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FOREWORD 

Few prison systems in the world have attracted as much interest as that of the 
Netherlands. It was. therefore. with a sense of privilege that during April -
June. 1985. as a foreign guest of the WODC. I undertook an extensive 
observation study of the Dutch prison system. I brought to this task a 
background of involvement in cr-Iminological research and the practical 
experience of having been the Chairman of the Corrective Services Corrrniss'ion 
of the state of New South Wales. Australia. It was hoped by the WODC tha. the 
impressions of such an 'outsider' might raise points of interest for prison 
administrators steeped in the day to day concerns of the system. 

Whether or not that objective has been achieved is a matter for judgement by 
others. What I know with certainty is that the experience has been highly 
educational for me. I hope that the report that follows will be taken as an 
expression of gratitude to the many people who contributed to its making. I 
am particularly indebted to Dr. Maria Brand and the management of WODC and the 
Prisons Department. and the institutional managers and custodial staff who 
cooperated so generously with the project. Although much of the report 
necessarily is written in the first person. 1t is the result of the efforts of 
two WODC colleagues (Mari sca Brouwers and Mari anne Sampi emon) as we 11 as my own. 

Coming from a society that is not given to being too explicit about the aims 
of social policy,' one of my earliest impressions was the widespread awareness 
of the Dutch Government's objectives in the prisons field. Many staff 
referred to the 1981 Departmental Note outlining the nature of standardised 
institutional structure and the 1982 Ministry publication on the task and 
future of the penal system. Almost all seemed aware of the main objectives 
set for the system by the Ministry.* Some argued that the objectives were more 
of a public indication of a route already being traversed than an announcement 
of future directions. No one questioned the value of having the department's 
aims stated publically. 

However. the fact that the objectives are widely known does not imply that 
they mean the same thing to all staff. They are abstract formulations of 
intent that still require interpretation in the concrete circumstances of each 
institution. This requirement is not necessarily a bad thing. Certainly it 
has stimulated a great deal of analysis and inventiveness on the part of 
Directors (Governors) as they have struggled to come up with development 
strategies that suit their institutions. It is doubtful that many of these 
strategies could have been preconceived by planners detached from the task of 
balancing 'progress' against the practical requirements of day to day 
management of varied institutions. 

* Essentially the maintenance of security and good order. -the humane 
execution of the prison sentence. the provision of appropriate educational. 
social. creative and treatment opportunities (without subscribing to 
discredited notions of 'rehabilitation'). and minimising the harmful 
effects of detention. 
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The standard procedure was that upon arrival at an jnstitution extended 
discussion was held with the Director or Adjunct Director. More often than 
not other senior staff were present and took part in a round table discussion 
of the characteristics and objectives of the institution, including the means 
by which government policy was being pursued. It was this latter aspect that 
attracted a great many of our questions, especially as variations in strategic 
thinking became 1ncreasingly apparent. Discussion was in English with the 
senior officers prov1ng remarkably adept despite occasional protestations to 
the contrary. I was always accompanied by one of the two WODC Research 
Assistants and on the occasions when someone was lost for a word either Ms. 
Brouwers or Ms. Samp;emon acted as interpreter. Typically, discussion of the 
institution's management lasted for around 2 hours and was followed by a tour 
of inspection of the centre. 

Then, in accordance with arrangements made by the Ministry, we were allowed to 
interview prison officers who at that particular time could be spared from 
other duties. This proviso had the effect of lim1ting the number of subjects 
available at some institutions but it also had the merit of randomising to a 
considerable degree the choice of those to be interviewed. In this regard, a 
reassuring comment was received from one subject who sought a follow-up 
discussion some time after the first interview. The senior officer 
responsible for arranging the interviews within the prison had studiously 
avoided any discussion of their possible content. 

Staff availability was not the biggest factor limiting the number of 
structured interviews. Of greater importance was the officers' desire to 
speak at greater length than had been anticipated, and in their own way, about 
their work and ways in which it might be improved. This approach had the 
effect of excluding some discussions, either in whole or part. from later 
numeric analysis. The time taken - frequently 1 1/2 to 2 hours - also limited 
the size of our sample. In all, thirty two prison officers were interviewed 
but in four cases the nature of the discussions, even though contributing to 
our understanding of institutional regimes, made them unsuitable for 
statistical analysis. In many respects, our interviews might be characterised 
as a series of intensive discussions rather than a conventional survey. In 
exchange for any loss of consistency we appear to have received a high level 
of cooperation from prison officers. In some cases it seemed ideas were 
shared that might have been missed had we adhered rigidly to our original 
format. 

There was both an English and Dutch version of the interview schedule. The 
first section of the schedule focussed on 21 separate changes that have 
occurred in the prison system during the past 10 - 15 years. Thi~ list of 
changes was compiled after preliminary discussions with prison administrators. 
It was checked for accuracy with the Prisons Department. Only those changes 
that applied generally across the system were retained. For example, the fact 
that private vis1ts are now available to inmates of the closed prisons was not 
mentioned in the 11st of changes, a copy of which was placed before each 
interviewee: 
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1. longer vis its. 
2. Unlimited correspondence with surveillance usually restricted to 

inspection for contraband. 
3. Individual interviews with journalists permitted under specified 

conditions. 
4. Visits by popgroups, sports teams, chess clubs etc. permitted. 
5. Prisoners allowed to have radio and television in their cells. 
6. Telephone calls of up to 10 minutes duration with provision for 

monitoring on security grounds. 
7. A number of prisoners receive visits in the one room at the same time. 
8. Staff work with groups of inmates. 
9. Within the limits imposed by the system, staff encouraged to motivate 

prisoners to cooperate. 
10. Different professionals like social workers, psychologists, 

psychiatrists, available. 
11. Prison staff expected to lead group activities. 
12. Staff organised in teams. 
13. Staff, among other things, responsible for the welfare of prisoners. 
14. Prisoners wear their own clothes. 
15. Prisoners' committees. 
16. Prisoners' newspaper. 
17. Prisoners allowed to retain some personal possessions and plants 

birds etc. in their cells. 
18. Working day reduced from eight to four hours. 
19. Fewer hours spent in cells on weekdays. 
20. Increased hours spent in cells at weekend. 
21. Prisoners can complain directly to a Complaints Commission. 

The prison officers were asked to rate each of the abovementioned changes 
according to how well it has "worked out in practice". A five point scale was 
used for this purpose (details presented later in text). When a change was 
thought to have enjoyed no more than 'middling' success. the reasons for this 
outcome were discussed and proposals sought for improving the implementation 
of the change. To gain an overall picture of the officers' evaluations of the 
changes, they were asked to nominate those they had found most and least 
helpful in their work. They were also asl<ed whether they obtained sufficient 
assistance in coping with the changes that had been introduced. Particular 
attention was focussed on the training they had received and whether it 
rel ated to thei r da 11 y work. 

For the purposes of later analysis, the prison officers were asked to state 
their degree of agreement or disagreement with five statements concerning the 
nature of inmates. their relations with staff and their probable post release 
behaviour. The officers were also asked to rank five different tasks of a 
prison officer according to the importance they attached to them. In 
presenting both these sets of items we stressed that we wanted the officers to 
respond in terms of their personal views. A simple self-administered form was 
used for this purpose and also to obtain relevant background information on 
each officer, including his or her age. sex and number of years of employment 
as a prison officer. The study was confined to institutions holding male 
prisoners but two of the officers included in our sample were women. 
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FINDINGS 

SURFACE IMPRESSIONS 

Anyone familiar with the physical interior of Australian prisons feels 
immediately at home in Holland's older closed institutions*. The wings and 
landings look the same, the cells smell much the same and activities not 
dreamed of at the time the old prisons were constructed are squeezed into 
spaces that are often totally inadequate for today's purposes. Redecoration, 
especially of common areas, shows a little more finesse. Institutional cream, 
green and brown are less in evidence. The cells are generally larger than In 
Australia and for comparat-Ively shorter periods of the day they hold one 
prisoner whereas Austral-Ian cells often accommodate three. 

I have long agreed with the view that plumbing and physical ammenlties should 
not be the major concerns of those engaged in Improving prisons. The major 
focus of reform should be those very matters that are at the heart of Dutch 
penal policy, such as the just and humane treatment of offenders and the 
development of an Improved social environment in the institutions. 

That said, we cannot afford to be completely indifferent to the standard of 
physical amenity in prisons. At least not without violating the principle 
that punishment should reside in the deprivation of liberty and not other 
systematically or gratuitously imposed suffering. Moreover, when the standard 
of prison accomodation falls too far below community standards it becomes 
increasingly difficult to achieve other policy objectives. I have, therefore, 
been surpri~ed to see that almost three quarters of the cells in closed 
prisons in Holland remain unsewered and without running water. If prisoners 
merely use their cells as a place to sleep or are confined to it for 
comparatively brief periods of the day then the seriousness of the deficiency 
is lessened. This is certainly not the case in many of the institutions 
visited where the necessity to save money recently has seen prisoners confined 
to their cells until 1.OOpm on Saturdays and Sundays. Since the physical 
structure of Dutch prisons and those in the state of New South Wales appear to 
be similar, and the plumbing problems of the latter have been overcome by the 
expenditure of substantial funds, I can only assume the same remedy is 
available in Holland. 

Shared sleeping accommodation in prisons creates problems. While only B% of 
the avallable places in the Dutch system are of this type, the shabbiness of 
some of the dormitories that we have inspected can only but obstruct the 
positive efforts being made by staff in the institutions concerned. For 
example, 'It would be hard to imagine more beds being packed into limited space 
than \~e saw in a drab, sparsely furnished dormitory in one semi-open prison. 

--------------------
* For obvious reasons, I exclude the dome prisons from this comparison. 
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If the physical environment in some of the older prisons was sometimes 
disappointing, the social environment was strikingly different to that to 
which I am accustomed. In the wings, the workshops and recreational and 
communal areas there was a notable lack of tension. A number of physical and 
social factors contributed to this impression: the fact that prisoners and 
detainees wore ordinary clothing and the. subdued styling of the officers 
'uniform', the use of standard fittings and furnishings in buildings that in 
Australia would bristle with locks, bars and hardened glass, the intermingling 
of staff and inmates were some of the factors involved. Even more telling was 
the naturalness of the interactions that we observed between members of staff 
as well as between staff and inmates. To say that prisoners appeared 
'natural' in their relations with staff Is not meant to Imply that their 
Interactions were always cordial. Prisoners expressed annoyance In our 
presence but their feelings were focussed on specific grievances and the 
response they received from staff conveyed not a hint of questioning their 
right to be angry. It should, however, be said that the social environment 
was generally friendly, robust and. as far as I could judge, devoid of the 
point scoring that tends to characterise staff/Inmate relations In Australian 
prisons. 

