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Abstract 

 

Training Recommendations to Prevent Sexual Assault of Female Inmates by Correctional 

Officers 

 

Katie Wick 

 

Under the supervision of Dr. Susan Hilal 

 

 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 The sexual exploitation of female inmates by correctional officers is on the rise. 

According to an article published by the Justice Department, between 2000 and 2004 

there were 351 allegations of staff sexual abuse of an inmate compared to 236 between 

1995 and 1998 (United States Department of Justice [DOJ], 2005). There is a need in 

prisons, as well as jails, for not only training upon initial hire of correctional staff, but 

also for on-going training to help prevent sexual exploitation from occurring, and 

therefore keeping the female inmates safe.  

The problem with identifying the true scope of this occurrence lies in the 

reporting of the incidents by the inmates. Between 2000 and 2004 there were 351 

allegations of staff sexual abuse of an inmate compared to236 between 1995 and1998 

(DOJ, 2005). This represents a significant increase in the number of sexual abuse 

incidents reported and therefore also represents a significant need to address this 

problem. Staff-inmate sexual assault is dangerous for many reasons. It not only 

victimizes those that are already in a compromised position but it also extends to the 

larger corrections community and society as a whole. 
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Methods of Approach 

 The method of approach is to review secondary research and statistics, textbooks 

and scholarly journals to support the argument that staff-inmate sexual abuse is on the 

rise. The National Criminal Justice Resource Center and the Bureau of Justice Statistics 

will also be utilized. Information will be gathered from the various sources on the 

prevalence of sexual assault of female inmates by correctional officers as well as 

trainings that is currently offered or required to prevent this from occurring. Information 

was also gathered on how different states handle this problem and steps they are taking to 

prevent it. 

 In addition to the information gathered during the research, it is also important to 

consider sociological factors and theories when making recommendations for on-going 

training. Two theories are utilized to help ground the training recommendations made, 

which include routine activity theory and rational choice theory. 

 

Findings 

Throughout the research, it was found that current trainings programs are 

insufficient to address the growing problem of staff-inmate sexual assault and that, for the 

most part; current leadership in the prison system is not strong enough to address the 

problem either. Although some progress has been made since the institution of the PREA 

in 2003, staff-inmate sexual assault still remains a problem. In fact, in a 2009 report by 

the Federal Bureau of Prisons estimates that allegations of sexual abuse more than 

doubled between 2001 and 2008 (Federal Bureau of Prisons [BOP], 2009). This is not a 
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very reassuring statistic considering the scope and magnitude of the problem and the fact 

that legislation is in place to prevent this from happening.  

It is this writer’s opinion that while the PREA is helpful, more hands on and 

practical practices need to be put in place, including on-going sexual assault prevention 

training for both staff and inmates as well as yearly mental health “check-ins” to aid in 

the prevention of staff-inmate sexual assault. 
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Section I.  INTRODUCTION: Need for Effective Correctional Training 

Programs to Decrease and Prevent Staff Inmate Sexual Assault 

 

In 2009, women accounted for about 6.7% of the federal prison population 

(Bureau of Justice Statistics [BJS] 2009). Between the years of 1977 and 2007, the 

number of women in prison grew 832% compared to 416% for men and at midyear in 

2008 there were 115,779 women incarcerated in state or federal prisons (Women’s Prison 

Association [WPA], 2009). A female inmate population has always presented challenges, 

but with the increase in the number of women being incarcerated, there is the possibility 

for more staff-inmate sexual abuse. Women are still typically in a more perilous position 

than male inmates when it comes to staff-inmate sexual abuse (Chesney-Lind, 2002).  

It has been established by the Federal Bureau of Prisons [BOP], as well as several 

other government agencies, that staff-inmate sexual assault is a growing problem in the 

United States’ prison system and that current training programs are doing little to nothing 

to prevent sexual assaults from occurring (BOP, 2009).  In fact, a 2009 report by the BOP 

estimates that allegations of sexual assault and abuse more than doubled between 2001 

and 2008. This increase is at a rate faster than both the growth of the prison population or 

the number BOP staff (BOP, 2009). 

There is a misconception in the general public that women’s time “inside” is 

much easier than that of men. In defense of this position, some women’s prisons do 

resemble college campuses rather than fortress penitentiaries. Often guard towers are 

absent; so there are no armed guards, no stone walls or fences with barbed wire. The 

landscaping is pleasant, hedges are trimmed neatly, and there are flower gardens and 

well-kempt brick buildings. This setting presents to a casual observer, one of leisure and 

pleasantness (Baunach, 2002). It is important to note, however, that this type of prison 
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setting is not exclusive to just women’s prisons; there are some men’s prisons that have 

similar characteristics. 

 In addition to abuse and exploitation by prison guards, female prisoners face a 

host of other problems. Due to the fast rate of growth of the female inmate population, 

prisons are largely unable to handle the challenges that a female inmate population can 

present. Only 25.7% of the nation’s jails report having a specific classification system 

designed to evaluate female prisoners (Schmalleger, 2007). They also lack decent 

educational programs, psychological and chemical dependency programs and medical 

programs, most importantly obstetrics and gynecology, to address the nearly 10% of 

female prisoners who are pregnant on any given day (Schmalleger, 2007). 

 Until 2003, prison rape was viewed by the public as an inevitable result of 

incarceration and therefore, there was little information available about the problem 

(Dumond, 2003). That changed in 2003 when Congress unanimously enacted The Prison 

Rape Elimination Act (PREA) which essentially created a zero tolerance policy for prison 

rape. As a result of the enactment of PREA, a commission was created to institute some 

accountability for the problem of prison rape. One of the major deficiencies the 

Commission found in the early stages of their research was that correctional officer 

training programs did not contain any information about sexual abuse prevention.  

It is not only the responsibility of the institution to keep their inmates safe during 

their incarceration, but it is also in their best interest as well. Although lawsuits certainly 

take a far second place to the much more serious problem if inmate sexual abuse, they are 

a reality. A study conducted in 2000 of 4 prisons in the Midwest found that 1 in 5 inmates 

experienced some form of sexual abuse (by either an inmate or staff member) while 
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incarcerated and between 2000 and 2004; prison rape allegations increased 200% (Inside 

Prison, 2006). There were 4,995 allegations of sexual abuse reported to the Office of the 

Inspector General [OIG] between April 1, 2009 and September 30, 2009. Of those, only 

187 have been closed (OIG, 2009).  

In addition to sexual abuse being illegal and immoral, it can cause a host of other 

problems seldom considered. It creates an unsafe environment as a correctional officer 

may ignore security procedures to engage in and conceal their sexual “relationship” with 

an inmate (DOJ, 2009). It also helps to spread sexually transmitted diseases, including 

HIV/AIDS. Prisons are already considered to be high risk settings for the transmission of 

HIV without adding into it the extra element of correctional officers spreading it as well. 

Studies have shown that women are twice as likely to contract HIV than men are in a 

normal setting, but in prison it is considerably higher. In the United States, 2.4% of 

incarcerated women were found to be HIV positive, compared to only 1.7% of men 

(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNDOC], 2008).  

