
Follow this and additional works at DigiNole: FSU's Digital Repository. For more information, please contact lib-support@fsu.edu

2008

An Assessment of Supermax Prisons
Using an Evaluation Research
Framework
Daniel P. Mears

The version of record can be found at https://www.doi.org/10.1177/0032885507310964.



 

PRINT VERSION CITATION:  Mears, Daniel P.  2008.  “An Assessment of Supermax Prisons Using an 

Evaluation Research Framework.”  The Prison Journal 88(1):43-68. 

 

 

PRE-PRINT VERSION 

  

 

 

 

An Assessment of Supermax Prisons 

Using an Evaluation Research Framework* 

 

 

 

 

Daniel P. Mears 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Please direct correspondence to Daniel P. Mears, Associate Professor, Florida State University, 

College of Criminology and Criminal Justice, 634 West Call Street, Tallahassee, FL 32306-1127, 

e-mail (dmears@fsu.edu), phone (850-644-7376), fax (850-644-9614).  The author thanks Emily 

Leventhal and the anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments and suggestions. 

mailto:dmears@fsu.edu


 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

 

Daniel P. Mears, Ph.D., is an Associate Professor at Florida State University’s College of 

Criminology and Criminal Justice, 634 West Call Street, Tallahassee, FL 32306-1127, e-mail 

(dmears@fsu.edu), phone (850-644-7376), fax (850-644-9614).  He conducts basic and applied 

research on a range of crime and justice topics, including studies of supermax prisons, juvenile 

justice reforms, domestic violence, agricultural crime, homicide, and prisoner reentry.  Recent 

articles have appeared in Crime and Delinquency, Criminology, and Justice Quarterly. 

mailto:dmears@fsu.edu


 

An Assessment of Supermax Prisons 

Using an Evaluation Research Framework 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

In recent years, states have invested heavily in super-maximum (“supermax”) security 

prisons, yet critical questions about them remain unaddressed.  In this paper, I examine these 

prisons through an evaluation research framework, focusing on five questions:  (1) Are 

supermaxes needed?  (2) Do they rest on sound theory?  (3) Are they typically implemented as 

intended?  (4) Do they achieve their intended goals (i.e., impacts)?  (5) Are they cost-efficient?  

This paper argues that investigation of each question reveals substantial research gaps that raise 

significant questions about whether supermaxes are warranted, effective, or efficient.  It then 

discusses a range of research and policy implications. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Research on supermaximum (“supermax”) security prisons—which entail single-cell, 23-

hour-per day confinement, and minimal services or visitation—is minimal despite the rapid 

growth in and costs of such facilities nationally (Wells et al., 2002).  Twenty-five years ago, the 

only supermax facility in the United States was one in Marion, Illinois, operated by the Federal 

prison system (Kurki and Morris, 2001:385).  By 1996, 34 states had one or more supermaxes, 

holding 19,630 inmates, or roughly 2 percent of all prison inmates (National Institute of 

Corrections, 1997; King, 1999).  As of 2004, 44 states reportedly had supermax prisons, 

collectively housing approximately 25,000 inmates (Mears, 2006:40).  In short, supermax 

prisons now constitute a common feature of the corrections landscape and yet remain largely 

unexamined.  The limited research to date is remarkable given the substantial costs of these 

prisons and the fact that they have been lightning rods for controversy, including domestic and 

international criticisms that they are inhumane and unconstitutional (Miller, 1995; King, 1999; 

Haney, 2003; Collins, 2004; Sullivan, 2006). 

Juxtaposed against this situation stands a large body of commentaries on supermaxes, 

analyses of their theoretical logic, and qualitative accounts of supermax inmate experiences (e.g., 

Toch, 2003; Pizarro and Stenius, 2004; Rhodes, 2004).  In addition, several recent studies and 

reviews investigate different aspects of supermax prisons, including their impacts on violence, 

unintended effects, and cost-benefit analysis issues (e.g., Kurki and Morris, 2001; Briggs et al., 

2003; Ward and Werlich, 2003; Mears and Watson, 2006; Pizarro et al., 2006).  However, there 

have been no attempts to place such work squarely within an evaluation research framework.  

Such a perspective is warranted when examining any social policy of consequence, but is all the 

more so when the policy requires considerable up-front and ongoing resource investments, risks 

diverting resources from potentially more effective and cheaper alternatives, and when, as has 

been the case, policymakers and corrections officials have called for more evidence-based, cost-

efficient approaches to managing offenders (Riveland 1999a; Campbell, 2003; Preer, 2004). 
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Building off of these observations, this paper employs an evaluation research framework to 

examine supermax prisons.  Specifically, it focuses on the five major types of policy evaluation 

questions (Rossi et al., 2004):  (1) Are supermaxes needed?  (2) Do they rest on sound theory?  

(3) Are they typically implemented as intended?  (4) Do they achieve their intended goals (i.e., 

impacts)?  (5) Are they cost-efficient?  As the paper will argue, based on a review of research 

that bears on these questions, supermax prisons represent a questionable corrections policy—

they constitute an investment in a costly and potentially harmful policy that would appear to 

have little evidence-based justification or prospects for substantially achieving the goals 

expected of them, and do so while diverting attention and resources away from the types of 

strategies that might more effectively and cheaply achieve similar goals.  The paper concludes by 

discussing such policy implications as well as the types of research needed to place the use of 

supermax prisons on a more defensible foundation. 

BACKGROUND 

Recent decades have witnessed a “get tough” trend in criminal justice (Garland, 2001).  One 

prominent marker of that trend is the emergence of supermax prisons (Toch, 2001).  Such 

prisons have been described as places suitable for the “worst of the worst” inmates, typically 

holding them for an indefinite period of time in single-cell confinement for 23 hours each day, 

and offering little to no privileges, programming, or services (Riveland, 1999b; Stickrath and 

Bucholtz, 2003).  In fact, there is some inconsistency in definitions of supermaxes (King, 1999).  

Nonetheless, this description largely reflects the one used in a 1996 National Institute of 

Corrections (1997) survey of state correctional systems and, based on a 2004 national survey, 

accords with the views of most state prison wardens (Mears and Castro, 2006).  Notably, the 

courts have no role in making such designations or in the concomitant placement of such inmates 

in supermaxes.  Rather, corrections administrators make such assessments and decisions, with 

the criteria for supermax placement varying among states (Riveland, 1999b).  In general, prison 

conduct serves as a primary criterion, but behavior outside of prison (e.g., belonging to a gang) 
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can lead to supermax confinement (Toch, 2001; Mears, 2006; Pizarro et al., 2006). 

