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In Prison and Far From Home: 

Spatial Distance Effects on Inmate Misconduct 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Drawing on theory and research on prisoner behavior, this study examines whether spatial 

distance from home influences inmates’ likelihood of engaging in misconduct.  Three hypotheses 

are developed:  distally-placed inmates will engage in more misconduct, distance will have a 

greater effect on misconduct among younger inmates, and visitation will mediate these 

relationships.  We test the hypotheses using negative binomial regression analyses of data from 

the Florida Department of Corrections (N=33,853).  Support for the hypotheses is mixed.  A 

curvilinear relationship between distance and misconduct was identified, with a positive effect 

on misconduct for distances up to 350 miles and a negative effect thereafter.  Distance effects 

were greater for younger inmates and were partially mediated by visitation.  Implications of the 

findings are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The dramatic growth in prison populations, what has been termed “mass incarceration,” has 

led to increased interest among scholars and policymakers in understanding inmate behavior, 

and, in particular, dimensions of the prison experience that may increase or decrease misconduct.  

Prison experiences in fact can vary greatly.  There may be variation, for example, in inmates’ 

exposure to or participation in behavioral treatment programs (French & Gendreau, 2006), 

educational programs (Lahm, 2009), and visitation programs (Tewksbury & Connor, 2012).  

Despite the range of experiences that inmates may have, many aspects of prison life, and how 

they may affect prisoners, remain little understood (Cochran, Mears, & Bales, 2014; Liebling & 

Maruna, 2005; Nagin, Cullen, & Jonson, 2009; Visher & O’Connell, 2012). 

One aspect of the prison experience that has received little empirical attention and yet may 

have considerable influence on inmate behavior is prison distance—that is, the physical distance 

of prisoners from their home communities.  The salience of focusing on spatial distance derives 

from several considerations.  First, inmates typically are placed in prisons far away from home 

(General Accounting Office, 1999; Mumola, 2000).  Second, research has implicated distance as 

a potentially critical factor that may affect prison life.  For example, distally placed inmates may 

be less likely to receive social support, such as assistance or visits from community agencies or 

family, that may help them to negotiate prison life (see, generally, Adams, 1992; Maruna, 2001; 

Wolff & Draine, 2004).  In turn, inmates may feel more socially isolated and frustrated and, as a 

result, be more likely to violate prison rules (Blevins, Listwan, Cullen, & Jonson, 2010; Mears, 

Cochran, Siennick, & Bales, 2012).  Similarly, reentry scholarship highlights the importance of 

resources and assistance during the reentry process (Berg & Huebner, 2011; Visher & Travis, 

2003); obtaining either may be more difficult for inmates who reside farther from home, which 

may result in further strain and frustration not only during reentry but also while incarcerated. 

The adverse consequences of being placed in a prison far from home may be especially 

pronounced for younger inmates.  Prior scholarship has found, for example, that such inmates 
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respond to and experience incarceration differently than their older counterparts (Farrington, 

Loeber, & Howell, 2012; Lambie & Randell, 2013; MacKenzie, 1987).  Younger inmates 

typically engage in more misconduct and are more likely to be victimized (Goetting & Howsen, 

1986; Wolff, Blitz, Shi, Siegel, & Bachman, 2007; Wolff, Shi, & Siegel, 2009; Wooldredge & 

Steiner, 2013).  In addition, as younger people transition to adulthood, they typically rely heavily 

on social support from family, peers, and community (Mears & Travis, 2004; Osgood, Foster, 

Flanagan, & Ruth, 2005).  Accordingly, to the extent that distal prison placements impede social 

contact and support, they may contribute to disproportionately greater amounts of misconduct 

among younger inmates as compared to older inmates. 

Against this backdrop, the goal of this study is to contribute to scholarship on prisoner 

experiences and behavior.  Specifically, it builds on prior work by examining whether distal 

prison placements increase inmate misconduct and whether visitation mediates this relationship.  

Drawing on life-course theory and research, the paper also tests whether distance effects are 

greater for younger inmates.  Below, we situate the study relative to the emergence of mass 

incarceration and calls by scholars to investigate diverse aspects and dimensions of prison 

experiences and their salience for inmate behavior.  Next, we discuss theoretical mechanisms 

that may describe the relationship between distance and misconduct.  Then, we develop three 

hypotheses, including a test of one of the proposed theoretical pathways, about the distance-

misconduct relationship, and describe the data used to test them.  After presenting the findings, 

implications for theory, research, and policy are discussed. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

Distal prison placements and inmate behavior 

 

Over the past four decades, the number of people incarcerated in the United States has 

increased fourfold (Carson & Golinelli, 2013).  This period, dubbed by scholars as “mass 
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imprisonment” or “mass incarceration” (Garland, 2001), has led to scholarly interest in how 

incarceration affects individuals both during and after incarceration (e.g., Adams et al., 1994; 

Visher & Travis, 2003). 