Not that the physical structure was without its reminders of what awaits 
prisoners who canllit serious breaches of discipline. The Isolation cells that 
I have inspected are as austere as anything I have previously seen. They were 
furnished with a matress and a toilet. When in one prison we asked whether 
someone undergoing isolation would be allowed reading material we were assured 
that he would. However, the cell was so poorly lit that it would be extremely 
difficult to read. The outdoor airing space was ,'eally a cage. perhaps 
smaller than similar and much criticised yards in Australian prisons. 

In view of the present difficulty of obtaining work, we encountered what can 
only be regarded as commendable enterprise in securing contracts for many of 
the prison workshops. I realise that the working day has been halved In the 
majority of institutions and that some of the assembly work Is tediously 
repetitive. Nevertheless, the enthusiasm and success of work supervisors in 
supplementing centrally organised contracts with local commercial projects was 
for me highly refreshing. It has confirmed a suspicion, born of negative 
Australian experiences and positive Finnish ones. that strongly centralised 
Prison Industry Departments are inefficient. It Is preferable to make local 
managers more responsible for such an important part of their Institution's 
regime. 

I have been greatly impressed by the quality of the Prison Directors and 
adjunct Directors. An enlightened recruit~ant policy has produced a pool of 
talented people of varied professional and disCiplinary backgrounds. As I 
hope will become clear in the next section. these different professional 
starting pOints and variations In the material circlmstances of the 
institutions, have resulted In a range of imaginative development strategies. 
Without detractipg from the importance of official policy and government's 
whole-hearted support of it, It has become clear that the local directors play 
a crucial role In determining whether penal rhetoric is translated into 
tangible achievement. Without necessarily agreeing with every single thing 
they are attempting to do, I have found the directors to be analytical and 
practical people who are committed to the achievement of lasting reforms and 
not just the creation of good surface Impressions. 



8 

For the achievements to be durable it is necessary that prison officers not 
merely live with changes as 'passing aberrations' or p~ssivoly accept them as 
part of the conditions of continuing employment. Staff need, in the language 
of the social psychologist, to 'fnternalise' the new thinking and behaviour 
required by today's policies. That requir'es management to strike a delicate 
balance between on the one hand, discussion and the projection of various 
possibilities, and on the other, a sense of actually getting on with the 
business of change. Unlike recent hurried attempts at prison reforms in New 
South Wales which were born of scandalous revelations about the workings of 
·the system anj public conflict between prison staff and the Government, the 
Dutch system has had time on its side, One still encounters Dutch prison 
officers who feel that change has been hurried, that their views have not been 
sought, that the practicalities of refor~'1 have recel ved scant attention. 
Nevertheless, the benefits of having had several years of preparatory staff 
diSCUSsions in the late seventies before attempting further changes, are 
everywhere to be seen. 

For me, the most compelling evidence that staff generally have internalised 
the requirements of the new policies resided less In what they had to say 
about their job than the way they said ft. There was nott.1ng laboured in the 
way they discussed the'! r work. The tone was, rather, one of the self-evi dent 
nature of the issues under discussion with the occasional question or 
quizzical expression asking, in effect, 'Is there any other way of doing the 
job that makes sense?'. Officers frequently invoked a negative symbol to 
underline thei r attachment to what clearly they consi dered to be the 
challenging nature of their present work. This was the idea of a 'turnkey'. 
Despite relative dHferences in the emphasis they placed on different aspects 
of their role. the officers were united in their rejection of the image of the 
prison officer as a "muscular robot". As one officer stated, ''We need to have 
a good 'social rQ'. meaning that we can talk easily, hold opinions of our own 
and be confident in our interactions with prisoners and in the way we handle 
work situations ••• Intellectual curiosity is not the important quality. I'm 
talking about the ability to understand. feel for and work with. the prison 
community". The only eyebrows raised by such statements - and I heard many of 
them - were my own. 

In the next section we consider some of the management strategies that are 
being used to encourage tho work attItudes descrIbed above. However. several 
organIsational arrangements that are now widespread throughout the 
InstItutIons stand out among my impressIons. Despite growIng pains that are 
documented elsewhere in thIs ~eport. staff teams are becomIng increaSingly 
sIgnifIcant as a means of two-way communication between prison officers and 
management. They are involved in revIewing the progress of individual 
prisoners and the achievements and shortcomings of various programs. They are 
also forums for the exchange of ideas and provIde an opportunity for the 
offering of mutual support. 

Notwithstanding current defIcIencies In the way the teams operate (see next 
section), both management and staff have sampled their potential and wish to 
persevere with them until their faults are remedied. It seems to me that in 
many cases more than perseverence may be required. Some groups are having 
trouble in getting beyond a 'bars and bolts' level of operation. They find it 
easier to discuss factual information than the conflicting and often 
IrrItating differences in the way colleagues handle situations. If, as I 
believe may be contemplatedl the Department's highly competent training staff 
could devote some of their time to helping selected teams to function better, 
valuable lessons may be learned that could be shared with staff teams 
generally. 
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~GEMENT STRATEGIES AND TACTICS 

In each instit~tion it was possible to discern a groundplan or main strategy 
that linked the various developmental activities being undertaken. Sometimes 
these plans were stated more or less explicitly. At other times they could be 
inferred from the detailed presentation of policy and the steps being taken to 
implement it. When the plans were largely a matter of inference, the 
conclusions being drawn were raised in discussions with directors and senior 
staff so that we could have the benefit of their reactions. 

Institutions have not necessarily restricted themselves to a single 
development strategy but usually there is a dominant one. Our discussions 
with the directors and managerial staff of 15 Houses of Detention and prisons 
revealed the following basic strategies: 

A To change the organisation 

(i) By aligning staff goals 
(iil By integrating functions 
(iii) By improving communication 

B To change relations between staff, inmates 

(i) By altering the ground rules 
(ii) By joint participation in programs 

C To change the prisoners 

(i) By developing personal insight 
(i fl By providing work experience. 

These strategies w111 now be discussed in some detal1. 
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A To change the organisation 

(i) By aligning staff goals 

(ii) By integrating functions 

(iii) By improving communication. 

For some managers of Dutch prisons the route to success 1n achieving 
policy objectives is by way of improving relations between staff and 
coordinating the different functions they perform. Sometimes the main 
problem is thought to be the different priorities or even conflicting 
goals of management and basic staff. In other instances, compe~ftion 
between security, humanising and personal development functions is 
thought to be built in to the lines of authority and communication 
within the penal institution. Where an organisation has existed for 
too brief a period for rivalries and antagonisms to have hardened in 
this way. management may still attach strategic priority to the 
creation of the 'rf ght' organi sational structure. Arrallgements that 
hold the promise of keeping staff fully informed of, and committed to. 
local objectives are espeCially valued. 

Regardless of the distinctive approach that is favoured. considerable 
importance usually is attached to the role of middle level staff in 
bridging the thinking of management and prison officers. Several 
directors. especially those favouring the strategies presented in this 
section, commented that there is little point in trying to influence 
prison officers' attitudes and their approach to their job until the 
support of more senior custodial officers has been obtained. The 
implications of this contention should become clearer in the accounts 
of the strategies that follow. 

(1) Aligning staff goals 

The organising of staff In teams is one of the most characteristic and 
tangible manifestations of recent Dutch penal policy. The problem. as 
one dlrector explained, is that staff groups are not inevitably 
comnltted to the support of management 9Oals. "They can be a strong 
force supporti ng progress or they can oppose it". It is 1 a rge 1 y a 
matter of whether the informal norms of the teams happen to be 
consistent with the institution's objectives. The development strategy 
of one penal institute is based largely on this realisation. Its main 
focus Is the alignment of the goals of the three main staff groups, 
senior management (director and senior staff), middle management 
(senior custodial officers), and prison officer teams. 

The director commented that the formation of teams at first had the 
"reverse effect" to that des i red by management. Just as had been 
observed In classic work group studies in industry. the teams of 
officers took on functions of considerable significance to them as 
people. In exchange. group definitions of the characteristics of 
prisoners and the ways in which they can best be handled. gained 
considerable sway. Given a recent history of serious disturbances in 
the institution, the direction in which the teams saw the personal 
security and best interests of their members belng preserved was 
frequently the opposite of that required by official policy. 
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The task facing management was not unlike that described in a later 
sect10n of th1s paper under the heading 'ch~nging the ground rules for 
staff and 1nmate 1nteract10ns'. Ho~ever, a d1st1nct strategy was 
adopted to ach1eve th1s purpose 1n the 1nstitution under considerat10n. 
Because of the need for cons1stency 1n the goals of management and the 
work teams, the bridging role of middle management was considered 
crucial. Senior custod1al staff occupied a position not unlike that 
of foremen in the prev10usly ment10ned 1ndustry studies. Depending on 
the1r degree of sympathy for management's a1ms, they were in a pos1tion 
to link the values and beliefs of the workgroup to the fulfilment of 
management's objectives or to opposition to them. Therefore it was 
cons1dered a vital first step to ga1n the sen10r custodial officers' 
cooperat10n. The main way of ach1ev1ng this has been to involve them 
1n dlla11ng with the challenges and problems fac1ng management. 
1nclud1ng the requ1rements of off1c1al po11cy. The advice of senior 
offkers had been sought in the hand11ng of matters that were 
previously the preserve of the d1rectorate and wherever possible 
respons1bilities have been delegated to them. 

The issues involved may be of a different scale but much the same 
prOCE'SS has been used. per medium of m1ddle managers and team leaders. 
to gain the cooperat10n of the prison officers. In the assessment of 
the director. the teams started to serve a more posit1ve funct10n only 
when they were challenglld by requests for hel p in solving problems. 
For example. their advice was sought on the behav10ur of inmates and 
the team's recommendations obtained on ways of improv1ng the handling 
of indiVidual cases that were causing concern. The educat10nal value 
of these exercises depended greatly on the attitudes of the senior 
custodial staff involved. So much so that the directorate believes 
that the fi rst priori-ty of any successful development strategy must be 
w1nning the support of the inst1tut10n's middle management. Th1s 
belief is shared by the director of another 1nst1tution whose regime 1s 
illustrat1ve of the next strategy to be cons1dered. The difference. as 
we will see. 1s largely in the way organisational structure has been 
re-shaped to magn1fy the integrative influence of a new middle 
management role and the attributes of its carefully selected encumbent. 

(il) Integrating functions 

It would, to say the least, be highly inefficient if the several 
objectives of Dutch penal policy were to be pursued ser1atum, in the 
fashion of now attend1ng to secur1ty. now providing personal 
development opportunit1es for inmates. now rendering the 1nstitut10nal 
env1ronment less destructive, and so forth. In some respects. for 
example episodic attent10n to primary security. this approach would not 
merely be ineff1cient but positively dangerous. 

