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Abstract

A common phenomenon in the corrections field is staff becoming involved in inappropriate relationships with inmates.   Relationships of this nature create an environment detrimental to both the safety and security of everyone in the facility, including the inmates.  This paper addresses the question of what creates a sexual attraction between female correctional staff and the inmates.

A research project was completed by surveying the correctional managers and line staff at 1300-bed county jail and through personal interviews with three correctional managers with extensive experience in various types of correctional settings.  The study looked at the potential causes of Low Self-esteem, Inmate Manipulation, Insecure Home Life, and Bad Boy Attraction.  The end results indicated self-esteem issues as a concern and the possible need for gender-specific personal boundaries training for correctional personnel.  
The Sexual Attraction of Inmates
Individual involved in the corrections field must constantly be of guard against becoming involved in inappropriate relationships with inmates.  Inappropriate relationships have been defined as personal relationships between correctional staff and inmates which is normally sexual or economic in nature with the potential to jeopardize the safety and security of the correctional facility while compromising the integrity of the employee (Worley, Marquart, & Mullings, 2003). 
There are three institutional influences that can lead to these types of relationships.  First, correctional staff exerts power over inmates by rewarding them for good behavior.  Secondly, they heavily depend on the inmates to accomplish numerous daily functions essential to prison operations. Third and most importantly, correctional staff must work so closely with the offender that the boundary between employees and prisoners can become very blurred (Marquart, Barnhill, & Balshaw-Biddle, 2001). 

The blurring of personal boundaries create a situation for inappropriate relationships between correctional staff, both male and female, to develop.  Such relationships can result in several compromising situations, including staff allowing a particular inmate special privileges, staff bringing in contraband, sex and even developing romantic relationships between staff and inmates (Blackburn, Fowler, Mullings, Marquart, 2011).  Obviously, these types of behaviors can endanger the safety and security of an institution, thus creating significant challenges for correctional managers.   
Staff/Inmate Inappropriate Relations
The focus of this paper will be on female correctional employees who develop romantic relationships with inmates.  The reason this particular phenomena was chosen is because these types of situations have the potential to produce the most dramatic and even dangerous results.  This not to imply that male staff never participate inappropriate sexual relationships with female inmates or that even same sex relations cannot develop.  They do happen.  However, Marquart, et.al.(2001) pointed out that the risk of female employees deviating for acceptable boundaries is much greater than males in gender integrated facilities, in that 77% of 508 Texas Department of Criminal Justice disciplinary cases involving inappropriate relationships were female correctional officers with male inmates.  The correctional industry is a male-dominated work environment.  Women employed in male-dominated settings are more likely to experience social-sexual behaviors (e.g., invitations to sex, innuendo, harassment), which can lead to boundary violations the workplace (Stainback, Ratliff, Roscigno,  2011).  
The aftermath of these types of relationships is normally not like something one would read in a romance novel with a happy ending.  In fact, an extremely dramatic and tragic example of the results of such relationships happened in August 2005 involving Jennifer Forsyth and Inmate George Hyatte (Fisher, 2005).  Ms. Forsyth had a promising career with the Tennessee Department of Correction (TDOC) as a nurse at Tennessee’s Northwest Correctional Complex until she met Inmate Hyatte.  Ms. Forsyth became romantically involved with Inmate Hyatte. The relationship was discovered and she lost her career with TDOC.  On August 9, 2005, the now Jennifer Hyatte assisted her husband, Inmate Hyatte, in escaping for custody by shooting and killing Correctional Officer Wayne Morgan (Fisher, 2005).  She is now serving a life sentences without the possibility of parole (Longo, 2007). Another example was reported in Arapahoe County, Colorado in March 2007 (Moreno, 2007).  Nicole Sue Beal, a staff member of the Arapahoe County Jail was arrested for possession of a 3-inch blade knife while on duty in the maximum security section of the jail.  Investigations revealed that Nicole was involved in an “inappropriate relationship” with Inmate Robert Keith Ray, who was facing up to 108 years in prison for multiple murders, and had intended to give the knife to him (Moreno, 2007).  

