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ABSTRACT
Two competing views on the use of restrictive housing have emerged
in the literature. The first position has argued that restrictive housing
helps make correctional institutions safer and more secure environ-
ments, largely by incapacitating violent and dangerous inmates. In
contrast, a second perspective has maintained that restrictive hous-
ing not only causes serious psychological damage and increases
criminal coping, but also that it has served as a mechanism for
officials to punish certain groups of inmates unfairly. This study
tests these competing hypotheses by meta-analyzing the literature
on the predictors of placement in restrictive housing. The results of
this investigation provide support for both perspectives. The implica-
tions of the study’s findings are discussed.
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During the first half of the 20th century, there was broad optimism in the United States
that prisons could rehabilitate criminal offenders; however, by the end of the 1970s, the
public’s faith in the government’s ability to reduce crime largely diminished (Cullen &
Gilbert, 2015). The common perception by the close of the 1980s was—despite the time
and money devoted to rehabilitation—crime remained a major societal problem (Currie,
1998). Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the “law and order” agenda came to dominate the
public policy arena and lawmakers enacted many punitive penal policies, including
mandatory minimum sentencing laws, three-strikes laws, and truth-in-sentencing laws
(Garland, 2001). These legislative changes led to drastic increases in the inmate population
(Austin & Irwin, 2012) and created other challenges for correctional authorities, including
overcrowding and increased violence (Wooldredge et al., 2001).

In these increasingly dangerous and chaotic environments, it became more difficult for
administrators to ensure the safety and security of staff and inmates (Morris, 1998). Under
these circumstances—and in conjunction with the growing social and political pressure to
“get tough” on offenders more generally—one of the major policy initiatives during this
era was to increase the use of restrictive housing throughout the United States (King, 1999;
Riveland, 1999). Correctional authorities reasoned that one of the keys to reducing
institutional violence and disorder was to place disruptive and unruly inmates into these
tightly controlled isolated confinement settings (see Mears & Reisig, 2006; and Pizarro
et al., 2006). Critics of this offender management strategy disagreed with this proposition,
arguing instead that restrictive housing did not improve inmate behavior, the setting
caused serious psychological damage, and furthermore, that justice officials did not reserve
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its use exclusively for inmates who pose a direct threat to safety and order within the
corrections system (see Butler & Steiner, 2017; and Cochran, Toman, Mears, & Bales,
2018). Despite the widespread and continued use of restrictive housing in the United
States to date (Kurki & Morris, 2001; Beck, 2015), the status of this debate remains
unsettled. As several recent reviews of the highlight, even little is known about the who
is being held in these settings (Frost and Monteiro, 2016; Labrecque, 2016; Mears, 2016).

In the present study I seek to address this gap in knowledge and to contribute to the
scholarship aimed at better understanding how authorities impose one of the most
controversial of contemporary correctional practices. I do so not by examining what
impact restrictive housing has on inmate behavior (see Steiner & Cain, 2016; Gendreau
& Goggin, in press), but rather, by examining how corrections officials use restrictive
housing in practice. More specifically, in the present investigation I meta-analyze the
literature comparing the characteristics of those placed in restrictive housing settings with
those from the general inmate population.

Restrictive housing

Restrictive housing—also referred to as solitary confinement, administrative segregation,
and supermax custody—involves the isolation of an inmate in a setting that provides little
to no opportunity for meaningful contact with other individuals (Journal of Correctional
Health Care, 2016). Inmates held in restrictive housing settings are often confined to a
single cell for 22–23 hr/day and are provided with minimal cell accommodations (Metcalf
et al., 2013). Segregated inmates must eat, sleep, and use the toilet in their cell (Browne
et al., 2011). These inmates also receive scant access to education, vocation, recreation, and
other services that are commonly available to those in the general offender population
(Labrecque & Smith, 2013). Even the opportunities to leave ones’ cell in these units are
primarily limited to either the washroom to shower or a small fenced-in area to exercise
(Cloud et al., 2015). In practice, corrections authorities use restrictive housing for three
purposes, including responding to a serious disciplinary misconduct (i.e., disciplinary
segregation), protecting inmates from harm (i.e., protective custody), and ensuring the
well order of the facility (i.e., administrative segregation; see Mears, 2016). Despite the
differences in the rationale for placement in restrictive housing, the basic living quarters
and conditions are similar across segregation types (Kurki & Morris, 2001). Furthermore,
justice officials place inmates in all forms of restrictive housing due to their difficulty in
being managed effectively in the general offender population.

