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This Issue in Brief' 
Structuring the Exercise of Sentencing Discre­

tion in the Federal Courts. - Brian Forst and 
William Rhodes report results of a major study of 
Federal sentencing practices, focusing on 
highlights that have special relevance to the proba­
tion community: survey results on the purposes of 
sentencing, an analysis of recent sentencing deci­
sions, and an analysis of the information con­
tained in the presentence investigation report. The 
survey revealed that Federal probation officers 
and judges, on the whole, regard deterrence and in­
capacitation as more important goals of sentencing 
than either rehabilitation or just deserts. The 
judges individually, on the other hand, are divided 
over the goals of sentencing. 

Zero-Sum Enforcement: Some Reflections on 
Drug Control_-This article reflects upon the 
dilemmas in drug control efforts and suggests that 
current policy and practices be reviewed and 
modified in order to evolve a "more coherent" ap­
proach to the problem. The authors critique the 
methods of evaluating drug enforcement efforts 
and provide a series of rationales that can be 
employed in the decisionmaking process. 

Inreacb Counseling and Advocacy Witb 
Veterans in Prison.-A self-help model of direct 
and indirect services is provided through a 
Veterans Administration veterans-in-prison (VIP) 
pilot program. Authors Pentland and Scurfield 
describe objectives and methodology of the pro­
gram, including the formation of incarcerated 
veterans into self-help groups, organization of 
community-based resources into VIP teams that 
visit the prisons, serving veteran-related issues 
and services such as discharge upgrading and 
Agent Orange, and a diversionary program for 
veterans in pretrial confinement. 

Tbe Probation Officer and tbe Suicidal 
Client.-This article by Federal probation officers 
Casucci and Powell attempts to provid.e the proba­
tion officer with enough information to be able to 

recognize and deal effectively with the suicidal 
client. The authors furnish an overview of the 
problem of suicide, a profile of the suicidal client, 
and the therapeutic response 'of the probation of­
ficer in this crisis situation, 

An Experiential Focus on the Development of 
Employment for Ex-Offenders.-U.S. Probation 
Officer Stanley S. Nakamura of the Northern 
District of California states that a concerted effort 
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has been made in his District to establish an 
employment progr:un that would provide real 
assistance to those clients interested in working. 
Integrity, friendship, patience, professionalism, 
trust, placement, and followthrough are the basis 
of a successful employment program, he con­
cludes. 

Alienation and Desire for Job Enrichment 
Among Correction Officers.-Responses to a cor­
rection officer opinion survey suggest that C.O. 's 
hold attitudes toward their job that are similar to 
those of other contemporary workers, report Hans 
Toch and John Klofas. Like other urban workers, 
urban C.O.'s tend to be very alienated; like 
workers generally, most C.O.'s are concerned with 
job enrichment or job expansion. 

BARS in Corrections.-Evaluating the job per­
formance of employees is a perennial problem for 
most correctional organizations, according to 
Wiley Hamby and J .E. Baker. The use of 
Behaviorally Anchored Rating Scales (BARS) ap­
pears to be a viable alternative for evaluating the 
performance of employees in corrections, they 
maintain. 

Redesigning the Criminal Justice System: A 
Commentary on Selected Potential Strategies.­
Selected strategies are highlighted by Attorney 
Tommy W. Rogers which would appear worthy of 
consideration in any contemplated alteration of 
the criminal justi~e system. Suggestions are made 
concerning modification of the criminal law detec­
tion and apprehension strategies, improving the 
admininistrative and judicial efficiency of courts, 
redressing system neglect of victims, and utiliza­

. tion of research in planning and legislation. 

Strategies for Maintaining Social Service Pro­
grams in Jails.-Social services within jails and 
community-based alternatives to incarceration are 
vulnerable to cutbacks, asserts Henry Weiss of the 
Wharton School' in Philadelphia. His article sug­
gests a number of strategies for maintaining the 
improvements in service delivery that have been 
so painstakingly won over the past 15 years. 

Promises and Realities of Jail Classification.­
The process by which jails reach classification 
decisions has rarely been studied due to the preoc­
cupation of the field with predictive models, assert 
J ames Austin and Paul Litsky of the National 
Council on Crime and Delinquency Research 
Center. The authors' opinions expressed in this ar­
ticle are based on their findings of a comparative 
process study of four jail classification systems. 