 

Purpose and Significance 

The purpose of the research is to demonstrate the sexual exploitation of female 

inmates by prison guards. It is significant because although these women are incarcerated 

for committing a crime, they still deserve fair treatment and to live free of sexual 

victimization as they serve their incarcerated time. It is also the intention to demonstrate 

the need for on-going training as well as mental health “check-ins” on a yearly basis, 

ideally more often, such as quarterly.  
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Methods 

 The method of approach is to review secondary research and statistics, textbooks 

and scholarly journals to support the argument that staff-inmate sexual abuse is on the 

rise. The National Criminal Justice Resource Center and the Bureau of Justice Statistics 

will also be utilized. Information will be gathered from the various sources on the 

prevalence of sexual assault of female inmates by correctional officers as well as 

trainings that is currently offered or required to prevent this from occurring. Information 

was also gathered on how different states handle this problem and steps they are taking to 

prevent it. 

 In addition to the information gathered during the research, it is also important to 

consider sociological factors and theories when making recommendations for on-going 

training. Two theories will be utilized to help ground the training recommendations 

made, which include routine activity theory and rational choice theory. 

 

Assumption and Limitations 

 It is the assumption that; staff-inmate sexual abuse is on the rise and that current 

training programs are insufficient in addressing the problem. However, it is a significant 

limitation that no primary data was obtained and that all of the data collected is purely on 

a secondary basis. This puts the writer at a disadvantage because much of the research 

collected is at least a few years old and was collected for a purpose other than this 

research paper.  
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Section 2. Literature Review 

 The following review is divided into eight parts. The first part is the definition of 

sexual assault which looks at sexual assault as defined by several different sources. The 

second part is a thorough discussion of the 2003 Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA). 

The third section will discuss positive changes that occurred based on the enactment of 

the PREA. The fourth section will provide a detailed synopsis of current correctional 

officer new hire training as it is important to understand what requirements are in place. 

The fifth part will focus on the statistics of prison populations as well as reported sexual 

abuse cases. The sixth section is a case study involving a study conducted by the Stop 

Prisoner Rape group in the Ohio Reformatory for Women (ORW) and the institutions 

failure to keep its inmates safe. The seventh section will focus on research that illustrates 

that current training programs to prevent staff-inmate sexual assault are ineffective. And 

the final section addresses Amnesty International’s take on staff-inmate sexual assault. It 

is also important to note that although staff-inmate sexual assault as it occurs in jails is 

also a very serious problem; the main focus of this paper is federal prisons. 

 

Definition of Sexual Assault 

The Prison Rape Elimination Act defines sexual assault as “carnal knowledge, 

oral sodomy, sexual assault with an object, or sexual fondling of a person: Forcibly or 

against that person’s will; Not forcibly or against the person’s will, where the victim is 

incapable of giving consent because of his or her youth or temporary or permanent 

mental or physical incapacity; or achieved through the exploitation of the fear or threat of 

physical violence or bodily injury" (US Department of Justice [DOJ], 2006, p.25).  
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The DOJ defines sexual assault as any type of sexual contact or behavior that 

occurs without the explicit consent of the recipient of the unwanted sexual activity. 

Falling under the definition of sexual assault is sexual activity such as forced sexual 

intercourse, sodomy, child molestation, incest, fondling, and attempted rape (DOJ, 2000). 

Please see appendix A for detailed definitions of the preceding labels. 

In their 2005 report Sexually Abusive Behavior Prevention and Intervention 

Program, the Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) clearly defined several key phrases 

pertaining to sexual assault as follows; sexual fondling, sexual misconduct (this pertains 

to staff members only), sexual assault with an object, and rape (BOP, 2005). 

Even though sexual assault is clearly defined by each state, every state defines it 

differently. In the state of Wisconsin, for example, sexual assault can include placing a 

hand on someone's breast, buttocks or genitals, or on the clothing covering those areas, 

without consent. If someone engages in these behaviors, with either a stranger or a friend, 

he or she can be charged with and prosecuted for sexual assault. Sexual assault is known 

to be a crime of indifference to the feelings of others, dominance, hostility and sometimes 

physical brutality. It is not primarily a sexually motivated crime but rather a crime of 

assault using sex as a weapon (Sexual Assault Response Team, 2010).  

Although similar in definition, the state of Florida makes no mention of touching 

outside of clothing as they define sexual assault as any oral, anal, or vaginal penetration 

by, or in union with, the sexual organ of another, or the anal or vaginal penetration of 

another by any other object, performed without consent and not for a bona fide medical 

purpose (University of Florida Police Department, 2007). 
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It is important that each state prison, as well as the federal prison system, clearly 

communicate their definition of sexual assault to their inmates so that expectations are 

very clear upon incarceration and there is less chance of confusion.  In the past it has 

been found that inmates may have a very different definition of sexual assault than those 

that are not incarcerated or they may lack the proper terminology to communicate it to 

authorities. It is thought that this might have something to do with the increase in reports 

of inmate sexual assaults as well (Kaufman, 2008). 

 

The Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) of 2003 

 On September 4, 2003, President George Bush signed the PREA into law. In 

addition to implementing a zero tolerance policy on inmate sexual assault, it also required 

the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) to develop a new data collection system to get a 

grasp on the incidence and prevalence of sexual assault in correctional facilities (BJS, 

2004). The PREA also required that the Department of Justice create a review panel 

dedicated to hear, try and prosecute cases of sexual assault that occur within the 

correctional system. Basically what the PREA did was call for facilities to be held 

accountable for what happens within their walls.  

 The PREA was a very large step in addressing the problem of staff-inmate sexual 

assault because before this act was in place, very little was known about the problem 

statistically. Until 2004, there had only been a few studies conducted on the prevalence of 

sexual assault within correctional facilities and they tended to be on a very small scale, 

covering only a few facilities (BJS, 2004).  Unfortunately what this did was create broad 

generalizations regarding this subject. The PREA helped to eliminate that problem by 



8 
 

holding facilities as well as the federal government accountable for the acts of sexual 

assault that take place. It also provides a starting point for understanding the magnitude 

of the problem because facilities now have to provide yearly statistics on the incidents of 

sexual assault that take place so as not to lose their federal funding. In addition to 

institutions being required to provide yearly sexual assault statistics, they are also 

required to provide yearly sexual assault training to all of their staff members. 

 

Changes Prompted by the PREA 

 Prompted by the PREA, the research report, Gendered Violence and Safety: A 

contextual approach to improving security in women’s facilities investigated safety in 

women’s prisons (Muscat, 2008). It was found that prisons are an unfortunate place for 

violence to take place based on many factors. First there is the fact that most inmates lack 

appropriate interpersonal skills, therefore there is much yelling, swearing and lack of 

respect for other inmates as well as staff members. Next, there are individuals with 

disabilities, addictions and gang affiliations which add to the general discord. Finally, the 

culture and physical attributes of the institution play a role as well with overcrowding, 

blind-spots, lack of staff, minimal surveillance and locations that encourage violence 

such as shower stalls and behind bathroom stall doors (Muscat, 2008). 

