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WE KNOW IT, WE JUST HAVE TO
DO IT: PERCEPTIONS OF ETHICAL

WORK IN PRISONS AND JAILS

MARY K. STOHR
CRAIG HEMMENS

MISTY KIFER
MARY SCHOELER

Boise State University

Determining what the appropriate behavior is in any given circumstance is not
always clear in corrections work, given the nature of the tasks, the composition of the
clientele, and the structure of the organization. In an effort to determine what correc-
tional staff regarded as ethical behavior, the authors developed and administered a
questionnaire to correctional staff in several prisons and jails in a western state. In
this article, the authors report their findings from the effort to quantify the degree to
which staff agree and disagree in their perceptions of ethical choices. They found that
jail and prison staffs are more likely than not to perceive their work from an ethical
perspective. The findings also indicate that although both types of facilities were in
the top range of possible responses on the ethics summary variable, the jail staff were
more likely to score higher. Finally, age increased the likelihood that a respondent had
a higher ethical rating in jails, and being female increased such a score in prisons.

There are some who argue that pursuing an ethical path in life is difficult
because it is not always clear what the right thing is in every situation. Of
course, this is true at times, given the variety of activities and choices that
human beings confront. But we would argue that within the narrower param-
eters of the workplace, such as in corrections, the right thing is often both

The authors would like to thank the staff and administrators of the western state department
of corrections, the two county jails, and the jail training academy who generously facilitated and
participated in this research. We would also like to thank Gary Barrier, Joe Klauser, and Lance
Sanders for their assistance, and our colleagues Andrew Giacomazzi and Anthony Walsh for
their insightful suggestions. This research was funded in part by the Undergraduate Research
Initiative at Boise State University. The authors bear sole responsibility for all opinions and con-
clusions offered and for any errors of omission or commission in the manuscript.

THE PRISON JOURNAL, Vol. 80 No. 2, June 2000 126-150
© 2000 Sage Publications, Inc.

126

 at SAGE Publications on August 27, 2009 http://tpj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tpj.sagepub.com


knowable and doable for staff, although it may not always be the easy course
to take.

Ethical decision making has been the subject of study in criminal justice,
but the primary focus has been on the police. Ethics in corrections is a subject
that has been rarely studied, although it has received considerable attention in
the press and in practitioner-oriented journals such as American Jails and
Corrections Today. The American Jail Association and the American Cor-
rectional Association both have codes of ethics, as do many corrections
departments and jails.

Yet, the nature of ethical decision making in corrections is often guessed
at and rarely quantified. In this article, we first review the somewhat sparse
literature on ethics in corrections. We then report our findings from our effort
to quantify the degree to which staff agree and disagree in their perceptions of
ethical choices by using an ethics instrument created by the authors and
administered at three prisons, two jails, and one jail academy training class in
a largely rural, mountain state. We found that in general, staff in these various
institutions tend to agree more than disagree in their perceptions of ethical
behavior, and that the level of agreement with what we would regard as ethi-
cal perceptions was quite high for all facilities. However, we also found some
differences between and among staff in different facility types and between
categories of staff.

THE LITERATURE

Most scholars who study ethics in public service work promote the devel-
opment of an ethical code and training as a means of standardizing perfor-
mance and delivery of services (Bowman & Williams, 1997; Braswell,
McCarthy, & McCarthy, 1991; Cederblom & Spohn, 1991; Menzel, 1997;
Pollock, 1993, 1994; Van Wart, 1996; Zajac, 1997). Implicit in these recom-
mendations is the understanding that agreement can be reached, vis-à-vis a
code, that promotes ethical behavior and discourages unethical behavior.
Moreover, such scholars would lead us to believe that not only can we know
an ethical choice when we see it, but we can prevent ethical lapses with train-
ing and other personnel management practices (e.g., performance appraisal,
promotion decision making) that promote ethical practices in the workplace.

Much of the literature on ethics has been devoted to the philosophical
bases for making ethical choices (Braswell et al., 1991; Pollock, 1994; Rohr,
1978; Solomon, 1996; Souryal, 1992; Souryal & McKay, 1996). These
philosophical touchstones—such as conceptions of natural law, ethical for-
malism, utilitarianism, the ethics of virtue, the ethics of care, and ethical
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relativism—structure and homogenize decision making. Thus, ethical deci-
sion making can become less relative and more rational, assuming that one
rejects ethical relativism. There may exist an ethical truth written in the
human heart, à la the sociologist Fuchs (1965); ethical behavior can be
arrived at through a cost/benefit utilitarian calculus, by asking and answering
what is the greater good for the greatest number; or the virtuous and caring
disposition of the public servant will lead him or her to make the correct ethi-
cal choice. In any case, these choices can be rationalized with a philosophical
framework, and then structured with a code and training at the institutional
level.

ETHICS IN CRIMINAL JUSTICE

Of course, there is much structuring and rationalizing of ethics to do at the
correctional institutional level. Correctional historical treatises (Miles, 1988;
Oshinsky, 1996) and more current research (Carroll, 1974; Colvin, 1992;
Crouch & Marquart, 1989) are replete with stories that to put it mildly, indi-
cate that we do not always make ethical choices in corrections. In fact, we
make calculated blunders in corrections work that result in serious depriva-
tions of liberty and loss of life and limb for no good purpose. Such blunders
are made in the context of an organizational type and environment that some-
times makes doing the right thing difficult, if not impossible. This is because
the enclosed, paramilitary, subculture-afflicted environment emblematic of
correctional facilities prevents openness and engagement of employees and
the community, factors that are necessary to the demise and prevention of
unethical behavior.

A not insignificant portion of the general literature in criminal justice has
also focused on the need for more attention to ethics. Writers in this disci-
pline often begin the ethics discourse by describing the genesis of concep-
tions of right and wrong and how those might be applied to the workplace
(Braswell et al., 1991; Pollock, 1994; Rohr, 1978; Solomon, 1996). These
philosophical touchstones are then used by a number of authors as they argue
that the need to teach ethics to criminal justice actors and students is of criti-
cal importance (Kleinig, 1990; Massey, 1993; Norris & Norris, 1993;
Pollock, 1994; Pollock & Becker, 1995; Schmidt & Victor, 1990; Silvester,
1990; Souryal, 1992; Souryal & Potts, 1993).

