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It is a well-known fact that the United States has a very high prison population compared to
other countries, and that it is particularly the private prison industry that has been thriving.
This industry is based on a for-profit ideology that aims to save money by cutting costs
wherever possible, and that, based on their profit-orientation, has no interest in
rehabilitating offenders, since they make money with every incarcerated person. This
paper investigates these issues from a linguistic perspective and takes a corpus of texts
collected from the websites of the two largest private prison corporations in the
United States (CoreCivic and The GEO Group) as a starting point for a corpus-
assisted discourse analysis. The corpus comprises a total of 25,386 words and the
analyses reveal that while both companies discursively background issues of violence,
recidivism, and costs, they place a focus on the safety and security of their facilities and on
their reentry programs for inmates. Thus, it is argued that the investigated corporations
shift the discursive focus away from a negative discourse centering on violence and
recidivism to a positive discourse centering on reentry and safety, which actively counters
the findings that several researchers and journalists alike have revealed.

Keywords: forensic linguistics, private prisons, recidivism, safety, costs, violence, self-presentation

INTRODUCTION

Prisons as institutions of punishment have been known in Europe since the 12th century, and were
introduced in the United States in the late 18th century (McShane, 2008, pp. 8-9). Their functions
have been manifold, and range from reformation, incapacitation, retribution, and deterrence to more
latent functions such as, among others, politicization, self-enhancement, provision of jobs, and slave
labor (Reasons & Kaplan, 1975). Since the 1960s, the United States has led the development of prison
privatization, closely followed by Australia, and, within Europe, the United Kingdom. The ideology
of marketization is manifested in thinking that includes “privatized ownership and management,
private sector design, finance, construction, and management of whole institutions, outsourcing or
contracting out of core or ancillary functions, and competition or market testing processes in which
public and private service providers are compared” (Ludlow, 2017, p. 914). While public
maintenance of prisons has been associated with consistency and improved standards, the
earliest private prisons in the United States were known for their exploitation and brutality
(Hallett, 2006; Ryan & Ward, 1989 in; Ludlow, 2017, p. 915). While evidence about the
effectiveness and efficiency of the private sector remains scarce (Ludlow, 2017), private prison
organizations justify their existence with arguments of cost-effectiveness, increased safety and
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security, and reduced recidivism rates (e.g., pond cummings and
Lamparello, 2016). The present paper focuses on the public and
private discourses (i.e., the discourse that the companies oversee,
such as the discourse on their own websites) of the two largest
private prison corporations in the United States, namely
CoreCivic and The GEO Group, Inc. (GEO). Before moving
on to a review of the literature on prison privatization in the
United States, CoreCivic and The GEO Group will be introduced.

CoreCivic

According to the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC)
(2019a), CoreCivic, founded in 1983, is the largest private prison
corporation in the world, and they operate more than 100
correctional, detention, and reentry facilities in the
United States. It is also claimed that CoreCivic is “the largest
owner of private real estate used by the United States
government” (AFCS, 2019a; online). CoreCivic manages not
only prisons, many of which have developed a bad reputation,
but also owns immigrant detention centers and reentry facilities.
The “zero-tolerance” immigration policy adopted under the
Trump administration (see, e.g., Kandel, 2018) has provided a
secure and robust sales environment for CoreCivic. Both the
immigrant detention centers and reentry facilities, too, have been
accused of abuse, neglect, and mismanagement. It is important to
note that CoreCivic now charges prisoners for many reentry
services which used to be provided by non-profit organizations
(AFSC, 2019a).

The GEO Group, Inc

The GEO Group, Inc. (GEO) was founded in 1984, a year after
CoreCivic (The GEO Group, 2021). AFSC (2019b, online)
refers to The GEO Group as “the world’s second largest
private prison company”, which manages both prisons and
immigrant detention centers. Similar to CoreCivic, The GEO
Group has recorded increases in profits and revenue, and has
profited from the zero-tolerance immigration policy
introduced under President Trump. The GEO Group’s
prisons and detention centers have developed a bad
reputation in recent years; in particular, their youth
detention centers have come under scrutiny after
“systematic abuse, torture and mistreatment of incarcerated
youth” (AFSC, 2019b, online) had been reported.

LITERATURE REVIEW: PRIVATE PRISONS
IN THE UNITED STATES

In the United States, private prisons first emerged in the late 18th
century, when Louisiana privatized its prison called “The Walls”
(Angola Museum, 2019) in 1844 (Bauer, 2018). After the Civil
War, the use of private prisons expanded rapidly (Bauer, 2018),
and it was in the late 1980s that modern private prisons developed
(Burkhardt, 2017; Ortiz & Jackey, 2019). Nowadays in the
United States, two private prison corporations own the largest
share of private prisons: The Corrections Corporation of
America, known as CoreCivic, and The GEO Group, formerly
known as Wackenhut Correction Corporation, WCC, which were
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introduced above. In 2010, these two corporations together
“generated more than $2.9billion in revenue [...] with
revenues ever increasing through 2019” (Craig and pond
cummings, 2020, p. 268). Gotsch and Basti (2018, p. 12) state
that CoreCivic owns more than 70 facilities, including prisons,
immigrant detention, and reentry centers, totaling approximately
80,000 beds around the United States. CoreCivic is reported to
have increased its profits by 500% within a span of only 20 years
(pond cummings and Lamparello, 2016, p. 425). As of December
2016, more than 128,300 people were incarcerated in private
prisons (Gaes, 2019, p. 270).

In recent years, however, a growing opposition towards private
prisons (Craig and pond cummings, 2020) has been fighting for
their abolishment. Enns and Ramirez (2018) cite studies that
show how general criminal justice policies do not reflect public
opinion (e.g., Beckett, 1997; Smith, 2004; Tonry, 2009; and;
Zimring & Johnson, 2006). Their own study reveals that the
public opinion on privatization of prisons is divided, yet a
majority does not support this process, possibly due to the
immoral incentives that Craig and pond cummings (2020, p.
264) hint at: “private prison corporations are driven by perverse
and immoral incentives whereby an increase in crime and an
increase in the number of human beings placed into America’s
brutal prisons is good business news for that industry.” Thus, the
question arises as to how this system works, which arguments are
put forth for the continued reliance on private prisons, and at
what and whose costs the corporations generate the reported high
profits.