Crime Victim Compensation: A Survey of State 
Programs.-Compensating crime victims for in­
juries sustained as a result of their victimization 
has evolved into a highly complex practice, report 
Gerard F. Ramker and Martin S. Meagher of Sam 
Houston State University. Their study showed 
that the state compensation programs in existence 
today are subject to similarities in certain 
organizational characteristics and also appear to 
share certain disparities. 

Probation Officers Do Make a Difference.-This 
article by Marilyn R. Sanchez of the Hennepin 
County (Minn.) Probation Department examines 
the successful interaction between probation of­
ficer and client. Her article discusses a three-issue 
model for feedback from probationers: (1) the "exit 
interview" with the probationer, (2) presentations 
in schools, and (3) the postproba~;!on checkoff list. 

All the articl~s app.ear!ng,in this magazine are regarded as appropriate expressions of ideas worth of 
though~ but thelrpubhcatlOn.ls not to be taken as an endo~sement b:t the editors orthe Federal probation ofucf: 
of the Ylews set forth. The edlt~rs may or ~ay not agree wlth the articles appearing in the magazine but b r 
them m any case to be deservmg of conslderation. ' e leve 
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Promises and Realities of 
J ail Classification 

By JAMES AUSTIN, PH.D., AND PAUL LITSKY 

Research Center, National Council on Crime and Delinquency, San Francisco 

The Promise of Jail Classification 

J ail and prison administrators have been urged 
by correctional standard setting organizations, 
prison reform groups, and more recently by the 
Federal courts to establish formal classification 
systems in their institutions. The American Cor­
rectional Association, Criminal Justice Founda­
tion, and many state correctional agencies have 
issued specific standards to define the format and 
function of classification systems. In several 
lawsuits filed against overcrowded state correc­
tional systems, the absence of formal and 
equitable classification systems has been im­
plicated as one of the major causes of orison over­
crowding (Pugh v. Locke [Alabama]; Trigg v. Blan­
ton; Nelson v. Collins [Maryland]; Ramos v. Lamm 
[Colorado]). The National Institute of Corrections 
has invested considerable resources into the fund­
ing of classification research and policy develop­
ment grants. 

Classification, as it is applied to jail and prison 
inmates, has three main purposes: (1) management, 
(2) prediction, and (3) planning. From the manage­
ment perspective, formal classification criteria are 
neces§ary to ensure that rational and equitable 
decisions are made by the staff at institutions. 
This philosophical approach represents a jus~ice 
model of classification. Ideally, decisio:ns pertain-

,ing to custody level, medical treatment, mental 
health care, and program participation should be 
based on standardized and precise criteria 
understood by staff and inmates. The justice 
model assumes that a formal classification pro­
cess, clearly communicated to staff and inmates, 
will reduce tensions fueled by perceptions that 
decisions are unfair and unpredictable. Lines of 
authority and accountability will be clearly set for­
ward. 

Predictive classification models assume it is 
possible to predict inmate behavior by studying 
and analyzing the inmate's individual socio­
economic and psychological attributes. This ap­
proach, grounded in the positivist social science 
ideology, has been used to predict everything from 
disruptive inmate behavior to future criminal ac-

tivity. Properly diagnosed inmates can be as­
signed to the most appropriate custody setting 
(e.g., those violent prone or escape prone would 
receive the most secure housing assignments). In­
stitutions interested in the goal of rehabilitation 
could use predictive cla$sification models to iden­
tify those inmates who need social services and 
would respond to such services. 

Finally, classification can serve important plan­
ning and monitoring functions. Classification im­
plies the need for a process of systematic data col­
lection and analysis of the data to guide ad­
ministrative decisions on future correctional 
policies. Centralization of data collection and 
analysis tasks makes it possible to evaluate trends 
in population flow, inmate characteristics, jail 
decisionmaking processes, and the impact of pro­
grammatic, administrative,' and legal reforms on 
staff and inmate behavior. Systematic analyses of 
these data should allow jail administrators to ra­
tionally deveiop new correctional policies based on 
empirically derived needs. 