Policymakers and corrections officials often justify the use of restrictive housing
because they believe it is necessary for ensuring safety, order, and control within the
corrections system and beyond (see Mears & Reisig, 2006; Pizarro et al., 2006). Those
critical of the practice disagree, arguing instead that isolated confinement represents a
custodial overkill, which enhances—rather than reduces—one’s potential for violence
(Toch, 2001). In addition, critics often characterize segregation as a form of cruel and
unusual punishment, asserting one of its gravest faults is that it causes substantial
psychological damage (Haney, 2003; Kupers, 2008; Lovell, 2008). Recent reviews of the
literature highlight that there are few studies on the impact of restrictive housing that
employ strong research designs and rigorous research methodologies (see Frost &
Monteiro, 2016; Mears, 2016; Morgan et al., 2016). Despite the disagreements over the
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interpretation of the available empirical research, there is a strong consensus in the
literature—as well as a growing public sentiment—that segregation is detrimental to the
well-being of inmates, correctional institutions, and communities.

An increase in the ethical and legal scrutiny regarding the use of restrictive housing
in recent years, coupled with the growing belief that it does not help make correctional
institutions or communities safer and may even be harmful to inmate mental health, has
helped make this practice an issue of prominent national attention (see Garcia, 2016). In
2016, even President Obama formally questioned whether segregation did more harm
than good, and he called on the Department of Justice to review the nation’s use of the
practice (Obama, 2016). As a result, there is an impetus to better understand how
restrictive housing is used in correctional institutions, and to determine what impact
this setting has on inmate, institutional, and community outcomes. Although investiga-
tions into its effects are of significant scholarly and policy relevance, evaluating how the
practice is used constitutes a critical and logical prior step. It is important, for example,
to know which inmate’s correctional authorities place in restrictive housing. To date,
research has largely made assumptions about the types of inmates who reside in this
setting. What is needed, then is more research on who is being placed in restrictive
housing settings.

Inmates in restrictive housing

There are two conflicting perspectives on the use of restrictive housing found in the
literature (Labrecque, 2016). The corrections system view argues these settings are
reserved for only the most serious and dangerous offenders from the general inmate
population: the so-called worst of the worst (Shepperd et al., 1996). According to this
viewpoint, the typical inmates in isolation settings include escape risks, gang members,
predators, and other high-risk or notorious offenders (see Mears & Castro, 2006; and
Shalev 2009). Recently, Butler et al. (2013) reviewed the restrictive housing admission
criteria in 42 state jurisdictions and found that correctional policies allow prison autho-
rities to place inmates in segregation for such things as posing a threat to institutional
safety, repeating violent behavior, presenting an escape risk, engaging in riotous behavior,
and belonging to a security threat group. Although I have examined only official segrega-
tion policies and did not assess whether jurisdictions actually followed its own placement
criteria, these results do provide insight into the type of inmates that correctional policy
makers believe should be held in these settings.

The critic view, on the other hand, disputes these contentions, arguing instead that
restrictive housing units actually consist of many “nuisance” inmates, or those who do
not directly pose a threat to the safety and order of the institution (Kurki & Morris,
2001; Shames et al., 2015). This perspective describes the typical inmate in segregation as
being mentally ill, an ethnic minority, and sent to isolation for committing a nonviolent
offense, such as refusing an order (Schlanger, 2013; DeRoche, 2014; Medwed &
Tenneriello, 2016). According to this perspective, mentally disordered inmates may be
at a higher likelihood for being placed in restrictive housing because corrections officials
lack alternative approaches for treating mental illness more appropriately in custody.
Corrections authorities may also associate more danger from ethnic minorities because
of underlying perceptions of racial threat, and as a result minority inmates may suffer
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elevated risks for such placement (see Cochran et al., 2018). Gendered disparities in
placement criteria could also exist due in part to differences in the behavioral expecta-
tions of men and women inmates (Martel, 2001). To the extent that placement decisions
are influenced by these ascriptive characteristics, the potential for restrictive housing to
achieve its desired goals may not only be undermined, but corrections authorities may
also face criticism for administering inequities in justice, with all the potential legal
ramifications that lie therein.

Individual studies have compared the characteristics of samples of inmates in restric-
tive housing settings to those in the general offender population and provided some
support for both positions (e.g., Coid et al., 2003; O’Keefe, 2008; Mears & Bales, 2009;
Thompson & Rubenfeld, 2013; Helmus, 2015; Butler et al., 2017). These investigations
are important; however, these individual studies are primarily limited to specific jur-
isdictions and often specific types of restrictive housing (e.g., disciplinary segregation,
administrative segregation). What the field needs, then, is a quantitative synthesis of the
available literature to take stock of what is known about the characteristics of inmates
held in restrictive housing more broadly. A meta-analysis will also afford the ability to
compute an average effect size (ES) across these various theoretical dimensions and
make more definitive conclusions about which characteristics are more strongly asso-
ciated with placement decisions.