 Once these deficiencies are recognized, the facility can begin to implement 

change by rectifying their particular problems. The PREA added funding that made it 

possible for facilities to begin to develop programming within their prisons to not only 

address sexual assault but many other issues facing female inmates as well. According to 

Muscat (2008), programming is essential for female inmates because it not only 
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addresses skills and issues they could face on the outside, but it also keeps them busy 

while they are incarcerated. This reduces the chances of them being available for violence 

to take place. It is the hope that while women are taking part in these programs, they are 

gaining enough knowledge to recognize that they are being victimized and be able to 

voice that if needed. In addition to gaining some insight though, they must also have a 

place to feel comfortable in reporting these incidents as well. And in researching this, it 

was felt that there should be several different reporting locations so that the inmate can 

make the determination where she feels the safest going to make the report and that the 

person accepting the report should be trained in crisis intervention, but not be a member 

of the prison staff so that the inmate feels free to report without fearing retribution 

(Muscat, 2008). 

 The PREA did more for inmates and society than just attempt to eliminate sexual 

violence in prison. Not all inmates are serving life sentences without parole, most of them 

will be released from their incarceration at some point and will be expected to become 

productive members of society. By protecting them from sexual victimization and 

providing programming to assist them in not only learning life skills, but to make them 

feel protected within their environment, it is maximizing their ability to lead normal, 

healthy, productive lives upon their release. 

 

Correctional Officer Training 

Women account for only 20% of all correctional officers, therefore leaving the 

majority of correctional jobs to men (Schmalleger, 2007). Very few people become 

correctional officers because they are fulfilling a lifelong dream, most are looking for a 
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job as a police officer and either do not score high enough on the exams, or there were no 

law enforcement openings in their area, so they take the next best thing, corrections 

(Metz, 2002). 

Being a corrections officer is generally not a career that most people aspire to 

(Gray, 2002). The recurring theme amongst the correctional officers is that they do not 

plan to make this a career. Most accepted this position just until something better comes 

along. Some had family and friends who told them that it was an easy job or they do not 

have to worry about layoffs. However, once on the job the most frequent complaint is 

that the job is boring because the guards stand around idle all day (Gray, 2002). 

To better understand the role of the correctional officer, one can review the 

training required to become a correctional officer. Training requirements vary by state, 

but each state offers on the job training during a probationary period, which also varies 

by state. Training programs are usually based on guidelines put in place by the American 

Jail Association (AJA) and the American Correctional Association (ACA) (Education 

Portal, 2010). There are also training programs offered by many trade schools and 

community colleges. 

 During their training, correctional officers will learn about institutional policies, 

correctional rules and regulations, custody procedures, security measures and defense 

tactics (Education Portal, 2010). It is also during this training that correctional officers 

will receive specialized training if they were interested in becoming part of a special team 

such as a tactical response unit. Correctional officers will also learn basic emergency 

responsiveness, first aid and how to conduct an appropriate inmate search. 
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Statistics 

 The sexual exploitation of female inmates by correctional officers is on the rise. 

Between 2000 and 2004 there were 351 allegations of staff sexual abuse of an inmate 

compared to 236 between 1995 and 1998 (DOJ, 2005). 

It has been established that staff-inmate sexual assault is a growing problem in the 

prison system and that current training programs are doing little to nothing to prevent 

sexual assaults from occurring (BOP, 2009). In fact, a recent report by the BOP estimates 

that allegations of sexual assault and abuse more than doubled between 2001 and 2008. 

This increase is at a rate faster than both the growth of the prison population or the 

number of BOP staff (BOP, 2009). 

In 2006 new laws were enacted to change misdemeanor sexual abuse charges to a 

felony crime and since that time, the number of cases submitted for prosecution has risen. 

Between 2001 and 2008 the acceptance rate of sexual abuse cases rose from 37 percent to 

49 percent. In addition to an increase in the number of cases reported, there has also been 

an increase in the number of convictions, from 30 percent to 78 percent (DOJ, 2009). 

In 2007 the Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report on Sexual Victimization in 

Local Jails found that 2% of jail inmates reported being sexually assaulted by 

correctional staff. Of those, 1.3% alleged that they were forced to have sexual contact 

with a correctional staff member by use of physical violence, pressure or offers of special 

favors or privileges (as cited by Beck & Harrison, 2008). 

In 2003 the Stop Prison Rape Group (SPR) found that in some women’s facilities, 

the rate of sexual abuse of inmates by correctional staff is as high as 27%. In addition to 

the trauma of being sexually assaulted by a staff member tasked with their protection, 
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many women are subjected to diseases, impregnation and lack of medical attention, or 

inappropriate segregation following an assault (SPR, 2003).  

A study conducted by the SPR group of Ohio in 2003, regarding the sexual abuse 

of female inmates in the state of Ohio discusses the horrible conditions that inmates were 

subjected to if they had the courage to report their abuse to prison officials. Evidently 

they were placed in solitary confinement under the guise of trying to keep them safe, but 

conditions were horrendous and women were kept there for weeks at a time. The 

correctional officers were given no training to attempt to avoid this future behavior and 

often punishment for sexual abuse of an inmate was no more than paid leave (SPR, 

2003). This appeared to be a common practice at the Ohio Reformatory for Women but 

represents an extreme example. 

Fortunately for the Ohio Reformatory for Women, several former employees were 

willing to go on record regarding the abuse they witnessed and to help enact some change 

in that particular facility. In addition to the employees, they were also able to make 

contact with former inmates who corroborated their stories, describing a range of 

incidents including violence, threats and pressure to agree to sexual encounters, trading 

sex for goods or favors and relationships that were considered consensual (SPR, 2003). 

However, under Ohio law, an inmate is not considered able to give consent. And 

although this is true, it was discovered by STOP that there was a particularly harsh 

response to reports of sexual abuse at ORW which created a climate where the inmates 

refused to report their abuse which in turn made the correctional officers feel much more 

comfortable perpetrating. It was also discovered that 33 staff members were fired in one 
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year for engaging in inappropriate sexual activity with inmates (SPR, 2003). This is an 

incredibly high statistic from just one facility. 

 

Examples of how Current Training Programs to Prevent Staff-Inmate Sexual 

Assault are Ineffective  

 

 Although, there is staff training programs in prisons, the portion of training that 

addresses staff-inmate sexual assault is largely ineffective (DOJ, 2005). In the 1990’s, 

prison rape was not typically being addressed at the federal or state level. Only six 

agencies were found, at that time, to have training that focused specifically on sexual 

assault prevention (Zweig & Blackmore, 2008).  

In 2005 a research team from the Urban Institute and the Association of State 

Correctional Administrators interviewed prison officials in 45 states, and found 11 that 

were showing some positive initiative in tackling this important problem. The team found 

that the most difficult thing to change, not only within the prison staff, but also the 

inmates themselves, was the culture. It was also found that even though the correctional 

staff may have been sincere in their attempts at change, the inmates were often hesitant to 

trust that they were serious. 

A recurrent theme in the literature when discussing effecting change within the 

prison staff culture is the resistance to change. Prisons can offer all the training, 

psychiatric evaluations and mental health check-ins that they want, but if the correctional 

staff are unwilling to change, it will not make a bit of difference. According to Fleisher 

and Krienert (2009), inmates may be less likely to report rape if they overhear staff 

members gossiping or talking about rape. In fact, data shows that 28 percent of female 

inmates have reported overhearing staff talk about other inmates being sexually assaulted 
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(Fleisher & Krienert, 2009).  Staff members need to remain respectful of the inmates and 

must learn to keep their gossip to themselves so as to make inmates feel more 

comfortable reporting sexual assault if it occurs.  