Research on the Conditions in Private

Prisons

pond cummings and Lamparello, 2016 report that the living
environments “deprive many inmates of basic needs”, many are
“severely underfed” and have to live in “filthy quarters without
working lights or toilets” (p. 427). Bauer (2016; 2018), who has
worked undercover as a guard for 4 months in a private prison,
has also disclosed horrible conditions. For instance, he reports
that because a prisoner was refused any medical attendance, he
lost his legs to gangrene. Further, guards were paid only $9 per
hour and the prisons were very much understaffed: at times, only
24 guards were on duty but were responsible for more than 1,500
inmates. Thus, he concludes, it is unsurprising that private
prisons have become rather violent. pond cummings and
Lamparello (2016, p. 426), for example, report assault rates in
private prisons as being between three and five times higher
compared to public prisons. Another factor contributing to the
increasing violence is the limited training that correctional
officers receive: Bauer (2018) recalls being told not to
intervene if a fight breaks out. Williams (2018, online) adds
that “a mentally ill man on suicide watch hanged himself, gang
members were allowed to beat other prisoners, and those whose
cries for medical attention were ignored resorted to setting fires in
their cells”—this is just an illustration of one experience, but
stories and reports of violence and abuse in private prisons
abound (see, e.g., Burnett, 2012; Esquivel, 2017; Pauly, 2017;
Woodman, 2017; Wofford, 2014).
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In line with the observations and arguments by (Bauer,
2018) and (Williams, 2018), Burkhardt, (2017, p. 26) notes that
correctional officers in the private prison sector describe their
job as ““the toughest beat” in law enforcement” (Lambert,
Hogan, Griffin & Kelley, 2015; Page, 2011). Considering the
minimum payment, harsh conditions and understaffed
facilities, the staff turnover has been reported to be rather
high (Craig and pond cummings, 2020, pp. 271-272).
Therefore, it seems as if private prisons pose a danger to
both staff and inmates. As Burkhardt, (2017, p. 31) points
out, for prisoners an assignment to a private prison brings
risks: of unfair discipline (Mukherjee, 2014), inadequate health
care (Makarios & Maahs, 2012; Wessler, 2016), and idleness
(Makarios & Maahs, 2012). For workers, employment in a
private prison likely brings a low salary and an unpredictable
future (Stephan, 2008; Bauer, 2016).

Arguments for and Against the Maintenance

of Private Prisons

These findings raise the question as to how private prisons can
still exist. First and foremost, pond cummings and Lamparello
(2016, p. 420) argue that the main reasons put forth by the
corporations to keep private prisons in business are cost-
effectiveness, increased safety, and the humane treatment of
inmates. However, (Simmons, 2013, online), for example, has
shown that even though private prisons might be less
expensive in the short term, they are likely to be more
expensive in the long run (see also Austin & Coventry,
2001; Cornell University, 2020; Mamun, Li, Horn, and
Chermak, 2020; McDonald, Fournier, Russell-Einhorn &
Crawford, 1998; Pratt & Maahs, 1999). More importantly,
though, the short-term cost-effectiveness seems to come at a
high cost particularly for inmates, who are deprived of health
care (Bauer, 2018), have fewer educational opportunities
(Craig and pond cummings, 2020, p. 271; Bauer, 2018), and
often earn only a few pennies an hour (Craig and pond
cummings, 2020) or $1 a day (Gotsch & Basti, 2018, p. 9).
Another important factor contributing to the perceived short-
term cost-effectiveness is that, as Burkhardt, (2017, p. 24)
argues, “critics have long suspected that private prison firms
skim the best inmates with lowest needs in an attempt to
minimize costs.” As his study confirms, the prison population
of private prisons does not mirror the prison population of
public prisons: they apparently favor younger inmates with
fewer medical needs (p. 26) and “house [] a relatively large
number of inmates serving less than 1-year sentences for
federal authorities and [...] employ [] female and black or
Hispanic security staff” (p. 29) at a higher rate than their public
counterparts. This confirms much of (Austin and Coventry,
2001) as well as (Gruberg, 2015) findings.

Furthermore, the argument of increased safety seems to be
countered by research that indicates higher rates of violence in
private compared to public prisons. While a small number of
studies report that conditions in private prisons are of a higher
quality compared to public ones, for example in terms of
cleanliness, staff competence, and counsellor services (see, e.g.,
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Hatry, Brounstein & Levinson, 1993; Logan, 1991; Lukemeyer
and McCorcle, 2006; Thomas & Logan, 1993), Camp and Gaes
(2002) hint at “systematic problems in maintaining secure
facilities” (p. 444) by pointing at escape rates and drug usage.
More recently, Buchholz (2021) presents statistics that show both
higher inmate-on-inmate and inmate-on-staff assault in private
prisons, in addition to a higher number of weapons, tobacco and
drugs detected inside the private penitentiaries (see also Lopez,
2016). As mentioned above, this is also likely due to the fact that
correctional officers do not receive adequate education and little
to no arms for self-defense or the control of prisoners (Bauer,
2018). To illustrate, one institution in Idaho has become known
as the “gladiator school” among inmates (pond cummings and
Lamparello, 2016, p. 424).

The humane treatment of inmates, which is another
common argument for the existence of private prisons, has
also been questioned. Craig and pond cummings (2020) go as
far as comparing the conditions which inmates of private
prisons find themselves in to a modern form of slavery.
They argue that the new name of “convict leasing” (p. 305)
is just a euphemism for slavery and that it can be regarded as an
indirect form of slavery that private prison corporations are
paid for each incarcerated person as “governments
contractually owe private prisons a certain fee per bed or
prisoner” (pond cummings and Lamparello, 2016, p. 416).
However, it is a more direct form of slavery when prisoners are
leased to other companies for work, while the prison
corporations keep most of the money the inmates earn
(pond cummings and Lamparello, 2016, p. 419). An
additional source of money for the corporations is that they
overcharge inmates for video and telephone services (pond
cummings and Lamparello, 2016, p. 425). In sum, Craig and
pond cummings (2020) point out that the existence of private
prisons is not only morally wrong (p. 265), but also “violates all
three principles of the United States Department of Justice’s
Office for Access to Justice: (namely) ensuring fairness,
increasing efficiency, and promoting accessibility” (p. 274).

Another issue that has been raised in the literature is the
recidivism crisis in the United States. For example, Durose,
Cooper and Snyder (2014) report that 68% of released inmates
reoffend after 3years, and even more (76.6%) do so after
5years (see also Katsiyannis et al., 2018). Mamun et al.
(2020) report on studies that demonstrate that recidivism
rates in private prisons are between 16.7% (Spivak & Sharp,
2008) and 22% (Duwe & Clark, 2013) higher when compared
to public prisons. Powers, Kaukinen and Jeanis (2017) further
present a statistically significant difference in recidivism rates
for prisoners released from private prisons (68% compared to
45%). However, the impact of privatization on recidivism has
been contested (e.g., Gaes, 2019). A problem connected to the
quantification of recidivism is that its effects only appear up to
5 years later; therefore, it does not appear in statistics and thus
benefits the statistics of private prison firms (Powers et al,,
2017). Another aspect which private prison companies profit
from is the overcrowding of prisons (Austin & Coventry,
2001), which “provides incentives for states to contract with
private operators” (Price, Carrizales & Schwester, 2009, p. 82).
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Private prison corporations are thus found to “aggressively
lobby for harsher prison sentences such as mandatory-minimums’
and three-strikes laws% for legislation that creates new crimes
requiring incarceration, such as criminalization of illegal
immigration or active detention of schoolchildren; and against
decriminalization” (Craig and pond cummings, 2020, pp. 267-8).
Indeed, Craig and pond cummings (2020, p. 269) note that CoreCivic
spent more than $3 million in 2005 and still more than $1.2 million in
2019 on federal lobbying, even though ever since 2012, the number of
people incarcerated has been shrinking for the first time in a long time
(Mamun et al,, 2020, p. 4508). The reason that private prisons are still
well off despite the shrinking numbers of incarcerated people is the
“occupancy guarantee clause” that allows private prisons to “get first
priority to house inmates, and possibly even get paid for empty cells”
(Mamun et al., 2020, p. 4501). This likely explains why in the 16 years
between 2000 and 2016, the private prison population was observed
to grow “five times faster than the total prison population” (Gotsch &
Basti, 2018, in; Mamun et al.,, 2020, p. 4500).

