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Differences in the Background and Crimnal Justice
Characteristics of Young Black, White and H spanic
Mal e Federal Prison Inmates

Research reviews reveal two dom nant expl anations of race as
a factor in disparate inprisonment rates and treatnment in the
crimnal justice system (1) disparate inprisonnent rates are the
result of race "making a difference'; and (2) blacks (people of
color) commt not only nore crime but al so nore serious crines than
ot her groups. |In nost instances, the hypothesis that race is a
significant factor in the existing disproportionate inprisonnent
rates was either suggested or undeni ably supported (Bl al ock, 1967;
Chanbl i ss, 1964; Christianson, 1981; Davis, 1980; Duster, 1987
Hui zinga & Elliot, 1987; Jacobs & Britt, 1979; Joe, 1987; Mlntyre,
1993; Qui nney, 1980; Wl sing, 1991;).

However, researchers have argued (Blunstein, 1982; Langan
1985; Petersilia & Turner, 1988) that the racial disparity in the
prison population is due to the seriousness of crimes commtted and
of fender's prior crimnal history, thereby elimnating race as a
causal factor and further suggesting that a relationship exists
between crinme and incarceration rates. But studies that have
exam ned crinme and incarceration rates found no significant
relationship between a state's crine rate and the percentage of
nonwhites in the population, or between its crine rate and

incarceration rate (Garofalo, 1979; Nagel, 1977). |Instead, these
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studies found a very strong positive correl ati on between the raci al
conposition and incarceration rates of states that was too strong
to be accounted for by indirect relationships, like the types of
crimes commtted.

By sinply considering the suns, race can easily be identified
as a contributor to the inprisonnent rates of bl ack-Anericans and
particul arly young bl ack-Americans. Blacks currently make up 12%
of the population of the United States but 36% of the federal
pri son popul ation. The nunber of black federal prison inmates
bet ween 18 and 25 years old increased from 1,496 in July 1988 to
6,820 in July 1994 (355%; hispanics from1,584 to 2,881 (82%; and
whites from1,588 to 2,656 (67% (Federal Bureau of Prisons, 1994).
Wi | e each group experienced a consi derable increase in the nunber
of young federal prisoners, the increase for bl acks was conparably
much higher. Cearly, differences do exist. But in what regard
are these offenders different?

This article will provide profiles (descriptive infornmation)
of black, white and hispanic male i nmates aged 18 to 25 years old
housed in the federal correctional systemthrough a reanal ysis of
the information secured fromfive areas, as reported in the 1991
Survey of Inmates of Federal Correctional Facilities (SIFCF). The
areas were exam ned and grouped into two maj or categories:

(1) background and (2) crimnal justice characteristics.

Soci oeconom c¢/ personal, and drug and al cohol use areas were used to
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determ ne the background characteristics category. Probation and
i ncarceration history, current sentence and offense, and prison
infraction and work assignnment areas were used to determ ne the
crimnal justice characteristics category.

Prior profiles of inmates focussed primarily on black and
white nmal e offenders housed in state facilities. Black and white
inmates were found to be significantly different in ternms of
personal characteristics, drug use, and probation and incarceration
hi story (French, 1977; Goetting & Howsen, 1983). O her studies
found, regardl ess of race, inmates have much in common in ternms of
personality, intellect, behavior and adjustnment to prison, i.e.,
prison rule infractions (A droyd & Howel |, 1977; Wite, 1980).

| nf or mati on about hi spanics was scant. The few studies that
di d conpare bl ack, white and hi spanic offenders to ascertain which
group received harsher sentences than the other(s) found that when
hi spani cs and bl acks were the majority of the total popul ation of
an area, they experienced simlar mstreatnent in the crimna
justice systemwi th regard to convictions and sentencing (Hol nes &
Daudi stel, 1984; Wl ch, Guhl & Spoon, 1984).
Met hods

The subjects of this study were three groups of sentenced
federal prison inmates, aged 18 to 25 years old: 274 non-hispanic
bl ack mal es; 114 non-hi spanic white nales; 175 hispanic nmales. All

of these individuals had been randomy selected by statistica



| nmat e Characteristics
5

sanpling froma list of all sentenced inmates in Federal facilities
to be voluntarily interviewed for the 1991 SI FCF

The Bureau of Census, through agreenent with the Federa
Bureau of Prisons (BOP), collected and processed the survey data
used for the original study. The Bureau of Census al so furnished
guidelines, including statistical nethods, for selecting a
stratified random sanple of inmates. The BOP, via the nethods
provi ded by the Bureau of Census, systenatically sel ected sentenced
inmates from each sanple prison with expected rel ease dates that
were not earlier than the sanpling day.

Many itenms were clustered to nake the anal yses nore efficient.