In 2008, Zweig and Blackmore found that a good place to start is with strong 

leadership in the prison administration. In addition to conducting in-service staff training 

programs to gain cooperation but also to assure them that false allegations by inmates 

will be taken very seriously. They felt that it was also important to educate the inmates 

about prison policies so that they would feel empowered regarding their rights. During 

interviews conducted by the researchers from the Urban Institute and Association of State 

Correctional Administrators of prison officials in 45 states, it was found that 80 percent 

of those, or 36 states, had staff training programs dedicated solely to sexual violence (as 

cited in Zweig & Blackmore, 2008). 

 

Ohio Reformatory for Women Case Study 

The Ohio Reformatory for Women (ORW) is an institution that has a long history 

of inmate abuse as is illustrated by a study conducted by STOP. The reformatory houses 

1,800 inmates and has a staff of 271 correctional officers, both male and female. 

Although it is not considered legal by international human rights groups, to have cross-

gender guarding, it is illegal in the United States to discriminate based on gender, 

therefore there are males officers guarding female inmates. One of the staff at the ORW, 

a clinician named Tim Daniell, first brought the abuse to light in 2000, to no avail. He 

attempted to contact his state representative, the Inspector General’s Office, the Ohio 

Attorney General and the Ohio State Highway Patrol, none of which took any action 
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except to place him under investigation for inappropriate record keeping. He was 

subjected to abuse by his colleagues and finally quit the job in 2002. 

Mike Coffey worked for ORW for 7 years as a correctional officer. During that 

time he witnessed many incidents of inappropriate sexual behavior but did not witness 

any disciplinary action taken against the staff member. Quite the contrary, he witnessed 

the officers being promoted or given more desirable positions. This gentleman was also 

subjected to abuse by his colleagues for speaking out against the inappropriate behavior 

he witnessed. 

Mike Coffey’s wife, Traci, worked at ORW for nearly 4 years as a nurse and 

healthcare administrator and she advises that she felt the inmates were “treated like 

animals” (SPR, 2003 p. 8).  She witnessed inmates subjected to excessive force by the 

guards and also being sent to the hole for reporting sexual abuse. She admits that the 

conditions in the hole were “disgusting” (SPR, 2003 p.8). She agrees that staff members 

were seldom, if ever, disciplined and she finally quit after being unable to make a 

difference at the facility. 

Reginald Wilkinson, the Director of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and 

Correction repeatedly denied that there was ever a problem in any of his facilities and he 

vehemently opposed the passage of the PREA. In 2002 he published an article in the 

Cincinnati Enquirer to voice his opposition of the PREA and stated that he felt that 

allegations in inmate rape were “highly exaggerated” and based on “disingenuous data 

(self reporting)” (SPR, 2003 p. 14). It was felt that Wilkinson’s dismissive attitude is one 

of the most irresponsible positions that a corrections official has publicly taken on this 
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issue and it sends a message to the correctional staff of the state of Ohio that sexual abuse 

of inmates will be tolerated (SPR, 2003).  

 

Amnesty International 

 Amnesty International [AI] is a leading authority in the defense of human rights; 

therefore it is not surprising that they take a very firm stand against staff-inmate sexual 

assault. According to AI, the problem begins with the fact that the majority of 

correctional officers are men who have to watch female inmates do very intimate things 

such as undress, shower, and use the toilet (AI, 2001). Although there is a level of 

assumption that when one enters prison, certain privileges will be lost and AI feels that 

women should still be afforded at least a modicum of dignity by being guarded by female 

correctional officers. However, with the number of male correctional officers far 

outweighing that of female officers this is currently an impossibility. According to AI, 

women being guarded by female correctional officers is an international standard, but not 

a common practice in the United States. Regardless of this, AI has called for this policy 

to be put in place (AI, 2000). 

 AI also feels that correctional officers should not have access to an inmate’s 

personal history files as they can contain complaints that inmates have made during their 

stay in the prison. This also includes any complaints made against correctional officers. If 

an officer is able to read any complaints made against them and know who made the 

complaint, it is very easy for them to threaten the inmate or their family, take away 

privileges or make their stay difficult in any number of ways (AI, 2001). Surprisingly, in 

2006, three years after the PREA was put in place, AI noted that only seven states had 
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statutes against custodial sexual misconduct and at that time, four states still allowed the 

inmate to be held criminally responsible for sexual misconduct (AI, 2006). 
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Section 3. Theoretical Framework 

 Staff-inmate sexual assault is an abhorrent crime and in order to help prevent and 

understand it a couple theories can be used. The first being, routine activity theory by 

Cohen and Felson and the second is rational choice theory whose concepts are rooted in 

the analysis of human behavior developed by Cesare Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham but 

whose criminal application was developed by Cornish and Clarke. This section will first 

discuss the theories then it will apply the theories to staff-inmate sexual abuse. 

 

Routine Activity Theory and its Application for the Prevention of Staff-Inmate 

Sexual Assault 

 

 Felson and Cohen’s 1976 routine activity theory is based on three ideas. The first 

is that in order for a crime to occur, there must be a motivated offender. Second, there 

must be a suitable target in the absence of appropriate supervision. And finally, the 

probability of this happening is influenced by typical, or “routine” activities such as 

work, school, leisure time, etc (Cohen & Felson, 1976).  

 Routine activity theory was developed by Cohen and Felson over 50 years ago 

and remains an important tool in crime prevention and research today. When this theory 

was developed it was not necessarily a new concept, but one that was frequently 

overlooked because most theories at that time were focused more on the criminals, their 

environment and motivation. Cohen and Felson developed routine activity theory to 

attempt to fulfill shortcomings in theories that failed to address crime rate trends since 

World War Two as well as provide a “workable solution to crime” (Parsi Boetig, 2006). 

At that time criminologists were focusing primarily on the same issues measured by the 

United States Census Bureau, therefore when their theories were applied to the data they 
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were showing a reduction in crime when the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports were actually 

showing an increase in crime. This inconsistency was an incentive for Cohen and Felson 

to develop their routine activity theory. 

 Routine activity theory is used worldwide to address many different crime related 

topics, including predatory crimes, stalking, assault, illegal markets and white-collar 

crimes. In addition it has been used to present suggestions for situational crime 

prevention and has become an important part of the study of victimology (Parsi Boetig, 

2006). 

 The relationship between staff-inmate sexual assault and routine activity theory is 

clear. The motivated offender is the correctional officer and the suitable target is the 

inmate. The sexual assault typically occurs when there is not appropriate supervision 

such as between 6am and 6pm when although there is increased staff there is also 

increased activity so staff is busier and it is easier to find time to perpetrate the crime. 

