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Jails.  Prisons.  Juvenile Facilities.  Many people think these are just different words used to describe places where prisoners are kept.  However, these terms actually refer to specific types of facilities, operated by different government agencies (and sometimes private companies), that house different groups of people in the criminal justice system (not all of them are “prisoners”!).  Understanding the differences between prisons, jails and juvenile facilities helps people understand why they differ in design and construction. Here are the basics.  
Jail Facility: Jails are operated by county or city governments and are used to hold people who are suspected of having been involved in crimes, and to hold those serving terms of less than one year. Approximately 80 percent of the inmates in a jail are innocent since they have not been convicted of a crime. The average jail stay in most jurisdictions is approximately 30 days. 
When a person is booked into a jail, there are many unknowns. Does this person have HIV? What gang does he or she belong to, if any?  Are there outstanding warrants for far more serious crimes than what the person was brought in for? These unknowns, among other factors, make jails volatile and unpredictable places. The needs for the facility are significantly different than a prison, where the full background is known about each inmate. The flexibility to handle these varying types of conditions is an important aspect in the design and construction of a jail.  The level of security and ability to quickly segregate inmates efficiently is very important in a jail environment.  Cells need to be flexible enough to handle varying needs and requirements. A jail may need to hold a person who will ultimately go to a psychiatric facility, which will be fully prepared to handle this type of individual.  In the meantime, the jail must provide for their needs in a safe environment. 
Prison Facility: Prisons are long-term incarceration facilities and are typically operated by state or federal government agencies. The background of inmates is known and they are, for the most part, institutionalized (i.e. know how things work and are thereby less combative) by the time they arrive at the facility. The ability to segregate prisoners based on their gang affiliation, sexual preference, and race can be a high priority for a prison. Inmates serving very long sentences, particularly those facing life sentences or execution, have very little to lose and a lot to gain by trying to establish their dominance once they are in the facility. This factor makes these individuals very dangerous, and the facilities must be well designed and equipped to deal with them.  Prisons also differ from jails in that they are required to have dedicated program space for job training, church services, work programs and other activities.  A prison term provides long periods of time for inmates to devise ways to subvert or challenge the system and make weapons from a variety of objects. All of these factors influence the design/construction of prisons and how they are operated.
Juvenile Facilities: Juvenile facilities are used to detain males and females under the age of 18, with the expectation that they can be reformed in a proper environment.  Juveniles are not inmates; they are referred to as juveniles, detainees, or clients. They live in housing units or pods. They sleep in rooms, not cells, and need a campus environment with athletic fields, classrooms, and play areas.  Juveniles are much more unpredictable than adults and will usually be much more destructive when not directly supervised.  So the challenge is to create a secure, locked-down facility that protects the juveniles, staff, and visitors but still provides the look and feel of a less restrictive campus or home environment. 
