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A Typology of Older Prisoners In 
Massachusetts State correctional Facilities 

1972 to 1982 

Abstract 

T'nis research develops and tests a conceptual typology of older prisqners on a 

sample of male and female inmates age 60 and over who were in the Massachusetts 

state correctional system between 1972 and 1982. The typology characterizes 

" ~our types of older prisoners: Type I--the first offender; Type II--the chroni~ 
~ 
o~fender; Type III--the prison recidivist; and Type IV--the inmate grown old. 

• : ..... ...0£ the laS inmates which met the age criteria of the study (96 men and 10 women) , 

almost half of the sample--52 cases--conformed to the description of the Type III 

offender, the prison recidivis~. 
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Introduction 

Prisoners are characteristically young' adults. Recent age profilfls of 

incarcerated populations reveal that approxim~tely 75 percent of the inmates in 

~tate institutions are age 18 to 24 (Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics--
.~ ., 
" 1';81). Thb age distribution contrasts sharply with the age distribution of the , 

tqtal U.S. population in which less than 15 percent of the public falls between 

. the ages of 18 to 24 tCensus of Population, 1980). Given that inmate populations 

are much youngeI' than the general popUlation it would bIll surprising, indeet1, to 

find many older persons in prison. In fact, older inmates typically constitute 

such a small part of the prison population that their presence may be dismissed 

as insignificant to the overriding concerns of security and control in the 

institution; consequently, they easily may become a forgotten minority. 

Krajick (1979) reports in two studios that one perco,t of all U.S. prisoners 

are age 60 and older, and slightly over one-half of one percent are age 65 and 

oldloar. In the Massachusetts str.:<te correctional system the percentages of older 

inmates are comparable to the national figures; as of January 1, 1982, 40 inmates 

were age 60 and older (.1 per'cent of the p:t;ison population) and 11 prisoners were 

G5 and older ('0.3 percent of the population). The presence of this small group 

of senior inmates, contrasting so sharply in age from t~e age of the modal 
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. p:Z::'isoner raises a number of questions, two of which will be dealt with in this 

pa?er: (1) do older prisoners constitute a homogeneous minority; and (2) what 

type of criminal career patterns commonly describe the older offender population? 

Some studies have attempted to develop a psychological and sociological 

profile of the older inmate. ~he older offender, on the one hand, is described 

as "competent, responsive, quick and shrewd" (Wiegand and Burger, 1979.-80: 49). 

On the other hand, studies have found that older prisoners tend to be more 

anxious and depressed (Bergman and Amir, 1973), express greater fears of 

inadequacy and insecurity, and function at lower levels of intelligence (Panton, 

1976) than younger prisoners. The contrasting image of the older inmate extends 

t~ descriptions of the role these individuals play in the inmate population. While 

s~e studies depict the older inmate as a stabilizing, ~ational force among the 

'younger prisoners suppressing the mo~e volatile aggressive tendencies of the 

prison population, other accounts suggest that older inmates are loners, victimized 

by younger prisoners, isolated from the mainstream cf prison life and prison 

activities and are extremely dependent upon prison staff (Krajick, 1979; Rubenstein, 

1982).. It is apparent that the existing literature can offer little consensus 

on the profile of the older inmate. 

The lack of consonant profiles of the older inmate may stem from different 

types of senior citizen~ admitted to prison. Wiegand and Berger (79-BO) and 

Teller and Howell (1981) identify two distinctive types of elderly offenders: 

(1) the first offender--an elderly person who commits a first offense after a 

lifetime of being a law-abiding citizen, and (2) the chronic offerlder--a recidivist 

who has spent many ye,u:s in and out of prison. These two types of older inmates 

tend to respond differently to the prison environment (Rubenstein, 19B2). First 

I 
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offenders, having stronger ties to the outside community, are likely to resist 

socialization into the prison system, whereas older recidivists whose criminal 

backgrounds closely resa~ble those of younger inmates, more readily assimilate 

into the prison culture and show the same degree of adjustment as their younger 

counterparts (Teller a,nd Howell, 1981). The mul ti-incarcera ted older offender 

may evidence greater integration into the prison system and exercise more 

influence over younger inmates because of past experiences and familiarity with 

prison Hfe. 

The classification of older inmates into first offenders and recidivists 

~~ helpful in accounting for some of the contradictions and discrepancies found 
.' , 

ih the p~ofile of the elderly inmate described above. However, the bipolar 

ty;pology itself is inadequate in certain respects. That i~t the first offender-
, .. ' ., 
recidivist typology does not encompass all "types" of older offenders in prison; 

certain logical types are missing from this typology. For example, which of the 

existin~ types describes the individual who reveals a his~ory of minor offenses 

and violations of the law, but is never committed to a state prison until later 

in life? Similarly, how does th~ ~ipolar typology classify the inmate who was 

incarcerated for a serious offense when young and then grew old in prison? Even 

assuming that the older first offender and the older recidivist do not exist as 

absolute types it is unclear whether. all older inmates should be subsumed under 

these types or whether a new classification system should be generated. 

