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Criminal justice policymakers and managers have viewed professional-
jzation as a favored solution to the current crisis in correctional systems
across the country. Utilizing case study data drawn from a state correc-
tional system located in the western United States, we find that upgrading
line correctional staff was a strategy used by top administrators to improve
the image of their agency and maintain the autonomy of their prison sys-
tem in the face of a threatened take-over by the federal court. However, in
mandating the professionalization of their personnel, these managers failed
to confront deeper organizational problems. Instead, they argued that an
educated staff was the cure for acknowledged operational problems—in-
cluding corruption and inhumane treatment. The failure to combine staff
upgrading with more comprehensive organizational reforms merely height-
ened the frustrations within the workforce of the state’s correctional insti-
tutions. In essence, these professionalization strategies represent a prime
example of utilizing individual-level solutions to solve organizational-level
problems.

The 1980s mark a new era of crisis for correctional systems in
the United States. Like earlier crises, the instability of corrections
today revolves around a reconsideration of system goals with a re-
newed emphasis on deterrence and incapacitation, and an explod-
ing population of inmates unaccompanied by adequate fiscal
support for correctional bureaucracies. These correctional dilem-
mas have been well documented, and federal and state correctional
bureaucracies are trying a number of potential remedies (see Mul-
len 1985; Cavender and Musheno 1983; Clements 1979; Farrington
and Nuttal 1980). They include construction of new prisons, alter-
natives fo incarceration, privatization of corrections and profes-
sionalization of these bureaucracies.
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458  CRISIS OF CORRECTIONS

This study focuses on a more hidden dimension of this crisis—
the strains and tensions in correctional institutions as work environ-
ments. We investigate the effects of a western state’s attempt to
professionalize its correctional work force in this critical time pe-
riod. Specifically, we seek to answer three major questions about
the professionalization movement in that state: 1) Why was
professionalization adopted as a reform strategy? 2) How did the
reform impact organizational performance? and 3) What commit-
ments, conditions and resources (or lack thereof) affected the dif-
fusion (implementation) of the reform within the organization?

Historically, criminal justice policymakers and managers have
viewed “professionalization” as a favored solution to escalating or-
ganizational problems. For example, in the progressive era of the
early 1900s, criminal justice professionalization was pursued as one
solution to both police corruption and prison riots (see National
Commission on Law Observance and Enforcement 1931; Brown
1981:3-18). Paralleling the progressive era, professionalization ef-
forts of the 1970s and 1980s have been directed toward grooming
well-educated and well-paid men and women to fill front-line posi-
tions in criminal justice agencies.

Once again, it has been assumed that a “professional staff”
will do what is necessary to ameliorate a criminal justice crisis and
better serve the community. Until recently, there has been little
focus on why professionalization is a favored response to criminal
justice crises. Further, attempts by advocates to diffuse this re-
form in criminal justice organizations have rarely been analyzed.

The process of upgrading occupations within the criminal jus-
tice field differs from that described in research on other profes-
sional groups. Recent analyses of professionalization have focused
on the deliberate and self-conscious attempts by members of occu-
pational groups to enhance their autonomy and control through
acquiring recognition as professions (Roth 1974; Begun, 1982;
Kronus, 1976). However, front-line criminal justice staff have
neither initiated nor been the primary beneficiaries of increased
professionalism (e.g., Poole and Regoli 1980; Jacobs 1983; Piliavin
and Vadum 1968). In fact, professionalization has been promoted
and mandated by those at the top of criminal justice bureaucracies
to protect their autonomy from external control and to enhance
their power in the governmental process (Brown 1981; Musheno et
al. 1976; Bardach 1976). Further, professionalization of the ranks,
as it has been defined by correctional administrators, often has
heightened worker frustrations, thereby contributing to a growing
rift between management and line staff (see Aaronson, Dienes and
Musheno 1984; Reuss-Ianni 1984).
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Also departing from other professional groups (see Green-
wood 1957; Pavalko 1970), the upgrading of criminal justice line
personnel has not involved their systematic acquisition of attrib-
utes identified in the literature as essential elements of a profes-
sional occupation (e.g., increasing authority over clients,
operational code of ethics). Instead, case studies of criminal justice
occupations indicate that their “professionalization” has been lim-
ited to increasing the educational level of individual front-line
workers as a quick route to establishing an improved public image
for these agencies (Frank 1966; Wicks 1980; Swanson 1977).

To date, most of these claims about criminal justice profession-
alization have been based on studies of such efforts within the law
enforcement area. Guided by the claims outlined above, our re-
search extends the inquiry of criminal justice occupations by ex-
amining the adoption and diffusion of a professionalization
movement within a department of corrections located in the west-
ern United States (hereafter referred to as Western D.O.C.).

We establish that in mandating the professionalization of
front-line staff, top correctional officials of Western D.O.C. ignored
deeper organizational problems. They failed to consider the com-
patibility of educational upgrading with the organizational realities
of work in contemporary correctional institutions. Finally, they
never developed adequate strategies for implementing their pro-
posed reforms. This reform effort was successful in temporarily
protecting the autonomy of Western D.0.C. managers who were in
the midst of a correctional crisis and under threat of direct federal
court intervention. However, their failure to combine correctional
professionalization with broader organizational analysis and
change—in particular, to provide support for reform oriented
staff—wrecked havoc with the work environment of Western
D.0.C., compounding rather than resolving the state’s correctional
crisis.