Present study

There is an insufficient amount of evidence available to estimate with any degree of
certainty the direction or magnitude of the impact of restrictive housing on inmate
behavior (see Gendreau & Labrecque, 2016; Steiner & Cain, 2016; Gendreau & Goggin,
in press). Some empirical investigations have indicated restrictive housing may reduce
aggregate levels of institutional violence (e.g., Crouch & Marquart, 1990; Ralph &
Marquart, 1991), others have found evidence of an increase in postrelease recidivism
(e.g., Lovell et al., 2007; Mears & Bales, 2009), and yet others still reported no significant
effect on either postrelease recidivism (e.g., Huebner, 2003; Pizarro et al., 2014; Butler &
Steiner, 2017) or institutional misconduct outcomes (e.g., Briggs, Sundt, & Castellano,
2003; Labrecque, 2015; Morris, 2016; Lucas & Jones, 2017).

In addition, and of particular relevance for this study, little remains known about
who is confined in restrictive housing. Research addressing this gap in knowledge
should logically precede studies of its impact because the effect of restrictive housing
may vary based on the characteristics of the inmates held in the setting. Therefore, this
study tests the competing hypotheses made about the predictors of placement in
restrictive housing. If safety and order factors indeed drive placement decisions as
the corrections system view suggests, then objective risk factors, such as one’s criminal
history, institutional behavior, gang status, and risk or needs information should drive
placement decisions; however, if this housing primarily serves as a mechanism to
punish or unfairly treat certain groups as the critic perspective anticipates, then
other ascriptive factors, such as age, race, and mental health status should have
more bearing on these decisions.
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Method

Literature retrieval

Relevant studies were identified through several steps. First, a keyword search was
conducted in multiple computerized databases, using the key terms restrictive housing,
solitary confinement, administrative segregation, and supermax. This search yielded a
total of 9,571 records: 5,160 from PsychINFO, 913 from Criminal Justice Abstracts,
1,159 from National Criminal Justice Reference Service, 1,783 from the Social Sciences
Index, and 556 from Dissertation Abstracts Online. Second, the indexes of the journals
that frequently publish research on restrictive housing were reviewed (i.e., Criminology,
Crime and Delinquency, Criminal Justice and Behavior, The Prison Journal, and
Canadian Journal of Criminology) to locate any additional studies not discovered in
the database searches. Finally, the reference lists from each of the identified studies
were reviewed and researchers who publish in this area were contacted for leads on
other material not uncovered by the other methods. The titles and abstracts of all the
identified documents were also inspected to eliminate unrelated works (i.e., those not
related to restrictive housing, reviews of the literature that were not original research,
and qualitative reports that did not include data on inmates in segregation settings).
This process resulted in 85 remaining documents.

Eligibility criteria

To be included in the meta-analysis, studies had to meet several criteria. First, the study had to
involve inmates in an institutional setting (i.e., jail or prison). Studies including nonoffender
samples or that took place in a laboratory setting were excluded. Second, the study must have
presented descriptive characteristics of the inmates held in a restrictive housing setting and those
from the general population. Studies that did not include a comparison group, or those that
included a comparison group not from the general inmate population were excluded. Third, the
study had to be written in the English language. Finally, the study had to contain sufficient data
to calculate an ES (i.e., Pearson r or phi coefficient). If a sourcemet the first three criteria, but did
not provide sufficient information to calculate an ES, the authors were contacted for additional
information. If the authors were unable to provide the necessary data, the source was excluded.
This review process eliminated 69 works, leaving 16 documents that met the inclusion criteria.

Coding procedures

A coding manual was created and used to systematically capture the characteristics of
the identified studies. The following content areas were included in the coding form:
study and author descriptors (e.g., year and type of publication, author affiliation and
discipline), institutional and segregation descriptors (e.g., type of institution and location
of study, type of segregation [i.e., administrative segregation, disciplinary segregation,
protective custody]), sample descriptors (e.g., age, sex, race, mental health indicators),
research design descriptors (e.g., sample size of the segregated and nonsegregated
groups), and ES descriptors (e.g., group means and standard deviations, type and
value of significant test).
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Effect size calculation and interpretation

The aim of this research synthesis was to compare segregated and nonsegregated inmates
on a wide range of characteristics. The primary statistical procedure used in this investiga-
tion consists of a series of bivariate analyses, with a separate computation conducted for
each variable of interest. I examined 19 characteristics grouped into two categories:
objective risk factors (i.e., any violent criminal history, any prior juvenile justice involve-
ment, any prior segregation experience, any prior institutional misconduct, initial security
level [1 = minimum, 2 = medium, 3 = maximum], any known gang affiliation, high risk
for recidivism, high risk in criminogenic needs1 of antisocial attitude, antisocial associates,
community functioning, education, employment, family/marital, personal/emotional, sub-
stance abuse, and motivation for treatment), and ascriptive inmate characteristics (i.e., age,
ethnic minority, any record of serious mental disorder). I also conducted a series of
moderator analyses to assess if differences in these characteristics exist between the
segregated and nonsegregated groups based on inmate sex.