In order to obtain a more complete picture of the "older prisoner" this 

study will examine the characteristics and criminal history of inmates age 60 

and older in the MB,ssachusetts correctional system between 1972 and 1982. 
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. f the older inmate pO'OU_' lation ",-ill serve either Providing a detailed descript~on 0 

to support the bipolar typology (first offender-recidivist) or to suggest the 

., ld . ~es Des_pite the small need fo~ an alternative system of class~fy~ng 0 ex ~~a_ . 

size of the elderly inmate population, attention to the attributes and criminal 

career p,e.tterns· of this group could prove useful in understandi.ng prospects for 

institutional adjustment and receptivity to rehabilitation attempts. 

Statement of purpose 

.' This study is concerned with describing the population of older inmates in 

.... /., ... t.he Massachusetts state correctional system. The purpose of identifying the 

salient characteristicG of this group is twofold~ (l) to assess the fit of the 

d in the literature <elderly first offender versus bipolar typology offere 

'''), to e'ltT"llore the utility of an alternative elderly recidivist~i and ~ .. ~ 

descriptive system o£ classification. 

The bipolar typology appears to derive fran an examination of court 

commitments or institutional admission records of elderly offenders. Such a 

technique, by definition, omits the younger offender who has grown old in 

prison. other types of older offenders might also be overlooked by relying 

e~clusively on the bipolar typology as a method of classification. The objectives 

d the bipol~r typol~u to include categories which will 
of this stud~r is to expan .. -;lJ 

f ld i t If the range of older inmates in 
cover other pI';lssible types 0 0 er nma es. 

prison, in faclt, warrants an alternative classification, then contrasts in th~ 

~ 
i 
i 
I I 
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I 

• fl\t;t-" 

-5-

types should reflect differences in personal background characteristics and 

criminal h.istory. The adequacy of the existing bipolar typology will be 

determined on the basis of whether the "non-types" can be subsumed under the 

first offender/recidivist categories or whether the "non-types" differ 

enough to retain them as separate categories. 

Typologies have proven useful in research as teChniques for data reduction 

and descriptive analysis. One of the objectives of ~~s research is to test an 

alternative system of classifying older inmates. 'IWo dimensior. form the basis 

of the alternative typology, (11 ~ge at first state prison commitment and (2) prior 

l:\0ul t con'lictionE,. The cross-classification of older inmates according to these 
t 
~ uimensions produces four possible types of older prisoner (see Figure 1): 

1 
T.Ype J:" the .. firs t off ender"; C21 Type II, the .. chronic of£ender "; (3) Type I II , 

h .. ~.~ 

the "prison recidivist"; and (41 Type. IV, the "young offender grown old" in 

prison. lrunates who are admitted to prison for the first t:i.me at older ages and 

have no previous convi::tions are. considered "first offenders". Individuals with 

a history of incarcerations in a house of correction or multiple oriminal charges 

who a.re first imprisoned in a state institution late in life are labeled 

"chrorlic offenders". The "prison re.oid.ivist" category consists of olde.r inmates 

who have a reoord of multiple. state and federal incareerations b,eginning at a 

young age. The fourth oategory includes inmates imprisoned when young who 

received long ,sentences and grew old in prison. '!'he typol,ogy permits comparison 

of the four types of older inmates in terms of personal background cha:r'I.l.c-:eristics, 

criminal history, offense chllracteristics t anD ;fur lough. partioipation. 
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Figure 1. conceptual Typology of Incarcerated Older Prisoners 

Age At First State 
P:r.ison commi tmen:!:..,. 

Middle Age 

Young 
Adulthood 

Adult Convictions Prior To Last Confinement 

No Prior Criminal 
Record 

Firs t Offender 
(Type I) 

Offender Grown Old 
('.l'ype IV) 

Prior criminal 
Record 

Chronic Offender 
(Type II) 

Prison Recidivist 
(Type III) 

I~:: \ 

" ! 
I 

I 
I 

I 

i 
I 

! 
1 
1 
t· 
1 
1 
10 

t 
t 
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Methodology 

This study draws upon records of inmates in the Massachusetts correctional 

system between 1972 and 1982. Information on admissions, releases and the 

resident population at the beginning of each year for the 10 year period 

formed the basis for deriving the study sample. The sample consists of: (1) all 

offender~ age 60 and over who were in prison on January first of each year 

between 1973 and 1982, (2! all offenders age 60 and over who were released 

~a~year between 1972 and 1981, and (3) all offenders admitted between 1972 
,l 
~ 
and 1981 who were age 60 and over. It "-'CiS nocessary to examine all three sets 

'-i 
of information-~yearly admissions, yearly releases, and resident population at 

~e beginning of ea~ year--in order to include all older prisoners (defined 

in this study as any inmate age 60 and overl who were in the Massachusetts 

correctional system be~een 1972 and 1982. Each older prisoner was counted only 

once in the satlille despite the fact that any one of thenl might appe~l' as an 

admission one year, a released offender another year, and as a point-in-time 

resident for several years. This sampli,ng technique yielded 106 inmates age 60 

and over in state correctional institutions during the 10 year period; 96 of the 

older inmates were men and 10 were women. 