Imparting an ethical sense to the police is regarded as necessary by
Kleinig (1990) for several reasons, including the authority the police possess,
the moral nature of police work, the crisis situations they confront, the legal
and moral imperative that they involve themselves in such situations, the
temptations they face, and the subcultural pressures that they confront to con-
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form to group norms. Recognizing that the nature of police work creates
moral challenges, Pollock and Becker (1995) have employed dilemmas com-
monly confronted by police officers as a means of both conveying the essence
of ethics and of establishing a common understanding of ethical behavior.

Most of the research and writing on ethics in criminal justice has focused
on the activities of the police (Davis, 1991; Felkenes, 1984; Hooke, 1996;
Rhoades, 1991; Skolnick & Bayley, 1986; Walker, 1992) and court personnel
(Bonnie, Poythress, Hoge, Monahan, & Eisenberg, 1996; Eisenstein &
Jacob, 1977; Flemming, 1986). Although these studies are useful, their
application to corrections is limited. Corrections is qualitatively different
from either police or courtroom work.

Unfortunately, although there has been a great deal of research examining
the role orientation of correctional staff, and the impact of variables such as
race, age, gender, and years of service on staff attitudes toward their job (e.g.,
see Bazemore & Dicker, 1994; Crouch & Alpert, 1982; Hemmens & Stohr, in
press; Hepburn & Albonetti, 1980; Lombardo, 1989; Poole & Regoli, 1980;
Walters, 1992; Whitehead & Lindquist, 1989; Zupan, 1986), there has been
little research that focuses on the ethical behaviors and perceptions of correc-
tional staff.

Researchers have examined the difficulty in teaching ethics to corrections
staff (Barrier, Stohr, Hemmens, & Marsh, 1999; Winn, Musheno, & Jurik,
1987). Weinberger and Sreenivasan (1994) examined the ethical perceptions
of mental health professionals who work in corrections, and they found that
these professionals encountered ethical dilemmas in the prison context,
which were unique to that environment. A group of scholars (Stojkovic et al.,
1998) detailed efforts to develop a correctional leadership training program
in the California Department of Corrections, and noted that ethical issues
were a necessary and major component of the training.

In a more direct examination of ethical issues for correctional staff,
Pollock (1994) devotes a portion of her book to the topic. Similar to Kleinig’s
(1990) description of the police workplace, Pollock (1994) notes that the cor-
rectional work world is a natural environment for ethical abuse. The exis-
tence of a strong subculture and its associated norms—such as the prohibi-
tion against reporting wrongdoing, protection of members, the extensive
discretion, power and authority invested in officers, and the ability to use
force in relations with inmates—all create an environment where the devel-
opment of ethical codes, training, and reinforcement are issues of paramount
importance.

Whereas Pollock (1993, 1994) and others (Johnson, 1996; Marquart,
1986) have written about what constitutes ethical behavior and describe
common ethical dilemmas, their research has been limited to participant
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observation and the occasional interview. The development of an instrument
that measures perceptions of what is ethical behavior in corrections, by those
who do the work, would conceivably provide researchers and practitioners
with the means to assess ethics knowledge in the workplace.

METHODS

In 1999, the research team administered a two-part questionnaire on cor-
rectional ethics and the correctional role to staff at five correctional facilities
and one detention academy in a mostly rural mountain state. In this section,
we discuss the creation of the ethics survey instrument and the data collection
procedures. Discussion of the role survey instrument is presented elsewhere
(Hemmens & Stohr, in press; Stohr, Hemmens, Marsh, Barrier, & Palhegyi,
in press).

INSTRUMENT CREATION

The ethics instrument was intended to provide a means of determining
workplace perceptions and attitudes regarding ethics. We recognized the dif-
ficulty in devising a survey instrument that accurately reflects attitudes and
subsequent behavior (Babbie, 1995; Hill & Swanson, 1985; Pollock, 1994;
Randall & Fernandes, 1991). We did believe, however, that differentiation in
responses would indicate that such an instrument could be calibrated to dis-
tinguish between a variety of perspectives about corrections work. Whether
those perspectives translate into actual ethical or unethical behavior on the
job cannot be determined by this research. We considered adopting an exist-
ing ethics instrument, either from the public administration literature or from
the policing literature, but determined that it would be worthwhile to develop
an ethics instrument solely for corrections.

Six dimensions of ethics were identified by the researchers as key, includ-
ing subcultural influences, professional relations with inmates, appropriate
use of force, general conduct and the “good officer,” democratic participation
in the workplace, and professional coworker relations. These dimensions
were deemed important after review of the salient literature (e.g., see
Pollock, 1994; Souryal, 1992), examination of the ethics codes of the Ameri-
can Jail Association and the American Correctional Association, personal
work experience in a prison setting by one of the researchers, outcomes and
comments from two ethics training sessions of field and community correc-
tions managers conducted in 1995 and 1996 in the same state as this study,
and input from prison administrators and line staff.
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The items were created in 1997 by Stohr and Hemmens, by writing state-
ments that were illustrative of the six key dimensions of ethics. The items
were rewritten after they were subjected to face validity analysis by a warden
and a deputy warden in a medium security prison. We pretested this instru-
ment at a medium security prison in fall 1997, and then refined the instrument
in 1998 in response to those findings (Hemmens & Stohr, in press; Stohr
et al., in press) and comments by students in a criminal justice management
class at Boise State University.

A 33-item Likert scale ethics instrument was developed to measure per-
ceptions of ethical behavior in corrections. For each item, respondents were
asked to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement with a given state-
ment. Responses could range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). Respondents also had the option of answering “don’t know” or not
answering a particular item. A number of items were reverse coded. This was
done to ensure that staff completing the questionnaire were truly reading the
questions and responding with some degree of consistency (Babbie, 1995;
Dillman, 1978). As recoded, for all items, the higher the mean, the greater the
agreement with the ethical perspective; the lower the mean, the greater the
agreement with the unethical perspective.

