SOCIAL NETWORKS AND HEALTH IN A PRISON UNIT
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RESEARCH PROBLEM & DATA

How do the social conditions of confinement affect prisoner health while incarcerated? What role does peer social integration play in structur-
ing health behaviors among people confined in a prison unit?

Although a growing body of research documents the lasting health consequences of incarceration, less is known about inmates’ health behaviors
while incarcerated. Previous research has linked serving time in a prison to infectious disease transmission, stress-related health problems, mortality,
and mental health problems, but few studies explore how confinement experiences shape health while incarcerated or provide convincing accounts
of the mechanisms that may produce adverse health outcomes. We provide evidence on both in our study.

Drawing on a sample of 132 inmates in a “good behavior” unit of a medium security men’s prison, respondents were asked to report on health behav-
iors (smoking, exercise, health changes, and depression, among others), and social network data were gathered by asking inmates “Who do you get
along with most in the unit?”” Respondents nominated as many individuals as they wished from a roster of inmates residing on the unit. Using expo-
nential random graph models and cluster analyses, we examined the relationship between social integration and health and identified clusters of health
behaviors within the unit.

Figure I. “Get Along with” Network and Prisoner Health, PINS data (N = 132)
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