Solitary confinement as a concept and practice has been a central feature of American 

corrections since the emergence of penitentiaries in the early 1800s.  In 1829, for example, 

Eastern State Penitentiary in Cherry Hill, Pennsylvania, relied on such confinement in the belief 

that, among other things, silent contemplation would help inmates reform (Morris and Rothman, 

1995).  Since that time, most prison systems have had special cells or prisons devoted to 

managing the most serious inmates (Pizarro et al., 2006).  As Riveland (1999b:5) has 

emphasized, however, “seldom have those prisons operated on a total lockdown basis as normal 

routine.  Even prisons designated as maximum security have generally allowed movement, 

inmate interaction, congregate programs, and work opportunities.” 

In the twentieth century, Alcatraz, which opened in 1934 and closed in 1963, stands as the 

forerunner of today’s supermax prisons and is emblematic of the “concentration” approach to 

managing troublesome inmates.  Subsequently, a “dispersion” approach—in which the most 

violent and disruptive inmates were distributed to different prisons—was adopted, under the 

logic that such inmates would have little leverage to create problems if they had few counterparts 

with whom to join forces (Riveland, 1999b).  In 1983, the Federal Marion facility went into 

permanent lockdown mode after rioting and murders.  Thereafter, states began investing in 

supermax prisons modeled after the Marion reincarnation of the concentration approach to 

managing difficult inmates (Kurki and Morris, 2001; Ward and Werlich, 2003). 

Against this backdrop, two points bear emphasis concerning the recent expansion of 

supermax prisons nationally.  First, one of the primary justifications of such prisons is that they 

make prison systems more orderly and safe.  As will be discussed below, this justification has 

critical implications for how most appropriately to assess supermaxes.  Second, these prisons 

constitute a considerable investment of scarce corrections resources—they typically are two to 

three times more costly to build and operate than other types of prisons, due primarily to the 

heavy reliance on sophisticated technologies, housing only one inmate per cell, and having a 

higher staff-to-inmate ratio (Lawrence and Mears, 2004).  For this reason, as well as the concerns 
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about their constitutionality and humanity, supermax prisons arguably merit greater scrutiny than 

less costly correctional policies that raise fewer concerns.  They also merit investigation because 

state governments, as well as correctional systems, have increasingly called for greater 

accountability and reliance on evidence-based practices (MacKenzie, 1997; Cullen, 2005). 

EVALUATION RESEARCH AND SUPERMAX PRISONS 

Applying an evaluation research framework to supermax prisons affords the opportunity to 

provide a systematic assessment of what is known about these prisons.  It is not necessary that 

each of the five major types of evaluations have been conducted to determine if supermax 

prisons are warranted.  However, collectively such evaluations provide a more evidence-based 

foundation for supporting or opposing such prisons as well as improving their operations.  

Below, I discuss the state of research as it applies to each of the five major types of evaluations.  

Table 1 provides a summary of the bottom-line assessment in each case. 

Are Supermax Prisons Needed? 

What exactly drove states to invest in supermax prisons?  Was it, for example, politically 

expedient or possibly a fad-like investment that could be used to demonstrate the professionalism 

and sophistication of a given correctional system (King, 1999; Mears, 2006; Mears and Reisig, 

2006; Pizarro et al., 2006)?  To date, no studies empirically account for the rise of supermaxes 

(see, however, Henningsen et al., 1999; King, 1999; Riveland, 1999b; Mears and Castro, 2003; 

Toch, 2003; Ward and Werlich, 2003).  It appears likely that a complete explanation would need 

to reference crime trends and changing social and political conditions, as has been the case with 

studies of other “get tough” policies (e.g., Beckett, 1997; Caplow and Simon, 1999; Garland, 

2001; Irwin, 2005).  Regardless, what King (1999:164) observed seven years ago remains largely 

true today—“We know all too little of the politics of proliferation for supermax [prisons]” (see 

Kurki and Morris, 2001; Pizarro et al., 2006; Sullivan, 2006). 

Of course, one obvious reason that states may have invested in supermax prisons is that there 

was a perceived need for them.  The larger question is whether there was an objective need for 
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almost all states to invest in them.  Put simply, no evidence exists that states undertook any 

rigorous assessment of need, even though such assessments typically constitute a critical first 

step before deciding to invest in a policy.  As Rossi et al. (2004:102) have emphasized:  “Needs 

assessment is fundamental because a program cannot be effective at ameliorating a social 

problem if there is not problem to begin with or if the program services do not actually relate to 

the problem.”  Indisputably, prison systems have increased in recent decades (Harrison and 

Beck, 2005), but such growth is not a priori an indicator of need. 

When assessing need, it helps to know the goal of a given policy.  In the case of supermax 

prisons, the overriding goals have been to increase systemwide order, safety, and control 

(National Institute of Corrections, 1997; Riveland, 1999b; Pizarro and Stenius, 2004).  However, 

other goals—such as improving systemwide inmate behavior, decreasing riots, the influence of 

gangs, and prison escapes, punishing inmates, reducing recidivism among violent and disruptive 

inmates, rehabilitating inmates, and deterring crime in society—have also been associated with 

these prisons (Mears and Castro, 2006; Sullivan, 2006). 

In each instance, before investing in supermax prisons, states ideally would have assessed the 

extent of the particular problems.  For example, how much disorder was there throughout the 

state prison system or how frequently did riots occur?  Observe that answering such questions is 

no small matter.  To illustrate, disorder can be defined many different ways, referencing such 

dimensions as the amount of violence, rule compliance, program participation, or physical 

conditions and appearances of facilities (Mears and Reisig, 2006).  Violence alone can be 

operationalized in various ways, including, most notably, homicides and assaults.  Even in such 

cases, many variations exist.  Assaults may or may not include injury, for example (Briggs et al., 

2003).  And regardless of the variant used, the reliability of such measures frequently is minimal.  

As Mears and Reisig (2006:37) have noted, “official records regarding nonlethal forms of inmate 

violence are sources of information plagued by measurement error” (see, generally, Reisig, 1998; 

Light, 1990; Logan, 1993; Bottoms, 1999). 

Even if the reliability and validity of disorder measures were not an issue, a basic question 
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would remain.  Specifically, what level of disorder (or any other problem for which supermax 

prisons are deemed to be a solution) is sufficient to establish a “need” for one or more 

supermaxes?  Texas experienced close to fifty homicides in its prison system over a two-year 

period and supermaxes were built to respond to this situation (Crouch and Marquart, 1989; 

Mears, 2006).  Implicitly, then, the criterion there would appear to be 25 or more homicides 

annually.  But why that threshold?  Why not one that is higher or lower?  More importantly, what 

about thresholds for the range of other measures of violence that could be used, such as assaults 

that result in injuries or inmate compliance with rules or participation in programming? 

