
 

The Sycamore Institute SycamoreInstituteTN.org 

DATA REPORT February 14, 2019 

INCARCERATION IN TENNESSEE 
Who, Where, Why, and How Long? 

This report provides context for discussions about criminal justice reform, using historical data to 
reveal trends in Tennessee’s incarcerated and corrections populations. It focuses on state prisoners, 
who fall under the jurisdiction of the Tennessee Department of Correction (TDOC). 

A companion report looks at the budgetary aspects of incarceration in Tennessee. Two additional 
reports will focus on community supervision, prison releases, and recidivism as well as pre-trial 
incarceration. 

Where Are Tennesseans Incarcerated? 
Tennesseans are incarcerated in federal, state, and local facilities depending on offense type 
(i.e. federal crimes and state felonies and misdemeanors) (Figure 1). In 2018, Tennessee’s state 
prisons held 22,130 individuals for state felony offenses. Local Tennessee jails held about 30,180 for 
state felonies and misdemeanors and federal crimes, and 8,080 were in federal facilities around the 
country for federal crimes. (1) (2) (3) 

Tennessee and its local jurisdictions incarcerated 773 people for every 100,000 Tennesseans in 2018.
Including federal inmates, about 892 people were incarcerated for every 100,000 Tennesseans. (1) (2) 
(3) (4)

Tennessee has some of the highest crime and incarceration rates in the nation. In 2016, 
Tennessee had the 4th highest violent crime rate, the 15th highest property crime rate, and the 11th 
highest combined state and local incarceration rate. 1 (5) (6) Although national drug crime data are less 
reliable, statistics suggest that Tennessee is among the top 10 states for drug-related arrests. (7)  

This report focuses on state prisoners (individuals convicted of state felonies) housed in both 
state prisons and local jails who are under TDOC’s jurisdiction. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

• Tennessee’s state felony incarceration rate grew 68% from FY 1991-2018. Trends in state 
incarceration and crime rates vary significantly by offense type.

• State prisoners are disproportionately black, although the proportion of black inmates is falling. 
White women are the fastest growing segment of state prisoners.

• The state prisoner population is getting older, which could affect the state budget since older 
individuals tend to incur more medical expenses.

• In FY 2018, Tennessee housed 73% of its incarcerated felons in state prisons and 27% in local 
jails. The majority of state prisoners in local jails are waiting for space in a state facility.

• Average sentences and time served are getting longer for most offense types, especially drug 
offenders who make up a growing share of incarcerations.

https://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/2019/02/14/budgeting-incarceration-tn/
https://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/criminal-justice/
https://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/criminal-justice/
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Figure 1. Number of Tennesseans Incarcerated in State, Local, and 
Federal Facilities by Offense Type  

*Indicates Tennessee Dept. of Correction jurisdiction. **Includes 830 individuals convicted of felony offenses
awaiting sentencing and not yet under TDOC jurisdiction.
Source: Federal prison numbers are a Sept. 27, 2018 one-day estimate of Tennessee residents in federal prison
nationwide by the Prison Policy Initiative using federal data from 2016 and 2018. (1) State prison, local jail, and
pre-trial detainee (i.e. awaiting trial) numbers are state FY 2018 monthly averages from TDOC. (2) (3)

Population Incarcerated by the TN Department of Correction (TDOC) 
TDOC has jurisdiction over state prisoners, and the department houses these inmates in either state 
prisons or local jails. 

Tennessee incarcerated 30,240 state prisoners in FY 2018, or about 447 people for every 
100,000 Tennesseans2 (Figure 2). (2) (8) Compared to FY 1991, the number of individuals 
incarcerated by TDOC more than doubled (129%), resulting in a 68% higher state incarceration rate. 
(9) (4) (10)

State prisoners, felony incarcerations, and state incarcerations — In this report, these terms refer 
to inmates under the jurisdiction of the Tennessee Department of Correction (TDOC). These are 
convicted state felony offenders sentenced to reside in either state prisons or local jails.  

Number of Incarcerated Tennesseans by Facility and Offense Type (2018)

TN State Prisons Federal Prisons
(Nationwide)

22,130 8,080

Local TN Jails

8,940**

10,320

4,980

5,090

850

30,180

Offense Types
Felony — Convicted*

Felony — Awaiting Trial

Misdemeanor — Convicted

Misdemeanor — Awaiting Trial

Federal

TIME PERIODS AND TRENDS 

This report largely relies on publicly available data from the Tennessee Department of Correction. 
The time period of each analysis varies based on the availability of data. In general, Year 1 is the 
earliest year with data available for all metrics.  