Given the amounts of money at stake, it is not surprising that
corrupt practices are revealed from time to time, with the so-
called Kids for Cash scandal likely being the most well-known
example: in this particular case, two Pennsylvania judges were
found to sentence juveniles to detention at much higher rates
than the state average and were then paid kickbacks of
$2.6 million (Craig and pond cummings, 2020, p. 270). A
quote from Bauer’s (2018, online) article will close this section
and provide the starting point for the analysis that is to follow in
the remainder of this paper:

In May 2017, I bought a single share in the company [CoreCivic]
in order to attend their annual shareholder meeting. As I sat and
watched Terrell Don Hutto® and other corporate executives discuss
how their company’s objective was to “serve the public good”, I
wondered how many times such meetings had been held throughout
American history. How many times have men, be they private prison
executives or convict lessees, gotten together to perform this ritual?
They sit in company headquarters or legislative offices, far from their
prisons or labor camps, and craft stories that soothe their
consciences. They convince themselves, with remarkable ease,
that they are in the business of punishment because it makes the
world better, not because it makes them rich.

DATA, METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH
QUESTIONS
The data for this work is drawn from the websites of CoreCivic

and The GEO Group. All texts available on their websites (as of
January 2021) were copied and pasted and then cleaned and

'Mandatory-minimums refer to the practice of punishing certain crimes with
automatic minimum sentences (Famm.com, 2021, online).

*According to (San Diego County, 1994, online), the original purpose of Three
Strikes Laws was to “dramatically increase punishment for persons convicted of a
felony who have previously been convicted of one or more “serious” or “violent”
felonies”, while nowadays many people who serve sentences on the basis of this law
they have committed non-violent crimes (Stanford, 1994, online).

*The founder of CoreCivic (Bauer, 2018, online).
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prepared for the analysis with the corpus program AntConc
(Anthony, 2020). In total, the corpus of texts collected from
both websites comprises 25,386 tokens; 10,032 of which belong
to the CoreCivic sub-corpus, and 15,354 to the GEO sub-
corpus.

Discourse Analysis, Critical Discourse
Analysis and Corpus-Assisted Discourse

Analysis

Johnstone (2018) explains that the starting point for a discourse
analysis (DA) is a text on the basis of which an understanding for
the context is developed. The text is therefore regarded as the
product of discourse (Widdowson, 2004, p. 8), and discourse is
seen as a form of social practice that is both socially constitutive
and socially conditioned (Wodak, 2002). An important issue
central to DA is that of representation. Fairclough (2003, p.
26) states that “representation is clearly a discoursal matter”
and different discourses “may represent the same area of the
world from different perspectives or positions.” In essence, it is
argued that the way certain issues are portrayed are reflective of
underlying ideologies, which Fairclough (2003, p. 9) states to be
“representations of aspects of the world which can be shown to
contribute to establishing, maintaining and changing social
relations of power, domination and exploitation.” The
representation of identities and self-images (Fairclough, 2003,
p. 183) is in so far relevant to the present study as that, as
marketing devices (e.g., Goddard, 1998), the websites of private
prison corporations must present the corporations’ perspectives
and positions within the larger discourse of crime, punishment,
and justice, which has not always shed a favorable light onto these
institutions. Thus, it is argued, they need to counter the
representations of their institutions created by the media and
scientific studies to keep their corporations in business. As
highlighted in the quote by Bauer (2018, online) above, the
corporations are trying to “convince themselves that they are
in the business of punishment because it makes the world better,
not because it makes them rich”, which reflects an underlying
tension between the private and public discourses the prison
corporations are engaged in.

In the context of political issues, methods of critical discourse
analysis (CDA), which aim at uncovering hidden ideological
positions, are useful, as CDA is “particularly concerned with
(and concerned about) the use (and abuse) of language for the
exercise of sociopolitical power” (Widdowson, 2007, p. 70).
According to (Flowerdew, 2008, p. 196), “discursive situations
where dominance and inequality are to the fore” are at the center
of CDA. Such dominance and inequality are enacted and
reproduced through texts and discourse, and, as argued in this
paper, enacted in the self-presentation of the investigated private
prison corporations.

The use of corpora to assist DA has become rather popular,
although the number of studies making joint use of corpus
linguistic (CL) tools and methods of (C) DA remains small
(Baker et al., 2008). (Partington, 2003, p. 12) points out that at
the simplest level, corpus technology helps find other examples
of a phenomenon one has already noted. At the other extreme,
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it reveals patterns of use previously unthought of. In between,
it can reinforce, refute or revise a researcher’s intuition and
show why and how much their suspicions were grounded.

At the center of a corpus analysis is a large body of naturally
occurring texts (Baker, 2006), which is then analyzed with a
corpus program “in order to understand real linguistic usage”
(Matthews & Kotzee, 2019, p.5). Importantly, as Matthews and
Kotzee (2019) point out, the use of corpus tools in DA can shed
light onto hidden phenomena (see also, e.g., Partington, 2008).
This is achieved through the analysis of keywords, concordances
and collocations, which can reveal discursive strategies
and topics prevalent in the investigated discourse that are
difficult to detect by investigating the data manually. Through
the analysis of collocations and concordances, it is also
possible to detect semantic prosody present in the
discourse. In fact, (Griebel and Vollmann, 2019, pp. 576-7),
state that CL methods “are well suited to detect quantitative
regularities at the linguistic surface that give hints to ideologies
found within a society that may stay unrecognized in purely
qualitative research.” Many researchers have found corpus-
assisted methods useful in DA (see, e.g. Baker, Gabrielatos,
Khosravinik, Kryzanowski, McEnery & Wodak, 2008;
Gabrielatos & Baker, 2008; Salama, 2011). In particular, the
benefit of complementing a DA with a corpus or vice versa lies
in the conjunction of quantitative and qualitative methods
(Knoblock, 2020). A meta-analysis by Nartey and Mwinlaaru
(2019) has shown that corpus-assisted approaches are
frequently used in linguistics, and yet they identify a lack of
such research “in the allied field of critical genre analysis and
forensic contexts as well (as) those of contrastive/intercultural
rhetoric, inquiry/analysis, mediated discourse
analysis, and conversation analysis have hardly been
engaged” (p. 19, my emphasis). Thus, the present paper
aims at contributing to the extant literature in the area of
corpus-assisted discourse analysis in forensic contexts (e.g.,
Coulthard, 1994; Kredens, 2002; Cotterill, 2003; Heffer, 2005;
Gruber, 2014; Felton Rosulek, 2015; Gales, 2015; Tkacukov4,
2015; Wright, 2021), and it is also the first one, to my
knowledge, to address the language of private prison
corporations in the United States.

narrative

Methodology

In a first step, keyword and frequency lists were generated. The
frequency lists of content words give indications as to the
“aboutness” of the corpora (Baker, 2006). First, the corpora
were tagged with the Stanford POS tagger (Stanford Tagger,
2003) and then checked manually for accuracy. Afterwards,
the frequency lists were created. Secondly, the keyness of
words (usually content words), which refers to how salient a
word is in a corpus in comparison to another corpus (Baker, 2006;
Matthews and Kotzee, 2019), was invesigated. Keywords, thus,
can be argued to “reflect the main concepts, topics or themes in a
text or corpus” (Wright, 2021, Chapter 37). For the purpose of the
keyword analysis, the CoreCivic and GEO corpora were
compared with the open American National Corpus (0ANC),
a general language corpus. The 0ANC covers American English
data from a variety of genres, including web blogs, web pages,
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chats, email, and social media platform such as Twitter.
Conceived in 2005 by the Linguistic Data Consortium (LDC),
the oANC contains, at present, 15 million words with the ultimate
aim of comprising 100 million words annotated for various
linguistic phenomena once it is completed (ANC, 2015,
online). Since the data used in the present study is drawn
from American websites, the oANC was deemed appropriate
for comparisons.