Notably, states have not systematically documented the goals of their supermax prisons 

(Mears and Watson, 2006).  Thus, by extension, they can not say what precise problems the 

prisons were designed to alleviate (see, however, Stickrath and Bucholtz, 2003).  Indeed, even if 

we accept order and safety as the primary goals, which accords with the view of the vast majority 

of state prison wardens nationally (Mears and Castro, 2006), no published accounts exist that 

establish the precise amount of need in each state prior to, during, and after supermaxes opened 

their doors.  The same can be said for the other problems for which supermax prisons serve as 

solutions.  And yet, without assessing need, there otherwise is little rational basis—other than 

political expediency (Pizarro et al., 2006)—for investing in a costly correctional policy. 

Do Supermax Prisons Rest on Sound Theory? 

For any policy or program to be effective, it helps considerably if it rests on a well-supported 

theory that “explains why [it] does what it does and provides the rationale for expecting that 

doing so will achieve the desired results” (Rossi et al., 2004:134).  By contrast, when policies or 

programs lack such a foundation, “there is little prospect that [they] will be effective” (p. 135).  

Certainly, the prevalence of a policy provides no guarantee of a well-developed theoretical logic.  

For example, drug courts of various types have burgeoned over the past 15 years, yet many of 

them, including those that have opened their doors in recent years, have not articulated their 

theoretical underpinnings (Butts and Roman, 2004).  The same can be said of supermax prisons. 
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Indeed, to date, few detailed attempts to explicate the theoretical foundation of these prisons 

exist, and those that do have focused solely on one goal—increasing systemwide prison order.  

The notion of increasing order by targeting the most disruptive inmates is an approach generally 

consonant with the new penology’s emphasis on managing risk (Feeley and Simon, 1992; 

Pizarro et al., 2006).  But that description leaves open the question of whether supermaxes can be 

expected, on theoretical grounds, to improve systemwide order.  Pizarro and Stenius’ (2004) 

theoretical analyses suggest that they do not and can not.  For example, the authors have argued 

that general deterrence constitutes a weak causal mechanism:  “It is unlikely that supermax 

facilities serve as a [general] deterrent because of the certainty of punishment, [given that] 

placement in these facilities is relatively rare and often based on administrative decisions using 

risk factors over which inmates have little control” (p. 258). 

Extending Pizarro and Stenius’ (2004) assessment, Mears and Reisig (2006) have noted that 

other theoretical arguments for supermax prisons improving systemwide order have little merit 

on logical or empirical grounds.  For example, they emphasized that specific deterrence appears 

to be an unlikely mechanism through which supermaxes produce systemwide order, noting that 

the supermax inmates, putatively the “worst of the worst,” may be among the least likely to be 

influenced by severe sanctions.  Moreover, unless such inmates contribute to most disorder, any 

specific deterrent effect, as well as any incapacitative effect (wherein supermax inmates are 

prevented both from committing disruptive acts and from inciting others to commit such acts), 

would have a negligible impact on aggregate amounts of disorder.  In addition, the assumption 

that supermaxes “normalize” the general prison system environment (Sheppard et al., 1995; 

Hershberger, 1998; Kurki and Morris, 2001) appears tenuous given that removing disruptive 

inmates would not necessarily or even likely free staff time to focus on the remaining inmates or 

make these inmates more inclined to follow rules or participate in programs (Mears, 2006). 

Additional theoretical analyses suggest that supermax prisons may, if anything, increase 

disorder.  Pizarro and Stenius (2004) have argued that disorder may worsen both through 

“experiential effects,” wherein the failure to follow through with threats to place inmates in 
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supermax confinement increases misconduct, and through inmate perceptions that such 

confinement is illegitimate and unfair (p. 259).  Similarly, the “rage hypothesis”—largely 

untested empirically—suggests that supermax inmates, upon release to general prison facilities, 

will be so angry that they attack staff and other inmates (Haney, 2003; Ward and Werlich, 2003).  

Consider, for example, the state of mind of an inmate Rhodes (2004:55) interviewed who had 

been confined in a control unit: 

If I’m being good and they don’t give me nothing, I can’t take that kind of rejection . . .  I just 

went off, spitting, urinating, tearing up my cell, the whole nine yards . . .  If they feel like I’m 

gonna be a badass, why not be one?  . . .  They think they can control me, but I’m gonna be 

the one in control. 

More generally, as Mears and Reisig (2006) have emphasized, supermax prisons do little to 

address the structural conditions that research has shown contributes to disorder (Adams, 1992; 

McCorkle et al., 1995; Bottoms, 1999; King, 1999; Austin and Irwin, 2001; Kurki and Morris, 

2001; Irwin, 2005).  In Sparks et al.’s (1996:313) words, policies like supermax prisons, which 

target specific types of individuals, cannot “magically . . . unlock the problem of order for a 

prison system as a whole.”  For example, such prisons do not target maladaptive systemwide 

inmate social norms or the general deprivations that most inmates face (Sykes, 1958); they could 

be argued to contribute to the problems that arise when inmates perceive prison systems to be 

operating in an unjust manner (Useem and Kimball, 1991; Irwin, 2005); and they do not in any 

obvious way contribute to improved managerial efficiency or effectiveness (DiIulio, 1987). 

Supermax prisons have been associated with other goals, such as reducing prison escapes and 

improving public safety, and similar theoretical assessments have yet to be rendered.  Some 

preliminary appraisals suggest that analogous problems exist, however (Mears and Watson, 

2006).  For example, given that the certainty of placement in a supermax is low (Pizarro and 

Stenius, 2004), few would-be offenders in the general population can be expected to refrain from 

criminal activity through a general deterrence process.  Also, inmates in supermax confinement 

receive little to no programming or services over several years and then may be released outright 
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into society with no supervision.  In such cases, individuals might be expected to have higher 

rates of recidivism than if they had received services (Haney, 2003; King, 2005). 

Some might argue that supermax prisons constitute an effective crisis management tool—

certainly, that expectation is logical and comports with the approach undertaken at the Marion 

facility (Ward and Werlich, 2003) and in many states, such as Texas (Crouch and Marquart, 

1989), and countries, such as the Netherlands (Boin, 2001).  But solutions to crises represent 

unlikely solutions to non-crisis situations (Mears and Watson, 2006).  To illustrate, if an 

individual comes down with an infection, a doctor might prescribe an antibiotic as a short-term 

“crisis” management solution.  But use of the antibiotic on a regular basis would not be indicated 

and would not address such factors as exercise, nutrition, and the like, that may contribute to 

illness.  Similarly, supermax facilities may enable prison systems to gain control when riots or 

extreme amounts of violence or disruptions occur, but that would not mean that they necessarily 

nor even likely are effective over the long term. 