RESEARCH STRATEGY

The data for this study were collected over five years (1981-
1985) and drawn from a variety of sources, mostly within Western
D.0.C. This intensive study of one locale is consistent with a
growing body of research investigating the implementation of or-
ganizational reforms (e.g., Benson 1973:384; Miller 1984:251-266;
Weiss 1981).

Rather than focusing on many settings and searching for cen-
tral tendency, implementation research has generally focused on
one or a few settings where the commitment to resist and/or sup-
port a reform idea is highly visible. Prior analyses have revealed
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that commitment and follow-through, environmental conditions
(e.g., external political climate), organizational resources (e.g.,
budgetary outlays) and informal organizational networks are im-
portant factors for understanding the diffusion of organizational
reforms (see Lewis 1985; Palumbo, Musheno and Maynard-Moody
1985).

Western D.O.C. is an ideal setting for studying the implemen-
tation of professionalization as reform because this policy was ex-
plicitly proposed as a solution to a correctional crisis and
undertaken simultaneous to an escalation of the crisis (e.g., expan-
sion of the inmate population). Therefore, this case reveals a great
deal about the constraints to and the potential for professionaliza-
tion in corrections, as well as the importance of the above factors
in the implementation process.

Qualitative and quantitative data were combined in our analy-
sis of professionalization in the Western D.0.C. We utilized in-
depth interview, survey and documentary data to investigate our
major questions about the professionalization movement in West-
ern D.O.C. Specifically, to investigate how the reform impacted
line staff composition, training and work-related attitudes/per-
formance we collected quantitative data in the form of self-admin-
istered surveys distributed to all correctional service officers
(CS0s) employed in one medium-minimum security prison facility
in the Western D.O.C. The facility was relatively new (two years
old) and represented the “showcase” institution of the reform-ori-
ented administration. To contextualize this attitudinal data and
relate it to the process of reform implementation, we conducted
three weeks of observation at the institution, including informal
interviews with personnel from all levels of the facility’s
hierarchy.l

Additional qualitative data were collected to identify the se-
quence of major events that lead to the adoption of a professional-
ization movement in Western D.0.C. The investigators and three
research assistants conducted in-depth, open-ended interviews over
a four-year period with 32 Correctional Service Officers (CSOs),
four administrators, six officer supervisors and six training coor-
dinators located in the central office and throughout seven of the
ten prison facilities under Western D.O.C. authority. In addition,
the investigators and research assistants conducted approximately
90 hours of observation at three Western D.O.C. facilities other

1 This combination of qualitative and quantitative data gathering and analy-
sis techniques is referred to as triangulation—a preferred strategy for investigating
the implementation of organizational reforms (Jick 1979; Benson 1973:384).
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than the surveyed facility described above. Finally, to provide ad-
ditional historical information, these data were combined with a
review of newspaper articles appearing in the largest newspaper in
the state between 1975 and 1985, a review of departmental policy
manuals and an analysis of two written histories of Western
D.O.C.

THE NATIONAL CONTEXT OF CORRECTIONAL REFORM
AND PROFESSIONALIZATION

The professionalization process in the Western D.O.C. must be
understood within the context of broader nationwide trends. Duxr-
ing the past 15 years, a general instability in prisons across the
country stimulated a variety of reactions outside the walls of these
institutions. At the national level, several widely publicized prison
riots forced federal and state officials to become more concerned
with crowded and squalid living conditions in their prisons. Build-
ing on this media attention, an inmate rights movement emerged.
Federal and state courts responded to these concerns, mandating
due process requirements for inmate disciplinary action, requiring
mandatory releases for inmates in overcrowded facilities, ap-
pointing receivers to manage prisons in several states and demand-
ing the implementation of job skill and “resocialization” programs
(see Irwin 1980; Fox 1982; Jacobs 1983:33-60). These court deci-
sions were followed by more focused inmate protests and strikes
which were in part coordinated by external reform groups work-
ing for the expansion of inmate rights (American Friends Service
Committee, 1971).

With the growing politicization of corrections, the autonomy
that correctional administrators had historically enjoyed was being
threatened. In response to these pressures from media, courts,
elected officials and reform advocates, prisons became increasingly
centralized and bureaucratized (Jacobs 1983). It was expected that
a more rational correctional system would result. Traditionally
autonomous institutions were made components of state depart-
ments of corrections; rehabilitative ideologies were adopted; and a
new breed of college-educated administrators were hired to fill top
positions.

With the intention of ensuring that line officers exercise their
responsibilities in a manner consistent with these reforms, new ad-
ministrators concentrated on upgrading the educational qualifica-
tions of the individuals who filled these positions (Task Force on
Corrections 1973; National Advisory Commission on Criminal Jus-
tice Standards and Goals 1973). Policy makers and administrators
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believed that the professionalization of prison custodial staff sup-
posedly would ensure diffusion of the humane treatment ethic and
reduce staff-inmate tensions in modern, treatment-oriented de-
partments of corrections (see Poole and Regoli 1980; Katsampes
1975; Piliavin and Vadum 1968).

