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Abstract
While the COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically affected the lives of people
around the world, select populations (e.g., elderly, immune-compromised, and
incarcerated individuals) are among the most likely to contract the virus and
among the least likely to overcome the illness and regain full health. This paper
focuses on the incarcerated individuals and how the coronavirus has added a new
and unprecedented threat to correctional facilities that are already overcrowded
and ill-equipped to identify and address the medical needs of the inmate popula-
tion. The risk-need-responsivity model (RNR) should be used to make
empirically-informed decisions about the targeted release. The identification and
release of inmates who pose the least threat to society will help alleviate some of
the burdens associated with prison crowding. Specifically, with fewer inmates,
correctional facilities can comply with social distancing guidelines, introduce
enhanced cleaning measures, and make necessary institutional adjustments. In so
doing they will limit the transmission of COVI-19 within correctional institutions,
ensure the safety of staff and their charges, and enable prisons and jails to better
accommodate the needs of the inmate population.
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Introduction

The United States remains in the grips of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)
pandemic. The nation’s first report of a coronavirus infection was on January 21, 2020,
and the first reported death occurred on February 29. By the end of March, the toll had
risen to 123,653 cases and 2135 deaths; by the end of April, these figures had risen
exponentially to more than 1 million cases and 65,000 deaths; and by the end of May,
the statistics surpassed 1.7 million cases and 100,000 deaths (“Coronavirus in the
U.S.,” 2020a, b; Wilson, 2020). In a context of no national policy for suppressing
the rate of infection and for mass testing and of states implementing a polyglot of social
distancing policies, little reason currently exists that the virus will be contained
effectively and that its toll in illness and lives lost will be minimized. Like a car
odometer on a cross-country trip, these tragic numbers will roll forward intractably.
Estimates place lives lost to the coronavirus at 134,000 by early August; other predicted
counts are higher (Faust and del Rio, 2020; Levenson, Holcombe, Azad, and Almasy,
2020). Hopes of a vaccine or a cure are mounting, but we have no medical Nostrada-
mus to tell us when relief will arrive. The reality is that effective vaccines can take years
to perfect (Thompson, 2020).

Although the bars and walls of the nation’s correctional institutions are effective in
keeping offenders inside, they are incapable of keeping out diseases that threaten
inmate and staff health. The effects of prisons on inmate health are complicated.
Because of general racial and class inequality in health care delivery and offenders’
poor health practices prior to incarceration, inmates’ prevalence rates for some chronic
diseases and for mortality are lower than for the U.S. population (Potter and Rosky,
2014). For infectious diseases (e.g., hepatitis C infection), however, the opposite is the
case (Potter and Rosky, 2014)—which of course has dire implications for the corona-
virus. The key point, observe Potter and Rosky (2014, p. 167), is that “healthy prisons
reflect healthy societies.” When this is not the case, “sick prisons” are the result.

In this context, the importation of COVID-19 into prisons and jails has been striking
and consequential. Reports of inmate and staff infections and deaths emerged in mid-
March. By May 2, the toll had risen to 26,300 cases and 266 deaths behind bars. This
spread of the virus should not be surprising. In the 1918 outbreak of the Spanish
influenza, California’s San Quentin Prison endured three separate epidemics. In the first
and most serious wave, a sick inmate transferred from the Los Angeles county jail
triggered an infection that spread to about half the 1900 prisoners (Stanley, 1919; see
also Hawks, Woolhandler, and McCormick, 2020). A century later, contemporary
prisons and jails differ little, remaining incubators of infection and limited in their
ability to social distance their inhabitants. Writing in the JAMA Internal Med-
icine, Hawks et al. (2020) recognize the impending health crisis. They assert
that “the only way to avoid the imminent outbreak is…to drastically reduce the
populations of jails and prisons,” including “reducing unnecessary jail admis-
sions and expediting prison release.”

