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STATISTICS

PRISON POPULATION FORECASTS:
USING THE FUTURE TO PREDICT THE PAST*
Sarah Armstrong
STATISTICS are a way of telling stories.
I am going to use the example of prison
population projections to show what I
mean. But before you start nodding your
head and recalling that quote about
damned lies and statistics, let me first say
that we need statistics, and stories, to
achieve justice.
Numbers are a powerful tool to
show us a world which is too big to
know directly. But numbers are always
doing more than just simply presenting
information. Analysing data is a way
of ordering information into a sensible
pattern, in other words, of telling a story.
This allows us to make sense of what is
going on and to act on problems like
climate change and poverty. The risk is
letting the numbers do the imagining for
us: counting something is at the same time
a way of saying what counts.
Sometimes a story can feel so
compelling or obvious or authoritative
that we lose the capacity to question
it, and therefore to control how it ends.
This is the risk of prison projections, and
I will use this space to make two claims.
First, I challenge the idea that past prison
populations are a good predictor of future
ones. And second, I question the extent to
which prisoners are similar kinds of things
and can be forecast in the same ways as
hurricanes or health problems.
Marching up a hill backwards
The latest Scottish forecast shows
a prison population in 2021 of 9,500
(figure 1). That’s a lot of prisoners for a
small country (Norway only has 3,600).
When I was advising the Scottish Prisons
Commission on their work in 2008, the
figure hanging over our heads at that point
was 8,000 prisoners. What then seemed
like a catastrophic threshold has now
become a reality which is quickly being
overtaken by even bigger numbers. How
did we get to 8,000, and what will lead us
to 9,500?
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Figure 1: OUR FUTURE? Scottish prison population projected to the year 2021
Source: Scottish Government (2012)
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Figure 2: THE PAST? Scottish prison population growth 2002 - 2012
Source: Scottish Government (2012)
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The two graphs tell a story in the form of a straight line,
literally a linear narrative. It is also methodologically a linear
narrative, generated using something called linear regression.
This method looks back on the past, plotting all the data points
of average prison populations year by year and drawing a line
through these to mark the typical rate of change. The future is
determined by extending the line of past, adjusted for various
factors and assumptions. The story told by figures 1 and 2 is that
the future looks a lot like the past, a gradual but persistent march
upwards.
It’s hard to argue with a straight line. It is both easy to
understand but complicated to produce. The combination
of high science and ready accessibility produces a powerful
legitimacy. It also makes for a boring story, but boring stories
are dangerous. We tend to overlook them as topics of critical
inquiry; we assume they are correct. After all, who would make
up something as dull as a straight line? This story tells us what we
might already have expected, that the Scottish prison population
has been expanding and will keep on doing so. This future seems
undesirable but inevitable.
Policy makers want straight line stories because predictability,
their central virtue, is essential to planning. Accurately predicting
the future allows for sensible investment strategy. Getting it
wrong has significant costs: building too many cells wastes
millions of pounds (that could have been used on hospitals,
schools and pensions); building too few risks public safety and
outrage.
While the latest forecasts actually show some positive signs,
predicting slower growth than has been the case for many years,
they are also doing something else. They have crafted a story
of the prison population as something which grows gradually
and consistently. This contrasts sharply with what criminologists
know: prison growth is a function of volatile and unpredictable
events. The murder of Jamie Bulger, 9/11, the 2008 financial
crash, the election of the New Labour Government in 1997, and
the election of a nationalist Government in Scotland all have
had major consequences for law and policy, and thus for prison
numbers.
Forecasting models absorb isolated and extreme events
spreading their impact evenly across the past. It is like averaging
deaths during a few peak years of the Great Plague over a century.
Instead of an extraordinary moment in human history standing
out, we see an unremarkable annual loss of life over a long
period. Forecasting is also like walking up a mountain backwards.
You won’t see the peak by looking downhill. This past-based
logic of regression explains the failure of forecasts of the England
and Wales prison population to anticipate the unprecedented
explosion of that penal system beginning in the late 1990s (when
projections based on 1980s growth suggested populations would
stabilise or fall), and the failure of US forecasts to predict (because
they were based on the three-strikes driven population explosion
of the 2000s) the surprising decline of America’s world beating
prison numbers in 2008.
Prison forecasts consistently get the future wrong (which
their producers point out). This is not the fault of statistics or
statisticians. The latter have been tasked with the impossible,
to apply sophisticated mathematical techniques to the
unpredictable behaviour of politicians, sentencers and world
events.
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Prisoners, hurricanes and cancer cases
Prisoners, unlike hurricanes and cancer cases, exist
through the will of Government. Scotland has decided that
people who do not pay their fines or whose crimes would
result in a period of imprisonment of three months or less
should generally no longer go to prison. Hence a large group
of people became non-prisoners through acts of legislation
and policy.
Weather and disease exist whether or not we want them
to. Statistical projections may be valid for these phenomena
if underlying patterns in their behaviour can be discerned. A
forecasting model, in other words, is a useful way of telling
a story of events that are not controlled by the narrator.
Prisoners, on the other hand, are policy-made and therefore
less amenable to forecasting made in service to policy
makers.
Linear regression forecasting models also presume a very
simple and uni-directional story of causation: X causes Y, low
pressure causes rain, smoking causes cancer. What causes
prisoners? Is it something ‘out there’ in the world – genetic
makeup, bad childhoods, poor housing? While these play a
role in offending behaviour, offending behaviour seems not
to play a role in imprisonment rates.
Reclaiming our future
Forecasting prison growth assumes that past populations
grew in predictable ways. This profound but inaccurate
premise is the reason for the title – predicting the future has
been a way of imposing coherence on the past. Past penal
reform has not been coherent, however, though it has been
relentless. By recognising that prison populations are caused
by policy choices and act accordingly, we would regain some
control over our future.
The numbers tell us the Scottish prison population
significantly exceeds those to be found in our small nation
neighbours. We also know high prison populations are
associated with reduced social investment and welfare.
Rather than treating statistical projections as our inevitable
destiny, perhaps we should read them as an indictment of
our current practices. And if we dare to question the right of a
straight line to tell us our destiny, we might reclaim the future
as something we select rather than predict.

*

This article is based on a longer book chapter:
Armstrong, S. (2013) ‘Using the Future to Predict the Past:
Prison Population Projections and the Colonization of Penal
Imagination’, in M. Malloch and W. Munro (eds), Crime,
Critique and Utopia, Palgrave Macmillan.
Scottish Government (2012), Prison statistics and population
projections Scotland, 2011-12 (29 June 2012). Online at: http://www.
scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2012/06/6972
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