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Research on incarceration has focused on prisons, but jail detention is far more common than imprisonment. Jails are local institutions that detain people before trial or incarcerate them for short
sentences for low-level offenses. Research from the 1970s and
1980s viewed jails as “managing the rabble,” a small and deeply
disadvantaged segment of urban populations that struggled with
problems of addiction, mental illness, and homelessness. The
1990s and 2000s marked a period of mass criminalization in
which new styles of policing and court processing produced large
numbers of criminal cases for minor crimes, concentrated in lowincome communities of color. In a period of widespread criminal
justice contact for minor offenses, how common is jail incarceration for minority men, particularly in poor neighborhoods? We
estimate cumulative risks of jail incarceration with an administrative data file that records all jail admissions and discharges in New
York City from 2008 to 2017. Although New York has a low jail
incarceration rate, we find that 26.8% of Black men and 16.2% of
Latino men, in contrast to only 3% of White men, in New York
have been jailed by age 38 y. We also find evidence of high rates
of repeated incarceration among Black men and high incarceration risks in high-poverty neighborhoods. Despite the jail’s great
reach in New York, we also find that the incarcerated population
declined in the study period, producing a large reduction in the
prevalence of jail incarceration for Black and Latino men.
incarceration | race | poverty

Downloaded at COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY on April 12, 2021

