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Needed Corrections:
Promising Strategies for Improving Massachusetts’ Prisons and Jails 
By Anne Morrison Piehl, John F. Kennedy School of Government

In Massachusetts, prisons are often 
viewed as little more than the “end of 
the line” for criminal offenders. Un-
fortunately, this view fails to consider 
the fact that 97 percent of inmates in 
Massachusetts are eventually released 
to our communities. Many of those re-
leased walk directly out of a maximum 
security facility onto the street and 
most those released from prison do not 
have any ongoing monitoring or super-
vision.  The public safety consequences 
of such policies are alarming: nearly 
one out of every two of those released 
will be convicted of a new crime within 
just three years.1 
Massachusetts can be doing a lot more 
to ensure that inmates come out of 
prison less dangerous than they were 
when they went in. In particular, while 
punishment is a critical element to cor-
rections policy, we should also seek to 
ensure that public funds for corrections 
are spent wisely and in ways that cur-
tail the cycle of re-offending.  

The state is already moving in that di-
rection. Last year, a blue-ribbon com-
mittee, created by Governor Romney 
after the death of a high-profi le inmate, 
released a comprehensive assessment 
of the state’s Department of Correc-
tions, which operates the state’s pris-
ons.2  (Elected county sheriffs operate 
separate Houses of Correction for those 

convicted of lesser offenses). The com-
mittee report, which was based in part 
on work I did as its research director, 
highlighted several key trends and is-
sues. Most notably, the committee 
found that:

• While the state’s prison population 
has not grown substantially, more 
prisoners are being housed in 
higher-security settings 

• Fewer prisoners participate in parole 
and pre-release programs

• The department’s budget has grown 
substantially largely because of 
substantial increases in personnel 
costs, which are now among the 
highest in the nation

• Due to contractual provisions, the 
department’s managers have little 
ability to control personnel costs 

• Relatively few programs prepare in-
mates for their release.

The Commission report contains many 
more details about the operation of 
Corrections in the Commonwealth as 
well as recommendations for improv-
ing correctional practice in the state.  
The recommendations are directed to 
the DOC, the Legislature, and other 
government agencies.  
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The Changing Prison Population 

In the last decade, Massachusetts, like most oth-
er states, has focused more heavily on the values 
of incapacitation than rehabilitation.  This shift 
not only affected who entered the Department’s 
custody and how long they stayed, but also what 
occurred once they were inside. Most notably, 
the department has moved more inmates into 
higher levels of security while simultaneously 
closing lower security facilities As a result, the 
share of DOC prisoners in maximum security 
facilities has more than doubled— rising from 
9 percent of the prison population in 1994 to 19 
percent today. In contrast, the share of prisoners 
in minimum security facilities has decreased by 
more than 50 percent — falling from 23 percent 
in 1994 to 11 percent in 2004.3 (See Figure 1)  
This shift to higher security means that inmates 
are housed in the most expensive of all correc-
tional settings, which simultaneously are the 
settings least conducive to preparing inmates for 
their ultimate release.

Spending, Staffi  ng, and Management 

The operating expenditures for the Department 
of Correction in 2003 totaled nearly $438 mil-
lion4, a 23 percent real increase from 1994 (that 
is, after adjusting for infl ation). This growth was 
not the result of a growing inmate population. 
Rather, while the Department’s expenditures 
were increasing, the number of inmates declined 
by 7 percent from 10,644 in 1994 to 9,886 in 
2003.

The budget increases result primarily from the 
rising costs of labor, including overtime and 
collective bargaining costs.5 The increased per-
sonnel costs are due in large part to rising sala-
ries for correctional offi cers, whose salaries, as 
negotiated by management and state offi cials 
in the last four labor contracts, increased by 
between 70 percent and 77 percent since 1992 
(or between 29 percent and 36 percent adjusted 
for infl ation). By comparison, all Massachusetts 
wage earners gained only 17.9 percent in their 
infl ation-adjusted salaries over the same period.6 
As a result of these increases, Massachusetts’ 

Needed Corrections

Figure 1: Population by Security Level, 1994 - 2004
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correctional offi cers are the third highest paid in 
the nation, behind New Jersey and California, 
with average base salaries starting at $61,000 
for a Correctional Offi cer I.7 The state, more-
over, has the second highest staff-to-inmate ra-
tio (1:2) in the nation.8