To determine the magnitude of the difference between the segregated and nonsegre-
gated groups for each variable of interest, Pearson’s r is calculated as the ES metric with its
corresponding 95% CI, using a random-effects model. The random-effects model was
selected because this method is especially useful when attempting to extend the results of a
meta-analysis to the population of studies of which the current sample of studies is only a
part, and it cannot be determined with any degree of accuracy that all of the studies are
not functionally similar (see Bornstein et al., 2009). A positive value in the results indicates
the segregated group has a greater probability for possessing that specific characteristic,
whereas a negative value indicates the nonsegregated group has the greater likelihood.
Studies could contribute more than one ES as long as each represented a separate sample
of offenders (e.g., one ES for men and one ES for women). It should be noted that most of
the included studies made group comparisons of a number of characteristics. Given the
research design of this meta-analysis, studies were therefore able to contribute a separate
ES to multiple subcategories; however, only one ES per unique sample is included within
each characteristic examined. As outlined by Cohen (1992), ES values of .10, .30, and .50
are considered here to represent small, medium, and large measures of association,
respectively.

Interpretation of the data focuses on the CIs of the point estimates to assess the
precision and replicability of the finding (see Cumming, 2012). Confidence intervals
with a width greater than .10 are considered to be imprecise, thereby warranting a need
for further replication (see Smithson, 2003). The heterogeneity of each ES is determined
by the I2 statistic. I2 is an index of the discrepancy in ES values that is presented in terms
of percentages, which range in value from 0% to 100%. As proposed by Higgins and
Thompson (2002), I2 values of 25%, 50%, and 75% are considered here to have low,
medium, and high levels of heterogeneity, respectively.

Results

The 16 studies included in this evidence review made 28 discrete comparisons between
segregated and nonsegregated inmate groups. A total of 131 separate ESs were tabulated in
this meta-analytic review, which involve comparisons for 103 objective risk factors and, 28
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ascriptive characteristics. Table 1 lists the ES estimates by study and characteristic, and also
includes a description of the sample, the type of segregation examined, sample size, and the
unweighted ES (r).

Of the 16 studies in this meta-analysis, nine appear in peer-reviewed journals, five are
government or technical reports, and two are doctoral dissertations. These documents
were all printed between 1991 and, 2015, with 75% produced in the last 16 years. The
authors of these studies were primarily academics from the disciplines of criminology and
psychology. Fourteen of these studies occurred in North American correctional institu-
tions and two came from the United Kingdom. Ten of the studies investigated adminis-
trative segregation exclusively, two examined disciplinary segregation exclusively, and four
involved a mix of segregation types. The majority of the offenders in these studies were
men, with 10 studies reporting effects on predominately men inmates (sample ≥ 80%
men), four that separated the results by sex, and two that included exclusively women
inmates. The results of the main meta-analyses are presented in Table 2, which includes
the number and magnitude of the ES (k, r), the 95% CI, I2, and sample size for each
category.

Factors associated with placement in restrictive housing

I sought to assess whether there are any differences between the characteristics of the
inmates placed in restrictive housing and those among the general offender population. As
can be seen in Table 2, segregated inmates differed appreciably from the nonsegregated
inmates. With the exception of prior misconduct and ethnic minority status, the two
groups differed significantly on all of the characteristics included (p < .05). The mean ESs
for all of the individual group comparisons—except for age—are positive, which indicate
that the inmates placed in restrictive housing possess higher levels of these variables. The
negative ES for age suggests that younger inmates are more likely to be placed in
restrictive housing.

A small, but precise, relationship was found for the objective risk factors of violent
criminal history, juvenile justice involvement, and prior segregation experience; and a
small and imprecise relationship was discovered for initial security level, gang affiliation,
and being high-risk for recidivism. The ES values for the differences in eight of the nine
criminogenic needs examined also fell into the small magnitude range and six of these
estimates are precise (i.e., antisocial attitude, community functioning, education, employ-
ment, family/marital, and personal/emotional). There was a wide range of between-sub-
jects variability (I2) discovered across the estimates for the objective risk factors.

A small, precise inverse relationship was found for the ascriptive characteristic of age,
and a small, imprecise positive relationship was discovered for possessing a serious mental
disorder. The ES for ethnic minority is precise, but the magnitude is negligible and
nonsignificant. Finally, there is a high level of heterogeneity in all three ascriptive
characteristics.

