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Adult correctional facilities both in the
United States and in England and
Wales held about a third of the in-
mates for a violent offense  
murder, rape, robbery, or assault.  
A larger percentage of the U.S. in-
mates, however, than of the inmates
in England and Wales were in cus-
tody for drug offenses.  Compared to
their respective general adult popula-
tions, inmates in both countries were
more likely to be male, minority group
members, young, single, and less
educated.  (For definitions concerning
discussions of issues and compari-
sons, see Methodology, page 17.) 

For the first time, U.S. data have
been collated from all levels of the
adult correctional system by using the
1991 national surveys of inmates in
State and Federal prisons and the
national 1989 survey of inmates in lo-
cal jails.  Taken together, these sur-
veys represented about 1.2 million
prison and jail inmates in the United
States in 1991.  

The data for England and Wales
come from the National Prison Sur-
vey 1991 (NPS) sponsored by the
Home Office Research and Planning
Unit.  The results represented about
45,900 sentenced and unsentenced
inmates in institutions throughout
England and Wales, belonging to a
single prison system.  

Because many issues included in the
England and Wales survey match
those in the U.S. surveys, detailed
comparisons of the inmate popula-
tions are possible.  The characteris-
tics of inmates, their current offenses,
sentence length, criminal history, and
family background are examined.   

In cross-national criminal justice re-
search, precise categories are not 
always available for all types of infor-
mation.  In some cases, as noted, re-
ported data were reclassified to allow
for greater comparability between the
two criminal justice systems.
  
Major findings include the following:

 On average, U.S. inmates received
longer sentences for comparable of-
fenses than inmates in England and
Wales.  

 Among the inmate population in
each country, about 8 in 10 were sen-
tenced prisoners; the rest included
those awaiting trial and those con-
victed but not yet sentenced.

 More than half the convicted in-
mates in each country had a record
of adult custody before their current
confinement.

 Inmates in the United States were
more than twice as likely as inmates
in England and Wales to have spent
their childhood living with only one
parent.  

 Among convicted inmates in each
country, about a third said that a fam-
ily member, most frequently a sibling,
had served time. 

 In both countries a majority of fe-
male inmates who had been living
with their dependent children prior to
incarceration reported that a grand-
parent or family member other than
their current or former spouse (or
partner in England and Wales) was
caring for their children.  By contrast,
male inmates were more likely to re-
port that the children were being
cared for by their current or former
spouse/partner.

 More than 90% of the inmate popu-
lations in each country were male.  

 Inmates in England and Wales were
younger on average than those in the
United States.  

 Compared to inmates in England
and Wales (70%), the U.S. inmates
(55%) were less likely to be single
and more likely to be divorced.   

 On average, inmate populations 
in each country were less educated
than the general adult population. 

 The inmate population in each
country had a larger proportion of mi-
norities than its respective general
adult population.  The U.S. inmate
population was 45% black; the U.S.
adult population, 11% black.  In Eng-
land and Wales, blacks comprised
11% of the inmates and 2% of all
adults. 

 A greater proportion of inmates in
the United States (66%) than in Eng-
land and Wales (51%) were em-
ployed before entering custody. 
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Profile of Inmates in the United
States and in England and Wales,
1991, is structured around pub-
lished information from England
and Wales  primarily the reports
to the Home Office based on a
1991 survey of inmates and re-
ports prepared by statistical de-
partments of the Home Office.
The Bureau of Justice Statistics
(BJS) gratefully acknowledges the
generous help provided by the
staff of Home Office departments
and the staff of the School of So-
cial Policy of the University of
Manchester.  

Overview



Information in this report comes
from surveys of the incarcerated
populations

The 1991 Survey of Inmates in State
Correctional Facilities, sponsored by
the Bureau of Justice Statistics, is
based on personal interviews with a
nationally representative sample of
13,986 inmates in 275 prisons nation-
wide.  The 1991 Survey of Inmates in
Federal Correctional Facilities con-

tains data from personal interviews
with a nationally representative sam-
ple of 6,572 sentenced inmates in 53
Federal prisons.  Data from the BJS
1989 Survey of Inmates in Local
Jails, weighted to 1991 inmate totals,
were combined with the State and
Federal prison inmate surveys to rep-
resent the entire adult U.S. inmate
population.  Taken together, these
surveys represent the approximately
1.2 million prison and jail inmates

held in the Nation's Federal and State
prisons and local jails in 1991.  This
total does not include the approxi-
mately 11,800 unsentenced Federal
prisoners.

In 1991 the Home Office Research
and Planning Unit sponsored a prison
inmate survey of 3,970 inmates rep-
resentative of the approximately
45,900 inmates held in institutions
throughout England and Wales.
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Criminal justice in the United States and in England and Wales

United States England and Wales

Population, 1991
General 252 million 50 million
Adult (age 18 or older)    187.5 million    38.6 million

Crimes recorded 
by the police, 1992 14.4 million 5.4 million

Violent crimes 1.9 million 284,000 

Homicide    23,760       689  
Rape 109,062   4,142
Robbery 672,478 53,000

Burglary 2.98 million 1.35 million

Adult prisoners, 1991 1.2 million 45,900

Incarceration rate  
(number of inmates per 100,000
adult residents) 640 : 100,000 119 : 100,000

Law enforcement, 1992
Police officers 604,000 128,000 
Civilian 237,000   52,000

Number of sworn officers 
per 100,000 residents in 1991 240 : 100,000 256 : 100,000

Total annual expenditures 
of the justice system, 1990/91/92 $74.2 billion 

$15.5 billion
(£8.8 billion)

Cost of justice system 
per resident in 1991 $299 $310

Note:  The maps are not drawn to scale.  Most numbers are rounded.  For a discussion of categories and sources, see Methodology, page 17.
For a presentation of trends in the number of persons incarcerated, see Appendix II, page 22.



The United States and England
and Wales administer corrections
in distinctive types of systems

The Prison Service in England and
Wales, a centrally administered sys-
tem, supervises sentenced prisoners,
those awaiting trial, inmates who
were convicted but unsentenced, and
those being held for transfer.1  The
average inmate population in England
and Wales decreased from 49,900 
in 1988 to 45,900 in 1991.  

In 1991 the Prison Service in England
and Wales oversaw 35 local prisons,
52 closed training prisons, 19 open
training prisons, 17 remand centers,
22 Young Offender Institutions, and
12 female institutions.2  Remand pris-
oners in England and Wales "include
both untried and convicted unsen-
tenced prisoners committed to cus-
tody on criminal charges by any court
so empowered.  A person first enters
the remand population when re-
manded in custody on or after his first
appearance in court on a charge or
summons." 3

Responsibility for corrections in the
United States is spread among levels
of government and across jurisdic-
tions or agencies within each level.
State and local governments manage
almost all the Nation's criminal justice
operations, including corrections.  
Local jails hold nearly all of the prison-
ers awaiting trial as well as a large
proportion of sentenced prisoners.  
The majority of sentenced prisoners,
however, are in State prisons.  The
Federal Government has custody of
persons awaiting trial or sentencing 
in Federal courts and less than 10%
of the Nation's sentenced prison
inmates.

In 1991 the U.S. inmate population
was about 1.22 million, including
about 64,000 in Federal prisons,
728,000 in State prisons, and 426,000
held in local jails (sentenced or await-
ing trial or sentencing).  The 1991 fig-
ure represents an increase of more
than 140,000 inmates over the 1989
combined jail and prison population 
of approximately 1.08 million.  In 1991
the United States had about 1,200
State prison facilities, 80 Federal
prison facilities, and 3,400 local jails.  

In both the United States and 
England and Wales about four-
fifths of the inmates were 
serving a sentence

Sentenced prisoners were 81% of the
1991 U.S. inmate population.  Those
convicted but awaiting sentence
made up 3% and those unconvicted
15%.  The unconvicted category in-
cludes those not arraigned, arraigned
and awaiting trial, or on trial.  England
and Wales had a similar pattern in
1991:  79% were sentenced inmates,
3% convicted awaiting sentence, and
17% unconvicted awaiting trial.
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1The 1991 average population consisted of
35,400 sentenced prisoners, 10,200 untried or
unsentenced prisoners, and 3,200 noncriminal  
prisoners held for civil offenses including the
nonpayment of fines.   See Prison Statistics
England and Wales 1991 (London:  Govern-
ment Statistical Service, Home Office), 1993, p.
36, and Information on the Criminal Justice Sys-
tem in England and Wales, Digest 2 (London:
Research and Statistics Department, Home Of-
fice), 1993, p.87.
2Digest 2, p.87.
3Prison Statistics England and Wales 1990,
(London:  Government Statistical Service,
Home Office), 1992, p.5.

Percent of inmates

Detention status
United
States

England
and Wales

   Total 100% 100%

Convicted 84 82
Sentenced 81 79
Awaiting sentence 3 3

Unconvicted 15 17
Other* 2 1

*In the United States "Other" includes those
who had not been charged.  In England and
Wales "Other" includes those held for civil
offenses such as nonpayment of fines.