R

esearch on mass incarceration has focused overwhelmingly
on imprisonment (1, 2), yet the number who are admitted
to local jails each year greatly exceeds the number admitted
to prison. Unlike prisons, which incarcerate people convicted
of felonies, jails detain defendants who are awaiting court
action and those convicted for low-level offenses. In 2017, US
prisons admitted about 600,000 people, but 10.6 million were
sent to jail (3, 4).
Although duration is usually brief, jail incarceration has been
found to adversely affect court outcomes, crime, and socioeconomic life. Researchers report that pretrial detention increases
conviction rates, custodial sentences, court fees, and rearrest
rates (5–8). Jail incarceration is also associated with reduced
earnings and household income, increased risk of separation
among parents, and reduced voter turnout (9–12). Because of the
large number of jail admissions, researchers have argued that the
aggregate effects of jail incarceration on life chances may also
be proportionately large. As Turney and Conner wrote in their
review, “understanding jail incarceration has important implications for understanding how the criminal justice system creates,
maintains, and exacerbates social inequality” (13).
Current understanding of the jail has been shaped by research
from the 1970s and 1980s. Jail incarceration focused on very poor
urban residents who were often contending with homelessness
and drug addiction. The jail was described managing “the rabble,” incarcerating “petty hustlers,” “derelicts,” “junkies,” and
others that were distinguished not by their threat to public safety
but their offensiveness to conventional norms and institutions
(14, 15).
Contemporary studies suggest that the jail continues to incarcerate those facing persistent homelessness, untreated addiction, and mental illness. Consistent with the cooccurrence
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of poverty, homelessness, and poor health, poor prime-age
adults in the United States grapple with reduced income support for long-term unemployment (16), rising healthcare costs
and underinsurance (17), and a shrinking supply of affordable housing (18). Recent policing studies report on the use
of arrest to keep the transient poor away from centers of
tourism and business in a contemporary form of “rabble management” (19, 20). Research on criminal justice, healthcare,
and homelessness points to the same group of individuals who
simultaneously account for a large proportion of jail admissions, emergency rooms visits, and shelter stays (21, 22). Poor
city residents with overlapping and chronic problems with
health and housing have been called “frequent flyers” by criminal justice officials because of their high rate of repeated
incarceration (23).
While the contemporary jail incarcerates a highly disadvantaged segment of the poor, recent research also describes an
era of mass criminalization in which police, courts, and penal
institutions exert a pervasive influence in low-income communities of color. From the 1980s, urban policing intensified
enforcement against low-level offenses. Commonly described
as order-maintenance, broken-windows, or quality-of-life policing, proactive efforts at enforcement against low-level offenses
was often framed as a preventive strategy against serious crime.
In New York City, for example, broken-windows policing was
embraced by the police department in the 1990s and 2000s (24).
Aggressive enforcement against low-level offenses evolved into
“stop-and-frisk” policing that “blanket[ed] areas within a city
with pedestrian stops” (25). Stop and frisk in New York was
“concentrated in minority neighborhoods and conflated with
poverty and other signs of socioeconomic disadvantage” (26) and
was “tied more closely to demographic and socioeconomic conditions than crime” (27). The tactic generated millions of police
stops in New York, disproportionately of Black and Latino men
(28, 29). Similar rates of pedestrian stops were also reported in
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Los Angeles and Philadelphia, forming part of a broad trend
to proactive policing that “diffused across the landscape of
American policing” (25).
Intensified policing through order-maintenance enforcement
filtered through to the courts. Most police stops in New York did
not result in an arrest, yet the growth in stops was so large that the
misdemeanor arrest rate also increased in the early 2000s (30).
Among Black men aged 16 to 24 y, misdemeanor arrest rates
peaked in 2011, the peak year for police stops. Among Black men
in New York City, born 1976 to 1985, around a quarter are estimated to have been convicted of a misdemeanor offense by age
44 y (31).
In contrast to rabble management that focused on a small,
highly disadvantaged segment of the population, jail incarceration under mass criminalization is a by-product of widespread
arrests for drug and public-order offenses concentrated in lowincome communities of color. Mass criminalization encompasses
broken-windows policing (26, 32) and the “managerial justice”
(33) of the misdemeanor courts that reserves wide discretion for
police, prosecutors, and judges (34).
High rates of arrest and misdemeanor criminal processing
have likely created a high risk of jail incarceration that is concentrated among Black and Latino men in low-income communities.
Given the racial disparities in order-maintenance policing, we
also expect high rates of repeated incarceration among Black and
Latino men.
We assess the extent of mass criminalization by estimating
cumulative risks of jail incarceration in New York City, where
the police department pioneered the broken-windows policing
that generated large numbers of misdemeanor arrests through
the 1990s and 2000s (35). The focus on the cumulative risk
of jail incarceration is motivated in part by research on the
effects of jail and partly by the population dynamics of incarceration, in which the rate of jail detention is low compared to
imprisonment but the admission rate is an order of magnitude
higher.
Analyzing data on jail admissions from 2008 to 2017, we
develop estimates of the cumulative risk of jail incarceration
among New Yorkers by age 38 y. The analysis includes estimates for men and women separately, and for Blacks, Latinos,
and Whites. We also estimate risks of incarceration in poor
and nonpoor neighborhoods and the prevalence of repeated
incarceration.
Jail in New York City
Jail incarceration in New York City is supplied by five county
jurisdictions, but defendants are detained in a single municipal system. Most people who are detained are held at the large
Rikers Island jail complex. About three-quarters of those incarcerated on Rikers Island are awaiting court action on criminal
cases, with the remainder sentenced up to a year on subfelony
cases.
Reports of disorder and brutality at Rikers were widespread
during the period of our analysis (36, 37). Popular pressure to
close the jail escalated following reports of a suicide of a young
man named Kalief Browder who had been held for 3 y, 17 mo
in solitary confinement while awaiting trial (38). The chief medical officer of the jail described a culture of violence in which
detainees were regularly beaten by correctional officers, yielding
large numbers of head injuries, facial fractures, and lacerations
requiring sutures (39). Solitary confinement was widely used at
Rikers Island. About 7.5% of the population were held in punitive segregation on an average day in 2013, with an additional
number diagnosed with mental illness in a facility dedicated to
“restricted housing units” (40).
The problems of violence and mismanagement ultimately
forced the New York mayor’s office to announce plans in 2017
to close the jail (41). The population had dropped significantly
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since its peak of more than 21,674 in 1991. In the period of the
current analysis, from 2008 to 2017, the jail population declined
from 13,849 to 9,500 (42). Fig. 1 compares the scale of jail incarceration New York City to other large urban counties in 2008
and 2017. Although New York’s jail system was historically the
largest in the country, the jail incarceration rate by 2017 was the
third-lowest.
New York City thus represents a strategically important
site for studying jail incarceration. The city pioneered brokenwindows policing and the experience of jail incarceration was
unusually harsh because of violent conditions at Rikers Island.
Still, with one of the lowest jail incarceration rates in the country, New York offers a conservative test of the extent of mass
criminalization through the jail system.
The current analysis examines a 10-y administrative data file
that records the dates of all jail admissions and releases, criminal
charges, and demographic information. We analyze only admissions for New York City residents identified by their zip code of
residence. Nearly 600,000 jail admissions were recorded by New
Yorkers from 2008 to 2017 (Table 1). Similar to the national
prison population, men account for about 90% of admissions
to jail. Blacks and Latinos make up 52% of the New York City
population (43) but about 90% of jail admissions. Unlike prisons, jails detain many people charged with minor crimes. About
56% of New York City jail admissions include those incarcerated
for misdemeanors, outstanding warrants, or violations of parole.
Violent felonies account for just 15% of all jail admissions. Jail
stays tend to be short relative to prison incarceration. Whereas
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Fig. 1. Jail incarceration rates in the 25 largest US counties, 2008 and 2017.
New York, NY includes all five boroughs that make up New York City. The
incarceration rate is the average daily jail population per 100,000 of the
county population aged 15 to 64 y (42).