The potential range of prison experiences, including conditions of confinement, that may 

influence inmate behavior vary greatly (Adams, 1992; Innes, 1997; Jiang & Winfree, 2006; 

Johnson, Larson, & Pitts, 1997).  For example, participation in behavioral or substance abuse 

treatment programs (French & Gendreau, 2006; Langan & Pelissier, 2002) and interactions 

between officers and prisoners (Bottoms, 1999; Reisig & Mesko, 2009) have been shown to 

influence mental health, rule conformity, and violence.  This possibility has been emphasized in 

research on prisoner reentry, which has examined different ways in which pre-prison, in-prison, 

and post-release experiences may affect offending and other life outcomes among individuals 

who have been incarcerated (see, e.g., Liebling & Maruna, 2005; Visher & Travis, 2003; Woolf 

& Draine, 2004).  Reentry studies, for example, have highlighted the potential for inmate 

visitation to affect recidivism (Mears et al., 2012).  There remains, however, a need to better 

understand how prison experiences affect individuals while they are incarcerated, not just during 

reentry (Liebling & Maruna, 2005; Mears & Mestre, 2012; Wooldredge & Steiner, 2013). 

Prison placement, especially inmates’ distances from home, constitutes a potentially critical, 

yet neglected, dimension of the prison experience that may influence inmate behavior.  Several 

observations point to the salience of spatially distant prison placements.  First, distal placements 

are common.  Mumola (2000) found that among incarcerated parents of minor children, 62 

percent in state prisons and 84 percent in federal prisons were housed more than 100 miles from 

home.  A study of federal inmates found that 11 percent of them were placed more than 1,000 

miles away from home, as measured by residence at release (General Accounting Office, 1999). 

Second, greater distances may reduce inmate visitation and support from families, friends, 

and community.  Visitation research, for example, has found that greater distances make it 

difficult for inmates to maintain ties to family and community members (Christian, 2005; 

Cochran, Mears, Bales, & Stewart, 2015; Fuller, 1993; Gordon, 1999; Hairston, 2003; Jackson, 
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Templer, Reimer, & LeBaron, 1997; Naser & Visher, 2006).  In turn, inmates may feel more 

isolated (Drago, Galbiati, & Vertova, 2011; Evans, 2006) and less able to negotiate the many 

challenges that accompany incarceration (Adams, 1992; Bottoms, 1999).  The end result may be 

frustration, a reduced ability to cope in a healthy or proactive manner, and greater difficulty 

avoiding conflict (Bottoms, 1999; Cochran, 2012; Liebling, 1999; Wooldredge, 1999). 

Third, distal prison placements may adversely affect inmate preparation for reentry.  

Employment readiness, viable housing plans, registration for and access to social services and 

treatment—these dimensions and others constitute critical aspects of a successful reentry 

experience (Travis, 2005; Visher & O’Connell, 2012).  However, planning and establishing the 

groundwork for reentry can be difficult when inmates reside far away from their families, home 

communities, and agencies and organizations that seek to assist ex-prisoners. 

Although prison distance is intimated as a critical factor that may influence inmates, 

empirical research on its effects is scant.  Some exceptions warrant mention.  One study, by 

Bedard and Helland (2004), focused on assessing aggregate crime rates of cities based on the 

city’s distance to prisons.  Their logic was that women might be deterred from committing crime 

if they expected to serve their term of incarceration in a distal prison.  They found that the female 

violent crime rate was lower in cities that, on average, were farther away from prisons.  A 

separate study focused on assessing the effects of distance on offending.  Drago et al. (2011) 

argued that inmates who were placed farther away from their home communities would 

experience greater social isolation, weakened social ties, and reduced access to resources from 

volunteer organizations, and, in turn, an increased likelihood of recidivism.  The analyses 

showed that, in fact, distally placed inmates were more likely to commit a crime after release 

from prison (Drago et al., 2011).  Separately, a line of research exists that examines inmate 

behavior and includes spatial distance as a control.  These studies, however, typically do not 

examine whether distance is associated with inmate misconduct.  One exception, however, is a 

study by Solinas-Saunders and Stacer (2012), which used a five-category scale to measure 

distance and found that distally placed inmates were more likely to commit in-prison assault.  A 
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related study relied on these same data and used distance as an instrument for visitation to 

estimate visitation effects on inmate misconduct (Tahamont, 2013).  Finally, a study by Cochran 

et al. (2015) found that distally placed inmates received fewer visits. 