To be clear, policies whose theoretical foundation remains unarticulated may nonetheless 

have positive impacts, but the likelihood of such impacts declines substantially in such cases 

(Rossi et al., 2004).  Moreover, failure to understand the precise mechanisms through which 

policies give rise to certain impacts makes it difficult to modify the policy in ways that might 

increase these impacts (Mears and Reisig, 2006). 

Are Supermax Prisons Typically Implemented as Intended? 

For a policy to be effective, “it must actually carry out its intended functions in the intended 

way” (Rossi et al., 2004:170).  From an implementation perspective, a central issue affecting the 

potential effectiveness of supermax prisons is whether the inmates most appropriate for 

supermax confinement are identified and placed in a supermax.  Apart from concerns about 

effectiveness, failure to adhere to rules and procedures for placement in and operation of 

supermaxes can violate agency policy and the constitutional rights of inmates (Collins, 2004). 

In defining who is appropriate for supermax confinement, we must first specify the goals 
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associated with supermax facilities.  For example, if these facilities are supposed to prevent 

escapes, then escape-prone inmates must be identified.  Similarly, if supermaxes are supposed to 

decrease systemwide disorder, then the most disruptive inmates must be identified and placed in 

them.  Where states have multiple goals for their supermaxes, diverse criteria must be applied to 

determine whether supermax placements consist of those most “suited” for such confinement. 

In fact, ambiguity about the goals of supermax prisons, as discussed above, has been 

paralleled by ambiguity about who should and does reside in these prisons (Riveland, 1999b; 

Mears and Watson, 2006).  The most typical reference in the literature is to the idea that 

supermaxes should and do house the “worst of the worst.”  However, as King (1999:164) has 

emphasized, “it is by no means clear what is meant by expressions such as . . . ‘worst of the 

worst.’”  Indeed, no systematic empirical research describes the profile of inmates in supermax 

confinement (see, however, Lovell et al., 2000; Irwin, 2005; Cloyes et al., 2006; Mears and 

Castro, 2006).  Kurki and Morris’ (2001:392) observation remains true today—in the absence of 

empirical research, “it is difficult to be sure who is assigned to supermax prisons, why they go, 

who gets out, when they get out, and how they get out.” 

At a minimum, it appears likely that supermax prisons house many different types of 

inmates.  For example, a national survey of state prison wardens revealed considerable variation 

in who was considered to be an appropriate target for supermax confinement.  A majority agreed 

or strongly agreed that the following types of inmates should be targeted—inmates who assault 

staff repeatedly or cause injury, assault other inmates repeatedly or cause injury, instigate other 

inmates to be violent, or who are prison gang leaders, an escape risk, drug dealers while in 

prison, or chronic rule-violators (Mears, 2005:45).  Wardens also mentioned other types of 

inmates, including those are gang members, “high profile,” or at risk of being attacked, have 

been incarcerated for a serious offense or have a serious mental illness, are sexual predators, 

terrorists, or on death row, or have killed others while in prison or who make or possess weapons 

(pp. 45-46).  Similar views existed among supermax wardens, who presumably have greater 

knowledge about the types of inmates actually placed in supermax facilities. 
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Other studies have documented that a diverse range of inmates reside in supermaxes.  For 

example, a study conducted by Lovell et al. (2000) identified seven types of inmates—including 

socially inept inmates who were unable to adjust to life in traditional prisons and inmates who 

actively sought supermax confinement for the greater protection it afforded—who had been 

placed in Washington’s supermax facility (see also Cloyes et al., 2006).  Such variation in the 

types of inmates placed in supermaxes doe not mean that implementation problems necessarily 

exist.  However, if this spectrum of inmates truly merits supermax confinement, substantial 

questions arise about the criteria for placement given that most prison systems have many more 

inmates who fit these descriptions than can be accommodated by existing supermax bed space. 

Juxtaposed against the “black box” of supermax placement decisions, and the criteria used 

for such placement, stand many accounts of mentally ill inmates residing in supermaxes, often in 

disproportionate numbers relative to traditional prisons (Kurki and Morris, 2001; Haney, 2003).  

Of course, it may be that mentally ill inmates contribute disproportionately to a variety of 

problems, including the maintenance of systemwide order, and so targeting them for placement 

might conceivably contribute to improved management of prison systems.  However, research 

does not support that assumption (Mears, 2006).  More to the point, state policies and court 

decisions, such as the 1995 Madrid v. Gomez case, which dealt with Pelican Bay (Collins, 

2004:9), frequently prohibit the placement of mentally ill inmates in supermax confinement.  By 

design, then, supermax facilities typically should not house mentally ill inmates.  The issue is 

complicated by the fact that supermax prisons may cause mental illness (Haney, 2003; Cloyes et 

al., 2006).  In this case, and in so far as mentally ill inmates contribute to prison disorder, 

supermaxes, when they release such inmates back into traditional prison facilities, actually may 

contribute to a central problem that they are designed to alleviate. 

The placement of mentally ill inmates in supermaxes illustrates the more general issue of 

improper placement of inmates into these facilities.  Riveland (1999b) and Lovell et al. (2000) 

have emphasized that some inmates in supermax facilities arrive there for rule violations rather 

than commission of violent or highly disruptive acts (see also Kurki and Morris, 2001).  To the 
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extent the assessment is true, it would reflect poor implementation of the underlying idea of 

supermaxes, especially as concerns the focus on systemwide order and violence.  If other goals 

are considered, improper placement of inmates would almost certainly appear likely to occur 

with regularity, given that few states systematically rely on well-validated instruments for 

classifying high-risk inmates (Bottoms, 1999; Austin and McGinnis, 2004).  In addition, placing 

inmates not obviously suitable for extended solitary confinement in supermaxes may undermine 

the effectiveness of these prisons by supporting general inmate population perceptions that such 

placements are abusive and unfair (Pizarro and Stenius, 2004). 

Another prominent implementation issue—related to that of identifying appropriate inmates 

for supermax confinement—concerns consistent adherence to the rules and procedures (where 

such exist) for placement and release.  Once, again, theory considerations inescapably arise.  For 

example, how long should an inmate reside in a supermax to achieve the goal of increased 

systemwide order?  If the belief is that general deterrence creates such order, we might answer 

the question differently than if the belief is that specific deterrence creates order.  Regardless, 

states have supermax prisons and therefore, if only implicitly, must have ideas about how long 

inmates should be in supermax confinement to achieve a given goal.  And since each state’s 

goals for its supermaxes varies, states must develop research protocols for assessing “how much 

is enough.”  To date, however, there have been no published accounts of such efforts and no 

evidence exists that states have undertaken them.  Until these issues are clarified, the standard for 

assessing how well supermaxes are implemented will remain ambiguous. 