Western et al.
The cumulative risk of jail incarceration

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for New York City jail admissions, by sex, race/ethnicity, and charge,
2008 to 2017

All admissions
Sex
Male
Female
Race/ethnicity
Black
Latino
White
Other
Top charge at admission
Violent felony
Property felony
Drug felony
Other felony
Drug misdemeanor
Other misdemeanor
Warrants/other∗

Percentage of
total admissions, %

Median
age, y

Median prior
admissions

Median days
in jail, d

598,648

100.0

32

4

11

535,394
63,254

89.4
10.6

32
35

5
4

11
8

341,476
192,813
47,191
17,118

57.0
32.2
7.9
2.9

32
31
36
30

5
4
3
2

11
11
11
7

88,589
37,542
76,398
58,289
59,686
178,680
97,650

14.8
6.3
12.8
9.8
10.0
29.9
16.4

25
30
35
29
40
34
32

2
4
5
3
9
6
4

19
29
16
14
6
6
15

Warrants/other includes jail admissions for outstanding warrants, parole violations, and vehicular summonses.

the median length of stay in state prison is 15 mo (44), the median
period of detention in New York City is 11 d.
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Materials and Methods
We calculate the cumulative risks of jail incarceration adapting methods for
the cumulative risks of imprisonment (45). Two key quantities are needed
to calculate the cumulative risk of jail incarceration in New York City: 1)
the number of people going to jail for the first time at each year of age,
Ja , for ages a = 16, 17, . . . , 38 y and 2) the population of New York City at
risk for jail incarceration for the first time at each year of age, P̃a . Before
April 2017 in the state of New York, people who had been arrested could
be admitted to jail through the adult criminal courts from the age of 16
y. The count of the number of people going to jail for the first time can be
directly observed in the administrative data. For each person admitted to jail
from 2008 to 2017, the data also include the total prior jail admissions from
1995 to 2007. With data on prior jail admissions, we can identify all firsttime jail admissions in the period 2008 to 2017 for birth cohorts from 1979
to 2001. Those born in 1979 were 16 y of age in 1995 when jail admissions
were first recorded and aged 38 y by 2017 when the observation period
ends. Note that these data yield conservative estimates of total jail incarceration among New Yorkers, because only New York City jail admissions
are counted.
Calculating cumulative risks up to age 38 y averages over all of the birth
cohorts available in the data, yielding synthetic cohort estimates. At young
ages, the age-specific incarceration risk is estimated from cohorts representing the whole observation period; only older cohorts are used at older ages.
Synthetic cohort estimates of cumulative risks can be interpreted as the average risk across birth cohorts, in this case born 1979 to 2001. The estimates
accurately measure the cumulative risk for any specific cohort, assuming that
the underlying risk of incarceration is unchanging. In reality, the New York
jail population is declining over the observation period. Below we also study
how the decrease in the jail incarceration rate affects the cumulative risk of
incarceration.
The population at risk for first-time jail incarceration is not observed
directly, but it can be estimated with US census data and administrative jail
data. The population of New Yorkers who have just turned 16 y of age in
a given year, P16 , can be estimated with the population count of 16-y-olds
from the 2010 census. The population at risk for first-time jail incarceration
who are just turning 17 y of age, P̃17 , equals P17 minus all those that went
to jail at age 16 y, plus an adjustment for mortality and migration. More
generally, at age a, the population at risk for first-time jail incarceration is
∗