In addition to high salaries, corrections offi -
cials have unusually generous benefi ts. Correc-
tion offi cers, for example, use an average of 52 
paid days off per year (including nearly 18 sick 
days), or the equivalent of one paid day off every 
week.9 Notably, the contract allows every offi -
cer to take 5 unsubstantiated sick days per year. 
By comparison, the average sick leave used by 
corrections offi cers with the Federal Bureau of 
Prisons is only 5.25 days per year.10 In Califor-
nia, the state with the largest prison system in 
the country, the average sick leave used by cor-
rection offi cers is 12.75 days per year.11 Staffi ng 
costs in Massachusetts now comprise 73 percent 
of the department’s budget and only 3 percent 
of the budget is allocated for inmate programs.12 

By comparison, salaries, benefi ts and wages 
make up about 65 percent of operating expendi-
tures for prisons nation wide.13

The correction offi cers’ contract also severely 
limits the authority of management to assign, 
promote, transfer and remove a correction of-
fi cer for the good of the Department. In three fa-
cilities, position assignments are determined by 
“job pick” – which means that offi cers can bid 
for the job they want, and jobs are awarded on 
the basis of seniority.14 Once the job is awarded, 
the offi cer “owns it.”15 In the remaining facili-
ties, shifts are determined strictly on the basis of 
seniority. In both instances, superintendents are 
allotted a small percentage (about 7 percent) of 
“superintendent pick” positions, whereby they 

“Staffi  ng costs in Massachusetts 
now comprise 73 percent of the 
department’s budget and only 
3 percent of the budget is allo-
cated for inmate programs.”

retain the discretion to fi ll positions as they wish. 
Thus, locked-in bids and seniority overwhelm-
ingly govern the staffi ng process. Similarly, the 
superintendents are unable to transfer or remove 
an offi cer for the good of the Department with-
out being subject to grievance and arbitration.  
These limitations on managerial discretion im-
pact the most fundamental management func-
tions required to effectively staff and operate 
DOC facilities.  

Finally, the Department’s management systems 
are insuffi cient to change agency culture, im-
prove accountability, and adequately measure 
overall agency performance.16 Management 
utilizes a system of regular reporting, internal 
and external audits, and meetings to ensure that 
DOC institutions fulfi ll minimum standards re-
quired by statute and internal policies.  Howev-
er, because these systems do not include defi ned 
measures of individual or organizational perfor-
mance, they essentially ask the wrong questions 
to support more widespread reforms.17 In short, 
they cannot help the DOC or any outside group 
assess whether the agency is achieving its mis-
sion and goals and, most importantly, have little 
ability to instill accountability. 

In contrast, over the past decade, several cor-
rectional systems in other states have attempted 
to re-think how they monitor progress toward 
specifi c agency goals to ensure greater staff and 
agency accountability. Perhaps the most cel-
ebrated example of a performance management 
system is the Total Effi ciency Accountability 
Management System (TEAMS) introduced in 
the New York City Correctional Department in 
1994. Modeled after the award-winning COMP-
STAT (Computerized Statistics) program run by 
the New York City Police Department, TEAMS 
was introduced to address widespread prob-
lems of violence and corruption at the ten cor-
rectional facilities at Riker’s Island. TEAMS 
is organized around three major concepts:  (1) 
collection and analysis of key data (160 indica-
tors) that support agency goals and mission; (2) 
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high-level forums chaired by the Commissioner 
to review and probe performance indicators and 
address problems; and (3) implementation of 
changes. Notably, since 1995, TEAMS is cred-
ited with reducing inmate-on-inmate violence 
by 97 percent, overtime costs by 34 percent and 
uniformed sick leave by 38 percent.18  

Public Safety and Inmate Reentry

The overwhelming majority (97 percent) of in-
mates will eventually be released from prison.  
Unfortunately, the recidivism rate among re-
leased offenders in Massachusetts is high (as 
it is nationally).19 Of those released in Massa-
chusetts in 1997, 19 percent were reconvicted 
within one year and 48 percent were reconvicted 
within three years.20 

Inmates generally come into the system with 
problems that make a successful transition back 
into society diffi cult because they are poorly ed-
ucated, have limited work experience, and often 
suffer from physical health, mental health, and 
substance-abuse problems as well.21 In Massa-
chusetts, for example: 

• Approximately 47 percent of inmates do not 
have a high school diploma or a GED when 
their sentence began.  Even more striking, 
14 percent of admitted inmates have not 
made it past the 8th grade at the time of 
their prison admission.22   

• Between 2.75 percent and 3.5 percent of the 
inmate population is HIV positive and 30 
percent tested positive for Hepatitis C.23   

• About one of every fi ve inmates (22 percent) 
has an open mental health case and a full 65 
percent of women have open mental health 
cases.24   

• The majority of inmates have extensive his-
tories of alcohol and substance-abuse prob-
lems. However, there is uncertainty about 
the precise number addicted at the time of 
admission to prison.

