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Abstract
Although widely seen as unruly and predatory, prison gangs operate as quasi-governments in
many American correctional facilities. Inmate groups enforce property rights, regulate illicit
markets, and promote cooperation when the state is unable or unwilling to act. Prison gangs
are relatively new to the United States, and are best understood as unintended consequences
of recent shifts in inmate demographics and the gradual erosion of the convict code. The
impact of prison gangs on street-level criminal activities and directions for further research
are also discussed.
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1 Introduction
Prison gangs are inmate organizations that exist into perpetuity, and whose membership is restrictive, mutually exclusive, and often requires a lifetime commitment. Prior to the 1950s, prison
gangs did not exist in the country, but by the late 1970s, inmate organizations were already a
dominant force in American correctional facilities (e.g. Fleisher and Decker, 2001; Howell, 2015;
Wells et al., 2002). The strength of these groups can be inferred from their membership numbers.
In 1985, there were about 113 gangs with 13,000 active members in American prisons (Camp and
Camp, 1985). By 2002, in contrast, about 308,000 prisoners were affiliated with inmate groups
(Winterdyk and Ruddell, 2010). The corrections director of California has attested that in 2006
there were up to 60,000 gang members in that state alone (Petersilia, 2006). As these numbers
do not include people who are indirectly involved with prison activities – such as visitors who
smuggle narcotics into prisons for felons to trade (Crewe, 2006) – the real influence of inmate
gangs is probably more extensive than official figures suggest.
The emergence of prison gangs was far from peaceful. Gangs have been responsible for most
cases of serious misconduct in jails, such as inmate assault (Cunningham and Sorensen, 2007;
Ralph and Marquart, 1991; Reisig, 2002), staff intimidation (Gaes et al., 2002), sexual misbehavior
(Ralph and Marquart, 1991; Wyatt, 2005), and drug trafficking (Shelden, 1991). Moreover, in
recent years, prison groups have expanded their reach and made inroads into street-level drug
markets, repeatedly resorting to force (e.g. Skarbek, 2011; Valdez, 2005). For all these reasons,
it is unsurprising that inmate organizations are now regarded as the most serious threat to the
American prison administration by staff and academics alike (Carlson, 2001; DeLisi et al., 2004;
Fleisher and Decker, 2001).
But despite their history of violence, prison gangs are not disorganized collectives. In fact,
many gangs are highly structured organizations, often with strict hierarchies, elaborate internal
rules, and comprehensive sets of norms (Leeson and Skarbek, 2010; Skarbek, 2012). Most importantly, gangs provide what the prison setting sometimes lacks: social order. The economics
literature tells us that the private supply of public goods (with regulation of social order as a
prime example) is not only theoretically possible (Olson, 1965; Ostrom et al., 1992), but in fact is
commonly provided by a variety of social groups. Prison gangs are no exception.
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Often, self-governing groups (like mafias) play a prominent role in defining and securing
property rights (Gambetta, 1996; Skaperdas, 2001; Varese, 2011). Since inmates are constantly
subject to extortion and violence, there is high demand for security from the incarcerated population. Convicts cannot always rely on prison staff for protection – correctional officers may
have limited resources, limited information, or both – therefore prisoners often turn to extralegal
institutions for help. Evidence shows that gangs have been successful at protecting property and,
perhaps surprisingly, their rise to power has coincided with a dramatic fall in victimization in
prisons; the number of inmate riots, assaults, homicides, and suicides have all decreased over
recent decades (Useem and Piehl, 2006). Paradoxically, violent gangs are making prisons safer.
Prison gangs also help inmates to enjoy the benefits of trade. Although the state actively discourages illegal commerce among criminals, trade is widespread in the penal system (Davidson,
1974; Kalinich, 1986; Lankenau, 2001; Williams and Fish, 1974). The contraband marketplace is
so important to inmate social life that some authors call it “the basis of legitimate power” within
prisons (Kalinich and Stojkovic, 1985). Nevertheless, market transactions are costly in jails. By
the nature of their own business, criminals generally distrust each other (Gambetta, 2009). Prison
groups solve this social dilemma by enforcing contracts (through violence if required), monitoring
transactions, providing general understanding of trade rules, and contacting potential suppliers
of goods from street gangs (Blatchford, 2008).
