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Abstract

Institutional culture is often cited as one of the primary causes of violence and disorder in prison (see, e.g. Bottoms, 1999 for a detailed review). However, there is actually little empirical research that specifically links negative (or positive) prison culture—however defined—to levels of prison violence and disorder. The authors provide a critical review of the research on this topic, and compare the adequacy of research on “culture” to the available research on other possible causes of prison violence and disorder, such as crowding, inadequate staffing, poorly designed classification systems, and ineffective management strategies (both staff and inmate-based). Based on this review, the authors identify and assess a number of possible solutions to the problem, including the National Institute of Corrections’ Institutional Culture Change Initiative, situational prison control strategies, and a variety of other approaches.
Overview

In the following review, we describe the problem of prison violence and disorder facing state and federal prison administrators, summarize the available research on the cause(s) of this problem, and then provide an overview of National Institute of Correction’s (NIC) response to the problem, which is grounded in the reform strategy used by advocates of problem-oriented policing to change police practices in this country (see, e.g. National Research Council, 2004).  When applied to prisons, the problem-oriented perspective is based on the notion that we need to take proactive steps to address the underlying causes of negative prison culture, rather than continue to react to its consequences (e.g. violence, disorder, sexual assault).  We conclude by reviewing the steps that need to be taken before NIC’s culture change initiative can be fully implemented and its effects evaluated. 

Introduction: A Brief History of Prison Reform


There is an old adage that needs to be considered when reviewing the recent history of U.S. prisons: “The more things change, the more they remain the same”.  Since the mid-1970’s a number of things have certainly changed the social, legal, political & administrative character of U.S. prisons: socially, there are a greater proportion of minorities in prison, there are more violent offenders in prison, there are more offenders with significant, life threatening health problems in prison, and there are more mentally
ill offenders in prison; legally/politically, the courts now play a much more prominent role in the maintenance of prison standards and in the protection of prisoners rights, and crime control has merged as a major political issue; administratively, there have been significant, (though small) changes in the gender, race and education levels of both prison guards and prison administrators, structural changes in prison organization and administration, and the privatization of many (and in some prisons, all) prison functions (e.g. health care, programs) is becoming increasingly more common.  At the same time, recent increases in prison populations, along with pressure both to “do more with less” (in terms of resources, and staffing levels) and to “do less with more” (by eliminating and/or restricting access to programs for offenders in prison, reducing access to “unnecessary” recreation, restricting visitation, and expanding the number of “supermax” prisons) have put us back to precisely that point in the recent history of prisons where we no not want to be: the weeks and months immediately preceding the Attica riot. In a recent review of prison management trends, Riveland (1999) offered a similar assessment:”In many ways prisons have come full circle from twenty-five years ago…Today..many of the positive changes that have occurred in the nation’s prisons during this quarter decade are in some jeopardy”(174).He goes on to argue that a variety of factors –including inmate idleness ,inadequate work and educational programs, limited access to courts, changes in state laws, crowding’s effect on inmate –staff ratios, a new breed of get tough prison administrators, and  of course,public sentiment toward prisoners—have converged in a manner that mirrors ”the volatile conditions that existed in the 1970s”(Riveland,1999:175).
While the Attica riot was certainly a watershed event in the history of U.S. prison management, it is disconcerting to consider the possibility that despite the major post-Attica reforms that were initiated, today’s prisons are still plagued by yesterday’s problems: collective violence, interpersonal violence, intrapersonal violence, and institutional violence (Bottoms, 1999).  It appears that prison administrators have two choices: (1) wait for the next galvanizing “event” to occur in our federal and/or state prison system and then use this event to gain support for the “next” wave of prison reform; or (2) develop a proactive strategy that attempts to target the underlying cause(s) of prison disorder and to develop a plan of action that prevents such a negative occurrence.  NIC’s Institutional Culture Change Initiative appears to be predicated on the latter approach. 

Given the problems faced by administrators of military prisons in Iraq (i.e. the Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay prisoner abuse scandals), this certainly can be described as a prescient strategy.  In developing this initiative, NIC appears to be adopting the same general strategy that has been used to reform policing (National Research Council, 2004), the courts (National Governors Association, 2003), prosecution (National Research Council, 2001) and probation (Center for Civic Innovation, 2000): Focus on the cause, not the consequence, of the behavior in question.  When applied to prison problems, this approach inevitably leads to an examination of prison culture and its effect on prison order.

Prison (or institutional) culture has been defined in a variety of ways by researchers, but typically, it refers to “the values, assumptions, and beliefs people hold that drive the way the institution functions and the way people think and behave” (NIC’s working definition of institutional culture, 2003). While some researchers have focused their attention on staff culture (see, e.g. Carroll, 2003), much of the research on this topic emphasizes inmate culture (see, e.g. Edgar, O’Donnell, and Martin, 2003 for an overview of this literature). At the outset, we should point out an important underlying assumption of the NIC Institutional Culture Initiative: “If we change staff culture, inmate culture will follow.” Based on this assumption, NIC has designed a strategy that targets staff (and management) culture; the “inmate culture” issue is not addressed directly. However, NIC program developers believe that changes in staff culture will affect inmates in two specific ways. First, staff attitudes towards specific types of offenders (e.g. sex offenders) and groups of offenders (e.g. minority offenders) will be changed positively as a result of this initiative. Second, as a result of these attitude changes it is expected that staff behavior will also change in a number of important respects. For example, both staff tolerance of prisoner-on-prisoner violence (e.g. inadequate staff response to allegations of sexual assault) and the use of force by staff on inmates (i.e. institutional violence) are expected to decrease as a result of this initiative. The idea that rates of violence and disorder in prison can be lowered without specifically addressing inmate culture is a central tenant of the NIC initiative. We discuss the implications of this design choice in the conclusion of our review.