The offense type for which the inmates received the | ongest
sentence was grouped into either a violent (nurder, armed robbery,
aggravat ed assault, and weapons of fenses) or nonviol ent (drug
trafficking, and possession/use) category. Wrk assignnents/duties
were designated as either skilled or unskilled. Janitorial duties,
grounds or mnai ntenance, food preparation, and | aundry conprise the
unskill ed category. UN COR jobs (prison industries system
repair/construction, and other services (library, stockroom store,
office help, recreation, barber or beauty shop) conprise the
skilled category.

The two statistical techniques used for data analysis were
chi-square and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). The chi-square test

was used to anal yze nom nal and sone ordinal |evel data. G oup
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means were used in one-way ANOVA procedures, where data were at
| east interval, to conpare the effects of selected variables on the
popul ati on groups.
Resul ts

Various itens for each inmate group were chosen fromthe five
areas that were used to provide the profiles for this study. Based
on their level of neasurenent, E and Chi-Square val ues were
produced fromthe statistical analyses for these itens. Narrative,
describing the statistically significant results, is provided,
foll owed by profiles for each inmate group in the two ngjor
categories for this study--Background and Crim nal Justice
Characteristics.

Backaground Characteristics

The three inmate groups differed on several itens in the area
of background (personal /soci oeconom c) characteristics. Over half
of the hispanics (58.29% and whites (66.67% had full-tine
enpl oynent before being incarcerated, while just over one-third of
the blacks (37.59% were enployed on a full-tinme basis. Oly
12. 00% of the hispanics reported that at |east sone of their annual
i ncone canme fromillegal sources, conpared to 25.55%for blacks and
28.07%for whites. Another inportant difference anong the inmates
i nvol ves with whomthey |ived when growing up. The majority of the
white (50.88% and hispanic (56.57% inmates had lived with both

parents. But the majority of the black inmates had |ived with just
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one parent, their nother (48.91%: P?(2,n=274 bl acks; 114 whites;
175 hi spani cs)=17. 23, p<.O01l.

While the white group reported having used drugs (heroin, ice,
speed, crack, coke, |sd and marijuana) and al cohol much nore
extensively than the bl ack and hi spani c groups, the nedi an annual
i nconmes anong the groups also differed. The nmedi an annual incone of
the bl ack i nmates ($6, 750) was half that of whites ($13,500). The
nmedi an annual incone for the hispanic group ($8, 750) was | ower than
the white group but still higher than that of the black group.
Further, the analysis of variance indicated a significant racial
effect: E(2, 470)=9.57, p<.001.

The years of formal schooling (education |evels) anong the
inmates al so yielded significant differences. The education |evels
of black and white inmates were generally the sane (nmeans of 11.45
and 11.46, respectively), while the nean education |level for the
hi spani ¢ group was nuch | ower (9.98).

Crimnal Justice Characteristics

In the area of probation and incarceration history, several
di fferences were found. The white inmate group ranked first with
regard to probation experience (42.98% ; the black group ranked
second (31.02%; the hispanic group ranked third (20.00%
Additionally, significant differences were found regarding firearns
owned by inmates. The percentage of whites (63.16% i ndicating

that they owned firearns prior to incarceration was tw ce as high
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as the corresponding figure for blacks (31.75% and three tines as
hi gh as that for hispanics (20.00%: P?(2, n=274 bl acks; 114
whites; 175 hispanics)=58.66, p<.01. Only 12% of the hispanics
reported previous incarcerations as juveniles or adults for crines
ot her than m nor offenses, conpared to bl acks (28.83% and whites
(21.05%.

Al t hough the hispanic group had noticeably fewer guilty
violations and mnor offenses (i.e., convictions, sentences and
time served for drunkenness, vagrancy, disorderly conduct, or
loitering), majority of the white and black inmate groups also
reported that they were not found guilty of breaking prison rules
(bl acks, 58.76% white, 65.79% hispanic, 78.29%, and had not been
convicted, sentenced or served time for mnors (blacks, 84.67%
white, 74.56% hispanics, 90.86% . These findings were expected
due to the age and first tinme offender status of the subjects.

The white group reported a mean of 3.14 for the nunber of
times they were arrested as juveniles or adults. The correspondi ng
figure for blacks was 2.56 and 1.61 for hispanics. The anal ysis of
variance indicated a significant racial effect: FE(2,550)=5.02,
p<.0l1. Wite inmates al so reported nore frequent ownership of
firearms. The nmean nunber of firearnms owned by white innates
(8.00) was nore than twice the nean for black (3.54) and hispanic

(3.81) innmates.
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Profil e of Background Characteristics

for Black, Wiite and Hi spanic Val e Federal Prison |nnates

BLACK inmates are nore likely to have:

(1) lived wth their nother when growing up; (2) supported others;
(3) children and siblings; (4) never been married; (5) conpleted
hi gh school; (6) low incones; (7) at |least sone of their annual
i ncone cone fromillegal sources; and (8) not been enpl oyed
full-tine.

