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Author's Note

This book talks about individual behavior patterns. The observations made about the individuals in this
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possible, professional behavorists observations and conclusions are referenced in the making of a point.
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Author's Forward
Offender manipulation is a key barrier preventing offenders from pursuing self-introspection
and a path toward rehabilitation while incarcerated. Offenders constantly manipulate those around
them, peers and staff, in an effort to control their environment. This thinking error is born from a
lifetime of improper thinking and is well established in psychological circles.
Staff play an important role in guiding offenders toward change, and when staff fall victim to
manipulation an atmosphere conducive to reform is lost. Offenders continue about their ways
unchanged, thinking errors are validated and reinforced, and an opportunity for staff to encourage
change is missed. Consider: by the time an offender is incarcerated as an adult, the cops and robbers
syndrome and stereo-types regarding authority are deeply entrenched. They bring with them a lifetime
steeped in thinking errors and barring external intervention they return to society unchanged.
When staff fall for offender manipulation, staff and offender lose. However, when staff are able
to spot and counter these moments before they become a problem for staff and the offender, the need
for punishment is avoided and a stereo-type regarding authority (staff hate inmates) is broken. This in
tum promotes an atmosphere encouraging offenders to pursue proper behavior. Offenders become
aware of their thinking errors and are encouraged toward self-introspection, most for the first time in
their lives. Self-introspection is the first step toward the path of rehabilitation and I have personally
witnessed this process to very positive results. I've watched offenders reevaluate their views regarding
authority and ultimately themselves. Some of these offenders were even considered hardened and
unrehabilitatable.
It's my experience that when staff take a pro-active interest in assisting offenders toward change,
through professionalism and awareness, offenders sense this and are willing to listen. The first step in
this process require that staff be able to spot moments of offender manipulation. This book instructs
staff on how to do just that. It equips staff with the tools to protect themselves, maintain good
offender/staff relations, and help offenders to help themselves.
For every offender choosing the path of rehabilitation there is a compounding effect. One's
peers take note and like a snowball rolling down a hill, rehabilitation gathers momentum. Offenders
benefit through change, society gains and the cycle of crime is broken.
Christopher

To the Reader

Correctional staff face unique challenges when interacting with offenders. This is true whether
in an institutional or community corrections setting, for offenders think and view the world differently
from non-offenders.
There is a professional boundary between staff and offenders that must be maintained if an
atmosphere is to exist encouraging rehabilitation. To maintain this boundary means understanding how
offenders compromise staff, and how they get staff to cross the line. If allowed, offenders will
manipulate staff. This should be actively resisted. It means learning how to spot manipulation and not
becoming a victim. It also means maintaining professionalism and practicing ethical behavior. Failure
to do so puts at risk the well being of staff and those under their charge, and discourages an atmosphere
conducive to reform. The cops and robbers syndrome becomes reinforced in the minds of offenders
and a vicious cycle in perpetuated.
Manipulating offenders feel they have nothing to lose by using those around them-especially
staff. On the other hand, staff have everything to lose and nothing to gain if they fall victim to offender
manipulation. Offenders are expert in their ability to read others, as this is the outcome of a lifetime of
criminal thinking. The offender mindset is different from that of non-offenders, so much so that we
will explore this in detail. Yet, offenders share many similar patterns of thinking, concerning
themselves and how they view the world, and it's these similarities that make it possible for staff to
draw generalized conclusions when dealing with them. It also becomes possible to identify offender
thinking errors and to challenge them toward a course of rehabilitation. Contrary to perception,
offenders want to change and gain control of their lives. Once they find themselves incarcerated as
adults they arrive bringing with them a lifetime steeped in thinking errors. This presents a barrier that
can seem insurmountable for many offenders and it's here where staff can have the greatest impact.
In a literal sense, criminal thinking is not normal, and to compare offenders to non-offenders is
to err on a profound level. Offenders see the world differently. They problem solve differently and
even interpret what is said differently. These differences are great enough that staff seeking to help
offenders, may unwittingly fall victim to manipulation. When recognized and countered immediately
staff and offender benefit. When left unchecked, these manipulations compound and further retard the
path toward rehabilitation.
Offender manipulation is a process of subtle deceptions that follow a well defined process.
When taken individually they are rarely spotted. Once this process is outlined and given label, any
component can be identified the moment it occurs. Just as the offender is expert at spotting staff
susceptible to manipulation, so too, can staff spot these moments as revealed by the very methods
offenders use. By countering manipulative efforts early, staff are able to maintain good order while
fostering an atmosphere ofprofessionalism that encourages rehabilitation. This book is about thathow to spot and counter manipulative efforts, maintain control, and foster an atmosphere of
professionalism and rehabilitation.

By Unfair Means, details the set-up process commonly referred to as the 'game' by inmates. It's
a process of manipulation and subversion that many offenders practice to varying degrees. To fully
comprehend offender manipulation it is necessary to understand the nature of the offender, his mind,
and his world. This then provides the tools to resist manipulation, maintain control, and encourage
rehabilitation. For manipulating offenders staff are a means to an end.
Do all offenders manipulate correctional staff? No. Some use their time incarcerated to reflect,
learn, and to rehabilitate themselves. These individuals emerge back into society and go on to lead law
abiding lives. How, then, do you know who these offenders are? It's this author's contention that you
cannot ever know with certainty. Therefore, standard precautions should be taken when interacting
with offenders.

Part One: "The Corrections Professional" --This chapter examines staff professionalism, and
why it is important in order to avoid manipulation. The unique challenges facing correctional
staff when working with offenders, and the importance of understanding context within the
offender/staff interaction are detailed. How each side perceives the other can cloud thinking and
judgement. This chapter dispells dangerous stereotypes, and reveals what offenders think within
these interactions.
Part Two: "The Offender"--This chapter reveals the offender's antisocial personality, his way of
life, thinking patterns and thinking errors. These elements reveal the inner mind of offenders
and provides a highly predictable backdrop upon which correctional staff are able to understand
and control the offender within the offender/staff interaction. Those who understand the
offender are able to avoid falling victim to the games they play. This cannot be emphasized
enough.
Part Three: "Offender Manipulation"--Here the reader gains comprehensive insight into the
process of how offenders set-up, manipulate and subvert correctional staff. The act of
manipulation is an art, and some offenders are proficient at it. Here the 'game' or 'set-up' is
outlined, and each step of the process is revealed. Not surprisingly, the steps involved share
several common aspects that street cons utilize outside the institutional environment.
Part Four: "The Set-up Process"--This chapter details the offender's modus operandi. This then
makes it possible for correctional staff to counter manipulation and subversion early, before it
becomes a problem for staff, the offender, and the institution. The reader learns how to counter
manipulation, and how to determine how far into the process manipulation has already gone.
Correctional leadership learns how to spot who's involved, who has been compromised, and
how to regain control.
Part Five: "The Offender's Lifestyle During Incarceration" --This chapter offers a rare look into
how and why offenders choose to live while incarcerated. The convict code is laid bare and the
unwritten rul~s of incarceration the majority of offenders live by are explained. We'll examine
how offenders interact with one another, and then take a special look into how offenders view
religion-as a tool of deception, a means to an end, and rehabilition.
Appendix A: "A Brief History of Offender Rehabilitation and Correction"--To understand the
historical context of incarceration is to understand today's modern institutional format, and the

importance of the corrections professional within the criminal justice process. For this reason
this chapter is provided and briefly examines the history of incarceration in the United States. It
is included especially for new staff.
By Unfair Means, details the ways of the offe nde r. It draws upon first hand experience, the
testimony of others, and clinical and private work by the psychiatric and criminal justice community.
It's my intent that the reader will gain a newfound understanding of offenders and offender
behavior, and the path to rehabilitation will be opened through this understanding.
Christopher

"There needs to be order, structure, but we're not there to punish
anyone-the court has already done that."
Norm (Sonny) Hills, former deputy director of the
Ohio Department of Corrections.
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The Corrections Professional
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The Corrections Professional

"Few,

if any,

of the people hiring into corrections enter as professionals. It is rare

to find an employee who has perfected the art of being professional because it
is a constantly changing art requiring daily self-evaluation and reorientation
of goals and purpose. "
Bud Allen. Games Criminals Play. (2010).