Moderator analyses

Another aspect of this investigation was to assess if any differences exist between the
segregated and nonsegregated groups based on inmate sex. Limitations in the primary
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Table 1. Summary of studies included in the meta-analysis by characteristic compared.
Study and characteristic Sample Segregation type Sample size ES

Objective risk factors

Violent criminal history
Butler et al. (2017) Men AS 1,569 0.10
Coid et al. (2003) Women DS 771 0.12
Coid et al. (2003) Men DS 2,370 0.15
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal women AS 459 0.19
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal men AS 1,719 0.09
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,160 0.29
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal men AS 7,013 0.19
Lovell and Johnson (2004) Men AS 8,517 0.08
Mears and Bales (2009) Men AS 58,486 0.05
O’Keefe (2007) Nonmentally ill men AS 13,148 0.15
O’Keefe (2007) Mentally ill men AS 4,245 0.09
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 739 0.25
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,969 0.31
Ward (2009) Men AS 777 0.40

Juvenile justice involvement
Helmus (2015) Aboriginal women AS 484 0.27
Helmus (2015) Aboriginal men AS 1,760 0.27
Helmus (2015) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,270 0.15
Helmus (2015) Nonaboriginal men AS 7,507 0.25
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 686 0.20
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 685 0.26
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,472 0.25

Prior segregation experience
Butler et al. (2017) Men AS 1,569 0.26
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal women AS 484 0.09
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal men AS 1,760 0.14
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,270 0.12
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal men AS 7,507 0.16
O’Keefe (2007) Nonmentally ill men AS 13,148 0.27
O’Keefe (2007) Mentally ill men AS 4,245 0.28
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 686 0.26
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 655 0.23
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,599 0.29

Prior misconduct
Mears and Bales (2009) Men AS 58,486 0.79
Lovell et al. (2007) Men AS 6,653 0.27

Initial security level
Smith (2006) Men DS 5,037 0.17
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,152 0.33
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 3,158 0.27

Gang affiliation
Butler et al. (2017) Men AS 1,569 0.05
Helmus (2015) Aboriginal women AS 484 0.13
Helmus (2015) Aboriginal men AS 1,760 0.18
Helmus (2015) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,270 0.05
Helmus (2015) Nonaboriginal men AS 7,507 0.10
O’Keefe (2007) Nonmentally ill men AS 13,148 0.25
O’Keefe (2007) Mentally ill men AS 4,245 0.28

High-risk for recidivism
Butler et al. (2017) Men AS 1,569 0.12
O’Keefe (2007) Nonmentally ill men AS 13,148 0.11
O’Keefe (2007) Mentally ill men AS 4,245 0.07
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 1,380 0.14

(Continued )
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Table 1. (Continued).

Study and characteristic Sample Segregation type Sample size ES

Smith (2006) Men DS 5,318 0.14
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 678 0.23
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,799 0.25
Wichmann and Nafekh (2001) Women AS 338 0.16
Wichmann and Nafekh (2001) Men AS 12,181 0.21
Wichmann and Nafekh (2001) Women PC 120 0.30
Wichmann and Nafekh (2001) Men PC 10,026 0.27

Antisocial attitude
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal women AS 454 0.20
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal men AS 1,700 0.19
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,155 0.18
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal men AS 6,876 0.24
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 1,414 0.17
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 721 0.16
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,892 0.12

Antisocial associates
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal women AS 456 0.11
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal men AS 1,637 0.21
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,149 0.19
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal men AS 6,721 0.21
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 1,414 0.13
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 721 0.06
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,892 0.04

Community functioning
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 1,414 0.11
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 622 0.15
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,891 0.07

Education
Butler et al. (2017) Men AS 1,569 0.05
O’Keefe (2007) Nonmentally ill men AS 13,148 0.11
O’Keefe (2007) Mentally ill men AS 4,245 0.15
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 681 0.06
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,603 0.16

Employment
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal women AS 459 0.19
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal men AS 1,700 0.10
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,159 0.13
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal men AS 6,902 0.10
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 1,414 0.12
O’Keefe (2008) Men AS 17,483 0.00
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 723 0.05
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,893 0.13

Family/marital
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 1,414 0.04
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 768 0.08
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,894 0.07

Personal/emotional
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 1,414 0.13
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 723 0.12
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,895 0.16

Substance abuse
Coid et al. (2003) Women DS 771 0.18
Coid et al. (2003) Men DS 2,370 0.18
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal women AS 445 0.16

(Continued )
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studies prohibit the examination of sex differences across each of the variables collected,
but as can be seen in Table 3, all of the individual comparisons that were made are
statistically significant for both the men and women samples (p < .05). Generally speaking,
most of the ES comparisons indicate little difference in the characteristics of the men and
women inmates in restrictive housing settings (i.e., difference in ES values between sexes
of .05 or less); however, there are five variables worth special consideration. In particular,
men in segregation are more likely to have a gang affiliation and have to associate with
antisocial peers than women. Women in segregation, on the other hand, are more likely

Table 1. (Continued).