P̃a = Pa − Ja−1 ,
where Ja∗ is the number of people who have ever been jailed in New
York who have survived to age a. In the case of this local jurisdiction, survival includes those who have been jailed minus those who have left the
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city either through death or migration. We adjust for mortality among
those who are jailed using a series of age-, race-, and sex-specific death
rates published in New York City population projections (46). To adjust
for out-migration, we estimate age-specific migration rates using New
York data from pooled years of the American Communities Survey, 2005
to 2010 (47).
Research on urban out-migration among the formerly incarcerated and
other disadvantaged groups indicates relatively low spatial mobility (48).
The general population migration rates used here likely overestimate the
spatial mobility of jail detainees, leading to underestimates of cumulative
risks of incarceration. Mortality of the formerly incarcerated, on the other
hand, tends to be higher than in the general population leading to overestimates of cumulative risks (49). Because the number of deaths is small
compared to the number of jail admissions, estimates of cumulative risks
do not depend strongly on the assumed death rate. Doubling the assumed
mortality rate, for example, does not alter the main substantive findings (SI
Appendix).
With estimates of first-time jail incarceration and the population at risk
we can calculate the age-specific risk of jail among those who have never
been incarcerated,
ja = Ja /P̃a .
Age-specific risks of first-time jail incarceration, ja , can be used to expose
a hypothetical population, yielding estimates of the cumulative risk of jail
incarceration by age 38 y (see SI Appendix for details).

Results
Estimates of the cumulative risks of jail incarceration are
reported in Table 2. Among all male New Yorkers, over 13%
are estimated to have been jailed by age 38 y. Consistent with
mass criminalization, jail incarceration is extensive for minority
men. Estimates indicate 27% of Black men and 16% of Latino
men and have been jailed at least one time by age 38 y compared
to only 3% of White men. Results for women also show high levels of racial disparity. About 5% of Black women in New York
have been jailed compared to 2% of Latino women and fewer
than 1% of White women.
Table 2 also reports cumulative risks for those living in
poor and nonpoor neighborhoods. Poor neighborhoods are
defined as those ZIP codes in the top third of poverty rates
across New York. Our data only allow spatial disaggregation
to the ZIP code level, likely underestimating differences by
poverty status compared to more disaggregated measures such as
census tracts.
PNAS | 3 of 6
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Table 2. Cumulative risks of jail incarceration by age 38 y, by
race/ethnicity, sex, and neighborhood poverty, New York City,
2008–2017

