new disruptive inmates 
are incarcerated. This is a process that is analogous to the problem of 
“cohort replacement” identified in research on the potential of incapacita- 
tion to impact crime rates (see Zimring and Hawkins, 1995). Similarly, 
Irwin and Austin (1997) argue that the expected mitigating effect of 
removing the most violent and disruptive inmates in the general popula- 
tion prisons will be confounded by a “replacement effect.” The phenome- 
non of the replacement effect involves the co-optation of both social and 
behavioral roles previously filled within the inmate subculture by inmates 
who have been removed from their environments. This occurrence may 
be especially prevalent among prison gangs where gang leaders are identi- 
fied for segregation, and are then replaced within the gang by the “next-in- 
line.” 

In addition, it is unclear whether supermax prisons will accomplish a 
significant amount of additional control through incapacitation beyond 
that which already exists. Traditionally, segregation units and solitary con- 
finement have been used to “incapacitate” and otherwise punish violent 
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and problematic inmates. Thus, if policies to control disruptive inmates 
already exist within prison systems the expected return from supermax will 
be reduced. This is a problem of diminishing returns, where supermaxes 
will have the least effect when preexisting systems of prisoner incapacita- 
tion and control are strongest (c.f. Zimring and Hawkins, 199550-51). 

Finally, the possibility also exists that a supermax may increase the level 
of inmate violence in a prison system. It is not uncommon for research to 
find that the use of coercive control strategies results in the escalation of 
violence (Barak-Glantz, 1985; Bottoms, 1999; Colvin, 1991; Toch, 1997). 
Irwin and Austin (1997) have suggested, for instance, that when inmates 
are treated as inherently dangerous-accurately or not-they may end up 
fulfilling this “prophecy” by engaging in future acts of violence. Welch 
(1999:131-141) has elaborated on the potential for coercive controls to 
escalate the level of violence in prison. In addition to noting the possibil- 
ity that controls may lead to self-fulfilling prophecies, Welch also observed 
that punishments may incur secondary gains (e.g., status), create new cate- 
gories of victims (e.g., snitches) and offenders (e.g., gang members), 
increase inmates’ commitment to and skill at violence, and encourage a 
cycle of rebellion and abuse of authority. Observations such as these raise 
doubts about the efficacy of supermaxes, which are clearly coercive in 
nature. 

Although this review suggests contradictory expectations about the 
potential effect of supermax prisons, based on the anticipation that 
supermaxes will incapacitate violent offenders and deter potential vio- 
lence, we tested the following hypotheses: (1) The implementation of a 
supermaximum security prison will result in significant reductions in state- 
wide levels of inmate-on-inmate violence; (2) the implementation of a 
supermaximum security prison will result in significant reductions in state- 
wide levels of inmate-on-staff violence. 

METHODOLOGY 

A multiple interrupted time series design using three experimental sites 
and one comparison site was employed to test the hypotheses that the 
implementation of a supermaximum security facility into a prison system 
will result in significant reductions in system-wide levels of inmate-on- 
inmate assaults and inmate-on-staff assaults (hereafter referred to as 
inmate assaults and staff assaults, respectively). To control for the many 
problems that frequent time series data, ARIMA (autoregressive inte- 
grated moving average) modeling procedures were employed (Box et al., 
1994; McCleary and Hay, 1980) using regression analysis for time series 
(RATS, Version 5 )  software. Below we describe the selection of the sites, 
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discuss the nature of the interventions and the measures, and report the 
method of analysis used in this study. 

SITE SELECTION PROCEDURES 

King (1999) identified 34 states that had at least one supermaximum 
security facility. At the time of King’s inquiry (1999), the states in the 
Western region of the United States had the greatest potential to house 
inmates in supermaximum security facilities (2.7% of total prison beds), 
whereas states in the Midwest had the least capacity to house inmates in 
supermax facilities (l.l%, see King, 1999:175). To maximize variation in 
the utilization of supermaximum security beds across states, the seven 
Midwestern states with supermaxes (IL, IN, MI, MN, NE, OH, and WI) 
and the nine Western states with supermaxes (AZ, CA, CO, ID, MT, NV, 
OR, WA, and WY) were selected for study. Furthermore, to control for 
historical threats to internal validity, eight comparison states (IA, KY, 
MO, NM, ND, SD, TN, and UT) were included in the sampling frame. 

The state department of corrections for each of these 24 states were 
contacted and asked to provide longitudinal measures of assaults on 
inmates and assaults on staff aggregated at the state level. Because the 
identification and estimation of ARIMA models is confounded by large 
intervention effects and short time series (i.e., N < 50; McCleary and Hay, 
1980), the states with a supermax were asked to provide monthly measures 
of the dependent variables over a five-year period prior to the implemen- 
tation of the state’s first supermax facility through the most recent period 
for which institutional violence data were available. The comparison 
states, on the other hand, were asked to provide monthly measures of the 
dependent variables from January 1989 (after which the majority of 
supermax prisons opened) through the most recent year for which data 
were available. 

Twenty of the 24 departments of corrections included in the sampling 
frame were able to provide some institutional violence data. Only six 
states, however, were able to provide adequate data for use in an inter- 
rupted time series analysis (i.e., N = 50 observations): Arizona, Illinois, 
Minnesota, Nebraska, Tennessee, and Utah. In addition, there were fur- 
ther problems associated with the use of the data provided by Nebraska 
and Tennessee. In Nebraska, the Lincoln Correctional Center (LCC) was 
retrofitted over the course of six years. Because the implementation pro- 
cess was diffused over several years, impact assessment could not be car- 
ried out using interrupted time series techniques. The data provided by 
Tennessee could not be used because their reporting system changed in 
FY97-98. Thus, only four of the 24 states sampled provided data ade- 
quate for further analysis: Arizona, Illinois, Minnesota, and Utah. 
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The limited number of states that provided adequate measures of insti- 
tutional violence raises concern about the generalizability of the sample. 
States that maintain extensive records of institutional violence, for 
instance, may differ in important respects from those states that do not. 
Although concerns about the representativeness of the states examined 
here cannot be ruled out, the data presented in Table 1 suggest that the 
level of inmate violence reported by these states is remarkably similar to 
those states not included in the full analysis. Nevertheless, the four states 
studied here may differ from one another and from those states not 
included in the analysis in important ways that are related to the depen- 
dent variables of interest. The external validity of experimental results- 
or in this case quasi-experimental results-can be strengthened, however, 
when these results are replicated at different times and places, using differ- 
ent forms of the treatment. Thus, if the effect of supermax is replicated 
across each of these states, under different conditions and times using mul- 
tiple measures, our confidence in the general applicability of the results 
will be strengthened greatly. 

Table 1. Monthly Rates of Inmate Violence among 
Supermax and Comparison States 

Monthly Rate of Inmate Assaults 
N Mean __ S.D. 

Monthly Rate of Staff Assaults 
N Mean - S.D. 

Arizona* 180 34.25 7.73 
Colorado 12 5.97 2.22 12 4.50 1.70 
Idaho 14 26.31 16.66 14 5.53 5.19 
Illinois 126 15.63 4.19 126 23.70 7.50 
Michigan 84 10.90 2.71 84 7.99 2.55 
Minnesota 241 32.94 17.03 244 18.57 11.21 
Nebraska 120 23.37 13.78 
Nevada** 21 1083.00 123.77 
Ohio 24 7.30 1.56 48 9.92 3.05 
Washington 45 21.79 6.36 45 16.21 17.38 
Subtotal 846 25.28 14.68 573 16.63 11.17 

N Mean - S.D. Comparison States - N Mean 

Missouri 36 15.33 4.53 36 22.15 8.54 
Montana 36 48.13 23.95 36 12.35 8.14 
Tennessee 105 14.26 8.78 104 17.76 14.07 
Utah* 108 49.05 20.82 
Subtotal 297 30.84 23.71 188 16.88 12.29 

- - Supermax States - - 

- - - S.D. - 
Kentucky 12 6.65 2.60 12 7.04 2.21 

Total 1143 26.73 17.64 761 16.69 11.45 

NOTE: * The data from Arizona and Utah include assaults against inmates and 
staff;** Because Nevada is an outlier, data from this state were excluded from the calcula- 
tions of the subtotal and total. 
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INTERVENTIONS AND MEASURES 

Table 2 presents summary information for each of the research sites, 
including descriptive data on the supermaximum security facilities in each 
state. The descriptive data include prison bed capacities for each 
supermax, the percentage of state prison beds designated for use in a 
supermax, peak utilization rates during the first 13 months of operation, 
and the available dependent time series data. Peak utilization rates are 
presented because it was expected that a given supermax would have its 
largest impact when its respective inmate population was greatest. It 
should also be noted that all of the dependent time series involving 
inmate-on-inmate assaults were normalized by the relevant inmate popu- 
lation, and represent inmate incidents per 10,000 inmates.3 In all cases, 
the measures of violence are based on incidents that occurred throughout 
the prison system, including incidents in supermax as well as other 
facilities. 

ARIZONA 

The Arizona Department of Corrections (ADC) operates two 
supermaximum security facilities: Special Management Unit I (SMU I) 
and Special Management Unit I1 (SMU 11). SMU I was opened in Sep- 
tember 1988 and has the capacity to hold 960 inmates, whereas SMU I1 
was opened in February 1996 and can hold an additional 778 inmates. In 
the case of SMU I and SMU 11, the utilization rates were highest during 
the tenth (97.5%) and thirteenth (96.4%) months following their respec- 
tive openings. 

Three dependent time series were provided by the ADC (1) total 
assaults committed by inmates (i.e., assaults against inmates and staff) 
between January 1985 through December 1999 (n = 180), (2) inmate inju- 
ries, and (3) staff injuries. Both the inmate injury series and the staff 
injury series are composed of observations from January 1985 through 
December 1998 (n = 168). In Arizona, inmate and staff injuries are 
recorded as special cases of assault. As a result, the inmate assault data 
include assaults not ending in injury and assaults that do result in injury. 
An inmate assault was broadly defined and includes causing physical 
injury, placing someone at risk for injury, or knowingly touching someone 

3. McCleary and Hay (1980:31) suggest that the process of differencing a series is 
an appropriate “control” for a growing population (also see Chamlin, 1982:383-384). To 
determine the practical implications of using “raw” data and rate data, impact assess- 
ments were carried out for both types of series. In all cases, the substantive results of 
the impact assessments were unchanged. 
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with the intent to injure, insult, or provoke them.“ 
A number of scholars have indicated that the validity and reliability of 

prison assault data are suspect (Bottoms, 1999; Hewitt et al., 1984; 
Sechrest, 1991), especially when comparisons are made across prison sys- 
tems (Mays and Winfree, 1998:208). The utilization of injury data in Ari- 
zona, however, should provide a relatively reliable indicator of violent 
behavior. That is, we would expect there to be less inconsistency in 
reports of behaviors that result in injuries than behaviors that do not result 
in injuries. Further, comparisons in assault levels were not made across 
prison systems but within prison systems, and there is no reason to believe 
that there was systematic error in the reporting of assaults over time. 

ILLINOIS 

The Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) constructed its only 
supermaximum security facility at Tamms in southern Illinois. Tamms 
Correctional Center, which opened in March 1998, was designed to hold 
500 inmates in supermaximum security. This capacity is lower than either 
of Arizona’s supermax facilities, despite the fact that Illinois’ total adult 
inmate population (40,893) is nearly one-and-a-half times larger than Ari- 
zona’s total adult inmate population (26,747) (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
2001). Tamms Correctional Center also has a low utilization rate. The 
Tamms’ utilization rate steadily increased during the first year of opera- 
tion until it reached its peak (53.2% capacity) in the twelfth month, where- 
upon it leveled off. As of March 2001, Tamms continued to operate at 
53% capacity. Consequently, we might expect Tamms to have less effect 
on prison violence because it may be a less “certain” punishment, it has 
less capacity to incapacitate violent offenders compared with the facilities 
in Arizona, and it houses a lower proportion of the respective inmate 
population. 