Sources: Tricia Dodd and Paul Hunter,  The
National Prison Survey 1991 (London:  So-
cial Survey Division of the Office of Popula-
tion Censuses and Surveys), 1993, and
compiled U.S. surveys of State and Federal
prison inmates and local jail inmates. 



For certain offense categories, 
the distributions of inmates 
in the two countries were similar 

In each country about 1 in 3 inmates
were in custody for a violent offense
such as murder, rape, robbery, or 
assault (table 1).  Persons charged
with or convicted of murder were 10%
of the U.S. incarcerated population
and 8% of the population incarcerated
in England and Wales.  Those 
in custody for rape were 2% of the in-
mates in the United States and 5% in
England and Wales; for assault, 6%
in the United States and 8% in Eng-
land and Wales; and for robbery, 12%
in the United States and 13% 
in England and Wales.4

In each country 3% or less were
charged with the property crimes of
motor vehicle theft, arson, fraud, and
stolen property.  A notable difference
between the countries existed for
drug offenses and burglary.  About
24% of U.S. inmates were in custody
for drug offenses, as opposed to 8%
of the inmates in England and Wales.
Seventeen percent of inmates in cus-
tody in England and Wales were
charged with burglary, compared 
to 11% in the United States.

In each country a larger percentage
of younger inmates than older in-
mates were confined for property
offenses.
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Table 1.  The most serious offense in the United States
and in England and Wales,   by age of inmates, 1991

Most serious offense 
at charge or conviction

Age of inmates 
Total Under 21 21-24 25-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 Over 59

United States 
    All offenses 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Violent offenses 32% 30% 29% 32% 33% 34% 36% 41%

Murdera 10 7 8 8 10 15 18 24
Rape 2 1 1 2 3 3 5 6
Robbery 12 14 12 14 12 8 7 2
Assault 6 6 6 6 6 6 4 6
Other violentb 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 3

Other sexual offensesc 5% 2% 3% 3% 5% 8% 13% 13%

Property offenses 26% 35% 32% 27% 26% 19% 13% 11%

Burglary 11 15 14 12 11 7 3 3
Larceny/theft 6 8 7 6 5 5 3 3
Motor vehicle theft 2 5 4 2 2 1 1 --
Arson 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 --
Fraud 3 2 3 3 4 3 4 4
Stolen property 2 3 2 2 2 1 1 1
Other propertyd 1 1 1 1 1 1 -- --

Drug offenses 24% 22% 24% 25% 24% 23% 21% 16%

Other offensese 14% 11% 12% 13% 14% 17% 18% 19%

England and Wales 
    All offenses 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Violent offenses 38% 34% 37% 42% 41% 33% 38% 45%

Murdera 8 3 4 8 11 12 18 29
Rape 5 2 4 5 5 8 8 10
Robbery 13 15 14 16 14 6 7 2
Assault f 8 9 9 9 7 4 3 2
Other violentb 4 5 6 4 4 3 2 2

Other sexual offensesg 4% -- 2% 2% 5% 11% 18% 12%

Property offenses 33% 51% 39% 30% 24% 25% 12% 14%

  Burglary 17 30 23 16 9 7 2 4
  Larceny/theft 8 11 9 7 6 9 4 4
  Motor vehicle theft 1 4 1 -- -- -- -- --
  Arson 3 4 3 3 2 2 2 4
  Fraud 2 -- 1 2 4 5 3 2
  Stolen property 2 2 2 2 3 2 1 --

Drug offenses 8% 2% 5% 8% 13% 15% 12% 14%

Other offensesh 17% 13% 17% 18% 17% 16% 20% 16%

Note:  Detail may not add to totals because
of rounding.
--Less than 0.5%.
aIncludes murder, attempted murder, and 
nonnegligent manslaughter.
bIncludes vehicular manslaughter, kidnap-
ing, and child abuse, and in England and
Wales, actual bodily harm, violent disorder,
death by reckless driving, and possession of
firearm with intent.
cIncludes statutory rape, sexual assault, and
lewd acts with children.
dIncludes destruction of property, hit-and-run
driving with property damage, and
trespassing.

eIncludes Federal and State public-order
and weapons offenses  parole, liquor, and
regulatory violations; traffic offenses; and of-
fenses against courts. 
fEngland and Wales' category is "wounding."
gIncludes unlawful sexual intercourse, bug-
gery, incest, indecent assault, and indecency
between males.
hIncludes motoring offenses, other public-order
offenses, holding warrant, and unknown.

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991
and compiled U.S. surveys of State and Fed-
eral prison inmates and local jail inmates.

4The assault figure for England and Wales is
"wounding" and does not include the 3% in the
reported category "actual bodily harm, violent
disorder, and death by reckless driving," consid-
ered as "Other violent" in table 1.



The offense distributions in each
country varied by sex and race:  

 In the United States female 
inmates (35%) were more likely than
male inmates (23%) to be held for
drug offenses and less likely to be in-
carcerated for robbery and burglary
(table 2).  Among both males and fe-
males, 1 in 10 were held for murder.
Blacks were more likely than whites
to be held for robbery (16% to 8%)
and drug offenses (27% to 21%). 

 In England and Wales, a larger per-
centage of black inmates, compared
to white inmates, was held for drug
offenses (21% to 6%) and robbery
(20% to 13%).  White inmates (19%)
were more likely than black inmates
(6%) to be convicted of or charged
with burglary.

 The England and Wales statistics
for black inmates distinguish among
national origin groups by offense.  For
example, among black inmates held
for drug offenses were 12% of the
Caribbean Islanders, 39% of the Afri-
cans, and 17% of the other black in-
mates.  For robbery and aggravated
burglary, the percentages were 26%
of the Caribbean Islanders, 11% of
the Africans, and 15% of the other
blacks; for burglary, 6%, 2%, and
14%.

 Among sentenced prisoners in Eng-
land and Wales, men were more likely
than women to be serving time for a
robbery or burglary.  By contrast,
women (28%) were 3 times as likely
as men (9%) to be in prison for a drug
offense.  These data come from

annual prison statistics that use cate-
gories slightly different from those of
the inmate survey:

England and 
Percent of 
sentenced inmates

Wales offense Men Women
All offenses 100% 100%

Violence against
the person* 24 20

Rape 5 --
Other sexual offenses 5 2
Burglary 18 4
Robbery 14 3
Theft and handling 10 19
Fraud and forgery 3 5
Drug offenses 9 28
Other offenses 12 19

Number of inmates 28,964 967
Note:  The table excludes 5,002 men and 181
women for unknown offense.  Percentages do
not add to 100% because of rounding.
--Less than 0.5%.
*Includes murder, homicide, attempted homi-
cide, assaults, cruelty to children, and other vio-
lent offenses.

 Source:  Prison Statistics England and 
Wales 1991.
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Table 2.  The most serious offense of inmates in the United
States and in England and Wales, by sex and race, 1991

Percent of inmates in the United States Percent of inmates
in England and WalesRace

Most serious offense Male Female White Black Asian Other White Black Asian Other

   All offenses 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Violent offenses 32% 21% 27% 36% 42% 34% 37% 43% 35% 35%

  Murder* 10 9 10 11 13 10 8 4 15 7
  Rape 2 -- 2 2 1 4 4 6 5 --
  Robbery 12 6 8 16 17 8 13 20 8 16
  Assault 6 4 5 6 9 9 8 9 5 7
Other violent 2 2 2 1 2 3 4 4 2 5

Other sexual offenses 5% 1% 7% 2% 3% 5% 5% 1% 1% 1%

Property offenses 26% 29% 29% 24% 21% 23% 35% 18% 22% 31%

  Burglary 12 4 12 10 7 11 19 6 6 14
  Larceny/theft 5 11 6 6 3 3 8 7 7 12
  Motor vehicle theft 2 1 3 2 3 2 1  -- -- 3
  Arson 1 1 1 -- 1 -- 3 -- 2 --
  Fraud 3 11 4 3 2 3 2 3 5 1
  Stolen property 2 1 2 2 4 3 2 2 2 1
Other property 1 -- 1 1 1 1 / / / /

Drug offenses 23% 35% 21% 27% 22% 19% 6% 21% 24% 10%

Other offenses 14% 14% 17% 10% 11% 17% 16% 19% 19% 22%

Note:  See table 1 notes for the specific offenses included in
selected categories.  Detail may not add to totals because of
rounding.  The Hispanic origin of U.S. inmates is not pre-
sented because no comparable data for England and Wales
exist.  White Hispanics, reported as  "White," comprised
about 15% of the U.S. incarcerated population.

--Less than 0.5%.
/ Not applicable.

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991 and compiled
U.S. surveys of State and Federal prison inmates and  
local jail inmates.



A majority of convicted inmates 
in both populations had served a
prior sentence to adult custody  

Among convicted inmates, about 55%
of the U.S. inmates and 57% of those
in England and Wales had previously
served time as an adult (table 3).  In
England and Wales younger inmates
were more likely to have been in adult
custody than younger U.S. inmates. 