1.  Violence and Disorder in Prison


In the following section, we examine the major problems facing prison administrators at the state and federal level from three perspectives (1) the official picture of prison problems, drawn from the available nationwide reviews of our state and federal system (BJS, 2000; Corrections Compendium, 2002; BJS, 2003); (2) the wardens, and/or DOC director’s perception of prison problems, based on a review of the requests made for technical assistance to NIC since this initiative began (NIC internal documents and summary materials); and (3) the prisoner’s view, based on self-report studies and interviews conducted during the same period (e.g. Mair, Frattaroli, and Teret,2003; Tewksbury and Castle, 2003; Dumond, 2000).

1A. Violence and Disorder in Prison: The Official View


There are a number of data sources that can be examined to estimate the extent of violence and disorder in our prison system; but our focus in this section will be on the official reports of prison violence and disorder.   We begin by examining the annual reviews conducted by the Bureau of Justice Statistics on the number of people who die in our prisons due to some form of violence, including homicide, suicide, and other forms of violence, such as drug overdoses, accidents and executions.  

Death in Prison
Between July 1, 1999 and June 30, 2000, there were 56 homicides in our federal (3), state (51), and private (2) prisons (Stephan and Karberg, 2003), along with 198 known suicides and 217 deaths from other means, such as drug overdoses, accidents, and executions of death row inmates (Stephan and Karberg, 2003).  Taken together, these 471 deaths represent less than 14.9 percent of the total inmate deaths during this period, which numbered 3,175.  Overall, both the number of deaths in prison and rate of death in prison declined between 1995 and 2000 (3,311 in 1995, a rate of 3.2 per 1,000 inmates; 3,175 in 2000; a rate of 2.4 in 2000), which was likely due to a reduction in AIDS-related fatalities (Stephan and Karberg, 2003).  To some, these death statistics are problematic, especially the homicide, suicide, and “other” violence totals; to others, they are a demonstration that prisons do a good job protecting prisoners from themselves and each other.  In any event, these are the numbers: 3,175 of the nearly 1.3 million offenders incarcerated in federal and state prisons died between July 1, 1999 and June 30, 2000.  

Table 1 here


Our focus, so far, has been on completed acts of violence in prison.  It is somewhat more difficult to estimate the number of attempted murders and suicides in prison during this same period.  A recent review of the information systems used in our state and federal prison system documented the extent of this problem and offered recommendations on how to develop a nationwide performance measurement system to monitor our prisons (Wright, et.al, 2003).  In the interim, we must rely on data from selected state and federal institutions to estimate attempted murders and suicides.  Corrections Compendium recently completed a survey of “Riots, Disturbances, Violence, Assaults, and Escapes” that does include information from forty (40) state correctional systems (May 2002) on suicides; twenty-five (25) of these states also included information about attempted suicides in 2000, with twenty-seven (27) states also reporting attempted suicides in 2001.  In these states, the ratio of attempted to completed suicides was 16:1 with a total of 2,474 attempted suicides (and 147 deaths from suicide) in 2000 and 1,830 attempts (and 124 deaths) in 2001.  It is likely that the number of attempted suicides in prison during this period was even higher, but state-specific variations in what actually constitutes an “attempt” (e.g. verbal threat, suicide gestures, serious attempts) preclude a more precise estimate at this time.  Unfortunately, no data on attempted murder are available, which forces us to rely on a review of existing assault data to estimate the severity of this form of prison violence.

2. Assault in Prison


Both physical and sexual assault occur in prison settings, but there is much debate over the nature, extent, and severity of the problem, (Welch, 2004; Struckman-Johnson and Struckman-Johnson, 2000; Dumond, 2000; Mair, Frattaroli, and Teret, 2003).  Official statistics appear to underreport the problem, due--at least in part -- to variations in the way corrections departments define assault, and whether they consider such factors as verbal threats, attempts, and extent of injury when reporting the level of assault in their institutions.  Since data collected by BJS for The Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities (Stephan and Karberg, 2003) do not allow us to distinguish between physical and sexual assault, it is not possible to provide an “official” portrait of specific forms of assault.  However, the recent passage of the “Prison Rape Elimination Act of 2003” suggests the following: (1) there is a general consensus that we currently have a significant prison sexual assault problem in both male and female prisons in this country; and (2) there is a need to collect – through BJS – reliable data (using standardized definitions) on the incidence of prison sexual assault (Mair, Frattaroli, and Teret, 20003).  Until this new wave of incidence studies is completed, we must rely on overall assault estimates provided by BJS to gauge the extent of the assault problem in our federal and state prisons.  It is with these caveats in mind that we present the following description of assault in federal and state prisons.


Examination of the “official” picture of prison assault reveals several interesting differences in the reporting of assault on inmates and staff by both institution type (federal, state, private) and for inmate assault on staff, level of security (maximum, medium, minimum).  Stephan and Karberg (2003) compared data collected from the 2000 Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities to similar data collected in 1995 and found that 

“.....Facilities reported more than 34,000 inmate-on-inmate assaults and nearly 18,000 inmate-on-staff assaults in the 12-month period preceding the 2000 census.  The number of assaults, including both physical and sexual assaults, was [32%] higher than in a similar period preceding the 1995 census”(2003:VI).

The number of assaults (inmate-on-inmate and inmate-on-staff) increased between 1995 and 2000 for each facility type, although the size of the increase was greatest for privately operated correctional facilities (504 inmate-on-inmate assaults in 1995 versus 2,305 in 2000; 78 inmate-on-staff assaults in 1995 versus 993 in 2000).  These increases are not surprising, given the corresponding increases in the number of inmates in each facility type during this period (from 1,023,572 in 1995 to 1,305,253 in 2000 overall).  When the actual “population at risk” is factored in, Stephan and Karberg (2003) report that the rate of inmate-on-inmate assaults increased slightly, from 27.0 per thousand inmates in 1995 to 28.0 inmate-on-inmate assaults in 2000.