 As mentioned above, for a crime to occur there needs to be an opportunity to 

commit it. The motivated offender in staff-inmate sexual assault is the correctional 

officer. The suitable target is about the availability, as well as the vulnerability of the 

target to become the victim. In prison, the inmate is obviously the available victim and 

they are also placed in a position of increased vulnerability due to the fact that they do 

not have the option of fleeing the situation. The supervision is whether the target is being 

watched or protected. In a correctional facility the supervision would be the other 

correctional staff or the cameras that are recording the activity. Routine activity theory 

states that a crime occurs when a motivated offender is around suitable targets that are 

not being guarded. The correctional officers would know the movements of the other 
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staff members and they also know where and when the cameras are recording. Thereby, 

making it easy for them to know the safest place for a sexual assault, to take place so they 

can avoid being caught. 

 This theory does not focus on the motives of the offender but on the offender’s 

ability to gain access to the target and to overcome any obstacles that might be in the 

way. To attempt to eliminate the crime one needs to eliminate the opportunity. According 

to Felson and Cohen, to do that one would need to eliminate the offender, target or the 

lack of guardianship. However, eliminating the staff or inmate is impossible, so the 

emphasis needs to be placed on the guardian or appropriate supervision. Prisons need to 

come up with additional ways to keep an eye on their staff and inmates during 

particularly confusing times when there is increased activity and therefore more 

opportunity for offending. One way to do that would be to increase surveillance 

equipment in areas that are more conducive to a sexual assault taking place. For instance, 

supply closets or offices with solid doors instead of bars. Another option is to make sure 

there is more correctional officers on per shift and decrease the number of inmates each 

officer is responsible for supervising. Supervising officers should also be held responsible 

for knowing the whereabouts of their subordinate officers at all times. Another way to 

decrease opportunity would be to implement mental health “check ins” with a qualified 

mental health provider, a biyearly to yearly basis. These would not be a full psychiatric 

evaluation, but more just a chance for the officers to decompress and also a chance for 

the mental health provider to get a feel for where the officer’s heads are. Of course the 

officers would still be in the line of fire, so to speak, however, if a mental health provider 

is given the chance to evaluate the mental health of the officers, they might be able to 
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catch this type of behavior before it happens. These actions could decrease or eliminate 

the opportunity. 

 

Rational Choice Theory and its Application for the Prevention of Staff-Inmate 

Sexual Assault 

 

 Although rational choice theory was used by Cornish and Clarke to explain crime, 

this was not always the case. The rational choice theory perspective draws from classical 

theory as well as economic theory (Cornish & Clarke, 1986).  Rational choice theory has 

been criticized as being impractical and unrealistic when used to explain crime due to its 

assumption that people calculate their actions and subsequent consequences and choose 

the best one. People tend to be impulsive and emotional and to act out of force of habit 

(Hechter & Kanazawa, 1997).  Initially sociology and criminology did not take rational 

choice theory seriously as a testable or even reasonable theory of human behavior 

(Hirschi). That is until Cornish and Clarke began applying it to crime by arguing that 

“crimes are broadly the result of rational choices based on analysis of anticipated costs 

and benefits” (Cornish & Clarke, 1986, p. 278). 

 One theorist who had a major hand in the development of rational choice theory, 

albeit, unknowingly, is Jeremy Bentham. Jeremy Bentham was a classical theorist who 

lived during the age of the Enlightenment. Although Bentham started out with quite 

conservative views, his views changed over time and he became an advocate for social 

changes such as prison reform and abuse in the English penal system. He believed that 

the best way to deter people from committing future crimes was with rationally 

calculated punishment. Ultimately rational choice theory was developed out of the 
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utilitarian concept that we choose the action that provides the best reward for the least 

amount of pain (Swanson, 2002). 

 According to Cornish and Clarke, rational choice theory asserts that crimes are 

primarily the result of rational choices based on the analyses of the expected costs and 

benefits (Cornish & Clarke, 1986). First the individual needs to decide whether or not the 

crime that is being considered is worth it to them or if it will satisfy their needs. And 

second, once the individual has decided that the crime is worth perpetrating, then they 

need to decide which particular crime to commit. This again, depends largely on the 

situation of the individual. For instance, someone without a car might not want to rob a 

bank because they would not have a reliable way to flee the scene of the crime. 

Although rational choice theory does present an accurate application for staff-

inmate sexual assault, the theory itself presents two rather large assumptions. First it 

assumes that an individual has perfect/all information about any decision that could be 

made, which is impossible and second, that the individual has the ability and the time to 

weigh all the outcomes before making a decision. This theory is rather short-sighted, 

however, so is the crime of staff-inmate sexual assault. 

 Again, rational choice theory presents an accurate application for staff-inmate 

sexual assault, although not in as clear cut a manner as routine activity theory. First the 

correctional officer needs to decide whether or not they are willing to sexually assault an 

inmate to meet their needs. It might simply be to satisfy sexual needs or to gain favor in 

the eyes of his or her fellow officers. It could be to fill time or because they feel as if 

inmates forfeit their rights when they enter the prison, or are they actually in love with 

the inmate. Although this has been mentioned before, inmates are not technically 
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considered able to give consent, “consensual” relationships do happen between 

correctional officers and inmates. Whatever the reason may be, the officer needs to 

decide whether or not it is worth their job and also their personal freedom, to commit this 

crime. Since the laws have changed the penalty for staff-inmate sexual assault is much 

stiffer and almost always carries jail time. That is an extremely high price to pay. 

As mentioned above, while the officer might weigh their options, there is no way they 

have the ability to consider all the possibilities that could occur from sexually assaulting 

an inmate. When a behavior is chosen, so is the consequence, but given the short-

sightedness of the crime, chances are not a lot of thought is going into whether or not it 

should be perpetrated. 

Next, the officer must decide what crime they want to commit. Are they going to 

rape the inmate, ask for sexual favors or commit some other sexual offense? There are 

many different ways of sexually assaulting someone. Once they have decided what type 

of crime they are going to commit then they must decide who their target is. Most 

officers will choose an inmate that has a reputation for not standing up for herself so they 

do not have to worry about being turned in. Or maybe there is an individual who has a 

known “reputation” within the prison for being “willing” to engage in sexual acts with 

the correctional officers.  
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Section 4: Current Training Programs to Prevent Staff-Inmate Sexual 

Assault 

 

 Although most prisons have programs in place to train their correctional staff, not 

all of them specifically address the prevention of staff-inmate sexual assault. Thirty-six of 

the 45 states participating in the Survey of State Correctional Administrators reported that 

they have staff training programs (Zweig, Naser, Blackmore, & Schaffer, 2007). The 

following section examines two states, Texas and Ohio, and the commitment they have in 

creating a safe environment for their inmates, as well as the state of New York and the 

extensive psychological screening process they have in place for their correctional officer 

candidates. These states were chosen because they appear to have strong programs in 

place and could be considered positive examples for other prisons in the United States.  

