
         Mass incarceration is one of the central social problems of the 20th and 21st centuries. 
                                             Within the criminal justice system, jails and prisons are the two central institutions in which 
                                              individuals are incarcerated. However, research on mass incarceration focuses on prisons. 
                                              Jails, while neglected in the literature, are an important local institution with important 
                                              implications for the rest of the criminal justice system. Despite downward trends in prison 
                                              admission rates, jail rates and jail capacity in the U.S. are continuing to expand. This trend 
                                              of expansion is particularly pronounced for rural counties, which have seen the most 
                                              pronounced increase in their jail incarceration rates. Given the social relevance of the jail 
                                              and the neglect of jails in the larger literature on mass incarceration, in my dissertation 
research, I take the jail as my empirical and theoretical focus. My objectives are: 1) to examine the extent to which 
county government characteristics and county politics are associated with county-level jail rates, 2) to examine which 
county-level economic, political/ideological, and demographic factors are associated with county jail privatization, 
3) to examine which county-level institutional and social factors are associated with the use of jails as a punitive and 
economic institution. I find that county government social service programming and capacity and local politics and 
institutional contexts are important for understanding both jail incarceration and privatization. This research provides 
an important starting point for sociological analysis of the jail as both a punitive and economic institution with 
important implications for communities across the U.S.
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