In order to carry out the analysis the lOG senior inmates were each assigned 

to one o~ tb.e four cat,egories of th.e conceptual 'typology (two of the four cate

gories are equivalent to the bipolar types identified in the literature. l 

The following specifications constitute the operational definitions of the four 

ttJ'Pes of senior prisoners. Inmates were classified as "first offenders" if 
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they had been incarcerated only once and were committed for the first ti~ after 

age 50 and had no prior adult incarcerations nor previous crimin~l charges other 

than the onelS} pertaining to the existing incarceration. Inmates confined for 

the first time after age 50 with no previous state or federal incarcerations, but 

rith multiple convictions or house of correction and/or jail sentences were 

classi.fied as "chronic offenders". The "prison recidivist" category includes 

senior inmates wi~ multiple state or feder~l incarcerations (including time 

served in state prisons outside of Massachusetts), or with adult parole violations 

on a si,ngle sentence leading to reincarceration. In some C"iSes the difference 

l?etween a "prison recidi.,-;l.st" and a '''chronic offender" was determined solely on 

the basis of how the former sentence (s) was served (j. .e. I in prison, in a house 
~ 

of correction, or on probation). 
." .. ;,~, 

Inmates imprisoned over a period of at least 

12 consecutive years and incarcerated before the ,age of 50 are classified as 

inma tes who have "grOW'n old" in pris on. This latter group would have reached 

"old age" sometime after they last entered prison. 2 

The criteria used for assigni.ng older fe.Il'.ales to categories of the typology 

differ slightly from those used to ass,ign nales. This variation was necessary 

because it was impossible to draw comparable samples of older male and female 

prisoners. Traditionally woman were confined to the state correctional insti-

tution for women for such offenses as drunkenness, disturbing the peace, adultery 

and so on - offenses for which. men ordinarily were confined in houses of 

correction. Female prisoners who served time for these offense~ in the past 

would have records which shC1wled prior state commitments even though they may have 

been incarcerated for only 6 months to a year. More recently the state prison 

for women has beel'l used to house female offenders with county sentences (sentences 

of less than 210:1 yearsL In ligh.t of these historical and administrative differences 

c· 

',': 
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in the correctional treatment of female offenders, the records of women were 

examined to determine whether they were sentenced for 210:1 years or more. Any 

sentence of less than 210:1 years was treated as the equivalent of a jailor house 

of correction commitment. Consequently, of the five women wno had multiple 

state incarcerations, two had the equivalent of state cccmi tments and three had 

the equivalent of county commitments. The three older female inmates with the 

cou.nty sentences were assigned to the "chronic offender" category. 

The.length of time served on the most recent sen.tence and the age of the 

inmate when the commitment commenced are the critical factors differentiating 

p'~ison recidivists anil first offenders fran senior inmates who have grown old 
" 

i~ prison. For example, a felon might be admitted to prison on a first offense 

at.'age 55, serve 11 years of his sentence and be classified as a "first offender" 
: .. ( 

because of his age at initial incarceration. In another situation, an inmate may 

have served 15 years of a sentence, been released at age 40, and ~prisoned again 

on another charge at age 60. This inmate would be classified a "prison recidivist" 

because he had not actually "grown old" in prison even though be had served a 

lengthy sentence during part of his adult life. These cases illustrates the 

somewhat arbitrary nature of the classification system. Because the study deals 

with a fixed period of time, a follo-w-up of the inmate sampJ.e might result in a 

slightly different assignment of inmates to the various categories of the typology. 

In other words, at a later period in time "first offenders" might t)ecome "prison 

recidivists" and ":Pi:ison recidivists" might have "gr.own old". Although the 

typology is tempora! in nature, it is offered in the present study as a useful 

technique for differentiating the older inmate population. 
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The two dimensions discussed earlier--age at first state co~tme~t and prior 

adult convic~ions--formulate the criteria for the fourfold typology. Tables A 

and B in th~ Appendix present variables which are indicators of the abstract 

dimensions of the typology. The abil.ity of the indicator variables to differentiate 

among the four categories of older inmates offers some confidence in the reliability 

of the operational definitions as mea.sures of the abstract dimens ions. Indicators 

such as the age variables, former commitments, and time served were calculated by 

the researcher from dates available in the prison records on each senior inmate. 

Included in the calculation of time served were the years actually spent in 

prison bebieen the effective date of the =irst commitment to the release date of 
!, 

·the last commitment or December, 1982, if the inmate was incarcerated at the 
'i' ',: 
t~me of the study. 

'\ 
~ 

It is apparent from Tables A and B that various indicators of the conceptual 

dimensions do distinguish among senior inmates, especially among males, in the 

expected way. In most cases discussion of the typology will focus on the findings 

from the male inmates in the sample. The deviation of the distribution of female 

inmates from the general pattern of male inmates and the small number of 

women representipg each type preclude a separate analysis of senior female inmates. 