In some analyses, we use trends to compare measures with very different nominal values. For 
example, Figure 2 shows Tennessee held about 29,000 state prisoners in 2016. Nationally, there 
were 1.3 million state prisoners that year. Displaying the national data as a trend line shows that 
Tennessee’s state prisoner population grew about 20% faster than the nation’s from 1991 to 2016. 
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Figure 2. Tennessee’s State Prisoner Population More Than Doubled 
from 1991 to 2018 — Resulting in a 68% Higher Incarceration Rate 

Represents state fiscal year monthly averages and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. 
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (9) and the U.S. Census Bureau (4) (10) 

Figure 3. Property Crimes Made Up Largest Share of Tennessee State 
Prisoner Entries in 2018  

Represents state fiscal year monthly averages and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. 
Offense categorizations reflect those used by the TBI.1  
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (11) (12) 

Offense Types Among Tennessee’s State Prisoner Population 
Property crimes accounted for the largest share of entries to state incarceration (39%) and the 
second largest share of all state prisoners (30%) in FY 2018 (Figure 3). Although violent offenses 
made up a much smaller portion of annual entries (16%), they garner longer sentences and were the 
largest share of the total state prisoner population (35%). (11) (12)  

Offense Types Among Entries to State Incarceration 
Entries to state incarceration peaked between FY 2008-2012 for all felony offense types (Figure 
4). (11) (12) In FY 2018, drug and property crime entries were down 24% since peaking in FY 2012 and 
FY 2008, respectively. Violent crime entries were down 5% from their peak in FY 2009, and all other 
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entries were down 21% from their FY 2012 peak. Compared to FY 2003, however, drug, violent, and 
other offense entries in FY 2018 were all up. Only property offense entries were down. 

Entry trends for specific crimes varied considerably within these offense categories (Figure 5). 
(11) (12) For example, entries for cocaine-related crimes were down 70% in FY 2018 from their FY
2008 peak. Entries for all other drug offenses were up 163% from FY 2003 but down 7% from their FY
2014 peak. Among violent offenses, entries for murder were down 38% from their FY 2006 peak, while
entries for aggravated assault were up 26% since FY 2003.

Figure 4. Tennessee State Prisoner Entries Peaked Between 2008-
2012 for All Felony Offense Types 

Represents state fiscal year monthly averages and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. 
Offense categorizations reflect those used by the TBI.1 
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (11) (12) 

Figure 5. State Prisoner Entry Trends in Tennessee Vary by Specific 
Crime 

Represents state fiscal year monthly averages and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. 
Offense categorizations reflect those used by the TBI.1 
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (11) (12) 
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Offense Types Among All State Prisoners 
Drug-related offenses account for a growing share of the state prisoner population, rising from 
17% in FY 2003 to 21% in FY 2018 (Figure 6). (9) Driving this trend are the increase in entries for 
drug-related offenses and longer sentences (discussed later). (11) (12) Over the same period, the 
share of state prisoners incarcerated for property crimes fell from 37% to 30%.  

Figure 6. Drug-Related Offenses Account for a Growing Share of 
Tennessee’s State Prisoner Population  

Represents state fiscal year monthly averages and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. 
Offense categorizations reflect those used by the TBI.1  
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (11) (12) 

State Incarceration by Offense Type in Context 
Trends in state incarceration and crime rates differ significantly by offense type — with property 
offenses seeing the sharpest drops from 2003 to 2017 (Figure 7). (13) (12)  

• Violent Offenses: Tennessee’s violent crime rate fluctuated but ultimately fell 1% during this
period. The rate of state prisoner entries for violent offenses fell 7%, and the state incarceration
rate for violent offenses remained level.

• Drug Offenses: Tennessee’s drug crime rate grew 37% during this period. The rate of state
prisoner entries for drug offenses experienced sharp growth in some years but ultimately fell
3%. The state incarceration rate for drug offenses increased by 26%.

• Property Offenses: Tennessee’s property crime rate dropped 33% during this period. The
rate of state prisoner entries for property offenses fell 26%, and the state incarceration rate for
property offenses declined by 13%.
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Figure 7. Trends in Tennessee’s Crime and Incarceration Rates Vary 
by Offense Type 

Represents state fiscal year monthly averages and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. 
Offense categorizations reflect those used by the TBI.1  
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TBI (13) and TDOC (12) 

Demographics of Tennessee’s State Prisoner Population 
Tennessee’s state prisoner population is disproportionately black (Figure 8). (11) (12) (8) Black 
Tennesseans make up about 17% of the state’s population but are 40% of its state prisoners. While still 
high, the proportion of black inmates is falling — down from almost half of the incarcerated population 
in 2003.  

Despite recent declines, black men continue to have the highest rates of incarceration in 
Tennessee. (11) (8) For every 100,000 black men in Tennessee, about 2,200 are incarcerated for a 
felony — a rate about 3.5 times that of white men.  

In the last 15 years, white women have been the fastest growing segment of Tennessee’s state 
prisoners (Figure 9). (12) (11) The number of incarcerated white women increased 117% from 
FY 2003-2018, compared to 29% growth for white men (who also had the largest nominal increase). 
Over the same period, inmate populations for both black men and black women fell 3%. Since 
FY 2014, when TDOC began to report Hispanic prisoners separately, incarcerations are up 4% for 
Hispanic men and down 13% for Hispanic women.  