A professional is an individual "engaging in a given activity as a source of livlihood or as a
career" and "having or showing great skill1." Corrections is defined as "the treatment of offenders
through a system of penal incarceration, rehabilitation, probation, and parole or the administrative
system by which they are effectuated2 ." Therefore, by definition, the corrections professional is an

individual whose livlihood requires skilled interaction with offenders at various stages within the
criminal justice process. Oftentimes correctional staff view their job as something between
professional and semi-professional labor. However, professionalism and competence are synonymous
and are integral when dealing with offenders, whether in institutional or community facilities. Said
Allen, "Few if any people hiring into corrections enter as professionals" [23]. Professionalism is
achieved over time by setting and achieving professional goals.
Some of these goals include:
•

Having an unbiased confidence in one's self.

•

Being able to adapt to change.

•

Maintaining a well groomed appearance and personality that's friendly but not overly
familiar.

•
1
2

Understanding one's own words and actions and this same regarding others.

The American Heritage College Dictionary.
The American Heritage College Dictionary.
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•

The ability to be fair and accurate when making decisions.

•

Maintaining control of situations at all times [Allen 23-24].

Professionalism in corrections requires studying and learning about offenders. Understanding is found
through specialized magazines, the Internet, membership in correctional organizations, and by
consulting one's peers. The American Correctional Association (www.aca.org), and the International
Association of Correctional Training Personnel (www.iactp.org), offers training and specialized
support. Each offers comprehensive resources and reference materials.
By drawing upon all available resources staff are able to achieve a true understanding of their
job requirement. In corrections this includes training, which usually begins at a correctional training
academy, and continues through one's career by attending dedicated continued education training
seminars. Ongoing on-the-job education in escape prevention, use of force, riot control, institutional
security, self-defense techniques, and participation in role playing scenarios assist the individual in
developing a finely tuned understanding of standard practices and procedures. This further enhances
staff degree of responsibility, freedom, and independence of action. Developing these traits and an
ethos allied to the responsibilities of corrections, is to build a foundation toward achieving
professionalism. To do so is to prepare for the unique challenges of the profession.
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Unique Challenges of the Profession &
the Importance of Correctional Staff

By virtue of the fact that correctional staff interact with individuals who have violated the norms
of society they face unique demands and challenges. This requires standards coincident to the
challenge and uncertainties of the environment. A correctional guard maintains a job approach and
attitude different from that of a juvenile probation officer. A correctional case manager is decidedly
more familiar with offenders under his charge than a shift captain. Correctional medical staff adhere to
a different set of standards and protocol when interacting with offenders than the custody staff. By
contrast, most other professions, like that of a cardiologist or air traffic controller, are guided by
predetermined mandates for achieving specific professional objectives. This luxury is not available to
correctional staff. Every situation presents unique elements preventing a predetermined response. No
two incidents are ever the same. Fallowing this same line, correctional staff face highly charged
moments of emotional stress, such as when force is required to forestall injury or death, and are
required to immediately transition accordingly when dealing with bystanders. The ability to transition
seamlessly from action to moderation requires professional standards of the highest order. This rarely
comes easily.
After years of enduring these demands, seasoned employees may sometimes seek positions that
do not impose constant stressors or intense demand. For example, a block officer may move to the
entry desk, institutional control rool or mailroom. Each are posts that require minimal to no
interactions with offenders. Promotion is sometimes pursued for positions demanding less emotionally
and physically. Over time this breeds complacency. Due to the structured nature of institutional
corrections, staff face constant routines that seldomly vary. Routines breed complacency if not actively
guarded against, and complacent staff open themselves to offender manipulation. At an extreme,

complacency can cause failure to spot the warning signs that always precede major disturbances.
To illustrate, on 2 February 1980, at the Penitentiary of New Mexico at Santa Fe, a group of
inmates overpowered the custodial staff and laid seige to the prison. By the end of the 36 hour ordeal
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33 inmates had died, 90 inmates suffered serious injury and 12 officers were taken hostage, one of
whom had been seriously stabbed.
Complacency on the part of the nighttime custodial staff (failing to follow security procedures,
such as locking the grill gates to the housing units), institution administrators (ignoring specific
information from inmate informers, such as the exact names of those planning the takeover), and staff
(failing to notice the unusually high number of inmates requesting to be moved from the E2 dormitory
where the riot ultimately originated), resulted in the deadliest riot in New Mexico history [Stamatov
01].
In a similar manner, on 23 April 1993, the 11 day siege of the Southern Ohio Correctional
Facility (SOCF), in Lucasville, Ohio ended, but not before claiming the life of one guard and several
inmates 3• Complacency upon the custodial staff and the administration, caused failure to notice the
signs of battle ready inmates. These signs included large numbers of inmates staying awake at night or
sleeping in clothing, and an increase in purchases at commissary, in addition to palpable uneasiness
amongst the inmate population4 weeks leading up to the costliest prison riot in Ohio history [Tulsa
World 22 April AP].

Perception
In general, public perception of institutional life has been molded by Hollywood through films
like Shawshank Redemption, and Escape From Alcatraz. Frequently, offenders in the movies are made
out to be the victims or are glamorized, as in the movie Bonnie & Clyde. Correctional staff are often
portrayed as the opposite of offenders: they're mean spirited, malicious, even uneducated and clumsy.
The proliferation of television series with a criminal justice slant attests to the public's interest in every
aspect of law enforcement; however, those in law enforcement will attest that television and Hollywood
are more fiction than reality.
The public's perception of corrections is one many rarely consider until a major incident occurs,
as in the Santa Fe and Lucasville examples. By then it's too late. Public outrage, dismay and criticism
over events like these only harm the profession, its image and employee morale. For these reasons
professionalism must be a priority.