Study and characteristic Sample Segregation type Sample size ES

Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal men AS 1,662 0.07
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,144 0.19
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal men AS 6,806 0.16
Hodgins and Côté (1991) Men AS 568 0.10
Motiuk and Blanchette (1997) Men AS and PC 1,414 0.17
O’Keefe (2008) Men AS 17,483 0.00
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 723 0.09
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,893 0.22

Motivation for treatment
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Aboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 563 0.38
Thompson and Rubenfeld (2013) Nonaboriginal women AS, DS, and PC 1,636 0.16

Ascriptive characteristics
Age
Butler et al. (2017) Men AS 1,569 0.03
Coid et al. (2003) Women DS 771 -0.10
Coid et al. (2003) Men DS 2,370 -0.11
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal women AS 484 -0.18
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal men AS 1,760 -0.23
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,270 -0.19
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal men AS 7,507 -0.22
Mears and Bales (2009) Men AS 58,486 -0.06
O’Keefe (2007) Nonmentally ill men AS 13,148 -0.09

O’Keefe (2007) Mentally ill men AS 4,245 -0.13
Ethnic minority
Butler et al. (2017) Men AS 1,569 0.04
Coid et al. (2003) Women DS 771 -0.02
Coid et al. (2003) Men DS 2,370 -0.06
Lovell et al. (2007) Men AS 6,653 0.02
Mears and Bales (2009) Men AS 58,486 0.12
O’Keefe (2007) Nonmentally ill men AS 13,148 0.07
O’Keefe (2007) Mentally ill men AS 4,245 0.07

Ward (2009) Men AS 777 0.00
Serious mental disorder
Andersen et al. (1996) Men AS and PC 228 -0.12
Coid et al. (2003) Women DS 391 0.14
Coid et al. (2003) Men DS 105 0.09
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal women AS 419 0.24
Helmus et al. (2014) Aboriginal mem AS 1,261 0.07
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal women AS 1,099 0.37
Helmus et al. (2014) Nonaboriginal men AS 5,351 0.09
Hodgins and Côté (1991) Men AS 568 0.12
Lovell et al. (2007) Men AS 6,653 0.14
O’Keefe (2007) Men AS 17,393 0.09

Note. AS = administrative segregation; DS = disciplinary segregation; PC = protective custody.
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than men to have a violent criminal history, be rated as high risk to reoffend, and possess a
serious mental illness than men. Six of the 12 CIs for men and nine of the CIs for women
are imprecise. This imprecision for women is likely attributable to the smaller sample size
and fewer number of ESs compared with men. A wide range of between subjects
variability also exists among the ES estimates for both men and women samples.

Discussion

The use of restrictive housing throughout the United States has risen precipitously since
the 1980s, as have concerns about its potential harmful effects (Frost & Monteiro, 2016).
During this time, two competing perspectives have emerged. The first position argues that
restrictive housing has helped make correctional institutions safer and more secure
environments, largely by incapacitating violent and dangerous inmates. According to
this view, corrections officials make placement decisions based on objective risk factors.
In contrast, the second position maintains that restrictive housing not only causes serious
psychological damage and increases criminal coping, but also serves as a mechanism for
officials to punish certain groups of inmates unfairly. According to this view, placement
decisions are influenced by ascriptive inmate characteristics. Despite its widespread use
and recent increase in media attention, far too few studies have focused on the predictors
of placement in restrictive housing.

The findings of this meta-analysis provide support for both the corrections system view
and the critic perspective on who resides in restrictive housing. In accordance with the
first perspective, objective risk factors appear to influence placement decisions, including

Table 2. Meta-analyses of segregated versus nonsegregated inmates by characteristic.
95% CI

Characteristic n k ES LL UL I2

Objective risk factors

Violent criminal history 102,942 14 0.16 0.12 0.20 96.24
Juvenile justice involvement 13,846 7 0.24 0.20 0.27 62.22
Prior segregation experience 32,923 10 0.21 0.17 0.26 92.92
Prior misconduct 63,898 2 0.58 -0.10 0.89 99.89
Initial security level 7,609 3 0.23 0.13 0.33 67.87
Gang affiliation 29,983 7 0.15 0.08 0.22 96.73
High-risk for recidivism 50,899 11 0.17 0.12 0.22 95.67