One might say that these examples are extreme and not the normal outcome of these types of relationships.  However, even in relationships with less dramatic results, the ending is normally very devastating.  Possible consequences of these relationships include loss of career, criminal charges, loss of family relationships and embarrassment for other employee/managers (Worley, Tewksbury, & Frantzen, 2010).  These relationships can bring about physical and emotional harm to the staff member as well as jeopardizing the safety and security of the facility (Cheeseman-Dial and Worley, 2007).  
Possible Causes

The ultimate reason these relationships develop is because the staff member has “unshareable” problems that develop because they get into situations where they feel they cannot reach out to others for help (Worley & Cheeseman, 2006). The female correctional workers with these types of issues are at a greater risk of entering into inappropriate relationships because of a lack personal boundaries that allows them to violate their position of trust (Worley & Cheeseman, 2006).  Epstein (1994) explains the concept of personal boundaries and how they allow us to appropriately define our relationships with others.  The training all correctional staff receive, combined with common sense, warn them that they should deal with the inmates only on a professional level.  However, it seems many are mysteriously drawn to men who fall into the category commonly known as “bad boys.”  So what is it that attracts women to these types of men when common sense would tell them otherwise?  
Relationship issues place correctional officers at higher risk of boundary violations (Worley & Cheeseman, 2006).  Marquart et al. (2001) noted that officers that engage in inappropriate relationship many time have problems such as, marital issues, separation anxieties from love ones, boredom, unrealized dreams and sexual frustration.  Inmates are experts at identifying what they perceive as vulnerable or weak staff (Worley, 2012).  Women in these types of situations are open to manipulation by the inmates because the stronger and more dominant males appear to be the most male thus being more attractive to the females (Bruns, 2012).  
Isenberg (1991) studied women that married murders after they were incarcerated and discovered almost all of the women she interviewed during her research had been abused by a family member, previous lover, or both.  It was her belief that these women felt safer with incarcerated husbands because they couldn’t abuse them (Isenberg, 1991).  Ramsland (2004) cites a number of reasons offered by experts about why these women are attracted to these killers.  The ones that seemed most applicable are:

· Rescue fantasies: the SKG wants to believe that she has the ability to change someone as cruel and powerful as a serial killer. 

· Need to nurture: many women have said that they see the little boy in these killers and feel an overwhelming desire to nurture and protect that part of him. 
· Need for drama: during the trial, the daily events in the lives of serial killers may attract women who want to get close to the adversarial atmosphere and the possibility that something surprising may occur. (Ramsland, 2004). 

Female correctional workers with such tendencies may find it difficult to establish and defend clear professional boundaries.  Failure to do so places them at risk of allowing the inmates to gain more power which could lead to an inappropriate relationship (Layman, McCampbell, and Moss, 2000).

By virtue of their positions, female officers become supervisors over the inmates place in their charge.  Many times, they have limited or no previous supervisory experience (Michigan, 2009).  Therefore, the social role theory is becomes even more prominent because they respond more on instinct than past experiences. Through manipulation, the inmate can reverse the power role so that the female officer loses most, if not all, control over the inmate.  The inmates seek out small favors from the officers.  They continue to accumulate these favors until a point of no return.  Once this occurs, the inmate takes control because the officer feels their career is in jeopardy (Blackburn, Fowler, Mullings, Marquart, 2011).  This can be done by the use of a number of con games inmates have perfected.  

Attempts to Remedy the Problem

Many of the people outside of the industry are surprised at the major role women play in adult male cross-gender supervision.  They are unaware that female officers are expected to work in any location of the facility and perform every duty that a male officer would with the exception of strip searches (Nink, 2008).  There are a number of different work positions, normally referred to as posts, within correctional facilities.  Some of these posts require close contact with the inmates with little assistance from other security staff or the presence of supervisory personnel.  Examples of such posts are housing officers, work crew officers, food service officers and recreation officers.  While other posts, such as count room officers, property officers and control booth officers, have very little to no contact with the inmates.   Assigning women only to those low-contact posts would certainly reduce the opportunity for these types of relationships to develop.  However, this is not a valid solution for several reasons.  

The first reason gender-designated posts are not acceptable is the many benefits of having women as a significant portion of the correctional workforce.  Nink (2008) supports the belief that females working in male prisons create a more normal and calmer atmosphere.  A study of 367 male inmate conducted by Cheeseman-Dial and Worley (2008) in four male prisons indicated that female officers were as well-respected, competent in carrying out job duties including issues of security and safety, and as effective as male correctional officers.  Inmates may view the female staff in a positive manner due to prior positive interactions with their mothers and female teachers (Cheesman and Worley, 2006).