Although there is a large body of research evi-
dence showing that if these (and other) crimi-
nal risk factors are addressed, inmates are less 
likely to commit crimes after they serve their 
sentences, there has been a dramatic decline in 
programs that might prepare inmates for their 
release from prison. The Division of Inmate 
Training and Education, for example, saw its 
budget fall from $5.33 million in 2001 to $3.72 
million in 2004.  As a result of such cuts:

• 36 full-time teachers have been laid off, several 
vocational programs have been eliminated, 
including drafting, HVAC, small engine re-
pair, building trades and maintenance, and 
auto body, and academic programs have 
been eliminated at some facilities, includ-
ing special education and ESL.25 

• The number of GEDs received by inmates in 
the state’s prisons dropped from 351 in 2000 
to 113 in 2002 and despite the fact that 47 
percent of the prisoner population does not 
have a high school diploma or GED, only 
321 (out of 4,000) individuals are currently 
enrolled in a GED program.26  

• The number of female inmates participating in 
family services has dropped by 60 percent 
between 2000 and 2004.  

• The Correctional Recovery Academy, current-
ly available in eight facilities, has over 500 
inmates on the waiting list.  

Graduated reentry back to the community also 
can help reduce re-offending upon release be-
cause inmates who move down through the se-
curity levels during their terms of incarceration 
generally have lower rates of recidivism than 

“Over the past decade, several     
correctional systems in other 
states have attempted to re-
think how they monitor prog-
ress toward specifi c agency 
goals to ensure greater staff  
and agency accountability.”
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one would have predicted from their risk char-
acteristics.27 Today, however, approximately 75 
percent of DOC inmates are released directly to 
the street from maximum or medium security 
confi nement.  

Correctional systems should aspire to release 
the vast majority of inmates from minimum or 
pre-release settings, not directly from higher 
levels of security. Furthering hampering efforts 
to smooth transition to the community is the low 
rate of supervision following release – just 34 
percent of those released in 2002 were paroled.  
The Commonwealth’s poor performance in this 
area is partially due to restrictive laws passed 
over the past 25 years – truth-in-sentencing and 
mandatory-minimum laws often contain restric-
tions on inmate placement and release.28  

“The recommendations of the 
Governor’s Commission on  
Corrections Reform are 
sweeping, but not out of reach.”

Related Publications
For more information, see  “The Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts Governor’s Commission on Correc-
tions Reform , Scott Harshbarger, chair, Final Report, 
June 30, 2004 [http://www.mass.gov/Eeops/docs/
eops/GovCommission_Corrections_Reform.pdf].

unique to the DOC and, in fact, many similar 
concerns were raised by an earlier commission 
that looked into conditions in the Suffolk Coun-
ty House of Correction in 2002.30 The recom-
mendations of the Governor’s Commission on 
Corrections Reform are sweeping, but not out of 
reach.  Together, the fi ndings of the report and 
the ideas for improvement challenge the DOC 
and the Commonwealth to manage the inmate 
population and the state’s resources more pro-
ductively.  Over the six months since the report 
was released, the DOC has moved to improve 
upon the defi ciencies noted by the Commission.  
Yet there is still much more ground to cover be-
fore Massachusetts becomes a leader in correc-
tional practice. 

Given that those released from state prison in 
Massachusetts have served an average of fi ve 
years in prison,29 there is adequate time to ad-
dress some of these severe gaps in education, 
health, and vocational experience and to move 
to graduated reentry programs.  However, tak-
ing full advantage of the opportunity to reduce 
the criminal risks of those in prison requires a 
deep commitment to structure the Department’s 
budget and practices around this goal.  Doing so 
does not require additional funding but it does 
require support for and a commitment to con-
trolling staffi ng costs and increasing account-
ability for outcomes – including the prudent use 
of public money – which is a reasonable expec-
tation for a public agency.

Conclusion

Managing corrections effectively is a special 
challenge due to the risky environment, the 
24-per day demands, and the high needs of the 
inmate population.  These diffi culties are not 
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