Fortunately, Americans are likely to favor this policy. In recent years, punitive
sentiments have declined (Enns, 2016; Pickett, 2019), whereas studies in diverse states
have shown high public support for offender reform and downsizing prison populations
(Sundt, Cullen, Thielo, and Jonson, 2015; Thielo, Cullen, Cohen, and Chouhy, 2016.
Not surprisingly, a mid-March 2020 poll of 1310 registered voters found that 63%
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supported measures to “reduce the coronavirus risk in prison” by releasing pre-trial
detainees and elderly people (Franklin and Reis, 2020). This finding is significant, but
it does not address other types of offenders or inform respondents what steps would be
taken to ensure their continued safety. That said, the American public is likely open to
downsizing institutional populations to save offenders from infections. Inmates’ pun-
ishment cannot legitimately involve COVID-19 illness or death.

The key issue, however, is how to reduce the incarcerated population. The purpose
of this essay is to argue that one tool to use in offenders’ release from prison or
diversion from jails is the risk-need-responsivity model, commonly known as the RNR
model. As a prelude to making this case, we explore why correctional institutions are
dangerous places in the COVID-19 epidemic. We first discuss the nature of total
institutions and then argue that, despite their unique features, prisons and jails are
similar to these institutions in vulnerability to the pandemic. We then examine efforts at
the federal, state, and local levels to implement downsizing policies.

COVID-19 and Total Institutions

Prisons have a unique function—holding those convicted of a crime in custody—but
they are not fully unique places. Other social environments similarly circumscribe the
lives of their residents. Erving Goffman (1961) used the term “total institutions” to
describe places where three core features of life that are usually undertaken in separate
social domains—sleep, play, and work—occur in a single location. “A total institu-
tion,” Goffman (1961, p. xiii) observed, “may be defined as a place of residence and
work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society
for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered
round of life.” Although “prisons serve as a clear example,” he noted that other types
existed, including homes that are for the aged and merchant ships. A key characteristic
is that “each phase of the member’s daily activity is carried on in the immediate
company of a large batch of others” (Goffman, 1961, p. 6, emphasis added).

The coronavirus has touched virtually every community in the United States, but it
reserved among its most insidious effects for total institutions. A toxic brew of two
ingredients ensured that the toll in illness and death would be disquieting. One
ingredient, noted just above, was that the routine activities in such institutions ensure
that every individual will be in “the immediate company” of a “large batch of others.”
Close-proximity interpersonal contact is thus inevitable and continuous. The second
ingredient is the nature of COVID-19. As a novel virus, humans have no immunity to
transmission, which occurs mainly through large droplets (del Rio and Malani, 2020).
Those with the regular flu infect, on average, 1.3 others (Sheikh, Watkins, Wu, and
Grӧndahl, 2020). By contrast, it is estimated that hosts of the coronavirus in the general
population infect two to three individuals, which explains why the rate of infection
grows exponentially (del Rio and Malani, 2020). Further, hosts can infect others while
being asymptomatic. The incubation period for the virus ranges “from 1 to 14 days,
with a median of 5 to 6 days” (del Rio and Malani, 2020, p. 1339).

Once a resident or staff was infected, the very nature of total institutions ensured the
near universal infection of the population. Close and continued daily contact ensures
that this highly communicable disease would spread rapidly, with hosts infecting others
even before they knew they were ill and medically dangerous. Life Care Center, a
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nursing home in Kirkland, WA was at the epicenter of the emergence of COVID-19 in
the United States. Two residents perished from the disease on February 26, 2020. A
month later, two thirds of the population tested positive and 35 were dead. Forty-seven
workers became sick, some of whom transmitted the infection to other long-term
facilities where they also worked (Healy and Kovaleski, 2020). The tragedy at the Life
Care Center was a harbinger of things to come. Nursing homes across the nation
suffered dozens of deaths. By early May, there were reports of 118,000 cases of
resident and staff infections as well as a death count of more than 19,000 (“Coronavirus
in the U.S.,” 2020a; Nadolny and Kwiatkowski, 2020). By the month’s end, the count
exceeded 197,000 cases and 37,000 deaths (“Coronavirus in the U.S.,” 2020b).
Families now visit patients by staring through windows while conversing on cell
phones.

