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ABA Treatment of Prisoners Standards 
 

Approved by the ABA House of Delegates, February 2010 

 
Standard 23-2.6 Rationales for segregated housing 
 

(a) Correctional authorities should not place prisoners in segregated housing except for reasons 

relating to: discipline, security, ongoing investigation of misconduct or crime, protection from 

harm, medical care, or mental health care. Segregated housing should be for the briefest term and 

under the least restrictive conditions practicable and consistent with the rationale for placement 

and with the progress achieved by the prisoner. Segregation for health care needs should be in a 

location separate from disciplinary and long-term segregated housing. Policies relating to 

segregation for whatever reason should take account of the special developmental needs of 

prisoners under the age of eighteen. 

 

 (b) If necessary for an investigation or the reasonable needs of law enforcement or prosecuting 

authorities, correctional authorities should be permitted to confine a prisoner under investigation 

for possible criminal violations in segregated housing for a period no more than [30 days]. 

  

 

Standard 23-2.7 Rationales for long-term segregated 

housing 
  

(a) Correctional authorities should use long-term segregated housing sparingly and should not 

place or retain prisoners in such housing except for reasons relating to: 

 

(i) discipline after a finding that the prisoner has committed a very severe disciplinary infraction, 

in which safety or security was seriously threatened; 

 

(ii) a credible continuing and serious threat to the security of others or to the prisoner’s own 

safety; or 

 

(iii) prevention of airborne contagion. 

 

(b) Correctional authorities should not place a prisoner in long-term segregated housing based on 

the security risk the prisoner poses to others unless less restrictive alternatives are unsuitable in 

light of a continuing and serious threat to the security of the facility, staff, other prisoners, or the 

public as a result of the prisoner’s: 

 

(i) history of serious violent behavior in correctional facilities; 

 

(ii) acts such as escapes or attempted escapes from secure correctional settings; 
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(iii) acts or threats of violence likely to destabilize the institutional environment to such a degree 

that the order and security of the facility is threatened; 

 

(iv) membership in a security threat group accompanied by a finding based on specific and 

reliable information that the prisoner either has engaged in dangerous or threatening behavior 

directed by the group or directs the dangerous or threatening behavior of others; or 

 

(v) incitement or threats to incite group disturbances in a correctional facility. 

  

 

Standard 23-2.8 Segregated housing and mental health 
 

(a) No prisoner diagnosed with serious mental illness should be placed in long-term segregated 

housing. 

 

(b) No prisoner should be placed in segregated housing for more than [1 day] without a mental 

health screening, conducted in person by a qualified mental health professional, and a prompt 

comprehensive mental health assessment if clinically indicated. If the assessment indicates the 

presence of a serious mental illness, or a history of serious mental illness and decompensation in 

segregated settings, the prisoner should be placed in an environment where appropriate treatment 

can occur. Any prisoner in segregated housing who develops serious mental illness should be 

placed in an environment where appropriate treatment can occur. 

 

(c) The mental health of prisoners in long-term segregated housing should be monitored as 

follows: 

 

(i) Daily, correctional staff should maintain a log documenting prisoners’ behavior. 

 

(ii) Several times each week , a qualified mental health professional should observe each 

segregated housing unit, speaking to unit staff, reviewing the prisoner log, and observing and 

talking with prisoners who are receiving mental health treatment. 

 

(iii) Weekly, a qualified mental health professional should observe and seek to talk with each 

prisoner. 

 

(iv) Monthly, and more frequently if clinically indicated, a qualified mental health professional 

should see and treat each prisoner who is receiving mental health treatment. Absent an 

individualized finding that security would be compromised, such treatment should take place out 

of cell, in a setting in which security staff cannot overhear the conversation. 

 

(v) At least every [90 days], a qualified mental health professional should perform a 

comprehensive mental health assessment of each prisoner in segregated housing unless a 

qualified mental health professional deems such assessment unnecessary in light of observations 

made pursuant to subdivisions (ii)-(iv). 
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Standard 23-2.9 Procedures for placement and reten-

tion in long-term segregated housing 
  

 

(a) A prisoner should be placed or retained in long-term segregated housing only after an 

individualized determination, by a preponderance of the evidence, that the substantive 

prerequisites set out in Standards 23-2.7 and 23-5.5 for such placement are met. In addition, if 

long-term segregation is being considered either because the prisoner poses a credible continuing 

and serious threat to the security of others or to the prisoner’s own safety, the prisoner should be 

afforded, at a minimum, the following procedural protections: 

 

(i) timely, written, and effective notice that such a placement is being considered, the facts upon 

which consideration is based, and the prisoner’s rights under this Standard; 

 

(ii) decision-making by a specialized classification committee that includes a qualified mental 

health care professional; 

 

(iii) a hearing at which the prisoner may be heard in person and, absent an individualized 

determination of good cause, has a reasonable opportunity to present available witnesses and 

information; 

 

(iv) absent an individualized determination of good cause, opportunity for the prisoner to 

confront and cross-examine any witnesses or, if good cause to limit such confrontation is found, 

to propound questions to be relayed to the witnesses; 

 

(v) an interpreter, if necessary for the prisoner to understand or participate in the proceedings; 

 

(vi) if the classification committee determines that a prisoner is unable to prepare and present 

evidence and arguments effectively on his or her own behalf, counsel or some other appropriate 

advocate for the prisoner; 

 

(vii) an independent determination by the classification committee of the reliability and 

credibility of confidential informants if material allowing such determination is available to the 

correctional agency; 

 

(viii) a written statement setting forth the evidence relied on and the reasons for placement; and 

 

(ix) prompt review of the classification committee’s decision by correctional administrators. 

