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The United States is the world’s leader in incarceration with 2.2 
million people currently in the nation’s prisons and jails — a 
500% increase over the last forty years. Changes in sentencing 
law and policy, not changes in crime rates, explain most of this 
increase. These trends have resulted in prison overcrowding and 
fiscal burdens on states to accommodate a rapidly expanding 
penal system, despite increasing evidence that large-scale 
incarceration is not an effective means of achieving public safety.

Sentencing policies of the War on Drugs era resulted in dramatic 
growth in incarceration for drug offenses. Since its official beginning 
in the 1980s, the number of Americans incarcerated for drug 
offenses has skyrocketed from 40,900 in 1980 to 450,345 in 2016. 
Furthermore, harsh sentencing laws such as mandatory minimums 
keep many people conviced of drug offenses in prison for longer 
periods of time: in 1986, people released after serving time for a 
federal drug offense had spent an average of 22 months in prison. 
By 2004, people convicted on federal drug offenses were expected 
to serve almost three times that length: 62 months in prison.

At the federal level, people incarcerated on a drug conviction make 
up just under half of the prison population. At the state level, the 
number of people in prison for drug offenses has increased nine-fold 
since 1980, although it has begun declining in recent years. Most of 
these people are not high-level actors in the drug trade, and most 
have no prior criminal record for a violent offense.
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Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics Prisoners SeriesSource: National Association of State Budget Officers (1985–2017). State Expenditure Report Series.Source: Prisoners Series. Washington, DC: Bureau of Justice Statistics. 

1,500,000

1,250,000

1,000,000

750,000

500,000

250,000

1985
$6.7

$16.9
$26.1

$36.4
$42.3

$51.4
$57.7

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2016

STATE EXPENDITURES ON CORRECTIONS  
IN BILLIONS, 1985–2016

186,545

172,554

19851980

4,749

22,037

9,491

35,555
30,470

56,989
52,782

88,658

74,276

131,739

160,524

87,800

87,800

97,800

97,800

81,900

81,900

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2016

DRUG OFFENSES
ALL OFFENSES

All information courtesy of The Sentencing Project, Washington, D.C., sentencingproject.org

In conjunction with ReflectSpace exhibition
Incarceration Nation: The US Prison Industrial Complex
December 14, 2018–February 10, 2019
Curated by Ara and Anahid Oshagan

NUMBER OF SENTENCED PEOPLE  
IN FEDERAL PRISONS FOR  
DRUG OFFENSES, 1980–2016



OK
LA

HO
MA

LO
UIS

IAN
A

MI
SS

ISS
IPP

I
GE

OR
GIA

AL
AB

AM
A

AR
KA

NS
AS

TE
XA

S
AR

IZO
NA

KE
NT

UC
KY

MI
SS

OU
RI

SO
UT

H D
AK

OT
A

TE
NN

ES
SE

E
WY

OM
IN

G
FL

OR
IDA

NE
W 

ME
XIC

O
VIR

GIN
IA

NE
VA

DA
DE

LA
WA

RE
SO

UT
H C

AR
OL

IN
A

IDA
HO

MO
NT

AN
A

PE
NN

SY
LV

AN
IA

IN
DIA

NA
UN

ITE
D S

TA
TE

S O
F A

ME
RIC

A
KA

NS
AS

AL
AS

KA
WE

ST
 VI

RG
IN

IA
OH

IO
WI

SC
ON

SIN
MI

CH
IGA

N
NO

RT
H C

AR
OL

IN
A

CO
LO

RA
DO

EL
 SA

LV
AD

OR
NO

RT
H D

AK
OT

A
MA

RY
LA

ND
TU

RK
ME

NI
ST

AN
OR

EG
ON

CA
LIF

OR
NI

A
NE

BR
AS

KA
IOW

A
ILL

IN
OIS

CU
BA

HA
WA

II
TH

AIL
AN

D
WA

SH
IN

GT
ON

CO
NN

EC
TIC

UT
NE

W 
YO

RK
UT

AH
RW

AN
DA

RU
SS

IAN
 FE

DE
RA

TIO
N

NE
W 

JER
SE

Y
PA

NA
MA

CO
ST

A R
ICA

NE
W 

HA
MP

SH
IRE

MI
NN

ES
OT

A
MA

IN
E

RH
OD

E I
SL

AN
D

VE
RM

ON
T

BR
AZ

IL
MA

SS
AC

HU
SE

TT
S

UR
UG

UA
Y

BE
LA

RU
S

CA
PE

 VE
RD

E (
CA

BO
 VE

RD
E)