3

4

You may read about this event in detail at www.strengthtech.com/correct/incident/lucas.htm Accessed 12 June 2012.
Based on several conversations with the author and inmates that were at SOCF before, during, and after the riot. Some
of these same inmates, who were not involved with but endured the SOCF siege, also received a lawsuit settlement paid
by the state of Ohio.
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Professionalism
Along the law enforcement continuum, institutional confinement is as important as any other
point in the criminal justice process. Arguably, it is the most important point in this process. It's here
that offenders take stock of their lives, many for the first time. It's here that the treatment and
rehabilitation of offenders has the greatest impact. Treatment alone, though, is insufficient to foster
rehabilitation. Integrity and professionalism by staff encourage rehabilitation by fostering an

atmosphere conducive to reform through example. Contrary to perception, offenders seek those
with whom they can emulate. For staff this means knowing the job and following procedures. It means
familiarizing one's self with the inmate handbook and the agency's standard operating manual. Each
details rules and regulations staff and offenders under their charge are expected to follow. These are
references all staff should read and familiarize themselves with.
Staff following the rules are able to maintain control while setting an example for the offender.
This means interaction with inmates should be civil, respectful and fair. It means keeping one's word to
peers and the offender. Assurances should never be made if they cannot be kept.
How an individual feels about one's job influences conduct and personal ethics. Professional
ethical behavior must conform to the standards of conduct expected of staff, as these outline proper
conduct [Stovall 11-16].
When integrity is lost complacency takes hold. The individual then develops negative traits
leading to poor security habits, passing of the buck, and unprofessional conduct. Professional
misconduct has no place in corrections. Staff violating the public trust and the integrity of the
profession do considerable harm to staff and inmates. They taint public perception and open the agency
to lawsuits and legal challenges:

Three Florida Department of Corrections (FDOC) officers were charged with 13 counts of
misconduct. The staff cited involved a major, captain, and a guard. Their misconduct centered
around filing false disciplinary reports and assaulting a prisoner. "I have no tolerance for this
kind of behavior they are accused of," said FDOC Secretary Edwin Buss. Then, regarding the
FDOC staff that reported the trio, "Those officers refused to allow bad behavior. They have the
courage and the integrity worthy of the corrections profession" [PLN 23:].
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A former Bureau of Prisons (BOP) correctional officer, while working at the Federal
Correctional Institution (FCI) in Danbury, Connecticut received oral sex from a female offender
in exchage for contraband, such as alcohol and cigarettes. In addition, the officer offered the
inmate 500.00 to murder his wife. The offender turned the officer in and he was sentenced to 15
years in prison.
While in prison the officer sought other prisoners who might be willing to murder the female
offender he'd had sex with, his former wife, and her new boyfriend. He paid a prisoner 500.00
as a down payment and was subsequently turned in to the authorities. He was later sentenced to
90 years in prison for soliciting murder for hire [United States v Rudkin].
A federal indictment revealed that multiple correctional officers at an Indiana institution assisted
offenders in operating a methamphetamine ring. The ring centered operations from inside the
institution. Cell phones and drugs were smuggled in with the help of correctional officers.
Forty people were charged for their involvement [USA Today 3A].

Professionalism in corrections is continuous, and requires on going effort to improve through in-house
education and extensive study. Acquiring and sharing information, maintaining a high degree of
individual responsibility, and following the profession's code of ethics are aspects of a professional.
Failure to maintain professional standards leads to complacency, and never must the individual adopt a
"know-it-all" attitude for to do so is to open the door to offender manipulation. While professionalism
must be continuous, professionalism always begins with institutional leadership.
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Institutional Leadership
Institutional leadership wields significant influence upon all other staff. When leadership is
unprofessional and encourages unprofessional behavior, the majority of staff follow this lead.
Likewise, leadership maintaining professional standards of conduct encourages by example the same
from one's peers.

When leadership discourages an atmosphere of professionalism, the path to rehabilitation
is lost. In the minds of offenders the cops and robbers syndrome is reinforced and offenders are
encouraged to fall back upon lifelong thinking errors. To better understand the significance of this, a
look at how leadership affects subordinates and the offender is necessary.

How leadership affects subordinates
Oftentimes institutional leadership, especially at the levels of the warden and deputy wardens,
are unaware of the true level of professionalism exhibited by lower level leadership. Frequently top
leadership is insulated from the day to day departmental infighting, inmate complaints, complaints from
family members of inmates regarding alleged abuses at the hands of unprofessional staff, and the true
state of institutional operations. Secretaries divert outside complaints to lower level leadership,
forward inmate complaints to supervisors of the department best capable of handling the issue at hand
or otherwise manage the flow of information in a manner consistent with their job duties. As a result,
top leadership rarely becomes aware of a fraction of the issues affecting staff and inmates.
When lower level leadership conducts operations in a manner consistent with professional
standards of conduct rarely does top leadership become aware of the true extent of this effort. Staff that
go out of their way to help an inmate with a task or the staffer encouraging an inmate to pursue a
constructive path, is seldomly made aware to supervisors, let alone top leadership.
Yet, the one thing certain to occur is that if top leadership is professional, consistently maintains
professional standards of conduct, and encourages subordinate leadership to do the same, so will the
majority of all other staff. Leadership discouraging unprofessional and unethical behavior, sends a
message to subordinates that says: "You are a professional and are expected to maintain the highest

standards ofprofessionalism, while fostering an atmosphere conducive to reform."
When top leadership turns a blind eye to abuses of discretion by subordinate leadership or
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openly encourages a semi-professional or unprofessional atmosphere, so too follow the majority of
other staff. Leadership failing to discipline unprofessional staff for inappropriate or unethical behavior,
sends the following message to subordinates that says: "/am unconcerned about the safety of staff

and inmates, nor am I concerned about tlte well being or reltabilitation of tlte inmates under your
cltarge".
The majority of individuals entering into corrections do so wanting to assist their fellow man,
while simultaneously participating in the correctional process for the betterment of society. However,
leadership that discourages the new recruit from maintaining professional standards of conduct, only
fosters an atmosphere non-conducive to reform.

•

One new officer was told to lie on the conduct report he was writing on an inmate. The
inmate had violated the institution's 'out of place' rule by loitering outside the doorway of
another inmate's cell. While the officer was writing the report, a supervisor who had
stopped by the department to check on the new recruit instructed him to state on the
report that the officer had caught the inmate in the other inmate's cell. When the new
recruit asked why he should write this, the supervisor stated, "it will guarantee that he is
punished."

•

Another new officer was instructed by a supervisor to "toss"5 the inmate's cell as
retribution for the inmate having filed a complaint against the supervisor6

The path to rehabilitation is further harmed when leadership discourages even veteran staff from
practicing ethical behavior and maintaining professional standards of conduct:

1. One veteran officer was instructed by his supervisor to turn a blind eye to the fact that
the supervisor had assaulted an inmate7
5

6

7

A form of retribution where an offender's property is intentionally strewn about the cell in order to cause the offender
inconvenience. This is a form ofharrassment.
The officer informed the inmate of what his supervisor had said. When the inmate then filed a separate complaint citing
the officer's comment and alleging retribution, supervisors came down hard on the new officer. Inmates watched as he
was verbally embarassed in front of inmates and his peers. Eventually the officer failed to complete his one year
probation period, choosing to quit rather than further compromise his morals.
An inmate who had a long history of inappropriate behavior had been handcuffed by custody staff. He was then told to
stand and face the wall while the officer waited for assistance to arrive. When the supervisor arrived, he placed a hand
on the back of the inmate's head and shoved his face into the wall. He exerted enough force that the inmate required
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2. Another veteran staff member was told to enforce a rule that did not exist.

When leadership establishes a staff culture based upon unprofessional standards of conduct, it
destroys any possibility of rehabilitation by inmates. It also opens the agency to lawsuits filed by
inmates and unwanted outside inquiry.