VWH TE i nmates are nore likely to have:

(1) been enployed full-time; (2) high inconmes; (3) conpleted high
school; (4) never been married; (5) lived with both parents when
growing up; (6) at |least some of their annual income cone from
illegal sources; and (7) been users of drugs and al cohol.

H SPANI C i nmates are nore |likely to have:

(1) been enployed full-time; (2) been married; (3) lived with both
parents when growi ng up; (4) not conpleted high school; (5) |ow
incones; (6) children and siblings; and (7) supported others.

Profile of Crimnal Justice Characteristics

for Black, Wiite and Hi spanic Val e Federal Prison |nnates

BLACK inmates are nore likely to have:
(1) been incarcerated for a nonviolent crine; (2) been found
guilty of breaking prison rules; (3) unskilled work assignnments;
and (4) been previously incarcerated.

VWH TE i nmates are nore likely to have:
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(1) been arrested several tines; (2) nore probation experience;
(3) owned nore firearns; (4) been incarcerated for a violent
crime; (5) skilled work assignnents; and (6) been found guilty of
breaki ng prison rules.
H SPANI C i nmates are nore |likely to have:
(1) been incarcerated for a nonviolent crine; (2) not been
previously incarcerated; (3) unskilled work assignnents; and
(4) not been found guilty of breaking prison rules.
Di scussi on

The prom nent differences anong these groups were found in the
area of background (personal /soci oeconom c) characteristics. The
| ower incones, less frequent full-tine enploynent and nore frequent
reports of illegal sources of incone for the black group was
consistent with recent studies on soci oeconom c status and contact
with the crimnal justice system (Duster, 1987; Joe, 1987; Sinobns &
Gray, 1989). These studies concluded that econom c
inequalities (e.g., lack of enploynent opportunities, |ower incomes
and | ess wealth) cause this group (black youth) to view crine and
t he underground econony as a neans of econom c survival.

The nost potent areas of difference between bl acks and
hi spani cs were found in the personal characteristics, and probation
and incarceration histories of the inmates. Specifically, blacks
and hispanics were different wwth respect to education |evels,

previ ous incarcerations, marital status, and guilty violations.
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These findi ngs suggest that race may not be the only factor
determning the effects on these groups, particularly the hispanic
gr oup.

Considering these findings in regard to previous studies,
Wl son (1987) suggested that changes in the popul ati on age
structure and mgration flow of hispanics could possibly cause
i ncreasing rates of social problens for this group (e.qg.,
j obl essness, crine, out-of-wedlock births, teenage pregnancy,
famly dissolution and wel fare dependency). W I son's perspective
suggests that as the population for this group grows (and
eventual | y becones the largest U S. mnority group), hispanics are
likely to encounter sim |l ar experiences as bl acks.

Accordingly, the results of the present study clearly show
simlarities between these mnority groups. Blacks and hispanics

wer e depended upon by others, had nore siblings, had | ower incones

and had nore of their own children, than did whites. These simlar
personal characteristics between black and hispanic i nmates
accentuate the econom c stress under which both groups have
subsi st ed.

However, the generally di sadvantaged econoni c conditions of
bl acks cannot be expl ai ned via education, for the black group was
as 'educated' as the white group. The | ower education |evels

reported by the hispanic group corroborates findings in another
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much earlier study which found hispanics to have conpleted fewer
years of school than black and white inmates (A droyd & Howel |,
1977) .

The present study al so found the white group was arrested nore
often than the black and hi spani ¢ groups, which, in turn, suggests
that the white group was involved nore often in sone type of
crimnal behavior. Further, the white group (37.72% commtted
nmore violent offenses (nurder, arnmed robbery, aggravated assault,
and weapons offense) than black (12.41% and hispanic (11.43%
inmates; nonviolent crimes (drug trafficking and possessi on/ use)
were conmtted predomnantly by the black (74.82% and hispanic
(78.86% groups. Moreover, while inprisonment was nore often the
puni shment for the black group for prior offenses (as adults or
juveniles), probation was nore often the punishnment for the white
gr oup.

Reasons for the differences in offense types and puni shnments
for offenses anobng the inmates probably can be traced to the
coll ective opinion of the general public, and ultimately to federal
drug sentencing policies. If the general public views blacks--and
hi spani cs—as being nore frequently involved in drug (or crimnal)
activity, then the law that addresses this issue will target these
activities, as well as blacks and hispanics, according to
Durkheim an theories. These theories hypothesize that | aws target

unaccept abl e behaviors and those who participate in the behaviors,
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based on the general public's perceptions. Thus, |aws are gui ded by
the collective opinion of the general public (Besnard, 1983).