Men
All men
White
Black
Latino
Other
Women
All women
White
Black
Latino
Other

All New
York

Poor ZIP
codes

Nonpoor
ZIP codes

Poor/
nonpoor ratio

0.134
0.034
0.268
0.162
0.057

0.200
0.035
0.330
0.191
0.084

0.102
0.034
0.223
0.137
0.052

1.964
1.029
1.484
1.393
1.617

0.022
0.007
0.049
0.023
0.006

0.034
0.011
0.062
0.027
0.010

0.016
0.006
0.040
0.018
0.005

2.165
1.728
1.561
1.489
1.945
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Cumulative risks of jail incarceration for minority men vary
substantially by ZIP code poverty rates. For Black men living
in poor ZIP codes, we estimate that 33% have been jailed at
least once by age 38 y, compared to 22% of those living in nonpoor neighborhoods. Among Latino men in poor neighborhoods,
the cumulative risk of jail is 19%, more than five percentage
points higher than in nonpoor neighborhoods. For White men,
the risk of jail admission does not vary by neighborhood poverty
status.
Cumulative risks of incarceration for women are higher in
poor ZIP codes across all race and ethnic groups. Although their
incarceration risk is very low, White women in poor ZIP codes
face the highest relative risk compared to those in nonpoor ZIP
codes. Relative disparities are smaller for minority women, but
the jail incarceration risk is still about 50% higher for Black and
Latino women who live in high-poverty communities.
Because jails detain those arrested for low-level offenses for
short periods of time, repeated incarceration is more common
for jail than prison. Estimates of the cumulative risk of multiple jail admissions by race and ethnicity indicate that a relatively
large proportion of Black and Latino men experience repeated
jail incarceration (Fig. 2). Around 10% of Black men in New

York and 4% of Latino men have been jailed five or more times
by age 38 y. Around 2 to 4.5% of all Latino or Black men fit
the pattern of constantly churning through the jail, accumulating 10 or more jail admissions by age 38 y. Black–White racial
disparity increases with the number of jail incarcerations among
men. Whereas Black men are 7.8 times more likely to be incarcerated at least once compared to White men, they are 20 times
more likely to experience 10 or more jail admissions. By contrast,
repeated incarceration is very uncommon among women. There
are virtually no women, of any race or ethnicity, who have been
incarcerated 10 or more times by age 38 y.
Finally, the synthetic cohort calculations most accurately
describe the experience of specific birth cohorts if the agespecific risks are stable over time. The jail population is declining
in the period of this analysis, from 2008 to 2017. In 2008, firsttime jail admissions can only be identified for those aged 16 to
29 y, so we compare the cumulative risk of jail incarceration to
age 29 y for each year from 2008 to 2017. Annual estimates of
cumulative risks suggest how the shrinking of the jail population
is affecting lifetime exposure to incarceration. Estimates for 2008
average over birth cohorts born between 1979 and 1992 and can
be interpreted as the cumulative risks we would observe if jail
admissions had remained constant at the 2008 level. Estimates
for 2017 average over the 1988-to-2001 birth cohorts and reflect
cumulative risks at the 2017 level of jail admission.
Cumulative risks of jail incarceration fall with the declining jail
population for all racial and ethnic groups (Fig. 3). In 2008, when
the jail population exceeded 13,000, nearly 30% of Black men
and over 15% of Latino men could expect to be jailed by age 29
y. In 2017, when the jail population had shrunk by about onethird, the cumulative risk had fallen to under 15% for Black men
and to about 7% for Latino men. Black women also recorded
a large decline in cumulative risk, from 5.2% to 2.4%. Still, the
largest proportionate decline was registered by White men, from
3.3 to 1.2%. Thus, the minority–White disparity in incarceration measured by the risk ratio increased even as Black and
Latino men recorded large percentage point reductions in jail
prevalence.
Discussion
Research on the socioeconomic dimensions of incarceration
has focused on imprisonment. The jail, however, is a far more