How leadership affects the offender
When leadership encourages unprofessional standards of conduct a stereo-type is reinforced that
says to inmates, 'We tlte staff It ate you'.

It discourages offenders from seeking self-introspection and true reform.
It solidifies offender thinking errors regarding their view of authority.
It presents a risk to the security and safety of staff and offenders.
It reinforces deep rooted racisms and inmate anger.

It's this author's experience that offenders want to change. However, when they encounter an
institutional atmosphere non-conducive to reform, most offenders don't know how to cope with it. This
in turn encourages them to fall back upon life-long thinking errors. Once this happens the vicious cycle
of crime-incarceration-release-crime-incarceration becomes reinforced in the minds of offenders
and society pays a terrible price.
When an institutional atmosphere exists that maintains professional standards of conduct,
offenders are encouraged toward a path of rehabilitation for:

It encourages offenders to seek self-introspection and reform.
It shatters deep rooted racisms and calms inmate anger.
It exposes to the offender one's thinking errors regarding authority.
It fosters an institutional atmosphere safe for staff and inmates.
It encourages appropriate inmate behavior.

These are truths that staff sometimes miss. Why? Because it requires an understanding of the offender
medical attention.
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beyond appearances. For these reasons and others we tum our attention now to the importance of
understanding the offender.
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The Importance of Understanding the Offender

Offender manipulation is important for staff to understand if rehabilitation is to occur. This is
true whether the offender is supervised while on probation or parole or in a correctional institution.
Offenders do not think like law abiding citizens. This is a direct result of a lifetime of improper
thinking that begins in childhood, and carries into adulthood.
Having said this, the disconnect between staff and offenders magnifies when one considers that
offenders do not think like law abiding staff. What holds true for staff can vary considerably in
interpretation by the offender, and vice-versa. This variance or disconnect opens the door for offender
manipulation, and staff must guard against this.
Once incarcerated, offenders attempt to make it through in the easiest manner possible. To
achieve this they manipulate staff to obtain what they want. This may come in the form of a request for
assistance with personal issues, for minor contraband or anything offenders feel will lessen the sting of
incarceration and advance their personal interests. This is my personal observation, and no one is

immune. Offenders have been known to use family and friends to manipulate the system:

One offender who wanted a transfer to a facility closer to home, had his mother write a letter to
the counseling staff stating that her health had deteriorated, and that if her son were closer to
home she would be able to visit more often. The offender was then transferred. Once settled in
to his new facility, the offender bragged of how he 'fooled' staff into making the transfer. He had
enlisted the assistance of his brother, who then fabricated the letter from the offender's mother
(who was in perfect health). The offender wanted to transfer because his friends had been
transferred to the same facility. The fact that it brought him closer to home was simply
coincidence8 •

Offenders manipulate for any number of reasons. It does not matter if the offender is under
community control or insitutional incarceration. In the community setting offenders have been known
to "shop" for parole or probation officers by requesting supervision transfers. When offenders have
8

Conversation with a 28 year old offender and the author.
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violated the terms of supervision, most attempt to manipulate their way out of the consequences of their
actions. One Dallas, Texas parole officer reported that offenders will use just about any excuse:

•

"My friends stole the car, and then picked me up at the house with it."

•

"I didn't go to G.E.D. class because someone is trying to kill me."
or simply:

•

"I do not remember" [Guthrie 425-426].

Offenders believe their excuses or at the minimum hope that you will believe them. The bottom
line is that offenders manipulate because it is a key part of their lifestyle. No one is immune to
manipulation when working with offenders. They target anyone deemed vulnerable. This includes
volunteers, medical staff, teachers, and even clergy.
Some offenders do try to rehabilitate and genuinely seek ways to change, but it's extremely
difficult for staff to know with certainty which offenders are sincere. The need to ask themselves, is the
offender who seeks your advice being sincere? How about those that participate in self-help
programming or participate in community service as part of restorative justice efforts? What about the
offender who regularly attends religious services or the offender who holds religious studies with other
offenders? Is he sincere? It's hard to say.
Offenders rarely trust other offenders and rightfully so. They hold great distrust toward their
peers, even after having known them for a long time-years even. There's a saying amongst inmates,
"time reveals one's stripes." I find this saying to be very true when applied to offenders, and most
offenders adhere to this adage. For staff it is wise to allow time and an offender's actions to speak for
themselves. Even then, caution is in order.
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The Importance of Vantage Point
"We don't see things as they are; we see things as we are."
-Anais Nin-

The necessity of understanding how staff view offenders under their charge, and how offenders
view staff in tum is important. One's view may color perception. Depending upon one's vantage point
(are you staff or are you the offender?), a person's words, gestures and actions can carry different
meaning. This is especially true in an institutional environment.
Oftentimes staff and inmates view one another in terms of stereotypes. Custody staff may view
inmates as "untrustworthy" or as "criminal scum" and inmates may view staff as "authoritarian and
stupid" [Ross 47]. Stereotypes brandished in this manner distort one's understanding of the other. Staff
acting upon biases, preconceived notions and stereotypes, are counterproductive and unprofessional.
Offenders who do the same create and reinforce a barrier for themselves that discourages rehabilitation.
Consider further, that staff are tasked with the primary duty of keeping offenders confined. Staff
are trained to enforce institutional rules and correct improper behavior. This means disciplining
inmates with force if necessary. It also means carrying out a host of other activities that offenders read
as saying, "you cannot be trusted" [Allen 10]. This miconception further clouds offender/staff
interactions, and the task of rehabilitation becomes ever more difficult.
According to Allen, within staff culture contempt exists by some staff of their peers if they seem
friendly toward inmates. This form of peer pressure carries unflattering labels for the staffer in
question, and can cause unfounded suspicions [10]. This reason alone prevents staff who would
otherwise engage in professional efforts at assisting offenders toward rehapilitation from doing so.
i

Institutional leadership has great influence in this area and we'll discuss it in detail shortly.
To illustrate how vantage point can be interpreted differently by all parties involved, consider
for a moment the following scenario:

Officer Smith is a custodial officer with two months experience. He is assigned to a
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post in one of the 120 man housing units at the facility. He has been working in the unit
for a few weeks, and isn't yet totally confident working the post.
On the first floor range inmates are moving about in the community dayroom area.
They are at tables playing cards, board games or otherwise socializing in an orderly
fashion.
On the second tier range an inmate is standing in the doorway of another offender's
cell. He appears to be holding a conversation with the occupant. The offender in
question is inmate Jones, who does not have a history of causing problems in the unit.
Rules prohibit imates from loitering in this manner, so officer Smith calls to inmate
Jones. He instructs him to please wrap up his business and move on.
Inmate Jones acknowledges the officer and then turns back to his conversation.
The block officer again calls for inmate Jones. This time inmate Jones raises a hand
behind his back indicating just one more moment.
A bit frustrated, the officer issues a direct order to move on. Again inmate Jones
acknowledges the officer. He continues his conversation for a few more seconds, then
moves on down the tier.
Officer Smith has never had any problems with this inmate. He rationalizes away the
inmate's conduct, afterall inmate Jones complied in the end. There is no need to write
him a conduct report and cause him unnecessary punishment. No harm was done.