HYPOTHESES

We expected to find, based on our understanding of the research and the
1997 pretest of the instrument at a medium security institution, that there
would be greater agreement than disagreement regarding ethical work in cor-
rections. We think that the generally high level of agreement exists because
most people have an understanding of what ethical behavior is, although they
may not practice it themselves.

We also expected that there would be some differences based on staff sta-
tus (treatment vs. security) and institutional type (prison vs. jail, and prison
security level). In the pretest, the treatment personnel tended to more
strongly agree with more items (all recoded in an ethical direction) than did
the security personnel. We attribute this greater level of agreement with an
ethical perspective to the greater professionalism of the treatment personnel,
who are more likely to have higher levels of education and training than the
custody personnel. We also guess that the treatment personnel approach their
work with a social service work perspective that would closely align with the
ethical perspective represented in the items on the questionnaire.

We also expected that the mission of the organization would shape its ethi-
cal environment to some degree. Institutions included in this study were a
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minimum security prison (Prison 1); a maximum security prison (Prison 3); a
women’s prison that houses maximum, medium, and minimum security
inmates (Prison 2); two jails (Jail 1 and Jail 2); and a jail academy class with
people from a mix of different adult detention facilities from around the state
(Jail 3). We expected that there would be less agreement on ethics the higher
the security level and the greater the concentration of serious and violent
inmates. We thought this would be true because the institution would neces-
sarily be operated in a more paramilitary fashion, with a higher security
focus, the higher its custody level and the greater the challenges it faced in
controlling serious offenders. Because of their greater security focus, such
facilities would be more likely to be closed off and even suspicious of the
larger community, and thus may have a greater tendency to inculcate
subcultural values that are generally anathema to an ethical workplace (e.g.,
see Carroll, 1974; Jacobs, 1977; Jacobs & Kraft, 1978; Sykes, 1958). There-
fore, our expectation was that there would be more agreement on the ethical
items at the jails, the minimum security, and the women’s prison than there
would be at the maximum facility, in roughly that order. We did not know
what to expect from the detention academy, as this group was relatively new
to corrections, although we know that some of the attendees had been work-
ing at their jails for as much as a year before being sent to the training.

DATA COLLECTION

The study was conducted during 1998 and 1999. At each institution, the
research team administered and collected the questionnaires themselves.
Facility administrators scheduled training or meetings at different times of
the day so that all shifts were given the opportunity to complete the question-
naire. Attendance at the meeting was mandatory for each employee of the
institution, but completion of the surveys was entirely voluntary. For most of
the facilities, the research team returned on different days to complete the
administration of the questionnaire.

Once in the room, potential respondents were apprised of the nature of the
research, and notified that we did not need their names on the questionnaires
and that their responses would be kept completely confidential. We assured
potential respondents that their participation was truly voluntary and that
they could leave without repercussions if they so chose. In fact, at a few facil-
ities, staff either left the room at that point or turned in an incomplete ques-
tionnaire. Even though we wanted the highest response rate possible, to
ensure greater confidence in the validity of our findings, we felt that these rel-
atively few nonresponses were a positive sign that staff felt they could refuse
to participate without being negatively impacted on their job.
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The overall response rate was a very healthy 79%. However, the participa-
tion rate varied from facility to facility. The response rate ranged from a low
of 68% at Prison 3 to a high of 96% at Jail 2. The response rates by institution
are displayed in Table 1.

RELIABILITY ANALYSIS

Before conducting an analysis of the responses, we subjected the ethics
instrument to a reliability analysis. The alpha for the ethics scale was .7764;
the removal of one item improved only negligibly, so no items were removed.
This alpha indicates that the ethics instrument has an acceptable level of
internal validity, or reliability (Carmines & Zeller, 1979).1

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

As indicated in Table 2, we received completed questionnaires from 467
staff persons, 237 of whom worked in jails and another 230 who worked in
prisons. The vast majority of those respondents in both types of facilities
were correctional or security staff (84.3%), although 11% worked in the sup-
port category. As one might expect, the number of treatment staff participat-
ing in the prisons was larger than was the number in jails, probably because
there are more treatment personnel working in prisons than jails due to the
different missions of these facilities. Included in the security category are
staff who work as line officers and in an administrative capacity. Included in
the treatment category are staff who provide inmates with services such as
education or medical treatment.

For all facilities, the average years of service was approximately 5 years,
with prison staff having the longer tenure. About 40% of these staff had a mil-
itary background, although prison staff were much more likely to have served
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TABLE 1: Response Rate by Institution

Total

Institution Staff Respondents Response Rate (%)

Jail 1 (county jail) 140 130 93
Prison 1 (minimum security prison) 79 62 78
Prison 2 (women’s prison) 82 60 73
Prison 3 (maximum security prison) 155 105 68
Jail 2 (jail training academy) 27 26 96
Jail 3 (county jail) 105 84 80
Total 588 467 79.1
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in the armed forces (51.1%) than were jail staff (31.1%). About 70% of the
staff for all facilities were male, though females were more likely to be
respondents in the jails (38.7%) than in the prisons (21.7%). Most of the staff
respondents in all facilities (88.6%) were White and were on average about
37 years old.

Very few of the respondents had only a general equivalency diploma
(GED) (2.6%), whereas an additional 20% had only a high school degree.
More than half of the respondents had at least some college (52.7%), and
more than one fifth of the respondents had a college degree (21.3%). Notably,
the prison and jail staffs are comparable on education, although jails have a
smaller percentage of people with just a GED and a greater percentage of
people who claim a high school diploma or a college degree. Prison staff,
however, have a high percentage of people who claim some college and a
master’s degree or more.