Finally, as noted at the outset, implementation issues involve considerations of compliance 

with the law and the U.S. Constitution.  Here, the “theory” of supermax operations—and, thus, 

criteria for evaluating the extent to which practice accords with theory—lies less with explicit 

blueprints associated with supermaxes than with state policies and court decisions that provide 

guidance about what is permissible.  Court decisions alone address a range of dimensions, 

including:  religious practices; medical care and definitions of “serious medical care” and 

“deliberate indifference”; screening, monitoring, and care of the mentally ill; provision of 
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services to address basic human needs (e.g., safety, food, clothing, shelter, sanitation, exercise); 

use of force; due process and supermax placement; and access to the courts (Collins, 2004). 

Notably, no systematic empirical evidence exists about the extent to which supermax 

operations consistently accord with state policies, court decisions, or national or international 

standards of humane treatment of inmates (Haney, 2003; King, 2005).  Indeed, what occurs 

within supermax facilities—how they are operated—remains largely a “black box” (Riveland, 

1999b; Wells et al., 2002), though evidence clearly indicates that a non-trivial number of 

inappropriate placements (e.g., the mentally ill, nuisance inmates) are placed in them and that 

abuses occur (Austin et al., 1998; DeMaio, 2001; Kurki and Morris, 2001; Rhodes, 2004; Cloyes 

et al., 2006; Mears and Watson, 2006; Sullivan, 2006).  Similarly, limited information exists 

about staff-to-inmate ratios, staff quality, or employment conditions (Toch, 2001; King, 2005; 

Sullivan, 2006), though recently considerable attention has focused on what has been perceived 

as limited staffing, allegedly resulting in increased violence, at the Federal supermax facility in 

Florence, Colorado (Foster, 2006; Finley, 2007). 

Do Supermax Prisons Achieve Their Intended Goals? 

Many goals have been associated with supermax prisons and so any appropriate assessment 

of impact must make reference to all of them, or to some weighted combination of them, 

depending on the goals each state associates with its supermax housing (Mears and Watson, 

2006).  For example, if a particular state sets reduced escapes as a goal of such housing, then an 

evaluation should focus on whether escapes have been reduced or are lower than they otherwise 

would be.  If, however, another state does not include escapes as one of the goals associated with 

its supermax housing, an evaluation should not focus on escapes.  This situation—in which many 

different goals can be articulated for supermaxes and in which states vary in the emphasis they 

place on these goals—creates a fundamental barrier to any attempt to provide a simple 

assessment of supermax effectiveness. 

Even if one were to ignore the problem of diverse and differently weighted goals, the fact 
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remains that supermax prisons have not been subject to rigorous impact evaluations.  

Counterfactual logic is the hallmark of impact evaluations.  As Rossi et al. (2004:235) have 

observed, “the critical issue in impact evaluation . . . is whether a program produces desired 

effects over and above what would have occurred without the intervention or, in some cases, 

with an alternative intervention” (emphasis added).  With respect to supermaxes, the question is 

whether these prisons produce more order, safety, and control (ignoring other possible goals) 

than would have occurred in their absence or in lieu of an alternative intervention.  With the 

exception of the Briggs et al. (2003) study, analyses of supermaxes have not relied on a 

counterfactual research design.  Not surprisingly, then, various reviews all arrive at the same 

assessment—namely, no one knows if supermax prisons effectively achieve any of their stated 

goals, including those, such as order, safety, and control, presumed to be the most important 

(Kurki and Morris, 2001; Briggs et al., 2003; Ward and Werlich, 2003; Lovell and Johnson, 

2004; Rhodes, 2004; King, 2005; Pizarro et al., 2006). 

The Briggs et al. (2003) study stands out because it employed a potentially quite powerful 

type of research design, an interrupted time series analysis, useful for assessing the impact of 

social policies.  The authors focused on four states, three of which had supermaxes (Arizona, 

Illinois, and Minnesota) and one that did not (Utah).  They analyzed institutional data on inmate-

on-inmate and inmate-on-staff assaults and found little evidence that violence abated after the 

opening of supermax facilities, though in one state, Illinois, there appeared to be a reduction in 

assaults on staff (Briggs et al., 2003:1367).  Notably, in one state, Arizona, there was evidence of 

a temporary increase in assaults on staff (p. 1365).  The expected finding in Illinois suggested 

support for supermaxes, but, as the authors emphasized, the finding actually raised more 

questions than it answered.  Why, for example, would a supermax reduce inmate-on-staff 

assaults but not inmate-on-inmate assaults (Briggs et al., 2003:1368)?  More critical, though, is 

the fact that the research design assumes that Utah, the reference for making comparisons, is 

comparable along dimensions that might influence systemwide violence (e.g., amount of prison 

violence, causes of such violence, management strategies and approaches, staffing, programs and 
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services).  In reality, as the authors stressed (p. 1352), variations likely exist that threaten the 

study’s external validity.  Even so, their study constitutes perhaps the most rigorous evaluation to 

date on the impact of supermaxes, and notably the results are at best mixed.  Just as notably, the 

study does not address the full range of supermax goals. 

Several other studies bear mention because they either attempt to measure the impact of 

supermax prisons or illustrate the problems associated with such attempts.  Bidna’s (1975) 

analysis of California prisons showed that after the state tightened security at its then twelve 

adult prisons and implemented lockdowns, which entail supermax-like conditions, at four 

maximum security facilities, inmate stabbings declined.  (Notably, violence in the lockdown 

facilities increased.)  Similarly, a study of Texas prisons suggested that systemwide violence, 

measured by numbers of homicides, in the mid-1980s declined after the opening of supermax-

like facilities (Crouch and Marquart, 1989). 

These studies are notable in that they provide suggestive evidence that supermax facilities 

may help promote systemwide safety.  However, the Bidna (1975) study echoes that of Briggs et 

al. (2003) in illustrating that supermaxes may actually increase violence, if not systemwide then 

in the supermaxes themselves.  In addition, the Crouch and Marquart (1989) study highlights a 

problem confronting Briggs et al. (2003) and others—namely, the inability to control for 

systemwide changes occurring when supermaxes were introduced (e.g., new leadership, 

management, and staffing) that might have caused observed reductions in murders (see Bottoms, 

1999; Pizarro et al., 2006).  Here, again, the studies rely on measures of the most extreme type of 

violence and do not speak to the range of other acts that are part of safety but also those that 

reflect order, control, and the other goals associated with supermax facilities.  As but one 

example, corrections officials frequently argue for supermaxes as a means by which to control 

gangs, yet many accounts suggest that gang influence both in supermax and general population 

prisons continues largely unabated (Grann, 2004; Montgomery, 2005; Mears, 2006). 