Data for inmate and staff assaults were provided by the IDOC over a 
12-year period (January 1989 through December 2000; n = 144). The 
assault definitions, however, changed over the study period. Beginning in 
July 1999, the definition of assault became more expansive and sensitive, 
and it resulted in a large increase in recorded assault incidents. Due to 
this instrumentation effect, the observations from July 1999 through 
December 2000 were excluded from the analysis. Thus, 14 months of post- 
intervention data are available in Illinois, a relatively short period of time 
for the valid estimation of intervention effects. The inmate assault series 
analyzed here includes physical attacks with weapons, fists, feet, teeth, or 

4. The full definitions of inmate assault in each state may be obtained from the 
authors. 
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an inmate’s body. The staff assault series includes striking, hitting, or kick- 
ing an officer, the use of a weapon against an officer, or throwing objects 
or liquids at an officer for the purpose of causing injury or intimidation. 

MINNESOTA 
The Minnesota Department of Corrections (MDOC) opened its only 

supermaximum security facility at Oak Park Heights (OPH) in March 
1982, although there is some ambiguity about the classification of OPH as 
a supermax. King (1999:173) observed that the “creation of OPH had no 
aspirations to the status of ‘supermax’.” In fact, the OPH facility uses a 
podular design that allows for interaction among inmates and staff, a 
design feature not typically associated with the supermax model. OPH 
also offers relatively extensive programming opportunities (e.g., education 
and rehabilitation-type programs) for its inhabitants, which is also a rarity 
among supermax facilities (King, 1999; NIC, 1997). On the other hand, as 
King (1999) has observed, the supermax definition used by the NIC (1997) 
did not include any architectural criteria regarding the type and number of 
programming opportunities offered to supermax inmates. Furthermore, 
the MDOC responded positively to the NIC’s inquiry regarding the pres- 
ence of a supermax in Minnesota, listing OPH as a facility built for 
supermax purposes. Given the ambiguous definition employed by the 
NIC (1997), and the MDOC’s response to the NIC survey, OPH was 
included in this study as a supermax facility. 

One hundred and twenty of the 397 prison beds available at OPH are 
used for supermaximum security level inmates (King, 1999). This figure is 
well below that of either Tamms or the two supermax prisons in Arizona 
(SMU I and SMU 11). Minnesota, however, has one of the lowest incar- 
ceration rates among the 50 states at 113 per 100,000 (King, 1999), and a 
much smaller total prison population (6,271) than the other two states. 
Consequently, the MDOC is able to house 1.9% of its inmates in 
supermax custody, a figure exceeding that of the IDOC. Furthermore, an 
examination of Table 2 indicates that the utilization rate for OPH reached 
a high of 89.7% in the first year after opening, which also exceeds the 
respective figure for Illinois. If the effectiveness of a supermax is related 
to utilization rates, we would expect OPH to have a larger impact than the 
Tamms Correctional Facility, assuming that the OPH supermax inmate 
population grew at a similar rate as the rest of the OPH prison population. 

Two dependent time series-inmate assaults and staff assaults-consist- 
ing of monthly observations over a 21-year period (from 1979 through 
December 1999), were provided by the MDOC. The inmate assault series 
began in December 1979 (n = 241), and the staff assault series began in 
September 1979 (n = 244). In Minnesota, an inmate assault includes the 
use of deadly force or threatening to use a deadly weapon, “great” or 
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“substantial” bodily harm, and acts involving the threat to cause bodily 
harm or death. Staff assaults are defined as physical assaults in which bod- 
ily harm is inflicted on the correctional officer and intentionally throwing 
bodily fluids or feces at an officer. 

UTAH 

The inclusion of Utah, a comparison state, in this study allows for an 
assessment of nonlocal historical threats to validity (i.e., historical 
“events” that have a regional effect on the incidence of institutional 
assaults). The procedure for assessing the plausibility of a nonlocal histor- 
ical threat involves modeling an impact in the comparison series at the 
same point in time that a supermax opens in a geographically proximal 
state (see Shadish et al., 2001). If a significant impact is observed in the 
supermax state, but not in the comparison state, then we can reasonably 
rule out nonlocal historical events as plausible rival hypotheses. Because 
states are free to enact their own penal policies and practices, however, 
local historical threats (i.e., within states) may be more likely to confound 
the assessment of an impact. Nevertheless, the inclusion of Utah as a com- 
parison for Arizona’s second supermax, SMU 11, allowed for an assess- 
ment of any historical threats that might have a regional impact on the 
incidence of institutional violence. 

Utah provided one dependent time series, monthly inmate assaults on 
both fellow inmates and staff, from January 1990 through December 1998 
(n = 108). The primary implication of using composite dependent time 
series (relevant to both the UDC and the ADC) is that these measures will 
be less sensitive to intervention effects. For instance, if a supermax has a 
mitigating impact on the incidence of staff assaults, but not on the inci- 
dence of inmate assaults, then the composite nature of the dependent time 
series may obscure the staff assault intervention effect. Consequently, if 
changes are observed in one ADC series and not in the other, then the 
utility of the UDC comparison series to rule out nonlocal historical threats 
to internal validity would be reduced. The definition of an assault within 
the UDC is the same as the legal definition of assault in this state. 

METHOD OF ANALYSIS 

The hypotheses were tested by using interrupted time series analysis 
with ARIMA modeling. Interrupted time series analysis is an analytical 
strategy that allows researchers to determine whether a time series 
changes significantly following the introduction of an intervention by mak- 
ing a “statistical comparison of the pre- and post-intervention time series 
segments” (McDowall et al., 1980:12). ARIMA empirically models and 
statistically controls for trending, seasonality, and autocorrelation in the 
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time series. The failure to account for these influences can bias the inter- 
pretation of simple pre/post-comparisons of time series segments. By con- 
trolling for these influences, ARIMA results in more reliable parameter 
estimates than ordinary least-squares regression techniques and other sta- 
tistical models that assume the independence of observations (McCleary 
and Hay, 1980:270-272). This method is not without criticism, however. 
In particular, ARIMA has been criticized for being atheoretical (Ostrom, 
1990). The empirical structure of the data, rather than theoretical consid- 
erations about rival causal factors and the timing, duration, and functional 
form of the hypothesized effect, drive the analysis and parameter esti- 
mates in an ARIMA model. When theory is unclear about the specific 
nature of impacts and rival explanations, and when the structure of the 
serial dependence is unknown, however, ARIMA models are the method 
of choice (McDowell et al., 1980; for a discussion of these and other meth- 
odological strengths and weaknesses of ARIMA, see Chamlin, 1988; 
Chamlin et al., 1992). 

Prewhitening Procedures. The iterative three-step modeling process 
described by McCleary and Hay (1980) was used to prewhiten each time 
series prior to assessing the impact of the respective supermaximum secur- 
ity institutions. A prewhitened time series is characterized by a lack of 
outliers, a constant variance, and by observations that are normally and 
independently distributed about a zero mean. If a series meets these three 
conditions, it is considered stationary in the larger sense (McCleary and 
Hay, 1980). For time series that had a nonstationary series variance, a 
variety of transformations (i.e., square root, natural logarithmic, and 
loglo) were considered. The transformation that best normalized the data 
was then applied to the series during the ARIMA modeling and impact 
assessment procedures. And if the series level was nonstationary, the best 
ARIMA model identified was used to partial out the systematic compo- 
nent of the stochastic process (i.e., the nonrandom error in the series). 
Finally, when outliers were encountered, they were replaced by the mean 
of the two observations prior to and following the observation in 
question.5 

All of the ARIMA models identified in this paper were built on a com- 
plete dependent time series. McCleary and Hay (1980) noted that 
ARIMA models can be built on the entire series unless the intervention 
effect is large enough to confound the identification of a systematic noise 
model. The intervention effects were not visibly evident for any of the 

5. There were no identifiable underlying events (e.g.. riots) to explain any of the 
outliers detected in the four time series examined; hence, the imputation of values was 
appropriate. 
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respective dependent time series; hence, ARIMA models were appropri- 
ately built on the entire series. 

Impact Assessment. Once a white-noise model was identified, the effect 
of opening a supermax prison was tested using the procedure outlined by 
McCain and McCleary (1979) and McCleary and Hay (1980). Without a 
priori expectations regarding the nature of the impact, we began by mod- 
eling a first-order abrupt-temporary impact. If the estimated abrupt-tem- 
porary impact was non-significant or if the rate parameter was near the 
bounds of system stability (Le., near LOO), then a first-order gradual-per- 
manent impact was modeled. If the estimated gradual-permanent impact 
was nonsignificant or if the rate parameter was near the bounds of system 
stability (i.e., near O.OO), then a zero-order abrupt-permanent impact was 
modeled. 

RESULTS 
Table 3 presents the final univariate ARIMA models and describes any 

transformations that were applied to the series. The Q statistic that is 
reported in Table 3 tests whether the model residuals, as a whole, are 
uncorrelated. All of the final models meet this criterion and represent 
white noise processes. The specific transformations used for each time 
series are discussed below. 

The three dependent time series provided by the ADC are depicted in 
Figure 1. An examination of Figure 1 reveals a possible floor effect in the 
beginning of the inmate injury series, and throughout the staff injury 
series. As a result of the restricted range in the staff injury series, transfor- 
mations to the data were not required as the series already had a station- 
ary variance (Levene Statistic = 1.67 (13,154), p = .07). 

Both the inmate assault series and the inmate injury series, however, 
were heteroskedastic. A natural logarithm transformation best reduced 
the variance heterogeneity in the inmate assault series, but it was not until 
the first two months of data were removed that the series variance became 
stationary (Levene Statistic = 1.68 (14,163), p = .06).6 Heteroskedasticity 
also continued to characterize the inmate injury series. Because the obser- 
vations at the beginning of the series fluctuated around zero, we suspected 
that a floor effect was responsible. Consequently, inmate injury rates 
equal to zero early in the series (n = 5 )  were replaced with the mean of the 
two observations on either side of the respective null observations. A 
square root transformation was then able to yield a stationary series vari- 
ance (Levene Statistic = 1.50 (13,154),p = .12). In all three series, moving 
average models were able to achieve stationarity in the larger sense. 

6. Mean substitution was attempted, but this did not produce a homoskedastic 
process. 
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The monthly observations of inmate assaults and staff assaults provided 
by the Illinois DOC are depicted in Figure 2. Despite a relatively large 
jump in the midc’le of the inmate assault series (i.e., between June 1994 
and September 1995), the series had a stationary variance (Levene Statis- 
tic = 1.27 (10,115), p = .25). Two outliers (July 1991 and February 1996) 
were replaced in this series, and a square root transformation was able to 
reduce the series to a stationary process (Levene Statistic = 1.87 (10,114), 
p = .06), but only after the last observation (June 1999) was eliminated. 
This procedure left 125 usable staff assault observations for further 
analysis. 

Again, moving average models were identified for the inmate assault 
series and the staff assault series in Illinois. A stationary process in the 
larger sense was achieved for the staff assault series, however, by including 
two AR parameters that were modeled to begin at lags 12 and 18. The 
final model for the staff assault series, then, was an ARIMA (2,lJ). 
Although this is a somewhat unusual higher order model, the data clearly 
did not support the identification and acceptance of a simpler version. 

The data for the 21-year MDOC monthly inmate assault series and staff 
assault series are presented in Figure 3. Four outliers (June 1988, August 
1991, September 1997, and October 1997) were identified in the inmate 
assault series. After imputing values for these observations, a homos- 
kedastic process was observed for the inmate assault series (Levene Statis- 
tic = 1.04 (20, 220; p = .41). The variance in the staff assault series, 
however, remained heteroskedastic after the standard transformations 
were applied to the data. An examination of the series revealed a possible 
floor effect early in the series; hence, values were imputed for the second 
and third observations in the series. A natural logarithm transformation 
was then able to produce a stationary series variance (Levene Statistic = 
1.56 [20,223], p = .06). 

The ARIMA modeling process yielded a moving average model for the 
staff assault series. A mixed model was needed to reduce the inmate 
assault series to white noise. Specifically, an ARIMA (1,lJ) model was 
retained with the AR parameter modeled to begin at the sixteenth lag. 
Again, the use of mixed models is relatively rare in the social sciences 
(McCleary and Hay, 1980), but the data clearly did not support the identi- 
fication and acceptance of a lower-order model. 