During this same period the overall number of inmate assaults on staff increased 27%, “from about 14,200 in 1995 to 18,000 in 2000” (Stephan and Karberg, 2003:9), while the rate of assault on staff per 1000 inmates decreased from 14.8 (1995) to 14.6 (2000).  However, the use of this statistic is somewhat misleading, because the rate of inmate assault on staff actually increased at both state and privately operated facilities (14.9 to 15.0 state; 6.2 to 13.5 private), while decreasing in federal facilities (from 14.3 to 11.9).


Examination of inmate assault on staff by facility security level (see table 2 below) reveals that the risk of assault on staff increases by security level (4.9 min, 10.7 med., 24.5 max in 2000 overall).  However, it is interesting to note that while the rate of inmate assault on staff dropped significantly in federal maximum security facilities between 1995 and 2000 (52.5 per 1,000 inmates in 1995; 27.8 per 1000 inmates in 2000), the rate of inmate assault on staff actually increased in privately operated facilities during this same period (14.5 per 1,000 inmates in 1995; 33.7 per 1000 inmates in 2000).  One possible explanation for variations across facility type but within security levels is that inmate assault on staff is affected not only by the background and type of inmates held (i.e. violent drug, property, public order) but also the organization, management and prevailing “culture” of these institutions.  In any event, it is important to consider such conflicting trends in the broader context of correctional costs and privatization, because it may be that what we gain in cost savings (via privatization), we lose in terms of offender and staff protection.

Table 2 here


It would seem logical to suggest that staff assault on inmates would also vary by both security level and facility type.  Unfortunately, we do not collect these data in the current census of state and federal correctional facilities (see e.g. Stephan and Karberg, 2003).  In a separate survey, Corrections Compendium (2002) does collect information on inmates injured and killed by staff, but their most recent survey was plagued by both a low response rate and a large number of “unavailable/unknown” responses to specific questions by those states that did participate in the survey.  In 2000, forty states responded to the survey, but data on inmates injured by staff was only available/known for 18 states and the District of Columbia.  In 2001, the same forty state responded and data were again available/known for 18 states.  The Federal Bureau of Prisons did not respond to the survey in either 2000 or 2001.  For the states that did report, the official numbers are quite small: 115 inmates were injured by staff (and 1 inmate was killed by staff) in 2000, and 107 inmates were injured by staff (with no inmates killed by staff) in 2001.  Obviously, a piece of the official picture of assault in prison is currently missing, which leads commentators and researchers on prison conditions to rely on other sources of information, including both surveys and interviews with prison management/staff and the prisoners themselves.

3.  Riots/Major Disturbances


As part of their census of state and federal correctional facilities, the Bureau of Justice Statistics collects data on major disturbances, fires, and other disruptions in prisons, such as hunger strikes and work slowdowns (Stephan and Karberg, 2003).  Table 3 (below) highlights the results of this review.  BJS has defined “major” disturbances as “incidents involving 5 or more inmates resulting in serious injury or significant property damage” (Stephan and Karberg, 2003:10).  The BJS census revealed that there were twice as many major incidents in 2000 (606) than in 1995 (317).  It should be noted that such increases in the number of major incidents are likely a direct function of increases in the size of prison population during this review period.  The actual rate (per 1,000 inmates) of major disturbances is quite low in 2000 (0.5), although it is higher than the reported major disturbance rate in 1995 (0.3).  While it is important to consider both numbers and rates when describing major disturbances in prison, these data certainly suggest that the recent increases in major disturbances represents a significant and serious offender/prison management problem that needs to be addressed.


In addition to collecting information about major disturbances, BJS includes questions in their census about the number of suspicious fires (that resulted in damage over $200) and a variety of other disturbances, such as hunger strikes and prisoner work slowdowns (Stephan and Karberg, 2003).  Surprisingly, there were significant reductions in both categories of disturbances between 1995 and 2000.  The number of reported fires dropped from 816 (1995) to 343 (2000), while the number of “other” reported disturbances dropped for 1,808 (1995) to 639 (2000).  These declines occurred despite significant increases in the prison population during this period; consequently, both the rate of fires per 1000 inmates (0.8 in 1995 vs.0.3 in 2000) and the rate of other disturbances ( 1.8 in 1995 vs. 0.5 in 2000) declined noticeably during the review period.


Although the BJS census does not attempt to distinguish “riots” from “disturbances”, this distinction is made in The Corrections Compendium survey of state and federal prisons (2000).  According to the authors of the report, “the survey definition used to determine riots as opposed to disturbances was any action by a group of inmates that constitutes a forcible attempt to gain control of a facility or area within a facility” (Correction Compendium, 2002:6).  Using this definition, “there were only two riots indicated for 2000 and 19 for 2001, with 750 inmates involved” (2002:6).  When considering these riot reports, it should be recognized that twelve states, plus the Federal Bureau of Prisons, refused to respond to this section of the survey.  Without these data, we can only speculate that the problem is likely to be getting worse in these states as well.  How much worse?  At this time, we simply don’t know.

1 B.  The Warden/DOC Director’s View of Prison Problems


Based on our review of official reports of violence and disorder in prison, it can certainly be argued that although the rate of violence and disorder in prison has remained fairly stable between 1995 and 2000, the increased number of new incidents –in conjunction with increases in the prison population –has taxed both the resources and skills of today’s prison managers.  But how much of a priority is the current level of prison violence and disorder to today’s prison managers, who are faced each day with a wide range of prison, staff, management, and resource issues?  To answer this question, we have examined the types of prison problems identified by wardens and DOC directors participating in the Institutional Culture Initiative during the past year.