Academic works on street gangs greatly outnumber books and articles on prison gangs, and
with few exceptions (e.g. Freire, 2014; Skarbek, 2010b, 2011, 2012, 2014), inmate institutions have
been virtually ignored by political scientists and economists. Yet these two disciplines can offer
valuable insights into the inner workings of criminal groups. Rational choice theory, widely
employed by economists, appears particularly suited to this task. Rational choice is a variant
of methodological individualism, and one of its basic premises is that macrobehavior can be
explained by the purposive actions of self-interested individuals. The theory does not require
agents to have complete information or perform perfect calculations of their pay-offs (Simon,
1955), nor does it describe cognitive function or actual decision making.
Criminals are particularly inclined to behave rationally, as their environment forces them to
do so. Mistakes are severely punished in jails. Errors in judgment may lead to death. Hence we
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see rational choice as a useful framework to analyze social preferences and collective outcomes
in prisons. Furthermore, rational choice does not disregard the role social norms play in the
formation of individual preferences (Crawford and Ostrom, 1995; Elster, 1989; Ostrom, 2000).
As we argue below, shared perceptions have framed prison gangs since the earliest days of the
phenomenon. However, if the inmate community grows larger and more diverse, norms have to
be supplemented by other arrangements such as an organization. The rational choice framework
can integrate these various mechanisms into a single, cohesive theory of gang behavior.

2 How Gangs Operate
What drives gang formation? The media generally portray prison gangs as racist, violent, and
pathological. The idea does not seem far-fetched: many American gangs, such as the Aryan
Brotherhood, the Black Family, or the Mexican Mafia, are indeed organized along racial lines
(Fong, 1990; Hunt et al., 1993; Pelz et al., 1991). But while race does play a role in gang recruitment,
ethnic competition is not the key factor behind the growth in gangs. Rather, we argue that prison
gangs are created to support contraband markets through the promotion of cooperation and trust
between inmates (Fleisher and Decker, 2001; Roth and Skarbek, 2014).
This view is consistent with a vast literature on self-enforcing exchange. These authors claim
that it is possible for decentralized communities to engage in trade even without the presence
of strong government institutions (e.g. Ostrom et al., 1992; Powell and Stringham, 2009). Most
people in the world still live under governments that are ineffective, weak or corrupt, and many
firms run their businesses in areas where the state has only imperfect, if any, control. So, how do
they have governance without governments?
A common criticism of privately produced governance is based upon the assumption that if
state regulations were absent, long-term exchange could not persist because every interaction
would be characterized as a prisoner’s dilemma. That is, even if both parties could gain from
cooperation, they would still have an incentive to cheat due to the lack of external enforcement
of property rights. However, in reality, many self-organizing groups devise private mechanisms
to prevent predatory behavior. Historical examples abound. Leeson (2009) describes how late
seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century pirates used reputation strategies to maximize profits.
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Stringham (2015) argues that stock exchange traders employed club membership as a signal of
trustworthiness. De Soto (1990), in turn, analyzes the informal system of property rights in
modern Peru and shows how a thriving illegal economy can subsist without, and sometimes
in confrontation with, state institutions.
These cases demonstrate that seemingly erratic behavior may simply be rational responses to
unusual economic incentives (Leeson, 2009, p. 6). Prison gangs can also be understood through
such a lens. Social coordination in gangs is often achieved with a community responsibility system
(CRS). This institutional device was first employed by merchants in the late medieval period in
Europe, and it comprises of a system where the whole community is responsible for the actions
and debts of their individual members (Greif, 2006). A simple example may clarify how CRS
induces trustworthiness:
Consider a situation where a member of Group A borrows money from a member
of Group B. If Member A defaults on the debt, then all members of Group A are
responsible for repaying it. If Group A does not suitably compensate Member B,
then Group B boycotts Group A. If there are substantial benefits available from future
interactions with Group B, then the threat of boycott induces payment by Group A.
[…] Moreover, the corporate nature of the group creates a repeated play scenario
among groups even though particular members may never trade again. When groups
have reputations for taking responsibility for its members’ actions, then two members
of different groups who do not know each other can still benefits from trade. (Roth
and Skarbek, 2014, p. 226)
Qualitative evidence indicates that gangs indeed operate within this type of system. There
are two conditions for CRS to work in prisons. First, individuals should be able to signal their
group affiliation, so that other prisoners know with which group a person affiliates. This type
of screening is not difficult in jail, as inmates routinely use costly signals to convey information
(Gambetta, 2009). One’s race is a signal that is impossible to fake. Finally, inmates are eager
to display voluntary signals of gang affiliation through slang, hand gestures, and other cultural
displays (Kaminski, 2010; Valentine, 2000).