Analysis of the monthly UDC inmate assault series revealed a single 
outlier. Once the outlier was replaced, the resultant series was homos- 
kedastic (Levene Statistic = 0.47 [8, 991, p = .88), and after a moving aver- 
age model was applied to the data, stationarity in the larger sense was 
achieved. 
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IMPACT ASSESSMENTS 

Experimental Sites. Subsequent to the prewhitening process, impact 
assessments were carried out for each supermaximum security facility. 
Contrary to our first hypothesis, the openings of SMU I, SMU 11, Tamms, 
and OPH were not associated with decreases in inmate assaults within 
their respective prison systems. Moreover, the openings of both SMU I 
and SMU I1 had no impact on the incidence of inmate injuries within the 
ADC.7 Hence, the results uniformly indicate that the supermaximum 
security facilities included in this study failed to reduce levels of inmate- 
on-inmate violence within the three prison systems studied. 

The observed effects of the four supermaximum security facilities on the 
incidence of staff assaults, however, are inconsistent. The openings of 
both SMU I and OPH had no impact on the incidence of staff injuries and 
staff assaults, respectively. The opening of Tamms in Illinois, however, 
was associated with a significant abrupt-permanent decrease in staff 
assaults.8 To interpret the results, the analysis was rerun using the non- 
transformed staff assault series (McCleary and Hay, 1980). This reanal- 
ysis, using the raw staff assault series, revealed that the opening of Tamms 
was associated with a decrease in staff assaults approximately equal to 21 
fewer incidents per month. This change in the level of the staff assault 
series can be compared with an average of 79.21 staff assaults per month 
prior to the opening of Tamms. 

In contrast, the opening of SMU I1 in Arizona was associated with a 
significant, temporary increase in staff injuries. This impact was in the 
opposite direction as expected, and it represents a temporary increase of 
almost seven staff injuries during the first month of SMU I1 operation. 
This increase can be compared with an average of five staff injuries per 
month in the 12 months preceding the opening of SMU 11. 

Comparison Site. To assess the plausibility of nonlocal historical threats 
to validity, an impact was modeled in the UDC inmate assault series so 
that it would coincide with the opening of SMU I1 in Arizona (i.e., in Feb- 
ruary 1996). The results from the impact assessment, however, revealed a 
nonsignificant impact on the incidence of inmate-inflicted violence within 

7. Simple pre/post-comparisons of the mean rate of inmate assaults and injuries 
per month are as follows: monthly rate of inmate injuries pre-SMU I = 2.99, post- SMU 
I = 5.0, post-SMU I1 = 6.01; mean rate of inmate assaults pre-SMU I= 33.26; post- SMU 
I = 34.91, post-SMU I1 = 33.95; mean rate of inmate assaults pre-Tamms = 16.45, post- 
Tamms = 9.95; mean rate of inmate assaults pre-OPH = 14.77, post-OPH = 34.16. 

8. Simple prelpost-comparisons of the mean number of staff assaults and injuries 
per month are as follows: mean number of staff injuries pre-SMU I = 2.93, post- SMU I 
= 3.26, post-SMU I1 = 3.77; mean number of staff assaults pre-Tamms = 79.21, post- 
Tamms = 56.2; mean number of staff assaults pre-OPH = 2.9, post-OPH = 6.63. 
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the UDC. Therefore, a nonlocal historical event is an unlikely rival 
hypothesis. Local historical threats, however, cannot be ruled out. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings presented here reveal that the opening of a supermax had 
no effect on eight of the measures of institutional violence examined 
across three states. In one of the time series examined, however, the 
implementation of a supermax was associated with a temporary increase in 
assaults against staff. Finally, the opening of a supermax was associated 
with a decrease in assaults against staff in one of the time series examined. 
Thus, no support was found for the hypothesis that the implementation of 
a supermax prison reduces aggregate levels of inmate-on-inmate assaults. 
Mixed support was found for our second hypothesis: The opening of SMU 
I in Arizona and OPH in Minnesota were not associated with changes in 
the incidence of violence directed toward staff; the findings associated 
with the opening of SMU I1 suggest that this facility may have been tem- 
porarily harmful within the Arizona DOC; and the opening of Tamms in 
Illinois was associated with a significant, permanent decrease in assaults 
against staff. 

A number of factors might account for the null findings obtained. As 
noted above, theories of inmate behavior and past research suggest that 
prison violence will not be impacted substantially by a policy of incapacita- 
tion or deterrence. Interactionist theories of prison violence, for instance, 
maintain that prison violence is a result of the interaction among the 
inmate, the situation, and the environment. This perspective suggests that 
patterns of inmate behavior will remain unchanged without addressing the 
context in which prison violence occurs and how inmates and staff interact 
in that context. Cohort replacement and other replacement effects may 
also undermine the efficacy of a policy of incapacitation within a prison 
system. It is also possible that supermax does not accomplish any addi- 
tional incapacitation beyond that which is already provided by traditional 
punitive and administrative segregation. Furthermore, previous research 
suggests that supermax may incur certain rewards for inmates or fail to 
alter the patterns of behavior and maladaption observed among supermax 
residents. In short, the findings, on the whole, are not consistent with 
either incapacitation or deterrence theory. 

It is more difficult to account for the unexpected finding that the open- 
ing of a supermax was associated with a temporary increase in inmate vio- 
lence in one of the models tested. One plausible explanation from an 
ecological perspective is that the removal of an inmate, especially a gang 
leader, from their social context may “perturb the system,” resulting in a 
deviation from homeostasis (see, e.g., Crouch and Marquart, 1989). This 
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deviation might take the form of a struggle for power in which inmates 
become more violent while attempting to establish or maintain power. 
From this perspective, one might expect that the implementation of a 
supermax facility would produce a temporary increase in violence until a 
state of homeostasis is achieved again. This supposition is speculative, 
however, and clearly warrants further empirical examination. A local his- 
torical event that coincided with the opening of SMU I1 could also be 
responsible for this finding. 

Although the bulk of the evidence presented here suggests that 
supermax is not effective at reducing system-wide levels of prison vio- 
lence, some support for the use of supermax was found. Specifically, the 
opening of Tamms Correctional Center in Illinois corresponded with a 
gradual permanent reduction in assaults against staff. This impact trans- 
lates into a reduction of approximately 21 staff assaults per month in a 
system that averaged 79 assaults against staff per month in the year pre- 
ceding the opening of the supermax, a decline of approximately 27%. This 
is a substantial reduction. Although consistent with expectations, this 
finding raises further questions. 

First, it is unclear why the supermax in Illinois appears to affect inmate 
assaults on staff but not inmate-on-inmate assaults. This result may be due 
to selection criteria that differentially target inmates for incarceration in 
supermax who have a history of assaulting correctional staff. The per- 
ceived or actual certainty of being sent to supermax for an assault against 
an officer may also be higher compared with the certainty of punishment 
associated with assaulting an inmate. It will be important for future 
research to consider these issues. The possibility also exists, however, that 
the implementation of supermax in Illinois had an effect on stuff behavior 
rather than on inmate behavior. Some observers have noted that 
supermax may have the effect of “deskilling” correctional officers and 
prison administrators (King, 2001). Rather than addressing problems on 
site, the existence of a supermax makes it possible for correctional officers 
and prison administrators to transfer their “problems” to other facilities. 
Thus, officers may have less incentive or need to intervene directly with 
inmates. This scenario could alter correctional officers’ patterns of inter- 
action with inmates, particularly problem inmates, and may be responsible 
for the findings observed here. 

Second, it is uncertain why we found an ameliorative effect for the 
supermax in Illinois, but not in Arizona or Minnesota. Based on incapaci- 
tation and deterrence theory, we should expect Illinois’ supermax to be 
the least effective because it incarcerates a smaller number of inmates and 
a smaller percentage of the inmate population (i.e.. it has less incapacita- 
tive capacity and is a less certain punishment). It may be, however, that 
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Tamms is used more effectively, is more painful, is more feared, or that 
other unmeasured factors are responsible for the observed relationship. 

The present study is a first step toward assessing the claim that 
supermaxes improve the safety of correctional systems. Aggregate statis- 
tics cannot tell us, however, whether the individuals who were placed in 
supermax would have offended-or how much they would have 
offended-if left in the general inmate population or if a stay in supermax 
increased or decreased their likelihood of reoffending. Studies that 
examine the effect of supermax at the individual level of analysis are 
clearly needed to begin to understand issues such as these. Likewise, con- 
textual models of inmate violence point to the importance of examining 
situational factors that contribute to misconduct. We propose that the 
presence of a supermax in a correctional system may condition the interac- 
tions between inmates and staff and alter the climate of prisons. The spe- 
cific nature of the role that supermaxes play in this process and its effect 
on inmate violence is, however, unclear. Qualitative research that illumi- 
nates this process would reveal a great deal about the etiology of inmate 
violence generally and the effect of supermax specifically. 

A number of methodological caveats about the present study should 
also be noted. First, the lack of postintervention observations provided by 
Illinois may have obscured a significant impact for the inmate assault 
series. It is also possible that this limitation adversely affected the reliabil- 
ity of the intervention estimate for the staff assault series. If more pos- 
tintervention observations were available for the staff assault series, the 
underlying effect associated with Tamms may have been more accurately 
estimated. Further assessment of these considerations, however, is not 
possible due to significant changes in the way that inmate assaults and staff 
assaults are defined and recorded in Illinois. 

Second, we were unable to obtain data from a Midwestern state that 
could act as a control site to rule out nonlocal historical threats to validity 
in Illinois. The nature of interrupted time series designs, however, limits 
the extent to which historical threats can impact the findings. That is, 
unless a historical event or phenomenon coincided with the opening of a 
supermax, it cannot explain changes in the dependent variable that do 
coincide with the supermax opening. 

Third, measurement error is another potential threat to validity. Previ- 
ous studies indicate that this is a likely threat, as the validity and reliability 
of official measures of inmate violence is suspect (Bottoms, 1999; Hewitt 
et al., 1984). Although this limitation cannot be ruled out, the analysis of 
inmate and staff injuries in the Arizona Department of Corrections adds 
confidence to the conclusions. If supermax prisons do have an impact on 
levels of institutional violence, we should expect that the impact would be 
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most apparent with injury data. This, however, was not found to be the 
case in Arizona. 

Fourth, and more significant, local historical threats to validity cannot 
be excluded. In Illinois, for example, the IDOC engaged in a variety of 
security and control reforms throughout the latter 1990s. These included 
extensive lockdowns of maximum-security institutions throughout the 
state, expanded segregation capacity within the system, removal of cell 
coverings, and limitations on permissible levels of inmate property. Con- 
sequently, it is difficult to separate the effects of these confounding 
reforms from the impact of Tamms. A number of changes related to staff- 
ing levels and organizational management were also made during this time 
period. Because the inmate assault levels were not found to decrease after 
the opening of Tamms, however, any plausible local historical threats to 
validity should be unique to staff assaults. Additional research is clearly 
needed to identify the extent to which local historical factors are at work 
in Illinois and in the other states studied. 

CONCLUSION 

Although some question whether the supermax prison can ever be an 
acceptable response to prison violence, King (1999:182) argues that, in the 
least, “where prison regimes are so depriving as those offered in most 
supermax facilities, the onus is upon those imposing the regimes to 
demonstrate that this is justified.” This justification might come in two 
fundamental forms. First, we might ask whether supermax reduces prison 
violence, and second, whether alternative methods of control exist. 
Although the findings obtained here must be buttressed with analyses 
from other states-and more contextually informed analyses of trend data 
from the three states studied herein-this study presents strong prelimi- 
nary evidence that supermaximum prisons cannot be justified as a means 
of increasing inmate safety. Our findings with regard to officer safety are 
more equivocal, but the necessary onus of evidence in support of the use 
of supermax certainly has not been met here. 

The measure of any policy to reduce prison violence, however, should 
not simply be whether it works. Rather, a control strategy’s value should 
be weighed against that of available alternatives. The choice, in other 
words, is not between the supermax and “turning the joint over to the 
cons.” Although a review of the alternatives to supermax is beyond the 
scope of this paper, we would be remiss if we failed to note that such 
alternatives exist. At a minimum, we should consider the relative costs 
and benefits of supermax to existing methods of control such as traditional 
administrative segregation and solitary confinement. More broadly, 
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supermax should be evaluated relative to other interventions that have 
been shown to reduce prison violence. 