 

Texas 

The Texas prison system houses over 150,000 inmates and is the third largest 

prison system in the country behind California and the federal system (Austin, Fabelo & 

McGinnis, 2006). The state of Texas has taken sexual violence in their prisons very 

seriously and has implemented the Texas Safe Prison Program which has created a 

greater awareness among both staff and prisoners. According to Austin, Fabelo and 

McGinnis, this has led to greater reporting of sexual violence as well as a more structured 

response and investigation when such allegations are. Although it is impossible to know 

at this time, exactly what each state has implemented to deter sexual violence in their 

prisons, the state of Texas has implemented an excellent program that at first blush 

appears to benefit both sides. 
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This program addresses not only staff-inmate sexual assault but also inmate-

inmate sexual assault as well. One benefit to the Texas Safe Prison Program is that it was 

primarily developed by the correctional staff and then reviewed by outside sexual assault 

coalition members from the state-level (Zweig, et. al, 2007).  The training is then 

repeated on a yearly basis. This gives the correctional officers an opportunity to play a 

larger role in their training but to also learn from individuals who are responsible for 

dealing with sexual assault and its ramifications on a daily basis. 

 The Texas Safe Prison Program was enacted by Texas legislature in 2001 and was 

designed to focus on three main areas; sexual assault, extortion, and life endangerment 

(Zweig, 2005). The Texas Safe Prison Program was formed to develop policies and 

standards in regard to sexual assault in the prison system. The program includes a 

management office whose responsibility is “conduct statistical analysis of alleged sexual 

assaults, monitor each reported incident to guarantee staff compliance with policies, 

facilitate staff training and awareness programs for offenders, and identify issues for 

further policy development" (Zweig, 2005, p. 17). In addition to the management office, 

the Texas Department of Criminal Justice (TDCJ) also formed a special unit whose sole 

role it is to prosecute prison rape cases. 

Much research went into putting this program into place. Each year 500-600 

sexual assaults are reported within the TDCJ and for each assault, very specific 

information was gathered and collected in a database created especially for this purpose 

(Austin, et. al, 2006). This was done for each assault that was reported for nearly 4 years 

and from this data they were able to determine who is most likely to be a victim and who 
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is most likely to be a perpetrator. It is the hope that the TDCJ can use this information to 

develop a more accurate risk assessment and classification system (Austin, et. al, 2006). 

Austin, et al, worked with the TDCJ to assist them in determining which 

management techniques had an impact on reporting of sexual abuse incidents in either a 

positive or negative way. In order to do this they took a random sampling of seven 

institutions in the state and made many visits to each site to determine which factors play 

a role in the reporting if sexual assaults. This helped the TDCJ in putting together the 

Safe Prison Program because they were able to see which techniques worked the best in 

making inmates feel comfortable reporting sexual assault and also which environmental 

factors decreased the likelihood of a sexual assault occurring. 

 

Ohio 

 The state of Ohio began implementing their Ten Point Plan prior to PREA; 

however, it was not fully in effect until July 1, 2005. The state of Ohio implemented a 

zero tolerance policy against the sexual assault of inmates by both staff members as well 

as other inmates. The Ten Point Plan focused on ten points the state of Ohio felt were of 

the utmost importance. The ten points are staff training, inmate education, sanctions, 

victim support persons, investigation procedures/training, electronic 

tracking/identification of inmate aggressors/manipulators, data collection, audits, fear of 

reporting and the PREA. The Ten Point Plan also called for a committee to be put in 

place to develop and implement their Ten Point Plan. This committee was responsible for 

not only enforcing the Ten Point Plan, but also for the continued support of the plan by 
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seeking out news means and methods to fight the problem of inmate sexual assault (State 

of Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, 2004). 

 The first point of the Ten Point Plan is staff training and it called for the 

standardization of the annual staff-training that takes place addressing inappropriate staff-

inmate relationships. According to the state of Ohio, this training was always part of new 

staff training, and became a yearly training with the implementation of PREA, however, 

until the Ten Point Plan was developed, it was never a standardized lesson plan. This 

would have a significant impact on the training as different information could be 

presented each time and things could be unknowingly left out. By arranging a 

standardized training, it ensures that every staff member is given the same information 

each year. This training also includes a supervisor training which will help supervisors 

become more sensitive to detecting staff members who may be more susceptible to 

engaging in an inappropriate relationship with an inmate (State of Ohio Department of 

Rehabilitation and Correction, 2004). 

 The second point is inmate education. Until February 2004 inmates did not 

receive any information regarding sexual assault upon entrance to their institution (State 

of Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, 2004). Beginning in February 

2004, all inmates began receiving standardized information regarding inmate-inmate 

sexual assault as well as staff-inmate sexual assault. This provides a comfort level for 

inmates so they are assured that the facility takes sexual assault seriously and has an 

awareness that it is a problem.  

   To address point number three, sanctions, the Ten Point Plan formed a process 

improvement team to assist in evaluating the appropriateness and consistency of staff 



28 
 

discipline of both staff-inmate sexual assault as well as inmate-inmate sexual assault and 

the department’s role in pursuing criminal charges against those who commit these 

crimes assault (State of Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, 2004). 

 Point number four is extremely important and to address that point, they have put 

victim advocates in place to help inmates who are victims of sexual assault. Victims of 

sexual assault outside of prison have countless resources available to them to assist them 

in recovering from an assault; however, inmates typically do not. The state of Ohio felt 

that it was important that inmates also have those same outlets and resources available to 

them so they have brought in mental health providers and support people to help them 

through not only the recovery process, but also the litigation process, if need be. 

 Point five is investigation procedures/training. According to the state of Ohio, all 

investigators were given training on how to handle inappropriate staff-inmate 

relationships. However, there has been much turnover with investigators and no 

department wide training to address this issue again. To fix this problem, they provided a 

training on March 17, 2004 (State of Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, 

2004). 

 Before April 2004 there was no formal way of electronically tracking inmates that 

were known to be sexual aggressors. After April 2004, any inmate found guilty through 

an inmate disciplinary hearing, and their victim, will be tracked on the Departmental 

Offender Tracking System (DOTS). This system will also include inmates guilty of 

engaging in an inappropriate relationship with a staff member (State of Ohio Department 

of Rehabilitation and Correction, 2004). 
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 The Departmental Offender Tracking System (DOTS) will also assist in point 

seven, data collection by keeping track of data that is collected regarding inappropriate 

staff-inmate relationships. They also formed a process improvement team to develop 

strategies to analyze and utilize the data to their advantage to assist in developing 

trainings and policies (State of Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, 2004). 

 Point number eight is audits. The state of Ohio always maintained accreditation 

by the American Correctional Association’s Commission on Accreditation for 

Corrections and in addition to continuing to comply with these standards, in 2004, the 

state developed “Ohio Standards” to hold themselves more accountable in their 

compliance (State of Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, 2004). 

The state of Ohio recognizes that inmates are typically uncomfortable reporting 

sexual assaults (State of Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, 2004). 

Therefore, they developed a process improvement team to address the concerns they have 

discovered that inmates have about reporting sexual assault, including the shame of being 

sexually assaulted, the fear that if others find out it will be more likely to happen again 

and fear of retaliation (State of Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction , 

2004).  

Finally, point number ten of the Ten Point Plan states that they will continue to 

comply with all provisions set forth by the Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA). They 

will remain abreast of all new legislation and continue to maintain the highest of 

standards for their institutions.  
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New York 

 The state of New York has 67 correctional facilities which house roughly 59,000 

inmates. They require 8 weeks of academic training and another 10 months of on the job 

training for their correctional officers (New York State Department of Correctional 

Services [NYDOCS], 2010). The Department of Correctional Services [DOCS] does not 

list sexual assault prevention on their website when discussing the training that will take 

place. 