Keyword Analysis: A Bottom-Up Exploration

The keyword analysis presents a bottom-up approach to explore
salient themes in the dataset. After identifying the most common
keywords in both corpora, these keywords are then investigated
in their contexts through collocation and concordance analyses to
shed light onto the self-presentation and central concerns of the
companies. The keyness score of a word reflects the saliency of the
respective term, i.e. “the higher the (keyness) score, the stronger
the keyness of that word” (Baker, 2013, p. 127). To determine the
keyness of words, the log likelihood statistic was used, as this
measure is useful in “overcom (ing) the issue of skewness” that is
common in linguistic data (Baker, 2006, p. 126). Afterwards, the
keywords were investigated in their contexts through collocation
and concordance analyses. Collocations refer to “the
characteristic co-occurrence of lexical patterns involving two
or more words within a certain (limited) distance of one
another” (Weisser, 2016, p. 272)* and concordances refer to
the listing of words within their contexts (KWIC, keywords in
context) (Weisser, 2016). The generation of a concordance list,
thus, allows words to be viewed in their contexts to determine,
for example, their semantic prosody and connotations.
Predication and modification of nouns and verbs will be
investigated to determine the semantic prosodies and
connotations of words identified in the keyword analysis.
Semantic prosodies, or discourse prosodies, which is related
to “the relationship of a word to speakers and hearers”
(Baker, 2006, p. 87), and provides insights into evaluations
and attitudes underlying the investigated discourse (see also,
e.g., Hunston, 2007).

Top-Down Analysis of Central Issues

In addition to the bottom-up approach, a top-down approach was
taken. That is, based on previous research, three main areas of
interest and potential conflict between research findings and the
representation of the self-image of the investigated companies
emerged. First of all, as mentioned above, the main argument put
forth by private prison corporations such as CoreCivic and The
GEO Group is that they are cost-effective. However, this has
continuously been refuted by researchers (e.g, Mamun et al,
2020). Therefore, the aspect of costs and cost-effectiveness
as presented on the respective companies’ websites will be

4As a collocation measure, Mutual Information (MI) was used, which is “calculated
by examining all of the places where two potential collocates occur in a text (and
then) comput(ing) what the expected probability of these two words occurring near
each other would be, based on their relative frequencies and the overall size of the
corpus” (Baker, 2006, p. 101).

Frontiers in Communication | www.frontiersin.org

November 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 672110


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#articles

Marko

TABLE 1 | 10 most common content words in the CoreCivic sub-corpus.

Rank Frequency Token

1 140 corecivic

2 49 government
3 43 reentry

4 42 facility

5 41 facilities

6 41 services

7 37 president

8 35 provide

9 34 care

10 33 correctional

looked at in more detail. Secondly, research has identified
safety issues in private prisons for both inmates and employees
(e.g., Camp & Gaes, 2002) while the corporations maintain that
private incarceration is safer than public incarceration. Thus,
the issue of safety was marked as another interesting aspect
deserving of further investigation. Thirdly, while private prison
corporations argue that they provide reentry services to reduce
recidivism, researchers have claimed that the corporations
inherently do not show an interest in preventing recidivism,
since they make profit off every single prisoner (e.g., pond
cummings and Lamparello, 2016). Petersilia (2003) has
marked the reintegration of prisoners into society as being a
profound challenge in (America, and Thompkins, 2010) even
describes the emerging apparatus of re-entry institutions and
criminal justice agencies as “Prisoner Reentry Industry.”
Further, the Second Chance Act was passed in 2007, which
focuses on the improvement of reentering programs, after such
programs had been abandoned after the 1970s (Ortiz & Jackey,
2019, p. 485). Recidivism and reentry were therefore chosen as
the third area for investigation in this paper. Because researchers
and corporations come to differing, if not opposite, conclusions
in terms of these three issues, it is argued that the corporations
have to do much identity work in these respects, which is why
the following research questions were formulated:

1) Which topics are saliently presented on the CoreCivic and the
GEO Group websites and are central to their identity
presentation?

2) How is cost-effectiveness represented on the CoreCivic and
GEO Group websites?

3) How are safety issues and violence represented on the
CoreCivic and GEO Group websites?

4) How are recidivism and reentry represented on the CoreCivic
and GEO Group websites?

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

The following section first looks at the findings for the CoreCivic
Corpus and then proceeds to outline the findings for the GEO
Group Corpus, before moving on to a comparison between the
two corpora, and a discussion of the results.

Serving the Public Good?

Bottom-Up Exploration of CoreCivic’s

Self-Presentation and Self-Image

Firstly, a word frequency list of all content words in the CoreCivic
corpus was generated (see Table 1). Table 1 displays the ten most
common content words in the corpus, thereby providing more
insight into the “aboutness” of the texts (Baker, 2006). With 140
occurrences, the by far most common word in the CoreCivic
corpus is the proper noun and company name “CoreCivic.”

In terms of self-presentation, it is vital to understand how the
noun CoreCivic is used on the website. For that purpose,
concordance lines were created and some selected examples
are reproduced in Figure 1 (examples were chosen to be
representative of the corpus, as a reproduction of all examples
is prohibited by spatial restrictions). As shown in the
concordance lines, CoreCivic is presented as an active agent,
and the language used on the website accredits the company with
positive qualities such as dependability and innovation. The only
exception in Figure 1 is line 29, which states a negative fact about
CoreCivic. To arrive at a better understanding of what is
happening in this case, one must investigate the full context of
the sentence: this specific sentence is taken from a statement
made about the passing away of a child at one of CoreCivic’s
facilities (Mariee Juares, see, e.g., Silva, 2019), and the statement
points out that the medical care was not provided by CoreCivic
but by another organization, thereby negating and refuting the
involvement of CoreCivic in the death of the child.

Next, consider the use of “government.” A collocation analysis
shows that “partner” and “partners” appears as the R1 terms in
28.6% of all instances of “government”, and in 50% of these cases,
the L1 word is the pronoun “our”. This makes the phrase “our
government partner(s)” a prevalent one in the corpus. By
referring to the government as “partners” in sentences such as
“providing maximum flexibility for government partners”, “meet
the needs of other government partners”, and “provide a broad
range of solutions to government partners”, CoreCivic indicates
that they are indeed serving the government, but they also view
themselves as being in a powerful position with an equal standing.