It would be misleading to suggest that supermax is the only option avail- 
able to those rightfully concerned with creating safer institutions. A 
recent meta-analysis of 33 studies, for example, found that interventions 
such as behavioral programs that targeted the criminogenic needs of 
inmates and management strategies that manipulated variables known to 
predict prison misconduct reduced that misconduct by an average of 17% 
(Gendreau and Keyes, 2001:126-127). A related review of 571 policy rec- 
ommendations, reported in 146 articles, revealed that management strate- 
gies and inmate-based strategies were the most frequently recommended 
approaches to controlling inmate violence. These strategies included 
changes in management style, improved classification, increased treat- 
ment, increased inmate-staff contact and supervision, and increased 
inmate autonomy. Other frequently suggested strategies included 
increased staff training on policy, procedures, and relationship skills, 
improved standards of staff recruitment, the use of private cells and segre- 
gation, and the reduction of overcrowding (Gendreau and Keyes, 2001; 
also see Bottoms, 1999). 

Based on the existing research, it is difficult to justify the use of 
supermax on the grounds that it increases prison safety. Clearly, viable 
alternatives to supermax do exist. Moreover, many of these alternative 
approaches to social control in prison systems do not have the dubious 
moral qualities, legal uncertainties, and costs that are associated with 
supermax prisons. The preceding data indicate that the effectiveness of 
supermax prisons as a mechanism to enhance prison safety remains largely 
speculative. By no means are the data presented here affirmative proof of 
the value of supermax prisons. On the contrary, most of the findings are 
inconsistent with expectations derived from deterrence and incapacitation 
theory. Although much more research on the value of supermax prisons is 
certainly necessary to settle relevant policy and theoretical debates on the 
topic, it would not be premature to consider qualitatively different 
approaches to the reduction of violence in our prison systems, especially 
those alternatives that are more humane and theoretically informed. 
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This research explores the sociopolitical context of prison violence and its
control in the state of Illinois, and discusses the series of events that led to the
opening of a supermax prison. Interrupted time series analyses were used to
test whether the use of the supermax was associated with declines in prison
violence, controlling for the potentially confounding influence of a systemwide
effort to restructure the Illinois Department of Corrections following a prison
scandal in 1996. There was no association between the opening of a supermax
and inmate-on-inmate assaults; however, the supermax appears to have resulted
in an abrupt, permanent reduction in assaults against staff. The opening of the
supermax was also associated with an abrupt, permanent reduction in the use
of lockdown days.
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that are novel to the modern era of corrections. Included is the emergence
of specialized correctional facilities designed to address unique correctional
issues and/or target populations. As an example, the “supermax” prison was
adopted in several states and the Federal Bureau of Prisons as a new technique
for controlling institutional violence. These facilities are charged with hous-
ing and controlling the “worst of the worst,” the most recalcitrant inmates
from the general prison population. A supermaximum security institution
functions as a prison for prisons—it is an administrative classification used
for inmates who have engaged in behavior, while in prison, that is deemed
especially disruptive or violent. As Kurki and Morris (2001, p. 391) have
noted, the supermax facility serves as a “new form of double incapacitation:
not only to isolate prisoners from the rest of society but to isolate the worst
of them from other prisoners and the staff.”

It is estimated that there are at least 57 supermax prisons in the United
States, housing approximately 20,000 inmates (Irwin, 2007; King, 1999;
National Institute of Corrections, 1997). Paradoxically, the rapid expansion
of the supermax has occurred despite no empirical evidence substantiating
its effectiveness or value. Several observers note that there is a great deal of
ambiguity about the purpose and goals of the supermax (King, 1999; Mears &
Castro, 2006; Mears & Watson, 2006). Moreover, numerous scholars question
the theoretical, empirical, and moral basis of supermax prisons (Briggs,
Sundt, & Castellano, 2003, Kurki & Morris, 2001; Lippke, 2004; Mears &
Reisig, 2006; Toch, 2003). What, then, explains the proliferation and sub-
stantial social investment in these institutions? Pizzaro, Stenius, and Pratt
(2006) maintain that the supermax can be explained primarily as a political
and cultural response to changing sensibilities in American society toward
greater punitiveness and control.

In this study, we explore the sociopolitical context of prison violence
and its control in the state of Illinois and discuss the series of events that led
to the opening of Tamms Correctional Center, a supermax prison located in
southern Illinois. This is a story of a prison system in crisis and the Illinois
Department of Corrections’ (IDOC) efforts to reestablish control. Using
interrupted time series analyses, we test whether these efforts were related
to declines in prison violence and increases in prison order. Previous analyses
by Briggs et al. (2003) found no support for the hypothesis that supermax
affects levels of inmate-on-inmate violence and mixed support for the hypoth-
esis that supermax increases staff safety. We attempt to replicate Briggs
et al.’s results here, controlling for the potentially confounding influence of
a systemwide effort to restructure the IDOC following a prison scandal. In
addition, we extend the analyses further by examining whether the opening
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of the supermax reduced the systemwide use of lockdowns, potentially
improving the living conditions of inmates housed in the general population.

The Emergence of Supermax in Illinois

The IDOC constructed its only supermaximum security facility at Tamms
in southern Illinois (see Kurki & Morris, 2001, for a detailed facility descrip-
tion). Tamms Correctional Center consists of a 200-bed minimum-security
unit (MSU) and a 500-bed closed maximum-security facility (CMAX).
Compared to supermax prisons found in other states, this 500-bed capacity
is relatively low. For example, Tamms’s capacity is smaller than either of
Arizona’s two supermax facilities, each of which has a capacity of 1,000,
despite the fact that Illinois’s total adult inmate population (40,893) is nearly
one-and-a-half times larger than Arizona’s total adult inmate population
(26,747). Tamms Correctional Center also has a low utilization rate. For
example, Tamms operated at approximately 53% capacity during 2001. The
capacity of Tamms and its utilization rate suggest that this facility may have
less potential for an incapacitative effect than supermaxes found in other states.

The building and opening of Tamms occurred in a highly politicized
context. Issues of prison violence and control have been long-standing in
Illinois, especially within its maximum security prisons (see Jacobs, 1977, for
an excellent, albeit dated, introduction to the Illinois prison system). A vari-
ety of administrative and management approaches to prison control were
employed throughout the 1970s and 1980s, with differing models empha-
sized by each administration. Despite the use of a variety of prison control
models, the IDOC entered a period of crisis in the late 1980s and early
1990s, and rates of violent misconduct rose. Between 1987 and 1992, for
example, there were a number of serious assaults on correctional officers in
the state’s maximum security prisons. Over a 4-day period in September
1987, four correctional officers and a superintendent were seriously assaulted,
superintendent Robert Taylor was slain at Pontiac Correctional Center, and
three correctional officers were seriously injured when boiling water was
thrown on them. In 1989, correctional officer Lawrence Kush was put on a
gang hit list and killed by inmates at Pontiac. In 1991, two officers were
stabbed at Menard Correctional Center in separate incidents, and the inmates
at Stateville rioted for two days. In 1992, a female correctional officer was
assaulted at East Moline Correctional Center, a minimum-security institution.
This event was notable because it was the first serious officer assault to occur
at a minimum-security facility in contemporary IDOC history.
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The prison population also rose dramatically during this time. Between
1985 and 1990, the state of Illinois adopted hundreds of sentencing enhance-
ment laws. The resources to build new prison facilities and cover increased
operational costs, however, were not forthcoming, and the IDOC struggled
to accommodate the burgeoning prison population. Double celling became
more common, and the ratio of correctional officer to inmates dropped to
historic lows.

The major factors associated with perceived deficits in prison control
included crowding within maximum-security prisons, the use of lockdowns,
the dominance of inmate gangs, and reductions in staff-inmate ratios. According
to the Illinois Task Force on Crime and Corrections (1993), crowding within
antiquated facilities was considered a major culprit; the newest of its four
traditional maximum-security facilities—Stateville—was more than 80 years
old at the time. The other three maximum-security prisons in operation in
2003 (Menard, Pontiac, Joliet) were all more than 100 years old. In addition,
the task force asserted that double celling in these facilities was normative,
and both segregation and protective custody units could not accommodate
demand for these cells. Wardens had little flexibility in making within-prison
cell assignments, weakening attempts to control the large gang-affiliated
inmate populations in these facilities. The task force also found that prison
lockdowns were common throughout the 1980s and 1990s, especially within
the maximum-security prisons. This period witnessed almost annual increases
in lockdown days, and by the mid- to late 1990s, it was not uncommon for
maximum-security prisons to be locked down more than 200 days per year.

The gang presence in Illinois’s prison system is especially significant.
The IDOC regularly estimates that 80% to 90% of its inmates are gang
members. This high percentage has led some, including officials of the correc-
tional officers’ union, to conclude that an informal policy of “shared power”
with gang leaders was prevalent in the IDOC during much of the 1980s and
1990s. Declining staff-to-inmate ratios from the mid-1980s through the early
1990s were also seen as compromising prison security and offender-based
programming, resulting in increased levels of prison violence (Illinois Task
Force on Crime and Corrections, 1993, p. 10).

By the early 1990s, the situation in the prison system had become politi-
cally untenable, and a proposal to build a supermax was presented as a means
to help solve the “prison problem.” In February 1992, then-governor Edgar
issued an executive order creating a bipartisan, 21-member Task Force on
Crime and Corrections. The mandate of the task force included a wide-ranging
set of duties such as estimating future prison bed-space needs, studying alter-
natives to incarceration, analyzing existing prison policies and sentencing
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statutes, and recommending solutions to cost-effectively protect public safety.
The task force studied these issues for a year and issued its report in March
1993. The task force, often referred to as the Valukis Commission (named
after its chair), focused on ways to reduce prison crowding and the negative
consequences of prison crowding—including security and violence prob-
lems within the prison system. One key recommendation was for the con-
struction of a 500-bed supermaximum security prison—a recommendation
strongly supported by the correctional officers’ union and a bipartisan group
of legislators. The wording of the recommendation follows:

Build a super-maximum security level institution (“Super-Max”) to manage
dangerous and predatory inmates and enable the Department of Corrections
to provide a habilitative environment for inmates at other institutions.
(Illinois Task Force on Crime and Corrections, 1993, p. 87)

Facing little organized opposition, the call for a supermax shortly resulted
in signed legislation to build a state-of-the-art facility. As early as January
1994, a senior prison warden within the state prison system was appointed to
become warden of the new supermax and to guide planning, construction,
and policy-making processes. A site in deep southern Illinois was selected for
the location of the new prison (Tamms), which was to be operational in 1996.
Due to some delays, the 500-bed facility at Tamms opened in March 1998.

A “New” Prison Scandal

After the supermax legislation was signed and steps had been taken to
build and open the facility, a major prison scandal shocked the state. In May
1996, a documentary narrated by Bill Curtis, a prominent figure in the
newscasting industry, aired on the Arts & Entertainment (A&E) channel.
Subsequently dubbed the “Speck tapes,” the documentary featured “home”
video of Richard Speck and other inmates engaging in drug use and graphic
sex acts behind the walls of Stateville Penitentiary. The video was actually
recorded in 1988, and Richard Speck had died in the intervening period.
Nonetheless, the fact that Richard Speck, one of the most notorious crimi-
nals in the history of Illinois and who was serving a life term of imprison-
ment for the murders of eight female nurses in the 1960s, was involved was
especially incendiary. The image of inmates having free rein to snort cocaine
and have sex without any semblance of correctional supervision within a
maximum-security prison enraged much of the Illinois population, including
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legislators and the governor’s office. The long-standing complaint that the
Department of Corrections had lost control of the prison system, and that
inmates were really “running the show,” gained further credibility. Within
days of the public release of the Speck tapes, the Illinois judicial committee
held a hearing on the issue and the attorney general formed a task force to
investigate the prison system.

The theme of a prison system out of control became a core component
of a media frenzy during the summer of 1996, illustrated by headlines such
as “Larry Hoover, Gang Leader, Talks About His Influence in the Prison
System,” (May 13, 1996, Chicago Tribune), “Weekly ‘Gang Banquets and
Picnics’at Pontiac” (June 25, 1996, The State Journal-Register), and “Inmates
Have Access to Sex Tapes in Illinois Prisons” (July 28, 1996, The State
Journal-Register).