ADOPTING PROFESSIONALIZATION AS A REFORM IN
WESTERN D.O.C.

Changes within the Western D.O.C. can be seen as a micro-
cosm of the broader national trends in corrections discussed ear-
lier. Amidst continued resistance, several precipitating factors
combined to produce a prison reform movement within this west-
ern state.

Between 1975 and 1976, three inmate class action suits were
filed against Western D.0.C. The suits contained allegations of
overcrowded living conditions, beatings by correctional officers and
gross violations of basic health standards. Combined with increas-
ing reports of prison violence, these suits drew significant media
attention. In response to the class action suits, a 1977 federal dis-
trict court decision mandated that the Western D.O.C. inmate pop-
ulation be cut in half by the end of that year. As a result of this
ruling and continued media attention, the state legislature ap-
pointed a series of panels to investigate “the prison problem.” De-
spite panel recommendations and growing public concern about
prison conditions, the state legislature resisted the allocation of the
necessary funds for prison construction and reform.

These struggles continued until early 1978 when the state gov-
ernor died and his successor took office. The new governor imme-
diately issued a list of priorities for his administration which
included the reform of the state prison system. He requested from
the state legislature funding to build new prison facilities and to
finance prison reform programs. Combined with continued pres-
sure from the federal court, the governor’s efforts mobilized the
legislative support necessary to initiate a series of prison reforms.
By 1979, the budget for the Western D.0O.C. was expanded signifi-
cantly and a new director was hired with the expressed mandate
to supervise new prison construction and reform existing
institutions.

The new director immediately initiated a major reorganization
effort. His reform program was directed toward the centralization
of administrative control of Western D.O.C. facilities, the rationali-
zation of its policies and the incorporation of more humanistic con-
cerns into the philosophy of inmate treatment. Initially, he
attempted to centralize control by terminating or reassigning
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many “entrenched” wardens and supervisory staff. He also man-
dated the evaluation and formalization of Western D.O.C. rules,
regulations and operating procedures, which affected both inmates
and staff (e.g., the establishment of equal opportunity hiring and
promotional procedures and inmate grievance procedures). Then,
he sought to incorporate inmate educational, recreational and
resocialization programs into the prison system. Finally, he called
for a new type of correctional officer who would ensure that these
programs reached the inmate population.

Reflecting these reform efforts, the departmental philosophy
was restated to incorporate a more humanistic orientation. It is
jmportant to note that the Western D.O.C. never adopted what
would be described as a rehabilitative orientation. Instead, they
defined their orientation as a service/resocialization approach.
This label acknowledged the view that inmates were in prison first
and foremost for punishment rather than for rehabilitation. How-
ever, while there, the Western D.O.C. was charged with providing
inmates basic human services in a humane atmosphere. Addition-
ally, whenever possible, Western D.O.C. would provide inmates
with formal service and resocialization programs (e.g., job training
and counseling). This reform-service orientation also emphasized
that services and discipline were to be administered by staff ac-
cording to established uniform and rational procedures. The fol-
lowing quote from a revised Western D.O.C. training document
summarizes this official view of the new “reform” orientation:

The philosophy of the Western D.O.C. revolves around

commitment to the belief that people are sent to prison as

punishment, not for punishment. The function of retribu-
tion is achieved by incarcerating people and separating
them from their community. They should not be pun-
ished further by the experiences they have while in cor-
rectional facilities. To achieve the goals of deterrence and
rehabilitation, a safe and humane environment must be
created within correctional institutions. Simply locking
people up, denying them their rights, and refusing them
educational and counseling opportunities will not prepare
them for a crime-free lifestyle outside of prison (Western
D.O.C. training document, 1981).

The professionalization of Western D.0O.C. correctional officers
was a core component of this reform effort. Line correctional of-
ficers were those with whom inmates had the most contact. CSOs
had been the target of numerous allegations including favoritism,
abuses of inmates and corruption (e.g., drug smuggling). Adminis-
trators recognized CSOs as the key link in service (or treatment)
delivery to inmates. Because of their routine, close contact with

HeinOnline -- 3 Just. Q. 463 1986



464  CRISIS OF CORRECTIONS

inmates, CSOs were also viewed as those most potentially corrupti-
ble or abusive. Consequently, reform of the CSO was identified as
an essential step in the humanization of inmate treatment. Cor-
rectional administrators placed heavy emphasis on recruiting the
“right type” of CSO—individuals who were not only security-
minded, but also strongly interested in the human service aspects
of the position. In fact, the official title of the position was actu-
ally changed from Correctional Security Officer to Correctional
Service Officer to reflect this new emphasis.

Now, we're looking for someone who has a demonstrated
ability to manage and supervise—someone who can relate
well to people. The CSOs have increased their involve-
ment with the inmates on a personal level. The staff is
expected to be well trained and to provide inmates with
services, not only to maintain security (administrator).