These studies have advanced research on spatial distance effects.  However, there remains a 

need to investigate empirically how distal prison placements affect those who go to and are 

released from prison.  In particular, there is a need for studies that provide a more precise 

measurement of distance.  For example, Drago et al. (2011) measured distance as the number of 

miles an inmate’s facility was from the nearest metropolitan area, and the Solinas-Saunders and 

Stacer (2012) study relied on data that included a five-category scale for distance (1 = less than 

50 miles, 2 = between 50 and 100 miles, 3 = between 101 and 500 miles, 4 = between 501 and 

1,000 miles, and 5 = over 1,000 miles).  Such approaches may be useful, but they also raise 

potential concerns.  A facility’s distance to a metropolitan area may substantially over- or under-

estimate the true distance of a prison to an individual’s home community.  Similarly, the use of 

broad distance categories risks obscuring important variation in the effects of distance between 

and within these categories, especially if distance effects are curvilinear.  Not least, empirical 

studies to date have not, to our knowledge, employed measures of spatial distance that take into 

account the fact that many inmates transfer to two or more facilities and so, over the course of a 

term of incarceration, reside at prisons of varying distances from their home communities. 

 

Distal prison placement effects on misconduct:  theoretical mechanisms 

 

Prior research suggests three theoretical mechanisms through which distal prison placements 

adversely affect misconduct (see, e.g., Drago et al., 2011; Solinas-Saunders & Stacer, 2012).  

First, following the logic of social bond theory (Hirschi, 1969), distal placements may make it 

more difficult for inmates to maintain social bonds with their family, friends, and community, 

which in turn may increase their likelihood of engaging in misconduct.  Studies have found, for 

example, that inmates who do not receive visits or calls commit more infractions (Cochran, 
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2012; Jiang, Fisher-Giorlando, & Liping, 2005; Monahan, Goldweber, & Cauffman, 2011). 

Second, social support theory (Cullen, 1994) suggests that distal prison placements may 

increase misconduct to the extent that they adversely affect the continuation of social networks 

that provide support and resources for negotiating prison life (see, generally, Colvin, Cullen, & 

Vander Ven, 2002; Wolff & Draine, 2004).  One of the primary fears reported by inmates is the 

severing of social ties (Adams, 1992).  Such fears may stem from concern about a loss of close 

relationships and attendant emotional support.  They also may stem from concern about the 

ability to access resources, including advocacy and commissary funds, that may help them to 

cope with incarceration (Clemmer, 1940; Listwan, Sullivan, Agnew, Cullen, & Colvin, 2013; 

Wolff & Draine, 2004).  Visitation may facilitate inmates’ ability to maintain social bonds and 

networks, to access or activate social capital, and to negotiate prison life.  Indeed, Cochran 

(2012) found that inmates who were visited had a lower likelihood of misconduct.  However, 

distally placed inmates may find that it is more difficult to maintain or access their prior social 

networks, and consequently they may be more likely to offend. 

Third, theories of inmate deprivation (Sykes, 1958) and strain (Agnew, 1992) suggest 

additional warrant for anticipating harmful effects of distal prison placements.  The “pains of 

imprisonment,” and, more generally the ubiquity of stressful experiences to which inmates may 

be exposed, can increase the likelihood of misconduct (Blevins et al., 2010; Morris, Carriaga, 

Diamond, Piquero, & Piquero, 2012).  The loss of contact with family and friends may create a 

profound sense of social isolation and thus strain (Adams, 1992).  In addition, the absence of 

social support further contributes to the likelihood that inmates will resort to illegitimate, rule-

violating strategies to cope with the deprivations inherent to the prison experience (e.g., Blevins 

et al., 2010; Cochran & Mears, 2013; Hochstetler, DeLisi, & Pratt, 2010). 

 

Prison distance, young inmates, and misconduct 

 

Prior research finds that younger inmates, when compared to older inmates, may be more 
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reliant on social ties and social support.  This research suggests that the prison distance and 

misconduct relationship may vary by inmates’ age.  Here, we extend the above discussion by 

drawing on life-course theory and scholarship to focus on the implications of prison distance for 

young people who are imprisoned.  Life-course research suggests that in addition to the cognitive 

and emotional differences between younger and older inmates (Farrington et al., 2012; Mears & 

Travis, 2004), younger inmates may be more reliant on support and assistance from family and 

friends.  Many younger inmates, for example, have never moved away from their home 

communities or, for some, even out of their parents’ home.  In 2012, for example, over one-third 

(36 percent) of people aged 18 to 31 in the general population lived with their parents (Fry, 

2013).  Going to prison may disrupt and inhibit a successful transition into “adult roles” for 

many young offenders (Uggen & Wakefield, 2005).  In addition, incarceration may intensify 

their reliance on social support systems.  Accordingly, experiences, such as distal prison 

placements, that interfere with access to these support systems can be anticipated to affect 

younger inmates more strongly than they affect older inmates. 