The Response: The “Longest, Most Thorough 
Shakedown in the State’s History”

Although control and security issues in the Illinois prison system were
long-standing concerns, the “furor over the Speck tape underscored the urgency
of the issue” (IDOC, 1999, p. 9). Governor Edgar “ordered a comprehen-
sive program of physical improvements and policy changes in maximum
security prisons. Thus began the longest, most thorough prison shake-down
in the state’s history” (IDOC, 1999, p. 9). Some of the key aspects of this
“shakedown”1 included

• The passage of legislation prohibiting inmates from curtaining off their cells.
• The introduction of property boxes to limit the amount of private property

an inmate could possess.
• The elimination of “amenities” including college education, free postage

stamps, picnics, pagers, and cell phones.
• Reduction of visitation rights and the introduction of greater visitation

security.
• A 55% increase in the number of segregation cells at maximum-security

prisons.
• Menard, Pontiac, and Joliet went on lockdown through the end of the 1996

fiscal year.
• Conversion of Pontiac to a segregation facility to “house disruptive

inmates throughout the system.”
• Expanded use of drug testing for prison employees and inmates.
• Introduction of canine units in maximum-security facilities.
• Expanded use of cell searches.
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Thus, the shakedown included a number of initiatives and policies that
increased the use of coercive controls (e.g., segregation and cell searches)
and reduced the use of remunerative controls (e.g., visitation and amenities).
The many control mechanisms introduced in response to the furor caused
by the release of the Speck tapes in 1996 signaled a major turning point in
the IDOC. Moreover, these changes were perceived as highly effective.
Below, we consider this issue in greater detail and empirically test the effect
of these changes on prison safety and order.

The Supermax Model and Prison Control

The supermax model is predicated on the assumption that prison dis-
order is primarily the result of a handful of disruptive, violent inmates. This
assumption has some basis in research (Barak-Glantz, 1983; Flanagan,
1983; Toch, Adams, & Douglas, 1989), which finds that a relatively small
number of inmates are responsible for a significant amount of disorder,
including violence. What is not clear, however, is whether prison order can
be achieved by focusing efforts on removing or otherwise controlling this
subset of inmates.

Numerous observers note, for example, that levels of prison violence
cannot be explained simply by pointing to inmate dangerousness. Indeed,
research is persuasive in showing that prison violence varies by prison, correc-
tional system, and time (DiIulio, 1987; Useem & Piehl, 2006), irrespective
of the composition of the inmate population. There is also solid empirical
evidence that shows that inmate violence is best understood as a dynamic
process shaped by the interactions of prison administrators, staff, inmates,
and the correctional and political environment they inhabit (see Bottoms,
1999, for a review). In other words, whether a particular inmate or group of
inmates engages in prison misconduct and violence is dependent on a complex
combination of individual characteristics, social and environmental factors,
the nature of staff and inmate interactions, and the quality of prison leadership.
Simply removing a subset of inmates is unlikely to address the overall
dynamic that contributes to the occurrence of prison violence.

Although the control of inmate violence is the implicit purpose of super-
max, Mears and his colleagues (Mears & Castro, 2006; Mears & Watson,
2006) note that the goals of supermax are not well established or articulated.
Still, there is a consensus of views among prison wardens that the primary
goals of supermax are increasing systemwide levels of safety and order
(Mears & Castro, 2006). Similarly, Mears and Watson (2006) found that
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increasing prison safety was the most widely cited goal in the literature on
supermaxes.

How specifically supermax is supposed to accomplish prison safety and
order is not clear. The logical and theoretical basis of the supermax model
seems to rest primarily on its supposed ability to incapacitate and deter. For
example, supermax may increase systemwide levels of prison safety and
order by removing particularly disruptive, violent inmates from the general
population and placing them in isolation. Although a simple idea, the effi-
cacy of a system of incapacitation rests on the ability to successfully iden-
tify inmates engaged in high rates of violent and disruptive misconduct and
provide additional restrictions on their opportunities to engage in further
misconduct. There is no effective means, however, of identifying disruptive
inmates at this time (Mears & Reisig, 2006). Moreover, as Rhodes (2004)
poignantly illustrates in an ethnographic study of supermax, extremes of
prison control can lead to extremes of resistance (also see Maghan, 1999).
Rhodes shows how inmates held in supermax use the control of their bodily
functions (e.g., eating, sleeping, defecation, and urination) to resist and defy
prison authority and power. It is ultimately impossible—and inhumane—to
remove all opportunities for defiance.

The success of a policy of incapacitation also rests on the assumption
that there are a finite number of disruptive inmates who will not be “replaced”
by other equally troublesome inmates. Prison populations, however, are not
stable populations; rather, they are characterized by constant turnover as
new inmates are admitted to prison and others are released. Observers also
note that the social and behavioral roles within the inmate subculture are
likely to be filled regardless of efforts to remove individual inmates from the
general population (Irwin & Austin, 1997). This occurrence may be espe-
cially prevalent among prison gangs where gang leaders are identified for
segregation and are then replaced within the gang by the “next in line” (see,
e.g., Ralph & Marquart, 1991).

Empirical research on the effect of segregation and solitary confinement
also raises doubts about the potential of supermax prisons to reduce prison
violence. Huebner (2003) found, for example, that the use of solitary confine-
ment was unrelated to levels of inmate assaults in a national study of inmate
violence. Similarly, Useem and Piehl (2006) argue that recent levels of prison
order cannot be explained by the use of segregation, which actually declined
slightly between 1982 and 2001.

Although incapacitation is a primary objective of supermax, it would be
a mistake to overlook the extremely punitive features of the regime. Supermax
is, by design, painful and demeaning, and it cannot be understood simply
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as a method to incapacitate inmates. The aversive quality of supermax con-
finement is argued to create a deterrent to inmate violence and misconduct.
As the warden of Tamms commented in an interview about the prison’s
opening, “The majority of inmates will detest this place. . . . How much
they detest it is going to be the key to how successful it is” (Hallinan, 1995).
It is argued that supermax will specifically deter inmates who are held there
from engaging in additional acts of violence or disruption and generally
deter potentially disruptive and violent inmates held in other facilities.
Again, however, there is no empirical support for either specific or general
deterrent claims about the effect of supermax incarceration. Moreover, specific
deterrent claims find little to no support in the broader literature (Gendreau,
Goggin, Cullen, & Andrews, 2000), and severity of punishment has a very
limited general deterrent effect (Nagin, 1998).

Supermax prisons may also create greater systemwide order by normalizing
prison relations (Kurki & Morris, 2001; Mears & Reisig, 2006). According
to this perspective, removing instigators and troublemakers allows officials
and staff to focus on providing better services and more control to the gen-
eral prison population. As Mears and Reisig (2006) explain, normalizing may
occur via improved legitimate opportunities, greater staff influence, and
reduced negative peer influence. System normalization theoretically could
result in more safety as well as improvements in other indicators of order
such as program participation, fewer lockdown days, and vandalism.

Hypotheses

The series of events that unfolded in the IDOC throughout the 1990s
constitutes a natural experiment that allows us to test the effect of policies
implemented to control prison violence and increase order. Both the “crack-
down” and the opening of the supermax are based on similar assumptions
about how to achieve order, namely, the expanded use of coercive controls.
Both interventions also relied heavily on the use of inmate segregation. The
crackdown, however, included a broader range of control approaches. It is
important that both the decision to open a supermax and the policy changes
following the release of the Speck tapes were precipitated by significant
political involvement and public will to bring order to the IDOC.

Previous analyses by Briggs et al. (2003) found that the opening of Tamms
was unrelated to inmate-on-inmate assaults but decreased inmate-on-staff
assaults in Illinois. We attempt to replicate these findings here while control-
ling for the potentially confounding effect of the policy changes implemented
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following the release of the Speck tapes. In addition, we expand the inquiry
by testing whether the opening of Tamms resulted in less use of lockdowns
at other facilities within the IDOC.

Specifically, this research tests three hypotheses based on the expectation
established by the Valukis Commission that the opening of the supermax
prison would result in increased systemwide safety and order in Illinois.

1. The opening of Tamms resulted in lower levels of inmate-on-inmate
assaults in the IDOC, independent of policy changes implemented in
May 1996.

2. The opening of Tamms resulted in lower levels of inmate-on-staff
assaults in the IDOC, independent of policy changes implemented in
May 1996.

3. The opening of Tamms resulted in less use of lockdowns in the IDOC.

In addition, we test whether the policy changes implemented after the release
of the Speck tapes improved systemwide levels of safety. Assuming that the
policy changes were effective, we tested whether

1. The policy changes implemented in the IDOC following May 1996
resulted in decreased levels of inmate-on-inmate assaults.

2. The policy changes implemented in the IDOC following May 1996
resulted in decreased levels of inmate-on-staff assaults.

Method

Research Design

A quasi-experimental interrupted time series design was used to test
whether the crackdown and the opening of Tamms resulted in greater sys-
temwide levels of prison safety and order. A time series design involves
making consecutive observations of one or more dependent measures over
a relatively long period of time. The effect of a “treatment” or “intervention”
is tested by examining whether a change in the level2 of the series occurs
after the intervention is introduced. If the intervention has an effect, the
dependent time series is “interrupted,” and a new series level is temporarily
or permanently achieved. Strong causal inferences can generally be made
from such a scenario (i.e., when a time series is interrupted at the point of
intervention) given that the design requires a large number of observations
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and an intervention that is implemented at a known point in time. In fact,
for an internal validity threat (see Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2001) to be
plausible, it must account for the observed change in the dependent series
at the precise point of the intervention. Historical events coinciding with the
intervention are the most common type of plausible threat encountered with
this design. We are unaware of any specific such historical events or policy
changes that would pose a threat to internal validity in this study.

The design used here includes two intervention points (release of the
Speck tapes and the opening of the supermax at Tamms) and three dependent
time series (inmate-on-inmate assaults, inmate-on-staff assaults, and lockdown
days). This design is diagramed above in Figure 1, where Ox represents
observation O at time x, X1 represents the release of the Speck tapes, and
X2 represents the opening of the supermax at Tamms. More detailed infor-
mation on the interventions and dependent time series is provided below.

Measures

Interventions. As mentioned above, two impacts were modeled. The first
impact was modeled to begin during the month in which the Speck tapes
were released (i.e., May 1996), and the second impact was modeled to begin
during the month in which the supermax at Tamms opened (i.e., March 1998).
Both interventions were included in the model for the inmate-on-inmate
and inmate-on-staff assault series. Only the supermax intervention was mod-
eled for the lockdown-days series, however, given that the policy changes
associated with the release of the Speck tapes included the use of lockdowns
at three maximum-security facilities. The specification of independent
dummy variables for both interventions was carried out according to
procedures outlined by McCleary and Hay (1980).

Figure 1
Research Design

Release of Opening of 
Dependent Series Speck Tapes Supermax

Inmate assaults O1-O88 X1 O89-O110 X2 O111-O126

Staff assaults O1-O88 X1 O89-O110 X2 O111-O126

Lockdown days O1-O188 X2 O189-O240
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Dependent variables. Two aggregate measures of prison safety—
inmate-on-inmate and inmate-on-staff assaults—were obtained from the
IDOC in 2001 and 2002. Data for both inmate-on-inmate assaults and inmate-
on-staff assaults were provided over a 12-year period (January 1989 through
December 2000; n = 144). The IDOC defined assaults on inmates as physical
attacks with weapons, fists, feet, teeth, or an inmate’s body. Assaults on staff
include striking, hitting, or kicking an officer, the use of a weapon against
an officer, or throwing objects or liquids at an officer for the purpose of caus-
ing injury or intimidation. The dependent time series for inmate-on-inmate
assaults was normalized by the inmate population and represents officially
recorded incidents per 10,000 inmates per month. The series for assaults on
staff represents untransformed monthly counts.

Beginning in July 1999, the departmental definition of assault became
more expansive and sensitive, which resulted in a large increase in recorded
assault incidents. Due to this instrumentation effect, the observations from
July 1999 through December 2000 were excluded from the analysis, reducing
the number of observation months to 126. Thus, only 16 months of data are
available for the period following the opening of Tamms Correctional Center.
As a result, it is not possible to determine whether any observed effect asso-
ciated with the opening of Tamms decayed subsequent to July 1999.