Just how far then can the staff functions that correspond to different 
policy object1ves be integrated? Obviously the answer depends partly 
on the range of abilities of prison officers and the support they 
receive from special 1st mentors. It also depends on the extent to 
which common activit1es can be used to achieve different policy 
objectives. It 1s not dlff1cult to see that activities undt1rtaken to 
prov1de learning opportunit1es for prisoners or out of concern for 
the1r welfare may have the spin-off benefit of minimising the harmful 
effects of imprisonment. 
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But what of the conflict that has long been said to exist between the 
security and humanitarian functions? The strategy that is being 
developed by one House of Detention conceives of the many and varied 
activities that involve staff and inmates as 'programs' and the basic 
assumption has been made that custodial, humanlsing, social, 
educational and other essential activities can be blended within these 
programs. The latter should have stated objectives that ensure that 
the resources of the institution, Including the time of staff and 
prisoners, are used in ways that support the goals of official policy. 
Dn the question of security, the director of the House of Detention' 
echoed the thoughts of his colleagues in almost all of the penal 
institutes visited when he said "It Is the close Involvement with 
prisoners In a full range of activities that gives the officers a good 
measure of safety". 

In this particular institution there is an emphasis on reporting staff 
observations, first by means of the individual detention cards and 
then the discussions that take place at weekly team meetings. These 
observations are then relayed to higher management levels. It Is 
one of the primary tasks of the team leader to encourage staff to 
continually report their observations. The former custom of promoted 
staff isolating themselves from the hurly-burly of the shop floor no 
longer applies. Today, questions rain down on the team leader that 
require his presence alongside junior staff asking questions like: How 
are the prisoners behaving? Are the programs working? How are the 
officers performing? Periodically each officer reviews his performance 
with his team leader and the latter has been encouraged by management 
to be unsparing In making necessary critical comment. 

It Is one thing to conceive of the purposes of an institution as being 
realised through programs that Involve an Integration of staff 
functions. It is something else again in the practical world of 
prisons to ensure that the programs are properly designed and carried 
out. The strategic answer to this problem has been to develop an 
organisational structure that centres authorHy for the design, 
resourclng a,nd management of programs In a new administrative role 
known as the Hoofdbegeleider. The Intention Is to maximise the 
integration of staff fUnctions and avoid conflict over their relative 
importance. It is believed that this conflict has been encouraged by 
more traditional structures that separate the leadership of different 
types of institutional authority for activities like security, 
education, welfare, recreation and sport. 

The central importance of the Hoofdbegeleider can be grasped from the 
three tier system of leadership that is being developed in this 
particular House of Detention. It is the task of those at the 
Directorial level to translate government policy into aims that reflect 
the posslbllltles of the Institution, given the types of prisoners held 
there and the staff and other resources available. It Is also the 
responsibility of the director and his senior colleagues to monitor the 
overall performance of the organisation undmake necessary adjustments 
in the light of feedback from administrative leaders and staff. Those 
at the administrative level have the responsibll Ity of translating the 
Institution's aims into two kinds of programs 'Activities' and 
'Assistance'. They must devise concrete objectives for each program 
(for example, specifying ways In which custodial officers will help 
Inmates with educational courses), and manage the administrative units 
needed to support the programs (for example, the finance bureau, 
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executive custodial staff. work coordinator. education coordinatorl. 
This is the domain of the Hoofdbegeleider. It is intended that the 
role should be filled by someone with both a human services background 
(to ensure that programs are well designed and properly conducted) and 
security experience (to provide credible leadership to custodial 
staff). Finally, the functional leaders are responsible for allocating 
prison officers to programs and monitoring. supporting and correcting 
their work. This is the sphere of leadership occupied by team leaders 
who. in turn. are linked with the Hoofdbegeleider through the executive 
custodial staff: 

Figure I: Organisational Structure for Integration of Functions 

DIRECTOR 

ADMINISTRATION 1----1 

jlnance, executil'e custodial, 1---11----.. 

~ ACflVITIE' 

work co-ordinatioll, 
education co-ordination 

(iif) Improving communication 

TEAM LEADER 

Team A 

TEAM LEAL 

Team B 

New institutions staffed predominantly by new recruits have had less 
opportunity to develop internal conflicts or ways of operating that 
ill fit the new policies. In these circumstances management is more 
likely to be concerned with defining institutional tasks. conveying 
information about those tasks to staff. providing opportunities for 
detailed discussion of how programs are to be implemented and gaining 
feedback on di fff cu1 ti es that a re encountered. In other words. the 
primary challenge is not to undo or remedy something (defective 
structures. misdirected procedures. squandered energy) but to prevent 
the occurence of such problems, using effective communicatfon as the 
main strategy. 
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The web of communication groups developed within one House of Detention 
illustrates the use of this strategy. The centre has only been 
operating for a few years and has what the director describes as a 
rather 'flat' organi sational structure: "The Di rection Teams can 
fairly easily keep in touch with what's happening in the institution". 
Staff teams meet every week. In addition, there is also a weekly 
meeting involving senior officers. the head of the workshop and the 
social-cultural worker, to review problems reported by the teams. The 
results of these deliberations are then discussed each fortnight with 
the Direction Team (director and adjunct directors). The focus of 
these meetings is not policy (see below) but rather the control and 
maintainence of the institution. 

Yet another group is charged with the responsibility for finding 
solutions to the individual and group problems brought to light by the 
teams. The committee involved brings together representatives of the 
staff teams, human services and th{' medical staff. the chief custodial 
officer and an adjunct director. Finally. a policy meeting is held 
each month to develop new ideas and discuss problems that have arisen 
with existing policies. The director retains ultimate responsibility 
in this sphere but all sections of the staff have access to the policy 
meetings. 
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B To change relations betvean staff, inmates 

(i) By altering the ground rUles 

(ii) By joint participation in programs 

The two strategies included in this category share a common belief: 
much of what is wrong with prisol1s as human institutions is 
attributable to the antagonistic relations between staff and inmates. 
One long established Hause of Detention has set out to alter this state 
of affairs by denying both parties the chance of indulging in the kinds 
of behaviour that in the past kept them apart as waring factions. 
Essentially, the strategy is aimed at creating new ground rules for the 
interaction of prison officers and prisoners. 

The approach of another lower security institution ls, at least on the 
surface, somewhat more direct in its efforts to bring guards and the 
guarded lnto a more constructive relationship. The managers of this 
centre stress the value of joint participation in activity and 
discussion programs that can create a better institutional environment 
as well as provide opportunities for individuals to acquire skills, 
infor~tion and creative satisfactions that are transferable to life in 
the general community. In their role as trained activity leaders, the 
responsibilities of prison officers are redefined and new opportunities 
created for influencing prisoners. However, on closer examination, 
this joint participation approach is not quite as straight forward as 
at first seems to be the case. Its promotion within the institution is 
being accompanied by a variety of other changes oilly indirectly related 
to it. The details are presented below but this example illustrates 
the possibility that a readily grasped, tangible change strategy may be 
used as a vehicle for more general organisational change. 

Finally, attempts to hUmanise the relations between prison officers and 
inmates 1n a long stay maximum security prison also have focused on the 
idea of joint participation in programs. One difference is that 
management in this case is obliged continually to balance the objective 
of improved relations with the caution warranted by the background of 
the inmates concerned. 

(i) Altering the ground rules 

A House of Detention that has been operating for more than fifty years 
is the setting for a development strategy that aims to change the 
traditional attitudes of staff and detainees. Everyone in the 
institution, we were told by senior staff, should be active for the 
greater part of the day. Work and cultural/group ~ctivities alternate 
and in the evenings and at weekends active and passive recreational 
activities take place. A wealth of activities is available: wood 
carving, plastic modelling, car-technics, first aid, dutch language, 
general education, sports, conversation groups, viewing videos and 
films, are some of the courses and developmental opportunities on 
offer. 

These activities are part of an implicit management strategy, namely, 
the dismantling of the traditional cultures of officers and inmates. 
In agreeing with this interpretation, the director attributed the 
emergence of the strategy to the particular historic circumstances of 
the institution. Long standing attitudes, on both sides, represented a 
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formidable barrier to the types of relationships between staff and 
prisoners now required by govet'nment policy. Therefore. the softening 
of these attitudes is a necessary precursor to the achievement of other 
objectives. Such an aim has been considered feasible in this instance 
because both groups are drawn from the same region of Holland, "speak 
the same language and know the same local people". 

Before detailing some of the main steps in the formation of what the 
director called the "new ground rules", it is important to note the 
institution's strong commitment to government policy objectives. In 
refet'ring to the rapidity of change in the system during the previous 
three to four years, the management group Indicated that the majority 
of officers had supported the new developments. The difficulties 
experienced by a minority of officers had been eased by allocating them 
to duties that placed minimal importance on human relationships, at 
least with prisoners. "But it is important to stress the general 
expectation that officers underwrite the officially endorsed policies. 
The question is whether we should base the system on the ideas of those 
who have difficulties with these policies or whether we should give 
priority to the views of the majority who are generally satisfied with 
what is required of them. I think our obligation is to the latter" 
(director). 

Turning now to specific elements of the deve'/of.l11ent strategy. tha first 
involves helping officers not to retreat into defensive attitudes at 
first sight of traditional inmate behaviour. It is expected that many 
prisoners will construe the supportive gestures of staff as 
opportunities to be exploited. The Dutch proverb "Give them a finger 
and they'll take the hand" was invoked to descrl be the common response 
of prisoners to the new style of relationship. Staff are encouraged 
not to be surprised or unbalanced by this reaction when. for example, a 
prisoner's stated personal or family reason for gaining an additional 
telephone call is revealed to be false. First, the officer must be 
sensitive to the fact that not all prisoners are engaged in deception. 
Second, the specific instance of deception should be seen as an 
opportunity to "dampen down" such behaviour, starting often with 
constructive confrontation: ''My friend, I offered you a finger and you 
took the hand •.• " This type of interaction should be a principal part 
of the work of custodial staff and if they persevere at it the result 
is expected to be an increased openess and directness of 
communication. The telephone call requested by the prisoner may still 
be to arrange the sale of a car but he is more likely to say so. 

A second element of the development strategy involves helping prisoners 
who want to be independent to escape the controlling inflUence of the 
inmate group. For example, traditional attitudes make it difficult for 
prisoners to raise problems with staff. This is especially the case if 
prisoners share cells and feel obliged to maintain an "anti-staff 
facade". Hence the policy of separate cells has a significance beyond 
the granting of privacy and protection. It can represent a necessary 
condition for prisoners to 'be themselves' and relate to officers as 
fellow human beings rather than group defined objects of suspicion and 
hostility. Relocation of a prisoner is sometimes necessary to enable 
him to establish a more independent existence. 
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A third element of the strategy concerns mutual help among officers tn 
finding constructive ways of dealing with problems that arise. 
Improved communication among staff is the aim. However, communication 
is not regarded as being synonymous with 'talk'. In the words of the 
director, "discussion is OK but one must constantly have some goal in 
meeting, for example, in teams. The focus must be the reduction of 
problems of one type or another". A case in point is the handling of 
the considerable verbal aggression that exists in the institution. 
Instead of simply responding in kind and initiating punishment, the 
system now permits (and this particular institution encourages) 
discussion among staff of what is prompting the prisoner's aggression 
and the best way of handling it. After discussion with colleagues the 
officer might, on the next occasion that the prisoner becomes 
ag~ressive. point to the recurrent pattern and question the reasons for 
its occurrence. Whatever tactics are used. the officer will feel 
supported by the involvement and help of colleagues. 