The in-prison experiences of younger inmates are distinct in other ways.  Younger inmates 

are likely to be the least familiar with the norms, subcultures, and “folkways” of prison life 

(Clemmer, 1940) or how to negotiate life in adult prisons (Mears & Travis, 2004).  They may be 

the least familiar with how to access services and treatment that may improve their ability to 

cope with prison.  In addition, compared to older inmates, younger inmates are more likely to be 

victimized (e.g., Wooldredge & Steiner, 2013) and to be visited (Cochran, 2012; Monahan et al., 

2011), both of which have been linked to inmates’ likelihood of misconduct.  More generally, 

younger inmates, perhaps partly as a result of the unique challenges they face in prison, also 

engage in substantially higher levels of misconduct than older inmates (Adams, 1992). 

A related line of scholarship suggests further warrant for anticipating that distance effects 

may be more pronounced for younger inmates.  In particular, studies of college students have 

found that those who resided closer to home tend to transition more successfully into college life 

and to adjust to the different expectations and workload (see, e.g., Mooney, Sherman, & Lo 
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Presto, 1991; Tognoli, 2003).  Although college clearly constitutes a different setting than prison, 

the underlying logic—that of greater reliance on family and friends among young adults—is 

similar and underscores the potential for distance effects to be greater among younger inmates. 

 

HYPOTHESES 

 

This paper aims to contribute to scholarship on the effects of prison experiences on inmate 

behavior.  To this end, this study examines how spatially distal prison placements affect inmates’ 

likelihood of engaging in misconduct.  Specifically, and drawing on prior theory and research, 

we test the following three hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1:  Distally placed inmates will be more likely to engage in misconduct. 

Hypothesis 2:  Prison distance effects on misconduct will be greater for younger inmates. 

Hypothesis 3:  Visitation will mediate the relationship between distance and misconduct. 

 

DATA AND METHODS 

 

Data for this paper come from the Florida Department of Corrections (FDOC) Offender-

Based Information System.  These data are useful for this study because they include prison 

distance and disciplinary report information for 33,853 people admitted to Florida state prisons 

from 2000-2002 (all data used in these analyses were recorded only for these years).  They also 

include individual-level demographic, offense, sentence, and prior record information for each of 

these individuals.  In Florida, before inmates are placed in a prison facility they are typically 

placed in a reception center for the initial days or weeks of their incarceration.  Accordingly, 

each inmate had to have served at least two months in prison to be included in the analyses for 

this study.  Below, we discuss the measures used in the analyses; table 1 provides descriptive 

statistics for each variable. 
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Insert table 1 about here 

 

Dependent variable 

 

The dependent variable for this study is a count measure of inmate misconduct.  Misconduct 

is measured here as the total number of formal disciplinary reports for each individual who was 

admitted to a Florida state prison from 2000-2002.  Inmates in this sample received, on average, 

2 disciplinary reports.  However, many inmates (approximately 50 percent) received no official 

disciplinary reports.  Behaviors that may have resulted in receiving an official disciplinary report 

from an employee of the FDOC include, among others, disorderly conduct, possessing 

contraband items, engaging in unauthorized behavior, violating prison rules, property theft, and 

acting violently.  Individual inmates received, on average, more disciplinary reports for 

disorderly behaviors than for other types of infractions.  For example, inmates received, on 

average, 1.3 disciplinary reports for disorderly behavior, and 0.05 disciplinary reports for 

possessing drug contraband.  Individual inmates received the fewest disciplinary reports for sex 

crimes—an average of 0.01 disciplinary reports.  Because the study relies on administrative 

records, there may be some offenses that are more likely or less likely to be officially recorded.  

Accordingly, the results should be interpreted with the recognition that some incidents of 

misconduct may not result in an official disciplinary report.  It bears emphasizing, however, that 

there is little basis in extant research to anticipate that any patterns in the issuance of different 

types of disciplinary reports or in officers’ willingness to hand them out, would be systematically 

affected by the distance that inmates reside from their home counties. 

 

Independent variable 

 

To create the primary independent variable, prison distance, for this study we use a weighted 

average distance measure that accounts for the average geographic distance from the county 
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centroid of an inmate’s home county (county of conviction) to each prison facility in which the 

inmate resided over the course of their incarceration term.  That is, each distance from facility to 

county of conviction is weighted by the number of days an inmate resided at that prison.  For 

example, an inmate who was housed at two facilities, one 50 miles away from home for 30 days 

and one 100 miles away from home for 60 days, respectively, will have a final prison distance 

measure of 83.3 miles [((50 x 30) + (100 x 60)) / 90].  Thus, the independent variable is the 

weighted average distance of each prison facility placement to the inmate’s county of conviction.  

In this sample, inmates with the most proximate placements were approximately 9 miles from 

home and inmates with the most distal placements were approximately 764 miles away from 

home.  Specifically, 23.6 percent of inmates were housed 0-100 miles from home, 32.96 percent 

were housed 101-200 miles from home, 20.17 percent were housed 201-300 miles from home, 

14.29 percent were housed 301-400 miles from home, and 8.12 percent were housed more than 

400 miles from home.  On average, inmates resided 205 miles away from their home county. 