Various scholars have raised questions about the validity and reliability
of official indicators of prison violence and misconduct (Bottoms, 1999;
Hewitt, Poole, & Regoli, 1984; Howard, Winfree, Mays, Stohr, & Clason,
1994; Light, 1990; Poole & Regoli, 1980; Silberman, 1995). Systematic bias
is less likely, however, when serious violations and violent misconduct are
measured, as is the case here. In addition, there is no reason to believe that
there was systematic error in the reporting of assaults over time. Still, we
are not able to rule out potential problems with measurement error, and this
limitation should be kept in mind.

Prison order was measured as the total number of days per month that
IDOC prison facilities were placed on lockdown status. A lockdown refers
to the practice of confining all inmates in their cells for a period of time.
Lockdowns are typically used to regain control of a prison and constitute a
major disruption in the daily routine and function of a facility. These data
were provided by the IDOC over a 21-year period (July 1982 through June
2002; n = 240). Unlike official measures of inmate violence and misconduct,
there is little reason to question the validity or reliability of this measure.
Moreover, the data are available for a longer period of time and extend for
more than 4 years after the opening of Tamms.
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Method of Analysis

As mentioned above, interrupted time series designs allow researchers to
determine whether a time series changes significantly following the intro-
duction of an intervention by making a “comparison of the pre- and post-
intervention time series segments” (McDowall, McCleary, Meidinger, &
Hay, 1980, p. 12). Common statistical procedures such as a t test and ordi-
nary least squares (OLS) regression, however, are typically not appropriate
for time series data. The former statistical technique fails to take advantage of
the temporal component in the data, and both tests often suffer from violated
statistical assumptions (i.e., independence of observations) given that most
time series are characterized by trend, drift, and serial correlation. The pre-
ferred method of analysis involves using autoregressive integrated moving
average (ARIMA) models (Box, Jenkins, & Reinsel, 1994; Glass, Wilson, &
Gottman, 1975; McCain & McCleary, 1979; McCleary & Hay, 1980).
ARIMA modeling techniques empirically identify and statistically control
for trend, drift, and serial correlation in the time series (for a step-by-step
procedural description, see McCleary & Hay, 1980). By controlling for these
influences, ARIMA models result in more reliable parameter estimates than
OLS regression techniques and other statistical models that assume the
independence of observations (McCleary & Hay, 1980, pp. 270-272).

Prewhitening procedures. ARIMA modeling is part of a larger process
of prewhitening a time series. A prewhitened time series is characterized by
a lack of outliers, a constant variance, and by observations that are normally
and independently distributed about a zero mean. If a series meets these
conditions, it is considered stationary in the larger sense (McCleary & Hay,
1980) and is referred to as a “white noise” process. Only when a white-
noise process is achieved can one move on to assessing the impact of the
interventions.

The first two steps in the prewhitening process involve readying the time
series for the identification of an ARIMA model. Specifically, each time
series was first examined for outliers. When outliers were encountered, they
were replaced by the mean of the two observations prior to and following
the observation in question. Second, the homogeneity of variance assumption
was examined for each series. When a series was characterized by a non-
stationary variance (i.e., heterogeneity of variance), a variety of transfor-
mations (i.e., square root, natural logarithmic, and log10) were considered.
The transformation that best normalized the data was then applied to the
series during the ARIMA modeling and impact assessment procedures.
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Last, the assumption that observations in the time series are independently
and normally distributed about a zero mean was examined. Both the auto-
correlation function (ACF) and partial autocorrelation function (PACF) are
instructive here. The ACF is a graph of the correlations between a set of
observations at time t with a set of lagged observations. The PACF is a graph
of the correlations between a set of observations at time t with a set of lagged
observations k units apart with the correlations at the intermediate lags
partialled out. Nonsignificant correlations among the first 25 or so lags in the
ACF (as indicated by a nonsignificant Box-Ljung Q statistic) indicate that the
series is already distributed independently and normally about a zero mean.
In such cases, ARIMA modeling techniques are not needed, and OLS regres-
sion procedures are appropriate. In most cases, however, the ACF and PACF
will provide a pattern of significant correlations in the first few lags that point
to a particular non–random error structure (i.e., trend, drift and/or serial
correlation) in the series. The analyst’s job is to identify the ARIMA model
that best controls for, or partials out, the non–random error structure in the
series. This last step is an iterative process that is guided by the ACF and
PACF plots and several diagnostic tests (for more detail, see McCleary & Hay,
1980); successful completion of this last step results in a white-noise process.

Because an intervention can affect the identification of an appropriate
ARIMA model, each of the ARIMA models identified in this study were
built on the preintervention series (i.e., before the release of the Speck
tapes). Both the identification of the ARIMA models and the impact assess-
ments were carried out using the Regression Analysis for Time Series
(RATS, Version 5) software package (Estima, 2000).

Impact assessment. Once each of the time series was reduced to white-
noise processes, the effects of the crackdown and opening of the supermax
prison at Tamms were tested using the procedure outlined by McCain and
McCleary (1979) and McCleary and Hay (1980). Specifically, without a
priori expectations regarding the nature of the impact, we began by modeling
a first-order abrupt-temporary impact. If the estimated abrupt-temporary
impact was nonsignificant or if the rate parameter was near the bounds of
system stability (i.e., near 1.00), then a first-order gradual-permanent impact
was modeled. If the estimated gradual-permanent impact was nonsignificant
or if the rate parameter was near the bounds of system stability (i.e., near
0.00), then a zero-order abrupt-permanent impact was modeled.

The method of impact assessment outlined above has been criticized as
atheoretical (Ostrom, 1990). Specifically, the empirical structure of the
data, rather than theoretical considerations about rival causal factors and the
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timing, duration, and functional form of the hypothesized effect, drives the
analysis. Yet, when theory is unclear about the specific nature of the
impacts, this method of impact assessment is preferable (McDowell et al.,
1980; for a discussion of these and other methodological strengths and
weaknesses of ARIMA, see Chamlin, 1988; Chamlin, Grasmick, Bursik, &
Cochran, 1992).

Results

The inmate- and staff-assault time series data are summarily described in
Table 1 and visually depicted in Figure 2. An examination of the preinter-
vention and postintervention means in Table 1 indicates that inmate-on-inmate
violence declined following each intervention. Specifically, before the Speck
tapes were released, there was an average of just greater than 17 inmate-
on-inmate assaults per 10,000 inmates per month (M = 17.15, SD = 3.64).
This rate declined by about 4 assaults (M = 13.68, SD = 2.88) during the period
after the Speck tapes were released and before the supermax was opened.
A similar decrease was then observed following the opening of Tamms
(M = 9.95, SD = 2.06). Although these figures suggest that the two interven-
tions may have been responsible for the declines in inmate-on-inmate
violence, an examination of Figure 2 indicates that the declines in violence
may have been part of a larger trend. Specifically, Figure 2 reveals that with
the exception of a slight increase in inmate violence between 1993 and 1995,
the inmate-assault rate slowly and steadily declined throughout the entire
study period. Time series analysis was used to determine if the two interven-
tions contributed to the overall downward trend in inmate violence or if these
two interventions were merely two points along a long, downward slope.

The inmate-on-staff assault series shows considerably more variability
than the inmate-assault-rate series (see Figure 2). During the first year
(i.e., 1989), both the inmate- and staff-assault series gradually declined.
Beginning in 1990, however, the staff-assault series escalated to a high of 133
in July 1991 and then fell considerably before oscillating between 50 (April
1992) and 113 (December 2004) through the end of 1995. In February 1996,
the staff-assault series escalated to its highest point of 147 and remained
relatively high through September 1996. Thereafter, however, the staff-
assault series mirrors the inmate-assault-rate series and declined for the
remainder of the study period, hitting its lowest point of 35 staff assaults in
October 1998. An examination of the preintervention and postintervention
means (see Table 1) reveals a similar pattern. Specifically, there were more

108 The Prison Journal
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than 80 inmate-on-staff assaults (M = 80.93, SD = 15.70) recorded every
month in the IDOC prior to the release of the Speck tapes. This rate
decreased, on average, by approximately 8 assaults per month (M = 72.36,
SD = 18.51) during the period between the release of the Speck tapes and
the opening of the supermax. Consistent with the results from Briggs et al.
(2003), the mean number of inmate-on-staff assaults then decreased dramati-
cally following the opening of the supermax (M = 56.50, SD = 11.05).
Again, however, time series analysis is needed to determine if the Briggs
et al. findings regarding supermax hold up given the introduction of the
Speck tapes intervention in the model.

The lockdown-days time series is presented in Figure 3. The total number
of lockdown days increased steadily and noisily between 1982 and late 1996,

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for the Inmate-Assault, Staff-Assault, and

Lockdown-Days Time Series

Inmate- Staff Lockdown 
Assault Ratea Assaultsb Daysb, c

Pre–Speck tape series
M 17.15 80.93 25.55
SD 3.64 15.70 21.25
n 88 88 166

Post–Speck tape/presupermax series
M 13.68 72.36 55.16
SD 2.88 18.51 30.50
n 22 22 22

Postsupermax series
M 9.95 56.50 21.56
SD 2.06 11.05 12.91
n 16 16 52

Entire series
M 15.63 76.33 27.40
SD 4.19 17.66 22.58
n 126 126 240

a. Inmate assault data represent incidents per 10,000 inmates.
b. Outliers were removed before estimating means and standard deviations.
c. Although the Speck tape intervention was not modeled for the lockdown-days time series,
descriptive data are provided for each time series segment because they are instructive in
examining fluctuations in the series relative to the supermax intervention.
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reaching a high of 110 in October 1996. Beginning in late 1996 and continu-
ing through 1997, the number of lockdown days decreased markedly, after
which point they again began to increase, but at a gentler slope. The descrip-
tive statistics in Table 1 also capture these trends. Specifically, the mean of
the pre-Speck time series segment3 was around 25 lockdown days per month
(M = 25.55, SD = 21.55). This figure rose to just greater than 55 lockdown
days per month (M = 55.16, SD = 30.50) after the release of the Speck tapes
and before the opening of the supermax. After the supermax opened, the aver-
age number of lockdown days per month declined to a new low at just over 
20 lockdown days per month (M = 21.56, SD = 12.91). Here again, time
series analysis is needed to determine if the decrease in lockdown days per
month following the supermax is nontrivial.

Prewhitening

A number of analytical steps were required to test whether the policy
changes put in place following the release of the Speck tapes and the opening
of the supermax were responsible for the observed fluctuations in the three
respective time series. As discussed previously, neither simple pre-post mean
comparisons nor OLS regression analyses are appropriate for analyzing time
series data. Instead, it is necessary to statistically model and “filter” out the
non–random error in a time series through the process of prewhitening.
Below, we report the steps taken to prewhiten each of the three dependent
time series (see Table 2 for all ARIMA model parameter specifications).

Inmate-assault-rate series. The inmate-assault-rate series did not require
a transformation as it was characterized by a stationary variance (Kolmogorov-
Smirnov Z = 0.82, p = .52). A second-order autoregressive model, AR (2),
was then identified from the ACF and PACF plots. After running diagnostics
on this and other competing models, the AR (2) model was retained as the
simplest model that was able to reduce the inmate-assault-rate series to a
white-noise process (see Table 2). This AR (2) model suggests that any given
observation in the time series is, in part, determined by the sum of the previous
two exponentially weighted observations.

Staff-assault series. Two outliers in the staff-assault series (July 1991 and
February 1996) were identified and replaced, but no transformation was
needed as the series was characterized by a stationary variance (Kolmogorov-
Smirnov Z = 0.95, p = .33).4 A white-noise model was achieved for the staff-
assault series by including four AR parameters that were modeled at lags 1,
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3, 12, and 18 (see Table 2). This AR (4) model is somewhat unusual given
that three of the four parameters did not meet the p < .05 criterion for signifi-
cance. Two of the parameters had p values less than .06, however, and the
p value for the third was less than .08. Moreover, each of the four AR para-
meters represented significant sources of serial correlation in the ACF and
PACF plots, and each of the four parameters achieved statistical significance
in lower order AR models. Finally, the AR (4) model was the only model to
“pass” the diagnostic checks after the impact analyses had been carried out.
This AR (4) model suggests that any given observation in the time series is,
in part, determined by the sum of four exponentially weighted prior obser-
vations that are removed in time by 1, 3, 12, and 18 lags.