Another facet of the ground rules strategy \s to resist the inmates' 
customary division of staff into 'nice guys' (psychological and social 
helpers and specialist staff) and those whose duties are of a more 
routine custodial nature. There is continual consultation between the 
parties. All staff are reminded of the need to observo security 
requirements and do nothing to denigrate the standing of custodial 
officers. 

Finally. the strategy takes account of the vulnerabj'Jlty of the prison 
officer who steps outside the traditional confines of his role. 
Sensible limits are maintained on his efforts to help inmates by 
observing a simple rule: the tasks that are undertaken should be 
carried out in service time. "Otherwise the officer loses contact with 
the institutional structure and engages too closely in the affairs of 
the inmate" (director). In special circumstdnces the officer may be 
permitted to use non-work time but only with the knowledge and consent 
of his superiors. 

(ii) Joint participation in programs 

All of the institutions visited have, in recent years, increased the 
range of activities available to prisoners. The stage of prepar'ation 
for prison officers to lead group activities ranges from a remarkable 
89% having undergone special training in one lower security institution 
with a staff of more than forty. to resignation to the fact that only a 
handful of officers. if that. can be spared to undertake such training 
in two higher security institutions. However. apart from variations in 
the skilled staff and other resources at their disposal, institutions 
differ in the strategic significance they attach to cultural. social 
and sporting programs. For the majority. these programs are thought of 
as means of supporting more fundamental aims. It is clearly the case 
in one institution. and arguably the case in a second, that the 
programs themselves are the main strategy. 

The inst'ltution that is most obviously approaching change in this way 
places a heavy emphasis on the inherent value of the activities that 
are planned or currently being rehearsed. The management also believes 
that inmates can derive considerable benefit from the close contact 
w1th staff that is made possible by joint participation in activ1ties. 
Before spelling out these advantages in slightly greater detail, brief 
mention should be made of the way the planning of the programs Is being 
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used as a means of inducing general organisational change. The very 
concept of 'the change' has been underscored by the fact that it has 
been scheduled - and recently rescheduled - to occur on a specific 
date. The creation of advisory and communication groups and staff 
teams. the introduction of ways and means of helping prisoners with 
individual problems. the involvement of professional staff in helping 
to motivate guards. the relocation of officers not supportive of the 
emerging regime. may all have had 'programs' as their point of 
departure but they are developments that have much wider ramifications 
for staff. inmates and the organisation as a whole. 

The tactic most directly supportive of the joint participation strategy 
has been the training of the vast majority of custodial officers in the 
leadership of at least one type of group activity. Almost 9 out of 10 
have attended a general community institute for this purpose and one in 
five has taken part in a second skills course. It is planned that in 
the nea.r future one in three of the officers will take a group skills 
course at the Department's Training Institute in The Hague. 

I~ot all of the programs to be offered in the institution will be of a 
general social. cultural or sporting nature. One will deal with the 
harmful effects of excessive drinking. another the requirements of safe 
driving. Prison officers will be responsible for running these 
programs. In part. their aim will be to provide opportunities for 
prisoners to gain helpful information. acquire new skills and 
experience creative and cultural satisfaction. Thus it is hoped to 
help prepare inmates for their return to society and at the same time 
counter some of the harmful consequences of imprisonment. But equal 
importance is attached to the opportunity afforded by joint 
staff/inmate activity for officers to model desirable human qualities. 
especially fairness. honesty. directness and concern for others. 
According to the officer in charge at the time of our visit: "Everyone 
can show these qualities in his or her own way but they amount to human 
respect and giving the prisoner a chance. regardless of whether the 
effort is successful or not". 

Programs occupy a position of central importance in another very large 
House of Detention. So much so that. once they have passed a reception 
phase. detainees are gfven the chofce of placement fn one of three 
sectfons with distinct regimes: 

(f) Section A offers an active program of educational and creative 
activities; 

(if) Section B caters for prisoners with psychological and social 
problems. The regime emphasfses group support for prisoners 
wfth addiction and relationship problems; 

(fli) Section C caters more for prisoners who are not drawn to efther 
of the previously mentioned programs. and want simply to be 
assigned to a job and 'left alone'. 
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The somewhat abstract notion of officers working with groups takes on a 
more concrete meaning with the creation of separate hous1ng areas with 
different activities emphasised in each. After exercising their choice 
of work the off1cers can then more easily be oriented to the expanded 
responsibilities of their role. In the words of a member of the 
directorate. they can be told: "You now work here. This is your group 
of inmates. You must get to know them as people. 11hat they're 
interested in. who their relatives ~re. You must deal with them as 
people". 

Under this new scheme the prison officer still shares responsibility 
for inmat~ welfare with other staff. including social workers and 
psychologists •. However. the plan is not to divide responsibilities 
more than necessary. An adjunct director stated that "Some 
differentiation of tasks is necessary because staff have different 
educational backgrounds. skills and experience of problems. Optimum 
effectiveness rests on staff internal ising our shared goals and being 
aware of what others in the organisation can contribute to their 
achievement. On a day to day basis it depends on knowing the others 
involved in the division of labour as people and being able to bring 
their skills into play". 

The institution's approach to the conduct of programs leaves as much 
scope as possible for officers to exercise their own initiative. Both 
staff and detainees are encouraged to relate to one another in ways 
that are open and non-antagonistic. Management is aware that these 
requi rements are not without thei r di fficulties. ''The 01 d guard has a 
point", as onB senior officer observed. "There are more small crises 
and probably more emotional behaviour than was previously the case. 
But here we come to a crucial point in the management philosophy. 
Staff must be aware that not all inmates are going to respond 
cooperat1vely but this 1s not the po1nt from which their efforts must 
~ They must act AS-lf staff and inmates share the same objectives 
and 1t generally works". When it does not the off1cer concer'ned can 
exercise some discretion in trying to correct unacceptable behaviour. 
However all physical or verbal violence must be reported. Local 
punishments include per10ds of confinement to cells and unsuitable 
detainees can be transferred to other institutions. 

The ci rcumstances of another institution that attaches consider'ab1e 
strategic importance to programs could hardly be more different from 
the one described above. It is a maximum security prison described by 
a senior official as an "end station" of the Dutch penal system. Its 
inmates include people who previously have escaped, proved incapable of 
living in large prison communities, assaulted or threatened staff, 
engaged in international cr1me or are awaiting extradHion. Different 
categories of prisoners are housed in separate units each with their 
own staff. The degree of supervisjon and program opportunities varies 
between groups. The latter is the result of restrictions on the number 
of pr1soners who are allowed to be associated in non-work activities. 
Variations in style of supervision also reflect the thinking of 
different groups of officers. It probably also reflects the effects of 
labelling prisoners differently by virtue of their allocation to 
different wings and even different landings of the same wing. However, 
the concern with security is not without its reasons: there have been 
attempted escapes and armed incursions in racent times. 
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The Dutch prison system has a policy of concentrating those whom it 
considers to be its most difficult prisoners in just a few 
institutions, of which the present gaol is one. Many of the countries 
or states that have adopted this policy of concentrating difficult 
prisoners rely on tight external controls, strict observance of formal 
rules and procedures and the distancing of guards from guarded to 
maintain security. Others have coupled tight perimeter security and 
the external monitoring of behaviour (for example, by means of closed 
circuit television) with less authoritarian, supportive relations 
bet~een staff and inmates. 

While developments have not been even across all sections of the prison 
under consideration, the institution is nearer to the second than the 
first of the management styles outlined above. Further, it is progress 
towards more consistently 'human' relations between staff and inmates 
that constitutes the main development strategy. Many past tensions and 
problems are blamed on relations being "too authoritarian". Today some 
groups of officers disdain involvement in prisoners' welfare but few 
are reluctant to join inmates in sporting and recreational activity. 
Indeed one of management's main tasks 1s constantly to remind officers 
of the need to balance their enthusiasm for such activities with a 
degree of caution 'appropriate to the background of this particular 
group of inmates. As one senior officer put it, metaphorically and 
literally, '~here did you leave your keys when you played netball with 
the prisoners?" 

How far the development strategy adopted by this maximum security 
institution can be realised depends on factors over and beyond the 
cooperation of prison officers and prisoners. It depends also on more 
general departmental policy, especially the choice between the relative 
concentration of 'difficult' prisoners or their dispersal throughout 
the system. The greater opportunity afforded by the concentration of 
potential troublemakers for their collusion in attempted escapes and 
breaches of discipline probably restricts the feasible limits of 
development of the strategy. So too do the present inadequacies in 
perimeter and gate security for if officers are to engage confidently 
in supportive relations with prisoners they need to know that their 
miscalculations will be adequately covered. Meanwhile one senior 
officer to whom we spoke is under no misapprehension about the primary 
importance of good staff-inmate relations to the security of the 
prison: "When you lose contact with the inmates you lose everything". 
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C To change the prisoners 

(1) By developing personal insight 

(ii) By providing work experience 

To talk of prisoner rehabilitation may be decidedly unfashionable but 
attempts to change inmates 'for the better' form the basis of several 
institutional regi~~s. This strategic priority is not the result of 
management's ignorance of research in the field. Attempts to induce 
personal change, either comprehensively through the development of 
personal insight or in a more limited aspect of behaviour, such as by 
gaining work experience. are the result of several considerations 
including: 

the short sentences being served in the institutions .In question and 
the feeling that what is being attempted is attainable in the 
cl rcumstances; 

lack of facilities (mainly space In one case, worthwhile work in 
another) to pursue alternative strategies; 

the presumption that the necessity to imprison an offender means 
that the Individual concerned has serious personal shortcomings and 
some effort should be made to remedy them; 

attempts to be helpful. even if unsuccessful. will bring staff and 
Inmates closer to each other and thereby contribute to the 
achievement of other policy objectives; 

the traditions of the institutions involved. 

(ll Developing personal insight 

The varied activities taking place within one low security institution, 
as well as the interactions between those detained and working within 
the centre. form the basis of efforts to cultlvate a greater measure of 
self awareness among inmates. The majority of opportunities to 
question the meaning of behaviour occur naturally in the daily round of 
activities. However. because the young offenders stay at the prison 
for only a matter of weeks or a few months. some special situations 
have been devised to help reveal their underlying character and 
temperament. 