The secondary focus of this study is to understand whether inmates’ contact with social ties 

mediates the relationship between prison distance and misconduct.  Consistent with prior studies 

(e.g., Duwe & Clark, 2011; Mears et al., 2012), we use the total number of visits an inmate 

received while incarcerated as a measure of social ties.  Inmates in this study received, on 

average, 2.3 visits.  As discussed immediately below, we control for time served to account for 

the fact that inmates served varying lengths of time, which addresses the differential opportunity 

of some inmates to engage in misconduct or to receive visits. 

 

Control variables 

 

To reduce the likelihood that any observed effects of prison distance do not result from 

confounders, we include controls for factors that may be associated with distal placements and 

misconduct.  These factors include age at admission, sex, race, prior criminal history, and 

primary offense (e.g., Adams, 1992; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2007; Goetting & Howsen, 
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1986).  In addition, to address the fact that inmates serve varying lengths of time in prison, and 

so had varying opportunities to engage in misconduct, we include a control for time served.  

Consistent with prior prison studies, most of the individuals in this study were male (92 percent) 

and minority (51 percent were Black and 9 percent were Hispanic).  The average age of inmates 

at admission was 32 years old. 

 

Analytic approach 

 

The dependent variable is left-skewed.  Specifically, 50 percent of individuals received no 

official disciplinary reports, and, of the remaining inmates, most received one infraction and 

relatively few engaged in more infractions.  Approximately 13 percent of inmates committed 

more than four infractions.  To account for this skew, we employ negative binomial regression 

modeling.  Diagnostic tests for multicollinearity and heteroscedasticity indicated that neither is a 

problem in these models.  In addition, to account for county-level clustering of inmates, we use a 

fixed-effects model that includes dummy variables for all 67 Florida counties (Johnson, 2010).  

Preliminary analyses indicated that the relationship between distance and misconduct may not be 

linear and that there may be a threshold effect.  To test whether distance is curvilinearly related 

to misconduct, we include a polynomial term for distance.  In addition, as we discuss above, 

younger inmates may experience prison differently than do older inmates.  To test whether 

distance effects are more pronounced for younger inmates we include interaction terms between 

age and the distance variables. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

This study’s analyses include four models, presented in table 2, that test the three hypotheses.  

Specifically, model 1a examines the effect of distance on prison misconduct.  Model 2a 

examines whether the distance effect on misconduct is greater for younger inmates.  Finally, 
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models 1b and 2b, respectively, examine whether inmate visitation mediates these relationships. 

 

Insert table 2 about here 

 

Hypothesis 1:  Distally placed inmates will be more likely to engage in misconduct. 

 

Prior research on prison experiences implicates distance as a factor that may affect inmate 

behavior.  The results in table 2, model 1a, show that even after controlling for individual-level 

demographic and legal factors, distance is associated with misconduct.  This effect is both 

curvilinear and statistically significant:  The main distance effect is positive (b = .019, p<.05) 

and the quadratic term is negative (b = -.0003, p<.05).  To facilitate interpretation of these 

results, figure 1 presents predicted counts of misconduct using model 1a regression coefficients 

while setting the covariates at their means.  We depict predicted counts for inmates placed up to 

700 miles away from home.  Less than one percent of the sample (17 inmates) were placed in 

facilities that exceeded this distance. 

 

Insert figure 1 about here 

 

Inspection of figure 1 reveals a clear curvilinear relationship between prison distance and 

misconduct.  Specifically, the likelihood of engaging in more misconduct increases among 

inmates who reside farther from home, but this effect holds only for distances up to 

approximately 350 miles.  For example, as compared to inmates placed closest to home, inmates 

who resided 350 miles away committed approximately 0.35 more infractions.  At the individual 

level, such an increase is notable; at the aggregate level, it can accumulate into higher system-

level rates of misconduct. 

Notably, however—and contrary to what was anticipated—beyond 350 miles, a more distal 

prison placement is associated with fewer rather than more acts of prison misconduct.  For 



13 

example, inmates who are 700 miles away from home are estimated to commit 0.45 fewer 

infractions than inmates who, on average, reside 350 miles away from home.  Indeed, inmates 

closest to their home communities and inmates farthest away from their home communities were 

estimated to commit comparable amounts of misconduct.  In the conclusion, we discuss what 

may account for this seemingly counter-intuitive pattern.1 

 

Hypothesis 2:  Prison distance effects on misconduct will be greater for younger inmates. 

 

To test our second hypothesis, model 2a examines whether the prison distance terms interact 

with age.  Specifically, distance is interacted with age and the distance*distance (i.e., prison 

distance2) term is interacted with age.  In each instance, the interaction terms are statistically 

significant, suggesting that in fact distance effects differ across age groups. 