About 1 in 3 convicted inmates 
in both countries had family 
members who had also served 
a sentence to incarceration

The percentages of convicted inmates
with an immediate relative who had
served a jail or prison sentence varied
according to sex, race, and nationality
(table 4).  Whereas in England and
Wales about 33% of the convicted in-
mates of either sex had a close rela-
tive with an incarceration record, in
the United States 45% of the con-
victed women and 36% of the con-
victed men reported such family
members.  Among  the convicted pris-
oners in England and Wales, the
white inmates (38%) were more likely
than the black inmates (24%) to re-
port a relative with a record of incar-
ceration.  In the United States the

racial association was reversed:
Convicted black inmates (41%) were
more likely than the white inmates
(33%) to report such relatives.      

The two countries differed somewhat
according to which relatives had a re-
cord of incarceration (table 5).
Among convicted inmates in England
and Wales, 20% reported the relative
to be a brother or sister, versus 30%
of their U.S. counterparts.  About the
same percentage of inmates in each
country had a parent who had been
incarcerated. 

6   Profile of Inmates in the United States and in England and Wales, 1991

Table 4.  Incarceration of family
members reported by convicted
inmates in the United States and 
in England and Wales, by sex, 
race, and age, 1991

 Percent of 
 convicted inmates

Inmate
characteristic

United
States

England 
and Wales

   All 36% 35%

Sex
     Male 36% 35%
     Female 45 34

Race
     White 33% 38%
     Black 41 24
     Asian 18 16
     Other 44 31

Age
     Under 21 37% 44%
     21-24 38 40
     25-29 38 38
     30-39 39 34
     40-49 30 20
     50-59 24 15
     60 or older 17 16

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991
and compiled U.S. surveys of State and Fed-
eral prison inmates and local jail inmates.

Table 5.  Family members who had
been incarcerated as reported by
convicted inmates in the United
States and in England and Wales,
1991

    Percent of 
   convicted inmates

Family 
member

United 
States

England 
and Wales

Parent 7% 9%
Sibling 30 20
Offspring -- 1
Spouse -- --

Note:  In England and Wales "Parent" in-
cludes 2% who reported a step-parent.  
Columns add to more than 100% because
of multiple responses.
--Less than 0.5%.

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991
and compiled U.S. surveys of State and
Federal prison inmates and local jail
inmates.

Table 3.  Prior sentences to adult
custody in the United States and 
in England and Wales, by age, 1991

Percent of convicted inmates
who had served a prior adult
sentence to incarceration

Age of
inmates

United 
States

England 
and Wales

   All 55% 57%
Under 21 27 47
21-24 47 57
25-29 58 64
30-39 62 61
40-49 59 57
50-59 52 50
Over 59 45 48

Sources: The National Prison Survey 1991
and compiled U.S. surveys of State and Fed-
eral prison inmates and local jail inmates.



U.S. inmates, on average, received
longer sentences for comparable
offenses than inmates in England
and Wales

In 1991, 34% of sentenced U.S. in-
mates, but 4% of those in England
and Wales, had a prison sentence to

a term of over 10 years but less than
life (table 6).  Six percent of U.S. in-
mates had a sentence to life or to
death, compared to 8% in England
and Wales.  These data represent im-
posed sentences and not time actu-
ally served.  

Both the United States and England
and Wales release some inmates 
in less time than that imposed by a
judge.  Some research indicates that
sentence reductions operate differ-
ently in the two systems.  On aver-
age, inmates in England and Wales
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Table 6.  Sentence length, in the United States and
in England and Wales, by sex, race, and age of inmates, 1991

Percent of inmates by sentence length

Characteristic
Up to  
4 months

4-5  
months

6-17
months

18-36
months

37 months
-4 years

49 months
-7 years

85 months
-10 years  

Over 
10 years Life Death*

United States 
          All 5% 1% 10% 8% 8% 20% 8% 34% 6% --

Sex
     Male 5% 1% 10% 7% 8% 20% 8% 35% 7% --
     Female 7 3 16 11 12 19 5 23 4 --

Race  
     White 6% 2% 11% 8% 8% 18% 7% 33% 6% --
     Black 3 1 8 7 8 21 8 37 7 --
     Asian 7 3 10 5 10 21 8 29 6 --
     Other 4 1 14 10 6 23 8 28 5 --

Age
     Under 21 8% 1% 14% 10% 12% 25% 7% 21% 2% --
     21-24 6 1 11 8 11 24 9 27 2 --
     25-29 5 1 11 8 7 21 9 34 5 --
     30-39 4 1 9 8 8 18 7 37 8 --
     40-49 4 1 8 7 6 15 6 41 12 --
     50-59 3 1 8 6 4 16 7 44 11 --
     60 or older 6 2 7 5 4 11 5 47 12 1

England and Wales 
          All 4% 4% 20% 23% 11% 19% 8% 4% 8% --

Sex
     Male 4% 4% 20% 23% 11% 19% 8% 4% 8% --
     Female 5 6 25 19 8 22 4 3 9 --

Race
     White 5% 4% 21% 24% 10% 17% 7% 3% 9% --
     Black 1 2 15 21 14 30 9 5 5 --
     Asian  -- 2 22 10 8 19 17 10 12 --
     Other 2 5 24 18 7 23 4 9 8 --

Age
     Under 21 6% 6% 39% 28% 9% 7% 1% -- 2% --
     21-24 4 4 25 32 11 15 3 1 3 --
     25-29 4 3 16 23 11 21 9 4 7 --
     30-39 3 2 14 18 10 23 13 7 12 --
     40-49 4 3 10 15 12 23 10 6 14 --
     50-59 3 2 10 11 13 28 13 5 20 --
     60 or older 5 3 15 -- 8 28 13 3 25 --

--Less than 0.5%.
*The death penalty has not been used in England since its abolition 
for murder in 1965.  It is retained for treason and some miscellaneous
offenses.  See Gordon C. Barclay, The Criminal Justice System in Eng-
land and Wales (London: Research and Statistics Department, Home
Office), 1993, p.26.

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991 and compiled
U.S. surveys of State and Federal prison inmates and local
jail inmates.



serve slightly less than half of their
imposed sentence, and those in the
United States serve slightly more than
a third.

For specific offenses inmates serve
longer on average in the United

States than in England and Wales.5

This finding by other researchersX
suggests that differences in early X
release practices do not erase the dif-X
ferences in time served.  Data on sen-

tence length do not account for crimi-
nal history.

Violent offenses:  Among inmatesX
sentenced for a violent offense, about
33% of those in England and Wales,
but 10% of U.S. prisoners, were sen-
tenced to 3 years or less (table 7).  
Among persons convicted of a violent
offense, 71% of U.S. inmates, but
37% of British inmates, were sen-

8   Profile of Inmates in the United States and in England and Wales, 1991

Table 7.  Sentence length, in the United States and in England and Wales, 
by the most serious conviction offense, 1991

Percent of sentence length
Most serious
offense Total

Up to 
3 months

3-5  
months

6-11
months

12-17
months

18-36
months

37 months
-4 years

49 months
-5 years

61 months
-10 years

Over 10
years

Life/
death

United States 
     All 100% 3% 3% 5% 5% 8% 8% 6% 21% 34% 7%

Violent offensesa 100% 1% 1% 2% 2% 4% 3% 3% 14% 43% 28%
Rape 100 -- -- 1 -- 1 2 1 13 68 13
Other sexual offenses 100 -- -- 2 1 4 5 4 23 56 4
Robbery 100 -- -- 1 2 3 5 6 23 56 4
Burglary 100 1 1 2 5 7 9 9 25 40 1
Property offensesb 100 5 4 6 10 18 13 8 21 16 --
Fraud and forgery 100 2 4 5 9 13 10 8 25 22 --
Drug offenses 100 1 3 5 6 9 12 9 27 27 2
Other offensesc 100 13 10 13 10 11 8 4 14 15 2

England and Wales 
     All 100% 3% 5% 10% 10% 23% 11% 8% 18% 4% 8%

Violent offensesd 100% 1% 3% 7% 6% 16% 9% 5% 15% 2% 35%
Rape 100 -- -- 1 1 7 7 13 52 11 9
Other sexual offensese 100 -- -- 6 4 30 17 15 22 3 2
Robbery 100 -- -- 3 4 17 16 13 35 11 --
Burglary 100 2 4 14 21 39 10 6 5 -- --
Property offensesb 100 8 13 22 14 31 6 3 3 -- --
Fraud and forgery 100 4 6 13 12 37 14 6 7 1 --
Drug offenses 100 -- 1 4 5 16 12 19 37 6 --
Other offensesf 100 10 15 14 12 20 10 6 10 2 1

Note:  Detail may not add to totals because of rounding.  
Categories are not precisely comparable because of 
different offense definitions.  To make offense categories 
more similar, standard Bureau of Justice Statistics 
categories have been modified.
--Less than 0.5%.
aIncludes murder, attempted murder, unspecified homicide,  
voluntary nonnegligent manslaughter, vehicular and 
nonvehicular manslaughter, kidnaping, aggravated and 
simple assault, assaulting public officer, and child abuse.

bIncludes larceny, theft, motor vehicle theft, and stolen property.
cIncludes arson; see table 1 for other offenses.
dIncludes murder, manslaughter, attempted homicide, wounding, 
possession of a firearm to endanger life, actual bodily harm, causing
death by reckless driving, and cruelty to children.
eSee table 1 for offenses included.
fIncludes arson, criminal damage, motoring offenses, 
and other public-order offenses.