134 THE PRISON JOURNAL / June 2000

TABLE 2: Respondent Demographics

All Prisons Jails

N % n % n %

Position
Correctional/security staff 382 84.3 177 80.1 205 88.4
Treatment staff 21 4.6 13 5.9 8 3.4
Support staff 50 11.0 31 14.0 19 8.2

Years of service
M 5.35 5.92 4.81
SD 5.86 5.70 5.96

Military service 188 40.9 115 51.1 73 31.1
Gender

Male 321 69.6 177 78.3 144 61.3
Female 140 30.4 49 21.7 91 38.7

Race/ethnicity
White 406 88.6 198 88.4 208 88.9
Hispanic 27 5.9 12 5.4 15 6.4
Black 5 1.1 4 1.8 1 0.4
Other 20 4.4 10 4.5 10 4.3

Age
M 36.73 39.00 34.62
SD 10.61 10.66 10.13

Education
General equivalency diploma 12 2.6 10 4.4 2 0.9
High school graduate 92 20.0 38 16.8 54 23.0
Some college 243 52.7 124 54.9 119 50.6
BA or BS degree 98 21.3 41 18.1 57 24.3
Master’s degree or more 16 3.5 13 5.8 3 1.3

Total 467 230 237
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Table 3 includes all of the staff demographics as broken down by facility.
As one would expect, given the findings from Table 2, most of the staff tend
to be in the correctional/security category and have about 5 years of experi-
ence, although the training academy staff and the staff at one of the jails (Jail 2)
tend to have, on average, fewer years of service. A large percentage of all
staff have military service, though there is a pronounced difference between
two of the prison staffs in this regard (Prison 1 and Prison 3) and the other
prison (Prison 2) and the jail staffs. Most of the staff are White, but as shown
in Table 3, there were a number of respondents who indicated they were His-
panic/Mexican American in Jail 3 (13.8%) and in Prison 3 (7.6%). The range
of average ages of respondents was in the 30s for most facilities, with the
exception of Prison 1 staff, who reported an average age of 43.47 years.
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TABLE 3: Respondent Demographics by Facility

Jail 1 Prison 1 Prison 2 Prison 3 Jail 2 Jail 3

n % n % n % n % n % n %

Position
Security staff 115 90.6 38 63.3 40 65.6 99 99.0 26 64 81.0
Treatment staff 5 3.9 9 15.0 4 6.6 0 0 3 3.8
Support staff 7 5.5 13 21.7 17 27.9 1 1.0 0 12 15.2

Years of service
M 5.78 7.74 4.29 5.85 2.35 4.05
SD 6.25 6.66 3.29 5.99 3.63 5.79

Military service 44 34.1 33 55.9 18 29.5 64 61.0 7 26.9 22 27.5
Gender

Male 82 63.6 51 83.6 33 54.1 93 89.4 16 61.5 46 57.5
Female 47 36.4 10 16.4 28 45.9 11 10.6 10 38.5 34 42.5

Race/ethnicity
White 121 94.5 50 86.2 57 93.4 91 86.7 24 92.3 63 78.8
Hispanic 3 2.3 2 3.4 2 3.3 8 7.6 1 3.8 11 13.8
Black 0 3 5.2 0 1 1.0 0 0.0 1 1.3
Other 4 3.1 3 5.2 2 3.3 5 4.8 1 3.8 5 6.3

Age
M 35.73 43.47 38.67 36.77 35.00 32.71
SD 10.60 10.44 8.72 11.16 9.74 9.27

Education
General
equivalency
diploma 0 5 8.2 3 4.9 2 1.9 0 2 2.5

High school
graduate 26 20.2 9 14.8 8 13.1 21 20.2 11 42.3 17 21.3

Some college 61 47.3 25 41.0 31 50.8 68 65.4 13 50.0 45 56.3
BA or BS degree 41 31.8 17 27.9 14 23.0 10 9.6 2 7.7 14 17.5
Master’s degree 1 0.8 5 8.2 5 8.2 3 2.9 0 2 2.5

Total 130 62 62 106 26 81
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After combining the “some college,” “BA or BS degree,” and “master’s
degree or more” response categories in Table 3, it becomes clear that the most
educated staff work at Prison 2 and the least educated staff were those
enrolled in the jail training academy. Of course, to some extent, the level of
education is tied to the age of the respondents, and the respondents at the jail
training academy were (on average) the second youngest of all facilities, and
Prison 2 staff respondents were (on average) the second oldest. But there was
not always a direct relationship between levels of education and age of facil-
ity respondents (note the weak correlation of .089 in Table 8), as the staff
reporting the highest average age (Prison 1) was in the middle of the pack in
terms of education—in fact, they reported the highest number of people with
just a GED (8.2%).

Displayed in Table 4 are the ethics items and the mean responses to those
items for all respondents, for the prison staffs combined, and for the jail staffs
combined. Recall that a higher mean corresponds with our estimation of a
more ethical response to a question. Also note that 17 of these items, as
stated, were worded so that we regarded disagreement with them as an ethical
perception. By recoding, we were then able to construct an ethics scale com-
posed of the 33 ethics items.

What becomes readily apparent from these findings is that most of the
time the differences between perceptions of staff in the jails and staff in the
prisons are relatively small. In addition, staff in both prisons and jails, on the
whole, tended toward the more ethical answer. Most of the item means are
above 5.0 (slight agreement), indicating a level of agreement with the ethical
response on each item. For instance, there was a high level of agreement
(mean of at least 6.0 out of 7.0; a 6 meant agreement on the questionnaire) by
both prison and jail staff respondents on 14 of the 33 items, and at least slight
agreement (mean of at least 5.0 out of 7.0) on another 15 of the 33 items.

Staff had the highest agreement with statements we perceived as involv-
ing the clearest ethical choices, such as “correctional staff have an obligation
to report thefts by other staff” (Item 1), “staff should avoid making personal
comments about other staff in front of inmates” (Item 19), “correctional staff
have a duty to protect inmates” (Item 20), “sexual relations between staff and
inmates are sometimes acceptable” (Item 21, recoded), and “if most of your
coworkers choose to disregard policies and procedures, then it is okay for you
to do so as well” (Item 31, recoded).