Lockdown-days series. A total of five outliers in the lockdown-days series
(October and November 1987, July 1991, and September and October 1996)
were identified5 and replaced,6 and a square root transformation was needed
in order to achieve a stationary variance (Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z = .74,
p = .65). A white-noise model was achieved for the lockdown-days series
by differencing the series once and including three moving average parameters
that were modeled at lags 1, 17, and 19 (see Table 2). This ARIMA (0,1,3)
model means that any given observation in the series is, in part, a function
of three error terms that are removed in time by 1, 17, and 19 lags.

Impact Analysis

The opening of Tamms had no effect on inmate-on-inmate assaults. The
policy changes made following the release of the Speck tapes, however, had
a significant, abrupt-permanent impact on this time series (see Table 3).
Specifically, there were 3.29 fewer inmate-on-inmate assaults per month per
10,000 inmates after May 1996. This change in level can be compared to an
average of 52 inmate assaults per month before the Speck tapes were released.

The model predicting inmate-on-staff assaults revealed that the policy
changes following the release of the Speck tapes had no effect on officer
safety. The opening of Tamms, however, was associated with a significant,
abrupt-permanent decline in assaults against staff (see Table 3). This abrupt-
permanent change in the staff-assault series level indicates that there were
nearly 25 fewer inmate-on-staff assaults following the opening of the supermax.
This change in level can be compared to an average of 72 staff assaults per
month after the Speck tapes were released and before Tamms opened.

Finally, the opening of the supermax at Tamms was also associated with
a significant, abrupt-permanent decline in the use of lockdown days within

Sundt et al. / Sociopolitical Context of Prison Violence 113
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the IDOC (see Table 3). Specifically, there were approximately 29 fewer
lockdown days per month within the IDOC following the opening of the
supermax at Tamms. This change in level can be compared to an average of
55 lockdown days per month after the Speck tapes were released and before
Tamms opened.

Discussion

The emergence of supermax across the U.S. prison systems as a possible
means to reduce levels of prison violence and maintain greater control of
prison systems has become a distinguishing feature of the modern prison
landscape. Despite claims from prison officials that these types of prison
facilities have had highly desirable impacts on levels of prison violence and
safety, to date relevant empirical evaluations have been largely nonexistent.
The decision to establish a supermax in the state of Illinois was a political
one and part of a governmental response to the perception that something had
to be done about prison violence and disorder. There appears to have been
little effort to analyze the potential effectiveness of the policy. Its utility was
assumed self-evident.

To exclude the possibility that a prison shakedown in Illinois starting in
1996 confounded the assault-reduction estimates attributed to the supermax,
the beginning of the shakedown (May 1996) and the opening of Tamms (March
1998) were introduced as interventions in time series models. Consistent
with results reported by Briggs et al. (2003), the opening of Tamms did not
have a significant impact on inmate-on-inmate assaults. The prison scandal
and subsequent shakedown, however, had a significant but modest impact
on inmate-on-inmate assaults, resulting in approximately 3 fewer inmate
assaults per month per 10,000 inmates. In contrast, the opening of Tamms
was associated with reductions in staff assaults, but staff assaults were not
affected by the policy changes following the release of the Speck tapes.
Specifically, the opening of Tamms corresponded with a gradual permanent
reduction in assaults against staff. This impact translates into a reduction of
approximately 24 staff assaults per month in a system that averaged 72 assaults
against staff per month between May 1996 and February 1998.

These findings provide partial support for the hypothesis that supermax
increases systemwide levels of prison safety. The results are not wholly
consistent, however, with deterrence or incapacitation, which predict similar
impacts for inmate and staff assaults. It is unclear why the supermax in Illinois
appears to affect inmate assaults on staff but not inmate-on-inmate assaults.
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This result may be due to selection criteria that differentially target inmates
for incarceration in supermax who have a history of assaulting correctional
staff. The certainty of transfer to a supermax may also be higher when an
inmate assaults a correctional officer, resulting in a greater deterrent effect.
It will be important for future research to consider these issues.

The possibility also exists that the implementation of supermax in Illinois
had an effect on staff and/or organizational behavior rather than inmate
behavior. Some observers have noted that supermax may have the effect of
“deskilling” correctional officers and prison administrators (King, 2001).
Rather than addressing problems on site, the existence of a supermax makes
it possible for correctional officers and prison administrators to transfer their
“problems” to other facilities. Thus, officers may have less incentive or need
to intervene directly with inmates. This scenario (and many others) could alter
correctional officers’ patterns of interaction with inmates, particularly prob-
lematic inmates, and may be responsible for the findings observed here.
Rhodes’s (2004) ethnographic work on life inside supermax is an important
contribution to understanding the complex dynamic of interactions within
high-security prisons. More research of this type is needed to generate
hypotheses and insight into the way that supermax prisons condition the
experiences and behavior of inmates, staff, and administrators.

The finding that the prison shakedown and related policy changes were
associated with improved inmate—but not staff—safety is also intriguing
and difficult to interpret within the framework of deterrence or incapacitation.
The shakedown included extensive use of segregation and lockdowns and
in that sense is similar to the mechanism of control used by supermax, namely,
restrictions on opportunities for violence and the increased use of sanctions.
What, then, explains the differential impact of these policies? This question
cannot be answered here with these data. It is reasonable to speculate that
the shakedown included the active engagement of correctional officers and
other staff in restoring order to the IDOC. This may have put staff at contin-
ued risk for assault while improving overall order and restoring control. More
broadly, the findings indicate that prison control is complex and that efforts
to physically isolate inmates, whether through segregation, lockdown, or
supermax, can have variable effects on prison safety.

This study also examined whether supermax has a normalizing effect on
general population facilities as measured by the use of lockdowns. In Illinois,
the supermax was proposed in part to remove disruptive and dangerous
inmates from general population in order to “provide a habilitative environ-
ment for inmates at other institutions” (Illinois Task Force on Crime and
Corrections, 1993, p. 87). When a prison is placed on lockdown to restore
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order, the entire population is affected, not just those involved in the incident
that led to the lockdown. Locking down a facility involves a significant disrup-
tion in the prison routine as well as opportunity costs. Inmates who are locked
in their cells are not working or participating in programs. This analysis
found that supermax was associated with an abrupt, permanent reduction in
the systemwide use of lockdowns. Thus, we found support for the hypothesis
that supermax has a normalizing effect on prison systems.

A number of methodological caveats about this study should be noted.
In addition to the shortcomings discussed above about official measures of
inmate misconduct, the number of postsupermax observations for the assault
series is a limitation of this research. In particular, we are not able to determine
whether the affect of supermax on staff safety was sustained or decayed over
time. Therefore, it is likely inappropriate to generalize the effect of supermax
on staff safety beyond the observations included here.

The external validity of the results is also unknown. Too little research
exists to conclude with confidence that the effect of supermax on safety or
prison order observed here can be generalized to other prison systems or
over time within this prison system. We do not know, for example, whether
potential deterrent and incapacitative effects are conditioned on the relative
number of supermax beds in a prison system, utilization rates, selection and
referral criteria, or policies governing release from supermax. It seems likely,
too, that the characteristics of the inmate population will influence the
effectiveness of supermax. Illinois has a large gang presence in its prisons,
for example, and this may affect both the utilization and efficacy of supermax.
Prison gangs are responsible for a significant proportion of prison violence
(Griffin & Hepburn, 2006). A large gang presence may therefore increase
the demand for supermax and segregation. Social networks such as prison
gangs may be particularly difficult to control via supermax, however, if
other members of the gang fill the social and behavioral roles of those sent
to supermax (Ralph & Marquart, 1991). These considerations make it
difficult to predict the effect of supermax across different prisons systems
and different time periods.

Also of note, the measure of the interventions implemented following the
release of the Speck tapes is limited in several respects. First, the interven-
tion was modeled at a single point in time, when, in practice, several of the
policies implemented as a result of the Speck scandal were implemented after
this date. Although the analysis is capable of detecting a delayed impact, this
measurement scheme does not capture the complexity of events that occurred
in response to the Speck tapes. Second, this analysis is not able to distinguish
what aspects of the crackdown were responsible for improvements in inmate
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safety. The intervention modeled may be cautiously conceptualized as an
“announcement” effect, although the IDOC did immediately implement
several changes including extensive lockdowns, as illustrated in Figure 3.
The data presented here and anecdotal information confirm that the IDOC
was a much safer and more orderly prison system by the end of the 1990s,
a trend that began in late 1996. This research is suggestive, but not conclusive,
in showing that administrative control efforts were responsible for improved
prison safety.

Many questions warranting further theoretical and empirical investigations
have emerged from this study, ranging from fairly microlevel issues, such as
How do inmates perceive and respond to the threat of a possible placement
in a supermax facility? to What are the implications of the supermax experi-
ence for theories of prison life, violence, and social control? The supermax
experience, in very tangible ways, presents a natural experiment that can
potentially shed a tremendous amount of light on basic issues surrounding
the meaning and consequences of the imprisonment in the modern world.
It is time for correctional observers and scholars to capitalize on the windows
onto the prison experience that have been opened by the creation of supermax.
We encourage our colleagues to engage in systematic and multifaceted explo-
rations of this major contemporary phenomenon.

In the state of Illinois, the decision to build a supermax prison grew out
of a political crisis and public demand for increased control and accountability.
It was part of a larger social movement within the state to respond to prison
overcrowding, prison violence, and disorder. We find evidence suggesting that
the supermax resulted in some positive outcomes in Illinois. It would be a
serious mistake, however, to ignore the negative effects of supermax. Any
benefits of supermax must be weighed against their potential costs, which
appear to be significant (Haney, 2003; Mears & Watson, 2006; Pizarro &
Stenius, 2004; Toch, 2003). Moreover, there is evidence supporting less
restrictive, dehumanizing, and costly alternatives to achieving prison control
(Gendreau & Keys, 2001). The measure of any social policy—especially
one that is so depriving and aversive—should never simply be whether it
“works,” although that is certainly a minimum requirement.

Notes

1. The term shakedown is used here colloquially and does not have a specific meaning. It
is the phrase that the Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) used in their monthly news
magazine to characterize the series of policy initiatives undertaken following the release of the
Speck tapes.
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2. Level is a statistical term referring to the mean of a time series that is characterized by
a constant variance with observations that are independently and normally distributed about a
zero mean. Conceptually, it is similar to a slope in a regression analysis.

3. Despite the fact that the Speck tapes intervention is not modeled for this dependent
series, descriptive statistics are provided for the pre- and post–Speck tapes time series
segments because they help shed light on important features relevant to the interpretation of a
possible supermax intervention effect.

4. Briggs, Sundt, and Castellano (2003) utilized a univariate Levene statistic (using year as
the independent variable and assaults as the dependent variable) to check the homogeneity of
variance assumption for the staff-assault series. Using this test, homogeneity of variance was
not achieved until a square-root transformation was applied to the data and the last observation
in the series was removed. Here, we use a more appropriate homogeneity of variance test, namely,
the Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z test, which did not call for a transformation. Because different
series were used in the two studies (i.e., a square-root series in Briggs et al. and a raw series
in this study), different autoregressive integrated moving average (ARIMA) models were also
identified, and slightly different results were obtained from the impact assessments. It should
be noted, however, that the nature of the findings (and their implications) did not change from
study to study.

5. Two outliers (September and October 1996) were identified using traditional criteria
(i.e., plus or minus three standard deviations from the mean). The other three outliers were initially
identified via visual inspection of the data. Potential outliers were visually evident in 1987, 1991,
1996 (see above), and 2001, but because the level of the time series changed so dramatically
over the course of time, the spikes were not identified as outliers using the traditional criteria.
Because outliers can present problems in the identification of an appropriate ARIMA model
(see McCleary & Hay, 1980), the time series was divided into four parts. Each part included one
of the four spikes; recalculation of means and standard deviations for each of the four segments
revealed outliers in October and November of 1987 as well as in July 1991.