Events on the Diamond Princess showed the threat to passengers of cruise ships—
again, a closed environment with close interactions (Mallapaty, 2020). In early Febru-
ary, an outbreak of cases led to the ship being quarantined while docked in Yokohama,
Japan. Of 3711 passengers and crew, 712 people—nearly 20% of the ship’s
population—tested positive for the coronavirus. Eventually, 381 manifested symptoms,
37 were placed in intensive care, and 9 died (Moriarty et al., 2020). Since that time, 25
other cruise ships have reported coronavirus cases, most notably the Grand Princess,
which suffered 103 infections and three deaths and was quarantined for a week off San
Francisco Bay (Mallapaty, 2020; Webeck, 2020). Navy vessels encountered similar
problems, most notably the USS Theodore Roosevelt. The plight of the carrier grabbed
national headlines when its captain, Brett Crozier, was relieved of his command for
writing a letter to his superiors, leaked to the press, detailing the risk COVID-19 posed
to the health of his 4500-member crew. Crozier’s concerns proved prescient, as the
virus took one sailor’s life and infected more than 1100 others, including the captain
himself (Seligman, 2020).

Meat packing plants provide one more example. Although not encompassing all
aspects of employees’ lives as do prototypical total institutions, these facilities keep
their charges in a confined space and in the immediate company of batches of others for
the entire workday. Immigrants, including refugees from around the world, comprise a
large slice of the vulnerable workforce in many plants (Dickerson and Jordan, 2020).
As Dyal et al. (2020) note, “the meat and poultry processing industry, an essential
component of the U.S. food infrastructure, employs 500,000 persons, many of whom
work in close proximity to other workers.” The “congregate” work environment makes
preventative social distancing measures (spaced 6 ft apart) difficult. Perhaps not
surprisingly, the health statistics are troubling. By the end of April 2020,
aggregated data from 115 plants reported to the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) revealed 4913 cases of infection (about 3% of workers)
and 20 deaths (Dyal et al., 2020).

The Correctional Health Crisis

The discussion thus far sets the context for making two interrelated points. First, all
total institutions are vulnerable to the spread of this novel virus. Second, the presence
and devastating effects of COVID-19 in the nation’s correctional facilities are not due
to some inherent pathology of their population but mostly due to their status as a total
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institution. In prisons and jails, the inhabitants—offenders and staff—sleep, work, and
play in the immediate presence of others. The supervised daily routine activities ensure
congregate living—often sleeping together, working together, eating together, social-
izing together. By design, cell and living space is at a minimum—a situation made
more cramped by institutional overcrowding. As Toussaint (2020) warned, “prisons are
just as much of a hotbed for transmission as cruise ships.”

This harsh reality was manifest in mid-March 2020 when Rikers Island, the jail for
New York City, became, in the words of the facility’s top doctor, a “public health
disaster unfolding before our eyes” (Bryant, 2020). Within two weeks, Rikers and other
city jails reported infections in 180 prisoners and 141 staff members (Bryant, 2020).
Three weeks into April, the toll infected cases at Rikers had risen to at least 365 inmates
(including two deaths), 783 correctional staff, and 130 medical workers (Brown, 2020).
For offenders housed in dormitories, beds were placed within three feet of one another.
To “social distance,” residents were instructed to sleep head to feet (Brown, 2020).

