Elimination of Disciplinary Segregation Frequently Asked Questions 09/01/2021
Current DS use – what the data show (DOC data for the past year, 9/1/19 to 8/31/20)

-

About 2,500 DS sanctions were given during that year.
57% of DS sanctions given were for non-violent infractions (1,441 of 2,525).
The average length of time given was 11 days for non-violent infractions and 16 days for
violent ones.
The number of actual DS days people served after a disciplinary hearing was very small.
o Most people given DS have already been in Ad Seg, and are just given time
served and returned to GP.
It varies a lot by facilities – some facilities are already using DS very sparingly.

Why DOC will stop using DS
First, we should note that DOC does have other ways of responding to violent behavior and protecting
staff and incarcerated people:

-

Administrative Segregation: If an incarcerated individual poses a significant risk to the
safety and security of DOC staff, volunteers, or other incarcerated individuals, they can
be temporarily removed from GP into Ad Seg. Manage the risk versus being punitive.
Maximum Custody: If we determine that an incarcerated individual continues to pose a
significant risk, we can place them in Maximum custody for a longer period of time and
work to address their behavior there.

As you may know, DOC has been working for several years to safely reduce the use of all types of
segregation or restrictive housing.

-

This is because a large amount of research shows that restrictive housing can have a host
of negative impacts on people housed there—including harms to their physical and
mental health and a higher risk of suicide—and also potentially on staff who work there.

Research also shows that DS is not effective at changing behavior, deterring future infractions, or
preventing violence.

-

-

Most studies published on the issue suggest that segregation does not affect subsequent
misconduct or institutional violence—which challenges the theory that using DS deters
people from future misbehavior. Some studies note that segregation may even increase
institutional misconduct.
o For example, the National Institute of Justice did a meta-analysis examining 16
different studies and found that using segregation does not significantly affect
incarcerated peoples’ rates of misconduct or violence. i
o A study in Ohio examined the effects of restrictive housing on people’s future
criminal behavior after release from restrictive housing within a prison. He found
that it was not significantly related to misconduct. Neither going to restrictive
housing in general nor the duration of time spent there had any effect on the
prevalence of a subsequent finding of guilt for violent, nonviolent, or drug
misconduct. ii
And many DOC staff have probably observed this as well, that DS doesn’t work because
it doesn’t change people’s behavior.
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DOC wants to use more meaningful sanctions, that are more effective at discouraging negative
behavior.

-

There are plenty of sanctions available for DOC to use (see disciplinary matrix) iii
For them to be meaningful and effective, they should be tailored to the incarcerated
individual – something that will be meaningful for them.
o For example, if a person never goes to the gym or the library, taking away those
privileges won’t be an effective sanction. But if they go every time they get the
chance, taking them away for a few weeks would likely be an effective,
meaningful sanction.
o Staff can help achieve this by recommending a sanction when they write
disciplinary reports, based on what they know about the individual.

Sanctions can and should be effective without causing harm:

-

-

We know that isolation in restrictive housing can be harmful for people, which is one of
the reasons we’re getting rid of disciplinary segregation.
We should also limit how much we take away things that are beneficial to incarcerated
individuals and will help them be more successful in prison and when they reenter
society—especially calls and visits with family.
o A great deal of research demonstrates the importance of communication and
maintaining family engagement for both incarcerated people and their loved
ones. iv
o Frequent and meaningful family visits can lead to better outcomes for
incarcerated people, including fewer infractions while incarcerated and a lower
recidivism risk.
o For example, Former Washington DOC Secretary Bernie Warner stated that 2010
data from the department revealed that incarcerated people who visited regularly
with family were six times less likely to commit another infraction while
incarcerated than those who did not.
And we shouldn’t take things away for so long that people lose hope of getting them back
and give up on trying to behave.

Research also shows that providing incentives and positive responses to desired behavior are even more
effective at changing behavior than just imposing sanctions for negative behavior. v
It’s also important not to use Ad Seg instead of or as “de facto” DS:

-

Remember, Ad Seg is for incarcerated individuals who pose a significant risk to the
safety of DOC staff, volunteers, or other incarcerated individuals.
If people commit non-violent infractions, or even if they commit a more serious
infraction but have calmed down and no longer pose a threat, they should not be sent to
Ad Seg.
Looking back at the data – a lot of people, especially those who got DS for nonviolent
infractions, probably shouldn’t have been placed in Ad Seg either.
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