To facilitate interpretation of the interaction effects, model 2a regression coefficients were 

used to create and plot predicted counts—shown in figure 2—for different age groups, setting the 

covariates at their means.  Inspection of the figure highlights that there is a greater effect of 

distance on misconduct for younger inmates.  Indeed, prison distance is strongly associated with 

misconduct among the youngest inmates, such as those 16-years or 18-years old, and has only a 

minor association with misconduct among the oldest inmates, such as those 60 years and older.  

For example, a 16-year-old placed 300 miles from home is estimated to commit 1.5 more 

infractions than a 16-year-old who is placed closest to home.  By contrast, a 60-year-old inmate 

placed 300 miles from home is predicted to commit virtually the same number of infractions as a 

                                                 
1 One potential concern in estimating the effect of distance on misconduct is that the causal order 

may be reversed.  Perhaps, for example, engaging in misconduct results in inmates being placed 

in distal facilities.  There is, however, little evidence in research—and none in the FDOC’s 

policies—to indicate that misconduct provides a basis for transferring inmates to far-away 

prisons.  Even so, the possibility remains.  One way to investigate this issue is to focus only on 

inmates who stayed at one prison for their entire term of incarceration.  Ancillary analyses that 

focused on these inmates identified a pattern of results that were statistically and substantively 

similar to those discussed in this paper. 
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60-year-old at any other distance.  The same curvilinear distance-misconduct pattern identified in 

figure 1 surfaces only among younger inmates, with an inflection point at roughly 300 miles. 

 

Insert figure 2 about here 

 

Hypothesis 3:  Visitation will mediate the relationship between distance and misconduct. 

 

Prior theory and research suggest that social ties and, in particular, visitation, can influence 

inmate behavior, and that such ties may mediate any observed distance effect on misconduct.  

Accordingly, the potential mediating effect of visitation is tested in models 1b and 2b.  As these 

models show, visitation moderately diminishes the relationship between distance and 

misconduct.  Specifically, the coefficients for distance and distance*distance decline from model 

1a to model 1b, respectively.  The coefficient for distance decreases 26 percent (from .019 to 

.014).  For distance*distance, it decreases 33 percent (from -.0003 to -.0002).  A similar pattern 

holds for the change in coefficients from model 2a to model 2b.  Application of the Sobel-

Goodman test indicated a statistically significant mediating effect of visitation for distance-

squared in the transition from model 1a to model 1b, and, separately, for distance-squared by age 

in the transition from model 2a to model 2b.  The resulting patterns of predicted misconduct, by 

distance, were similar to those presented in figures 1 and 2, respectively, but, as would be 

anticipated with a significant mediating effect, were less pronounced.  Consistent with our 

hypothesis, then, visitation partially mediates the relationship between distance and misconduct. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Inspired by unprecedented growth in prison populations, scholars have called for greater 

understanding of prison experiences and how they affect inmates during incarceration and after 

release.  One aspect of the prison experience—the distance an inmate is placed from home—
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constitutes one dimension suggested by theory and research that may affect inmate behavior.  

Distal prison placements, for example, may hinder inmates’ ability to maintain social bonds with 

family, friends, and community, and in turn may contribute to misconduct (Berg & Huebner, 

2011; Cochran & Mears, 2013; Nelson, Deess, & Allen, 1999).  Deprivation and strain theories 

provide further warrant for anticipating adverse consequences for inmates who are placed farther 

away from home (Agnew, 1992; Blevins et al., 2010; Clemmer, 1940; Sykes, 1958). 

The primary goal of this study was to examine whether prison distance is associated with 

inmate misconduct, whether the effect is greater among younger inmates, and whether it is 

mediated by social ties.  Analyses of Florida inmates support the argument that distance 

influences inmate behavior.  First, the results suggest that, as anticipated, greater prison distance 

is associated with more misconduct.  However, after approximately 300-350 miles, this effect 

inverts, with greater distances thereafter associated with less misconduct.  Second, this effect is 

more pronounced for younger inmates and less pronounced for older inmates.  Third, the 

distance-misconduct relationship is partially mediated by visitation, suggesting that distance 

effects, in part, stem from their influence on whether inmates are visited. 

The positive relationship between distance and misconduct, for inmates placed 300-350 miles 

away from their home communities or less, indicates partial support for the hypothesis that 

greater prison distances would be associated with greater amounts of misconduct.  One question, 

however, is why there is clear and strong evidence of a negative effect of distance among 

inmates placed more than 300-350 miles away from their home communities.  Here, absent 

empirical data to test the argument, we can only speculate.  The distance of 300-350 miles 

roughly corresponds to a full day of travel; beyond that distance, family or friends typically must 

stay overnight at a hotel or some other lodging and take an additional day off from work.  Such 

costs may result in substantially reduced visitation and social contact more generally with family 

and friends.  In theory, any such effect might increase misconduct (see, e.g., Cochran, 2012; 

Mears et al., 2012).  However, it also may provide a clear signal to inmates that only conformity 

with prison rules will enable them to have or access these privileges.  Put differently, at such 
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distances, inmates may have a greater incentive to comply with rules because the stakes are 

higher—they have fewer privileges that they can earn. 