Other frequent words of interest are “services” and “care.” A
collocation analysis indicates that 41% of L1 collocates describe
the services offered by the company in more detail through
descriptive adjectives such as “religious,” “rehabilitate”,
“psychological”, “orthodontic”, “educational”, “correctional”
and “reentry”, and highlight that the services are of high
quality. Similarly, 82% of instances of the verb “care” collocate
with the L1 words “health”, “our”, “acute” and “dental”, thereby
describing the types of provided care in more detail. The use of
the possessive determiner “our” is of particular interest as it
projects the social actor (i.e. CoreCivic) directly into the discourse
(e.g., Fairclough, 2003). Possessive pronouns or determiners such
as “our” indicate, as the name suggests, possession, or whole-part-
relations (see, e.g., Blodgett & Schneider, 2018), as well as
entitlement while simultaneously conveying a sense of
belonging and ownership. Therefore, the construction “our” +
NP indicates ownership of the implicit narrator/author of the text
over what the NP denotes, while at the same time being important
in the representation of a unitary identity of the company.
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20 | of proper prison management in this CoreCivic was the undisputed driver of the
country. requirement
21 | to help address America’s recidivism CoreCivic’s  reentry centers provide a variety of
crisis.
22 | For more than three decades, CoreCivic has been an innovative, dependable partner
23 | For more than three decades, CoreCivic has partnered with local, state, and the
24 | Each CoreCivic facility has a PREA Compliance Manager
25 | Detainee education. CoreCivic has designed a comprehensive training
plan
26 | With more than 30 years of experience, CoreCivic is the leading national provider
27 | detention and residential facilities. CoreCivic has been a flexible and dependable partner
28 | In fact, CoreCivic has been an outspoken advocate for
numerous criminal justice reform
initiatives
29 | 2019 Key Facts: CoreCivic does not provide the medical care at the
South Texas Family Residential Center.
30 | Providing Maximum Flexibility. CoreCivic can design, finance and build

FIGURE 1 | CoreCivic corpus, “CoreCivic” concordance lines 20-30.

TABLE 2 | Keywords of the CoreCivic corpus in comparison to the oANC.

Rank Frequency Keyness p-value® Word
1 140 2043.27 0.0275 corecivic
2 43 610.8 0.0085 reentry

3 33 481.27 0.0066 covid

4 33 44418 0.0066 correctional
5 32 363.29 0.0063 detention
6 124 352.01 0.0088 our

7 42 291.76 0.0078 facility

8 41 275.01 0.0076 facilities
9 22 218.63 0.0043 inmates
10 13 189.57 0.0026 hininger®

The noun “care” has a positive connotation in that it implies
“painstaking or watchful interest”, “maintenance,” “charge”, or
“supervision” (Merriam-Webster, 2021), while simultaneously
implying a sense of superiority of the one taking care over the
one who is being taken care of. Thus, when the possessive
determiner “our” occurs together with “care”, as in the
sentences “those entrusted in our care”, “inmates in our care”,
and “ensure the safety over everyone in our care”, a sense of
superiority and power of CoreCivic is visible. Together with
regarding themselves as partners equal in position to the
government, as being in charge of the inmates, and by
describing the range of services offered by their facilities as
professional and of high value and quality, CoreCivic’s self-
presentation is entirely positive and yet authoritative and
powerful.

» «

*“The p-value (. ..) indicates the amount of confidence that we have that a word is

key due to chance alone—the smaller the p-value, the more likely that the word’s
strong presence in one of the sub-corpora isn’t due to chance but a result of the
author’s (conscious or subconscious) choice to use that word repeatedly” (Baker,
2006, p. 125). In this study, the significance cut-off point was set at p = 0.05.
“President and Chief Executive of CoreCivic (CoreCivic, 2021).

CoreCivic: Keywords in the Self-Presentation of the
Company

The most common keyword in the list (see Table 2) is the name of
the company itself, as discussed above. In the self-image of the
company, “reentry” (see 4.1.2 for more detailed discussion),
“our”, “facility”, and “facilities”, seem to be of key importance.

Even though all keywords would warrant further investigation,
space restrictions prohibit detailed discussions of each of them. In
light of the first research question, the keywords “our”, “facility”
and “facilities” will be the focus of the subsequent analysis.
Figure 2 shows selected concordance lines of “our.”

As discussed above, “our” conveys a sense of ownership,
entitlement, and belonging. Additionally, the use of we-words
such as “our” can be an indicator of perceived power and high
status (Pennebaker, 2011, p. 171). This interpretation is in line with
the above-mentioned findings that provide indications towards
CoreCivic’s self-image as being powerful and authoritative. To
further deepen the understanding of how CoreCivic’s self-image is
presented on their website, it is worth examining the descriptions
of CoreCivic’s facilities (see Figure 3) in more detail.

Firstly, “facility” appears together with “correctional”, “detention”,
and “CoreCivic” in 20 out of 42 concordance lines (47.6%), while the
plural form collocates strongly with “our” (L1, 24%), and less strongly
with “safe” (L1 and L2, 17%). Both morphological forms are used with
attributive rather than predicative adjectives, which ascribe the noun
phrase with an inherent quality and presuppose an underlying
evaluative statement (Fairclough, 2003, p. 172; see also;
Englebretson, 1997). For instance, “modern facility” presupposes
the evaluative statement “this facility is modern”, thereby
presuming a quality and presenting it as given and inherent.

CoreCivic: Top-Down Analysis of Issues of

Interest

Previous research has revealed three potentially conflicting issues
in the public and private discourses of private prison
corporations: recidivism/reentry, violence/safety, and costs.
The subsequent analysis will investigate these issues more closely.
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71 | two years, however, as a part of our commitment to eliminating sexual abuse
72 | Many of our detention centers feature on-site legal and diplomatic
services
73 | Some of our  detention centers feature residential-style housing
74 | during the pandemic at all of our facilities, and we worked with vendors
75 | every person in our care. None of our facilities provides housing for children who aren’t
under the supervision of a parent.
76 | Action Plan in place at each of our facilities, which we’ve been working
77 | Visitation Changes Due to Coronavirus. our  Government Partners have modified facility
Many of visitation
78 | we share the responsibility of our government partners when they entrust individuals to
our care
79 | We are proud of our  longstanding track record of delivering high quality
80 | We are proud of our  nearly 30-year partnership at the Metro-Davidson
81 | Many of our Nurse and Mental Health case staff say they feel
more secure
FIGURE 2 | CoreCivic corpus, “our” concordance lines 71-81.
N KWIC
28 | In addition to a more modern facility that is safer for employees and inmates
29 | Many of our Government Partners have facility visitation policies in light of coronavirus.
modified
30 | design, finance and build a brand new facility, but we can also provide a lease-
31 | Safety is the foundation of quality facility management and rehabilitation.
32 | we can provide a ready facility and assume all maintenance
28 | Whether a government partner is facing facilities, or skyrocketing recidivism rates, CoreCivic
overcrowding, outdated has a solution to meet those needs.
29 | Whether it’s overcrowded facilities, skyrocketing taxpayer costs or inmates
struggling
30 | Faces with overcrowded facilities, skyrocketing taxpayer costs and inmates
struggling
31 | to our broad network of residential facilities  and can help keep individuals from going
reentry

FIGURE 3 | CoreCivic corpus, “facility” and “facilities” concordance lines 28-32 and 28-31, respectively.

N KWIC
2 of solutions from traditional corrections and  reentry  programming alternatives to corrections.
3 offering a variety of rehabilitation and reentry  services including academic, vocational,
4 care services, release planning services, and  reentry  support for those in our care.
5 Additional information provided on Reentry  Programming at Metro-Davidson
background:
6 Facility and the extensive evidence-based reentry  programming we provide to the State
7 CoreCivic is leading with evidence-based reentry  programs and supporting public policies to
reduce recidivism and change lives.
8 also potentially jeopardize the life-changing  reentry- programming currently delivered to those in
our care
9 facilities that provide education and reentry  programming to help individuals make
effective positive changes
10 | Safe, secure facilities and effective reentry  programs improve public safety and reduce
recidivism
11 | provide high quality services and effective reentry  programs that enhance public safety

FIGURE 4 | CoreCivi corpus, “reentry” concordance lines 2-11.