A different type of study was conducted by Ward and Werlich (2003), who examined the 

Marion and Alcatraz federal prisons.  The authors did not directly examine systemwide levels of 
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violence but rather inferred systemwide effects from information about inmates released from 

and then returned to these supermax facilities.  Their assessment was that released inmates 

returned at relatively low rates—3.1 percent of Alcatraz inmates returned for disciplinary reasons 

and 16 percent of Marion inmates returned for some reason (Ward and Werlich, 2003:62-63).  

This study, too, constitutes an important advance over the limited body of empirical research on 

supermax prisons.  Unfortunately, it is difficult to know how to know what a “low” rate is, 

especially in the absence of a basis for comparison, as the authors themselves noted (p. 69).  In 

addition, the measure itself may not provide an accurate portrait of the violence or disruption 

such inmates might contribute in general population prisons, given that only the most extreme 

acts would likely result in a return to supermax confinement. 

Another indirect assessment of the impact of supermax prisons comes from a national survey 

of state prison wardens, who were asked whether supermax prisons are effective.  Notably, 90 

percent or more of the wardens—presumably the very people best positioned to comment on the 

impacts of these prisons on management of general population facilities—thought that 

supermaxes improved systemwide order, safety, and control (Mears, 2005:45).  Even those who 

headed non-supermax facilities, and who therefore might be less prone to want supermaxes to be 

effective, expressed highly favorable views about the impacts of these prisons.  Of course, the 

wardens’ views could be wrong, but the overwhelmingly positive assessment raises, at a 

minimum, the question of whether well-designed research studies might support their views. 

Juxtaposed against the dearth of rigorous impact evaluations stand a plethora of studies that 

point to many potential unintended effects of supermax prisons, effects that any balanced 

assessment would need, as Mears and Watson (2006) recently have argued, to take into account.  

Such prisons might contribute to greater disorder and violence (Bottoms, 1999), increase or 

aggravate mental illness among supermax inmates (Haney, 2003; Rhodes, 2004; King, 2005; 

Cloyes et al., 2006), and decrease the likelihood of positive post-release outcomes, including 

increasing rather than decreasing offending among supermax and non-supermax inmates (Mears 

and Watson, 2006; Pizarro et al., 2006; Sullivan, 2006).  Indeed, motivated by the question of 
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whether supermax confinement might worsen post-release outcomes, one recent study found that 

violent offending indeed was worse among supermax inmates as compared with a matched 

comparison group of inmates from general population facilities (Lovell and Johnson, 2004).  

Why supermax prisons might negatively affect prison system and post-release outcomes remains 

uncertain.  Supermax prisons might, for example, be viewed by inmates as unjustified, excessive, 

and illegitimate, and in turn lead to less inmate compliance and greater violence systemwide.  

They might, as discussed already, enrage inmates held in them, or contribute to mental illness by 

imposing extreme solitude and limiting the type and amount of care that can be provided.  In 

addition, failure to receive treatment, vocational, or reentry services might disadvantage 

supermax inmates upon release relative to inmates who receive such programming.  Supermaxes 

also they might divert resources away from other, potentially more effective inmate management 

and prisoner reentry strategies.  These and other possibilities exist, but have yet to be subjected 

to empirical study. 

The logic of impact evaluations requires a comparison, whether that be the absence of a 

policy or of other potentially effective interventions.  As the discussion to this point has 

highlighted, the central flaw with almost every extant study of supermax prisons is that we do 

not know what would have happened in the absence of such prisons.  But an equally critical 

problem is that no studies exist comparing the effectiveness of supermaxes to alternative 

approaches for achieving such goals as order and safety.  Yet, as Briggs et al. (2003:1371) have 

emphasized, “viable alternatives to supermax do exist.  Moreover, many of these approaches to 

social control do not have the dubious moral qualities, legal uncertainties, and costs that are 

associated with supermaxes.”  To illustrate, in a national survey of state prison wardens, Mears 

and Castro (2006) found that over half of the wardens felt that staff training, segregation cells in 

each prison (rather than segregation cells concentrated in one facility), and rehabilitative services 

would be effective alternatives to supermaxes, and roughly one-third felt that “transfer-and-

trade” and dispersion policies would be effective (p. 419).  A recent meta-analysis by Gendreau 

and Keyes (2001) echoes these views, finding that a diverse range of treatment and behavioral 
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programs as well as management styles can improve prison order and safety (see also French and 

Gendreau, 2006).  More generally, studies suggest that changing the environment in prisons—

how they look, how they are operated, the programs and services they offer—can have 

potentially greater long-term impacts on inmate behavior than lockdowns (Sparks et al., 1996; 

Bottoms, 1999; Irwin, 2005; Mears and Watson, 2006).  This body of work suggests, among 

other things, that lockdown approaches, the essence of a supermax, arguably are best-suited as 

short-term strategies for managing crises, not long-term solutions to prison order. 

Are Supermax Prisons Cost-Efficient? 

Establishing that a policy is needed, developing its theoretical logic, implementing it well, 

and showing that it indeed achieves its desired goals are all central to any evidence-based policy 

endeavor.  Should these bars be cleared, one final question remains—is the policy cost-efficient?  

Efficiency assessments typically involve cost-effectiveness analyses or cost-benefit analyses, 

both of which “provide a frame of reference for relating costs to program results” (Rossi et al., 

2004:332).  Whereas cost-effectiveness analyses produce estimates of the dollars required to 

achieve a given outcome, cost-benefit analyses produce estimates of the dollars of benefit 

achieved for a given amount of dollars expended.  By monetizing outcomes, cost-benefit 

analyses enable policymakers to compare the relative benefits of investing in social policies that 

target different social goals, such as one aimed at reducing teen pregnancy and another aimed at 

reducing crime.  Cost-effectiveness analyses allow for comparisons as well, but only when 

different policies strive to achieve the same goals or outcomes. 

Cost-efficiency represents an obvious concern for policymakers because it addresses the 

question of whether a policy provides a sufficient return—enough “bang for the buck”—for the 

investment.  Notably, however, few crime policies are ever subject to cost-efficiency analyses 

(Cohen, 2000).  As applied to supermax prisons, several questions arise.  For example, is a 

supermax likely to produce the greatest gain in, say, systemwide order and safety, for the 

required investment as compared with other policy approaches?  That question assumes our 
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perspective is that of corrections officials.  If our interest lies with whether supermaxes cost-

efficiently contribute to public safety, our perspective becomes that of society at large.  In the 

latter instance, a cost-effectiveness analysis might be appropriate—for example, we might 

compare the costs of several policies and the extent to which each produces improvements in 

public safety.  However, if we seek to determine whether society benefits more from a different 

social policy aimed at a different goal, a cost-benefit analysis would be indicated.  Such an 

analysis would allow us to determine if the funds expended on a supermax produce benefits 

(expressed in dollars) that exceed the benefits (also expressed in dollars) of this other policy. 