The prisoners are housed in paviljoens or group homes containing. apart 
from individual quarters. a commonroolll. small kitchen. recreation area 
and staff room. The institution also contains a modern gymnasium. a 
large sportsfield. workshop. creative activitie:; room and other 
facilities. There are ample grounds and a for~;t nearby. A novel item 
of outdoor equipment is a large army type obst~cle course posing such 
formidable challenges as banks of scaling nets. concrete pipes. high 
walls and. as a final test of nerve. the opportunity for descent by 
'flying fox'. On the surface. the centre appears, by the assembly of 
all this paraphernalia. to have replicated an outward bound training 
course. The way in which the equipment is actually used makes it part 
of the wider attempt to help detainees gain insight into 'unhelpful' 
and antisocial aspects of their behaviour. Observations of how each 
inmate behaves at work. recreation and within the group homes are used 
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in individual discussion with him or the observations may be raised 
within an appropri~te group (usually the residents of the same group 
home). 

The strategy of tryfng to enlarge self understanding has at least the 
following three characteristics: 

1. D1scussion 1s l1nked to current events and concrete situat10ns •. 
Both staff and inmates are h1ghly sensit1ve to any suggestion that 
anyth1ng resemb11ng 'treatment' 1s occurfng in the centre. The 
appearance of 'therapy' 15 avoided by not engag1ng 1n general or 
speculative discussion of past behaviour. Instead quest10ning is 
conf1ned to unhelpful or unproductive behav10ur that emerges in 
specific concrete situations. For example, the outdoor work 1s of 
a nature to require cooperation among those involved. Life in the 
small community of the pav1ljoen, Within which living arrangements 
and space are shared by residents and to a considerable extent 
staff, also affords many opportunities for learning about oneself. 
The regularly scheduled gf·OUp meetings help in th1s regard. 

To encourage an even greater degree of spontaneity and to enable 
staff and inmates "to stand closer together", officers have 
introd~ced overnight camps in the nearby forest. There is an 
emphasis on sharing responsibility for the planning and conduct of 
the camps as well as sharing the enjoyment of a pleasant group 
experience. Moreover the camp is a good setting in which to 
question some forms of behaviour, especially that of the 'big 
talker' who compensates for lack of confidence with bravado. A 
similar opportunity occurs with the obstacle course when one 
pr1soner in a type of restraint Is carr1ed by others over the 
hazardous course and highly respons1ble behaviour is required of 
those negotiating the obstacles; 

2. Communication between the parties 1s open and comprehensive. Staff 
not only tolerate but expect mutual crit1c1sm. Such an environment 
is considered essential to the development of insight. They also 
expect to lead by example and do not ask anyth1ng of inmates they 
are not prepared to do themselves. In the group home a log is kept 
of noteworthy behav10ur and interactions. This information is only 
recorded .after 1t has first been discussed with the person 
concerned. Inmates have direct access to the record. 

Consistent with the emphasis on current events and concrete 
situations, the style and content of questions about behaviour are 
usuarly direct. An officer explained the approach in this way: 
"If a man endangers others by foollng aroul1d we ask him straiRht 
away 'Hey, what's golng on' These people are depend1ng on you and 
your joking around is exposing them to harm. What's behind 1t?" 

3. Necessary support is provided so as to avoid harm and max1m1se 
learning. Staff do not want to 'pull someone to pieces' or create 
50 much stress that inmates are resistant to learning. Apart from 
regulating the intensity of their own questioning, staff encourage 
groups to prov1de emotional support to thefr members. 
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(ii) Gaining work experience 

Another institution shares a similar challenge to that facing the 
centre we have .1\Jst descri bed: its inmates generally serve sentences of 
around six weeks or less. There are, however, differences in their 
respective sit~ations. First, the prison now under consideration is a 
closed one arid its inmates are somewhat older. There are also more of 
them and they live within a very confined area with little room for 
expansion. The architecture strongly reflects the penal philosophy of 
an earlier era. It emphasises the advantages of prisoners remaining 
apart and engaging in personal reflection. Today the prison houses men 
who for one reason or another (use of drugs, fallure to return from 
furlough and failure to report for sentence), cannot be placed in open 
or half open prisons. 

In these circumstances, the local management has extended the range of 
activities available to prisoners but has "learned to live with the 
fact that the possibilities are not as great as in the other prisons". 
There is more stress on individual activity although discuss10n groups 
are held and there is some scope for j01nt recreation. By far the most 
important group activity Is work - "the essential thing In our regime". 
Worthwhile production Is undertaken for six hours a day in a number of 
well appointed workshops. One of the main alms of the strategy is to 
provide a group of people with indifferent or poor work histories with 
an experience of satisfying work. Incentive payments are shared by the 
workers and staff attempt, as In other institutions, to develop 
cooperutive and helpful relations with the Inmates. 

Particular emphasis is placed on maintaining directness and honesty In 
dealings with prisoners. "They know exactly what they can expect from 
us," was the comment of a senior officer. A nlJ11ber of structural 
alterations have been made, especially the introduction of staff work 
teams and enlarging the responsibilities of middle managers to support 
officers In their contributions to the new regime. However, it ls a 
regime whose primary purposes centre on the provision of routine and 
satisfying work, 
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VIEWS Of THE PRISON OffICERS· 

The conversations with prison officers, at least those which lent themselves 
to a more or less structured format, started with a review of changes that 
have taken place in the prison system during the last 10 - 15 years. Whereas 
in tho previous section we considered the inevitably varied strategies and 
priorities of different institutions. our discussion here of a list of 21 
specific changes was of a different character. It focused on "'hat the 
Department believed to be w1dely distributed, If not universal reforms 
throughout the entire system. The officers were not asked to ruminate about 
broad questions of strategy or whether they supported the introduction of the 
reforms. Rather, they were asked to indicate on the basis of their personal 
experience, how each of the changes "has worked out in practice?" As an aid to 
communication and the orderly discussion of the changes. a Dutch translation 
of the list prepared in consultation with the Department was tabled and 
officers were asked to indicate whether each change: 

- operates very well; 

- operates quite well; 

- middling (gaat wel J; 

- doesn't operate so well; 

- doesn't operate well at all. 

When the new develoJXllent was thought to operate no better than 'middling', the 
officer was asked two further questions: "What is the main reason why this 
change does flot operate so well In practice? What, if anything, would need to 
happen to make it work?" However, we soon learned that conversation with 
Dutch prison officers cannot always be channeled in predetermined ways. Many 
who thought that particular changes worked 'very well' or 'quite well' in 
practice, still had things they wanted to say about the development. These 
comments have also been recorded and appear In the narrative that follows. 

First let us examine tho simplest and most direct evidence of officers' 
satisfaction with the way the reforms have been implemented. We can do that 
by calculating the number of positive assessments of how the changes have 
worked in practice. The necessary information is presented in Figure II. 
Because of the large number of items involved, for ease of consideration they 
have been grouped in. the following way: 

- organisation and duties of staff; 

prisoners' rights and ammenltles; 

- altered conditions of sentence. 

Since 26 officers considered 21 items, there was a total of 566 assessments. 
But it can be seen from Figure II that 76 of the responses took the form 'not 
applicable or has not yet occurred at this institution'. Therefore the 510 
instances of a definite rating formed the appropriate basis for calculating 
the proportion of positive assessments. Of this number, 319 or 76.6~ of all 
ratings were In the two most positive categories 'operates very/quite well'. 
This test of staff satisfaction must, if anything, be considered fairly 
stringent in a field hardly noted for the enthusiastic embrace of new 
developments. Nevertheless something in excess of three out of four of the 
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prison 'officers with whom we conversed were. by this measure. favourably 
disposed to the changes that have been implemented. Nor. as we will see later 
when we examine the items in greater detail, does a less positive assessment 
necessarily indicate disaffection with the measures concerned. For example. 
almost one in three of the officers thought the degree of success in 
organising staff in teams had been no better than 'middling'. However, many 
of the same officers left us in no doubt about the importance they attached to 
the successful development of this idea. 

By way of completing our overview of staff reactions to the range of reforms 
presented in our list, we should at this point introduca the responses gained 
to two further questions. First we asked the officers to indicate which of 
the changes " ••• has made your work more difficult?". Despite their apparent 
wish to be cooperative and the fact that they usually spent some time 
contemplating possible answers to the question. half of the officers we 
interviewed could not nominate a change that had made their work more 
difficUlt. The comments of those who were able to cite added difficulties 
spread over eight separate matters of which only four were repeated. Problems 
arising from the shorter periods spent by inmates in their cells were 
mentioned by four officers and prisoners' access to journalists. their reduced 
working day and the fact that they received visits concurrently. were each 
described as problematic by two officers. 

Staff had less difficulty in responding to another question that asked them to 
nominate the recent change " ... that has been most helpful in your work?". 
Again they were asked to choose from the list of items that had been presented 
to them. Of the six officers who did not indicate a specific beneficial 
change. two commented to the effect that the overall system had proved 
benefic1al and it was inappropriate to elevl.~ 'l the importance of particular 
components. other officers were less reluctant to express their preferences. 
Among the nine matters they raised the following attracted the greatest 
attention: 

number of t1mes 
mentioned 

-----_._-------------------------
- staff assigned to work with groups of inmates 

- staff teams 

- gaining prisoners' cooperation 

- longer visits; radio. tv in cells; 
availab1llty of helping professionals; 
more time out of cells 

5 

4 

3 

2 (each) 

-------::-----------------------j 
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The approval given to ~orking with groups of inmates and attempting to 
motivate them to cooperate with staff is fairly consistent with other evidence 
gathered 'in our d1scussions. This consistency will be seen when shortly we 
focus in detail on officers' reactions to the changes specified in our list 
(~ae Figure II). The situation with staff teams is, as has already been 
indicated, cOll\pllcated by the growing pains experienced by this scheme. 
Nevertheless the fact that it was one of the changes singled out for special 
commendation is quite consistent with Impressions created elsewhere In our 
discussions with the prison officers. 

General attftudes to work, prisoners. 

It Is important to know the views of prison officers on policy changes whose 
application depends on staff cooperation. There is the possibility, however, 
that officers' detailed likes and dislikes depend less on the practicability 
of particular changes than more general considerations, such as their attitude 
to prisoners as a group, their outlook on their job and even their length of 
service. Fortunately data were gathered on these and other background 
characteristics of the officers that we interviewed. 

Attitudes to inmates were assessed by ~sking staff to indicate how they felt 
about each of five statements describing prisoners' characteristics or 
behaviour. Each statement was preceded by or included the words "in general 
••• ". Since the main reason for including these items was to see whether they 
revealed individual differences that helped to throw light on officers' 
reactions to policy changes, we have divided our interviewees Into two groups 
according to the general pattern of their responses. One group was relatively 
rr~re sceptical about the motives and ljkely behaviour of Inmates. The members 
of this group were Included among the (approximate) 50% of officers who 
responded most negatively to each statement. Conveniently, half of our 
interviewees were in this category on at least three of the five items and it 
is this group that we hereafter refer to as the 'peSSimists'. 