Twelve wardens (or in some jurisdictions, state DOC Directors) formally requested assistance from NIC and were selected to participate in one (or more) of NIC’s Institutional Culture Initiatives.  Table 4 below highlights the types of problems these managers identified in their requests for assistance.  Overall, 59 different problems were identified, which can be classified into one of three categories: (1) offender-specific problems, (2) staff-related problems, and (3) management and leadership problems.  By far the most frequently cited problems were staff-related (32/59), followed by management/leadership problems (21/59).  Surprisingly, only a small number of offender-specific problems (6/59) were specifically identified in the request for NIC assistance, which certainly suggests that for these managers, staff and management-related problems were a more immediate concern than the types of offender-specific problems (e.g. offender-on-offender violence, drug use, conduct violations, escapes, racial tension) described in the previous section of this review.  However, this interpretation of the warden/DOC director’s requests for assistance may be too simplistic; offender, staff, and management problems are often interrelated.  


For example, further examination of table 4 reveals that in a number of instances (12), staff problems focus on the nature/content of staff-offender interactions:  staff sexual misconduct and/or sexual harassment of prisoners, staff assault on inmates, excessive use of force, confrontations between staff and inmates, staff over-familiarity with inmates, and discrimination.  These problems are also likely to be related not only to other staff-related problems (e.g. staff morale, staff turnover, the “good old boys” system), but also to the various types of management problems identified in the requests for assistance to NIC, such as leadership change, lack of consistent leadership, transitions in the security level at the institution, ineffective/ poor communication, and lack of ownership and/or pride in the institution.  Given the obvious interrelation between/among offenders, staff, and prison management, an intervention targeting any one of these problem areas is likely to be less successful than a strategy recognizing the need for system-wide change.  In this regard, if the types of problems identified by wardens and DOC directors in table 4 are, in fact, “caused” by a negative prison culture, then a system-wide response to the problem of culture change is needed, rather than a strategy limited to addressing any one of these problems (e.g. sexual harassment).

1C.   Unofficial Estimates of Prison Violence and Disorder


Even a cursory examination of the available research on interpersonal violence in prison reveals a simple truth: “official data often substantially understate the extent of violent victimization among inmates” ( Bottoms, 1999:222).  There are two primary sources of underreporting: (1) inmates refuse to report victimization; and/or (2) staff refuses to report victimization.   While a detailed review of why inmates and staff tend to significantly underreport violent victimization is beyond the scope of this review, (1) it should come as no surprise that (1) the base rate for prison violence is quite low based on official, facility records and (2) the results of self-report, anonymous surveys – although yielding significantly higher estimates – vary widely from study to study, based on such factors as how questions are asked, survey administration strategies, and survey completion rates.  In a recent review of the prison rape problem, for example, researchers from the Bureau of Justice Statistics (Beck, Hughes, and Harrison, 2004) concluded that, “at present, there is no reliable collection methodology for measuring prison rape” (2004:1).  To underscore this conclusion, they compared the percentage of prisoners who revealed a rape victimization in a personal interview to the percentage reporting such victimizations when a self-administered questionnaire was used:

“Personal interviews of inmates generally yielded low response rates (below 1%).  These low rates of reporting make it impossible to perform further analyses of victim, perpetrator, and facility characteristics.  More recent studies utilized self-administered questionnaires, which yielded higher prevalence rates (around 20% with a broad definition of sexual assault).  However, questions about the credibility of such studies remain due to low questionnaire completion rates (e.g. 25% response rate) and loss of control over who completes the forms and under what settings in the facility” (Beck, Hughes, and Harrison, 2004:1).

Based on the BJS review, it appears that current estimates of the extent of prison rape problem – regardless of data collection method – are unreliable.  To address this problem, BJS is pilot testing several different self-report survey methodologies, and they plan to collect “facility-level measures of sexual assault using victim self-reports...for the 12-month period ending June 30, 2006” (Beck, Hughes, and Harrison, 2004:7).  Until these reviews are completed, the debate will continue on the prison rape problem and we should anticipate that strikingly different estimates of the size of the problem will be offered for public consumption (see, e.g. Drumond, 2000, 2002; Bottoms, 1999; Struckman-Johnson and Struckman-Johnson, 2000; LIS, 2000; Gilligan, 1996; Welch, 2004).


Similar problems arise when reviewing the available research on other forms of violence in prison.  It seems certain that official records only represent a (small) percentage of the interpersonal, intrapersonal, institutional, and collective violence that occurs in prison (Bottoms, 1999; O’Donnell and Edgar, 1998; Gilligan, 1996), but it is difficult to give a precise estimate on the extent of the under-reporting problem, due to the limited quality of the existing survey research on various forms of prison violence.


For example, it is certainly possible that official records on the number of murders in prison are lower than the actual levels, due to the misclassification of murders as suicides, as deaths from “other” causes (e.g. drug overdoses), or as disease-related deaths (e.g. AIDS).  Similarly, the level of suicide in prison will be affected by the classification criteria used by the medical staff at each facility to distinguish/determine cause of death (Liebling, 1999).  While it is certainly possible to offer a low/high range by combing various death categories (e.g. murder, suicide, unknown, disease), or by combining suicides with death from unknown causes, such efforts simply mask the real problem: we currently use unreliable data to estimate these two forms of prison violence.


Similar problems arise when we examine other forms of prison violence.  We base our assessment of collective violence in prison on official records of riots and disturbances that likely under-report this form of violence.  However, facility-specific and state-specific variations in the operational definition of riots and disturbances make it impossible to estimate the extent of the underreporting for collective violence.  Somewhat better data are available on the level of under-reporting for assault (and threats), based on personal interviews with offenders in prison (see, e.g. O’Donnell and Edgar, 1998; and Bottoms, 1999 for a review).  If these estimates are accurate, then official records of assault only capture between 10 and 20 percent of all assaults that occur in prison.