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Second, the community must be able and willing to punish misbehaving members. This
condition is also met in the penal system. Gangs routinely use force (or the threat thereof) to
maintain social order and punish defectors (Skarbek, 2011, 2012, 2014). A Californian inmate
interviewed by Trammell (2009, p. 763) illustrates this point: “if one of my guys is messing up
then we either offer him up to the other guys or we take him down ourselves.”
What is remarkable about CRS is that it facilitates trade even if individuals are not of a
cooperative type. Members of the same group have better information about each other and can
more easily exert influence over each other than non-group members. This creates incentives for
prisoners – even those who might be rivals in other contexts – to work together. Prison gangs
may be divided by race, but inmates apparently do not let this factor interrupt exchange flows.
As noted by a convict in California, “the races don’t officially mix. That’s true but you can buy
drugs from whoever and the leaders control that stuff. […] It’s not as cut and dry as you think”
(Trammell, 2009, p. 756). Racial tensions could easily escalate in prisons, but because gang wars
are costly, groups have an incentive to be peaceful. Order is good for business.
This system becomes established because trade structures inmate relations. Goods that are
easily accessible to the general population are notably scarce in prisons. Access to them therefore
lends status and prestige to prisoners. Paul, a black British inmate in his early 30s, describes the
role illegal trade plays in prisoner hierarchy: “When I was [dealing] I could say: ‘I’m a top dog.
I’ve got drugs, I’ve got this, I’ve got that, yeah, no-one can’t fuck with me’. […] Drugs is power
in here, yeah, so is tobacco, and without drugs, tobacco and phonecards [prisons] don’t really
work.” (Crewe, 2006, p. 360–361).
Prison gangs are key players in the contraband markets. As a prison official notes, “almost
without exception […] the gangs are responsible for the majority of drug trafficking in their
institutions” (Camp and Camp, 1985, p. 52). Crewe (2006, p. 361–362) quotes a dialogue with one
interviewee where the inmate reflects on the link between money from illegal trading and group
protection:
“If you have the drugs but you have no violence, does that mean the drugs just get taken
off you?”
“[…] You need backing. You yourself don’t need violence. You’ve got bounty hunters
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in prison. […] People who, for a price, will protect you. […] Any smart person would
get linked up with the right group. […]”
“So you’re saying that people then gang together because it’s a form of protection?”
“Yes, it’s a form of protection and it’s power. If I’ve got half an ounce of heroin I can
turn that into probably three or four grams, that’s a lot of money in prison, and if
you’re keeping two or three guys sweet with you, they don’t want that breaking up.
They’re thinking, ‘fucking hell, we’re living alright, we’ve got it easy in here, nobody
is fucking up our little crew, we’re sticking together’.”
The story above can be generalized to larger groups. Trammell (2009, p. 755) writes how Jack,
an inmate in a California jail, explains the role of prison groups:
“The boys inside, they follow the rules and that means you work with your own boys
and do what they say. Look, there is a lot of problems caused by the gangs, no doubt.
The thing is, they solve problems too. You want a structure and you want someone to
organize the businesses so the gangs have their rules. You don’t run up a drug debt,
you don’t start a fight in the yard and stuff. Gangs are a problem but we took care of
business.”
In summary, the fundamental role of prison gangs is to promote cooperation and stability
between inmates who have strong reasons to distrust each other and who live in an environment
that is potentially chaotic and violent. This is done to achieve an important goal: trade. As
prisoners live in a resource-scarce world, trading acquires a significant importance, not only in
terms of the gains it may bring to dealers, but also through the social relationship it forges. The
community responsibility system ensures that commercial exchanges will not be interrupted by
predatory individuals.