Consistent wi.th th.e classification system, prison recidivists and offenders 

grown old are incarcerated at yoU?ger ages and have spent mor.e time in prison 

(see "median age at first incarceration" and "mean years served" in Tables A and 

B in '\:he Appendixl. Th.e nUllber of years served in prison ranges fran 1 to 15 

years and from 1 to 16 years for male first offenders and chronic offenders, 

respectively; and rn.nges from 3 to 45 years for male prison recidivists and from 

14 t.o 53 years for men grown old. Age at first incarcerl!.tion ranges from cage 54 

-.... ,., ... -
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to 67 inclusive among Type I, age 52 to 76 among Type II, age 16 to 64 among Type 

III and age 19 to 48 among Type IV older inmates. Previous adult incarcerations 

most clearly ~~racterize the prison recidivists. Approximately 55 of the chronic 

offenders (male and female) reveal prior adult incarcerations, but thar;e refer to 

county and municipal jail terms not state or federal prison commitments in the 

case of men and state commitments for county sentences in the case of women. The 

relatively ~~percentage of those. grown old with a history. of prior adult incar

cera.tions indicates that most of these inmates were repeat offenders before being 

incarcerated for long terms. 

In most instances, the criterion variables distinguish among the types of 

i¢mor inmates alo.ng the lir.es suggested by the abstract dimensions--age at 
( 

~ 

first state commitment and prior adult convictions. The weakest fit is between 
'\ 

...:the th.eoreti.cal irurate "grOW'n old" and the actual attributes of old~~ inmates in 

the Massachusetts system falling into this categoxy. While the results of the 

empirical indicators do not suggest mutually exclusive categories of older 

prisoners, the typology represents a convenient mechanism for classifying senior 

inmates. 

Finciings 

Table 1 shows h~'l the four inmate types are dist=ibuted, among the 106 

prisoners ~ge 60 and older in the Massachusetts state correctional system 

between 1972 and 1982. As can be seen, the predominant type of older inmate is 

'ch.e prison recidivist, maki.ng up 49 percent of the 106 cases. The first offender 
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Inmate 
Type 

Type I 
First Offender 

'Type II 
Chronic Offender 

Type III 
P;ison Recidivist 

Type IV 
Gr,own Old 
" . ... 

TOTAL 
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Table 1 

Senior Inmate Type By 
Gender of Inmate 

Males 

14 
( 15) 

19 
( 20) 

50 
( 52) 

13 
13) 

96 

Females 

5 
( 50) 

3 
( 30) 

2 
( 20) 

0 
0) 

10 
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and the chronic offender have almost an equal Chance of appearing, comprising 18 

percent and 21 percent of the sample respectively. h~en male and female older 

offenders are examined separ.ately the distribution of types differs somewhat. 

Among older male prisoners (96 cases) the prison recidivist is still the most 

common type (50 cases), the Chronic offender follows as the second most common 

type (19 cases), and the first offender (14 cases) and inmates gr~n old (13 

Total cases) constitute the smaller segments of the male sample. Older female 

19 
18) 

prisoners fall into only three categories of the typology. The lIX:)st common type 

22 
of olo~'female inmate is the first offender. The data on the women should be 

21) viewed \-rith. caution, however, since the sam'p'le is too small to support any 

52 
( 49) 

~ generalizations about this group. 
,~, 

13 
A number of inmate characteristics and offense-related variables will be 

" 
( 12) eXamined in terms of the fourfold typol091 in the following tables. The objective 

~ to\\t .... 
" : ",-"o" 

of this analysis is to provide descriptive profiles of the four types of older 

106 ./ in.IMtes and to determine whether the differences between the four groups are 
.,. 

signi£icant enough to retain the separate types or whether the typology should 
.",-

be collapsed into the original dichot~--firs~ offenders and recidivist. 

The pers'onal background characteristics of inmates, offense varia.bles, and 

release variables reporteu in Tables 2-5 refer 'to conditions at the time of the 

most recent period of state incarceration. Much. of the background information 

is self-reported and is not verified. Table 2 presents the distribution of selected 

personal bac~ground characteristics for the four ty'p~$ of senior inmates. Although 

the majority of senior inmates are white, sJ.;l.gh.tlY more non-white inmates (.23 percent) 

are found amqng "chronic offenders II and "grown old", respectively. :First offenders 
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Background 
Characteristics 

White 
Percent 

Married at Time of 
Recent Commitment 
Percent !,. 

,t 

Table 2 

Selected Personal Background Characteristics 
By Type of Older Jnmate 

Senior Inmate Types 
First Chronic Prison 
Offender Offender Recidivist 

16 17 44 
64) 77) 85) 

Most 
10 9 15 

( 53) ( 41) 29) 

Military Service Experience 
Percent 

4 11 19 
(. 211 ( 50) ( 36) . 

5 'Years or More at Most 
......... ••· ... Skilled Job 12 11 16 

Percent (. 63) ( 50) ( 31) 
. ...::-

High School Education 11 8 12 

" 
Percent ( 58l. 36i ( 231 

./ Manual Trades as F:::-imary 
Occupation 4 7 26 
Percent l 211 l 321 ( 50) 

TOTAL CASES 19 22 S2 
Percent t 18l. (. 21) t 49) 

Offenaer-
Grown Old Total 

.1.0 87 
77) 82) 

1 35 
8) 33) 

4 38 
( 31) (. 36) 

2 41 
t 15) 39) 

2 33 
t 15) 31) 

7 44 
54) 42) 

13 106 
<. 121 (100) 

,t.' 