Finally, studies that examine the overall level of disorder in prison typically rely on data from facilities on incidents (usually prepared monthly) and on inmate grievances).  However, Bottoms (1999:223) argues that “institutional culture” results in significant under-reporting of incidents by both inmates (who may fear retaliation, transfer, or some other sanction) and staff (who may respond differently to rule-breaking based on an inmate’s race, conviction offense/criminal history and/or classification level).  

Overall, it appears that the unofficial estimates of various forms of prison violence are likely to be closer to the actual level of prison violence in federal and state prisons.  However, until a nationwide, standardized data collection system is fully operational, we will continue to argue about the nature and extent of the prison violence problem (Wright, Brisbee, and Hardyman, 2003).

The Cause, Prevention and Control of Prison Violence and Disorder – A Review of The Empirical Evidence

There are a number of recent comprehensive reviews of the effectiveness of various prison-based treatment (and control) programs on the behavior of inmates post-release (See, e.g. Farrington and Welsh, 2005; Latessa, 2004; and Cullen, 2005, for an overview).  A much smaller number of research reviews examined the impact of various interventions on the institutional behavior of offenders (see, e.g. Liebling and Maruna, 2005; Edgar et. al, 2003; Wortley, 2002; and Bottoms, 1999).  Our own review of the recent empirical research (1990-2005) underscores the need for more (and better designed) evaluations of specific factors often discussed as the likely cause (or causes) of prison violence or disorder.  Nonetheless, there does appear to be sufficient evidence to identify the following likely “causes” of prison violence and disorder in U.S. prisons: 
1. Prison crowding

2. Staffing levels

3. Inadequate programming in prisons

4. Ineffective classification/placement practices

5. Poor management practices

6. Inadequate facility design

7. Situational context (e.g. daily routines, autonomy)

8. Offender profile (e.g. larger number of violent offenders in prison)
At present, there is no empirical research—beyond a few case studies of prison refom initiatives(eg Maruna and Toch,2006)-- that links institutional culture (however defined and operationalized) to prison violence and disorder.  However, the authors of this review are currently conducting an evaluation of the National Institute of Corrections Institutional Culture Change Initiative.  The results of the evaluation will provide new information on the importance of staff culture (and culture change) as a prison violence control mechanism.  We describe the NIC initiative in the following section, but we should emphasize that  from a problem-oriented perspective ,institutional culture is perhaps best described as an explanation for why inmates,staff,and management within prisons resist our best efforts to reform these institutions,rather than an underlying cause of the problem.Unless resistance to change can be overcome,even the best designed problem-solving strategies –focusing on the eight major causes of violence and disorder identified above—will not be fully implemented.
A Problem-Oriented Response: NIC’s Institutional Culture Change Initiative


An overview of the design, development, and initial implementation of the NIC Institutional Culture Initiative is included in figure 1. The National Institute of Corrections’ Institutional Culture Initiative has been designed to address the underlying cause of a wide range of offender-based, staff-based, and management-based problems, which have not responded to traditional intervention strategies.  In particular, recent increases in both collective violence (i.e. riots/major disturbances have doubled between 1995 and 2000, according to the most recent BJS census) and interpersonal violence (i.e. there was a 32% increase in the total number of inmate-on-inmate assaults, and a 27% increase on inmate-on-staff assaults, between 1995 and 2000), as well as ongoing complaints (and lawsuits) related to the unacceptable level of institutional violence (i.e. staff-on-inmate assault) and intrapersonal violence (i.e. suicides, attempted suicides) in prison, underscore the need to approach these problems from a different perspective.


A number of recent, comprehensive reviews of the research on the causes of various forms of prison violence (e.g. Edgar et. Al, 2003; Bottoms, 1999; Liebling, 1999; Braswell, Montgomery, and Lombardo, 1994; Adams, 1992) have discussed the impact of  “culture” on the level of order and control within the prison .  However, much of the research identified in these reviews examined inmate (not staff) culture; and with few exceptions, no attempt was made to link changes in inmate (or staff) culture to changes in prison violence and disorder. Despite this research “shortfall”, it is still possible to trace the origins and development of this initiative (see figure 2 for an overview of the project timeline). The NIC project was designed based on the experience of NIC staff and service providers, not on a review of research on “best practices”.  This is not surprising because rarely is correctional reform driven by such an evidence-based review.

According to NIC program developers, the underlying assumption of the Culture Change Initiative is straightforward: if negative prison culture is one of the primary causes of various forms of prison violence and disorder, then it certainly makes sense to focus on “culture change” as a primary solution to this problem.  While there are certainly a myriad of possible strategies that can be included in this type of broad, organizational change initiative, the four interventions described in the following section represent NIC’s preliminary attempt to develop reliable and valid assessment protocol and then test three possible interventions (of varying scope, duration, and intensity) designed to positively change the culture of selected prisons.  