It is interesting to find that Western D.O.C. officials were at-
tempting to recognize officially what correctional experts (e.g.,
Lombardo 1982ab; Johnson 1979) learned long ago: Prison
guards—even those in non-treatment oriented prisons—do far
more in their work than perform custodial functions. One correc-
tional officer reports to Lombardo (1982b):

Security doesn’t mean keep them from going over the

wall. It means you try to make the guy feel secure that

he’s not going to get killed or hurt. You make it so an in-
mate can sit next to another inmate in the mess hall or

auditorium and feel comfortable (293).

Western D.O.C. officials were aware that service functions
were performed by correctional officers. The “new service orienta-
tion” was a major strategy whereby these functions were publicly
proclaimed, and arbitrary and inhumane officer actions against in-
mates were publicly denounced:

Our officers have always been service providers. Up until

now that aspect of their job has not been officially recog-

nized. Our old job description emphasized the security as-
pects without recognizing the service delivery and
managerial components. And, of course, there were some

abuses of guard power. Some guys thought they put on a

uniform and they were in control. Some of the lieuten-

ants and captains have supported that view; they chal-
lenged their men to be real macho and not to cater to
inmates. Then, of course, there would be the inmates who
were their favorites. We’ve got to recognize the officers as
human service providers and as people managers. We
want to deemphasize the image of officers as “tough
guys”, or guys who can play favorites. (Administrator)

Thus, the professional “service” ethic represented a formal recog-

nition of the variety of duties performed by all correctional staff—
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especially security staff. It also represented an effort to rationalize
inmate treatment and curb—in a highly visible manner—the abu-
sive behavior that had been past targets of inmate grievances, me-
dia coverage and law suits.

This professionalization effort directly affected CSOs in sev-
eral ways. The salary for CSOs was increased by $3,000 annually.
The procedures for hiring, terminating and promoting officers
were formalized. Women and minorities were explicitly en-
couraged to apply. To conform with American Correctional Asso-
ciation (ACA) accreditation standards, the official job description
was changed to incorporate new service/program-related duties
(e.g., para-professional counseling and supervision of inmate pro-
gram participation), and the number of mandated in-service train-
ing hours was increased to 60 hours per year. However, the
cornerstone of this effort was the upgrading of educational prereq-
uisites. Educational requirements for the position were increased
from a high school diploma to 15 hours of college with strong de-
partmental encouragement to complete the Bachelor's degree. In
addition, preference in hiring was granted to applicants who had
already completed their four-year degree.

This emphasis on educational standards is at odds with some
research findings regarding the impact of such upgrading on
worker attitudes and behavior. For example, the literature on po-
licing suggests that at best, education has little impact on job per-
formance (see Talarico and Swanson 1982). At worst, some
literature (e.g., Sterling 1974; Swanson 1977) suggests that more
educated individuals make dissatisfied police officers. Similarly,
research in correctional contexts has not demonstrated that a col-
lege education guarantees a human service orientation toward in-
mates (see Toch and Klofas 1982; Klofas 1983). Despite this
discrepancy, however, Western D.O.C. strategy was quite in line
with recommendations from several national advisory committees
(e.g., American Friends Service Committee 1971; Task Force on
Corrections 1967; National Advisory Commission on Criminal Jus-
tice Standards and Goals 1973), as well as the practices of many
correctional departments across the country (see Jacobs, 1983).

Western D.O.C. administrators anticipated some staff resist-
ance to these reform policies—including redefining and upgrading
the CSO position. However, they hoped that opposition might be
neutralized through in-service training programs and, further, that
a high rate of turnover would ultimately allow new “service-ori-
ented” staff to outnumber any veteran resisters:

We are slowly working at change here. With the contin-
ued addition of more programs for residents [inmates],
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and more and better qualified professionals to supervise

the residents and programs, we will see some tremendous

changes. We still have some old-timers here who think
that force and ‘brow-beating’ are the methods to deal with
residents, but we are going to slowly replace and outnum-

ber them with concerned staff who don’t think that way

(administrator).

This two-pronged approach (training and replacement) for in-
stitutionalizing the service ethic was only partially implemented.
We will now examine several indicators of the impact of reform ef-
forts on the composition and attitudes of Western D.O.C. correc-
tional security staff.

IMPACT OF PROFESSIONALIZATION ON ORGANIZATIONAL
PERFORMANCE

Both qualitative data derived from interviews with CSO hiring
board members and our survey data suggest that between 1978 and
1983 the number of college-educated CSOs employed by Western
D.O.C. increased significantly. A comparison of the educational
credentials of surveyed officers hired before and after the upgrad-
ing policy reveals that newer officers were significantly more
likely to have bachelor degrees (Jurik et al. 1987). However, it is
important to note that the 1982 recession and its corresponding
high unemployment rates are likely to have boosted significantly
the Western D.0O.C.’s attempt to recruit more highly educated of-
ficers. In any case, 31 percent of the officers surveyed in 1982 re-
ported that they had earned bachelor or master degrees, while
another 23 percent stated that they had received associate degrees
from community colleges. Also at the time of the survey, 24 per-
cent of the respondents were enrolled in one or more college
courses. Table 1 presents a more complete description of the back-
ground characteristics of the surveyed officers.