 

(b) Within [30 days] of a prisoner’s placement in long-term segregated housing based on a 

finding that the prisoner presents a continuing and serious threat to the security of others, 

correctional authorities should develop an individualized plan for the prisoner. The plan should 

include an assessment of the prisoner’s needs, a strategy for correctional authorities to assist the 

prisoner in meeting those needs, and a statement of the expectations for the prisoner to progress 
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toward fewer restrictions and lower levels of custody based on the prisoner’s behavior. 

Correctional authorities should provide the plan or a summary of it to the prisoner, and explain it, 

so that the prisoner can understand such expectations. 

 

(c) At intervals not to exceed [30 days], correctional authorities should conduct and document an 

evaluation of each prisoner’s progress under the individualized plan required by subdivision (b) 

of this Standard. The evaluation should also consider the state of the prisoner’s mental health; 

address the extent to which the individual’s behavior, measured against the plan, justifies the 

need to maintain, increase, or decrease the level of controls and restrictions in place at the time 

of the evaluation; and recommend a full classification review as described in subdivision (d) of 

this Standard when appropriate. 

 

(d) At intervals not to exceed [90 days], a full classification review involving a meeting of the 

prisoner and the specialized classification committee should occur to determine whether the 

prisoner’s progress toward compliance with the individual plan required by subdivision (b) of 

this Standard or other circumstances warrant a reduction of restrictions, increased programming, 

or a return to a lower level of custody. If a prisoner has met the terms of the individual plan, 

there should be a presumption in favor of releasing the prisoner from segregated housing. A 

decision to retain a prisoner in segregated housing following consideration by the classification 

review committee should be reviewed by a correctional administrator, and approved, rejected, or 

modified as appropriate. 

 

(e) Consistent with such confidentiality as is required to prevent a significant risk of harm to 

other persons, a prisoner being evaluated for placement in long-term segregated housing for any 

reason should be permitted reasonable access to materials considered at both the initial and the 

periodic reviews, and should be allowed to meet with and submit written statements to persons 

reviewing the prisoner’s classification. 

 

(f) Correctional officials should implement a system to facilitate the return to lower levels of 

custody of prisoners housed in long-term segregated housing. Except in compelling 

circumstances, a prisoner serving a sentence who would otherwise be released directly to the 

community from long-term segregated housing should be placed in a less restrictive setting for 

the final months of confinement. 

 

 

Standard 23-3.8 Segregated housing 
  

 

(a) Correctional authorities should be permitted to physically separate prisoners in segregated 

housing from other prisoners but should not deprive them of those items or services necessary 

for the maintenance of psychological and physical wellbeing. 

 

(b) Conditions of extreme isolation should not be allowed regardless of the reasons for a 

prisoner’s separation from the general population. Conditions of extreme isolation generally 

include a combination of sensory deprivation, lack of contact with other persons, enforced 

idleness, minimal out-of-cell time, and lack of outdoor recreation. 



 

5 
 

 

(c) All prisoners placed in segregated housing should be provided with meaningful forms of 

mental, physical, and social stimulation. Depending upon individual assessments of risks, needs, 

and the reasons for placement in the segregated setting, those forms of stimulation should 

include: 

 

(i) in-cell programming, which should be developed for prisoners who are not permitted to leave 

their cells; 

 

(ii) additional out-of-cell time, taking into account the size of the prisoner’s cell and the length of 

time the prisoner has been housed in this setting; 

 

(iii) opportunities to exercise in the presence of other prisoners, although, if necessary, separated 

by security barriers; 

 

(iv) daily face-to-face interaction with both uniformed and civilian staff; and 

 

(v) access to radio or television for programming or mental stimulation, although such access 

should not substitute for human contact described in subdivisions (i) to (iv). 

 

(d) Prisoners placed in segregated housing for reasons other than discipline should be allowed as 

much out-of-cell time and programming participation as practicable, consistent with security. 

 

(e) No cell used to house prisoners in segregated housing should be smaller than 80 square feet, 

and cells should be designed to permit prisoners assigned to them to converse with and be 

observed by staff. Physical features that facilitate suicide attempts should be eliminated in all 

segregation cells. Except if required for security or safety reasons for a particular prisoner, 

segregation cells should be equipped in compliance with Standard 23-3.3(b). 

 

(f) Correctional staff should monitor and assess any health or safety concerns related to the 

refusal of a prisoner in segregated housing to eat or drink, or to participate in programming, 

recreation, or out-of-cell activity. 

 

 