Prior research findings and the findings of the present study
suggest that the views of the general public, which guide the | aw,
are biased toward bl acks--and hi spani cs. Studies have found race to
be a major issue in mandatory m ni mum sentencing for drug offenses,
contributing to nore blacks and hi spani cs bei ng convicted of drug
crimes and to |onger sentences for these groups (MDonald &
Carl son, 1993; Schwarzer, 1992). OQher research has shown that a
bl ack person in the United States was found to be four tinmes as
likely as a white person to be arrested on drug charges (Mddis,
1993).

Drug and al cohol use findings in the present study were in
accordance with prior research in this area but clearly do not fit
t he general public's perceptions. Whites were found to use drugs
and al cohol at a greater rate than bl acks and hispanics (Wallace &
Bachman, 1991). Whil e drug use anong high school students was
found to be on the rise, black students reported the | owest rates
of use for virtually all drugs, licit or illicit, in a study by the
Uni versity of Mchigan with the National Institute on Drug Abuse
(Bosarge, 1994).

The nost obvious simlarity between the black and hispanic
inmate groups are their large sanples, i.e., disproportionate

inprisonment rates in relation to their proportions in the general
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popul ation. The differential involvenment hypothesis states that
the disproportionate inprisonment rates stem from differential
rates of delingquency involvenent. This hypothesis is not supported
by the findings in this study. However, the white inmate group,
whose inprisonnment rate is not at all disproportionate, commtted
the majority of the serious 'violent' crines in the study
presented here. In addition, studies that found support for the
differential hypothesis (Blunstein, 1982; Langan, 1985) noted that
the less serious the crinme (e.g., drugs and burglary), the greater
is the anount of disproportionality that nust be explained on
grounds other than arrests, |ike race.

No significant differences were found for the nmaxi num sentence
| engt hs anong the inmate groups. The sentencing itens in the SIFCF
were divided into two nmutual |y exclusive categories: inmates who
conmtted only one offense and i nmates who committed nore than one
of fense. To conplenent the offense data for this study, only the
| ongest sentence received was anal yzed for inmates who commtted
nore than one offense.

Concl usi ons

For 18 out of the 37 anal yses conducted (49%, significant
di fferences anong bl ack, white, and hispanic prisoners becone
evident. This set of findings suggests that these prisoners differ
fromone another in terns of background (personal/soci oeconom c)

characteristics, probation and incarceration history, offense types
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and firearmownership. Significantly fewer hispanics were
previously incarcerated, nost blacks grew up in a one-parent
househol d, and whites commtted majority of the violent crines.
For 14 of the 37 anal yses conducted (38%, significant
di f ferences between nonwhite (black and hispanic) and white inmates
becone evident. This suggests that black and hispanic inmates are
simlar in terns of background characteristics (e.g., incone
| evel s, and nunber of children and siblings), drug and al cohol use,
of fense type, crine characteristics, and work assignnents. There
were al so several areas in which blacks and hispanics differed--
education levels, marital status, and probation and incarceration
hi stories.

The differences found anong the i nmates suggest that other
secondary causes are possibly operating: socioeconom cs, |anguage
barriers, the socialization process, child rearing practices, and
famly structure and values. But no matter how it is discerned,
race, or nore specifically racial perceptions of the general
public and discrimnation in the crimnal justice system is a
maj or factor in the different outcones found anong the inmate
groups in such areas as offense type, enploynent status, probation
experience, arrest history, and drug and al cohol use. Also, the
idea that differential incarceration rates stemdirectly from
differential rates of delinquency involvenment was rejected by this

research effort. To obtain a nore in-depth analysis of the key
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factors contributing to the differences and simlarities anong the
groups, especially the effects of race, future research should
include nore rigorous statistical tests. Use of different age
groups (e.g., 26 to 33 years old, 34 to 41 years old) could help to
determne if, as they age, the black i nmates becone nore violent,
and the white inmates becone less violent. This study found the
white group to be nore violent than the black group. Al so, simlar
studies on fenale federal prison inmates is essential, as the
nunber of femal e offenders continues to rise.

It is inportant to note that the over representation of black
and hispanic nmales in the federal prison systemmy be the result
of discrimnation at various stages in the judicial process.
Utimately, research is necessary in order to discover policies and
prograns that wll effectively reduce incarceration rates,
particularly for blacks, and to understand all of the contributing
factors that may be operating, as well as their conparative
i nportance. This problem should rise to the top of our national
agenda when the public realizes that the constantly expandi ng
nunmber of incarcerated youth is a distinct sign of present soci al

dysfunctions and probable future social turnoil.
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