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991 and compiled U.S. 
surveys of State and Federal prison inmates and local jail inmates.

5David Farrington and Patrick Langan, "Changes
in Punishment and Crime in England and Amer-
ica in the 1980s," Justice Quarterly (9:1, March
1992), pp. 6-46, and James P. Lynch, "A Cross-
National Comparison of Length of Custodial Sen-
tences for Serious Crimes," Justice Quarterly
(10:4, December 1993), pp. 639-660.



tenced to more than 10 years or to
life.  Also among violent inmates,
28% were serving a life or death sen-
tence in the United States, compared
to 35% in England and Wales with a
life sentence. 

Robbery:  In England and Wales,
24% of the inmates serving a robbery
sentence had a term of 3 years or
less, and 11%, more than 10 years.  
In the United States, 6% of such 
inmates were sentenced to 3 years 
or less, and 56% to more than 10
years.  

Burglary:   Eighty-one percent of 
inmates in England and Wales incar-
cerated for burglary had a sentence
of 3 years or less, compared to 16%
of U.S. inmates.

Drug offenses:  Sentence lengths for
drug convictions in the two countries
were similar in the shorter sentence
categories. 

Sentence length
17 months or less:  15% of U.S. 

inmates convicted of a drug 
offense and 10% of such inmates
in England and Wales

18 months to 4 years:  21% of U.S.
inmates and 28% in England and
Wales 

4 to 10 years:  36% of drug 
offenders in U.S. prisons and 56% 
in England and Wales

More than 10 years:  27% of U.S. 
inmates sentenced for a drug 
offense and 6% in England and
Wales.

Inmates in England and Wales 
and in the United States differ from
their general population

In both countries inmates were more
likely to be younger, minority mem-
bers, single, and less educated than
their counterparts in the general adult

population.  U.S. inmates were more
likely to be divorced, minority mem-
bers, and older, compared to inmates
in England and Wales (table 8).      

Men formed the overwhelming 
majority of inmates in both
systems

In the United States 93% of the in-
mates, and in England and Wales,
97%, were men  about twice the
percentage of men in the general
adult population (table 9).  
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Table 8.  Selected characteristics
of inmates in the United States and 
in England and Wales, 1991

Characteristic
United
States

England
and Wales

Sex
Male 93% 97%
Female 7 3

Race
White 51% 82%
Black 45 11
Asian 1 4
Other 3 2

Age  
Under 21 9% 18%
21-24 17 22
25-29 24 22
30-39 34 22
40-49 12 11
50-59 3 4
Over 59 1 1

Current marital status
Married 19% 15%
Single* 55 70
Widowed 2 1
Divorced 17 9
Separated 7 5

Note:  The U.S. surveys asked:  "Are you
now married, widowed, divorced, separated,
or have you never married?"  England and
Wales asked:  "Do you now consider yourself
to be married, living as married with a boy/
girl friend, single, widowed, divorced, 
or separated?"
*To enhance comparability, the England and
Wales' "living as married with boy/girl friend"
(cohabiting) responses were collapsed into
the "Single" category (20% cohabiting and
50% single).

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991
and compiled U.S. surveys of State and Fed-
eral prison inmates and local jail inmates.

Table 9.  Inmate and general adult
populations in the United States and
in England and Wales, by sex, 1991

Percent of adult populations

United States
     England 

and Wales

Sex Inmate General* Inmate General

Male 93% 48% 97% 48%
Female 7 52 3 52

*Includes Armed Forces abroad.

Sources:  U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statisti-
cal Abstract of the United States, 1992; 
compiled U.S. surveys of State and Federal
prison inmates and local jail inmates; The
National Prison Survey 1991; and the Univer-
sity of Manchester Census Microdata Unit.



In England and Wales male inmates
were younger on average than 
females  41% of males were 
age 24 or younger, compared 
to 32% of females (table 10).

Inmates on the whole in England
and Wales were younger than
those in the United States

Forty percent of inmates in England
and Wales were under age 25, com-
pared to 26% in the United States.
The percentage of inmates under 21
in England and Wales (18%) was
twice that in the United States (9%).
Sixteen percent of each inmate popu-
lation were age 40 or older.  The two
systems differed in treatment of in-
mates under 21.6  (See box below.)
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Table 10.  Inmate and adult populations in the United States 
and in England and Wales, by sex and age, 1991

Percent of inmates Percent of adults (18 or older)
Age All Male Female All Male Female

United States
    All 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Under 25 26 26 22 14 15 13
25-29 24 23 28 11 12 11
30-39 34 34 37 23 24 22
40-49 12 12 10 18 18 17
50-59 3 3 2 12 12 12
60 or older 1 2 1 23 20 25

England and Wales
    All 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Under 25 40 41 32 13 14 13
25-29 22 21 23 10 11 10
30-39 22 22 27 18 19 17
40-49 11 11 13 17 18 17
50-59 4 4 3 14 14 13
60 or older 1 1 2 27 24 30

Note:  Detail may not add to totals because 
of rounding.  The U.S. general adult popu-
lation includes Armed Forces abroad.  Age
categories available for the general popula-
tion in England and Wales guide the pres-
entation of age of inmates.

Sources:  U.S. Bureau of the Census,  Sta-
tistical Abstract of the United States, 1992;
compiled U.S. surveys of State and Federal
prison inmates and local jail inmates; The
National Prison Survey 1991; and the Uni-
versity of Manchester Census Microdata
Unit.

Young offenders

The British Prison Service treats persons age 21 or
older as adults, but inmates from age 17 to 20 serve
sentences of youth custody in Young Offender Institu-
tions, which were in the scope of the 1991 National
Prison Survey.  

Because States vary considerably in their response 
to young offenders, the resulting situation in the United
States is not entirely comparable with the system in
England and Wales.  In some U.S. jurisdictions, some
persons who are between ages 16 and 18 and in cus-
tody will be in adult prisons, and others will be in juvenile
facilities.  The former are represented in the Survey of
Inmates in State Correctional Facilities or the Survey of
Inmates in Local Jails.  

Persons in juvenile facilities were not in the surveys ana-
lyzed here.  In addition, some States have the youthful
offender status that allows persons between ages 18
and 24 to be kept in separate facilities.  These facilities,
too, were excluded from the surveys of adult inmates.
This variability in ages covered by the U.S. inmate sur-
veys must be considered in international comparisons. 

Relative to the survey in England and Wales, the U.S.
surveys underestimate the number of persons age 17 
to 20 in secure custody.  However, the estimated level
of that undercoverage is small and will not greatly affect
most comparisons of the two adult inmate populations.

The confined offender population from age 17 to less
than 21 in the United States is split among prisons and
jails, institutions for young offenders, and juvenile institu-
tions.  The inmate surveys include those in jails and pris-
ons.  The Children in Custody statistical reporting
program and the 1987 Survey of Youth in Custody 
describe persons in juvenile institutions.  

Estimates of this under-21 population are as follows:

Prisons and jails        97,000
Institutions for 
  young offenders         7,778
Juvenile institutions    13,000

The inmate surveys include about 81% of the confined
young offender population that is, presumably, accu-
rately represented in the England and Wales survey.

6For a discussion of criminal justice proceedings
and custodial penalties for young persons in
England and Wales, see Barclay, 1993.



Compared to the respective adult
populations in both countries, the in-
mate populations held a larger per-
centage of persons under age 25.  
In England and Wales those age 
24 or under in the prison population
(40%) were about 3 times their age
group's representation in the general
adult population (13%); in the United
States the representation of younger
persons in the incarcerated popula-
tion was almost twice (26% to 14%)
that in the general adult population.
    
When inmates under age 21 are ex-
cluded from the comparisons of
prison populations, the populations
are more similar, although the Eng-
land and Wales inmates overall are
still somewhat younger:

Racial or ethnic minorities were
overrepresented in the incarcer-
ated populations in both countries

In the United States, 51% of the 
inmates were white (including 14%
white Hispanics and 37% white non-
Hispanics), and 45% were black (in-
cluding 2% black Hispanics) (table
11).  In 1991 all minorities (blacks,
Asians, Pacific Islanders, Native
Americans, and Hispanics of any
race) comprised 62% of the inmates,

but 22% of the general adult popula-
tion.7  Non-Hispanic blacks were 43%
of the inmates and 11% of all adults.

In England and Wales the inmate
population was predominantly white
(82%), with blacks representing 11%
and Asians 4%.  Blacks and Asians
were about 5% of all adults in the
general population and 15% of all 
inmates.  Specifically, blacks repre-

sented about 2% of the adult general
population and 11% of the inmate
population.