Since the passing of PREA, the state of New York has implemented an extensive 

psychological screening process in addition to their staff training programs. According to 

the NYDOCS, their screening process is in place to identify individuals exhibiting 

psychotic disorders, character disorders or other serious issues that would hinder their 

ability to do their job (Morgenbesser & Gleeson, 2007). A candidate must complete the 

following battery of tests; the California Psychological Inventory, the Personality 

Assessment Inventory, the State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory and the Personal 

History Questionnaire-LEPS/Roberts (Morgenbesser & Gleeson, 2007, p.3). 

In addition to the four required psychological exams, candidates are also required  

to have a face to face interview with a licensed psychologist and their interviewing 

psychologist rates them using a twelve point rating scale, as follows; social competence, 

teamwork, adaptability/flexibility, conscientiousness/dependability, impulse 

control/attention to safety, integrity/ethics, emotional regulation and stress tolerance, 

decision-making and judgment, assertiveness/persuasiveness, avoiding substance abuse 

and other risk-taking behavior, problem solving/learning and communication skills 

(Morgenbesser & Gleeson, 2007, p. 4). 
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Upon the conclusion of the face to face interview, the psychologist compares the  

results from all of the tests in combination with the face to face interview and makes a 

determination as to whether or not the candidate would make a successful correctional 

officer. 

 

Conclusion 

 It is important to note that the preceding section only outlines programs in three 

states. Although that is an extremely small percentage of the country, they are an 

excellent example of what can be accomplished when the problem of staff-inmate sexual 

is taken seriously. Although the example of the state of New York does not directly 

address staff-inmate sexual assault, it does address one of the writer’s recommendations 

to prevent staff-inmate sexual assault and that is a better mental health screening process. 

It would not be my recommendation to provide that extensive of a screening on a yearly 

basis, however, this is a very good place to start before offering a position to a 

correctional officer in the hiring process. 
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Section 5: Recommendations to Improve Correctional Training Programs to 

Prevent Staff-Inmate Sexual Assault  

 

 The following section represents the conclusions that are drawn based on the 

research that has been done on the subject of staff-inmate sexual assault. It also includes 

the two main recommendations by the writer to improve, prevent, or decrease the 

incidents of staff-inmate sexual assault, including on-going education and training of 

correctional staff and yearly mental health “check-ins”. 

 

Ongoing Education and Training of Correctional Staff 

 Due to the implementation of the PREA, all prisons and jails are now required to 

provide sexual assault prevention training to all their staff members (BJS, 2004). 

However, it is up to each facility as far as what they do above and beyond the 

requirements.  

The two theories mentioned in this paper, routine activity theory and rational 

choice theory can be important tools for addressing the problem of staff-inmate sexual 

assault. Felson and Cohen’s 1976 routine activity theory is based on three ideas. The first 

is that in order for a crime to occur, there must be a motivated offender. Second, there 

must be a suitable target in the absence of appropriate supervision. And finally, the 

probability of this happening is influenced by typical or “routine” activities such as work, 

school, leisure time, etc. The first and last ideas as unavoidable; there will always be 

inmates and correctional officers and therefore always a motivated offender. However, if 

supervision is strong, there will not be an absence of supervision to allow for these acts to 

occur. 
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Rational choice theory asserts that crimes are primarily the result of rational 

choices based on the analyses of the expected costs and benefits (Cornish & Clarke, 

1986). Applying this theory will be helpful in understanding the act of staff-inmate sexual 

assault but not in stopping it from occurring. There is already a highly unfavorable 

outcome if caught in a staff-inmate sexual assault but that does not stop people from 

doing it anyway. 

 Sir Francis Bacon said that knowledge is power. The most important thing that a 

correctional officer or prison inmate can possess in their own defense is education and 

knowledge. It is the responsibility of a correctional officer to have a thorough 

understanding of all state and federal laws that pertain to their job, especially those 

regarding staff-inmate relationships. But it is also the responsibility of each institution to 

keep their officers properly trained and abreast of changes to laws as well as internal 

policies. Although the state of Texas is the third largest prison system in the country 

behind California and the federal prison system, they have still managed to successfully 

implement one of the most successful training programs in the country as well, the Texas 

Safe Prison Program (Austin, Fabelo & McGinnis, 2006). According to Austin, et.al, this 

has led to greater reporting of sexual violence as well as a more structured response and 

investigation when such allegations are made. This is proof that given the appropriate 

knowledge, improvements can be made. 

In addition to basic and in-service training, each staff member should have a 

manual or handbook readily available to them and they should be encouraged to review 

this handbook periodically to keep the rules and regulations fresh in their minds. They 

should be able to recite information from the handbook when asked and they should 
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demonstrate a clear comfort level with the information as well. Correctional officers and 

other staff members who interact more often with the inmates should also be given more 

extensive and more frequent training to ensure that they maintain a firm understanding of 

the policies. The training curriculum should remain strong and consistent so that it can 

follow the officer throughout their career (De Amicis, 2005). It is also important that, as 

noted by Zweig and Blackmore (2008), institutions maintain strong leadership to increase 

the likelihood that correctional officers and inmates alike; will feel comfortable in the 

event that sexual violence does occur as well as decrease the likelihood that sexual 

violence will occur. 

 As previously stated, officers and inmates can have a very different understanding 

and perception of what constitutes a sexual assault (Kaufman, 2008). So it is vital that 

correctional officers all be given the same definition so that there is no mistaking it when 

it occurs. What is “playing” to one person could be extremely disturbing to another. To 

prevent inappropriate situations, it is important that prisons and jails have strong 

leadership and maintain a zero tolerance policy. The best way to lead a team is by 

example, therefore by providing staff members as well as inmates, strong leadership; it is 

much easier for them to fall into line. It has been found that prison wardens and 

correctional administrators are the individuals credited with affecting and directing the 

everyday lives of inmates because they are the ones that create and enforce policies 

(Moster & Jeglic, 2009). 

It is also imperative that supervisors keep a close eye on their correctional officers 

and their behavior and interactions with inmates. The Review Panel on Prison Rape 

identified attributes it feels are the characteristics that a victim and offender would 
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possess. There are fifteen for staff-inmate victims and twenty-nine staff perpetrator 

characteristics. The fifteen staff-inmate victim characteristics are; a history of substance 

abuse, engaged in horse-play or sexual interaction with a staff member, knew personal 

information about the staff members, had letters or photos from staff, was found to be in 

an unauthorized area or was repeatedly found to be outside of their assigned place, had 

exchanged phone calls with staff, had become pregnant or tested positive for a sexually 

transmitted disease, had undergone a noticeable behavior or personality change, wished 

to begin their work outside of their regularly scheduled time, had suddenly changed or 

improved their appearance, had isolated work assignments, had family that was involved 

with the staff member’s family, worked in a secluded area with a staff member, was out 

of their cell at an unusual time, and had unexplainable changes in their commissary 

account (McFarland & Ellis, 2008). These are important for supervisors to communicate 

and train their staff members on. 