Fig. 2. Cumulative risks of multiple jail admissions by age 38 y, by sex and race/ethnicity, New York City, 2008–2017
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dynamic institution, incarcerating many more people although
for only a short period. Incarceration is brief, but jail time is
disruptive, being associated with reduced employment, increased
risk of criminal conviction, and rearrest.
Analysis of an administrative data file with all jail admissions
in New York City from 2008 to 2017 supports three main empirical findings. First, in New York, where the jail incarceration
rate is very low, there is great exposure to jail among Black and
Latino men. Over a quarter of all Black men and a sixth of all
Latino men have been incarcerated by age 38 y. Black–White
racial disparity is particularly large. Black men’s relative risk of
incarceration is 8 to 20 times higher than for White men, with the
relative risk rising with the number of incarcerations. Reflecting
the large racial disparity, Black women face higher risks of jail
incarceration than White men.
Second, jail incarceration is spatially concentrated in highpoverty neighborhoods. For Black and Latino New Yorkers, the
cumulative risks of going to jail were about 50% higher if they
lived in a high-poverty neighborhood. The level and inequality
in incarceration were particularly striking for Black men in poor
neighborhoods. The high absolute and relative risks of Black
men in high-poverty areas indicate that mass criminalization is
concentrated at the intersection of race, poverty, and gender.
Third, reductions in the jail population from 2008 to 2017 have
been associated with large absolute reductions in the cumulative risks of jail incarceration for Blacks and Latinos. In New
York, the decline in the jail population has accompanied a significant decline in crime but also a change in policing policy that
has reduced the number of misdemeanor arrests, particularly for
drug crimes (30). The shift away from quality-of-life policing has
coincided with not just a reduction in the jail population but also
the prevalence of jail incarceration over the life course for New
York residents.
Compared to cumulative risks of imprisonment, the current
estimates indicate the high prevalence of jail incarceration given
the incarceration rate and greater racial disparity. The New York
City jail incarceration rate is only about a quarter the national
imprisonment rate (166 compared to 698 per 100,000 for the 15to 64-y-old population in 2017; SI Appendix), but the prevalence
of jail is similar to that for imprisonment at the national level
(50). Racial disparities in cumulative risks of men’s prison incarceration at the national level for similar but not identical birth
cohorts, born 1975 to 1979, are less than 5 to 1 (50), while men’s
Western et al.
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Black–White ratio for New York jail incarceration is nearly 8 to
1.
The current estimates could be extended in two further directions to shed light on a policy regime in which criminal justice
institutions have a leading role in the urban governance of poor
communities. First, with data available over a longer historical period, it would be possible to estimate cohort changes in
exposure to jail (45, 51). Such an analysis would document how
the passage through adulthood for Black men in particular was
increasingly interrupted by incarceration. If the jail functioned
less to manage the social problems of homelessness, substance
use, and mental illness and more to detain those swept up
by quality-of-life policing, lifetime prevalence may have grown
faster than the jail incarceration rate. Second, the jail incarceration rate in New York is well below the national average, and
figures from other jurisdictions would help detail the role of jail
in the lives of Black and Latino men nationwide. In cities where
jail incarceration rates are twice as high, would the cumulative
risks of jail be twice as high too? This is an empirical question
that depends in part on the pattern of repeated incarceration and
the length of stay in jail. If these other parameters were equal to
New York’s, localities with double the incarceration rate would
likely be jailing most Black men at least once by the time they
reached midlife.
The contours of jail incarceration observed in New York City
follow the pattern of mass criminalization where large numbers of Black and Latino men are subject to penal control, in
most cases for low-level offenses. Jail incarceration is particularly
extensive in poor neighborhoods. Just as repeated police contact
has been documented under quality-of-life policing, repeated jail
incarceration is also widely observed among Black men. The
results suggest that the jail has greatly disrupted life for disadvantaged New Yorkers, but the scale of incarceration also shows
historical variability. Reducing the jail population by a third over
a decade changed the pathway through adulthood in communities of color as the prevalence of jail incarceration was halved for
Black and Latino men.
Data Availability. Data cannot be shared. The data have been provided by
the New York City Department of Correction and are subject to state law
that withholds the public availability of criminal records where a defendant receives an acquittal, dismissal, or other good result. About half the
incarcerations in the analysis include sealed cases. The data were obtained
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Fig. 3. Changing cumulative risks of jail incarceration by age 29 y with declining jail population, by sex and race/ethnicity, New York City, 2008–2017
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under a Memorandum of Understanding with the Department of Correction
that prevents the disclosure of identifying or deidentified data. SI Appendix
includes the details of the current data request, and replication data could
be obtained by filing a similar request.
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