Women and men in prison in the
United States had similar racial 
distributions.  In England and Wales
males (11%) were less likely than 
females (21%) to be black. 
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Table 11.  Inmate and adult populations in the United States 
and in England and Wales, by sex and race, 1991

Percent of inmates
Percent of adults 
(18 or over)

Race   All Male Female     All   Male Female

United States 
    Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
White non-Hispanic 37 37 36 78 78 78
Black non-Hispanic 43 43 44 11 10 11
Hispanic origin 17 18 16 8 9 8
Other 2 2 3 3 3 3

England and Wales 
    Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
White 82 82 75 95 95 95
Black 11 11 21 2 2 2
Asian 4 4 2 3 3 3
Other 2 2 2 -- -- --

Note:  Detail may not add to totals because of rounding.  In the United States 
the general adult population excludes the Armed Forces abroad, and "Other"
includes Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, Aleuts, and Eskimos.  
In England and Wales "Black" includes Caribbean blacks, African blacks, 
and "other" blacks, and "Asian" includes persons from the Indian subcontinent
as well as other parts of Asia.  One percent of England and Wales prison
population refused to answer the question on race.  England and Wales in
1991 had 38,627,000 adults:  18,413,000 men and 20,214,000 women.
--Less than 0.5%. 

Sources:  U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports,
United States Population Estimates, by Sex, Race, and Age: 1980 to 1991;
The National Prison Survey 1991; and compiled U.S. surveys of State and
Federal prison inmates and local jail inmates.

7U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population
Reports, 1980 to 1991, (Series P25-1095), 
table 1.

Percent of inmates 
who were age 21 or older

Age 
of inmate United States

England  
and Wales

21-24 19% 27%
25-29 26 27
30-39 37 27
40-49 13 13
50-59 3 5
60 or older 1 1

Number 
of inmates 1,037,000 37,600



A larger percentage of U.S. 
inmates, compared to their 
British counterparts, had married
at some time 

The proportion of divorced inmates in
the United States was nearly double
that in England and Wales (17% to
9%) (table 12).  Inmates who had
never married were a lower percent-

age of the incarcerated U.S. popula-
tion (55%) than of England and Wales
inmates (70%).  (In the England and
Wales survey, "Single" includes 20%
of inmates who said they were living
with a boyfriend or girlfriend.) 

Among inmates age 40 or older, the
rate of unmarried persons in the Brit-
ish population was nearly double that

in the United States (33% to 18%).
However, a slightly larger percentage
of the entire U.S. inmate population
was currently married (19%), com-
pared to the inmate population in
England and Wales (15%).  

Younger inmates in both countries
were more likely than older inmates 
to be single. 
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Table 12.  Inmate and adult populations in the United States 
and in England and Wales, by marital status and age, 1991

Percent of inmates Percent of adults (18 or older)
Marital status    All Under 25 25-29 30-39 Over 39    All 18-24 25-29 30-39 Over 39

United States
  Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Single 55 86 65 42 18 23 78 40 19 6
Married 19 9 17 23 30 58 19 51 66 67
Separated 7 2 6 10 11 3 1 3 4 2
Divorced 17 3 11 23 37 9 1 6 10 10
Widowed 2 -- 1 1 5 7 -- -- 1 14

England and Wales 
  Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Single 70 93 73 53 34 24 86 46 19 8
Married 15 3 15 24 30 61 13 49 72 69
Separated 5 2 6 7 7 ... ... ... ... ...
Divorced 9 2 6 14 24 6 1 5 9 7
Widowed 1 -- -- 2 5 9 -- -- -- 16

Note:  Totals may not sum to 100% because of rounding.  The U.S.
general adult population excludes members of the Armed Forces, ex-
cept those living off post or with their families on post.  The marital
status is the one at the time of interview.  The England and Wales
question about marital status allowed for a cohabiting response:  "Do
you now consider yourself to be married, living as married with a
boy/girl friend, single, widowed, divorced, or separated."  The "living as
married with boy/girl friend" (cohabiting) responses were collapsed into
"Single."

--Less than 0.5%.
...Not available.

Sources:  U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population
Reports, United States Population Characteristics (Series
P-20, No. 461, issued April 1992) and Marital Status and Liv-
ing Arrangements (March 1991); The National Prison Survey
1991; and compiled U.S. surveys of State and Federal  
prison inmates and local jail inmates.



From a third to a half of inmates,
depending on the country, were
unemployed around the time of
their arrest  

About 2 in 3 of the U.S. inmates re-
ported having had a job or a business
during the month before their arrest
(table 13).  In England and Wales
about half the inmates said they did
not have any paid work just before
they came to prison.

Across all age categories, a higher
percentage of U.S. inmates than of
those in England and Wales reported
having work before entering prison.  A
higher unemployment rate for inmates
in England and Wales might reflect
higher overall unemployment rates.8

Inmates who reported no paid work 
in England and Wales included those
out of the labor force such as retirees.
As noted in the original Home Office
analysis of the survey, "Six percent 
of male prisoners and 12% of female
prisoners had never been in paid 
employment." 9 

In England and Wales black (59%)
and Asian (61%) inmates were more
likely to be working than white in-
mates (50%).  In the United States
62% of black inmates said they had
been working, compared to 70% of
white inmates and 74% of Asian
inmates.
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About the same proportion 
of inmates in both systems 
reported having prison jobs

In England and Wales 59% and 
in the United States 57% reported
having work assignments while 
in custody (table not shown).  The
distributions of work assignments
by age were similar:  While in cus-
tody, older inmates were more
likely to be employed than young-
er ones.

About equal percentages of U.S.
male (58%) and female (55%) in-
mates worked, compared to 59%
of the males and 72% of the fe-
males in England and Wales.  
Inmates of all races had about the
same likelihood of prison work in
the United States, but in England
and Wales a greater proportion 
of white inmates (61%) than blacks
(50%) or Asians (52%) were
employed.

Table 13. Full- and part-time work
prior to custody in the United States
and in England and Wales, by sex,
race, and age, 1991

Percent of inmates
who were working
full or part time be-
fore incarceration

Characteristic
United  
States

England
and Wales

All 66% 51%

Sex
    Male 68% 51%
    Female 49 34

Race
    White 70% 50%
    Black 62 59
    Asian 74 61
    Other 63 39

Age
    Under 21 52% 42%
    21-24 64 45
    25-29 69 52
    30-39 69 59
    40-49 69 61
    50-59 68 57
    Over 59 47 40

Note:  Inmates responded to the following
questions for England and Wales:  "Just be-
fore you came to prison did you have any kind
of paid work, or during the month before your
arrest did you have a job or a business?"

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991
and compiled U.S. surveys of State and Fed-
eral prison inmates and local jail inmates.

8For example, for 1991, see Barclay, 1993, p. 7,
reporting a British unemployment rate of 8.3%,
and U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Ab-
stract of the United States 1992, p. 381, report-
ing a U.S. unemployment rate of 6.6%. 
9Digest 2, p. 63.



The educational level of inmates 
in each country was generally
lower than that of the respective
general adult population

Education levels are not directly com-
parable between the two countries,
but the inmates' background can be
related to their society's general edu-
cational attainment.  In the United
States, 47% of the inmates and 21%
of the adult population said they did 
not graduate from high school, al-
though they may have earned a Gen-
eral Equivalency Degree (GED) (table
14).  Sixteen percent of inmates said
they had some college, compared to
43% of the general adult population.  

In England and Wales, slightly more
than 4 in 10 inmates and adult resi-
dents said they had left school before
age 16.  Nine percent of inmates had
remained in school past age 16, com-
pared to 21% of the adults in general.
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Table 14.  Educational attainment of inmates 
in the United States and in England and Wales, 
by age and race, 1991

Percent of inmates (educational 
level or age when left school)

Characteristic

Less than
high school
graduate

High 
school
graduate

Some 
college

United States 

Age
     Under 21 75% 22% 3%
     21-24 56 36 8
     25-29 47 41 13
     30-39 40 41 19
     40-49 34 39 28
     50-59 41 33 26
     60 or older 62 23 15

Race
     White 44% 39% 17%
     Black 32 35 14
     Asian 46 26 26
     Other 46 36 18

England and Wales *
Under
age 16    16-18

19 or
older

Still in
school

Age
     Under 21 46% 54% -- 1%
     21-24 35 64 -- 1
     25-29 32 66 1 1
     30-39 45 53 3 --
     40-49 61 36 2 --
     50-59 72 26 1 --
     60 or older 73 25 2 --

Race
     White 46% 53% -- --
     Black 28 64 6 1
     Asian 27 63 8 3
     Other 49 48 1 1

Note:  Detail may not add to totals because of rounding.  The
U.S. general adult population excludes the Armed Forces.   
United States' "not a high school graduate" and England and
Wales' "under 16" include those who never went to school.
See Methodology, page 17, for an explanation of categories.
The table is based on the survey of income and program par-
ticipation for persons age 18 or older.
--Less than 0.5%.
*England and Wales provides educational attainment 
by age when individual left school.

Sources: The National Prison Survey 1991 and compiled U.S.
surveys of State and Federal prison inmates and local jail
inmates.

Percent of
population Education obtained

or age when left school Inmate Generala

United States
Less than
high school graduate 47% 21%
High school graduateb 38 36
At least some college 16 43

England and Wales c

Under age 16 43% 44%
16 46 33
17 5 9
18 3 10
19 or older 1 2
Still in school 1 2
a1990 population age 18 or older.  See U.S.
Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of
the United States,1993, table 234.
bIncludes GED.
cSee National Prison Survey 1991.