 Staff meetings should be held on a monthly basis where supervisors have a formal 

chance to sit down with their staff members and also to provide leadership and training 

opportunities. This is not only a time to talk about household items, but it is also a time to 

provide training and information and a chance for staff members to voice concerns and 

ask questions. The supervisor is not their only resource, sometimes having a chance to sit 

and talk with co-workers can be enlightening. Correctional officers should have the 

chance to learn from one another as well. This would also be a good time to share and go 

over the fifteen victim attributes identified by MacFarland and Ellis that correctional 

officers need to be aware of. 
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 The panel also identified twenty-nine characteristics of  a staff perpetrator and 

they are as follows; they over-identify with an inmate, they engage in horse-play or 

sexual interaction with an inmate, they are isolated from other staff members, they may 

show favoritism to a particular inmate by granting special favors or requests, they spend 

an unusual amount of time with an inmate, they exchange phone calls with an inmate, 

they may visit the facility while not on duty, they have become pregnant or been 

diagnosed with a sexually transmitted disease, they are overly concerned about a certain 

inmate, they have undergone a noticeable behavioral or personality change, has sole 

involvement with an inmate, they view an inmate as indispensable to them while 

performing their job, they have an extremely high or low number of inmate complaints, 

they confront other staff members about an inmate, they intercept or revises an inmate’s 

incident reports, they track inmate’s outside calls, they have isolated work assignments, 

they cannot account for blocks of time, have their family become involved with an 

inmate’s family, work in a secluded area with an inmate, take an inmate from their cell at 

unusual times, they have experienced a personal crisis, have an unusual amount of 

knowledge about an inmate’s family or personal situation, they intervene with an 

inmate’s personal life, they may share food with an inmate, they may testify for an 

inmate, delegates certain duties to an inmate, appears lonely or depressed and finally, 

they may bring large amounts of food, soda or other snacks into the facility (McFarland 

& Ellis, 2008).  

This could be an overwhelming list of characteristics for a supervisor to learn, but 

it is imperative that they become familiar with this and know what to look for. It is also 
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important that all staff members have an understanding of this list as well so they are able 

to identify a potential problem with their co-workers.  

 

Mental Health Check-ins on a Yearly Basis 

Thus far the literature has indicated that performing the job of correctional officer 

is not an easy one. It can be a dull and thankless job but can also pose tremendous 

pressures for the officer as well (Gray, 2002). Therefore it is this writer’s 

recommendation that to address the problem of staff-inmate sexual assault, in addition to 

on-going training for correctional officers and lengthy training before they begin to work 

in the prison, correctional officers should also participate in “check ins” with a qualified 

mental health provider, at least yearly, preferably quarterly, to assess their state of mind 

throughout the duration of their service. Realizing that retention of correctional officers is 

important and so as not to run them off by requiring ongoing therapy, it is the belief that 

“check-ins” would be a good middle ground. They would provide a good picture of their 

employee’s mental health to administration without being offensive to the officers. 

 These “check-ins” should be completed with a trained and licensed mental health 

provider such as a Master’s level social worker or a Psychologist. The “check-in” would 

not be a full psychological evaluation such as the pre-employment ones the state of New 

York correctional officer candidates must complete. It would simply be a chance for the 

officer and provider to talk so the provider can get a feel for the officer’s mental health. 

 Since each provider approaches therapy differently, a check list would need to be 

developed nationally so that all prisons and jails on both a state and federal level are 
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using the same checklist and all providers are watching for the same things. This can 

eliminate some of the ambiguity of the task. 
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Section 6. Summary and Conclusion 

 Some might say that correctional officers like police officers and firefighters, 

need to be held to a higher standard. They are tasked with an enormous responsibility and 

must take that extremely seriously. The American Correctional Association (ACA) 

agrees with this assessment and has set forth a code of ethics including seventeen points 

that correctional officers should regard. The first of those points is that members of the 

ACA should respect and protect the civil and legal rights of all individuals (ACA, 2010). 

While this does not seem like a difficult prospect, the research proves otherwise and this 

must change. 

 The goals of the PREA are reasonable and attainable but what really must change 

are the attitudes and behaviors of the correctional officers as well as the inmates. The 

PREA has made the expectations very clear and all prison and jail staff members and 

inmates have been made aware of these expectations. The best thing that can occur now 

is for each institution to have strong leadership that is willing to enforce the goals set 

forth by PREA by encouraging reporting of staff-inmate sexual assault, educating their 

staff as well as their inmates to create a comfortable environment for reporting and by 

holding perpetrators responsible for their actions. Prison leadership needs to follow the 

example set forth by the PREA and create a zero tolerance policy regarding staff-inmate 

sexual assault and they need to make sure that they clearly communicate this to their staff 

members and inmates. 

 More extensive research needs to be conducted on staff-inmate sexual assault as 

well. Not enough studies have been conducted on this subject and because there has only 

been a centralized reporting mechanism for five years, there has not been enough time to 
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collect an abundance of information, although this is an issue that only time can cure. 

This is a problem that is not going to go away and must be given ample attention to make 

headway. Although the PREA is a great step, it is still just one step. All too often an issue 

gains momentum only to lose it once the social popularity dies down. This cannot happen 

in this situation. One thing is certain, there will always be inmates and there will always 

be correctional officers so unfortunately this can continue to be a vicious cycle if it is not 

kept at the forefront. 
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Appendix A 

 

a.  Sexual Fondling. The touching of the private body parts of another person 

(including the genitalia, anus, groin, breast, inner thigh, or buttocks) for the purpose of 

sexual gratification. 

b.  Sexual Misconduct (Staff Only). The use of indecent sexual language, gestures, 

or sexually oriented visual surveillance for the purpose of sexual gratification. 

Note: Sexual acts or contacts between an inmate and a staff member, even when 

no objections are raised by either party, are always forbidden and illegal. Accordingly, 

except in cases where staff are clearly the victim of inmate sexually abusive behavior, 

sexual behavior between staff and inmates is always the staff member’s responsibility. 

The BOP is committed to investigating, disciplining and prosecuting staff that engage in 

such behavior. 

c.  Sexual Assault with an Object. The use of any hand, finger, object, or other 

instrument to penetrate, however slightly, the genital or anal opening of the body of 

another person. 

Note: This does not apply to custodial or medical personnel engaged in evidence 

gathering or legitimate medical treatment, nor to health care provider’s performing body 

cavity searches in order to maintain security and safety within the prison. 

d.  Rape. The carnal knowledge, oral sodomy, or sexual assault with an object or 

sexual fondling of a person forcibly or against that person’s will; The carnal knowledge, 

oral sodomy, or sexual assault with an object or sexual fondling of a person not forcibly 

or against the person’s will, where the victim is incapable of giving consent because of 
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his/her youth or his/her temporary or permanent mental or physical incapacity; or The 

carnal knowledge, oral sodomy, or sexual assault with an object or sexual fondling of a 

person achieved through the exploitation of the fear or threat of physical violence or 

bodily injury. 

(1) Carnal Knowledge. Contact between the penis and vulva or the penis and the anus, 

including penetration of any sort, however slight. 

(2) Oral Sodomy. Contact between the mouth and the penis, the mouth and the vulva, or 

the mouth and the anus (BOP, 2005). 

 

 