The second reason security positions in male facilities can not be segregated based on gender is the number of females that now work in the field.  Based on the information reported to the American Corrections Association, there was a 40 percent growth in females in the correctional industry in eight years rising from 108,913 in 1999 to 152,459 in 2007 (Nink, 2008).  Over 80 percent of the 8,528 female correctional officers employed in Texas work in male prison units (Cheeseman and Worley, 2006).  The Federal Bureau of Prisons report they employed 10,351 females, which constitutes 27.2 percent of their workforce (United States Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Prisons, 2012).  There are simply not enough limited-contact posts to which such a significant number of female could be assigned. 

Finally, regardless of one’s personal opinion regarding the role of women in a male prison, this type of employment practice would simply be illegal.  The passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, as amended in 1972, gave women the legal right to seek employment as correctional officers in male prisons.  Title VII of the act prohibits employment discrimination on the basis of race, religion, sex and national origins (Farkas, Rand, 1997).  It has been determined that the designation of work positions based solely on gender is an act of discrimination.  To do so would not only limit the number of females a facility could employ but would also hinder promotion opportunities for the female correctional officers.

Obviously, women are a permanent part of male corrections.  As pointed out earlier, male staff become involved in inappropriate relations as well but the seriousness of the outcomes seem worse in the female staff/male inmate situations. The scope of the problem of sexual misconduct has grown dramatically to the point of receiving attention from correctional organizations, state-level Departments of Corrections and the federal government.  

The BOP was the first agency to define sexual relations between staff and inmates as a crime.  The Bureau’s Program Statement 5324.04 titled Sexual Abuse/Assault Prevention and Intervention Programs reads, “Sexual acts or contacts between an inmate and a staff are illegal” (United States Department of Justice, 1997).

The federal government took this a step further by the 108th Congress passing Public Law 108-79: Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) of 2003.  The signing of this Act by President Bush brought this sensitive topic out of the closet and push it to the forefront of correctional issues (Comey, 2005).  The law extends the classification of sexual contact between prison staff members and inmates as a crime beyond the federal level to the State and local jurisdictions.  Prison rape complaints can now be resolved by prison officials and prosecution authorities at all levels of government (108th Congress, 2003).

The law stands as the legal backing being used by many jurisdictions to strengthen their policies on inappropriate relationships with inmates.  Susan McCampbell, president of the Center of Innovative Public Policies, Inc., in Florida, stresses the “necessity of making language of agency’s policies to become more concise and poignant.  Just the statement, "Don't become over familiar with inmates," is not enough (Comey, 2005).  
Methodology
The study utilized both quantitative and qualitative methods.  The quantitative research was completed by surveying the managers and line staff at a 1300-bed county jail with the qualitative data being obtained through personal interviews with three correctional managers with extensive management experience in various types of correctional settings.  The variables established as possible causes were Low Self-esteem, Inmate Manipulation, Insecure Home Life, and Bad Boy Attraction.  The ratings were assigned a number score with Most Likely being one and Very Unlikely being five.  Therefore, the variable receiving the highest number of Most Likely ratings will have the lowest means. The data was analyzed using descriptive statistics and the coding approach.

Quantitative Data - Causes Survey Analysis
A total of 124 employees responded to the survey out of a possible 286 employees.  The participants’ years of correctional experience ranged from 0.2 to 30 years with a mean of 7.29 years.  The group consisted of 81 males with a mean of 6.21 years of experience and 43 females with a mean of 9.33 years of experience.  

The variable of Low Self-esteem was rated the primary trait and/or situation to contribute to these inappropriate relationships by receiving 30% of Most Likely and Likely ratings combined with a mean score of 2.81.  Inmate Manipulation was second with 26% which had a mean of 3.39.  It is also noteworthy to point out Insecure or Unfavorable Home Life received 17% with the mean of 3.08 and the Bad Boy Attraction got 13% with a mean of 4.08.

Qualitative Data - Causes Questionnaire Analysis


Table 1 outlines the experience and qualification of each of the participants in this qualitative study.