Interestingly, for both the prison and jail staffs, there was less agreement
with the ethical response on Items 9 and 11, as more staff agreed (thus the
lower mean, both recoded) with the statements “the first loyalty of jail/prison
staff is to their coworkers, not to the administration or the public,” and “abu-
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TABLE 4: Ethics Item Means and Standard Deviations for Prisons and Jails

All Prisons Jails

Ethics Item M SD M SD M SD

1. Correctional staff have an obligation to
report thefts by other staff. 6.48 1.14 6.57 0.83 6.40 1.37

2. The only thing that inmates respect is
a show of force. 5.63 1.38 5.74 1.26 5.51 1.48

3. Special favors done for inmates by
staff do not need to be taken seriously
by the administration. 5.98 1.54 6.04 1.52 5.91 1.57

4. Making sexual comments in the
workplace about other staff is not
harassment. 6.03 1.49 6.08 1.44 5.97 1.54

5. Coworkers provide a major source of
emotional and physical support on the
job. 5.80 1.47 5.72 1.54 5.87 1.40

6. Inmates who have committed sex
offenses deserve poor treatment in
jail/prison. 5.91 1.31 5.84 1.37 5.99 1.23

7. Most inmates, in most instances, will
respond to an order with no force
needed. 5.98 1.06 6.04 0.91 5.91 1.18

8. Correctional administrators should
provide a means for other staff to have
input into the operation of the institution. 6.29 0.97 6.35 0.93 6.24 1.02

9. The first loyalty of jail/prison staff is to
their coworkers, not to the administration
or the public. 4.37 1.91 4.28 1.97 4.46 1.84

10. Staff who bring in contraband should
be disciplined. 6.31 1.30 6.38 1.25 6.24 1.35

11. Abusive or offensive language is
sometimes appropriate when
addressing inmates. 4.90 1.82 4.92 1.79 4.89 1.85

12. When staff see other staff abusing
inmates they should report that abuse. 6.15 1.16 6.12 1.20 6.18 1.12

13. A staff member should simply listen to
orders and rarely offer input. 5.74 1.30 5.89 1.26 5.60 1.31

14. An officer who reports the harassment
of inmates by other staff is doing the
right thing. 5.90 1.13 5.83 1.26 5.97 0.98

15. It is expected that officers on the
graveyard shift will fall asleep from time
to time. 5.82 1.47 5.49 1.60 6.14 1.26

16. Putdowns of people of the opposite sex
in the workplace are usually meant to
be funny. 5.25 1.70 5.23 1.73 5.28 1.67

17. Reasoning with inmates is usually the
best way to gain their cooperation. 5.00 1.57 4.96 1.58 5.05 1.56

18. Use of stronger inmates by jail/prison
staff to control other inmates presents
the potential for corruption. 5.80 1.59 5.93 1.33 5.66 1.80

(continued)
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19. Staff should avoid making personal
comments about other staff in front of
inmates. 6.76 0.70 6.68 0.80 6.85 0.58

20. Correctional staff members have a
duty to protect inmates. 6.45 0.71 6.42 0.69 6.47 0.73

21. Sexual relations between staff and
inmates are sometimes acceptable. 6.74 1.09 6.65 1.26 6.82 0.89

22. Correctional workers are the only
people who can really understand why
institutional rules often cannot be
followed by staff. 5.26 1.55 5.08 1.67 5.45 1.39

23. Staff who treat inmates with respect
rarely get respect from inmates in return. 5.81 1.37 5.71 1.36 5.90 1.39

24. Correctional staff at all levels have
much knowledge to contribute to the
operation of the institution. 6.17 1.02 6.23 0.97 6.11 1.07

25. Minority staff members should not be
so sensitive about racial or ethnic slurs
made by others in the workplace. 5.71 1.49 5.71 1.54 5.72 1.44

26. Hitting a disruptive inmate a few more
times than is strictly necessary is
understandable. 6.20 1.27 6.15 1.29 6.26 1.25

27. When a staff member is consistent and
fair in their relations with inmates they
are more likely to be respected by
inmates. 6.31 1.03 6.30 1.05 6.33 1.01

28. Addressing inmates in a respectful
manner may give them the idea that
they can manipulate staff. 5.23 1.53 4.96 1.64 5.48 1.38

29. Jail/prison staff should above all
concern themselves with upholding
the law. 6.13 1.18 6.06 1.20 6.19 1.16

30. Jail/prison staff have the skills and
abilities necessary to solve problems
in the workplace. 5.67 1.21 5.58 1.25 5.77 1.17

31. If most of your coworkers choose to
disregard policies and procedures, then
it is okay for you to do so as well. 6.40 0.96 6.33 0.97 6.47 0.95

32. Jail/prison administrators are usually
willing to listen to the concerns raised
by inmates. 5.20 1.50 5.00 1.72 5.39 1.23

33. Minority group inmates are naturally
less reliable as inmate workers than
White inmates. 6.24 1.12 6.18 1.12 6.30 1.12

Ethics summary variable
(range of 33 to 231) 194.09 15.30 192.46**16.28195.86 14.00

**Statistically significant difference at the .05 level between the prisons and jails.

TABLE 4 Continued

All Prisons Jails

Ethics Item M SD M SD M SD
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sive or offensive language is sometimes appropriate when addressing
inmates.” We think that the responses on the first item indicate a degree of
subcultural loyalty, and that the second indicates that there might not be an
appropriate level of respect accorded to inmates by some members of both
sets of staff.

Relatedly, the prison facility respondents as a group had low agreement
(mean of less than 5.0) with the statements “reasoning with inmates is usu-
ally the best way to gain their cooperation” (Item 17), and “addressing
inmates in a respectful manner may give them the idea that they can manipu-
late staff” (Item 28, recoded). Thus, it appears that prison staff, as a group, are
less supportive than jail staff of the notion that inmates are deserving of
respect.