The situation in New York was not unique. At the Trousdale Turner Correctional
Center—a private prison in Tennessee—COVID-19 infections proved to be wide-
spread. Of 2725 inmates and staff tested, 1349 or almost half were positive for the
virus (Tennessean Staff, 2020). Similarly, at Ohio’s Marion Correctional Institution that
houses 2500 offenders, 80% of the inmate population tested positive for the coronavi-
rus as well as over 160 staff members and correctional officers. About 66 cases in the
community were linked to the prison pandemic (Volpenhein, 2020a). Protests arose
outside the facility, with citizens carrying signs saying that incarceration is “not a death
sentence” (Volpenhein, 2020b). Indeed, as the toll in illness and death mounted,
lawsuits alleging “cruel and unusual punishment” were filed across the United States
(see, e.g., Hammel, 2020; Samilton, 2020; see also Matz, 2020). As of May 27, 2020,
the New York Times “counted more than 47,000 coronavirus infections and 485 deaths
in inmates and staff at state prisons, federal prisons and local jails” (“Coronavirus in the
U.S.,” 2020b).

The Need to Release Prisoners

In the Spanish flu outbreak in 1918, officials at California State Prison San Quentin
confronted the stubborn reality that curbing its spread through the institution was a
daunting task. Three waves of the epidemic hit the prison, which taught them that “the
disease is transmitted by close contact” (Stanley, 1919, p. 1005). Inmates were given
masks, but “the men…soon discarded them for the most part” (Stanley, 1919, p. 999).
Congregate viewing of picture shows and other “assemblages” were stopped. New
inmates were quarantined before being allowed to enter the general population as were
inmates displaying influenza symptoms. The prisoners were warned “against close
contact and congregating in inclosed places” (Stanley, 1919, p. 1005). But in the end,
officials could do only so much to protect their charges. As a total institution, San
Quentin was an incubator of the disease.

With the advent of COVID-19 pandemic, contemporary prison officials have
learned the same lesson that once the virus is imported into a facility, halting its spread
across inmates and staff is impossible. Certainly, as was the case with San Quentin a
century ago, measures can and must be taken to limit exposure to the disease. But the
key ingredients of the pandemic—people with no immunity to the coronavirus in
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unavoidable daily contact—mean that the only proven protection is removing potential
victims from the premises (Hawks et al., 2020). Officials could take the stand that
health risks are inherent in incarceration and a collateral consequence of breaking the
law. Since the onset of the pandemic in first quarter of 2020, however, elected and
correctional leaders have not been so heartless as to suggest that illness and death from
the coronavirus are simply a cost of crime. To varying degrees, they have taken steps
release offenders to protect their health.

Efforts to cut jail populations have been most common, with many facilities
achieving reductions of 25% or more (Widra and Wagner, 2020). According to the
Prison Policy Initiative, the “largest known population reductions in local jails” have
occurred in Clackamas, OR (66%), Kitsap, WA (58%), and Kenton, KY (52%).
Offenders are being released who otherwise would have been held for pretrial detention
or been serving short sentences for nonviolent offenses. Officials also are stopping the
flow of cases into jails by police not making arrests and by prosecutors not filing
charges for low-level crimes (Widra and Wagner, 2020).

According to the Prison Policy Initiative, “most state prison systems show only very
modest population reductions” (Widra and Wagner, 2020). Smaller states seem to have
the largest decreases, with drops of 8–16%. Larger states as well as the Federal Bureau
of Prisons, have meaningful reductions, but these are in the range of 2–4% (“Reducing
Jail and Prison Populations,” 2020; Widra and Wagner, 2020).

As of May 5, 2020, the Federal Bureau of Prisons had 2066 inmates and 359 staff
with the coronavirus; 41 of its charges had died (“Reducing Jail and Prison Popula-
tions,” 2020). In response, the Bureau relied heavily on home confinement, placing
4700 offenders under this form of community supervision (“Reducing Jail and Prison
Populations,” 2020). Michael Cohen, President Trump’s former personal lawyer, was
one of these releasees (Associated Press, 2020). The challenge for state prisons, which
incarcerate nearly 1.3 million offenders (Carson, 2020), is the composition of its
population: 55.2% convicted for a violent offense and 14.8% for a drug offense. By
contrast, the same figures for federal prisons are 7.9% for a violent offense and 48.3%
for a drug offense (“Trends in U.S. Corrections,” 2018). These statistics are significant
because expanding prisoner releases in state prisons will meet the challenge of running
out of so-called “low-level drug offenders” that ostensibly pose little threat to public
safety. The tricky issue is how to release prisoners whose conviction offense does not
make them appear “low risk,” while also protecting the public from undue criminal
victimization. One tool to aid in this decision making is the RNR model.