As noted, one motivation for upgrading the educational re-
quirements for the CSO position was the hope of recruiting more
“human service-oriented” officers. We incorporated two general
indicators of officers’ service orientation into our survey instru-
ment. First, respondents were asked to check from a list the most
important reason why they took their jobs as CSOs.2 We con-
structed categorical (dummy) variables indicating the primary rea-
son respondents took the CSO position. Officers who listed an

2 Three survey questions required the officers to check from a list their most
important reason, second most important reason, and third most important reason
for taking the job as a CSO. The results reported here focus on three dummy vari-
ables indicating the most important reason they checked for taking the job (interest
in ... ie, human service work, inmate rehabilitation, security work, pay, security,
benefits, promotional opportunities or no alternative work available). The last six
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TABLE 1
Demographic Characteristics of Correctional Service Officers
(N=179)
Frequency (n) Percent (%)
Age
18-25 38 22.2
26 - 35 68 39.8
36 - 45 36 21.1
46 plus 29
Race
Hispanic 14 78
Caucasian 141 78.8
Black 20 11.2
Other 4 2.2
Sex
Male 139 1.6
Female 40 224
Residence
Urban 159 88.6
Rural 20 11.2
Military Service
Yes 83 464
No 96 53.6
Highest Degree Completed
High School or GED 70 39.8
AA. 41 233
Bachelors or Masters 55 31.2
Vocational or Other 10 5.1

interest in human service work or in inmate rehabilitation as their
primary reason for taking the position received a value of “1” for
service orientation. Officers who listed an interest in security
work as their primary reason for taking the job received a “1” on
the security orientation variable. A third dummy variable was
constructed which assumed a value of “1” if officers took the job
primarily for extrinsic reasons (job security, salary, etc.).

There is good indication that more highly educated officers
were more likely to take the job because of an interest in “human

categories were defined as “extrinsic reasons.” The same analyses were run utiliz-
ing an index which weighted their rank ordering of service, security and esxtrinsic
reasons in all of the three questions. The substantive results were the same regard-
less of whether the weighted index or dummy variables were utilized. In this pa-
per, we discuss the results from the simpler (dummy) variable definition.
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service” work than were their less-educated colleagues. The bivar-
iate correlations between these variables and education reveal that
education is positively associated with a preference for human ser-
vice or inmate rehabilitation-type work. Years of education is neg-
atively correlated with a security work preference. These
bivariate correlations are presented in Table 2,

A second indicator of officer orientation was a measure of so-
cial distance from inmates. This indicator was a composite varia-
ble (index) that included four questions, addressing the degree to
which inmates shared personal problems with the officer and the
officer’s sense as to the appropriateness of such interaction. Ac-
cording to this index, officers who took the job primarily for
human service reasons were significantly less distanced from in-
mates. Conversely, officers who took the job because of a primary
interest in security work were significantly more distanced from
inmates. (Again, see Table 2). In addition, although the bivariate
association between education and social distance was not signifi-
cant, analysis of the effects of officer background characteristics on
social distance in a multivariate framework revealed that educa-
tional attainment was significantly associated with decreasing
amounts of social distance from inmates (see Table 3).

Thus, from our general measures of changing staff educational
composition and service orientation, it does appear as though the
Western D.0.C. was successful in achieving one of their major
goals—recruiting more highly educated and more human service
oriented individuals to their correctional security positions.

Despite this apparent success, our data suggest several
problems surrounding the Western D.0.C.’s effort to implement a
professional service ethic. Our survey data indicate that 33 percent
of our CSO sample had never attended any entry-level training
programs offered by the department. Twenty-one percent re-
ported they had received less than 10 hours of in-service training
during the year preceding the survey. In addition, we found that
more highly educated officers were significantly less satisfied with
their jobs as CSOs (again see Table 1 and also Jurik, et al. 1987).3
Furthermore, officers who had taken the job because of a primary
interest in security-type work were significantly more satisfied
with their jobs than were the more human-service oriented of-
ficers. However, despite their interest in human service work and
decreased social distance from inmates, more educated officers did

3 The negative relationship between years of education and respondent job
satisfaction emerged in multiple regression analysis of survey data which held
other important determinants of job satisfaction constant. For more detailed dis-
cussion of this analysis, see Jurik et al. (1987).
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TABLE 3

Ordinary Least Squares Regression Analysis of Effects of
Officer Background on Social Distance Dependent Variable:
Social Distance (index)

Standardized
Regression

Independent Variables Coefficients T-Values
Years Education -7 -2,28*
Minority (dummy variable) —.07 -0.83
Female (dummy variable) —.02 —0.33
Age —.04 —0.59
Months Employed —.04 —0.53
Frequency of Contact With Inmates .37 —4,99*
R? = .18
*p < .05

not hold significantly more positive views of inmates and inmate
rehabilitation prospects than did their less educated colleagues
(again see Table 1 and also Jurik 1985b). These findings suggest
that the service vs. security orientation distinction is a multi-di-
mensional rather than a dichotomous distinction (L.ombardo
1982b). Thus, its implications for inmate treatment are, at best,
not as clear cut as Western D.O.C. officials might have hoped.