I 
I , 
r 
J 

and chronic offenders are more likely to have been mar~ied at the time of 

commitment than the othf:\r two types of offenders. This finding may be indicative 

of the difficulty in sustaining marriage and family relationships with repeated 

incarcerations. For example, 44 percent of the prison recidivists were divorced 

or separated at the time of their last commitment. Moreover r the finding may 

also reflect life cycle characteristics as well as institutional history of those 

inmates committed at younger ages--62 percent of the offenders grown old had never 

been married by the time of their most recent incarceration. 

The social status backgrounds of the four types of senior inmates evidence 

s,ome interest.ing differences. First offenders and chronic offenders reveal 
'I~ 

l-. 
mpre years of schooling and generally have spent longer periods of time at one . 
g~ven job than other types of older.· inmatas. Manual work tends to be the modal 

,.' 
,1 

type of occupation for older p~isoners.. HCMever, experience in the manual trades 

tends to be much more characteristic of prison recidivists or offenders grown old 

than first or chrnoic offenders. Among first offenders and chronic offenders 

" about a third (32 percent in each. category) held white collar positions prior to 

their most recent and only state incarceration. The occupational background of 

the older women is unknCMn in many cases (40 percent), but, among those for which 

it has been reported, manual and.service jobs are the most common. It appears 

from the distribution of characteristics in Table 2 that first offend~rs and 

chronic offenders come from more stable employment and marital backgrounds and 

exhibit somewhat higher social status in terms of educational and occupational 

indi-ators than prison recidivists and inmates gror.m old. These findings are 

cor~istent with those reported by Rubenstein (1982) on the differences in the 

profiles of the elderly first offender and the multiply incarcerated elderly 

offender. • 
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Table 3 

Type of Offense at Time of Most Recent Incarceration 
By Type of Older Male Inmate 

First Chronic Prison Offender 

Offender Recidivist Grown Old 
Offense 

N - 19 N = 50 N = 13 
N = 14 

31 12 
10 11 

62) ( 92) 
71) t 58) 

7 1 
1 5 

L 8) 
C. n l 26) c.. 14) 

8 0 
0 1 

<. 0) 
l 0). L 5) C. 16) 

0 
0 1 3 

<. 0) <. 5~ <. 6) t O~ 

0 1 1 3 0> 
(,2U t 5) t 2) l 

Total 
N = 96 

64 
( 67) 

14 
( 15) 

9 
9) 

4 
( 4) 

5 
5) 

These may not total to 100\ due to rounding. C t Refers to column percents • . / 

\i 

, . 

\ 

" 
~'" ".-" .. .. ",". .. " ...... 1· ,,~, 
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Table 3 presents the category of offense--person, sex, property, drug or 

other offense--for which older male inmates were serving time during their latest 

incarceration. Since person and sex offenses are the most common type of offens~ 

among older male prisoners, Table 4 perrr~ts a closer examination of these 

two offense categories for men. Tables were not included to display the 

offense patterns of older women because of their small sample size. However, 

of the ten senior female inmates, three were most recently incarcerated for 

manslaughter, one for armed assault, one for unarmed assault, one for injury 

to property, one for a Class-A drug offense, and three for 'bther" offenses 

L9,isturbing the peace, contempt of court and drunkenness). It is important t" 
,t 
( 

nbte that the nature and distribution of offenses leading to incarceration of 

ol~er women in a state prison vary greatly from those leading to incarceration 
,,' 

" • ..: . ·'·of older men. 

Unlike the spcial background variables which exhibit similarities between 

first offenders and chronic offenders on the one hand and between prison 

". recidivists and offenders grown old on the other hand, the offensE' variables 

reveal quite distinct patterns for the four groups of senior male inmates. 

Table 3 indicates that the majority of senior male offenders are likely to be 

serving sentences for sane kind of "person" offense. However, prison recidivists 

reveal a relatively high proportion of recent incarcerations for property cr~es. 

Murder convictions seem to characterize male offenders who have grown old in 

prison, while manslaughter and sex offenders are found slightly more often among 

"chron,;,c offenders" (see Tables 3 and 4t. In general the inmates experiencing 

repeat cCJllDlitments (prison recidivists). are ~,ncarcerated for many more varied 

crimes than the other type,s of older male prisoners. While most of the first 
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Person/sex 
Offense of First 
Most Recent Offender 
conviction N = II 
Murder - 1 2 

( 18) 

Murder - 2 2 
( 18) 

Manslaughter 4 

'\ C. 36) 

Armed Assault & 

~ssau1t/lntent to 
"M'.u-der 2 

( 181 

Armed Robbery 0 
C. 0) 

Conspiracy 0 
l Ol. 