In both countries about a 
third of the inmates were living
with dependent children before
incarceration 

In both England and Wales and the
United States, a higher proportion 
of female than male inmates had 
at least one dependent child living
with them before incarceration.

Percent of inmates 
living with child

Inmate
United
States

England
and Wales

Male 31% 32%
Female 52 47

Note:  The table was based on the total
inmate populations.  For England and
Wales, information was limited to inmates
who were living with their child(ren).  Infor-
mation on the total number of inmates with
children was not available.

Sources:  The National Prison Survey
1991 and compiled U.S. surveys of State
and Federal prison inmates and local jail
inmates.

In England and Wales the male in-
mates who had been living with their
dependent offspring usually (91%) re-
ported that their child(ren) was/(were)
being cared for by a spouse/partner
(64%) or ex-spouse/ex-partner (27%)
(table 15).  Among female inmates
with at least one dependent child who
had previously lived with them, the
offspring was much more likely to be
in the care of other relatives (52%)
than a current or former spouse/ 
partner (23%). 

U.S. female inmates were also more
likely (66%) than males (9%) to report
their dependent children's being cared
for by a relative other than their cur-
rent or former spouse.  
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Table 15.  Current guardian of 
inmates' dependent children in the
United States and in England and
Wales, by sex of inmate, 1991

Percent with 
dependent children 

Current guardian All
Male
inmates

Female
inmates

United States 
Parent 81% 88% 23%
Other relatives 15 9 66
Ward of state 1 1 4
Alone 1 1 2
Other 1 1 4

England 
and Wales 
Parenta 88% 91% 23%
Other relatives 9 7 52
Ward of stateb 3 2 12
Alone 3 3 7
Otherc 3 2 17

Note:  Totals for England and Wales add 
to more than 100% because prisoners may
have had several children cared for by differ-
ent guardians.   
aIncludes spouse/partner and ex-spouse/
ex-partner.
bIncludes foster parents and children's
homes.
cIncludes for female inmates 3% of depend-
ent children in prison. 

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991
and compiled U.S. surveys of State and Fed-
eral prison inmates and local jail inmates.



Growing up in a one-parent family
was more than twice as likely for
U.S. as for British inmates 

Over two-thirds of inmates in England
and Wales said they had spent most
of their childhood living with both their
parents (includes 5% who said parent
and stepparent) (table 16).  An addi-
tional 19% said they lived most of
their childhood with one parent, and
4% identified other relatives such as
grandparents.10  

The British inmates younger than 25
were generally more likely to have
lived with only one parent during
childhood than were older inmates.
Eight percent reported having spent
most of their childhood in an institu-
tion such as a children's home, bor-
stal (youth reformatory), or young
offenders' unit.  

In England and Wales a larger per-
centage of white inmates (69%) than
blacks (59%) said they had spent
most of their childhood living with
both parents.  A large majority (86%)
of Asians had lived with both parents.

Among U.S. inmates, 45% said they
lived with both parents most of the
time while growing up.  Forty-one per-
cent spent most of their time with one
parent; 1% in an institution.  About
half of black inmates said they grew
up in a one-parent household, com-
pared to a third of white inmates. 
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Table 16.  Childhood family structure reported by inmates in the United States 
and in England and Wales, by sex, race, and age, 1991

Percent of inmates

Characteristic Total
One 
parent

Both 
parents

Grand-
parents

Other 
relatives

Foster
home/
parents

Agency
or
institution Other

United States
All 100% 41% 45% 7% 3% 1% 1% 1%

Sex
     Male 100% 41% 46% 7% 3% 1% 1% 1%
     Female 100 41 43 9 3 2 1 1

Race
     White 100% 32% 57% 5% 2% 2% 1% 1%
     Black 100 52 33 10 4 1 -- 1
     Asian 100 31 57 3 4 1 2 3
     Other 100 38 42 7 5 3 4 2

Age

     Under 21 100% 55% 30% 9% 3% 1% -- 1%
     21-24 100 48 36 9 3 2 -- 1
     25-29 100 44 43 7 3 2 1 1
     30-39 100 37 49 7 3 2 1 1
     40-49 100 29 58 6 3 1 1 1
     50-59 100 26 60 6 3 2 1 1
     60 or older 100 22 63 6 3 1 1 3

England and Wales 
All 100% 19% 68% 3% 1% 1% 8% 1%

Race
     White 100% 17% 69% 2% 1% 1% 9% 1%
     Black 100 28 58 5 3 1 4 --
     Asian 100 10 86 2 2 -- -- --
     Other 100 32 55 -- -- 1 11 --

Age
     Under 21 100% 24% 63% 2% 1% 1% 9% --
     21-24 100 22 65 2 1 1 8 1
     25-29 100 18 68 2 1 1 10 --
     30-39 100 16 70 4 2 1 7 --
     40-49 100 13 77 2 1 -- 6 1
     50-59 100 15 69 4 1 1 9 1
     60 or older 100 20 71 6 -- 2  -- --

Note:  In England and Wales "Both parents" includes 5% who 
reported a parent and step-parent and 1% with adopted parents.  
Family structure by sex was not available for England and Wales.
 --Less than 0.5%.

Sources:  The National Prison Survey 1991 and compiled U.S. 
surveys of State and Federal prison inmates and local jail inmates.

10United States:  "When you were growing up,
who did you live with most of the time?"  Eng-
land and Wales:  "How did you spend most of
the time as a child?" using codes from "As a
child, up to the age of 16, who did you live with?"
and "Up to age 16 did you spend any time in any
kind of institution such as children's home, bor-
stal, young offenders' unit (before being re-
manded for this offense)?"



Methodology

The data on U.S. inmates were ob-
tained from the Survey of Inmates in
State Correctional Facilities 1991
(SISCF), the Survey of Inmates in
Federal Correctional Facilities 1991
(SIFCF), and the Survey of Inmates
in Local Jails 1989 (SILJ).  The 1991
SISCF was conducted for the Bureau
of Justice Statistics by the U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census.  Through per-
sonal interviews during June, July,
and August 1991, data were collected
on individual characteristics of prison
inmates, current offenses and

sentences, criminal histories, family
background, characteristics of victims,
gun possession and use, prior drug
and alcohol use and treatment, edu-
cational programs, and other services
provided while in prison, as well as
other personal characteristics.  Similar
surveys of State prison inmates were
conducted for BJS in 1974, 1979, and
1986.

The 1989 SILJ was conducted for the
Bureau of Justice Statistics by the
U.S. Bureau of the Census.  Through
personal interviews conducted during
July, August, and September 1989,

data were collected on individual
characteristics of jail inmates, current
offenses and sentences, criminal his-
tories, characteristics of victims, jail
activities and programs, prior drug
and alcohol use and treatment, and
health care services provided while 
in jail.  Similar surveys of jail inmates
were conducted for BJS in 1972,
1978, and 1983.  The data from the
1989 survey were weighted to match
the 1991 population of jail inmates.     

The 1991 SIFCF includes information
on a representative sample of sen-
tenced inmates in Federal prisons in
March 1991.  Interviewers asked
questions concerning the inmates'
age, race, sex, education, criminal
history, current offense, prior of-
fenses, prior alcohol and drug use,
and health care.  This was the first
survey of its kind conducted in the
U.S. Bureau of Prisons (BOP)
institutions.

The 1991 National Prison Survey
(NPS) in England and Wales was car-
ried out by the Social Survey Division
of the Office of Population Censuses
and Surveys on behalf of the Home
Office Research and Planning Unit. 

Sample design

The Home Office's NPS was adminis-
tered to a randomly selected sample
of adult prisoners in Prison Service
facilities in January and February of
1991.  The sample of all prisoners
age 17 or older in all of the 125 Eng-
land and Wales Prison Service estab-
lishments included about 4,432
eligible respondents.  These were
about 10% of the male prisoners and
20% of the female prisoners, because
women were intentionally oversam-
pled. 
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Notes for the box on page 2:

 Police in England and Wales re-
corded about 5.4 million crimes, the
majority of which were property
crimes.  Crime is a notifiable of-
fense, excluding those incidents
causing less than £20 in damages.
See Information on the Criminal Jus-
tice System in England and Wales,
Digest 2, Home Office Research and
Statistics Department, 1993.

 England and Wales reports the
number of crimes recorded by the
police as official police statistics.   
The FBI's Uniform Crime Reports
compiles the number of crimes re-
ported to the police.  For U.S. crimes
recorded by the police, see Crime 
in the United States 1992, Uniform
Crime Reports, FBI, 1993.

 Violent crime and sexual offenses
were about 5% of the recorded of-
fenses.  Minor wounding comprised
65% of the violent offenses in Eng-
land and Wales.

 The number of U.S. law enforce-
ment officers includes only full-time,
general purpose personnel and does
not include Federal employees.  See
Census of State and Local Law

Enforcement Agencies, 1992, BJS
Bulletin, NCJ-142972, July 1993.

 For the number of police in Eng-
land and Wales see The Criminal
Justice System in England and
Wales, Home Office Research and
Statistics Department, 1993.