An entirely different logic is anticipated by Siennick, Mears, and Bales (2013) who found 

that inmate misconduct increased after inmates were visited.  The authors speculated that the 

effect occurred because visits, and social contact more generally, may activate negative 

emotions—guilt about their crime, not being able to support family, frustration and anger about 

the loss of control and their experiences in prison—and so increase misconduct.  Indeed, these 

inmates and others may prefer not to be visited while in prison.  Having their family members 

see them in prison may cause embarrassment that, in turn, may lead to additional strain.  This 

logic suggests that inmates who are placed sufficiently far from their home communities as to be 

isolated from any strong likelihood of social contact with family or friends may be buffered from 

such negative affect states.  In short, greater prison distances may create stronger deterrent 

effects, as suggested above, or they may reduce some of the strain associated with prison life.  

The fact that the effects were more pronounced for young inmates lends indirect support to this 

line of reasoning; younger inmates may be more strongly tied to family and friends and so are 

more strongly deterred by social isolation or protected from the potential strain associated with 

sustained contact to those in their home community.  In addition, and not least, they may be more 

insulated from the likelihood of criminogenic peer influences. 

Broadly, this study’s findings suggest that prison distance may increase or decrease inmate 

misconduct and that the effect in part is due to how proximate or distal placements influence 

access to pre-incarceration social networks.  They also suggest that younger inmates are more 

profoundly affected by how far away they reside from their home communities.  Further research 

is needed, however, both to document these patterns and to identify and empirically test the 

mechanisms that give rise to them.  For inmates it is important to understand how prison distance 

affects social contact more broadly, including phone calls and mail, as well as perceptions of 

social isolation and the fairness of prison system operations.  It will be important, too, to 

examine how, if at all, such effects extend outside the prison walls and affect reentry outcomes, 
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including not only recidivism but also other outcomes for which social ties can be essential, 

including housing, employment, and access to treatment and services (Berg & Huebner, 2011; 

Cochran & Mears, 2014; Visher & Travis, 2003). 

To the extent that proximate or distal prison placements affect inmate behavior, specific 

questions warrant investigation.  First, future research should focus on whether changes in prison 

distance affect inmate experiences.  For example, when an inmate transfers to another facility, 

what is the effect on inmate behavior and social ties?  Transfers might decrease or increase 

distance and so provide a basis for testing the effects of changes in distance.  Any effort to 

estimate such effects will require disentangling whether observed post-transfer differences result 

from distance or simply from the act of being transferred to another facility. 

Second, researchers will want to consider examining how distance directly affects in-prison 

experiences.  For example, to what extent does distance represent a pain or deprivation of 

incarceration, and is it experienced equally across different social and demographic groups?  Do 

distally placed inmates feel more socially isolated than inmates housed closer to home?  

Alternatively, are there any benefits to distal placements, such as the severing of ties to 

delinquent or criminal peers?  A limitation of the current study is that the visitation measure did 

not provide information about the criminality of those who visited (the FDOC prohibits visits 

from known felons).  Future studies, however, ideally would assess the extent to which visitation 

mediates distance effects and how it does so. 

Third, future research should focus on how distance affects the ability of inmates to maintain 

prosocial ties.  For example, does distance influence inmates’ ability to have or maintain ties to 

prosocial individuals outside the prison walls?  Research that addresses this question will want to 

take into account the fact that some inmates may have fewer opportunities than others to be 

visited.  Research also will want to address the fact that visitation constitutes but one possible 

measure of social ties; phone calls and mail, for example, are other potential measures of such 

ties.  Research, too, will want to investigate timing effects associated with distal prison 

placements.  For example, distal placements may have different effects depending upon whether 
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they occur early or late in an inmate’s term of incarceration.  Ultimately, research ideally will not 

focus solely on visitation or social ties, but rather on the broad array of outcomes that may be 

affected by distal placements (e.g., ties to family, friends, and community organizations, 

continuity of care and services) that may be important in their own right and that may affect in-

prison or post-release behavior. 