1.  Assessment of Institutional Culture

The National Institute of Corrections has selected the Criminal Justice Institute (CJI) to conduct a number of assessments of prison culture throughout the country over the past few years. Assessing institutional culture is the first step of the NIC-ICI process and was designed to identify the roots of the organizational problems through a comprehensive assessment process.  The assessment team (consisting of 4-5 members from various backgrounds and specialties) works on site at the facility for four days to determine the underlying beliefs and values of staff.  One tool that CJI uses to assist in the assessment process is the Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument – Prisons (OCAI-P), a survey consisting of two sets of six questions that asks staff how they feel about the facility currently and then how they would prefer that the facility operate.  Using the assessment tool, the CJI team surveys a number of staff members that serve various functions within the facility, while also interviewing other staff and management directly to develop a balanced view of the organization’s culture.  Following three days of on-site work, the assessment team presents their findings to prison management and staff, highlighting their assessment of institutional culture and offering their initial recommendations.  Based on the response of the institution to this review, one or more of the following culture change strategies may be initiated at the facility: (1) promoting a positive prison culture, (2) strategic planning and management, and (3) leading and sustaining change.  The decision on which strategy to employ is made by NIC project staff, based on recommendations of the assessment team. However, NIC program developers hypothesize that the process of culture assessment—independent of other initiatives—may result in measurable changes in the culture of these institutions, resulting in lower levels of violence and disorder.

2.  Promoting Positive Corrections Culture

Promoting Positive Corrections Culture is a 3-day training session designed to teach prison staff about organizational culture; in the process, participants will examine (and learn about) the organizational culture of their own prison.  The overall goal of this course is to provide staff at the facility an opportunity to assess their culture and then begin to formulate a plan to improve it.  Once a “core group” of staff is trained, they are then responsible for disseminating the information throughout the facility to other staff.  Staff will attempt to identify and write a mission statement for the facility, identify their current and desired values and beliefs, and develop a “strategy” for improving the culture to attain their desired outcomes and monitoring progress towards those goals.  This relatively short intervention strategy can be viewed as one step in a long-term organizational change process. As with the assessment initiative, NIC program developers expect that participation in this three-day training session will have an independent effect on the culture of these institutions. However, in most prisons the Promoting Positive Corrections Culture training session will be followed by one of the two organizational change initiatives described below.

3.  Strategic Planning and Management 

Strategic Planning and Management is another initiative designed to affect change within the culture of a correctional facility.  The purpose of this initiative is to provide staff of the facility with an opportunity to create a strategic plan or “map” of responses by the facility to different situations, or problems within the prison, and then to assist in the development of an action plan designed to change the culture of the selected facility.  This strategy was designed to allow each facility to develop their own policies and procedures and their own mission/vision statements about where they want the facility to go (e.g. how institutional performance will be defined and measured) and how they plan to get there (e.g. staff culture-related change strategies).  Following the creation of a planning team (representing all facets of employment within the facility), staff identify a specific strategic planning process/model, develop a response methodology, prepare a guide for staff and develop an evaluation process to monitor any progress made.  The project is designed to (1) familiarize the staff with the “tools and techniques” of strategic planning and management, and (2) assist in the implementation of a concrete action plan targeting problems related to prison culture.  The specific duration (and intensity) of this initiative will vary from site to site, but it is expected that project staff will be on-site for “blocks” of days over several months.

4.  Leading and Sustaining Change

One final strategy that is available through the NIC-ICI is The Leading and Sustaining Change (LSC) initiative.  This strategy’s purpose is to develop the skills and competencies for change in the specific leadership at a facility.  In this respect, it is perhaps best described as a top-down change strategy. The LSC initiative is designed to provide the leadership (e.g. warden, assistant warden, etc.) with an advisor to help craft responses to staff culture-related management issues; in many instances, this program will be a follow-up to the completion of an on-site assessment of institutional culture.  In these prisons, a “change advisor” will serve as an outside consultant (for up to 15 days per year) to the facility to assist leadership in changing the organization’s culture.  The change advisor (in conjunction with leadership) will identify areas that staff needs assistance and select approaches/trainings that will help increase staff’s understanding and competencies.  The overall goal of this initiative is the development of a fuller understanding of the culture within the prison and the implementation of a “plan of action” to move the prison towards their desired goals.  This strategy requires the directors, wardens/superintendents, executive team members, and staff supervisors (captains, lieutenants, sergeants) to be involved in this process.  In addition, NIC has made a decision to work with only those facilities that are ready and have expressed a willingness to change their culture. We expect that the change advisors will be involved in the selected prisons for a minimum of several months, but the duration of the involvement will likely vary from prison to prison. In a departure from prior practice, NIC has selected change advisors that are experienced in organizational change and development, but who have no specific background and experience applying these skills to the unique problems associated with organizational change in correctional settings. It is expected that these change advisors will offer insights from their work on organizational change in both the public and private sectors that can be directly applied to corrections.

Next Steps

Each of the four program strategies funded by the NIC’s Institutional Culture Initiative has been designed, developed and pre-tested over the past five years, with an implementation “start-up” which began in the fall of 2003. While there is a wealth of research on organizational change in police, courts, and even community corrections settings, relatively little research attention has focused on organizational change within prison settings.  This is one important reason to build a solid evaluation component into this initiative.  We anticipate that the ongoing evaluation of NIC’s Institutional Culture Initiative will provide critical information to prison managers attempting to successfully “solve” a wide range of seemingly intractable prison problems (interpersonal, intrapersonal, collective, and institutional violence), utilizing one or more of these change strategies.  Based on the results of this evaluation, we will have important information, first, on whether the programs were implemented as designed and, second, on whether any one (or combination) of these initiatives can be linked to positive changes in prison culture.  The “bottom line” for many will be how evaluators answer the following four questions: as a result of this intervention,

 (1) Did interpersonal violence decrease?

(2) Did collective violence decrease?

(3) Did institutional violence decrease?

(4) Did intrapersonal violence decrease?

To answer these questions both the implementation and impact of each of the four initiatives are currently being evaluated.  We are hopeful that NIC will be able to determine the logical “next steps” in their ongoing organizational change effort based on the results of our evaluation. 