As these examples indicate, for a cost-efficiency analysis to be useful, many critical 

questions must be addressed.  Recently, Lawrence and Mears (2004) identified some of the 

specific ones that arise when the focus is on supermax prisons.  First, what exactly is the 

question to be addressed?  To build a supermax at all?  To build a supermax instead of funding 

another initiative aimed at the same goals?  To build a supermax or fund another social policy 

with different goals?  In each instance, the focus of a cost-efficiency analysis would differ 

substantially and, in turn, yield different results.  Here, it bears emphasis that in many instances, 

the proper comparison in a cost-efficiency analysis of supermaxes likely is to policies aimed at 

achieving similar goals, not to other prisons.  Put differently, it is not the case that in states where 

supermaxes now exist some kind of prison would have been built anyway; rather, correctional 

systems sought an approach that might influence systemwide outcomes as well as public safety 

(Mears and Watson, 2006; Pizarro et al. 2006). 

Second, and related to the first question, what is the perspective of analysis—that of 

corrections officials, local communities, or society?  In each instance, the goals and outcomes 

relevant to the analysis may vary, in turn influencing the results.  To illustrate, a supermax might 

be cost-efficient for a correctional system but not for society.  Such a situation might arise if 

supermaxes improve systemwide prison order and safety but do not influence the recidivism of 

supermax inmates or do not serve as a general deterrent to would-be offenders in society. 

Third, what specific goals and attendant outcome measures should be included?  If, for 
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example, we adopt the perspective of correctional systems, do we include systemwide order and 

safety only, or do we include other outcomes, such as reduced prison escapes and gang influence 

or increased rehabilitation of supermax and/or non-supermax inmates?  Any assessment should 

include measures of unintended effects as well, especially those, such as increased mental illness 

among supermax inmates, that may potentially offset any putative benefits.  The challenge in 

each instance lies not only in identifying benefits, as well as costs, that should be included, but 

then measuring each.  The axiom “garbage in, garbage out” applies here no less than in other 

spheres of social life.  That is, no matter how well-done or complex a cost-efficiency analysis, if 

key impacts are unmeasured or improperly measured, any results will be of questionable use.  It 

bears recalling that there currently exist no rigorous impact evaluations that demonstrate whether 

supermax prisons achieve any of the range of goals commonly associated with them.  At the 

same time, considerable evidence suggests that supermaxes create many unintended effects, 

some positive and some negative, that would directly influence a cost-efficiency assessment. 

Fourth, what monetary values should be assigned to each cost and each benefit?  Here, again, 

critical challenges arise.  For example, what values do we assign to each averted prison 

homicide, assault, or infraction, respectively?  Similarly, what value do we assign to an increase 

in inmate mental illness or a decrease in officer or staff satisfaction?  In these instances, 

especially where no market-based source of valuation exists, reasonable people may disagree 

about whether any defensible basis exists for assigning specific monetary values.  Ultimately, 

then, uncertainty attends to cost-efficiency analyses of supermaxes because of the diversity or 

relevant costs and benefits and the intrinsic difficulty of assigning monetary values to each. 

Fifth, how much uncertainty should be attributed to various costs and benefits?  Given that 

uncertainty will arise, it is important to quantify upper- and lower-bound values associated with 

particular costs and benefits to examine how much the overall results change under varying 

assumptions.  This process, termed sensitivity analysis, allows policymakers and researchers to 

assess if a particular policy, such as a supermax, appears to be a reasonable investment or if its 

benefits appear to be highly contingent on questionable assumptions.  As Lawrence and Mears 
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(2004) have shown, changing the parameters or values of even a small set of costs or benefits, or 

using different “discount rates” to take account of the fact that the value of money changes over 

time, can substantially influence whether a supermax is found to be cost-efficient. 

Juxtaposed against these challenges lies the fact that to date no published cost-efficiency 

analyses of supermaxes exist.  Moreover, even if one or more did exist, there would remain the 

question of whether the findings could be generalized to another state.  For example, as King 

(1999) has emphasized, what a supermax “is” in terms of design, operations, and costs can vary 

substantially across states.  Thus, a cost-efficiency analysis in one state might well not generalize 

to other states that have or are contemplating building supermax prisons. 

Insert Table 1 about here 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Supermax prisons have emerged as one of the most symbolic and costly “get tough” criminal 

justice policies in the past twenty-five years.  Despite their widespread adoption nationwide, they 

rest on little to no theoretical or empirical foundation.  Indeed, when viewed through the prism of 

the five main types of research questions typically posed by evaluators (Rossi et al., 2004), the 

picture looks more bleak.  Specifically, there is:  (1) minimal indication that supermax prisons 

were needed as long-term solutions to any of a range of problems (e.g., order, safety, escapes, 

public safety); (2) no strong or consistent theoretical foundation for anticipating that they would 

exert any substantial effect on a range of outcomes, and, to the contrary, strong theoretical 

grounds to anticipate a worsening of these outcomes; (3) minimal documentation of their 

implementation, including the procedures, and adherence to these procedures, for admitting and 

releasing inmates, monitoring of inmate behavior, or compliance with state and federal laws as 

well as constitutional requirements, juxtaposed against accounts showing that mentally ill and 

other inmates inappropriate for extended solitary confinement reside in supermaxes; (4) minimal 

evidence of any positive impact on any of a range of outcomes, with considerable evidence of 

harmful unintended effects; and (5) no evidence that they are cost-efficient. 
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This situation notwithstanding, supermaxes have been built and will likely remain a central 

feature of American corrections in the coming decades.  For this reason, research is needed that 

can help improve the operations and potential impacts of these prisons and give officials the 

evidence they need to make informed decisions about continuing to invest in them.  At the same 

time, the literature points to a series of policy implications that may improve supermaxes.  

Below, I detail some essential directions in research and policy suggested by the evaluation 

framework used in this paper, ones that arguably hold the greatest promise for informing debates 

about supermaxes and guiding policymaker decisions concerning their use and implementation. 