We hasten to add that this designation Is based on relative scores and not 
some absolute judgement of the dispOSitions of the officers concerned. Nor is 
there an automatic implication that some guardedness about the future 
prospects or cooperativeness of prisoners lessens officers' willingness to try 
and work constructively with them. 
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Table 1: Officers' responses to statements about prisoners (N=27) 

- most inmates are 
going to reoffend 

- prisoners are much 
the same as non-
prisoners 

- prisoners welcome 
contact with staff 

- prisoners seldom 

strongly 
agree 

3 

2 

2 

abuse the trust that 
you place in them 

- inmates don't 
cooperate much with 
staff 

agree 

12 

8 

11 

9 

1 

don't agreel 
don't disagree 

7 

3 

10 

10 

9 

disagree strongly 
disagree 

5 

I.l 3 

4 

7 1 

13 4 

"ille existence of two sets of attitudes is suggested by these results. When we 
compare the relative weight of positive and negative responses to the five 
statements we can see that officers expressed confidence in the willingness of 
prisoners to meet some of the basic prerequisites of the bejegening regime 
while expressing doubts about their ability to change or keep out of trouble. 
Only one officer agreed with the statement that "Inmates don't cooperate much 
with staff' and only four asserted that prisoners do not welcome contact with 
staff. The picture Is muddied a little by the number of officers who were 
indecisive on these questions but a shift in the position of a substantial 
number is apparent on the item dealing with the likelihood of prisoners 
reoffendlng. Here fifteen thought that outcome likely and only five 
disagreed. A (smaller) majority also thought of prisoners as being 
'different' from non-prisoners. Opinion on whether prisoners can be trusted 
was evenly divided. However, the significance of this attribute as a 
necessary condition of humane treatment was questioned by senior staff (see 
previous section 'altering the ground rules'). 

Priority tasks of prison officers 

Officers were asked to arrange five different tasks of a prison officer in the 
order that they personally considered most important. The five tasks were: 

- prevent escapes; 

- establish good communication with prisoners; 

- help prisoners with personal problems within ,as well as outside the 
prison; 

- help prisoners to improve their adaptation to society; 

- maintain order in the prison. 
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Every task was given top priority by at least some officers and three were 
unwilling to grade them differently. Therefore It was again necessary to 
classify staff according to the general pattern of their priorities. To this 
end we examined the weightings attached to the three tasks more directly 
concerned with prisoner ~ellbeing (good communication. help with personal 
problems. and adaptation to society). We found a little over half of those 
interviewed had given their first and second priority to two of these three 
tasks. For the purposes of further analyses we will refer to these fifteen 
officers as 'prisoner oriented'. Their Views on a number of Issues will .be 
compared with those of officers ~ho were less inclined to give high priority 
to tasks that centered on the support and gUidance of prisoners. 

Work experience 

The length of time an officer has worked in the prison system could have any 
one of a number of possible effects. Long conditioning in the 'old ways' may 
be hard to reverse. Cynicism with new measures may grow with the years but so 
too may personal conf1 dence and judgement with a consequent decreased rel i ance 
on formal institutional controls. In the Dutch system officers with long 
experience are also in a position to compare the effectiveness of the 
substantially different approaches of the present and past eras. Therefore a 
number of analyses have been made in which the job attitudes of officers who 
have completed five years or less of service have been compared with those who 
have been engaged for longer periods. The classification was devised in this 
way because the relatively inexperienced group needed to include a reasonable 
number of cases. In this instance. that number was nine. However. the career 
spans of those interviewed were sufficiently varied to warrant more detailed 
ana'lyses of some issu9s: 

Length of s~ 

- 5 years or less 

- 6 - 10 years 

- 11 - 15 

- 16 years and more 

9 

11 

5 

2 

.••..•.. _____________ -I 

It is now appropriate to see whether the three factors we have just considered 
throw any light on the officers' reactions to new penal policies. 
Specifically, we will examine the connections between (i) attitudes to 
prfsoners, (11) work orientation, and (fl1) length of service. and officers' 
reactions to the 21 measures contained in our ljst of 'recent changes'. 
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First. It will be recalled that half of the officers we Interviewed could not 
nominate a change that had made their work more difficult. This response 
might reasonably be seen as an Indication of acceptance of the changes that 
have been Introduced. It was equally characteristic of the groups we have 
designated 'pessimists' and 'non-pessimists' on the basis of their general 
expectations of prisoners. Nor was there a basic difference in the response 
of officers whose approach to work tasks we have previously described as 
'prisoner oriented' and other members of the institutional staff. These 
negative findings threw into sharper relief the results of OUr compar1son of 
officers with a relatively short period of service (5 years and less) and 
those w1th longer service hlstor1es. The less experienced officers were 
significantly more likely to be consc10us of newly created difficulties than 
their more experienced colleagues (Table 2. below): 

- No problems mentioned 

- Problems nominated 

Beneficial changes 

service of 5 
years or less 

No 

1 

8 

9 

service of 6 years 
or longer 

No 

12 

6 

18 

We have seen that two out of three of the officers provided examples of ways 
In which their work had been assisted by policy changes. These benefits 
dlvldo almost equally between those that have enhanced Inmate amenities and 
rights and those that relate to other matters. When examined from the point 
of view of officers' general attitudes to prisoners, pessimists (6/10) were 
~lmost tltlce as likely as non-pessimists (4112) to mention Inmate related 
benefits. Obviously the numbers Involved I" this comparison were small and 
the difference was not statistically significant. There were no differences 
In the types of benefits mentioned by officers with different work 
orientations. However, the comparison of staff with varying periods of 
service once again suggested that concerns may change as one's experience in 
the field grows. A simple comparison of staff with less than 6 years service 
and those who had worked In the prisons for longer periods showed that the 
former (5/7) were twice as likely as the latter (5/14) to mention inmate 
related benefits. 

The trend Is even clearer when we consider the comments of the officers with 
11 or more years experience. Only one mentioned a change of particular 
benefit to inmates. namely. the availability of helping professionals. This 
officer, with 14 years experience commented: "When pt'lsoners have problems 
and the officers are unable to he1 p them. they can go to these people and get 
extra support". The comments of the others were less directed to the 
particular advantage gained by any single group and more to the mutual 
benefits to be derived from the policy changes. For example. one officer (14 
years experience) nominated working In groups as a beneficial change: "It 
makes the work more Interesting ••• They (the prisoners) like you better and 
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they listen to you. Contact is better and they accept you more". Another 
officer with 11 years experience gave much the same reasons for the same 
choice but a colleague (17 years experience) was more pithy in explaining why 
his work had been assisted by assigning prisoners to groups: "The place works 
better". A man who had worked in prisons for 17 years thought the new 
emphasis on gaining prisoners' cooperation was a significant advantage: "The 
personal touch is most important for keeping a good atmosphere in the 
institution, for giving the feeling that we are all human beings". 

While dealing with the group of officers with more than 10 years experience it 
should be mentioned that they (2/7) appeared less frequently than their more 
junior colleagues (11/18) in the attitudinal category that we have called 
'pessismist'. However the two service groups were virtually indistinguishable 
in the priorities they attached to work tasks. 

Specific Changes 

To this point we have dealt only in a general way with the changes introduced 
into the penal institutions over the past 10 to 15 years. We have summarised 
officers' views on the changes they rv)gard as having been most and least 
helpful In their work. Now we will examine each of the 21 changes In the list 
tabled in our discussions with the prison officers. Where there Is sufficient 
variation in the officers' opinions to justify it, their responses will be cross 
tabulated with the length of service, attitude to prisoners and work 
orientation categories that we have already used In some of our earlier 
analyses. More often than not the amount of variation Is too slight for cross 
tabulating to be a profitable exercise. Then our matn focus Is on the 
frequently illuminating remarks that accompanied the officers' ratings. 
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'igure II: Prison oflicers' assessment of changes made during the past 10-15 years 
(N == 28) 
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Organisation and duties of staff 

It is clear from the data presented in Figure II that the overwhelming 
majority of those prison officers who have had experience of working with 
groups of inmates. favours this approach. Nineteen of the twenty three who 
were in a position to express an opinion. described the staff's leadership of 
groups in activities as varied as sports. discussion. cultural activities and 
labour as operating 'very well' or 'quite well'. Three officers rated the 
success of the approach as 'middling'. one thought it 'isn't operating so 
well' and five claimed that the group approach had not really been established 
at their (four) institutions. 

The officer who expressed the greatest reservation about working with groups 
of inmates thought that not enough security was provided. "The groups are too 
large for two supervisors. There should be at least three per group". he 
said. The officers who rated the achievements of the policy as middling 
commented either on the limited opportunities of applying it until now or the 
difficulty of reconciling custodial responsibilities with the leadership of 
some activities. One officer in his late forties who works in a House of 
Oetention explained his uncertainties in this way: "It worKs with creativity 
courses but not with educational ones. They still see you as a guard". 

A single theme coloured the remarks of the majority of officers who thought 
that group work was operating successfully. The approach strengthens the 
relationship between staff and inmates. Several put it as simply as 'We have 
better contact with the prisoners'. An officer working in a House of 
Detention elaborated: "There is more communication. You're not only walking 
with keys in your pockets. The feeling towards each other is completely 
different from how it used to be". A young officer in his mid-twenties 
thought the approach "good for the boys. They have to reckon with others". 

Motivating prisoners to cooperate 

'That this policy was generally thought to be realistic was suggested by the 
fact that 20 of a possible 27 officers said it was currently operating 
successfully. Nevertheless there are signs of difficulty in implementing the 
policy. Only three other changes (prisoners' committees. prisoners' 
newspapers and fewer hours spent in cells) attracted so few comments that the 
policy was working 'very well'. Of course this may only be another way of 
acknowledging the difficul~of achieving this particular objective. Hence the 
significance of the remark made by one officer working in an institution which 
experienced considerable staff-inmate tension just a few years ago: "This 
approach succeeds with most inmates". Several others also acknowledged the 
varied responses of different prisoners: "Some prisoners are not amenable 
but others are OK"; "Some prisoners don't want to talk to certain officers. 
It depends on their attitude. Younger officers find it harder. It all 
depends on thei r exper ience and age" (43 yea r 01 d offi cer worki ng ina secured 
prison) • 
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The seven staff members who considered that the 'motivation' policy had 
achieved only middling success or was operating unsuccessfully, largely 
attributed the difficulty to the character of the prisoners. "The motivation 
they show for actlv ities Is often to give them a chance to be out of thel r 
cell - which is the real motivation"; "Those who won't cooperate wouldn't 
anyway", were representative comments. While this is not the point at which 
to weigh or Interpret these remarks, one officer who has been in the job for 
14 years put an alternative view when he said simply: "It's the job". When 
responses to the item were cross tabulated with data on staff attitudes and 
work priorities, no statistically significant associations were revealed. It 
was, however, noted that just one of the seven officers with more than ten 
years experience thought the success of the motivation policy to have been 
middling. The other six rated It a success. 