The officer realizes that the inmate violated institutional rules (out of place, and refusing a direct
order). He also knows that he has wide discretion as to how to handle the inmate.
He can:

1) Issue a conduct report.
2) Issue a verbal warning.
3) Take no further action.

Three things of importance have occurred:
I. From the officer's viewpoint, an order was given and the inmate complied. Order and control
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were maintained and he was able to go about his post duties.
IL From the inmate's viewpoint, all he wanted was to speak to a friend. He knew full well that
inmates weren't allowed on the tiers without permission, and certainly not allowed to loiter at
another cell. The inmate chose to disregard the rules. Once at the door he knew that the officer
might notice him, maybe even issue an order to move one, which in-fact happened.
III. Two dozen inmates on the ground floor that were socializing in the community living area,
ceased their actions and watched the scene unfold. They observed the officer's requests
repeatedly ignored. More importantly, they watched to see what the consequences of the
inmate's actions would be. When the officer didn't call the inmate to his post to further
discipline him, a message was inadvertantly conveyed to nearby observing inmates.

This is the message observing inmates received in this situation:

x

The officer did not have control of the unit.

x

If they wanted to violate the rules it was likely they could and face no consequences.

x

The officer could be manipulated into allowing inappropriate behavior.

x

How much further could the rules be bent before the officer regains control?

This is a common scenario that differs only slightly in the particulars and characters involved. The
thought processes of the offender involved and those observing illustrate two important facts:

1. Offenders think differently from non-offenders and are more concerned about what they

want to do, regardless of the rules.
2. An offender's view of a given situation may vary considerably from that of staff.

Offenders rarely realize these two facts. To the offender he has done little wrong. This belief is steeped
in a lifetime of similar acts, of breaking rules and violating the law [Gannon]. Offenders would view
the officer as wrong for having said anything in the first place. Offenders (involved and observing)
rationalize that the inmate in question simply wanted to ask a friend a question, and that there is no
harm in doing so. Afterall, offenders rationalize, it wasn't as if the inmate had committed a 'major'
violation. The key here, says John Gannon, Ph.D. and Executive Director of the International

20
Association of Corrections and Forensic Psychology, is that you must "recognize that criminal thinking
is not normal and that one cannot deal with abnormal people normally" [26].
Let us look again at the scenario but from the vantage point of the officer. We will first examine
context, and then perception and misconceptions.

Context
Officer Smith is new to Corrections. His experience working in the housing units is thus far
limited. His exposure to correctional scenarios are limited to academy training and on-site instruction
and assistance from his peers. He has no formal training in spotting and handling offender
manipulation. Although he has heard much from veteran colleagues, they are stories that seem distant
to him for this has yet to be his life experience.
From the time he arrived at his post, he has had to contend with a steady stream of inmate
requests:

./ "I need a sundry package form."
./ "Do you have any kites (for inter-department communication)."
./ "I need cleaning supplies because I am cleaning my cell."
./ "Who do I contact about visiting?"
../ "Who do I contact ifl have a legal question?"

In addition to helping the inmates, he has had to contend with the administrative duties that his
post requires, such as, security checks, counts and so forth.

Misconceptions
Like most new employees, officer Smith brings to his job a set of morals and free society values
shaped by a lifetime of proper law abiding living. He is willing to help others and to trust his fellow
man for this has served him well in the free society. His goodness and trust, and his belief that people
are in fact good deep inside, can prove unintentionally harmful to himself when applied to offenders.

Perceptions
The perception that offenders view the world the same as non-offenders or that they would act
in a similar manner, is erroneous.
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"The person who makes crime a way of life has a radically different way of thinking
from the individual who behaves responsibly" [Samenow xvi].

When officer Smith ordered inmate Jones to correct his error, he did so with the notion that
inmate Jones would understand and respect the officer's position. He expected the inmate to realize his
error (rule violation), and act accordingly (obey the officer's command). Although the inmate didn't
promptly act the inmate did comply in the end, the officer assumed no further disciplinary action was
necessary. Why? Because he failed to see the purpose it would serve. No need, he had thought, to
make his job any more dificult by needlessly upsetting the inmate. Afterall, the inmate obviously
understood his error (he complied).
What about the observing inmates? These individuals didn't occur with the officer. Why?
Because the officer failed to recognize the significance of his inaction, by failing to further discipline
the inmate.

Conclusion
The block officer should have written a conduct report or should have firmly warned the inmate
that further disobedience would not be tolerated [Cornelius 114].
This serves three purposes:
1) The inmate would realize that further disobedience would be subject to disciplinary
action and;
2) Observing inmates would see that the officer has control of his post and;
3) Efforts by other inmates at manipulating the officer would likely be subject to a critical
eye.

Staff must take into consideration the presence of other offenders not involved in the infraction.
How they perceive the outcome has considerable ramifications, whether information is conveyed
intentionally or unintentionally. The critical eyes of manipulative inmates are ever present. Situations
like this prove invaluable to the observant manipulator. They allow him to build a profile, of staff
strengths and weaknesses. Over time the cumulative actions of staff provide offenders with an
amazingly accurate assessment.
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In a real sense staff must learn to think as offenders do, always considering an offender's
situational response. The frustration one Ohio officer experienced, and was overheard expressing to a
supervisor, sums this well:

"I told him three times not to do it. It was if he didn't understand why I said it."

Yet, frustration resulting from a moment like this is avoidable. It begins by considering the
offender's point of view.
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The Importance Of Vantage Point
The Offender's View

Most offenders have a decidedly negative view of correctional staff, one that is steeped in
stereotypes, misconceptions, and thinking errors. When the minority of staff perform their duties in an
unprofessional manner this view becomes reinforced. Staff that tum a blind eye to minor rule
violations or interacting with offenders using inmate jargon in the belief that these acts foster good will,
do considerable harm to themselves and the profession. Offenders rarely view these acts as the
unprofessional staffer intends. Instead, these acts are viewd as an act of timidity and weakness. They're
viewed as an opportunity to exploit and control, and as a means to an end for manipulating offenders.
Further complicating offender views of correctional staff, is the misconception that most guards
hate inmates. As we've previously explored, we know this is not true. However, this negative view is

reinforced by the minority of staff who abuse their position. Abuse may manifest verbally or in rarest
instances physically. It's reinforced further when offenders overhear staff conversations about how they
harassed such and such or about how dumb they think offenders are amongst other things 9 • These staff
'rap' sessions occur when there is a high concentration of unprofessional individuals working the same
shift, post or department.
The reasons behind staff abuse vary considerably. They may be the result of a negative
experience a staffer had with an inmate in the past or rooted in preconceived notions, and racisms.
Oftentimes these acts can be traced back to institutional leadership, for leadership has great influence in
this area.
It should be noted that some offenders, despite these acts, realize that the majority of staff are
professional, work the job out of necessity and pride, and otherwise simply wish to do their job and go
home at the end of their shift [Ross 58]. They also realize that staff cynacism and contempt is often
rooted in past experiences dealing with the extreme problem offenders under their charge, and not
9

Staff conversations are frequently overheard in the public areas of an institution wherever inmates gather. Over the
course of an inmate's sentence, sometimes spanning years, an inmate may overhear dozens of these negative
conversations.
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necessarily their dealings with the majority [Ross 58].
It's my experience, however, that the life view most incarcerated offenders hold regarding law
enforcement, is an adversarial one. This flawed view is bestowed upon institution staff and, once
released, upon probation and parole staff. It's a classic result of the 'cops and robbers' syndrome
developed and reinforced over a lifetime of violation, apprehension and punishment.
It's no surprise then, that offenders as a whole are likely to occasionally misinterpret the actions
of staff. This is best illustrated by example:

Inmate Jones is laying in his bunk on a hot summer afternoon. The cellblock is not
airconditioned, and the temperature in the cell tends to track the temperature outside. Today he
is relaxing beneath a clip-on fan clipped to the bunk. He wants to be left alone, and to this end
is trying to nap.
The cell door clicks open. The block officer has randomly selected inmate Jones's cell for a
shakedown. He politely asks the inmate to wait outside the cell while it is searched. Over the
next twenty minutes the officer performs a thorough inspection of the cell. He follows protocol
and leaves nothing uninspected.
Inmate Jones watches as the cell is searched. He's disappointed at how thorough the officer is
being, and he becomes upset that his belongings are being 'rifled' through.
The officer stacks clothing on the floor and on the bunk. He flips through the pages of inmate
Jones's books and magazines. He even examines the bible sitting on the floor locker.
The officer has singled out an item as contraband and inmate Jones protests. The contraband
in question is food from the kitchen. The officer acknowledges the inmate and instructs him to
go have a seat until he is finished with the search.
The officer completes the shakedown. He informs the inmate that he intends to write a
conduct report for the contraband, and that the inmate will have to plead his case to the hearing
officer.
Upset, inmate Jones reenters the cell. He's immediately angered at the disarray before him.
The officer, he thinks, didn't have to 'throw' his belongings on the floor. He didn't have to write
a conduct report, especially for some food! He thought. Whatever happened to a warning?
The more inmate Jones thinks about what had 'just happened to him' the angrier he becomes.
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He rationalizes that the officer hasn't performed any other cell seaches and has singled him out.
Not only that, he thinks, the shakedown was 'extreme' and very throrough, and it's obvious the
officer shook down the cell to harass him.

This scenario happens every day in the institutional setting. Staff perform their job duties,
thoroughly search an inmate's cell, confiscate contraband, and when necessary write a conduct report
citing a rule violation.

Misperception
From the vantage point of the offender his 'privacy' was violated the moment the officer arrived
to shakedown. Throughout the process he perceived that his belongings were intentionally 'rifled
through' and 'thrown' onto the floor. The truth was that the officer took care not to disrupt the inmate's
belongings (in this case, his clothing) any more than necessary. He politely stacked them onto the floor
and the bunk.
The inmate rationalized that he hadn't done anything to warrant being searched, yet the officer
chose him because he obviously wanted to 'harass' him. This suspicion was further reinforced when the
officer confiscated some food as contraband. The fact of the matter was that the food was likely stolen
from the kitchen to make homemade wine, known as 'hooch', for the food in question was concentrated
fruit juice. The officer concluded this, for it is not sold in the institution commissary.
The logic displayed here is typical of offenders. Offenders often resent the inquiries of staff,
especially the searching of an inmate's cell and belongings. Cell shakedowns are routine occurrences.
They are necessary aspects to maintaining control and order by staff, and on some level offenders
understand this. Yet, the majority view these inspections as personal attacks. Much of why offenders
hold this view is steeped in stereotypes and misconceptions as previously mentioned. It's further
reinforced when unprofessional staff actually do 'toss' an inmate's cell as retribution. The reasons
behind retaliation vary, but the message of retribution is always viewed the same by the targeted party.
It's especially true for those inmates that are bystanders, for the message they receive says: "We the staff
hate inmates." The path toward rehabilitation is further retarded and inmates are encouraged to

rely upon thinking errors that serve no constructive benefit.
There is no place in corrections for staff that violate professional rules of conduct. Those that
do should be disciplined. Interactions with offenders must remain professional, civil and fair, with
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respect toward basic human dignity. Inappropriate conduct by staff poses threat to institutional
operation, staff and inmates.
The previous example illustrates a common offender thinking error. It shows just how
differently one's actions may be interpreted within the offender/staff interaction.
This next example illustrates how easily the words chosen by staff are sometimes misinterpreted
by inmates. This misinterpretation has everything to do with how offenders view those around them
and their place in the world, and it's a view frequently steeped in thinking errors.

Officer Smith is a female correctional officer with two years experience on the job. She's
outgoing and friendly. She genuinely seeks to help the inmates under her charge to the extent
agency rules permit, and is currently going through a rough patch in her marriage. She's
assigned to the institutional laundry post and oversees several inmates working in the
department.
Inmate Jones is the laundry department orderly. Today he notices that officer Smith,
usually cheerful, dosn't seem to be her cheerful self.
"Is everything okay?" He asks.
Officer Smith knows she should not discuss personal issues with the inmates, but she has
known inmate Jones for several months. He seems to be a good person. Besides, she thinks,
what harm can come of it?
"Hi, Jones," she says. "Sure, everything's fine. I'm just going through a rough patch with
my husband, that's all."
"Is there anything I can do to help?"
Officer Smith laughs. "I wish you could!"
The conversation ends there and inmate Jones goes about his assigned duties.
Over the next two weeks inmate Jones considers the officer's words. The more he thinks
about what she said, the more he becomes convinced that she was trying to tell him something.
She wants him to help, he concludes, because she must have feelings for him. Why would she
say what she said if she didn't?
One afternoon officer Smith arrives back at her post in the laundry. She discovers an
envelope addressed to her in her desk drawer. Inside she finds a letter from inmate Jones
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professing his love for her. Officer Smith is shocked. She contacts the shift commander and
inmate Jones is immediately placed in segregation (the hole).
An investigation is initiated and officer Smith has to recount the events leading up to the
letter. To her dismay, she notices that some of her colleagues have begun gossiping. Worse, a
few of her peers have labeled her an 'inmate lover', for her friendliness.
In the end, inmate Jones is punished and transferred to a higher security facility. Officer
Smith's supervisors transfer her to a different post.

This is a true life example and is representative of what can happen when staff fail to consider
how their words and gestures are interpreted by offenders. It is not uncommon for some offenders to
demonstrate this type of egocentricity.
There are two things of importance here:

JC

It's important to understand that offenders do not think like non-offenders. Those
working with offenders are most likely to be successful by keeping this in mind.

JC

While it's okay to be cordial and empathetic with inmates, staff should not sacrifice
professionalism by ignoring agency guidelines (officer Smith discussed personal issues)
wisely developed to protect against these moments.