Conclusion


Our review of the research on institutional culture generally –and culture change—in particular, has revealed that “culture change” initiatives, such as the one we describe here, do not have a strong empirical foundation (Bottoms, 1999). Moreover, there are a variety of innovative problem-solving strategies (e.g. the situational prison control strategies) described by Wortley (2002), and the conflict-centered strategy described by Edgar et al. (2003)) that do appear to be based on a much firmer empirical foundation. The challenge for NIC and other agencies interested in culture change (both staff and inmate-based) is to develop an array of evidence-based problem-solving strategies and then integrate these strategies into current staff-based culture change initiatives (e.g., strategic planning, leading and sustaining change). Ultimately, we suspect that specific problem-solving interventions designed to reduce the levels of violence and disorder in prison will need to address issues related to both staff and inmate cultures. Without close attention  to institutional culture,we suspect that the latest wave of prison reform initiatives(eg.situational prison control strategies,and conflict-centered strategies) will not be successful,in large part because they will not be implemented as designed.
Table 1. Inmate deaths in correctional facilities under State or Federal authority, July1, 1999, to June 30, 2000






Totala

Federal

State

Private

Inmate deaths

      Total



3,175

253

2,855

67

Illness/natural causes 


2,402

216

2,142

44

(excluding AIDS)b
Acquired Immune Deficiency 
   302

  18

    275

  9

Syndrome (AIDS)

Suicide




   198

   13

    179

  6

Homicide by other inmate(s)

     56

     3

      51

   2

Other Causesc



    217

     3

     208

    6 




aIncluding death of inmates confined in regular and special facilities

(hospitals, medical/treatment/release centers, halfway houses and work farms)

bincludes AIDS-related mortalities resulting from Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia

Karposi’s sarcoma, or other AIDS related diseases.

cOther causes of death include executions, unspecified accidents, and drug overdoses

Source: Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities, 2000.

	Table 2: The Number and Rate of Assault in Federal, State, and Private Prisons
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Total
	
	
	Federal
	
	
	State
	
	
	Private
	

	Inmate Characteristics
	
	1995
	2000
	
	1995
	2000
	
	1995
	2000
	
	1995
	2000

	Number of Inmates
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	    Total
	
	1,023,572
	1,305,253
	
	80,960
	110,974
	
	925,949
	1,101,202
	
	16,663
	93,077

	Under age 18
	
	5,309
	4,095
	
	0
	0
	
	5,303
	3,927
	
	6
	168

	Non-U.S. citizen inmates
	1
	51,500
	95,043
	
	16,556
	27,318
	
	33,971
	56,741
	
	973
	10,984

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of Assaults
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   On other inmates
	
	25,208
	34,355
	
	989
	1,706
	
	23,715
	30,344
	
	504
	2,305

	   On staff
	
	13,938
	17,952
	
	1,121
	1,295
	
	12,739
	15,664
	
	78
	993

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Rate of assault on staff per 1000 inmates
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	  All confinement facilities
	
	14.8
	14.6
	
	14.3
	11.9
	
	14.9
	15
	
	6.2
	13.5

	Maximum Security
	
	25.2
	24.5
	
	52.5
	27.8
	
	24.5
	24.2
	
	14.5
	33.7

	Medium Security
	
	10.2
	10.7
	
	18.3
	12.1
	
	9.7
	10.1
	
	6.2
	15.1

	Minimum Security
	
	4
	4.9
	
	3.8
	7.1
	
	4.2
	0.4
	
	2.1
	4.1

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1 Data from 1995 were based on reporting from 81% of facilities, and on 93% of facilities in 2000
	
	
	
	

	2 In confinement facilities during the 12 months preceding the census

Source: Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities, 2000
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 3.  Inmate violations in confinement facilities under Federal or State authority between July 2, 1994 and June 30, 1995 and between July 1, 1999 and June 30, 2000.





Number of violations
Violations per 1,000 inmatesª

Inmate violation

 1995

2000

  1995

2000                        

Assaults on inmates

25,948
          34,355

  27.0

28.0

      Resulting inmate deaths
       82 

    51

    0.1
              ╪

Assaults on staff

14,165
          17,952
               14.1

14.6

      Resulting staff deaths
       14
                   5                      0.1                    ╪

Major disturbancesb

     317                 606                      0.3
               0.5

Firesc



     816                 343                      0.8                   0.3

Other disruptionsd                         1,808                 639                      1.8                   0.5

Less than 0.1 per 1,000

ªBased on average daily population

bIncludes major incidents involving 5 or more inmates which resulted in serious injury to 

   Anyone or significant property damage.  Excludes Federal facilities

cDeliberately set or suspicious fires that resulted in damage exceeding $200

dIncludes hunger strikes and work slowdowns

Source: Table 16 in Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities, 2000

Table 4: Types of Prison Problems Identified by Wardens, and DOC Directors [image: image1.wmf]Offender on offender violence

1

Escapes

1

Prisoner drug use

2

Numerous conduct violations

1

Racial tension among inmates

1

Staff sexual misconduct

4

Staff sexual harassment of prisoners

1

Discrimination

1

Staff morale

4

Limited experience of staff/supervisors

2

Staff turnover

2

Excessive use of sick leave by staff

1

Staff assault on inmates/high level of use of force incidents

2

Poor staff attendance

1

Confrontational  episodes/staff vs. inmates

2

Difficulty recruiting/retaining quality staff

2

Staff over-familiarity with inmates

2

High utilization of overtime by security staff

1

CO’s exert too much influence

1

Minimal staff ethnic diversity

4

“Good old boys” system

1

Staff dismissals and Suspensions

1

Transition from a psych hospital to prison; max to mod

1

Leadership changes

3

Lack of consistent institutional leadership

2

Reductions in staff

3

Ineffective/poor communication

1

Convoluted mission/multiple missions

3

Poor relationships with the central office

3

Lack of supervisory staff

3

Lack of ownership/pride in institution

1

Noxious odor from dairy farm

1

Total Number of Problems Identified

59

Area 3: Management/ Leadership Problems (n=21)

Area 2: Staff-Related Problems (n=32)

Area 1: Offender-Specific Problems (n=6)

*  Note: The requests for assistance from NIC come either 

directly from the warden of a specific facility or from the central 

office of that state’s DOC. The above totals include 11 state and 

1 federal correctional facilities.