When comparing the jail and prison staffs on all of the items, we find that
there is slight to strong agreement with most of the items. We find low agree-
ment on a few items for both the prison and jail staff, and that the jail staffs as
a group have a higher mean than do the prison staffs as a group. We deter-
mined this by constructing an ethics summary variable. This summary vari-
able is simply the mean of all responses for each item. When there were miss-
ing categories on any particular questionnaire, all items on that questionnaire
were eliminated, which explains the smaller n for categories when this vari-
able is used. Thus, the lowest possible score would be 33; the highest possible
score would be 231.

As indicated on the bottom of Table 4, the jails as a group had a higher eth-
ics summary variable mean (195.86) than did the prisons as a group (192.46),
a difference that is statistically significant. From this finding, we conclude
that the jail staff, as a whole, display more support for ethical workplace
behaviors than do prison staff in this research. However, whether this is a
function of the different workplace environments or of some non-work-
related factor is unclear.

When the responses by facility types are disaggregated, however, as they
are in Table 5, we find that one of the prisons (Prison 2) has one of the highest
ethics summary variable means (200.04) and is virtually tied with the jail
with the highest mean score (Prison 3, with a mean of 200.7). Second and
third in the ranking is the jail academy group (Jail 2) and the other jail (Jail 1),
with ethics summary variable mean scores of 193.61 and 193.18, respec-
tively. The lowest ethical mean score rankings were held by the other two
prisons, Prison 1 and Prison 3, with ethics summary variable mean scores of
190.92 and 188.82, respectively. These two mean scores were statistically
significantly different than those of the two facilities with the highest scores.
Therefore, as expected and in general, facilities with higher security levels, in
the aggregate, did score lowest on the ethics summary variable.
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TABLE 5:
Ethics Item Means and Standard Deviations

Jail 1 Prison 1 Prison 2 Prison 3 Jail 2 Jail 3

Item M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

1 6.23 1.50 6.56 0.84 6.56 0.86 6.57 0.81 6.27 1.61 6.70 0.99
2 5.33 1.47 5.61 1.36 6.18 0.97 5.57 1.31 5.81 1.52 5.72 1.46
3 5.73 1.55 6.21 1.45 6.45 0.92 5.71 1.75 6.19 1.17 6.11 1.68
4 6.07 1.43 6.02 1.47 6.18 1.36 6.07 1.49 5.65 1.98 5.91 1.57
5 5.63 1.43 5.70 1.52 5.92 1.19 5.62 1.72 5.73 1.85 6.31 1.06
6 5.97 1.14 5.94 1.37 6.19 0.97 5.57 1.53 6.12 1.18 5.98 1.40
7 5.87 1.22 6.28 0.66 6.21 0.80 5.80 1.03 5.92 1.38 5.99 1.06
8 6.19 1.08 6.39 0.93 6.47 0.86 6.25 0.96 6.31 1.19 6.28 0.85
9 4.47 1.77 4.11 2.00 4.58 1.89 4.20 2.01 3.88 2.15 4.63 1.83

10 6.19 1.38 6.42 1.17 6.35 1.12 6.37 1.37 6.46 0.90 6.26 1.42
11 4.58 1.85 4.97 1.77 5.55 1.64 4.52 1.80 5.12 1.66 5.30 1.85
12 5.95 1.28 5.89 1.33 6.56 0.62 6.00 1.32 6.35 0.75 6.49 0.84
13 5.63 1.24 6.08 1.21 5.95 1.05 5.73 1.40 6.04 0.82 5.42 1.52
14 5.87 1.03 5.61 1.34 6.18 1.08 5.75 1.29 5.96 0.82 6.15 0.95
15 5.97 1.34 5.70 1.44 5.68 1.48 5.25 1.72 6.27 1.25 6.36 1.08
16 5.30 1.64 5.21 1.74 5.32 1.71 5.17 1.76 5.42 1.77 5.18 1.69
17 5.20 1.40 5.02 1.62 5.00 1.52 4.90 1.61 4.92 1.52 4.85 1.79
18 5.71 1.76 6.15 1.01 6.23 1.21 5.64 1.51 5.15 2.11 5.75 1.77
19 6.85 0.47 6.56 0.88 6.60 1.12 6.79 0.43 6.69 1.19 6.89 0.42
20 6.49 0.70 6.42 0.67 6.32 0.90 6.48 0.56 6.50 1.03 6.43 0.67
21 6.81 0.93 6.63 1.24 6.84 0.79 6.56 1.47 6.88 0.43 6.81 0.95
22 5.50 1.33 4.90 1.70 5.63 1.41 4.86 1.72 4.68 1.70 5.62 1.31
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23 5.93 1.13 5.69 1.37 6.08 1.31 5.51 1.34 5.31 2.00 6.03 1.50
24 6.06 1.07 6.40 0.61 6.23 1.11 6.12 1.05 6.00 1.30 6.23 0.97
25 5.74 1.42 5.69 1.60 6.02 1.44 5.53 1.56 5.46 1.77 5.77 1.37
26 6.19 1.24 5.97 1.37 6.37 1.19 6.12 1.29 5.96 1.64 6.48 1.10
27 6.30 1.08 6.32 0.88 6.47 1.11 6.18 1.09 6.19 1.23 6.43 0.82
28 5.33 1.43 4.66 1.83 5.58 1.26 4.78 1.64 4.92 1.52 5.90 1.14
29 6.16 1.16 6.11 1.16 6.07 1.26 6.03 1.19 6.15 1.43 6.25 1.08
30 5.73 1.13 5.64 1.34 5.35 1.44 5.68 1.05 5.54 1.50 5.90 1.10
31 6.37 1.01 6.29 1.16 6.27 1.06 6.40 0.79 6.54 0.51 6.62 0.94
32 5.42 1.18 4.85 1.79 5.52 1.54 4.77 1.73 5.35 1.20 5.35 1.32
33 6.27 1.07 6.03 1.28 6.40 0.84 6.13 1.15 6.46 1.25 6.30 1.19

Ethics summary variable 193.18 14.72 190.92a 14.10 200.04b 14.01 188.82c 17.32 193.61 13.16 200.77 11.88

a. Statistically significant difference at the .05 level between Prison 1 and Jail 3.
b. Statistically significant difference at the .05 level between Prison 2 and Prison 3.
c. Statistically significant difference at the .05 level between Prison 3 and Jail 3.
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We think it is worthy to note that although these findings may indicate
some areas worthy of emphasis in future ethics training, they also indicate
that staff respondents at all facilities were usually in general agreement with
an ethical stance on most of these items. It is important to remember that even
the lowest overall mean score of 188.82 (Prison 3) was still in the top fifth of
possible scores (range of 33 to 231).