NA
MI

BIA
TU

RK
EY

IRA
N

SW
AZ

ILA
ND

SO
UT

H A
FR

ICA
GU

YA
NA

TR
IN

IDA
D A

ND
 TO

BA
GO

PE
RU

ISR
AE

L
MO

NG
OL

IA
TA

IW
AN

GE
OR

GIA
DO

MI
NI

CA
N R

EP
UB

LIC
NI

CA
RA

GU
A

AZ
ER

BA
IJA

N
LIT

HU
AN

IA
BA

HR
AIN

CH
ILE

MO
RO

CC
O

CO
LO

MB
IA

EC
UA

DO
R

NE
W 

ZE
AL

AN
D

LA
TV

IA
MO

LD
OV

A (
RE

PU
BL

IC 
OF

)
CZ

EC
H R

EP
UB

LIC
BO

TS
WA

NA
HO

ND
UR

AS
TU

NI
SIA

ES
TO

NI
A

SIN
GA

PO
RE

PA
RA

GU
AY

PO
LA

ND
JO

RD
AN

SA
UD

I A
RA

BIA
KA

ZA
KH

ST
AN

AL
BA

NI
A

GA
BO

N
SL

OV
AK

IA
AR

GE
NT

IN
A

HU
NG

AR
Y

SU
RIN

AM
E

MA
UR

ITI
US

CA
MB

OD
IA

MO
NT

EN
EG

RO
VE

NE
ZU

EL
A

PH
ILI

PP
IN

ES
KY

RG
YZ

ST
AN

AU
ST

RA
LIA

MA
LA

YS
IA

UK
RA

IN
E

ME
XIC

O
FIJ

I
KU

WA
IT

BO
LIV

IA
MA

CE
DO

NI
A

AL
GE

RIA
SE

RB
IA

UZ
BE

KIS
TA

N
ZA

MB
IA

BH
UT

AN
MY

AN
MA

R
U.K

.: E
NG

LA
ND

 & 
WA

LE
S

JAM
AIC

A
U.K

.: S
CO

TL
AN

D
GU

AT
EM

AL
A

AR
ME

NI
A

PO
RT

UG
AL

UG
AN

DA
ET

HIO
PIA

IRA
Q

LE
BA

NO
N

SP
AIN

BU
LG

AR
IA

VIE
TN

AM
CA

ME
RO

ON
TA

JIK
IST

AN
ZIM

BA
BW

E
LA

OS
CH

IN
A

RO
MA

NI
A

EG
YP

T
LU

XE
MB

OU
RG

CA
NA

DA
RE

PU
BL

IC 
OF

 SO
UT

H K
OR

EA
KE

NY
A

KO
SO

VO
/K

OS
OV

A
UN

ITE
D A

RA
B E

MI
RA

TE
S

FR
AN

CE
LIB

YA
HA

ITI
ITA

LY
AU

ST
RIA

BE
LG

IUM
SR

I L
AN

KA
AN

GO
LA

GR
EE

CE
LE

SO
TH

O
IN

DO
NE

SIA
AF

GH
AN

IST
AN

MA
DA

GA
SC

AR
RE

PU
BL

IC 
OF

 CY
PR

US
 

BU
RU

ND
I

SW
ITZ

ER
LA

ND
IRE

LA
ND

MA
LA

WI
CR

OA
TIA

GE
RM

AN
Y

U.K
.: N

OR
TH

ER
N I

RE
LA

ND
SE

NE
GA

L
NO

RW
AY

BO
SN

IA 
AN

D H
ER

ZE
GO

VIN
A: 

FE
DE

RA
TIO

N
SO

LO
MO

N I
SL

AN
DS

BE
NI

N
BO

SN
IA 

AN
D H

ER
ZE

GO
VIN

A: 
RE

PU
BL

IKA
 SR

PS
KA

CO
TE

 D’
IVO

IRE
DJ

IBO
UT

I
MO

ZA
MB

IQU
E

NE
PA

L
SIE

RR
A L

EO
NE

SL
OV

EN
IA

EQ
UA

TO
RIA

L G
UIN

EA
PA

PU
A N

EW
 GU

IN
EA

TO
GO

SY
RIA

CH
AD

DE
NM

AR
K

NE
TH

ER
LA

ND
S

GA
MB

IA
TA

NZ
AN

IA
FIN

LA
ND

SW
ED

EN
NI

GE
R

QA
TA

R
YE

ME
N

SO
UT

H S
UD

AN
TIM

OR
-LE

ST
E

GH
AN

A
BA

NG
LA

DE
SH

MA
UR

ITA
NI

A
SU

DA
N

JAP
AN

LIB
ER

IA
PA

KIS
TA

N
BU

RK
IN

A F
AS

O
NI

GE
RIA

OM
AN

IN
DIA

MA
LI

DE
MO

CR
AT

IC 
RE

PU
BL

IC 
OF

 CO
NG

O
RE

PU
BL

IC 
OF

 CO
NG

O
GU

IN
EA

 
CO

MO
RO

S
CE

NT
RA

L A
FR

ICA
N R

EP
UB

LIC
GU

IN
EA

 BI
SS

AU

This graph shows the number of people in state prisons, local jails, federal prisons,  
and other systems of confinement from each U.S. state per 100,000 people in that  
state, and the incarceration rate per 100,000 in all countries with a total population  
of at least 500,000.

If we view each state as an independent nation, every state appears extreme.  
Twenty-three states would have the highest incarceration rate in the world —  
higher even than the United States. 

Massachusetts, the state with the lowest incarceration rate in the nation, would rank 11th 
in the world, just below Brazil and followed closely by countries like Belarus, Turkey, Iran, 
and South Africa.

In fact, many of the countries that rank alongside the least punitive U.S. states, such as 
Turkmenistan, Thailand, Rwanda, and Russia, have authoritarian governments or have 
recently experienced large-scale internal armed conflicts. Others struggle with violent 
crime on a scale far beyond that in the U.S.: El Salvador, Russia, Panama, Costa Rica, and 
Brazil all have murder rates more than double that of the U.S. Yet the U.S., “land of the free,” 
tops them all.

More than 60% of the people in prison today are people of color. Black men are six times as likely to be incarcerated as white men 
and Hispanic men are 2.7 times as likely. For black men in their thirties, about 1 in every 12 is in prison or jail on any given day.

The number of women in prison has been increasing at twice the rate of growth for men since 1980. Women in prison often have 
significant histories of physical and sexual abuse, high rates of HIV, and substance abuse problems. 

GLOBAL INCARCERATION  
RATES

RACIAL & GENDER  
DISPARITIES

STATES COUNTRIES
Incarceration rate per 100,000
Source: Walmsley, R. (2018). World Prison Brief. London: 
Institute for Criminal Policy Research.
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Source: Carson, E.A. (2018). 
Prisoners in 2016. Washington, DC: 

Bureau of Justice Statistics.
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