Despite any short run improvements in inmate treatment that
may have occurred, our survey data suggest that the CSO profes-
sionalization strategy adopted by correctional administrators nega-
tively affected the correctional work environment as it was
perceived by officers themselves. In the following section, we util-
ize our qualitative data to explore the reasons for these negative
perceptions.

BARRIERS TO THE IMPLEMENTATION OF
PROFESSIONALIZATION

Our interview and observational data suggest that the dissatis-
faction and cynicism among “new officers” was associated with two
major problem areas. First, there were organizational-level barri-
ers to the implementation of the new reform-service ideology.
Second, despite administrative rhetoric about professionalization
and reform, there were no organizational-level plans within West-
ern D.O.C. to counteract these barriers and support service-ori-
ented CSOs. More specifically, there were no consistent efforts to
train and integrate these newly recruited, college educated CSOs
who may have lacked job specific experience. Moreover, there was
no training of veteran staff to introduce or reinforce human ser-
vice orientations. Furthermore, the CSO job was not modified to
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accommodate the entry of more qualified, professionally-oriented
workers. That is, despite the significant interest reported by CSOs
in some type of job enrichment program, they were never system-
atically granted more autonomy or policy input, each essential
characteristics of professional occupations. While at work in their
units, CSOs were often sanctioned by colleagues and mid-manage-
ment security personnel for emphasizing human services (e.g.,
demonstrating support for formal inmate grievance procedures).
In faet, in the absence of systematic efforts to increase officer au-
tonomy, many Western D.O.C. correctional officers believed that
reform policies (e.g., inmate grievance procedures) actually re-
duced their authority and control in the workplace (see also Mar-
quart and Crouch 1985).

Highly educated and career oriented CSOs were severely dis-
appointed by what they perceived as the Western D.0.C.’s failure
to follow through on promises of reform, service-related resources
and professional work for qualified applicants. In addition, many
veteran officers felt betrayed by what they perceived as an increas-
ing emphasis on education to the exclusion of experience among
correctional staff. Finally, many more security-oriented staff be-
lieved that the administrative emphasis on reform, education and
inmate services was a serious threat to security and safety in the
institutions. Thus, in the absence of effective implementation
strategies, professionalization and reform policies severely height-
ened staff frustrations and ultimately failed to significantly ame-
liorate the crisis within their prison system.

Organizational Barriers to Reform-Service Ideology

Specifically, the institutionalization of the service ideology in
Western D.O.C. was disrupted by three organizational-level
problems that are common barriers to implementation: 1) the vol-
atility of the external environment (Yin 1979; Miller et al., 1982);
2) the erosion of the necessary resource base (Jacobs, 1983; Caven-
der and Musheno 1982); and 3) resistance from the informal organ-
jzation (Reuss-lanni 1983; Lipskey 1980).

The external environment surrounding corrections, including
federal courts, media, local reform groups and state elective offi-
cials, provided the impetus for the adoption of a service ideology
and professionalization. However, it is important to recognize that
support for this reform movement was by no means uniform.
Many legislators and local citizen groups were adamantly opposed
to allocating funds for prison reform. Such groups favored the
utilization of prison as punishment and expressed concern that re-
form measures would result in the “coddling of inmates.”
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Although federal court pressure was significant in forcing this
sizeable political faction to support reform and higher budgets for
Western D.O.C,, considerable legislative ambivalence continued to
surround the funding of prison reforms.

Soon after the adoption of the service ideology, three external
events—one economic and two political—posed significant obsta-
cles to organizational diffusion of this element of the reform move-
ment. Because of the 1982-83 recession, the western state was
faced with a serious budgetary crisis. In addition, determinate sen-
tencing laws passed by the state in 1975 were effecting massive in-
creases in its prison population (Jacobs 1983; Fox 1982).
Simultaneous with the implementation of determinate sentencing
laws, was legislative pressure to severely limit the number of in-
mates eligible for prison parole and work furlough programs. As a
result of these constraints, despite the addition of two new facili-
ties, the Western D.O.C. institutional population again rose far
above designated capacity levels by late 1982. Moreover, respond-
ing to a projected revenue shortfall for the 1982-83 fiscal year, the
state legislature unexpectedly cut 5 percent of the Western D.O.C.
budget. This fiscal crisis, coupled with the new explosion of the in-
mate population, reinforced legislative resistance to prison reform
programs. In this context, the anti-reform opposition was quite
successful in portraying new service programs as luxuries that the
state could not afford.

These external events seriously diminished the resource base
for implementing the Western D.O.C. reform movement. The re-
cession and other legislative “get tough” policies resulted in the di-
version of funds away from both inmate service (e.g., staff for
inmate grievance procedure actions) and in-service training pro-
grams. These conditions greatly increased inmate staff ratios, rein-
troducing security as an exclusive concern. Accordingly, the
organizational actors who provided the most support for the ser-
vice ideology, the top administrators of Western D.O.C., were re-
quired to turn their attention away from reforms and toward this
new crisis and the “get tough” rhetoric of powerful interests in the
external environment.

A third barrier to implementing the reform-service ideology
was posed by the informal organization of the Western D.O.C. Staff
opinion regarding the extension of rights and formal services for
inmates and the educational upgrading of CSOs was sharply di-
vided. Many of the veteran staff—including line personnel, line
supervisors and mid-management personnel—opposed the reform
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effort. Although some veteran staff argued that correctional of-
ficers had always provided services to inmates, they asserted that
this new emphasis on formal services would jeopardize security.