3 The Decline of the Convict Code
Before prison gangs and the community responsibility system, the main source of inmate governance in California was a set of informal norms known as “the convict code” (Irwin and Cressey,
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1962; Irwin, 1970; Jacobs, 1977; Sykes and Messinger, 1960). The code relied on strong images
of masculinity (Freeman, 1999; Hua-Fu, 2005) and emphasized the importance of being tough,
and sometimes hostile, toward fellow prisoners and staff (Cole et al., 2013, pp. 369). Although
the code does not include a fixed list of rules – its application varies significantly from case to
case (e.g. Akers et al., 1977; Copes et al., 2013; Trammell, 2012) – Sykes and Messinger (1960,
p. 5–9) affirm that its chief tenets may be classified into five groups. First, there are norms
that suggest caution to felons, and are usually condensed in the maxims, “Do not interfere with
inmate interests” or “Do rat on an inmate.” These suggest that inmates should serve their time
as freely as possible, with the minimum amount of interference from other prisoners. Second,
there are rules that assert that prisoners should avoid engaging in conflict, such as “Do not fight
with other inmates.” Third, “Do not exploit other inmates.” This dictates that deceiving and fraud
should be not tolerated against other upstanding convicts. Fourth, the inmate code asks felons
not to weaken under any circumstances: “Be strong.” Fifth, there are many maxims that forbid
convicts from cooperating with guards and authorities in the correction system in general, such
as “Do not trust the staff” (Sutherland et al., 1992, p. 525).
Those who lived by these rules were seen as “good cons” and generally enjoyed better reputations than prisoners who failed to comply with the code (Copes et al., 2013). In a setting
where physical threats are frequent, enacting the code gave convicts an advantage. There is
also evidence that similar prescriptions are followed in other parts of the world, such as the
United Kingdom, New Zealand, Mexico, Spain, and Thailand (Akers et al., 1977; Sirisutthidacha
and Tititampruk, 2014; Winfree et al., 2002). The inmate code is not uniformly enforced in these
countries (Copes et al., 2013, p. 843), but apparently it also serves as guide to felons abroad.
Scholars have proposed two theories to explain inmate culture and the origins of the convict
code. The first is called the deprivation model. This theory suggests that inmate behavior is
largely a product of prison life itself (Clemmer, 1940; Irwin, 1980; McCorkle and Korn, 1954).
According to this view, the convict code expresses a collective “situational response” (Akers et al.,
1977) to the problems of “prisonalization” (Clemmer, 1940), that is, the deprivation of freedom,
security, heterosexual relations, goods and services, and personal autonomy felons routinely
endure (Sykes, 1958). The model also stresses that this feeling of deprivation is pervasive in
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jails, and to a varying extent all inmates are familiar with it. This shared experience is what binds
prisoners together and it is the main reason why felons adopt the convict code.
Conversely, other authors contend that the convict code is merely an institutionalized version
of the thieves’ code. This theory is called the importation model and, as the name suggests, it
states that criminals bring their former beliefs and behavior to jails (Irwin and Cressey, 1962;
Irwin, 1970, 1980). A number of inmates come from neighborhoods with high levels of violence
or notable presence of gangs; hence, it is not surprising that there are strong links between street
subculture and the convict code (Sirisutthidacha and Tititampruk, 2014, p. 96). Irwin (1980, p.
12) points out the many similarities:
The central rule to the thieves’ code was “thou shalt not snitch.” In prison, thieves
converted that to the dual form of “do not rat on another prisoner” and “do your
own time.” Thieves were also obliged by their code to be cool and though, that is to
maintain respect and dignity; not to show weakness; to help other thieves; and to
leave most prisoners alone.
Nonetheless, these two hypothesis are not fundamentally incompatible, and scholars now
agree that both factors help explain the emergence of the inmate culture (Schwartz, 1971; Trammell, 2009). On the one hand, prisoners do not enter jails like a tabula rasa as the deprivation
model seems to predict. On the other hand, inmate behavior is also mediated by prison conditions.
Whereas the exact causal mechanisms are yet to be specified (DeLisi et al., 2004), the convict code
is likely a result of both social deprivation and previous criminal behavior.
Regardless of its origins, over the past decades the inmate code has clearly declined in importance (Irwin, 1970; Jacobs, 1975; Skarbek, 2014). This does not mean that the code’s prescriptions
are outdated: inmates continue to refer to them and often punish those who systematically violate
the code’s core tenets (Copes et al., 2013; Trammell, 2012). However, the growth of the American
incarcerated population has significantly weakened the influence of old norms and the most
efficient institutions for enforcing them.
The code’s effectiveness declined because of dramatic shifts in inmate demographics. California provides a relevant example. Between 1945 and 1970, the inmate population grew from 6,600
to about 25,000, and from 1950 to 2012 the number of prisons increased from 5 to 33 (Bass, 1975;
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Skarbek, 2014). This inflow of new prisoners indicates that spreading and enforcing the convict
code became more costly than in the past. Consequently, young inmates are less likely to know
and internalize such informal rules (Hunt et al., 1993).