The officer didn't see the harm in bending the rules and inadvertantly created a situation harmful to both
herself, and the offender. The outcome in this example was embarassment for the officer and
punishment for the offender. However, in the hands of the inmate manipulator, the officer's judgement
could have opened the door for subversion. The outcome could have been substantially worse had she
become the chosen victim of a set-up, as will be shown later.
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Interacting With Offenders:
Professionalism and Offender Perception
"I'm going to tell you one thing and you need to remember this for your entire career.
Don't ever forget that inmates are people too."
Norm (Sonny) Hills, former Deputy Director, Ohio Department of Corrections 10

Much has been said on professionalism in this chapter, specifically what professionalism is for
staff. If rehabilitation is to be encouraged and manipulation is to be avoided, professionalism is the first
step in this process. Why? Because offenders perceive staff actions differently than how staff
sometimes intend. Staff who believe that the way to control offender behavior-by using inmate jargon
or overlooking minor rule infractions-err substantially. This is true even if it is done in a well meant
effort to encourage rehabilitation. Offenders view these actions with little to no respect. They see them
as a weakness, and for many inmates this proves too great of a temptation not to exploit. Staff lowering
themselves in this manner open the door to manipulation, and the manipulator is all too happy to step
inside.
According to Allen, staff failing to follow the rules cede control to the offender, even in
instances that are well intended efforts to help [13]. This is a fact rarely apparent to new staff. One
may think that control is enhanced, when in fact, it is lost.
Once control is lost the path to rehabilitation is damaged, and offenders are encouraged to revert
back to their violating ways. The manipulator is acutely aware of this and seizes upon these
opportunities. This offender then tests how far away from control the staffer is willing to go. Inches
are stretched into miles for enhancement in status amongst one's peers, and for contraband. When this
happens all parties lose-staff and offender.
10

Norm Hills entered corrections in 1968. Throughout the course of his career he served as the deputy director of ODRC,
was warden at six Ohio institutions and served 3-years on the state's parole board. This quote is from Priority magazine,
where Mr. Hills was speaking to his daughter and offering her advice on her career in corrections. 07-08.
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Contrary to perception, offenders want someone with whom they can emulate proper behavior.
Their lives have been spent violating, and incarceration frequently represents the lowest point in an
offender's life. It is at this point, when bottom is hit that offenders seek a way out from the lifestyle
they've lived [Samenow 146]. It's this author's experience that direction is found beginning with

staff.

"When you've done something terrible and you are at rock bottom, a little encouragement goes a
long way. 11 •

"Some people are highly skilled at getting what they want through manipulation, placing blame
or inducing guilty feelings in others. Once you begin to communicate clearly, people will tend
to stop using manipulative communication with you because they know it's not effective 12 ."

Offenders observe staff with a critical eye, and the actions of staff are the basis of important
opinion in their eyes. Confident, professional, and constructive staff are seen as just that by offenders.
Staff that are brusque or unfriendly and even combative, are met with opposition, disdain and attitude
by offenders. The approach staff take when interacting with offenders is key, and can be broken down
into three important categories.

11

Former federal prisoner Shon Hopwood, inmate# 15632-047, in his book titled, Law Man, on his personal experience
while incarcerated. P.294.
12
Quoted from the article titledAssertiveness Saying Yes, Saying No in the December 2012 issue of Frontline Focus, a
publication dedicated to assisting staff with professional and personal issues.
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The Three Approaches

Offenders tend to view staff within three broad categories: rigid, flexible and soft. Each
category is determined by the personality of the employee, one's work ethics and job approach.

•

The rigid correctional employee is viewed as a by the book individual. He is hard in his
handling of inmates, never bending for anything. Inmates label this individual as
dictatorial, unrelenting and ruthless. This individual is viewed by inmates as cold to
their needs and concens.

•

The flexible correctional employee is sometimes hard and sometimes soft, the approach
depending upon the situation. This individual has the ability to listen and empathize.
This individual is willing to help inmates to the extent that the rules allow, and has the
ability to stop inmate nonsense the moment it presents itself.

•

The soft correctional employee is very sympathetic and nai've when dealing with
inmates. This individual's personality prevents him or her from controlling the
staff/offender interaction to the point where control is frequently lost. While this
individual possesses many good natured qualities, in the confined environment they are
preyed upon by the manipulator. Inmates label this indivudual as gullible, spineless and
soft.

Manipulators specifically target the rigid and soft demeanored personalities. Here is why:

I. Rigid staff are viewed as trying to cover a personal weakness. More often than not this
pans out to be true, and manipulating offenders are expert at locating these weaknesses.
When this happens, the rigid individual is easily manipulated.
2. Soft staff are an open book to the manipulator. This individual has an inherent desire to
help his fellow man, and has a hard time turning down inmate requests. This
individual's good qualities are turned against him and exploited. Inches are easily
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stretched into miles.
3. Flexible staff are seldomly targeted by the manipulator. This employee is most likely to
see through manipulative efforts, and thus put an end to them the moment they manifest.
This individual's professionalism is viewed positively by inmates, and this individual's
ethics encourages rehabilitation through emulation. This employee is an asset to any
jail, institution or probation and parole office.

Each approach has its weaknesses, but only one is truly effective against manipulation.

Pro's and Cons
It might not be apparent to new staff why one approach over the other is better when interacting

with offenders. Staff falling into the rigid or soft category often fail to see how the others' approach
could possibly be beneficial. These personal views sometimes manifest in the form of staff gossip in
comments like:

x

"The officer didn't have to yell at the inmate."

x "She doesn't have to do anything for the inmates."
x "He didn't have to criticize that inmate."
x "I don't know why she's always trying to help the inmates."

These are actual comments overheard by inmates in public areas of a correctional facility. Comments
like these are damaging on several levels because:

1) They encourage division amongst staff.
2) They reinforce stereotypes in the eyes of the offenders.
3) They encourage further gossip, which in tum perpetuates and harms morale (both
staff and offenders).
4) They foster an atmosphere non-conducive to rehabilitation.

Each approach-rigid, flexible, and soft-has its strengths and weaknesses. By examining the
pros and cons of each approach, it is possible to better understand how each approach impacts upon
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offenders.

Pro's & Cons of Each Approach
For the rigid correctional employee, pro's include:
./

Strict adherence to rules and policy.

./

Likely to be viewed as no non-sense by some inmates and thereby discouraging these
inmates from involving themselves in minor rule infractions when this employee is
present.

Cons include:

x

Most inmates develop a disdain for this type of approach, and a stereotype regarding
authority is reinforced ("guards hate inmates").

x

Does not encourage a positive staff/offender interaction.

x

Does not foster an atmosphere encouraging rehabilitation.

x

Inmate manipulators prey upon this type of individual for this approach is often viewed
as masking a weakness. These include, insecurities, prejudices, and a "know it all
attitude" amongst other things.

x

Prone to gossip amongst staff.

For the soft correctional employee, pro's include:
./

Willingness to listen to inmate concerns .

./

Willingness to help inmates and staff.

Cons include:

x

Sympathizes with inmates instead of empathizing.

x

Incapable of saying 'no' to inmates.

x

Unable to maintain control of post and inmates at all times.

x

Easily manipulated into violating protocol and procedures.

x Naive to the extent that inmate manipulators will go.
x

Prone to gossip amongst inmates.

33
For the flexible correctional employee, pro's include:
./

Knows how to encourage positive staff/offender interaction without violating agency
rules and regulations .

./

Encourages offender rehabilitation by example .

./

Always professional and practices ethical work habits .

./

Understands how offenders think, act and view the world around them .

./

Knows how to spot manipulation the moment it occurs, and how to handle it in a
manner that puts a stop to the nonsense before it becomes a problem for the inmate and
staffer.

./

Knows how to be firm while combining courtesy and respect.

Cons include:

x

May occasionally err in his approach when interacting with inmates.