Staff responsible for welfare of prisoners 

This item requires little comment. Twenty three of the twenty eight staff 
interviewed considered that the policy was operating successfully. In fact 
few officers, even among the five who assessed the progress being achieved 
more cautiously, qUestioned the desirabi1ity of the policy: "That's normal"; 
"It's a responsi bil ity". were among the remarks made. The major' qual ffication 
to these views. expressed by a minority of officers. concerned the time 
available to talk with prisoners and do follow up work on their problems. 
Some also commented that staff enthusiasm for helping ~()(lIe individuals waned 
when the prisoner behaved poorly. 

Staff organised in teams 

The fact that nl ne officers expressed doubts about the success ach ieved with 
this measure Is not a true indication of the value placed on It by prison 
staff. Only three other changes attracted more judgements that they were 
operating 'very well'. Of even greater significance was the fact that all but 
one of the critical responses concerned the way the scheme was being 
implemented or the fact that it was not being implemented. "There are hardly 
any meetings"; "It's hard to get the team together. The roster doesn't allow 
for It. It's affected also by a shortage of staff"; "It doesn't happen. In 
one and a half years we've had only two meetings because of the shprtage of 
staff and illnesses". were some of the comments on the limited opportunities 
for staff to function as team members. One critical response dealt with 
management's responsibility to take the teams seriously: "Tf.lanl meetings don't 
mean a thing when the superintendent still takes all the decisions and when 
there's no staff participation", said one officer with 10 years experience. 
Another officer in his late twenties and still finding his way in the job, 
thought team meetings were not being used to best advantage: "The talk is too 
taken up with practical matters instead of being about relations. The job 
creates a lot of pressure and so good talk is needed". 

Among those who rated the success of the teams more highly, the opportunities 
they provide for collegial consultation, problem solving and mutual support 
were especially commended. "It's good to work In small teams, we get to know 
each other better, it's easier to solve problems and we have better ~ontact 
with Inmates" ..... as the judgel1l'.lnt of a relative newcomer. "It's good for 
contact and consulting one another" said another young member of staff. A man 
who has worked in the system for 15 years declared: "It's a very good thing. 
We get information and we share ideas. It could even work better - sometimes 
there is too OIuch competition between the teams". 
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Helping professionals 

This development shared with the reduction in the working day the distinction 
of attracting the greatest number of uncertain and critical responses. The 
latter were based on two things: the professionals do not always behave 
sensibly ("Sometimes they behave like Santa Claus, granting things an officer 
has just forbidden"; "Often they allow themselves to be used by prisoners who 
only want to get a phone call"); officers generally 'know better' ("Officers 
know prisoners through and through •••• Social workers ought to talk more with 
us"). But if these were the views of the less enthusiastic, 17 of a possible 
22. officers appeared to hold the services of the helping professionals in 
quite high regard. An officer with 17 years experience declared: "The social 
worker is prima. We make contact with him for the prisoners. We have a good 
contact with both the social worker and the psychiater who is on call". An 
officer working in a secured prison said "We can't afford to be without them, 
especially the social workers. We need them every day". A colleague working 
in a House of Detention commended the professional staff for their cooperation 
with custodial staff: "We have very good contact with social workers and 
psychologists. They respect your judgement". 

The statistical analysis of these responses Is handicapped by the 
comparatively small size of our sample. Nevertheless several patterns of 
associations are evident that warrant consideration and further investigation. 
First, the matter of length of service. Officers with less than six years 
experience (6/9) were over two and a half times more likely than their more 
senior colleagues (4/17) to be unenthusiastic about the value of profeSSional 
helping staff. The pattern is even clearer when we again separate out the 
opinions of officers with more than 10 years experience: 

Assessment of 
professional staff 

Enthu si ast 1 c 

Not enthusiastic 

experience 
10 yea rs + 1 ess than 10 yea rs 

6 10 

1 9 

It can be seen that the less experienced officers were evenly divided on the 
Issue. The more experienced group appreciated the value of the professional 
staff by a margin of six to one. Officers who had been classified 'prisoner 
oriented' because of the priorities they attached to their work tasks were 
approximately twice as likely as others - 11/14 compared to 5112 - to be 
enthUsiastic about the services provided by professional staff. 
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Staff lead group activities 

There 1sgeneral support for th1s measure. Twenty one of a possible twenty 
six off1cers (those working in institutions where it has been adopted) 
considered th~t it was operat1ng successfully. Two major reservations were 
expressed U) resou,'ces are 1nadequate ("The idea 1s good but in pract1ce it's 
very difficult because of inadequate space and inconsistent leadership"; "With 
the reduced budget there are fewer staff. It's difficult to organise staff to 
lead sports. foreign languages and all the other activities"); (ii) not all 
staff are suited to the task ("Some people can do it. others can't. I myself 
think 1t is good"; "Many off1cers do not want to. I think it should be 
expected" - off1cer in his late twenties). 

Prisoner r1ghts. amenit1es 

Longer (multiple) v1sits; unlimited correspondence 

There was little real opposition to both of these measures whidi are aimed at 
helping prisoners to maintain relation!>hip~ wah family and frien(;!> in the 
~Iutside world. Three of the five officers who expressed dissatisfaction with 
prisoners' visits actually thought they should be extended or increased in 
frequency. "They are too short, especially where visitors have undertaken 
long and expensive trips"; "It 15 iruportant for prisoners to have contact. 
In such a strange environment the first half hour of visiting time is quickly 
lost"; "If the visits were increased to three hours a week the prisoners 
would be more at ease and it would be easier to work constructively with ~ 
them". The only !=Y-Inuinely critical remarks were to the ,9ffect tnat both 
guards and prh.';",drs become bored during the longer visits. The attention of 
the officers fnOes so that they do not properly observe what is taking place. 
An officer werking in a House of Detention believed "prisoners get bored 
because they can't behave freely while theY're being supervised". 

There are frequently six visits taking place at the one time. Only five 
officers commented on security proble",~ connected with overcrowding. It is 
sometimes difficult to observe clearly what is taking place or whether drugs 
are being passed to prisoners. But so general is the support for visits as a 
means of maintaining prisoners' outside relationshIps that most of the 
officers' rema rks focused on whether the condit Ions favour ed He addclverllent 
of this purpose. Generally they thought the arrangements worked 
satisfactorily. One prison handled a very lar'ge number of visitors by using 
"four officers to observe whne two colleagues serve the coffee". Not 
surpr'isjngly, noise is sometimes a problem especially when chil dren become 
restive. A closed prison has helped to overcome this problem by operating a 
creche where ch 11 drsn may spend pa rt of the vi s it so that the parents can 
speak privately. Sometimes the officers working in the pr'isons felt this 
gesture was not enough: "When someone has problems with their partner. they 
should let him have individual (private) visits". Another officer in a 
maximum security pr'!son added "There 1s no pI'oblem in arranging private vIsits 
here". 
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Of the five officers who expressed reservations about the handling of prisoner 
correspondence. one (in his tenth year of service) questioned "Why do it 
(censor in selected cases) at all 1" He thought the alternative channel s 
available for communicating with the outside world made the reading of any 
letters a pOintless exercise. The other four officers disagreed: they thought 
the existing controls for checking contraband and the content of letters in 
doubtful cases were not only necessary but needed strengthening. '~ore staff 
time should be available to check mail"; "People from another country can 
write what they lUe in their langua'ge. They should be checked". 

Interviews with journalists 

A substantial majority of the staff interviewed favoured this prisoner 
entitlement. many for the reason that there is everything to be gained and 
little to be lost by maintaining an open system. This attitude prevailed even 
among staff who had had little experience of inmates taking advantage of the 
measure. ''Things should be in the open"; "everything is in the open here"; 
"you must have this freedom of the voice". What many officers were less happy 
about was the tendency for pI" ',soner interviews with the press to result in 
one-sided stories: "Only OP~' side is asked. They st'(luld talk to staff as 
well to learn what goes on in the institute"; "the guards are never involved. 
they (the press) hear things from only one point of view". Proposed solutions 
ranged from banning prisoners and staff from talking to the media ("we shOUld 
keep things to ourselves"). to insisting on the staff pcdnt of view being 
heard or "supervising interviews and stopping them when 'they become 
ridiculous" (officer with 14 years experience). 

Visits by outside gr'oups 

Hal f of those interviewed considered that this development was operating very 
well and more than three out of four rated it a success. In fact. only one 
officer raised a serious objection: "They may bring in drugs". The others 
who withheld their full approval did so on the grounds that not enough groups 
were visiting their institutions. Sometimes the funds available for this 
purpose were considered inadequate. Generally. however. staff were pleased 
with what had been achieved. An officer in a closed prison spoke for many 
when he said: "It makes our life here more comfortable. It make~ your work 
eas ier and encourages more feeli ngs for each other as human be i ngs". Another 
officer \/ho works in a House of Detention added "very frequently it makes the 
work easier. It has a calming effect". 

Radio. T.V. In cells; retention of some personal possessions 

Only two officers expressed doubts about the way each of these measures was 
operating. The main criticism of television in prisons is not very different 
from that leveled against it in the general community. It is said to 
encourage indolence. "The prisoners prefer to stay in their cells because of 
it. They get lazier and more isolated". said an officer working in a closed 
prison. Three points were frequently cited in its favour" (1) television 
helps to pass the time. ("It gives them something to do. otherwise the 
evenings are so long. I didn't like the idea at first. I thought prisoners 
already received too much attention. But I find it works really well. People 
care less about being in their cells". said one officor with 16 years 
experience); (ii) it helps to keep prisoners in touch with what is happening 
in the world outside (It's an important form of communication with the outsfde 
world"; "they're able to keep In contact with what's going on outside"); (iif) 
it is qUieter in the evenings to the benefft of both inmates and officers. 
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While the idea of allowing prisoners to soften the environment of their cells 
with personal possessions generally was approved, many officers entered a plea 
for commonsense in the application of this policy. Birds were decidedly less 
popular than fish although one closed institution permitted "one large bird or 
two small birds in a cage", An officer in another closed institution approved 
of birds because "they can talk to them". A colleague said "birds and fish 
keep them busy with living things and impose some responsibilities. You also 
get to know them better seeing them having contact with animals". 

Despite these comments, there is little doubt that most of the staff to whom 
we spoke would prefer the 'living things' in cells to be confined to a 
manageable number of fish and plants. "With too many things in the cell 
searching becomes difficult and searching is necessary for safety", 
Nevertheless. with appropriate controls, officers generally favour the policy 
of allowing cell furnishings: "Some personal possessions help to create a 
homely atmosphere", summed up the general attitude. 

Complaints commission 

Seven out of ten officers saw merit fn the way the Beklagcommlssle was 
operating but for most of the remaining officers it was a case of 'taking a 
good thing too far'. "It is too ea:;y to complain and too much time is spent 
on it". said one House of Detention officer 1n his fourth year of service. He 
added: "the director should have more influence on which subjects are worth 
complaining about". Another officer'S answer was more dfrect, He quoted the 
legendary prisoners' complaint 'the coffee isn't hot enough' as a prelude to 
the judgement, "it's a lot of bullshft, a lot of trouble for nothing. There 
shouldn't be a committee". other staff criticised the cost" of the complaint 
procedures in relation to the magnitude of the issues: "It costs a lot of 
money that has to be paid by the state when people complain about the smallest 
things". 