The informal organization of Western D.O.C. was quite power-
ful. In part, the source of its strength stemmmed from the original
structure of the state prison system. The department of correc-
tions did not exist as an entity until the late 1960’s. Prior to that,
each prison was run separately by its own warden with relatively
little accountability to the state. Over the years, each prison had
developed its own method of operation. Many of these power net-
works continued to exist even under the more centralized Western
D.O.C. authority structure. Those who were a part of this veteran
staff occupational subculture (frequently referred to as “the old
guard”) resented the “interference” of the central Western D.O.C.
administration in local prison matters. They viewed these admin-
istrative interventions as serious threats to their power and au-
thority in the prison workplace:

I told you that I really think this change in job title from

“correctional security officer” to “correctional service of-

ficer” is a step backward for the officer. It makes us

sound like servants or wet nurses. It takes away our au-
thority and respect (supervisor).

The administrative guidelines were developed by people

who never worked in a cellblock. We're getting a lot of

officers in here with degrees and no common sense. We
need more experienced personnel, not necessarily more
educated ones (supervisor).

The combination of extra-organizational pressures, erosion of
the resource base and informal organizational resistance prevented
adequate staff training, discouraged the institutionalization of
many new service programs and reinforced the continued predomi-
nance of custodial functions within Western D.O.C. institutions.

Professionalization and Hierarchical Control:
An Organizational Contradiction

Another fundamental barrier to the professionalization of cor-
rectional officers was the hierarchical, organizational structure of
the Western D.O.C. and the failure of department administrators
to adjust this structure to accommodate the development of profes-
sional line staff. In his analysis of the limitations on police profes-
sionalization, Swanson (1977) discusses the limits to professional
autonomy posed by hierarchical, para-military organizational
structures. He argues that the hierarchical nature of police organi-
zation assumes that individuals must be closely controlled and
often coerced to achieve agency objectives. At odds with this
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structure is the recruitment by police agencies of college educated
people who are quite capable of being self-controlling and creative.

In Western D.O.C., this same type of organizational arrange-
ment limited officer autonomy and input into policy formation.
Little consistent effort was directed toward incorporating new,
more highly educated officers into the prison organization. The
department failed at both consistently improving the quality of in-
service training programs and significantly changing the CSOs’
traditional work routines. Instead, Western D.O.C. administrators
reinforced a reliance on the chain of command and written proce-
dures to dictate the actions of line personnel.

Specifically, in-service training was viewed as an essential
mechanism by which new (frequently less experienced) officers
could obtain the skills necessary to perform their jobs as CSOs.
However, the limited availability of in-service training meant that
many new officers were unable to acquire the skills necessary to
perform well on the unit and earn the respect of veteran col-
leagues and supervisors. In addition to the general lack of training
hours, training coordinators and training sessions were frequently
isolated from the prison work areas. This arrangement discour-
aged the integration of new procedures into the officers’ daily
work routine (see also Jurik 1985a).

Also, Western D.O.C. never promoted any basic changes in the
day-to-day work routines of CSOs. Both CSOs and their training
coordinators argued that little else about the position had changed
except the qualifications of the people who filled it. More highly
educated and trained CSOs were granted no greater autonomy or
participation in institutional policy decisionmaking.

They say they want more education; they say they
want our input. But on the job we aren’t treated as pro-
fessionals; we aren’t listened to. Our role is not much dif-
ferent from before. Correctional Service Officers! We are
just glorified guards! (CSO).

A lot of the lieutenants are threatened by your more
educated CSO. These new folks come in with a degree
and think they’ll be able to act like professionals with ex-
pertise in the area. They get out in the yard the first day
and realize they don’t have much flexibility or freedom to
do anything. They are gravely dissappointed (training
coordinator).

Para-professional counseling? That’s a joke. That
was added into the CSO job description because of A.C.A.
requirements. To be accredited, we had to have a certain
number of counselors on duty in the prisons at all times.
The department didn’t have the resources to do that so
they made, CSOs into para-professional counselors. But
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very few CSOs are allowed to do any counseling

(supervisor).

Furthermore, many officers reported that they were often pe-
nalized by unit supervisors when trying to adopt a service orienta-
tion toward inmates on their unit. For example, inmates
frequently prevailed upon CSOs either to discuss inmate personal
problems or to check on inmate family problems. Several officers
expressed confusion regarding the manner in which they should
respond to such requests.

Some of the sergeants tell you to always refer them to the

program officers. That might take a couple of days. On

the other hand, if 'm spending time talking with a guy

and a fight breaks out, and I'm not there, my ass is on the

line. Besides that, if my sergeant sees it, I can be written

up for being too friendly. On the other hand, if I don’t do

anything and the guy goes “bonkers” that night and de-

stroys his room or somebody . . . well maybe I could have
avoided it by talking to him. It’s a no-win situation (CSO).