It is important to note that none of the initially identified words
(recidivism, violence, safety, or costs) are explicitly mentioned in the
corpus and are thus not present in either the frequency or the

keyword lists, indicating their backgrounding in the discourse of the
company. “Reentry”, however, which is a term related to the concept
of recidivism, is the second most salient keyword in the dataset and
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will thus be discussed subsequently. While “reentry” takes the
perspective of leaving the prison and reentering the community,
“recidivism” describes a “relapse into criminal behavior” (Merriam-
Webster, 2020). Thus, the focus on the CoreCivic website is on the
positive process of “reentering the community”, while researchers
have focused on CoreCivic’s role in the negative process of
“reentering the prison” (i.e. recidivism). As Figure 4 shows, the
website introduces the reader to the company’s reentry
programs and describes them as evidence-based, effective,
and of high quality.

A search for “recidivism” returns only 15 concordance lines
(as opposed to 43 for “reentry”), six of which (i.e. 40%) occur
together with either “reduce” or “reducing”. CoreCivic is described
as being actively engaged in the fight against recidivism, even
though the website acknowledges the recidivism crisis in the
United States (see Examples (1)-(4) below).

1) working to help address America’s recidivism crisis.

2) reentry centers to help address America’s recidivism crisis.

3) are helping to address America’s recidivism crisis.

4) overcrowding, outdated facilities, or skyrocketing recidivism
rates, CoreCivic has a solution

The search for “violence” and “violent” has revealed no
instances of use on the CoreCivic website, indicating that
these issues are not a part of the company’s discourse. The
terms “safe” and “safety”, however, appear 19 and 14 times in
the dataset, respectively. A collocation analysis shows that while
the adjective “safe” describes “facilities” and “environments”,
“safety” is associated with “corecivic” and “public.” In line
with the results outlined above, these collocations suggest that
CoreCivic facilities, environments, and services are presented as
safe, even though the preoccupation with safety issues on the
website is lower than might have been expected from previous
findings. As semantically related terms, “secure” and “security” are
also investigated (see Examples (5)-(10) below). Similar to “safe”
and “safety”, both “secure” and “security” are used to describe
CoreCivic’s facilities, and the reader is assured of the facilities’
safety and security even though this topic is not a salient one.

5) of delivering high quality, safe, cost saving secure corrections
and meaningful reentry programs

6) to making a difference by operating safe, secure facilities and
providing strong, active corporate

7) We operate safe, secure facilities that provide high quality
services and

8) there have been modernizations in security, architectural
practices, population needs and

9) environments can deem intimidating. However security is
our business

10) than where they previously worked. Beyond security, our
facilities are bright, clean, well-organized

Lastly, previous research has hinted as “costs” being a central
issue in the private prison industry. However, a concordance analysis
of “cost” and “costs” reveals only eleven occurrences in the dataset.
As shown in Figure 5, “costs” is associated with “effective” and

Serving the Public Good?

“saving”. Thus, while “costs” are not a central concern of the
company, when costs are discussed, the company’s facilities and
services are presented as both cost-effective and cost-saving.

Bottom-Up Exploration of GEO’s

Self-Presentation and Self-Image

To begin the analysis, a list of the most common content words in
the corpus was created (see Table 3). Similar to what was seen in
Table 1 for CoreCivic, the company name is the most frequent
content word in the corpus. In order to understand how the name
is used in context, consider Figure 6.

The verbs “has” and “is” are identified as collocates of GEO,
which suggests that GEO is presented as an active agent that does
things. For examples, GEO + V constructions (25% of the dataset)
depict GEO as supporting, providing, committing to, believing,
striving, complying, offering and incorporating. These verbs are
typically positively connoted, as the concordance lines in Figure 6
also suggest, thereby depicting the company as the initiators of
positive actions.

In terms of self-presentation, the words “facilities” and
“facility”, as well as “community” are of interest to this paper.
Both “facility” and “facilities” are used in conjunction with
descriptive adjectives such as “secure” and “rehabilitation”. In
contrast to the CoreCivic website, however, the presentation of
GEO’s facilities is more neutral and therefore less evaluative in
nature (see Figure 7 for examples).

More interesting than the description of GEO’s facilities in the
self-presentation of GEO is the use of the noun “community.” As
Figure 8 shows, contrary to what might be expected, “community” is
used to refer to the communities outside the prison rather than to the
community within the prison. Thus, the use of “community” in this
way creates a division between the world inside and outside the
prison walls, a process which is comparable to the “othering” (e.g.,
Simpson, Mayr & Statham, 2019, pp. 23-26) of inmates by placing
them outside the community.

The GEO Group: Keywords in the Self-Presentation of
the Company

Table 4 presents the keyword list of the GEO corpus. Intriguingly,
the list of keywords is almost identical with the list of frequent
words discussed above. Therefore, only the keywords “secure”
and “reentry” will be investigated in more detail.

The most frequent R1 collocates of the keyword “secure” are
“services”, “transportation”, “facilities”, “and”, and “environment”
(80%). The adjective “secure” is thus used descriptively in
conjunction with the GEO Group facilities, environments, and
services, thereby reassuring the reader of their safety. This
discourse strengthens GEO’s self-image as running secure
facilities and counters the representations of the company’s
institutions as violent created by both the media and researchers.

A search for “reentry” reveals 36 hits in the corpus, which shows
that reentry is discussed more frequently on the website than
recidivism (see below). As Figure 9 illustrates, in 50% of
instances, “reentry” appears together with nouns such as
“services”, “centers”, and “programs”, thereby hinting at a focus
on the description of their offerings.
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1 and detention management, innovative and cost -saving government real estate solutions,
2 and detention management, innovative and cost-  saving real estate solutions,
3 tough government challenges in ways that are  cost-  effective and better the public good
4 needed to solve tough government challenges  cost-  effective ways.
in
5 solve tough government challenges in cost-  effective ways. We provide a broad range
6 services and financial consultation, all at no cost.
7 Life insurance is provided at no cost  to employees.
8 track record of delivering high quality, safe, cost  saving secure corrections and meaningful
reentry
9 company paying a substantial portion of the cost.
10 | or spend millions of dollars on the cost of new prisons or jails.
11 | time and resources for our partners. Cost  Effective, Innovative Real Estate Solutions

FIGURE 5 | CoreCivic corpus, “cost” concordance lines.> The following section proceeds to present the findings for The GEO Group.

TABLE 3 | 10 most frequent content words in the GEO corpus.

Rank Frequency Token

1 327 geo

2 110 services

3 79 facilities

4 78 group

5 70 community
6 63 training

7 62 compliance
8 61 correctional
9 55 facility

10 50 secure

The GEO Group: Top-Down Analysis of

Issues of Interest

As semantically related terms of “secure”, the words “safety” and
“safe” are also investigated in the context of the GEO website.
Figure 10 shows that “safe” is not a common word in the GEO
corpus, quite in contrast to the CoreCivic dataset. In fact, only 20

concordances were found. In 77% of the concordance lines, “safe”
appears with descriptions of the environment and facilities, which
are also described as “humane”, “positive”, “secure”, “nurturing”,
and “structured.” Describing the facilities, services, and
environments with such adjectives presents these qualities as
inherent, which is a key factor in the preservation of a positive
self-image of the company.