Rape & Assault/ 
Intent to Rape 0 

t 01 

Rape-Minor & 
Assault/Intent 
to Rape Minor 1 

(. 91 

. 
.'-""'I10'!.~"""~~!u.o.··' ;,~" 
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Table 4 

Person and Sex Offenses By 
Type of Senior Male Inmate 

Chronic Prison 
Offender Recidivist 
N = 16 N = 38 

2 3 
12) 8) 

1 5 
C. 6) 13) 

8 10 
C. SO) ( 26) 

0 2 
t 0) <. 5) 

0 10 
C. 0) C. 26) 

0 1 
e. 0) c. 3) 

0 2 
C- Ol <. 5) 

5 5 
(. 31) <. l~l 

Total 
Offender Person/Sex 
Gr.OWIl Old Offenders 
N = 13 N = 78 

5 12 
38) ( 15) 

7 15 
54) ( 19) 

0 22 
( 0) ( 28) 

0 4 
t 0) 5) 

0 10 
C. 0) ( 13) 

0 1 
<. 0) <. 1) 

0 2 
C- O) t 3) 

1 12 
8) ( 15) 

t l Refers to column percents. These may not total to 100\ due to rounding. 
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offend~rs are/Were serving time for murder, manslaughter or assault, three (21 

percent) \'le,,:e incarcerated for a non-person crime, extortion. 

Although the frequencies in the cells of Tables 2,3 and 4 are too small to 

produce l,'eliable statistics, it is intereJ5ting to note that first offenders are 

similar to chronic offenders in terms of social Characteristics, but tend to be 

serving time for the kinds of crimes that led to the incarceration of offenders 

grown old. 'l'h.e types of crimes for which chronic male offenders were incarcerated 

do not closely parallel the offense patterns of any ot the other types of older 

male irunates r and the prison recidivists are quite distinct in terms of 'i~e range 

of crimes and the prevalence of property crimes. 

'." 

,I 
There n?-9ht be some question at this point as to whether the mOElt recent 

donvictions of the SO male "prison recidivists" ch.aractel."ize their earlier offense 

pattern. Examination of past state and federal incarcerations for th.i.s group 
" 

indicates that about a third (16 inmatesl were imprisoned earlier for a different 

crime. The rest were either incarcerated multiple times for the same offense (14 

inmates)., returned to prison for parole violation or escape (10 inmates) ~ or 

imprisoned for a crime similar in nature to their last offense (10 inmates). The 

combination of armed robbery and breaking and entering/larceny appeared fairly 

of 'ten and were treated as similar offe.nses even though armed robbery involves the 

use of force or threat of force or violence. Like comparable property offenses, 

armed robbery is usually motivated by material gain and the intent to deprive 

another of property. In general the criminal histories of the prison recidivists 

reveal fairly stable patterns of criminal involvement, indicating that their current 

offense reflects, with some accuracy, their criminal past. Hence, in the agY'regate, 

current offense is a useful comparative measure to assess similarities and differences 

between types of older inmates. 



Total 
Furloughs 
For All 
~ncarcerations 

None 

One 

2 to 5 

I" ,', 
\ 
1" 

6, to 10 

" .. ""11 to 30 
.. ..." .. ' 

.,,;- More Than 30 

... 
TOTAL 

./ 
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Table 5 

Total Number of Furloughs 
for Older ~~le Inmates 

First Chronic Prison 
Offender O,tfender Recidivist 

'~J;_,... 

7 4 14 
( 50) ( 21) 28) 

1 0 6 
( 7) ( 0) 12) 

1 4 9 
( 71 C. 21) ( 18) 

S 4 6 
l 21) t 21) ( 12) 

1 3 8 
( 71 ( 161 (, l6) 

1 4 7 
t 71 ( 211 ( 14) 

14 19 50 

Offender 
Grown Old Total 

3 28 
23) 29) 

3 10 
( 23) ( 10) 

2 16 
( 15) ( 17) 

2 15 
( 15) ( 16) 

1 13 
( 8) 14) 

2 14 
( 15) 14) 

13 96 

i 
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I" ; , 
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Table 5 presents the total nWllber of furloughs granted the vario'us types 

of older male prisoners over the duration of all incarcerations up to the time 

of the study. Tables 6 and 7 indicate the institutional status of older inmates 

at the end of 1982 or the type of release from their last or most recent incar-

ceration if they were no longer in prison. The information on institutional 

status is presented for older male inmates in Table 6 and older female inmates 

in Table 7. 

Table 5 reveals that the greatest degree of furlough participation occurs 

among chronic offenders, prison recidivists and offenders grown oldl male first 

offenders appear to be the least likely to be sent on furloughs. Furlough 
l~ 

Participation may be less related to length of time served (a correlate of the 
~, 

i~te tYl'0logy) than to type of offense, institutional behavior, and inmate 

.• ,resources and support outside of prison. Nonetheless, even though older female 

inmates serve state sentences for crimes of a less serious nature than older male 

inn~tes, women disproportionately receive fewer furloughs. Eight of the ten older 

female inmates in the sample ne\ier received a furlough. during any period of 

incarceration. It appears that furlough participation is contingent a number of 

personal and administrative factors and therefore, is not a simple indicator of 

i~'o:titutional adjustment. Furlough. participation of. older iwnates is presented 

here primarily for descriptive purposes. 