It should be noted here that just because an individual falls into the soft category it doesn't mean
that corrections is not for that individual. This individual simply has to put forth extra effort in
controlling the extent to which he or she goes within the staff/offender interaction. A good way to do
this is to put it all into perspective. This is done by always remembering where one is at and one's

relationship to those around him.
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The Danger of the War Story
How the War Story Colors Perception

At one time or another new staff will hear of a war story moment. These are often told by
veteran staff, and usually center around a past experience dealing with an offender. These stories make
for good water-cooler talk, but risk negatively coloring the perception a new recruit is developing
regarding offenders.
Since war stories tend to recount events of extraordinary nature, typically centering around
assaults and violent encounters, they are rarely representative of all offenders. In fact, war stories often
detail events committed by the extreme minority of offenders. By its nature, the war story serves little
constructive purpose in molding the individual toward professionalism.

If anything, war stories foster,

reinforce, and perpetuate stereotypes regarding offenders.
Another war story danger is the sense of anticipation, excitement, and even apprehension that
may develop with new staff. For certain personalities these stories can cause the individual an
unprofessional eagerness to earn one's 'battle stripes'. In other words, to experience a war story
moment. For others, these feelings may reinforce pre-existing fears or apprehensions, and general
nervousness when initially interacting with offenders. How one perceives the war story depends upon
several factors. The most notable of these are one's personality and experience. We will now look at
how deficiencies in either of these aspects allow offenders to capitalize on the war story.
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How the Offender Capitalizes
On the War Story

Consider for a moment the visual of the new correctional officer working, for the first time,
amongst offenders. The forum can be in a community corrections setting or in an institution. Now,
consider the possible feelings and emotions this individual is experiencing. Is the individual
apprehensive, nervous or unsure of what to expect? Perhaps the individual is confident or eagerexcited even. The individual who is apprehensive or nervous is going to have a different experience
working amongst offenders, than the individual who is confident, eager or excited. To a great extent an
individual's personality frames how he or she experiences the world. This is true for both staff and
offenders.
The individual who enters corrections already apprehensive, unsure or nervous will perceive
war stories differently than a more confident personality. For this reason, war stories can have an
opposite effect than originally intended. Any pre-existing apprehension toward offenders will only
become negatively reinforced.
An individual entering into corrections predisposed to an excitement seeking, high energy,
overly confident personality perceives war stories in a similarly harmful way, albeit for different
reasons. This individual may be encouraged to seek out, and experience a war story moment. In other
words, to earn his battle stripes.
To be clear, I'm referring to personality extremes. The new recruit who is neither overly nervous
or overly confident, takes from war stories a different perception and experiences a different emotional
impact. While this is true, it is erroneous to simply assume that the war story is harmless for this
individual.

War stories, by their nature, are harm/ul in that they frequently recount events committed by
the minority. They often cloud an accurate assessment of offenders by new staff.
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To illustrate, consider a new officer working the cell block. He is new to the post and new to
the inmates. He understands the job expected of him, may be a bit nervous, and not looking for
confrontation. He wants to do the job to the best of his ability and go home.
Inmates keenly observe their surroundings. This is born partly out of necessity and partly out of
a lifetime of unlawful living. When new staff arrive on the scene, most inmates are keen to observe
them. Why? Because they represent an unknown, and inmates want to know how the individual will
act and react when interacting with them. Will the officer be strict? Will he be quick to enforce a rule?
Or will he be 'understanding' and slow to discipline?

Offenders frequently frame these questions from the viewpoint of thinking that says, "Will I
still be able to get away with what I want to do, when I want to, with this officer?"

So begins an observation process that, for some inmates simply involves a casual awareness of
how the officer is interacting with those around them. These inmates go about their routines as they
would on any other day and that is the extent of it.
Other inmates intentionally alter their daily routines. They sit back and observe for a short
period of time. Their intent is to understand to what extent the officer will deviate from the rules and
his job duties. These inmates are only concerned over whether or not the new officer will cause them
any minor inconvenience that they otherwise wouldn't normally have to deal with.
Then there are those inmates that view the officer as opportunity. These inmates observe with a
critical eye. They study and catalog the officer's every word and action. They are looking for
weaknesses; such as, does the officer have a firm understanding of the rules? These include agency
rules and the rules that the inmates must follow. What weaknesses are visible in the officer's
personality? Is he excessively confident in himself? Is he excessively nervous or timid? Is he unsure
of himself? These inmates consult with their peers and share their observations.
The officer that inmates peg as incapable of maintaining control, is someone usually nervous or
unsure of himself, doesn't know protocol or otherwise is unlikely to confront them during moments of
rule infraction 13 • This individual is taken advantage of-always. Inmates will willfully and freely
proceed to violate rule after rule, and if cited in the act will aggressively push back verbally and in body
13

Staff that inmates label in this manner after careful observation are also frequent targets of set-ups. This is discussed in
detail in Part 4: The Set Up Process.
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language.
The message this new officer receives is the one he hoped to avoid. The one that his initial
feelings warned him about, that he had reason to be nervous and apprehensive. All too often this
individual fails during these moments and turns his back to violation. Control is lost and staff and
inmates are at jeopardy.
Consider: How would the war story affect this employee? Would it have helped or would it
have only served to reinforce pre-existing concerns, and stereo-types? Worse, would this new officer
have been able to work the post without these problems had he not heard war stories?
It should be noted here that nearly all inmates understand and realize that new staff are often on
a probation period lasting upward of a year. They know that supervisors tend to keep an eye on new
staff, partly to assist and partly to guide them. They also understand that supervisors don't want to see
excessive problems, in the form of complaints written by inmates and even by other staff regarding the
new recruit.
Some inmates go to great lengths, individually and in coordinated efforts, to 'reign in' new staff
perceived to be causing them problems. One common method is to utilize the grievance process.
Inmates often allege infractions and abuses suffered at the hands of the new recruit. Oftentimes these
write ups are truthful and more the result of inexperience by new staff than malicious intent.
Complaints tend to center around violations of protocol, such as how an officer went about a particular
task, like the shakedown of an inmate's cell, and how it somehow 'harmed' the inmate. One common
complaint arises when a new officer accidentally breaks a personal item during a cell search or
otherwise treats an inmate's property with disdain. Of course, this is rarely the intent of new staff. It's
often the result of inexperience and the lack of awareness as to how inmates perceive one's actions.
However, the staffer that inmates perceive as extremely eager and overly aggressive or looking
for confrontation, are frequently singled out by offenders. These inmates then revert to the grievance
process in an attempt to 'break' the individual.
Inmates rarely file bogus complaints against this individual because by the individual's very
nature he deviates from protocol often enough that inmates have ample incidents to cite. Inmates then
sieze upon these moments, and in concert lodge complaints. Sometimes inmates know the rules better
than staff, and are able to back their allegations by citing specific policy or rule violation. This in tum
forces supervisors to address the issue with the staff member in question.
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Inmates are aware that supervisors understand that new staff are learning as they go. Inmates
also realize that when supervisors continue to receive complaints from different individuals they tend to
take note. Warnings become written reprimands and in some instances suspensions. This process
causes the new recruit to become disgruntled, and in the end, fail to complete the probationary period.
Just as the inmates had hoped.
The line between being enthusiastic and unprofessionally zealous is a fine one for a minority of
personalities entering into corrections. For these individuals already prone to extremes, war stories
only serve to incite, inflame, and cloud their judgement. If anything, the war story does more harm than
good.
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