In order to view the issues of safety and security from the
opposite perspective, the corpus was searched for uses of
“violence” and “violent.” The search revealed two instances of
the noun “violence” and no instances of the adjective “violent”,
which lends support to the argument that violence is not a topic
that is central to the discourse of the GEO Group. A concordance
analysis further reveals that only one instance of the word
“violence” is connected to events inside the prisons by
referring to the “violence in the workplace policy”, while the
other instance of use is connected to violence outside the prison
(“to bring awareness to street violence”), thereby downplaying the
importance of this issue.

Next, consider the term “recidivism”, which does not appear in
the list of frequent words nor in the list of keywords, but is

KWIC

13 and the communities we operate.

GEQO  believes in providing services

51 As a matter of corporate polity, all

GEO facilities are designed and operated in general
accordance with the recommendations

54 This annual review is conducted at all

GEQO facilities every year.

87 GEOQ’s Global Human Rights Policy. The

GEO  Group has always been committed to
protecting

88 Human Rights. For more than 32 years, The

GEO  Group has built a reputation

89 Through its diversified organization, The

GEO  Group has implements policies and procedures

107 | of its efforts, and continuous improvement.
The

GEO  Group is committed to that process

108 | The GEO Group Foundation. The

Geo Group is committed to making a difference

111 | score of at least 85%. Corporate
Governance. The

GEO  Group is dedicated to a philosophy of corporate
governance centered on a fair business code
and ethics,

112 | The GEO  Group is dedicated to conducting business with
honesty, respect and integrity
201 Geo’s mission is to develop innovative public-private

partnerships with government agencies

FIGURE 6 | The GEO corpus, “GEO” concordance lines (10 out of 327).
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11 | team have been the developer of over 70 facility  construction and renovation projects

12 | and construction experts coordinate all facility  development.
aspects of

14 | the staff and reentrants at the facility  have a close relationship with the City

15 | Blackwater River Correctional and Facility  held its annual Black History Program.
Rehabilitation

7 GEQ’s immigration facilities adhere to strict contractual requirements

8 operation of its facilities worldwide. As GEO facilities adopt a green

operational philosophy

10 | Reentry Services with both residential facilities and non-residential reentry facilities
reentry

11 | perspectives on human rights on facilities and processing centers,
correctional

16 | The GEO Group, Inc. is fully committed to  facilities and programs at the highest level
operating our

21 | the development of state-of-the-art facilities and the provision of management services

23 | GEO’s facilities are also independently accredited by the

American Correctional Association.
FIGURE 7 | The GEO corpus, “facility” and “facilities” concordance lines.

N KWIC

34 | integration and supervision of individuals in community, GEO offers fully diversified, cost-effective
the services

35 | from a controlled environment to increased  community involvement as they seek work

36 | Most community advisory boards are community leaders, in addition to key facility staff.
composed of

37 | she has built essential relationships with community leaders in the North Carolina Department
local

38 | While individuals think they are ready for community life, few are after incarceration.

39 | Throughout the Broward County, Florida community, Melita is widely acknowledged

40 | GEO supports charities, schools, community organizations, and higher education

scholarship

41 | alumni members and staff joined various community organizations, educational administrators
other

42 | as they live and work in the community. Our innovative products and services

43 | the glove that deliver high quality, community reentry, and electronic monitoring services
correctional,

44 | correctional facilities, processing centers, community reentry centers.
and

FIGURE 8 | The GEO corpus, “community” concordance lines 34-44.

TABLE 4 | Keywords of the GEO corpus in comparison to the oANC.

Rank Frequency Keyness p-value Word

1 327 4373.71 0.0417 geo

2 61 792.72 0.0079 correctional
3 79 562.26 0.0098 facilities

4 110 511.23 0.0114 services

5 36 478.71 0.0047 reentry

6 62 428.22 0.0077 compliance
7 50 405.25 0.0064 secure

8 55 364.15 0.0068 facility

9 63 326.5 0.0074 training

10 70 319.93 0.0078 community

deemed central to the public discourse surrounding the private
prison industry. Only one instance of use (Example (13) below)
hints at recidivism as being an issue in the United States, while

Examples (11) and (12) highlight the role of the GEO Group as
actively working to reduce recidivism rates.

11) and post-release, aimed at reducing recidivism and helping
the men and women

12) treatment and promoted effectiveness in reducing
recidivism. By assessing inmate risks and needs and

13) reduce costs, and promotes public safety. Recidivism
remains a major contributor to swelling prison

Lastly, the use of “cost” and “costs” on the GEO website
is investigated. The search for “costs” reveals only eleven
hits, which indicates that this topic is not central to the
discourse. However, when “cost” or “costs” are used, they
collocate with “effective”, “effectiveness”, and forms of
“reduce” in 55% of the cases [see examples (14)-(19)
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14 | correctional and detention management, reentry, electronic monitoring, offender
community rehabilitation

15 | residential reentry facilities and non- reentry facilities. A specially qualified team
residential

16 | Reentry Services with both residential reentry facilities and non-residential reentry

facilities

17 | opportunity to reform parole/probation and  reentry  in ways that keep communities safe and
manage

18 | population of over 29,000 inmates, and all reentry initiatives.
Bureau

19 | Treatment in-custody treatment programs reentry  process at a crucial time to help
start the

20 | provides cognitive behavioral treatment jail ~ reentry  programs than can include program

components
FIGURE 9 | The GEO corpus, “reentry” concordance lines 14-20.

N KWIC

3 | quality facilities that provide a safe and secure environment, deliver high quality

4 | while maintaining a safe and positive environment

5 | in ways that keep communities safe and save scarce public funds.

6 | to our care. Imparting a Safe  and Secure Environment. We are committed to

7 | in their work and in maintaining a _ safe and secure environment.

8 detainees, and residents in safe and secure facilities across four continents.

FIGURE 10 | The GEO corpus, “safe” concordance lines 3-8.

below]. Thus, the GEO Group’s website stresses their cost-
efficient ways of operating their prisons and related facilities,
while not putting this issue at the center of their discourse
overall.

14) Electronic monitoring is a safe, cost-effective, and efficient
way to monitor offenders

in the community, GEO offers fully diversified, cost-effective
services that deliver enhanced quality

emphasizes security, functionality, durability, and cost
effectiveness as its prime objectives.

a green operational philosophy, both operating costs and
emissions are lowered.

that works best for their needs, reduce costs, and promote
public safety.

Recidivism remains a major contributor to swelling prison
populations and skyrocketing costs.

15)
16)
17)
18)

19)

DISCUSSION

The analyses presented in this paper have revealed several
interesting findings. At the outset of the analysis, it was
presumed, based on the findings of previous research, that the
discourse on the websites would center around the topics of costs,
recidivism, and violence. The analyses have revealed that the
companies are aware of and do mention the topics and issues
raised by scholars and the media, but that they do so in a way that

benefits their purpose of a positive self-presentation. Even though
the companies address the issues of violence/safety/security and
recidivism/reentry to a certain extent, they favor the presentation
of the positive perspectives on these issues, i.e. they favor reentry
over recidivism, and safety/security over violence. Fairclough’s
(2003, p. 26) idea that different discourses “may represent the
same area of the world from different perspectives or positions” is
visible here: both CoreCivic and the GEO Group opt for the
perspective that is favorable to them. Thus, there seems to be a
discrepancy, or even a contradiction, between the public and
private discourses surrounding CoreCivic and The GEO
Group, Inc.