Using the RNR Model to Release Prisoners

The risk-need-responsivity (RNR) model is a theoretically and empirically informed
approach to offender management. This model requires that trained practitioners use
validated assessment instruments to identify the risks and needs of offenders. In this
case, risk refers to level of supervision and services to be delivered to the offender as
well as the offender’s likelihood of recidivism. Accordingly, offenders who are iden-
tified as being high risk would be closely supervised and would receive the most
treatment services. Conversely, offenders identified as low risk would receive the
fewest treatment services and would require limited, if any, supervision. In addition
to determining an offender’s risk, the assessment instruments identify an offender’s
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criminogenic needs—that is, factors that have been empirically shown to be associated
with criminal activity (e.g., criminal history, education/employment, substance use,
antisocial attitudes, antisocial associates, antisocial personality, leisure activities, and
family/marital problems). The responsivity portion of the RNR model considers the
risks and needs of the offender and then matches them to treatment services that are
designed to target their criminogenic needs and reduce the offender’s risk level
(Andrews, Bonta, and Hoge, 1990; Andrews, Bonta, and Wormith, 2006; Andrews,
Bonta, and Wormith, 2011).

The risk portion of the RNR model has historically been used to make decisions
about where an offender is housed and the amount of treatment services needed
(Andrews and Bonta, 1995). However, recent research has brought to light the impor-
tance of administering multiple risk/needs assessments (Cohen, Lowenkamp, and
VanBenschoten, 2016; Labrecque, Smith, Lovins, and Latessa, 2014; Vose, 2016;
Vose, Smith, and Cullen, 2013). The initial assessment provides valuable information
about housing, amount and types of services needed. The follow-up assessments
indicate the degree to which the treatment services are working to reduce the offender’s
risks/needs. A reduction in risks/needs may allow for an offender to be moved to a less
restrictive housing unit and to receive reduced treatment services (Vose et al., 2013).
Subsequent risk/needs assessments may also be used to identify individuals whose risk
levels have decreased to the point where treatment can be discontinued and who are
ready for release.

Two important considerations are relevant. First, risk level does not simply reflect
the offense for which a prisoner was incarcerated. Criminal history is important, of
course, but not fully determinative of a person’s threat to public safety. Other risk
factors also inform this assessment. Second, risk level is dynamic, not static. Incarcer-
ated individuals’ risk to society can change. The person who entered the prison years
and even months ago may not have the same likelihood of reoffending today. This is
why the use of multiple risk assessments is important. In fact, administering risk
assessment now can provide updated, invaluable information on which prisoners fall
into the pool of low-risk offenders.

In this context, the use of validated risk/needs assessment to identify candidates for
targeted release is especially pertinent today as the country strives to slow the spread of
COVID-19. Freeing space in overcrowded correctional institutions will enable facilities
to implement social distancing measures, use enhanced cleaning protocols, and modify
other institutional practices in a way that may limit the spread of COVID-19 to inmates
and staff. Further, the removal of eligible candidates from institutions will provide
much-needed space to safely quarantine those inmates who have already been infected.
Finally, reducing the number of inmates in institutions will increase the likeli-
hood that institutional medical personnel can adequately treat the health needs
of the inmate population.