According to T.able 6 about a third of the older male prisoners are currently 

incarceratecl. However, of those no longer residing in prison, the majority of 

older male inmates were released to the street on parole. Wllile parole seems the . 

predominant form of release, prison recidivists (excluding those still in prison) 

shQW a greater tendency to le~ve prison either by being discharged, released to 

another authority or escaping. The age at which. inmates leave prison is fairly 

uniform among the four categories of older inmates. Among both males and females 
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Table 6 

IllSti tutional Status on December 31, 1982 
or Type of Release From Last Incarceration 

for Older ~~le !nmates 

Chronic Prison Offender 
Institutional 
Status/Type 
of Releasa 

First 
Offender Offender Recidivist Grawn Old Total 

~--~~~~--~~--~----~~-

.In Prison 6 6 17 2 

Parole 8 10 16 9 

Discharge o 1 7 o 

Release to Other Authority o o 5 o 

o o 2 o 

Died in Prison o 2 3 2 

14 19 50 13 

Tabl~ 7 

Institutional Status on December 31, 1982 or 
Type of Release from Last Incarceration for Older Female Inmates 

Institutional 
status/Type 
of Release 

In Prison 

Parole 

Discharge 

Release to Other Authority 

Expiration 

TOTAL 

First 
Offender 

o 

2 

1 

1 

1 

5 

Chronic 
Offender 

o 

o 

1 

1 

1 

3 

Prison 
Recidivist 

1 

o 

1 

o 

2 

Offender 
Grown Old 

o 

31 

43 

8 

5 

2 

7 

96 

Total 

1 

2 

3 

2 

2 

10 
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who were released from their last incarceration before December, 1982, the median 

age at release was between age 62 and 64, and the range in age was between 60 and 

77. Among those who died in prison the median age at death was 70; the youngest 

being age 60 and the oldest ~gQ 77. Male chronic offenders and men who have grown 

old are sl.igh.tly more likely to die in prison than are other types of ,,,lder 

inmates. No prison deaths occurred among first offenders even ~hough they are 

incarcerated at older ages. It should be remembered, however, that first 

offenders serve relatively short prison terms when compared with other types of 

older offenders. 

Female older offenders differ from males by type of release only in that 

relatively more of them are disch.Cl!ged or have thei;::' sentences expire (see Table 7) • 
I" .< , 
~ese differences are not peculi~r to older women; women in general are more 

" 
li~ely to be released from prison as a result of discharge or sentence expiration 

,./ due to relatively short sentences given for county cortmitments. 

While the types of release among the fo\'r cat.egories of older prisoners do 

not vary great.ly, movement between the state prison system and the state hospital 

for the criminally i.'lsane/sexually dangerous duri.ng the period of imprisonment 

reveals decided differentials amo,ng the four types of older inmates. Seventeen 

individu: ... ls--all men--spent some time in the State Hospital during one or more 

incarceratior.s for observation either as a sexually da;ngerous person or for 

suspected criminal insanity. One man was a first offender, two were chronic 

offenders, seven were prison recidivists l14\l, and seven were inmates grOlll'n old 

lS4\l.. The fact that over half of the inmates who had "grown old" in prison had 

been committed at one time or another to the state hospital indicates the high risk 

of such a commitment for this type of older inmate. Additionally, among the seven 

senior inmates \~ died while in prison, three had been hospitalized at the state 

hospital sometime duri?g their incarceration in the state prison system. 
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Discussion 

One of the original objectives of this research was to determine whether the 

bipolar typology of older offenders suggested in the literature is an adequate 

method for describing and classifying older inmates in the Massachusetts state 

correctional system. The bipolar typology has the obvious advantage of being 

more parsimonious than the four-way classification presented in this study. 

In ·the case of older men, the bipolar typolC'l,] has some applicability if 

first offenders and chronic offenders are grouped together into the "first 

'offender" category of the bipolar typology and prison recidivists and inmate grown 

dId combine to form the "recidi vist" category of the bipolar typology. This 

~ • ~ ",,'1 
/cllchomoization only makes sense, however, when describing the social background 

- ~.", ... "'" 
characte.:cistics of older inmates. However, there is enough variation in the 

social status attributes of older inmates to recommend a fourfold typology 

over the categorical distinction between "first offenders" and "recidivists." 

A bipolar classification of a la.rge sample of older offenders is likely to conceal 

differences in social status characteristics associated with prior sentences and 

previous t~ served <.in any type of law enforcement facility). 

The four types of older inmates appear quite dissimilar in terms of offense 

patterns, criminal history and types of movement within the prison system. 

Although the criminal histories of offenders grown old to some degree parallel 

those of chronic offenders and prison recidivists, their active criminal careers 

tend to be curtailed by long periods of incarceration. It does not appear 

reasonable in li~t of the findings on institutional experience and offense variables 

to collapse the four types of older inmates into a dichotomy of "first offender:' 

I 
/. 