In terms of linguistic devices used for self-presentation,
the companies employ descriptive adjectives and positively
connoted verbs with the companies in the subject positions
of the respective clauses. Further, they implicitly put
themselves into a socially superior position, for example
through the use of the pronoun “our”, and through
implying their effectiveness, dependability, reliability, as
well as strong governmental ties. This process might be
supported by the “othering” of inmates and detainees
through  discursively ~dominating and controlling
them—an idea which, however, has to be investigated in
future research.

In contrast to expectations, neither company places a
particular emphasis on “costs”, yet in those instances in which
they do, they highlight the cost-effectiveness of their services and
facilities. Based on what previous scholarship has demonstrated,
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this is a finding that can be expected; yet it counters studies such
as (Mamun et al, 2020), who indeed find short-term cost-
effectiveness, but no long-term benefits. This, however, is not
problematized on the websites, since the websites can be regarded
as marketing devices advertising the companies’ services.
Advertising, as Goddard (1998, p.10, my emphasis) suggests,
“is not just about the commercial promotion of branded
products, but can also encompass the idea of texts whose
intention is to enhance the image of an individual, group, or
organisation.” Thus, the way the companies describe their
services and facilities serves as a promotion of their positive
self-images.

As pointed out above, violence and issues surrounding the
discourse of violence and recidivism are rather backgrounded
in the discourses of both companies, even though previous
research has shown that reports on violence and abuse in
private prisons abound (e.g., Lopez, 2016; Bauer, 2018;
Williams, 2018; Ortiz & Jackey, 2019). This finding can
be interpreted as the de-emphasizing of violence and
recidivism. As Felton Rosulek (2015, pp. 40-50) discusses,
information is de-emphasized in a certain discourse when it
is present, yet only to a very small extent. That is, it is
not afforded as much attention as information that is
emphasized, yet it is not completely absent from the
discourse either. And it is exactly that which can be said
for the issues of violence and recidivism, as well as costs to
a certain extent: they are present on the websites, but they
are not emphasized. Thus, these issues are not a part of
the private prison companies’ realities and, therefore,
their private discourses. In contrast, and likely triggered
by the increased news reporting on violence and abuse
not only inside the penitentiaries but also inside the
immigrant and youth detention centers, both corporations
counter this discourse by placing a salient emphasis on the
safety and security of their institutions. The findings
presented in this paper can also be interpreted considering
(van Dijk, 2011, p. 396) concept of the “ideological square”.
This concept outlines that ideological discourse separates us
from them. In the present context, this means that the prison
corporations emphasize their good characteristics and
achievements (e.g., active engagement in positive actions),
while simultaneously de-emphasizing their own wrongdoings
and problems (e.g., violence).

Furthermore, as pointed out, both websites place an emphasis
on reentry and reentry services, while simultaneously
backgrounding the recidivism crisis in the United States,
thereby taking a positive view on their own actions as
facilitating the reentry into the community rather than the
reentry into prison. This focus on reentry that both
corporations show is important in several respects. For
example, as Ortiz and Jackey (2019) have pointed out,
reentry programs have been reestablished and strengthened
not long ago in order to support and facilitate offenders’
reintegration into society. However, the reigning for-profit
ideology underlying the private prison system still
emphasizes profit rather than rehabilitation, which clearly
privileges those offenders who are in the lucky position to be
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able to afford reentry services. Thus, they conclude,
“reentry fails even before incarcerated persons leave
prisons” (Ortiz & Jackey, 2019, p. 490)—and this, they
argue, is deliberate. What the presentation on the
websites therefore reflects is, on the one hand, the
increased general attention to the rehabilitation of
offenders, but, on the other hand, just the description of
another service which the corporations make profit from. It
further allows the corporations to take a positive
perspective on the issue and present themselves and their
services in an entirely positive manner.

The research questions presented in this paper should be
considered in the context of a quote by Fairclough (2003, p.
40): “what is ‘said’ in a text is ‘said’ against a background of what
is ‘unsaid’, but taken as given.” Thus, it is not only of importance
what kind of information the websites contain; it is indeed at
least equally important what the websites do not contain.
Often, information that is absent from the discourse is
deliberately backgrounded or taken for granted—i.e.
presupposed. Importantly, though, even if particular pieces
of information are simply presupposed and thus not deemed
worthy of mentioning, the missing pieces can reveal
ideological positions and worldviews (e.g., Fairclough,
2003). As has been commented on above, the issues of costs
and violence, for example, are rather backgrounded or silenced
on both websites. However, they are likely de-emphasized, or
even silenced, for different reasons: costs are possibly de-
emphasized because it is presupposed that private prisons
work more cost-efficiently than public prisons—it is
therefore not deemed worth mentioning. Violence, though,
does not receive much attention, as, on the one hand, the
companies do not identify it as a central issue that needs to be
discussed on the websites, and, on the other hand, it would not
be good advertising for their companies. Therefore, they
clearly prefer to strengthen their focus on safety and
security, reassuring readers and policy makers that their
environments, facilities, and services are both safe and
secure for inmates and employees alike.

CONCLUSION

The problem of mass incarceration in the United States is
tremendous. As (Liptak, 2008, online) points out, “the
United States has less than 5% of the world’s population. But
it has almost a quarter of the world’s prisoners.” It is therefore
unsurprising that public facilities have been facing challenges
with having to house high numbers of prisoners. As has been
pointed out before, private prison corporations have a high
interest in keeping their beds occupied: thus, they lobby for
harsher punishment (Craig and pond cummings, 2020) and
are said to have no actual interest in the rehabilitation of
offenders (e.g., Bauer, 2018). It has further been argued that
they play a critical role in the continued growth of the prison
population in the United States. Craig and pond cummings (2020,
p- 262) state that the creation of this private prison corporation
ushered in a new carceral era where the traditional government
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function of adjudicating crime, punishment, and imprisonment
became intertwined with the corporate governance principles and
goals of profit maximization for shareholders; executive
compensation based on profits and share price; forward-
looking statements forecasting more robust prison populations;
and increased profit levels built almost solely on human misery
and degradation.

This paper has specifically investigated the language used on the
CoreCivic and The GEO Group’s websites, and the analyses have
revealed that both companies particularly strengthen their identities
in terms of safety and security, while simultaneously de-emphasizing
or backgrounding violence, recidivism, and costs. The corporations
take a positive perspective on the issues raised by scholars and
journalists in that they focus on “reentry” much more than on
“recidivism”, for instance. On the one hand, the particular focus on
reentry and safety may be a consequence of an increased reporting
on the violence inside the prisons, and of a policy that centers on the
rehabilitation of offenders while simultaneously earning money with
each offender who makes use of a reentry program or service, on the
other hand. The websites are therefore highly effective marketing
devices for the private prison corporations and can be considered to
be just one part of what pond cummings and Lamparello (2016,
p. 429) baldly call the corporations’ “effective propaganda.”

Even though the picture painted in the quote from Craig and
pond cummings’ (2020) article above is dire, there are promising
movements into a new direction: indeed, after his inauguration as
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