Participating in the Institutional Culture Change Initiative*

References

Adams, K. (1992) “Adjusting to Prison Life” in Crime and Justice: A Review of Research, Vol. 16. Chicago, Illinois: University of Chicago Press.  

Beck, A., Hughes, and Harrison (2004) “Data Collections For The Prison Rape Elimination Act of 2003” Bureau of Justice Statistics Status Report (June 30, 2004) Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs. 

Bench, L.L. and Allen, T.D. (2003). “Investigating the Stigma of Prison Classification: An Experimental Design” Prison Violence 83 (4): 367-382.

Bogue, B. (2004). Implementing Evidence- Based Practice in Community Corrections: The Principles of Effective Intervention. Washington, D.C.: National Institute of Corrections.  Available at: www.cjinstitute.org 

Bottoms, A.E. (1999) “Interpersonal Violence and Social Order in Prisons” pp.205-281 in M. Tonry and J. Petersilia, editors, Prisons. Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago Press.

Braswell, M.C., R.H. Montgomery, Jr., and L.X. Lombardo, editors (1994). Prison Violence in America, second edition.  Cincinnati, Anderson.  

Camp, S.D., Gaes, G.G., Langan, N.P. and Saylor, W.G. (2003). “ The Influence of Prisons on Inmate Misconduct: A Multilevel Investigation” Justice Quarterly 20(3): 501-533. 

Carroll, L. (2003). “Institutional Culture” Unpublished Paper.

Dumond, R. (2000). “Intimate Sexual Assault: The Plague that Persists,” Prison Journal 80: 407-414. 

Dumond, R. (2003) “Confronting America’s Most Ignored Crime Problem: The Prison Rape Elimination Act of 2003” Journal of The American Academy of Psychiatry and The Law 60. 31(3): 354-3

Edgar, K. O’Donnell, I. And Martin, C. (2003). Prison Violence: The Dynamics of Conflict, Fear and Power. Devon, UK: Willan Publishing.

Gaes, G. and A. Goldberg (2004). Prison Rape: A Critical Review of Literature. Working Paper, National Institute of Justice, Office at Justice Programs, Washington, D.C. 

Gilligan, J. (1996). Violence: Reflections on A National Epidemic New York: Random House.  

Hensley, C. Tewksbury, R. and Castle, T. (2003). “Characteristics of Prison Sexual Assault Targets in Male Oklahoma Correctional Facilities” Journal of Interpersonal Violence 18: 595-606. 

Liebling, A. (1999). “Prison Suicide and Prisoner Coping” pp. 283-359 in M. Tonry and J. Petersilia, editors, Prisons. Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago Press.

Liebling, A. and Maruna, S. (2005). “Introduction: The Effects of Imprisonment Revisited” pp. 1-29 in A. Liebling and S. Maruna, editors, The Effects of Imprisonment Devon, UK: Willan Publishing.

LIS, Inc. (2000). Sexual Misconduct In Prison: Law, Agency Response, and Prevention. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice.  

McCorkle, R.C., Miethe, T.D, and Drass K.A. (1995). “The Roots of Prison Violence: A Test of the Deprivation, Management, and ‘Not-So-Total’ Institution Models” Crime and Delinquency 41(3): 317-331.

National Institute of Corrections (NIC) (2003). Institutional Culture Initiative, Program Meeting, Washington, DC.

National Research Council (2004). Fairness and Effectiveness In Policing. Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press. 

O’Donnell, I. and K. Edgar (1998) “Routine Victimization In Prisons” Howard Journal of Criminal Justice 37: 266-279.

Reisig, M.D. (1998) “Rates of Disorder in Higher-Custody State Prisons: A Comparative Analysis of Managerial Practices” Crime and Delinquency 41(2): 229-244.

Reisig, M.D. and Lovrich, N.P. (1998) “Job Attitudes Among Higher-Custody State Prison Management Personnel: A Cross-Sectional Comparative Assessment” Journal of Criminal Justice 26(3): 213-226.

Riveland, C. (1999) “Prison Management Trends, 1975-2025” pp.163-203 in M. Tonry and J. Petersilia, editors, Prisons. Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago Press.

Sparks, R. Bottoms, A. and Hay, W.  (1996). Prisons and the Problem of Order. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Stephan, J. and Karlberg, J. (2003). The Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities. Washington, D.C.: U.S Department of Justice.  

Struckman- Johnson, C.J. and D.L. Struckman-Johnson (2000). “Sexual Coercion Rates in Seven Midwestern Prison Facilities for Men” Prison Journal 80: 279-390.

Taxman, F. and Byrne, J. (2001) “Fixing Broken Windows Probation” Perspectives 25(2): 23-29.

Toch, H. (1992). Living in Prison: The Ecology of Survival. Washington, D.C.: American Psychological Association. 

Walters G.D (1998) “Time Series and Correlational Analyses of Inmate-Initiated Assaultive Incidents in a Large Correctional System” International Journal of offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology 42(2): 124-132.

Welch, M. (2004). Corrections: A Critical Approach (Second Edition).  New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Wortley, R. (2002). Situational Prison Control: Crime Prevention in Correctional Institutions. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Wright, K.with Brisbee, J. and Hardyman, P. (2003). Defining and Measuring Corrections Performance: Final Report. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice.  
















PAGE  
1