Of course, practical problems will have to be overcome. Undertaking assessments
during the pandemic and with limited trained staff in any given facility poses obvious
challenges. One option is to conduct a “virtual visit” where assessments are conducted
via online technology by staff located centrally in the department of corrections or by
outside consultants who have RNR model expertise and might live across the nation.
Fortunately, the Level of Supervision Inventory-Revised (LSI-R) is intended to be user
friendly, taking only about an hour to complete. The LSI-R is comprised of “54 risk
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and needs items, each scored in a zero-one format and distributed across 10 subcom-
ponents (e.g., Criminal History, Education/Employment, Leisure)” (Andrews and
Bonta, 2010, p. 316; see also Andrews and Bonta, 1995). In the end, offenders can
be assigned into a risk level of low, medium, or high.

The challenge for policy-makers is where to draw the line in deciding who to return
to society. Clearly, low-risk offenders are prime candidates for release, whereas high-
risk offenders are not. Less clear is whether to release moderate-risk prisoners who
could be “false negatives” if returned to the community on the assumption they would
not recidivate. In this regard, the LSI-R is useful in identifying unmet criminogenic
needs among such offenders (e.g., substance-abuse problem, anger management defi-
cit). One option is to make the release of moderate-risk inmates contingent on place-
ment in a treatment program that addresses unmet needs or to prioritize their receiving
in-prison treatment prior to their return to the community.

In short, the use of targeted release is an evidence-based approach to offender
management that will help corrections institutions operate more effectively and effi-
ciently without unduly jeopardizing public safety. Specifically, the targeted release of
offenders from an institutional setting will reduce operational costs and allow correc-
tional staff to direct treatment services to those most in need. Additionally, the use of
targeted release will help limit the transmission of COVID-19 to staff and inmates
within correctional institutions. Finally, the use of targeted release aligns with the
public’s desire to reduce the size of the prison population (Sundt et al., 2015; Thielo
et al., 2016).

Conclusion

The impact of the coronavirus pandemic is ongoing and far-reaching. The way in which
COVID-19 spreads coupled with our reliance on correctional facilities as total institutions
has further exacerbated the spread of the virus to correctional staff and the offender
population. While federal and state governments ramp up testing and scientists search for
a cure, correctional facilities and staff find themselves in uncharted territory and with few
resources available. The use of validated offender risk/needs assessments to identify
individuals eligible for targeted release is an evidence-based approach to offender manage-
ment that will save lives during the coronavirus pandemic without sacrificing public safety.

Much will be involved in the rapid release and reentry of incarcerated individuals.
For example, it might be necessary to test and quarantine these releasees either before
or immediately after reentry. Planning will be essential to arrange for returning
offenders temporary housing (possibly in unused motels rented by the state), appropri-
ate medical services, and adequate financial support (“Recommendations for Rapid
Release and Reentry,” 2020). Still, for a policy of mass release to retain legitimacy, a
concern for public safety must remain prominent among these other challenges.
Already, reports are being publicized about released prisoners committing violent
crimes, such as rape (Wallace, 2020). Although preventing such victimizations
completely is unlikely, officials must be able to show that their decisions are informed
by the best evidence possible. Use of the RNR model to assist in targeted release is an
important resource in showing a genuine attempt to balance health and public safety
interests in a time of national crisis.
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Finally, the tragedy of the pandemic might contain a silver lining for corrections. If
the RNR model and other precautions can allow for the safe, premature reentry of tens
of thousands of incarcerated individuals, this fact might well call into question the
necessity of imprisoning these offenders in the first place. In an era in which faith in
mass imprisonment already is waning, this natural experiment in mass release, if
successful, might prompt a fundamental rethinking of sentencing policy. Further, as
many Americans experience the pains of sheltering and a blocked future—the func-
tional equivalence of incarceration—they may develop more empathy for what life
behind bars entails (Fowers and Wan, 2020). It would be ironic but welcomed if the
pandemic produced not only great hurt and loss but also a shared sense of humanity
that extended to the nation’s institutionalized populations.
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