The expansion of the prison population has also diminished the influence of the inmate code
through other channels. Norms are very effective at promoting coordination in small groups,
but as the number of interactions increase, the opportunities for an individual to defect multiply
(Bowles and Gintis, 1998). In groups with loose social ties, people have only imperfect information about each other, so reputation effects are not a strong deterrent to uncooperative behavior.
Furthermore, in a large community, individuals have additional incentives to free ride and let
others bear the costs of punishing norm violators (Olson, 1965). Thus, a norm-based system such
as the convict code tends to break down as the number of felons increase.
The demand for protection in prisons has not declined with a growing inmate population.
Rather, the opposite has occurred. However, inmates responded to this unprecedented situation
by devising a new type of organization to provide order in jails. This is how prison gangs
turned into powerful institutions. Prison gangs are well equipped to enforce rules in a large
and heterogeneous penal system. As we noted in the previous section, gangs can monitor their
members through the community responsibility system. Moreover, these groups provide valuable
information to felons. Inmate organizations usually have rigid admission criteria, and they often
publicize their acceptable standards of behavior in written documents (Skarbek, 2010a, 2012).
This enhances cooperation as inmates know that prisoners who are affiliated with gangs are
likely to be trustworthy. The affiliation process itself is already a costly and credible signal.
Finally, prison gangs can mobilize a significant amount of money, violence and merchandise
through their networks. The scale of their operations allows them to offer protection and material
benefits to hundreds or even thousands of members (Blatchford, 2008; Camp and Camp, 1985).
In an overcrowded penal system, these are all desirable qualities.
Prison gangs are interpreted as an unintentional consequence of the massive demographic
shift that has taken place in American prisons in the last years. This shift has made the previous
system of norms, the convict code, insufficient to meet the prisoners’ demands for social order.
Gangs provide security and facilitate trade in a diverse penal system by using effective enforce-
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ment mechanisms and transmitting reliable information to inmates. Prison gangs are therefore
not a cause, but a solution to many of the inmates’ problems.

4 Conclusion
In this chapter, we have offered a brief overview of the current literature on prison gangs. We
have discussed how inmate gangs are a rational response to several challenges of prison life, and
how they promote illegal trade and provide security to inmates. We have also argued that prison
gangs sustain internal order through a community responsibility system, and discussed how this
system fosters trust between inmate communities. Moreover, in Section Three we presented the
main rules of the convict code and explained why the code has decreased in importance over the
past few years. These are the conditions which allowed gangs to increase their dominance behind
bars and later to expand their protection services to street criminals.
However, there are many under-researched topics in the prison gang literature. Although
there are several relevant academic works on gang formation, comparative studies are still uncommon in the field. There is too little work on global variation in prison gang activity. Testing
causal mechanisms in a range of prison gangs could help scholars isolate the necessary and
sufficient conditions for gang formation and development. Likewise, past studies have relied on
comparative case studies (Skarbek, 2016), but complementary work with quantitative methods
would yield valuable insights. This would require collecting and standardizing large-n data, an
effort that is yet to be done but which would be fruitful for scholarship on prison gangs (Fleisher
and Decker, 2001).
Illicit markets in prisons are also not well understood. Thus far, there are only a small number
of studies about how prisoners engage in trade, mostly focused on the inmates’ demand for drugs
and other goods behind bars. Little is known about how drug dealers establish their networks,
and how hard drugs determine other aspects of prison life such as internal hierarchies or inmate
financing and credit tools (Crewe, 2006, p. 348).
Another topic which deserves further attention is how inmate groups decide their “repertoire
of violence,” that is, which type of violence prison gangs use against their own members or nonaffiliated convicts. Whereas some gangs employ physical threats only as a last resort (Crewe,
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2006; Trammell, 2012), others make extensive use of violence as a means to enforce rules. In
prisons, violence also has a clearly communicative purpose (Gambetta, 2009), so comparing and
analyzing violence strategies would enable us to gain a better grasp of gangs’ relative positions
in the inmate community and to analyze how these groups manage (or fail) to influence others’
decisions.
Finally, the relationship between the state and prison gangs can be further explored by scholars. It is important to know under what conditions the state chooses to confront, appease or
collude with an inmate group. It is important to identify which mechanisms lead the state to adopt
different approaches when dealing with extralegal groups. As mass incarceration has become one
of the most pressing issues not only in the United States but also abroad, a call for evidence-based
policies seems timely. Taken together, these efforts will allow researchers and policy makers to
formulate better, more efficient approaches for managing prison gangs.
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