,::, 

• • 

- ~--~- .~~-- .-.- --- . 
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and "recidivist". The fourfold typology suggests that the presence of older 

people in prison is not simply a bimodal pattern of youthful offenders continuing 

criminal careers into old age and senior citizens with ·clean records" being 

i.1carcerated for the first time when they are elderly. A recently published 

study (Langan and Greenfeld, _983) that examines criminal career patterns of 

offenders admitted to prison during middle age produced findings which support 

the results of the present research. 3 

In conclusicm, if further research should be conducted on older inmates, 

the findings fronl this study suggest that a fourfold typology such as the one 

~mployed in this paper would be more useful than the traditional dichotomous 
\~ 
~ 

typology. This is especially true for older male offenders. The fourfold 

~logy preserves a richness of information on social characteristics and .. , 
• : •.• 'i 

. .,.... criminal history which the original bipolar typology ignores. Using the 

fourfold typol,ogy based on age at fjxst state incarceration and prior cri:ninal 

~onvictionsr especially if the size of the database per::d.ts, has great potential 

for analyzing and predicting the beha\~oral responses 0= older ~ffenders to 

prison and their subsequent adjustment upon release. 

The results of the study are inoonclusive for older womeno If the sample 

size had been larger, the fourfold typology might hav~ been equally applicable 

to older female prisoners. HCMever, system constraints make it difficult to 

draw comparable samples of male and female prisoners given differences in 

sentencing practi-es r typical l~n~ of sentence r and common ~es of offenders. 

Another prison system might be more suitable for testi,ng the heuristic ability 

of the fourfold typo~ogy for older female prisoners. 
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Table A 

criterion Variables ~ Types of Senior 
Male Prisoners 

Criterion 
Variable 

Median Age at First Court 
Appearan,?e 

Median Age at First 
Incarceration 

~dian Age at Last 
I<pcarceration 

Mean Years Served in 
Prison· 

.• ,.t>t' 

Mean Years Served During 
Last Incarceration 

\ With Prior County 
commitment 

, With Prior Massachusetts 
State Comndtrnent 

'I'OTAL 41 OF CASES 

First 
Offender 
Type I 

53.5 

60.5 

60.5 

3.8 

3.4 

0\ 

0\ 

14 

Conceptual Older Inmate Types 
Chronic Prison 
Offender Recidivist 
Type II Type III 

22.2 17.4 

61.0 25.5 

61.0 57.7 

5.0 17.2 

4.8 4.6 

47\ 74\ 

0\ 94\ 

19 SO 

GrOW'n 
Old 
Type IV 

19.0 

33.0 

39.0 

28.9 

28 • .2 

46' 

62' 

13 

• Time served for all state/federal incarcerations until most recent release or 
until December 31, 1982, if currently in prison. 
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Table B 

criterion Variables By Types of Senior 
Female Prisoners 

Conceptual Older Inmate 
First Chronic 

Criterion Offender Offender 
Variable Type :r Type II 

Median Age at First Court Appearance 61.0 37.0 

Me.dian Age at First Incarceration 62.0 41.0 

Median Age at Last Incarceration 62.0 64.0 

Mean Years Served in Prison· 0.4 4.3 
\' 

Mean Years Served During Last 
Incarceration 0.2 0.0 

., Ii; with Prior County Commitment" 0% 33% 

% With Prior Massachusetts State 
Conunitment** 0% 100\ 

Total # of Cases 5 3 

Types 
Prison 
Recidivist 
Type III 

34.0 

42.0 

67.0 

8.5 

1.0 

100% 

100\ 

2 

• Time served for all state/federal incarcerations until most recent release 
or until December 31, 1982, if currently in prison. 

*. These statistics x'efer to the actual confinement in a county house of 
correction or a state prisonj they do not allQoT for the womerl serving 
county sentences in the state institution for women • 

• 

tJ .... 
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FOOTNOTES 

1 Unless stated otherwise, charges for traffic violations and state commitments 
for vagrancy and drunkenness were discounted in the assignment of offenders 
to one of the four categories of the typology. 

2 If the researchers had adhered st7:ictly to the conceptual delineation of this 
category, five of the inmates in their 60's classified as "grCMn old" would 
have been eliminated from the study. Although these five inmates spent over 
a decade in prison serving a single sentence, they actually entered prison 
during early "middle age" instead of "young adulthood" (ages 18-39). Rather 
than di.scard these cases, age at first incarceration was operationalized 
loosely--for this category only--to include inmates incarcerated before the 
age of 50. 

3 While the objectives and po?ulation of this study differ f.rom those of the 
La?gan/Greenfeld (1983) research, the findings of the two studies compliment 
each other. With the exception of a category of inmates comparable to the 
Ty"pCl IV inmate in this study (offenders woo have aged in prison) , the Langan/ 
Greenfeld research identify distinctive career patterns of middle age~ 
prisoners which could easily describe the careers of the older prisoners 
included in this study. Unfortunately, the Bureau of Justice Statistics 
research was not reported until afte%' the final writing of this paper, 
preventing a more ~orough comparison of the two studies. 

" 
,~ 
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