6. Imputation of the July 1991 outlier was accomplished by calculating the mean of the
two observations preceding and following this particular outlier. The same method of imputation
was used for the remaining four outliers, but because these outliers represented temporally
adjacent observations, a slight modification was used. Specifically, the imputation of each
observation in a pair was carried out using the information from the adjacent outlier. For
example, the September 1996 outlier was included in the imputation of the October 1996 outlier,
and vice versa. This method of imputation allowed us to reduce the extremity of the data points
(for purposes of statistical analysis) while retaining as much information as possible on the
level of the series at that particular point in time.
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NAMI ● 3803 N.Fairfax Dr., Suite 100 ● Arlington, VA 22203 
(703) 524-7600 ● www.nami.org  

 

Comments of Ron Honberg, J.D., Director of Policy and Legal Affairs, 

and Ken Duckworth, M.D., Medical Director, National Alliance on 

Mental Illness (NAMI), to the April 2, 2012 hearing of the Illinois 

Legislature’s Committee on Government Forecasting and 

Accountability, regarding the proposal to close Tamms Correctional 

Center. 
 

We are submitting these comments on behalf of NAMI (the National Alliance on Mental 

Illness) concerning the proposed closure of the Tamms Correctional Center.  NAMI is the 

nation’s leading grassroots mental health organization dedicated to building better lives 

for the millions of Americans affected by mental illness.  NAMI’s members include 

many families and friends of individuals living with serious mental illnesses who are 

incarcerated or otherwise involved with the criminal justice system.      

 

According to the U.S. Department of Justice, approximately 24 percent of state prisoners  

in the U.S. suffer from serious mental illnesses such as schizophrenia, bipolar disorder 

and major depression.
1
  Thus, advocacy focused on improving correctional treatment and 

conditions of confinement for inmates living with serious mental illnesses is a significant 

priority for NAMI.   

 

It is well documented that supermax facilities such as Tamms have highly negative long 

term psychological effects on prisoners who are confined in these facilities.  For 

individuals with pre-existing serious mental illnesses, the effects of confinement in 

supermax facilities can be particularly cruel and disabling.  For example, the symptoms 

of schizophrenia, e.g. delusions and hallucinations, will very likely worsen in settings 

characterized by extreme social deprivation and isolation, such as supermax.  Indeed, one 

federal judge has characterized the placement of prisoners with mental illnesses in 

solitary confinement as equivalent to “putting an asthmatic in a place with little air…”
2
   

 

The negative effects on inmates with mental illnesses of long-term placements at Tamms 

have been documented in detail in 2010 by Judge Murphy in Westefer v. Snyder.  The 

inmates profiled in the decision described psychiatric symptoms that either first occurred 

or worsened significantly during long periods of solitary confinement at Tamms.  Some 

experienced symptoms so severe that they engaged in self-mutilation or attempted 

suicide.
3
   

 

                                                 
1
 James, D. and Glaze, L., “Mental Health Problems of Prison and Jail Inmates,” U.S. Department of Justice, 

Bureau of Justice Statistics (2006).  
2
 Madrid v. Gomez, 889 F. Supp. 1146; 1265 (N.D. Cal. 1995); see also Metzner, J. and Fellner, J., “Solitary 

Confinement and Mental Illness in U.S. Prisons: A Challenge to Medical Ethics,” Journal of the American 
Academy of Psychiatry and the Law, 38:104-108, 2010. 
3
 725 F. Supp. 2d 735 (2010). 



Moreover, the symptoms experienced by these individuals were of long-term duration, 

lasting well beyond their incarceration at Tamms.   This may impact negatively on their 

eventual reentry into society, since individuals with serious mental illness reentering 

communities who have not had access to appropriate treatment and supports are at very 

high risk of recidivism or ongoing cycles of crisis and criminal justice involvement.    

 

In recent years, a number of states have begun moving away from supermax facilities and 

the regular use of solitary confinement in corrections.  This trend reflects recognition 

both of the high costs of running supermax facilities such as Tamms and understanding 

that the long term use of extreme isolation does nothing but worsen psychiatric symptoms 

and decreases the chances of recovery and successful community reentry.  

 

For example, in 2008, New York State enacted a law imposing significant limits on the 

use and duration of confinement of inmates with serious mental illness in segregated 

housing units (also called “special housing units”) and alternatively established 

residential mental health treatment units for these individuals.
4
 

 

Recently, Colorado announced that it will eliminate 316 solitary confinement beds in its 

Centennial Correctional Facility.  This cost-saving measure was followed a gradual 

decrease in the use of solitary confinement in Colorado’s prisons, coupled with efforts to 

establish mental health alternatives to solitary confinement in these prisons.
5
 

 

Mississippi, a state that was notorious in the 1990’s for the large numbers of inmates in 

supermax units at Parchman State Penitentiary, has reduced the number of supermax 

prisoners by more than three-quarters in recent years.  It did so by investing in a number 

of alternative programs, including enhanced mental health treatment programs, crisis 

response training for its correctional officers and mental health step down units as an 

alternative to solitary confinement.
6
   These steps have proven to be beneficial in multiple 

ways, including reductions in violence and savings of $5.6 million a year, according to 

Emmitt Sparkman, Deputy Commissioner of the Mississippi Department of Corrections.
7
 

 

In 2011, Maine cut its population of inmates in the state prison supermax unit by more 

than 50 percent and is implementing many other reforms designed to reduce the use of 

supermax even further.  Many of these reforms focus on improving responses to inmates 

                                                 
4
 Consolidated Laws of New York, Mental Hygiene Law, Article 45, Sect. 45.07 

5
 Maes, D., “Victory in Colorado: Closing Solitary Confinement Unit Good for Budget and Public Safety,” 

https://www.aclu.org/blog/prisoners-rights/victory-colorado-closing-solitary-confinement-unit-good-
budget-and-public, accessed 3/31/2012.  
6
 A. Brown, A. Cambier, and S. Agha, “Prisons within Prisons: The Use of Segregation in the United States,” 

Federal Sentencing Reporter, Vol. 24, No. 1, pp 46-49, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdfplus/10.1525/fsr.2011.24.1.46.pdf?acceptTC=true, accessed 3/31/2012. 
7
 Vera Institute of Justice, “Mississippi DOC’s Emmitt Sparkman on Reducing the Use of Segregation in 

Prisons,” http://www.vera.org/blog/mississippi-docs-emmitt-sparkman-reducing-use-segregation-prisons, 
accessed 3/31/2012.  
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with mental illnesses.  For example, the state is looking at moving the mental health unit 

out of the supermax to another part of the prison system.
8
 

 

Additional states, such as California, are implementing or considering measures to reduce 

the use of solitary confinement.
9
  States that have gone down this path have reduced costs 

significantly, freeing correctional resources for other purposes.  Violent incidents among 

inmates formerly in supermax have decreased as well. 

 

In recent years, the numbers of individuals with serious mental illnesses in prisons have 

reached epidemic proportions.   Many of these individuals would not be incarcerated had 

they received appropriate mental health treatment prior to committing crimes.  Most of 

these individuals will eventually be released back into their communities.   It is critically 

important to provide appropriate mental health treatment during incarceration if inmates 

with serious mental illnesses are to succeed when they return home.  There is ample 

evidence that solitary confinement and incarceration in supermax facilities such as 

Tamms not only causes great personal suffering but is contrary to the goals of mental 

health recovery and preventing recidivism.  Eliminating these aversive practices would 

prove beneficial to all concerned.      

 

We appreciate your concern and attention to this very important issue.     

 

 

Ron Honberg, J.D., M.Ed      

Director of Policy and Legal Affairs 

Phone: (703) 516-7972 

Email: RonH@nami.org 

 

Ken Duckworth, M.D. 

Medical Director 

Phone: (617) 224-8490 

Email: Ken@nami.org 

 

 

 

        

 

                                                 
8
 Lance Tapley, “Reform Comes to the Supermax,” The Portland Phoenix, May 25, 2011, 

http://portland.thephoenix.com/news/121171-reform-comes-to-the-supermax/?page=5#TOPCONTENT   
9
 Erica Goode, “Fighting a Drawn Out Battle Against Solitary Confinement,” New York Times, March 30, 

2012. 
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Testimony Regarding Tamms Super-Max Prison: 
 
The proposed closure of the Tamms Super-Max Correctional 
Facility gives rise to a number of issues concerning correctional 
justice in Illinois. Paramount among these concerns is the 
controversial practice of solitary confinement, sometimes known as 
“administrative segregation.” NAMI Illinois, the state organization 
chartered by the National Alliance on Mental Illness, would like to 
take this opportunity to go on record vehemently opposing any 
continued use or practice involving solitary confinement.    
 
According to information we uncovered, the concept for modern 
super-maximum security prisons (“super-max”) is homegrown in 
Illinois. In 1963, the first super-max prison in the US opened in 
Marion, Illinois.  Since then, most modern super-max prisons that 
have been opened have followed the “Marion Model.” The intention 
of this model was to maximize safety and efficiency of especially 
violent offenders by isolating them in solitary housing units for 22 
out of 24 hours a day.     
 
While these efforts may have begun with a core rationale, research 
over the past century has demonstrated that confinement of this 
nature is psychologically detrimental, even to those who are 
mentally well. Prolonged denial of social exposure and human 
contact generally results in anxiety, panic, depression, sleep 
disturbances, paranoia and psychosis. Given this knowledge, use of 
solitary confinement as the primary method of punishment for large 
portions of any offender’s sentence, or tacking on time in solitary 
confinement when individuals display any related symptoms is 
blatantly unconscionable.   
 
The incidence of mental illness among the United States prison 
population is more than twice that of the population at large. In 
reality, many are already in prison as a result of their untreated 
illnesses.   In individuals with untreated mental illness, behaviors 
are not willful behaviors; instead, they are the symptoms of their 
brain disorders.   
 
For those who enter super-max facilities, isolation and deprivation of 
human contact will exacerbate their symptoms.  In persons who do 
not have a diagnosed mental illness, it would not be surprising to 
begin to observe signs or symptoms of mental illness.   
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Illinois 



218 W. Lawrence      Springfield, IL 62704 

(217) 522-1403     (800) 346-4572     (217) 522-3598 fax 

namiil@sbcglobal.net          http://il.nami.org 

 

 

Punishment may be a key facet of criminal justice, but it is essential to ethics and 
humanity that punishment be appropriately executed in a rational and humane manner.  
It is well documented that the exercise of this practice of isolation has resulted in 
negative behaviors, most notably increased rage, violence, and suicidal ideation.  The 
resultant behaviors of solitary confinement conflict strongly with increasing safety and 
curbing prisoner aggression, and usually result in additional punishment most notably 
through increased time in solitary confinement.  All in all, the practice reinforces extreme 
punishment to the detriment of any conceivable rehabilitation.   

 
Human contact is a basic psychological need, just as sleeping, eating, drinking, and 
breathing are basic biological needs.  The denial of these biological needs has long 
been regarded as excessive and as a result has been deemed illegal.  Yet the practice 
of solitary confinement seems to result in psychological responses that impede meeting 
some of those same needs (e.g., loss of appetite, insomnia). The fact that basic 
psychological/biological needs would continue to be denied seems incongruent with the 
minimum standards of care deemed essential for correctional facilities.  As proper 
medical care is a part of these standards, denial of such care is disallowed; NAMI 
encourages appropriate treatment and care of inmates with psychiatric disorders as part 
of that medical care.     
 

NAMI has been described as the “National’s Voice on Mental Illness.”  NAMI Illinois 
chooses to exercise that voice now to speak out against the current practice of solitary 
confinement and isolation at Tamms. Other states have successfully developed less 
costly alternatives that have reduced violence, and set the stage for reduced recidivism 
through proactive medical treatment.   
 
And truly, if we could back up one more step, NAMI strongly believes that investment in 
community-based treatment options would alleviate and reduce prison populations 
exponentially – effectively shifting costs to prevention and early intervention instead of 
the most expensive forms of punishment that are in existence.  Until that day, NAMI 
Illinois urges the state of Illinois to immediately end its practice of solitary confinement / 
isolation / administrative segregation and all practices related to super-max prison 
treatment.  The effectiveness of imposing these practices on with people with mental 
illnesses is widely misused, misunderstood, counterproductive, and unconscionable.  
Isolation and solitary confinement at Tamms – and any other Illinois facility - must stop.   

 
 

For additional information, please contact Lora Thomas, Executive Director, NAMI 
Illinois at: (217) 522-1403. 
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