Table 6 displays the ethics summary variable score for each of the demo-
graphic variables. There is some variation by demographic category. Treat-
ment staff, those with the most years of service, people without a military
background, women, Hispanics, people 40 to 49 years of age, and those with
a college degree tend to have a higher ethics summary variable score than the
other respondents. But the only demographic variables where the difference
between groups was statistically significant, or unlikely to have occurred by
chance, was years of service and gender.

We found that those with the most years of service were more likely to
supply what we regarded as an ethical response to these item statements. We
would note, though, that the relationship between more years of service and a
higher ethical response was by no means uniform. The lowest mean for the
ethics summary variable was actually for the “6 to 10 years” category and the
second lowest was for the “year or less” category. Therefore, we think it is
likely that a number of factors may simultaneously influence the high mean
score for years of service. Such factors might include the position a person
occupies, the facility where they serve, their gender, their age, and their
education.

The finding on gender is quite interesting, as it verifies research done by
Jurik and others in the 1980s (Jurik, 1985, 1988; Jurik & Halemba, 1984) on
gender differences in supervision styles and preferences in Arizona prisons.
Much of the research on women and men in corrections indicates that men
and women are more similar than dissimilar. However, there is some indica-
tion from Jurik’s work that males and females may differ in their attitude
toward, and supervision of, inmates. Women may be less prone to use force
and more likely to regard their work from a human service perspective than as
purely security maintenance. Our findings provide some support for such a
thesis.

Relatedly, we note that the higher mean for jails on the ethics summary
variable may be explained in part by their greater tendency to employ
women. Of course, these data also indicate that male and female staff in these
facilities were not wildly dissimilar in their perceptions of what would con-
stitute an ethical response—both had a high (in excess of 192) mean score on
the ethics summary variable—it was just that women scored even higher.
Obviously, this finding and the one regarding years of service warrant further
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analysis to determine why it might be that women and those with more years
of service are more likely to perceive their work from a different perspective.

REGRESSION ANALYSIS

We next evaluated the correlations between key independent variables. As
indicated in Table 7, these variables were coded so that we could best ascer-
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TABLE 6: Demographics and Ethics Summary Variable

n % M SD

Position
Security staff 315 84 193.53 15.86
Treatment staff 17 5 200.47 12.73
Support staff 42 11 194.81 12.67

Years of service
1 or less 116 31 191.72a 14.44
2 to 5 149 40 195.42 14.76
6 to 10 52 14 191.15b 13.32
11 or more 58 15 198.52 19.12

Military
Yes 164 43 192.77 16.48
No 217 57 195.13 14.31

Gender
Male 267 70 192.87c 16.30
Female 115 30 196.69 12.21

Race/ethnicity
White 342 90 194.04 15.33
Hispanic 18 5 196.11 16.93
Black 4 1 192.75 24.51
Other 15 4 192.33 10.49

Age
20 to 29 104 28 191.79 14.82
30 to 39 127 34 193.76 14.40
40 to 49 77 21 196.78 18.17
50 or more 64 17 196.77 13.57

Education
General equivalency diploma 10 3 197.20 13.93
High school graduate 80 21 193.88 13.25
Some college 198 52 192.71 15.90
BA or BS degree 79 21 197.43 14.44
Master’s degree or more 15 4 193.07 21.35

NOTE: n is the number of respondents who responded to all ethics items.
a. Statistically significant difference at the .10 level between 1 year or less and 11 or
more years.
b. Statistically significant difference at the .10 level between 6 to 10 years and 11 or
more years.
c. Statistically significant difference at the .05 level between males and females.
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tain the effect that they may or may not have on an ethical perspective. Those
respondents who were security staff, had no military service, were female,
and worked in a jail received a coding of 1 for the position, military service,
gender, and prison or jail categories. Age, years of service, and the ethics
summary variable were a continuous and interval level. Education was cate-
gorized into five values. We did not include race or ethnicity in the equation,
as the homogeneity of the respondents precluded inclusion of that variable.

As indicated in Table 8, only the gender, age, and prison or jail variables
were statistically significantly correlated with the ethics variable. Therefore,
in the full model, we regressed these variables onto the dependent variable
ethics, and found that only age and prison or jail have an effect that is statisti-
cally significant at the .05 level (see Table 9). However, this effect was quite
mild, with the standardized coefficients being .137 and .124, respectively,
and a low adjusted R2 of only .03. This finding does indicate that the older
respondents and the jail respondents tended to report a more ethical
perspective.

We then wondered if the effect of the full model independent variables
would change if we just examined the jail respondents or if we just examined
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TABLE 7: Variable Coding

Independent Variable Code

Position
Other staff 0
Line staff 1

Years of service By year
Military Service

Yes 0
No 1

Gender
Male 0
Female 1

Age By age
Education

General equivalency diploma 2
High school graduate 3
Some college 4
BA or BS degree 5
Master’s degree or more 6

Institution
Prison 0
Jail 1

Dependent Variable Value Range

Ethics summary variable 33 to 231
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TABLE 8:
Correlation Matrix

Position Years of Prison
Variable Recode Service Military Gender Age Education or Jail Ethics

Position recode Pearson correlation 1.000 –.062 –.213** –.361** –.239** –.208** .114* –.069
Significance (two-tailed) .191 .000 .000 .000 .000 .015 .184
n 453 447 451 452 441 452 453 374

Years of service Pearson correlation –.062 1.000 –.118* –.083 .550** .073 –.095* .096
Significance (two-tailed) .191 .012 .076 .000 .122 .043 .065
n 447 454 453 453 445 453 454 375