 In 1991 the annual average ex-
change rate was $1.77 per pound
sterling (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
Statistical Abstract of the United
States, 1992, table 1406).

 The total expenditures for the
United States include both the crimi-
nal and civil systems.  The U.S. ex-
penditures are for fiscal 1990.  See
Justice Expenditure and Employ-
ment, 1990, BJS Bulletin, NCJ-
135777, September 1992.

 The expenditures for England and
Wales are presented for 1991/92.
See Digest 2.

 Both the United States and Eng-
land and Wales conduct victimiza-
tion surveys, but the results are not
directly comparable.  In 1991 Eng-
land and Wales reported 15 million
criminal victimizations or 300 per
1,000 residents of all ages.



The response rate for the survey 
was 90%.  Of inmates not respond-
ing, 50% refused to complete the 
interview, 10% were persons whom
the interviewer was advised to avoid,
and 40% had left the prison system
before being interviewed.  The inter-
view lasted about 40 minutes.  The
data obtained were weighted to re-
flect the distributions in the population
of about 45,900 inmates.11

The SISCF used a two-stage, strati-
fied random sample of inmates in
State correctional facilities.  Two
sampling frames were employed 
one each for women and men.  
Within each frame correctional facili-
ties were stratified by size and then
chosen within each strata.  In the sec-
ond stage inmates were  systemati-
cally selected within each of the
institutions.  This sample design
yielded a sample of about 15,000 
inmates in 275 institutions.  Interviews
were conducted with 13,986 inmates.
The nonresponse was 6.3% of State
inmates.

The sample of the Federal inmate
population was selected from a uni-
verse of 81 male facilities with a total
of 48,166 sentenced inmates and 14
female facilities with 4,015 sentenced
inmates.  The institutions were strati-
fied by size and by whether they held
men or women.  The largest institu-
tions were selected with certainty.
The smaller institutions were grouped
in size strata, and one institution was
randomly selected from each stratum.
Within the sample institutions inmates
were selected systematically, starting
with a random seed.  Of the 5,520
male inmates selected 4,991 were 

interviewed.  Of the 1,701 females 
selected, 1,581 participated in the
survey.

The 1989 Survey of Inmates of Local
Jails was based on a two-stage,
stratified random sample of inmates 
in 3,312 jails containing 301,470
males and 27,053 females.  In the
first stage of selection, six strata were
formed based on the number of in-
mates in the jail separately for males
and females.  All of the facilities in 
the largest size strata for men and
women inmates were selected for the
sample.  Different sampling ratios
were used to select institutions in the
other four strata.

In the second stage of sampling, sys-
temic samples of male and female in-
mates were chosen.  These proce-
dures resulted in a sample of 6,146
eligible inmates of whom 5,675 were
interviewed.  Of those not inteviewed,
471 refused, were in court, sick, or re-
leased before they could be inter-
viewed.  The resulting data were
weighted to reflect the population 
of inmates in local jails on June 30,
1989.  The weighting procedure 
included an adjustment for nonre-
sponse in all three surveys.
  
The weighted estimates from the
SISCF 1991, the SIFCF 1991, and
the SILJ 1989 were combined to pro-
vide an estimate for the entire inmate
population of the United States.  State
prison inmates comprised 59.5% of
the total 1991 custody population, lo-
cal jail inmates, 36.5%; and Federal
prisoners, 4.5%.

The 1989 SILJ estimates were ad-
justed to reflect change in the jail 
inmate population between 1989 and
1991.  The distributions obtained 

from the SILJ 1989 were multiplied by
the population of jail inmates reported
in the Census of Jails 1991. 

Comparability of survey methods

In general, the two countries used
similar survey methods.  Both sur-
veys employed scientific sampling
methods and in-person interviews in 
a private setting.  Both relied on expe-
rienced interviewers under the aus-
pices of the government  the Office
of Population Censuses and Surveys
in England and the U.S. Census
Bureau.  

The interview content differed consid-
erably between the two.  The U.S.
survey included much more informa-
tion on the criminal activity of in-
mates, while the British survey
emphasized conditions of confine-
ment.  The greatest potential source
of noncomparability in these surveys
lies in the question wording and or-
dering.  The text of the questions
used in the respective surveys is 
provided where necessary.

Accuracy of the estimates

The accuracy of the estimates pre-
sented in this report depends on two
types of error:  sampling and non-
sampling.  Sampling error is variation
that may occur by chance because a
sample rather than a complete enu-
meration of the population was used.
Nonsampling error can be attributed
to many factors, such as selective
nonresponse, differences in question
wording or the interpretation of ques-
tions by respondents, the behavior of
the interviewer, recall difficulties, and
data processing errors.  It is difficult
to determine the full extent of non-
sampling errors in any data collection.
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11For a more complete discussion of the sample
design and the interview methodology, see The
National Prison Survey 1991, pp. 1-5.



Sampling error, as measured by an
estimated standard error, varies by
the size of the estimate and the size
of the base population.  Estimates of
standard errors have been calculated
for the surveys of inmates in the
United States and in England and
Wales.  These standard errors may
be used to construct confidence inter-
vals around percentages from each
survey presented in this report.  For
example, the 95-percent confidence
interval around the percentage of in-
mates who have been incarcerated
previously as an adult is approxi-
mately 54% plus or minus 1.96 times
.7% (or 52.9% to 55.1%). 

These standard errors may also be
used to test the statistical significance
of the differences between two sam-
ple statistics by pooling the standard
error of the two sample estimates.
For example, the standard error of
the difference in the percentage of in-
mates who have been incarcerated
previously in the United States, com-
pared to England and Wales, is
0.16% (or the square root of the
weighted sum of the standard errors
in each nation).  The confidence inter-
val around the difference is 1.96
times 0.16% (or 0.32%).  Since the
observed difference of 3.0% ( 57.0%
in England minus 54.0% in the United
States) is greater than 0.32%, this dif-
ference would be considered statisti-
cally significant.

Three types of comparisons are made
in this report, and each requires a test
for statistical significance.  The first
type involves differences between
subgroups within a nation.  For exam-
ple, differences between the propor-
tion of male as opposed to female
inmates who have been incarcerated
previously in the United States must
be tested for statistical significance.  If
these differences do not exceed 1.96
times the standard error of the differ-
ence, then the difference may be be-
cause of sampling error.  

The second type of comparison in-
volves differences between the in-
mate populations in the United States
and in England and Wales.  For ex-
ample, the difference between the
percentage of inmates having been
previously incarcerated in England
and Wales and in the United States
must be tested for statistical
significance.  

Finally, comparisons were made be-
tween the percentage of the general
adult population in each nation with 
a certain characteristic.  For example,
the proportion of black residents in
England and Wales would be com-
pared to the proportion of black U.S.
residents in the general adult popula-
tion, and tests of statistical signifi-
cance would be made.  Each of these
tests of statistical significance re-
quires the pooling of standard errors
as described in the preceding para-
graph.  The specific procedures used
in this pooling are described in Appen-
dix I.

Unless otherwise noted, all compari-
sons discussed in this report were sig-
nificant at the 95% confidence level.

Comparability issues

Young offenders. The similarity of the
component of the confined young of-
fender population included in the sur-
vey and that excluded can be derived
by comparing the Survey of Youth in
Custody with the combined inmate
surveys.

Distribution from
Inmate

Attribute surveys SYIC
Race

White 44.5% 54.0%
  Black 52.0 40.4

Other 3.4  5.3

Sex
Male 93.0% 93.0%
Female 7.0 7.0

Charge
Violence 32.0% 35.5%
Drugs 21.1 11.3

The largest differences identified here
are about 10 to 12 percentage points.
Assuming that the SYIC data accu-
rately describe that component of the
youth population not in the inmate
surveys, then including that compo-
nent would change the race and
charge distributions by 2 percentage
points.  

Educational level.  The education sys-
tems differ in the two countries.  The
U.S. system traditionally measures
educational achievement by whether
a person completed high school, at-
tended at least some college, and did
some postgraduate studies.  In con-
trast, the British system traditionally
measures educational achievement
on the basis of "age when left
school."  The categories usually in-
clude before age 16, age 16, age 17,
age 18, and age 19 or over.  Children
are legally required to attend school
between the ages of 5 and 16 ("Edu-
cation in Britain," Central Office of 
Information reference pamphlet,  
15/RP/84, p. 142).
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Race and ethnicity.  The racial and
ethnic minorities in England and
Wales generally consist of blacks and
Asians.  Blacks are primarily from the
Caribbean islands, Guyana, and Af-
rica.  Asians consist primarily of per-
sons from the Indian subcontinent.
Among the black inmate population,
57% are considered black Caribbean,
29% black African, and 14% other.
The Asian inmate population that 
contributes 4% of the total inmate
population consists of 75% from the
Indian subcontinent (India, Pakistan,
and Bangladesh) and 25% other
(Chinese).

Appendix I

Standard error calculation 
and tests of significance

This report employed six different
samples  four surveys of the in-
mate populations and one survey of
the general population in each nation.
As noted above, the SIFCF, SISCF,
and SILJ were used to characterize
the incarcerated population in the
United States.  The NPS was used 
to describe the inmate population 
in England and Wales.  The general
population in the United States was
characterized by the Current Popula-
tion Survey (CPS) and the general
population in England and Wales 
by the General Household Survey.  