Although findings from one study should be considered with caution, the findings here, and 

the theoretical arguments upon which the paper draws, provide support for the idea that placing 

inmates closer to home might yield benefits for prison systems.  The bulk of inmates in our 

sample (80 percent) were housed 50 to 350 miles away from their home communities.  An 

argument against expecting any benefit is that the estimated effects of distance in this study 

appeared relatively small.  In addition, inmates on average committed few (specifically, 2) acts 

of misconduct.  However, in aggregate, it is conceivable that appreciable systemwide reductions 

in misconduct might arise from ensuring that more inmates are placed closer to the areas in 

which they previously resided.  Proximate placements also might improve inmate social support 

networks, which may improve the likelihood that inmates will successfully transition back into 

society and obtain housing and employment (Cochran et al., 2014; Mears et al., 2012). 

The study findings suggest, too, that distance may be especially important when 

considering the placement of younger inmates, who may more acutely experience social isolation 

from their family, friends, and community.  In addition, younger inmates may be more likely to 

perceive distance as an additional punishment, which may result in more misconduct.  Another 

possibility is that younger inmates may rely more on social support to negotiate prison life.  At 

the same time, the more pronounced beneficial effect of distal prison placements—among young 

inmates placed more than 300-350 miles away from home—suggests that in some instances, the 

severing of ties to potential criminogenic networks may reduce misconduct.  Understanding how 

to reduce misconduct among younger inmates constitutes an important avenue of inquiry in part 

because of the potentially lasting impacts of prison on their life outcomes.  Ultimately, however, 
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it will be important for future research to investigate how diverse inmate populations are affected 

by distal prison placements. 
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Table 1.  Descriptive statistics 

 

  

Mean 

 

 

Standard Deviation 

 

Prison misconduct (all types) 

 

1.99 

 

3.88 

Prison distance (miles) 205.24 129.95 

Age (years) 31.99 10.03 

Male 0.92 0.28 

Black 0.51 0.50 

Hispanic 0.09 0.29 

Prior violent convictions (#) 0.85 1.67 

Prior property convictions (#) 2.74 5.51 

Prior sex convictions (#) 0.09 0.57 

Prior drug convictions (#) 1.64 3.29 

Prior other convictions (#) 0.57 1.27 

Prior prison commitments (#) 0.96 1.51 

Sentence length (months) 59.23 94.29 

Time served (days) 470.48 202.81 

Primary violent offense (1/0) 0.25 0.43 

Primary sexual offense (1/0) 0.06 0.24 

Primary property offense (1/0) 0.29 0.45 

Primary drug offense (1/0) 0.29 0.45 

Visitation (#) 

 

2.31 7.29 

 

N=33,853 



 

Table 2.  Negative binomial regression of inmate misconduct on prison distance 
 

        

 

Model 1a: 

Distance effect 

 Model 1b: 

Distance effect, 

mediated by 

visitation 

 

Model 2a: 

Distance effect by 

age 

 Model 2b: 

Distance effect by 

age, mediated by 

visitation 
        

Prison misconduct Coef. S.E.  Coef. S.E.  Coef. S.E.  Coef. S.E. 

Prison distance (x 10-miles) .019* .002  .014* .002  .053* .008  .044* .008 

Prison distance2 -.0003* .000  -.0002* .000  -.001* .000  -.001* .000 

Age -.066* .001  -.066* .001  -.057* .003  -.059* .003 

Male -.280* .031  -.296* .031  -.281* .031  -.297* .031 

Black .223* .020  .183* .020  .223* .020  .183* .020 

Hispanic .054 .033  .049 .033  .051 .033  .047 .033 

Prior violent convictions .010 .005  .010* .005  .011* .005  .011* .005 

Prior property convictions -.009* .002  -.009* .002  -.009* .002  -.009* .002 

Prior sex convictions -.026 .017  -.025 .017  -.026 .017  -.026 .017 

Prior drug convictions -.023* .003  -.022* .003  -.023* .003  -.022* .003 

Prior other convictions .007 .007  .006 .007  .007 .007  .006 .007 

Prior prison commitments .087* .008  .082* .008  .088* .008  .083* .008 

Sentence length (months) -.0002 .000  -.0002* .000  -.0002 .000  -.0002* .000 

Time served (days) .003* .000  .003* .000  .003* .000  .003* .000 

Primary violent offense .125* .033  .109* .033  .125* .033  .110* .032 

Primary sexual offense -.137* .048  -.160* .048  -.137* .048  -.160* .048 

Primary property offense .118* .032  .099* .032  .118* .032  .099* .032 

Primary drug offense -.136* .032  -.142* .032  -.137* .032  -.142* .032 

Prison distance * Age       -.001* .000  -.001* .000 

Prison distance2 * Age       .00002* .000  .00002* .000 

Visitation    -.019* .001     -.019* .001 

Intercept .711* .157  .837* .156  .437* .177  .607* .176 
 

*p<.05, two-tailed test 

N=33,853



 

Figure 1.  Predicted inmate misconduct (count), by prison distance 

 



 

Figure 2.  Predicted inmate misconduct (count), by prison distance and age 
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