In addition to inadequate training and a failure to change the
work routine of CSOs, job advancement was increasingly limited.
In the late 1970’s, promises of expanding promotional opportuni-
ties had come forward from Western D.0O.C. administrators. How-
ever, the 1982-83 recession, coupled with increasing diversion of
funds to prison construction, kept these promises from being met.
Frequently, the few available promotional opportunities were con-
trolled by the old guard informal organization:

There are a limited number of advancement slots, and
officers wind up competing hard and fast for those. Often,

it is who you know. You can work your ‘bippy’ off and get

passed up for someone who isn’t worth table salt (CSO).

The perception that rare promotional opportunities were ex-
tended on the basis of informal favors and alliances simply fueled
the resentment and frustration of qualified officers who felt that
they were being overlooked.

THE RESPONSE TO FRUSTRATION

In the past two years (1983-84), the organizational-level con-
straints deseribed above have continued to frustrate the successful
implementation of professionalization in the Western D.0.C. The
promises of professional training, upward mobility and formal
services for inmates have largely been pre-empted by more tradi-
tional—and sometimes arbitrary—custodial functions. Although
some of the highly educated CSOs adjusted to daily work routines
and learned how to informally provide services for inmates, many
of the officers hired in the reform era either quit their jobs or
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turned to union organizing to make their grievances known to the
media and state’s policymakers.

In the face of growing dissatisfaction among line staff, high-
level administrators hoped to solve departmental morale problems
through even more careful screening and training of line staff. In
such analyses, broader organizational problems were still ignored:

We need to identify the personality characteristics of

the “good” CSO. Perhaps by having captains identify the

qualities of their best officers, we might be able to compile

a personality profile and match it to our new applicants

(supervisor).

As the turnover rate among Western D.O.C. CSOs grew to one
of the highest in the country, some correctional administrators
identified the “inflated expectations” of correctional officers as a
major cause of the “CSO moral problem.”

We have a lot of officers who have come in thinking
they know it all and they can’t accept policy. We have got

to devise some means of training them to recognize the

importance of their role, but yet to understand that they

must follow the rules. We need to identify the right type

of personality for the job . .. someone who is skilled, but

will be able to see their place in the organization as the

one who must carry out the established policies

(administrator).

Frustrated by their plight in the organization, correctional of-
ficers responded by increasing union activity. In 1982, some coordi-
nated efforts to unionize appeared in Western D.O.C. However,
officers were forbidden to wear union buttons to work or to carry
any union literature into the workplace. By 1983, there was
enough coordinated union effort to eliminate such rules, and the
participation in the officer union continued to increase in 1984.
Union demands incorporated line officer interests in professional-
ization and included calls for increased training, certification and
participation in professional corrections’ associations. Thus,
although the professionalization movement was originally initiated
by top correctional administrators, it is now being promoted by
CSOs who are frustrated with their work environment.

CONCLUSIONS: PROFESSIONALIZATION AND THE
WORK ENVIRONMENT

Although Western D.O.C. administrators were generally suc-
cessful in recruiting the type of CSOs that they desired, their
professionalization strategy was—at best—only partially success-
ful. Their widely publicized reform effort and recruitment of “a
new breed” of correctional officers temporarily reinforced agency
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autonomy in a period of crisis. However, our data suggest that
highly educated, human service-oriented officers—in the absence
of adequate training and broader organizational support—may
have done little to improve the delivery of quality services to the
Western D.O.C. inmate client population. More specifically, our
data suggest that relative to veteran staff, more highly educated of-
ficers held no more positive attitudes toward inmates and inmate
rehabilitation prospects. Furthermore, more highly educated and
service-oriented officers were significantly less satisfied with the
prison work environment than were more traditional, less edu-
cated, security-oriented officers. Reflective of similar research on
policing (Brown 1982; Reuss-Ianni 1983), our findings suggest that
by ignoring fundamental organizational contradictions and restrict-
ing their attention to recruiting the “ideal” line officer, correc-
tions’ professionalization efforts increased the frustration of the
very line staff they aimed to recruit.

Further progress in this area requires a more consistent focus
on organizational-level as well as on individual-level change. A
growing body of literature (e.g., Kanter 1977; Miller 1980; Jurik
1985a,b) suggests that simply changing the attributes of individual
workers, such as education or gender, will not significantly alter a
given work organization. For serious reformers, the contradiction
between para-military management structures and professionaliza-
tion of the ranks, as well as the organizational barriers to diffusing
prison reforms, must be confronted.

Professionalization requires a management style that pro-
motes far greater participation of line personnel in decision-mak-
ing, particularly decisions related to the fundamentals of client
relations and services (Elmore, 1978). Moreover, professionaliza-
tion of the ranks requires the recruitment and training of line per-
sonnel who are capable of and formally encouraged to use
informed judgment or administrative discretion to implement
prison reform strategies (Aaronson, Dienes and Musheno 1983:377-
490). Of course, the delegation of authority to line personnel also
assumes that the ends or goals of correctional work are clearly un-
derstood so as to provide appropriate guidance and support for
these interactions. If, in fact, the recruitment of a new breed of
professionals is no more than “window-dressing” on the same abu-
sive and warehouse-oriented institutions that have characterized
our correctional system for the past century, then the current cri-
sis in corrections is likely to continue well into the future.
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