Standard errors were calculated for
statistics derived from each of these
samples.  In the case of the United
States, the standard errors from the
three inmate surveys were combined
to form a standard error for the entire
incarcerated population.  Tests of sta-
tistical significance for differences 
in proportions within and across sam-
ples were also made.  These signifi-
cance tests require that the standard

errors for the individual samples be
pooled.  The specific type of pooling
involved depends on the comparison
made.  Comparisons across sub-
groups within a particular sample, for
example, require the pooling of stand-
ard errors for the subgroups.  Com-
parisons of proportions across nations
means that the standard errors for the
samples in each country must be
combined to form a standard error for
the difference in the proportions.  The
specific procedures used to calculate
standard errors and to pool them in
computation tests of statistical signifi-
cance are described below.

Computing standard errors 
for point estimates

The standard errors for the percent-
ages in the U.S. incarcerated popula-
tion were computed by calculating the
standard error for the SISCF, SIFCF,
and the SILJ and taking a weighted
average of the three estimates.  Stan-
dard errors of proportions in the three
inmate surveys are calculated with a
general variance estimation formula.
For the SISCF that formula is  

S(p) = Sqrt(bp(1-p)/x)
     x = total number in base of %
     p = %
     a = design effect parameter 1
     b = design effect parameter 2

Table A1 presents values for the de-
sign effect parameters for the entire
sample and relevant subgroups.

Table A1.  Generalized variance 
parameters for the 1991 SISCF

a b

Total

Total -.000175 124.8

White -.000177 126.1

Black -.000184 130.7

Hispanic -.000126 90.0

Males 

Total -.000196 132.0

White -.000197 132.7

Black -.000205 137.7

Hispanic -.000140  93.9

Women

Total -.000513 19.9

White -.000500  19.4

Black -.000454  17.6

Hispanic -.000456  17.7

The general variance estimation for-
mulas for the SIFCF and the SILJ are
the same as that employed in the
SISCF.  The design effect parameters
for the Federal and local surveys dif-
fer, however, from those of the State
survey.  The parameters for the
SIFCF and the SILJ are presented 
in tables A2 and A3.

Table A2.  Generalized variance 
parameters for the 1991 SIFCF

a b

Total -.000229 12.4

Males -.000268 13.3

Females -.00568  2.4

The general variance estimation for-
mula for the Survey of Inmates in Lo-
cal Jails is the same as that used in
the Survey of Inmates in State Cor-
rectional Facilities.  The design effect
parameters for the former survey are
different from those of the SISCF.
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These parameters are presented in
table A2.

Table A3.  Generalized variance 
parameters for the 1989 SILJ

a b

Total -.000198 101

Males -.000233 105

Females -.000715  29

The estimates of standard errors 
obtained from these general variance
formulas were combined by weighting
each survey estimate by the propor-
tion of the total incarcerated popula-
tion covered by the survey and
adding the two estimates of the 
standard errors.

The SISCF employed a simple ran-
dom sample, and no general variance
estimation formula was developed for
the survey.  Hence, the following for-
mula was used to compute standard
errors.

S(p) = Sqrt ((p*q)/n)
     p = proportion
     q = 1 minus the proportion
     n = the base of the proportion

The confidence intervals presented 
in table 10 were computed by multi-
plying the estimates of standard 
errors in each nation by 1.96.

Standard errors for the Current Popu-
lation Survey in the United States
were computed using the same gen-
eral variance estimation formula that
was used in the inmate surveys.  The
design effect parameters to be used
in this formula are presented in table
A3.

Table A4.  Generalized variance 
parameters for the Current Population
Survey Annual March Supplement,
1991

a b

Total -.000016    2,312

White -.000016    2,312

Black -.000186    2,600

Hispanic  -.000153    2,600

Significance tests

Since most of the comparisons made
in this report are between proportions
or percentages across samples, the T
statistic was used to test statistical
significance.  The T statistic for the
difference in proportions from two 
independent samples is computed 
as follows:

P2-P1/Qp2-p1
P1 = proportion from first sample
P2 = proportion from second sample
Qp2-p1 = standard error of the difference
p2-p1 = Sqrt((Q1/N1)+(Q2/N2))

For example, the proportion of in-
mates with a prior custodial sentence
is 54% in the United States and 57%
in England and Wales.  The standard
error for that proportion is 0.8% in the
United States and 0.75% in England
and Wales.  The standard error of the
difference in proportions is computed
by dividing the standard error from
each nation by the sample size in that
country.  The results are summed,
and the square root of that sum is the

standard error of the difference in pro-
portions (.16%).  The T statistic is ob-
tained by subtracting the proportion
from one sample from the proportion
from the other and dividing by the
standard error of that difference.  If
the value of the T statistic exceeds
1.96, then there is only a 5% chance
that the difference between propor-
tions from each sample is due to
sampling error.  Because the T statis-
tic in this instance is 15.6, we can be
confident that the observed difference
is not due to sampling error.
 
As noted above, T tests were com-
puted for three different types of com-
parisons  comparisons across
groups of inmates within nations,
comparisons of inmate populations
across nations, and comparisons of
the general populations across na-
tions.  The calculation of the T statis-
tic differs slightly for each of these
comparisons.  When subgroups are
compared within a particular correc-
tional population, the proportions will
differ, as will the standard errors for
each subgroup and the sample size
for each subgroup.

Profile of Inmates in the United States and in England and Wales, 1991    21 



Selected sources

Publications issued by the Home 
Office, London, England:  

Information on the Criminal Justice
System in England and Wales, 
Digest 2.  (Research and Statistics
Department) 1993. 

Prison Statistics England and Wales
1990.  (Government Statistical Serv-
ice) 1992.

Prison Statistics England and Wales
1991.  (Government Statistical Serv-
ice) 1993.

Barclay, Gordon C.  The Criminal
Justice System in England and
Wales.  (Research and Statistics 
Department) 1993.

Dodd, Tricia, and Paul Hunter.  The
National Prison Survey 1991: A Re-
port to the Home Office of a Study 
of Prisoners in England and Wales.
(Social Survey Division of the Office
of Population Censuses and Surveys)
1993. 

Walmsley, Roy, Liz Howard, and
Sheila White.  The National Prison
Survey 1991 Main Findings.  (Re-
search Studies, 128) 1992.

Publications issued by the Bureau 
of Justice Statistics, U.S. Department
of Justice:

Beck, Allen.  Profile of Jail Inmates,
1989.  NCJ-129097, April 1991. 

Beck, Allen, et al.  Survey of State
Prison Inmates, 1991.  NCJ-136949,
March 1993.

Jankowski, Louis. Jail Inmates 1991.
NCJ-134726,  June 1992.

Snell, Tracy, and Danielle Morton.
Prisoners in 1991.  NCJ-134729,  
May 1992.

Publication issued by the Bureau of
Prisons, U.S. Department of Justice:

Saylor, William G., and Gerald Gaes.
Prep Study Links UNICOR Work 
Experience with Successful Post-
Release Outcomes.  January 8, 1992.

22   Profile of Inmates in the United States and in England and Wales, 1991

 

 N u mb e r  o f  i n m at e s

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991
0

300,000

600,000

900,000

1,200,000

1,500,000

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991
0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

 N u mb e r  o f  i n m at e s

Pr isons and jai ls in  the Uni ted Sta tes  conf ined 
501 ,9 00  adul ts  in  1 980 an d 1,21 6,7 00 in  1 991

Pr is ons  in  Eng la nd an d Wa le s  h e ld  
43,1 00 inmat es in  198 0 and 45 ,9 00 in  1991

Appendix II



Other sources:

Farrington, David and Patrick Langan.
"Changes in Punishment and Crime
in England and America in the
1980s."  Justice Quarterly.  Vol. 9:1,
March 1992, pp. 4-46.

Lynch, James P.  "A Cross-National
Comparison of Length of Custodial
Sentences for Serious Crimes."  Jus-
tice Quarterly.  Vol. 10:4, December
1993, pp. 639-660.

   

Profile of Inmates in the United States and in England and Wales, 1991    23 

Reviewers

Mike Hough and his staff at the
Research and Planning Unit of the
Home Office thoroughly reviewed
the draft report and provided many
helpful comments.

Professor Ken Pease and Amarjit
Sandhu of the School of Social
Policy of the University of Man-
chester, in Manchester, England,
reviewed the report and provided
general population census data 
for England and Wales.For further information   

The Bureau of Justice Statistics
Clearinghouse maintains a reposi-
tory of criminal justice statistical re-
ports from a variety of nations.  For
information on this collection, call
1-800-732-3277.

For Home Office statistical publica-
tions, contact the following:

 Research and Statistics Depart-
ment, Home Office, Lunar House,
40 Wellesley Road, Croyton, Surrey
CRO9YD, United Kingdom.  Tele-
phone 0981-760- 2850.   

 HMSO Publications Centre, 
P.O. Box 276, London SW8 5DT,
United Kingdom.  Telephone
071-873-9090.