Criminogenic needs
Antisocial attitude 14,212 7 0.18 0.14 0.22 76.05
Antisocial associate 13,993 7 0.14 0.08 0.20 90.06
Community functioning 3,927 3 0.10 0.06 0.15 43.30
Education 21,246 5 0.12 0.08 0.15 57.48
Employment 31,733 8 0.10 0.05 0.15 92.38
Family/marital 4,076 3 0.06 0.03 0.10 0.00
Personal/emotional 4,032 3 0.14 0.11 0.17 0.00
Substance abuse 35,279 11 0.14 0.08 0.20 95.93
Motivation for treatment 2,199 2 0.27 0.04 0.47 77.91

Ascriptive characteristics
Age 91,610 10 –0.13 –0.17 –0.08 96.83
Ethnic minority 88,019 8 0.04 0.00 0.08 91.90
Serious mental disorder 33,468 10 0.14 0.08 0.19 92.11
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several criminal history, institutional behavior, and criminogenic risk or need variables.
This suggests that segregated inmates tend to have more extensive criminal records, worse
institutional performances, and more criminogenic needs than the those in the general
offender population. In support of the second perspective, ascriptive characteristics also
appear to influence such placement decisions, including age and mental health status.
More specifically, in addition to the objective risk factors, segregated inmates also tend to
be younger and more likely to have a diagnosis of a serious mental health disorder. The
ethnic minority variable was not found to be associated with placement in restrictive
housing.

Although it may be problematic to attach descriptive labels to ES values, the magnitude
of the estimates generated here primarily fell in the small range according to Cohen’s
(1992) guidelines. These findings, thus, do not exclusively endorse the position that
restrictive housing settings hold only the most incorrigible and dangerous of inmates,
nor do these results support the contention that these settings are used primarily to punish

Table 3. Meta-analyses of segregated versus nonsegregated inmates by characteristic by sex.
95% CI

Characteristic n k ES LL UL I2

Objective risk factors
Violent criminal history
Men 97,844 9 0.12 0.08 0.16 95.35
Women 5,098 5 0.23 0.16 0.31 84.89
Juvenile justice involvement
Men 9,953 3 0.25 0.22 0.28 27.08
Women 3,893 4 0.23 0.17 0.29 70.12
Prior segregation experience
Men 28,915 6 0.23 0.18 0.28 94.50
Women 4,008 4 0.18 0.08 0.28 90.38
Gang affiliation
Men 28,229 5 0.17 0.09 0.26 97.45
Women 1,754 2 0.08 0.01 0.16 55.28
High-risk for recidivism
Men 47,964 7 0.15 0.09 0.21 97.27
Women 2,935 4 0.24 0.19 0.28 0.00
Antisocial attitude
Men 9,990 3 0.21 0.16 0.25 67.37
Women 4,222 4 0.16 0.12 0.19 31.63
Antisocial associates
Men 9,772 3 0.19 0.14 0.23 73.21
Women 4,221 4 0.10 0.02 0.17 81.76
Education
Men 18,962 3 0.11 0.07 0.16 68.16
Women 2,284 2 0.12 0.03 0.21 58.94
Employment
Men 27,499 4 0.08 0.01 0.14 94.97
Women 4,234 4 0.12 0.08 0.17 52.25
Substance abuse
Men 30,303 6 0.12 0.04 0.19 97.14
Women 4,976 5 0.17 0.13 0.22 58.17
Ascriptive characteristics
Age
Men 89,085 7 –0.12 –0.17 –0.06 97.73
Women 2,525 3 –0.16 –0.22 –0.10 54.14
Serious mental disorder
Men 31,559 7 0.09 0.06 0.12 66.35
Women 1,909 3 0.26 0.11 0.39 89.11
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unfairly certain inmate subgroups, but rather, it appears as though both objective risk
factors and ascriptive characteristics contribute to these placement decisions. This is an
important discovery because its implications suggest that more careful attention should be
given to understanding who is placed in restrictive housing. For one, the effect of
restrictive housing may be influenced by who is held in the setting. And second, to the
extent that ascriptive characteristics do influence placement decisions, correctional autho-
rities may not only be in violation of their own internal policies, but may also be at risk of
litigation for enforcing discriminatory practices among particular subgroups of offenders.

One of the major advantages of meta-analysis lies in its ability to help identify gaps in
knowledge. In the current investigation, the between subjects variability (I2) was found to
be high in more than two thirds of the characteristics examined according to the guide-
lines established by Higgins and Thompson (2002). This indicates that there is a high level
of heterogeneity within the point estimates of most of the characteristics included in this
study. It is possible that this variation may be due in part to the specific type of segregation
included in the primary study. For example, gang affiliation may be a stronger predictor of
administrative segregation compared with the other types of solitary confinement.
Unfortunately, given the state of the current literature base, I was unable to conduct
moderator analyses along these dimensions. There are simply too few primary studies
available that provide estimates for each of the different types of segregation necessary to
make meaningful comparisons. As is evident in Table 1, the majority of what is known
about the predictors of solitary confinement is limited to placements in administrative
segregation. This review also highlights that less is known about the characteristics of the
inmates held in disciplinary segregation and virtually nothing is known about those held
in protective custody.