Theory and Research Implications 

First, as states continue to invest in new supermaxes, research is called for that both defines 

and measures need.  When, for example, is there sufficient disorder or violence to require or be 

affected by a supermax?  Just as important, when certain thresholds of need, however 

operationalized, are exceeded, can they be linked to causal factors that supermaxes putatively 

address?  If, for example, violence in a certain prison system is primarily due to insufficient 

staffing or training, then supermax prisons likely are not needed.  Of course, the ability to 

monitor need, such as escalating violence, also would create the ability to assess whether a given 

intervention, such as a supermax, affected that need. 

Second, greater attention should be given to developing and testing the theory and design of 

supermaxes.  Several accounts raise substantial questions about the theoretical foundation of 

these prisons as they relate to the goal of achieving greater systemwide prison order and safety 

(Mears and Reisig, 2006; Pizarro et al., 2006).  For example, are specific or general deterrent, 

incapacitation, or normalization effects reasonable to expect in achieving these goals?  Is it 

reasonable to anticipate rehabilitative influences on supermax inmates that reduces their 

recidivism upon release?  How exactly, apart from putatively incapacitating gang leaders, can 

supermax prisons reduce systemwide gang activity?  More generally, what are the diverse 

mechanisms through which supermaxes might achieve each of their stated goals, and how likely 
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are such mechanisms to operate as expected? 

Third, studies should investigate the extent to which supermaxes operate as envisioned and in 

a way that accords with theory.  For example, are the rules established for supermax placement 

and release followed, are services, to the extent possible, provided, and are abuses documented 

and addressed when they occur?  And are the rules themselves consistent with theoretical 

expectations?  The first question speaks both to issues of fairness and to consistency of 

implementation.  The second speaks more directly to theory—if, for example, a supermax is 

argued to reduce the influence of disruptive inmates but the rules stipulate that only inmates who 

themselves commit violent acts can be placed in supermax confinement, then the rules 

undermine, at least in part, the theoretical logic.  To illustrate, in some states, inmates who incite 

others to commit disorderly or violent acts cannot be placed in a supermax; rather, they must 

themselves commit such acts for such placement to occur (Mears and Watson, 2006). 

Fourth, a range of impact evaluations should be undertaken that assess the extent to which 

supermaxes achieve the various goals associated with them and the types and amounts of 

unintended harmful impacts.  Clearly, experimental designs do not appear to be a viable option, 

but different quasi-experimental designs are, as research by Briggs et al. (2003) attests.  Even 

weak research designs would constitute an advance over a situation in which minimal evidence 

exists.  For example, surveys of inmates and staff in general population prisons would provide an 

opportunity to investigate their views about the influence of supermaxes.  Although such studies 

have their weaknesses and would be difficult to undertake (Ward, 1995), they can be done (see, 

e.g., Mears and Castro, 2006).  Similarly, interviews and focus groups with supermax and non-

supermax inmates and staff would provide opportunities to identify unintended impacts that 

merit policy attention (Mears and Watson, 2006).  Such an approach would also be useful in 

exploring whether supermaxes exert a greater influence on sub-groups of inmates (Haney, 2003; 

Cloyes et al., 2006) or on behavior in certain types of facilities. 

Finally, and echoing calls from other researchers, studies should investigate whether 

supermax prisons are, or are likely to be, cost-effective or cost-beneficial.  Per Riveland (1999b), 
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Lawrence and Mears (2004), and Pizarro and Stenius (2004), there have been no documented 

cost-effectiveness or cost-benefit analyses of supermax prisons.  It thus remains unknown 

whether, even if supermax prisons achieve some goals, their effectiveness is sufficient to offset 

their costs or whether, by extension, other strategies might achieve comparable gains at less cost. 

Policy Implications 

Given that most states now have supermax prisons, short-term policy implications should be 

emphasized.  First, states should identify and quantify the needs that their existing or proposed 

supermaxes are supposed to achieve, if only to clarify what types of inmates should be housed in 

such facilities.  These measures can also be used, eventually, to assess impact. 

Second, at the same time, states should detail explicitly the goals of their supermaxes.  It is 

these goals that determine the types of inmates most suitable for supermax confinement and that 

also determine what types of prison system needs should be monitored.  The theory of 

supermaxes should be explicitly detailed as well to allow for better assessment of whether 

supermax implementation accords with the logic on which they are grounded.  This step in turn 

can allow officials to identify ways in which supermax operations might be modified to yield 

greater returns.  For example, if, indeed, rehabilitation is one goal of supermax confinement, then 

clearly some type of programming would need to be provided.  In a similar vein, and as Riveland 

(1999b:22) has emphasized, policymakers can call for the development of “professional 

standards specific to extended control facilities [i.e., supermax prisons] that provide a template 

for agencies to follow in the areas of policies and procedures, training, staffing, and program and 

service provision” (see also Neal, 2003; Bruton, 2004). 

Third, states should improve the classification procedures they use for admitting and 

releasing inmates from supermax facilities (Austin and McGinnis, 2004).  Here, again, any such 

effort should be directly tied to documenting the need for and goals of supermax prisons.  In 

addition, states should develop databases and systems of monitoring that enable them to 

document adherence to supermax rules and policies, provision of any services, treatment, or 
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programming, as well as descriptive information about inmate confinement histories and their 

behavior upon release.  From a policy perspective, these steps should ensure that the “right” 

inmates get placed into supermaxes and problems can be easily identified and rectified.  At the 

same time, such monitoring can help to identify and avoid harmful unintended impacts. 

Fourth, policymakers and corrections officials should support efforts to evaluate the impacts 

of proposed or existing supermax prisons.  Without such support, researchers face sufficiently 

daunting barriers to studying supermaxes that few advances will be made (Ward, 1995). 

Fifth, in a similar vein, policymakers should promote efforts to assess the cost-efficiency of 

supermaxes and alternatives that might achieve comparable results at lower costs.  One of the 

more striking findings in recent years is the fact that, as discussed earlier, a majority of state 

prison wardens believe there are many effective alternatives to supermaxes (Mears and Castro, 

2006).  That finding contradicts those who have argued that supermaxes were an option of last 

resort.  More importantly, though, it buttresses the findings of research that points to cheaper, 

potentially more effective approaches—such as staff training and reliance on behavioral, 

educational, and vocational programs—to prison management (Bottoms, 1999; Gendreau and 

Keyes, 2001; Van Voorhis et al., 2004; French and Gendreau, 2006). 
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Table 1.  Evaluation Research and the State of Evidence Concerning Supermax Prisons 

 

 

Question State of Evidence 

  

Are supermaxes needed? Minimal 

Do they rest on sound theory and design? None 

Are they typically implemented in a consistent and 

appropriate manner? 

Minimal; 

some documented 

implementation problems 

Do they achieve their intended goals (i.e., impacts)? Minimal; 

many documented 

unintended negative impacts 

Are they cost-efficient? None 
 

 