Trends In Crime and State Incarceration Rates by Offense Type (2003-2017)
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Figure 8. Tennessee’s State Prisoner Population Is 
Disproportionately Black 

Represents a June 30th one-day count and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. 
*Dotted lines represent years prior to 2014, when TDOC began to report Hispanic prisoners separately.
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (11) (12) and CBER (8)

Figure 9. White Women Were Fastest Growing Segment of 
Tennessee State Prisoners from 2003-2018 

Represents a June 30th one-day count and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. Prior to 
2014, TDOC did not report Hispanic prisoners separately. 
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (12) (11) 

Tennessee’s incarcerated felon population is getting older (Figure 10). (12) (11) While younger on 
average than other Tennesseans, the prison population is aging as the country ages. The share of 
incarcerated felons in Tennessee age 40+ grew from 30% in 2003 to 40% in 2018. In the last five years 
alone, the number of inmates age 65+ grew by 20%. 

The aging of Tennessee’s prison population has implications for the state budget. (12) (11) Older 
individuals tend to incur more medical expenses, and states are constitutionally required to provide 
inmates with adequate health care. (14) (15)  
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https://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/2019/02/14/budgeting-incarceration-tn/
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Figure 10. Tennessee’s State Prisoner Population Is Getting Older 

Represents state fiscal year monthly averages and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. 
Prisoners under 18 make up less than .01% of all inmates. 
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (12) (11) 

Where Tennessee State Prisoners Are Held 
Tennessee housed 73% of its incarcerated felons in state prisons and 27% in local jails in FY 
2018 (Figure 11). (9) The state prison system includes 14 facilities — 10 managed directly by TDOC 
and four operated under contract. Of the 22,130 felony offenders housed in state prisons in FY 2018, 
about one-third were in the four privately operated prisons. (16) Local jails housing state prisoners get 
a per diem reimbursement from the state. 

In 2015, Tennessee had the nation’s 3rd highest rate of state prisoners housed in local jails. (17) 
However, the number of state prisoners held in local jails has grown slower than the number housed in 
state facilities since FY 1991. 

State Prisoners Housed in Local Jails 
TDOC houses state prisoners in local jails as a way to manage overcrowding in state facilities. 
(17) This inmate population is divided into “backup” and “locally sentenced” prisoners.

• Backup prisoners are sentenced to serve their time in state facilities but reside in local
jails due to lack of available bed space. The number of backup prisoners grew 168% from
FY 1995-2018, while the total number of state prisoners in local jails increased by 62%
(Figure 11). (9)

• Locally sentenced prisoners are intended to serve all of their time in local jails. These
prisoners typically have sentences shorter than six years and are eligible to serve them in local
jail per state law or contractual arrangement between TDOC and local facilities. (18) (17)

The majority of state prisoners in local jails are waiting for space in a state facility (Figure 12). 
(17) That has not always been true. Backup prisoners grew from 28% of all locally-housed state
prisoners in FY 1994 to 58% in FY 2018.
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In FY 2018, backup prisoners had an average sentence of 11 years compared to 5 years for locally 
sentenced prisoners and 17 years for prisoners in state facilities. (11)   

Figure 11. Tennessee Housed 27% of State Prisoners in Local Jails in 
2018 

Represents state fiscal year monthly averages and includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails. 
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (9) 

Figure 12. Majority of State Prisoners in Local Tennessee Jails Are 
Waiting for Space in a State Facility 

Represents state fiscal year monthly averages. 
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (19) 

Sentences and Time Served for Tennessee’s State Prisoners 
For most offense types, sentences and time served got longer in the last 15 years — especially 
drug-related felonies that make up a growing share of prison entries (Figure 13). (12) (11) For 
example, the average total sentence for non-cocaine-related drug offenses grew 63% between FY 
2003-2018 — from 50 months to 82 months. The average time served by those inmates rose 58% — 
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from 32 months to 50 months. Meanwhile, non-cocaine-related drug offenders grew from 8% of all 
TDOC entries to 21% over that period (Figure 5).   

A growing share of state prisoners are required to serve at least 85% of their sentences. (11) (12)  
Often referred to as truth-in-sentencing, these requirements apply to a relatively small share of prison 
entries each year. Over the last 15 years, entries under this requirement ranged from 2.0% of all 
prisoner admissions in FY 2007 to 3.5% in FY 2017. However, the share of all state prisoners with this 
requirement grew from about 9% in FY 2003 to 16% in FY 2018.  

Figure 13. Average Sentences & Time Served Getting Longer for 
Most State Prisoners in Tennessee 

Includes all state prisoners held in state prisons or local jails except those with death and life without parole 
sentences. 
Source: The Sycamore Institute’s analysis of data from TDOC (12) (11) 
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