Against these criticisms must be weighed the perceived advantages of the 
system, partfc\llarly the protection of individual rights: "This is a good 
institution and we accept it (Beklagcommissie) as one of the rights of a human 
being" said an officer working in a House of Detention. "They have the right 
to appeal against decisions"; "You don't get funny situations, everything is 
open"; ''It's good that an inmate can talk to a person who's not involved", and 
"It's very good that its independent so that everything is not coming from the 
director", were among the other comments. 

Prisoners wear their own clothes 

Not one officer criticized the implementation of this policy. flIt creates a 
better atmosphere"; "Gives them their own identity". and "they remain more 
bonded to society" were some of the reasons given for favour'ing the practice 
of prisoners Wearing their own clothes. Apart from discussing the issue with 
individual officers, at several institutions where prisoner visits were' taking 
place we raised the matter with supervising officers. None of the officers 
thought that prisoners wearing their own clothes raised special security 
problems. Prisoners leaving the visiting room were checked before the 
visltors departed and careful note was taken of the identities of peop'le 
entering and leaving the institutions. 
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Prisoners' committees/newspapers 

The outstanding feature of the comments about these two means of prisoner 
communication wa~ not the staffs' acceptance or rejection of them but the fact 
that in several institutions they did not exist. In relation to newspapers, 
only a minority (11/28) of officers were in a position to comment. Most 
thought the comparative brevity of Dutch prison sentences made it difficult to 
sustain the organisation needed to bring out a paper. Criticism was divided 
between the poor quality of the issues of the papers that have appeared ("Its 
not a newspaper, its not informative"; "It contajns a lot of rubbish, its hard 
to find interesting things to put in it"), and the one-sided or hurtful 
presentation of ideas ("They can say things about a guard, but some things 
hurt. There should be better supervision of what gets in"; "Most of the time 
they only look at things from one side"). 

The majority of officers had experience of prisoner committees and three out 
of four with that experience thought they were operating successfully. An 
officer in his fifth year of service thought it good that "You hear something 
from the other side. It doesn't always work. Sometimes they concentrate on 
themselves instead of the whole prison". Another officer who favoured the 
committees still thought It necessary to sound a note of cautionl "People on 
the committee must see that they can't get all they want. They can only gain 
small facilities. The committee can't cope with large issues. It <the 
institution) would be a madhouse if it did". A woman officer describing the 
prisoner committee procedures in her institution, thought it important that 
staff receive copies of paper setting out the prisoners' requests. "You have 
no secrets that way, you always hear if things are going on". 

The main criticism of the way the committees operate ('oncerned the prisoners 
who find their way on to them. These people were described as 'the negative 
ones', 'the wrongly motivated' and more directly as 'the big mouths'. 

Altered conditions of sentence 

Reduction in working day 

The shortening of the working day appears to be one of the least popular of 
the changes introduced during the past 10 - 15 years. In the institutions 
where it has been introduced, as many officers expressed reservations about 
the measure (11/22) as expressed their support for the way it has been 
implemented. These opinions cut across attitudinal and career groupings. The 
boredom of the under-employed prisoner was a matter of concern to a lot of staff. 
"People get bored and hang around. Lots of them would like to work more which 
is also easier for the officers. We should go back to 8 hours of work", said 
a 43 year old House of Detention officer. An officer working In another House 
of Detention agreed with him: "They must have reasonable work to do, then we 
should go back to 8 hours of work. Activities should be confined to evenings 
and weekends". A colleague working In the same institutIon commented that the 
shorter working day was only good for "prisoners who want to practice 
activities. There are not enough activities of different types for fome 
prisoners who must, therefore, stay in their cells for too much of the time". 
Shortages of space and staff also limited the usefulness of many of the non
work programs. 
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Staff who took a more favourable view of theshorter working day included some 
who thought the available work of dubious value: "Four hours is more than 
enough because it is usually stupi d work" (officer in fifth year of service); 
"Mostly they work four hours a day. but it is possible to work eight hours. 
Four hours a day is better because I think to go to the teacher is more 
important than working the other four hours in a factory" (staff member of a 
closed prison). 

Time out of cells 

Our list of changes referred to fewer hours being spent in cells on workdays 
but 11 officers said they were unaware of any change having taken place in the 
institutions where they worked. Hence opinions on the less restrictive regime 
were only obtained from 17 staff members. All but two thought it operated 
successfully. The only negative opinions were based on the fact that "people 
get too much time out of their cells to plot, organise and scheme" and 
prisoners who are not involved in activities become bored. 

Our statement that an increased number of hours were being spent 1n cells at 
weekends was also thought not to apply to a considerable number of 
institutions. Only fifteen officers were in a position to comment on the 
'change'. Six expressed a negative view of which the following was 
illustrative: "It creates more stress, people want to get out, especially in 
summer" (Officer working In a closed institution). Some staff thought that 
inmates did not mind resting on Saturday and Sunday mornings. Certainly the 
later unlocking of cells means a break for staff who find the everyday routine 
something of a challenge. However, several officers commented that prisoners 
suffered embarrassment having to wait their turn for cells to be unlocked so 
that they could go to the toilet. 

Help in adjusting to changes 

The review of detailed changes 1n the penal institutions was followed by 
discussion of the assistance that prison officers have received in coping with 
these changes. Four out of every seven officers (16/28) rated the help they 
had received as 'adequate1 • The remainder believed they had received little 
or no assistance. Officers with six or more years service (11/18) were almost 
half as likely again as less experienced officers (419) to consider that the 
help they had received was adequate. More striking was the difference In the 
level of satisfaction expressed by the two groups of officers with different 
work priorities. Those we have characterised as prisoner oriented were about 
evenly divided between the 'little or no help' and 'adequate' assistance 
categories; officers who emphasized the security and good order aspects of 
their role were three times more likely to express satisfaction with the help 
they had received than to complain of inadequate assistance: 
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Assistance in coping with changes 

role priorities 
prisoner oriented not prisoner oriented 

No No 

adequate assistance 7 9 

little or no assistance 8 3 

15 12 

One possible inference is that the help an officer receives from sources such 
as colleagues, senior prison officers, local managers and training courses is 
more likely to be judged as adequate if the staff member concerned conceives 
of his or her job primarily in terms of security tasks. The officer who 
places greater emphaSis on the guiding and supportive aspects of the job 
thereby enters a more complicated realm and has to deal with role conflicts 
for which he may feel Inadequately prepared. 

This Interpretation of the above data was supported by the remarks officers 
made when they were asked what types of assistance should have received 
greater attention. For example, one officer regretted that he had not been 
helped to integrate the different elements of his role: "The duties, the 
security and bejegening, are hard to combine". More frequently, the cause of 
regret was the officers' inability to obtain the help or counsel of 
colleagues: "We need time to talk things oller with other members of the team. 
These opportunities are very important and they hardly ever occur. There has 
to be someone who you can go and talk to, who helps you to do things right. 
We miss not having a person like this". 

Sometimes the plea was for greater attention to be paid to specific skills: 
"I needed more help in making the change from only closing doors to speaking 
with and having contact with inmates"; "It Is not easy to work more with 
prisoners, to do things with them"; "You have to lead groups after only a few 
hours training". Formal training should be more relevant to the task that 
officers have to perform on the job: "You are expected to do things that 
you're not trained for"; "You have to have education that's directed to 
practice". However not all difficulties call for the development of new 
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skills in basic staff. Sometimes the adaptat10n to change would be made more 
effectively, say the officers, if management made a greater effort to l1sten 
to those on the shopfloor: "Changes are sometimes inadequately prepared and 
there is no consultation about changes with the guards. Consultation only 
works vertically: Too often things are laid on from above. You have to do 
th1s, even if you don't see the w1sdom of it"; "The director makes the 
decis10ns. There has to be more commun1cation between the director and the 
prison guards". 

Finally, the human need that some prison officers felt required greater 
attention was for change to occur at a more manageable pace: "Changes occured 
too fast. Maybe that's good but I preferred to have more time. It 1s good 
that we work together with the dl rector .... "; "It woul d be better if changes 
were brought more slowly into the system". 
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REflECTIONS 

The patient and continual reform of the Dutch prison system is a story of 
remarkable achievement. Equally remarkable to an outsider with first hand 
experience of the difficulties involved, has been the way prison officers have 
adapted to a wide range of reform measures and the policy objectives upon 
which they have been based. 

Of course, there is considerable individual variation in the enthusiasm with 
which the changes have been greeted by staff. Shortly after I was introducad 
to one somewhat disgruntled officer he expressed disbelief over the fact that 
the Dutch Government, having "made a mess of its own prison system", nol'l 
appeared Intent on "exporting its wrong thinking to other countries, including 
Australia". However, once he had got a few things off his chest even this 
officer proceeded to indicate a surprising degree of acceptance of most of the 
specific changes contained in the list that we tabled. The same response was 
generally characteristic of other officers whose opening remarks indicated 
less than total enthusiasm for prison reform. 

The Interests of a balanced presentation require that we acknowledge the 
philosophical reservations of some staff. Such reservations must not be 
confused with the acceptance by the majority of officers of the reasonableness 
and practicability of the 'new order'. Frequently repeated comments like 
'that's the job', 'it works', and 'Is there any other way'? testified to the 
broad acceptance of the regime required by official government policy. 
Moreover, the officers' responses sometimes went beyond mere acceptance of 
policy to its enthusiastic endorsement. 

Significantly, as we have seen from the foregoing analysis, the enthusiasts 
often involved a disproportionate number of officers with long service 
histories. An amusing encounter with two of these experienced officers 
working In a maximum security prison helped throw some light on this aspect of 
our findings. They jokingly complained that they felt they were now working 

. in an 'old men's home' because, compared with former times, there was so 
little staff conflict With the prisoners. "We've been here long enough to 
know how things were under the old system. We know which system we'd rather 
work under, which one is better for the guards as well as the prisoners". 

The Dutch prison system is about to undergo considerable expansion. There is, 
it seems to me, a danger of underestimating the difficulty of attaining In new 
institutions In a relatively short time, the notable but patiently won 
achievements of the established institutions Included in the present study. 
In this connection I wish to offer a parting observation. Coming from a 
foreign Visitor It may appear presumptlous but the observation Is born of 
personal experience and deep appreciation of what Holland has attained In one 
of the most difficult fields of public administration: 

Over-familiarity with reforms that have eluded most other countries may 
tempt unproductive short-cuts or bureaucratic tinkering with the existing 
prison system. It Is obvIous that any social system can be Improved but 
the scale of attempted change should sometimes be tempered by the wisdom 
of the saying 'let good enough alone', or even more pOintedly lal1e 
verandering is geen verbeterlngl. 
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