Table 1:  Qualifications of Interview Participants





William Shearer
Education

 Master’s Degree, MPA (Public Administration) 

Bachelor’s Degree, BS, (Police Science and Administration) 

Professional Experience

High Sheriff:   Adams County Sheriff’s Office Brighton, CO

Investigator:  Office of the District Attorney 17th Judicial District, Brighton, CO

Division Chief:  Adams County Sheriff’s Office,
Brighton, CO

Chief of Police:  Montrose Police Department Montrose, CO

Captain:  Los Angeles Police Department, Los Angeles California

Gregory Basham

Education
Mississippi College School of Law – 1993-1994 

University of North Alabama – Bachelor of Science 1992

Professional Experience
Facility Administrator:  Ft. Worth Transitional Center Correctional Facilities, Ft. Worth, TX

Case Manager: Dallas County Department of Health and Human Services

Chief of Unit Management/Program Manager:  Diamondback Correctional Facility, Watonga, Oklahoma 

Quality Assurance Manager and Unit Manager: California City Correctional Center, California City, California   
Classification Coordinator: Hardeman County Correctional Facility, Whiteville, TN   

Thomas Sullivan

Education
Olympic College, Associate Degree, Bremerton, WA

University of Hawaii, Leeward, Bachelor’s Degree, Honolulu, HI

Professional Experience



State Coordinator: National Major Gang Task Force, Denver CO

Administrator: Avalon Correctional Services Inc., Denver, CO

Vice President of Operations: Avalon Correctional Services Inc. Denver, CO

Colorado Department of Corrections, Denver, CO

The results of the interviewees’ ratings of the variable are shown the Table 2 below.

Table 2:  Ratings of Possible Causes of Inappropriate Relationships


Possible Cause


Shearer’s Ratings
Basham’s Ratings
Sullivan’s Ratings
Bad Boy Attraction  


6


6

    3
Co-dependency Tendencies

2


4

    5
Inmate Manipulation


4


2

    4
Insecure or Unfavorable Home Life  
3


3

    2
Low Self Esteem



1


1

    1
Nurturing Tendencies


5


5

    6


The data analysis quickly reviled a common theme from all three of the interviewees.  Low Self-esteem was rated as the Most Likely trait that would place a staff member at risk by all three corrections professionals.  In addition to the ratings, below are the responses from each of the participants that supported the theme.

William Shearer:  “Well, because the victims or the offenders that I’m personally familiar with allowed themselves to be manipulated by inmates because they didn’t have anyone else to go to.  And, or they didn’t try to go to anyone else.  And I’m saying that because they didn’t have the self-esteem that’s necessary to be successful in that field, they allowed themselves or facilitated themselves becoming a victim where on the contrary, the best employees that I had, the ones that I would trust the most had very high self-esteem” (B. Shearer, personal interview, September 12, 2007).

Gregory Basham:  “I’ve seen teachers and professionals become victims.  It wouldn’t really matter what level of success that the person had.  They could still be successful professional but still have a low self-esteem.  … An inmate would, you know, zero in on that and kind of build them up.  …We all want to be praised.  We all want to have people think we’re doing a good job” (G. Basham, personal interview, September 20, 2007).

Thomas Sullivan:  “…historically you don’t have beauty queens that are applying for jobs in correctional facilities ….  Most of these ladies do have a low self-esteem whether it be because their looks or their upbringing.  The inmates start playing games with them, start telling them how beautiful they are and trap the female staff members by building up their self-esteem …. That probably is the main reason you start seeing some of the females getting into something like this” (T. Sullivan, personal interview, September 21, 2007).
Conclusion

As more women enter the corrections field and, even more important, are employed in adult male facilities, the potential of developing romantic relationships with the inmates increase.  Such relationships are so dangerous that top correctional officials at all levels of government are addressing this issue.  In response greater emphasis is being placed on training programs for new hires and in-service training for continuing staff, to include top-level facility managers.  Stronger policies have been implemented by most agencies. Laws have been passed at both the state and federal levels making it illegal. Even with all the efforts that have been put forth these relationships still occur. 
The research indicates that the primary cause of these relationships is low self-esteem.  Several studies have produced strong results of self-esteem differences based on gender.  Forbes, Adams-Curtis, Rade, & Jaberg (2001) concluded that females are significantly more dissatisfied with their bodies than males which can lead to self-esteem issues.  Alexander-Passe (2006) established that females resort to more emotional and avoidance-based coping which can result in lower self-esteem while males normally utilize more task-based coping leading to normal percentile self-esteem levels. This opens the question of should correctional staff receive gender-specific personal boundaries training in an effort to increase female officers’ self-esteem?  

Obviously, more research, time and effort must be spent on dealing this phenomenon.  The number of cases of these inappropriate relationships must be reduced.  The costs are just too high.  Not only do such relationships threaten the safety and security of everyone within the facility but the damage that can be done to the lives of those involved is almost unimaginable.  Correctional managers must keep this challenge at the highest of their priorities.
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