It is also possible that the predictors of placement in restrictive housing differ among
certain offender subgroups. For example, corrections authorities may use restrictive
housing for different purposes with juveniles, the mentally ill, ethnic minorities, and
women. Again, due to limitations in the current literature base, I was unable to evaluate
the merits of many of these potentially influential variables. One exception, however, was
for inmate sex. As with the main analyses, these supplemental analyses provide support for
the corrections system perspective and the critic view of solitary confinement for both
sexes. These results, however, also indicate there appear to be some differences in how
corrections officials use restrictive housing with men and women inmates. More specifi-
cally, women in restrictive housing are much more likely to have a serious mental health
diagnosis and men are much more likely to have a gang affiliation. These findings high-
light the need for more empirical investigations in this area that separate findings by
different offender subgroup categories.

Understanding the predictors of placement in restrictive housing is essential for
making informed policy decisions related to the use of this type of incarceration. This
meta-analysis revealed that inmates in restrictive housing not only differ from those in
the general inmate population on demographic and criminal history variables, but also
in terms of criminogenic needs. More specifically, the inmates in restrictive housing
possessed much higher levels of need across every domain examined than those in the
general offender population. The practical implication of this finding within the
context of prevention and offender treatment suggest that this information could be
used to screen and proactively triage interventions and services toward those inmates
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with greater needs at the front end of their commitment. This information could also
be used to help determine which treatment areas to target with programming in
restrictive housing settings to improve postsegregation behavior (see also Labrecque,
2018). This investigation also found that segregated inmates were more likely to have
certain characteristics (e.g., mental illness, gang affiliation) that may create barriers to
the success of treatment efforts. It is therefore critical that rehabilitative strategies in
these units consider these responsivity factors to maximize the probability of their
intended effects (Smith, 2016).

This meta-analysis has filled a critical gap in knowledge about inmates in restrictive
housing. Readers, however, should interpret its findings with caution, as some esti-
mates consist of only a few effect sizes (e.g., k ≤ 3). Furthermore, approximately 40%
of the ES estimates generated are imprecise according to Smithson’s (2003) recom-
mendations (i.e., CI widths > .10), which suggest that more primary research is needed
to be able to draw more definitive conclusions about the group differences in these
characteristics. The included studies are also limited to investigations from a subset of
prison systems that are willing to publicize its use of this controversial and potentially
litigious practice. Therefore, these results may not necessarily generalize to all correc-
tional systems or jails.

In addition, this study analyzed all types of restrictive housing together. There is a
need for more primary research to include descriptive comparisons of inmates held in
the various types of restrictive housing so that so that future meta-analyses can assess if
differences in the predictors of placement exist between these segregation subtypes. This
study also consisted of a series of bivariate comparisons, and it did not calculate the
category estimates while simultaneously controlling for the influence of the other factors.
As such, priority should be given to investigations that involve multivariate analyses
with restrictive housing placement outcomes. Finally, this investigation was unable to
assess if differences in predictors exist based on the length of time spent in restrictive
housing. It is possible that the predictors of short- and long-term stays may differ in
meaningful ways that certainly warrant the need for more empirical study (see also
Mears & Bales, 2010).

Despite these limitations, this work provides valuable information that can be used
to help agencies reform its use of restrictive housing. In summary, I make three policy
recommendations. First, corrections authorities should review the case information for
all of the inmates currently held in restrictive housing settings to determine if such
isolated confinement is warranted. Unless such extreme conditions are absolutely
necessary for safety reasons, officials should make reasonable efforts to integrate
segregated inmates into less restrictive environments. Second, authorities should seek
to incorporate screening protocols during the initial intake process that can help
proactively link high-risk or high-needs inmates with appropriate rehabilitative inter-
ventions and services. Finally, authorities should implement rehabilitative services in
restrictive housing settings that target the specific criminogenic needs of this popula-
tion. Further, treatment providers should administer these services in a manner that is
conducive to the specific learning styles, motivation for treatment, personality, and
biosocial (e.g., gender, race) characteristics of the inmates in segregation (see Bonta &
Andrews, 2017).
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Notes
1. Criminogenic needs are dynamic (i.e., changeable) factors that are correlated with criminal

behavior. These factors often serve as the targets of correctional intervention because altera-
tions to one’s level of needs have been shown to be associated with changes in their risk for
recidivism (for more information, see Bonta & Andrews, 2017).
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