Military Pearson correlation –.213** –.118* 1.000 .440** –.232** .061 .204** .077
Significance (two-tailed) .000 .012 .000 .000 .193 .000 .136
n 451 453 460 459 449 459 460 381

Gender Pearson correlation –.361** –.083 .440** 1.000 .059 .035 .185** .115*
Significance (two-tailed) .000 .076 .000 .215 .450 .000 .025
n 452 453 459 461 448 460 461 382

Age Pearson correlation –.239** .550** –.232** .059 1.000 .089 –.207** .117*
Significance (two-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .215 .060 .000 .024
n 441 445 449 448 449 448 449 372

Education Pearson correlation –.208** .073 .061 .035 .089 1.000 –.011 .039
Significance (two-tailed) .000 .122 .193 .450 .060 .806 .445
n 452 453 459 460 448 461 461 382

Prison or jail Pearson correlation .114* –.095* .204** .185** –.207** –.011 1.000 .111*
Significance (two-tailed) .015 .043 .000 .000 .000 .806 .029
n 453 454 460 461 449 461 467 385

Ethics Pearson correlation –.069 .096 .077 .115* .117* .039 .111* 1.000
Significance (two-tailed) .184 .065 .136 .025 .024 .445 .029
n 374 375 381 382 372 382 385 385

*Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed). **Correlation is significant at the .05 level (two-tailed).
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the prison respondents. Therefore, we ran two additional regressions: one
with just jail respondents and one with just prison respondents (see Tables 10
and 11). Here, we found that the jail staff responses on the ethics items were
more likely to be affected by age (β = .248 at the .05 level, adjusted R2 = .054),
and that prison staff responses were more likely to be affected by gender (β =
.160 at the .05 level, adjusted R2 = .020).

The finding on gender and prisons, of course, provides support for the the-
sis that male and female staff vary in their perceptions of their work on some
matters—in this case, their perceptions of ethics. The finding on age in jails
was less expected and may reflect a greater value for both training and expe-
rience as they affect perceptions of ethics. The jail staff in this particular state
receive more training than the prison staff (1 month for jail staff vs. 2 weeks
for prison staff). Although training was not directly measured here, we sus-
pect that the jails may have scored higher overall on the ethics variable
because of a greater training emphasis in these facilities. We also know that
age was highly correlated with years of service in these facilities (.55; see
Table 8). Therefore, a twin finding here is that more experience in the jail
facilities at least renders a reporting of a more ethical perspective.
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TABLE 9: Regression

Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Adjusted
B (SE) Coefficients ( ) t R2 Significance

Model 1
Constant 184.936 3.211 57.586 .026 .000
Gender 2.782 1.769 .084 1.572 .117
Age 0.188 0.077 .128 2.431 .016
Prison or jail 3.095 1.658 .101 1.867 .063

Model 2
Constant 184.954 3.218 57.477 .022 .000
Age 0.201 0.077 .137 2.609 .009
Prison or jail 3.783 1.603 .124 2.360 .019

TABLE 10: Regression for Jail Staff Only

Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Adjusted
B (SE) Coefficients ( ) t R2 Significance

Model 1
Constant 180.807 4.672 38.698 .045 .000
Gender –9.890E-02 2.664 –.003 –.037 .970
Age 0.349 0.128 .248 2.735 .007

Model 2
Constant 180.795 4.643 38.942 .054 .000
Age 0.348 0.125 .248 2.780 .006
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CONCLUSION

In sum, we believe that the data indicate that these jail and prison staffs are
more likely than not to perceive their work from an ethical perspective. We
acknowledge that the responses to the items could have been contrived and
thus not reflective of the respondents’ actual perceptions or of how they actu-
ally operate in their facility. But the existence of the differences between
facilities and between and among correctional staff on various characteristics
would provide support for our belief that most respondents were reporting
their actual perceptions and/or beliefs about their work; otherwise, all of the
facilities would have had even greater similarities on the individual items and
less variation on the summary variable. Of course, we cannot claim that per-
ceptions or beliefs translate into actual behavior; clearly, such a connection is
beyond the scope of this research.

Our findings indicate that although both types of facilities were in the top
range of possible responses on the ethics summary variable, the jail staff
were more likely to score higher. We also found that age increased the likeli-
hood that a respondent had a higher ethical rating in jails, and that being
female increased such a score in prisons. Both such findings merit greater
investigation.

We also think that the differences between jails and prisons, between dif-
ferent jails and different prisons, and between demographic groupings might
be influenced by the organizational culture of the facility in which these staff
work. For this reason, we are engaged in the development of an organiza-
tional culture instrument that should allow researchers to investigate the
leadership, communication, subculture, organizational structure, and gen-
eral environment that may shape an individual respondent’s perceptions
about what is accepted ethical practice in corrections. We suspect that some
correctional institutions that are run in a more professional manner may tend
to have an organizational environment that fosters ethical behavior and per-
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TABLE 11: Regression for Prison Staff Only

Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Adjusted
B (SE) Coefficients ( ) t R2 Significance

Model 1
Constant 186.113 4.623 40.255 .023 .000
Gender 6.689 2.974 .162 2.249 .026
Age 0.139 0.113 .089 1.234 .219

Model 2
Constant 191.588 1.300 147.415 .020 .000
Gender 6.606 2.978 .160 2.218 .028
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ceptions. We also think that the mission of the organization, whether it is a
long-term or short-term confinement facility, the level of security of the facil-
ity, and the size of the facility may shape an organization’s environment and
thus influence individual and group perceptions regarding ethics.

In the meantime, these findings should be of some real use to facility man-
agers and staffs. After close examination of the findings and analysis, manag-
ers and staff might determine if there is some means by which they can rein-
force ethical behavior in their own facility. We believe that staff, inmates, and
the larger communities of the facilities are all served by such efforts to
improve and further professionalize work in prisons and jails.2

NOTES

1. The alpha is based on 385 cases, rather than the 471 responses, as any items that were left
blank were excluded from the alpha determination.

2. Some of these findings first appeared, in modified form, in a report presented to the admin-
istration of the respective jails and the department of corrections.
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