Two recent examples of classification data being 
used for policy development occurred in the 
Federal Bureau of Prisons and the California 
DepaJrtment of Corrections. Both correctional 
systems developed new classification systems that 
were partially based on a systematic statistical 
analysis of their inmate populations. Based upon 
thes'e data and the recommendations of correc­
tional staff, a "point" system was established to 
better "objectify" the classification process. 
Using this new point system, it was learned that 
correctional staff had historically placed inmates 
in custody settings higher than actually needed. 
California has since revised its projected plans for 
mnssive expansion of its current maximum secur­
ity beds pace and is reallocating departmental 
resources towards expansion of less expensive 
minimum security bed institutions and commun­
ity-based settings. This shift in correctional policy 
(el.g., toward less severe and costly classification 
decision practices) would not have been possible 
without some historical knowledge of past 
classification practice and inmate characteristics. 

58 

¢~~~~~~~~J~==~~~~~"-"'~'~~~'~~~~'~"-~'~~~'~.~~!~~'~~~~~~ .. ~~~ 

;I I 

, ' . , 
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Philosophies of classification, whether. they 
'mprove management, predict inmate behaVIOr, or 
'lan and evaluate correctional policies, can be 
~educed to the simple tasks of collecting. ~nd 
analyzing data for the broad pur'p~se of dec~d.mg 
what to do with persons sent to JaIl. A. classlflCa­
tion system can be likened to the functIOns of the 
human brain. It collects, stores, and analyzes d~ta 
and in turn, triggers administrative actions WhICh 
sha~e the conditions of confinement, p~n~~hm~n~: 
and program participation. Without thIS bra~n, 
prisons and jails will react haphazardly or agaIn~t 
mandated standards, policies, and laws. A C0n:"~It­
ment to the continued monitoring of the claSSIfIca­
tion system, especially as it relates to the go~ls 
and objectives of the institution, i~ nece~sar.y. to I~­
sure that pril'lons and jails retaIl ratIonalIty m 
their daily decisionmaking. 

mal "gut" reactions. Decisions may involve the 
simple choice of placing an inmate in o~e of tw.o 
available cells that look pretty much ahke, or It 
may require a much more complex choice from a 
range of diverse housing, security, and program 

Understanding the Process of Jail Classification 

When the topic of classification research is 
raised, most people assume it is re~at~d to th~ 
development 'and verification o.f pre?IctIve cl.assI­
fication models. However, in thIS artIcle we w~l~ be 
limiting our discussion to the process of classlflCa­
tion management models. While predictive models 
have their place, there is a paucity of res~~rch. on 
the implementation and actual use of classIfIcatIOn 
systems in jails. . 

Jail classification systems differ. from prIs?n 
classification systems only in relatIOn ~o ~he I~­
stitutions they serve. Jails are more hmlted m 
their facilities and the inmates' length of stay (fre­
quently less than 60 days) .. Conseq~ently, turnover 
of population is mor~ rapId,. n:"eaDl~g that the e~­
ecution of classificatIOn deCISIons IS both a rapId 
and constrained process. J ails do not have the lux­
ury of 30-60 day diagnostic periods to c~nd~ct ex­
tensive medical, social, and psychologlCal Inven­
tories. Th~ limited nature of their ph~sical struc­
ture, custody levels, and programmatIc resources 
also means that decision crite~ia need. not be 
overly complex. It makes little dIfference If a per­
son needs vocational training in compu~er 'pro­
gramming or intense psychiatric interventIon If he 
will be released in 60 days. .. . 

options. 
Little attention has been directed toward an 

evaluation of those formal and informal proc~sses 
which make up the classification syst~m. J all a~­
ministrators seem to have littl~ mter~st m 
understanding (1) the criteria by whIch the~r staf.f 
makes decisions, (2) the consistency ~f .thelr de~I­
sions and (3) the impact of their deCISIons on m­
mate~, staff, and the community. If jails ~re ~he 
least understood component of the adult JustIce 
system, jail classification proces~es represent an 
even more mysterious and unstudIed phenomenon. 

Although there have been many classification s~h.em~s and 
incredible amounts of data collected in ~he classific~tiOn of 
offenders for the past 75 years, very httle evaluatiOn has 
been done. It seems that there are many "pet" classificat~on 
systems and numerous typologies produced by academics, 
but no systematic evaluation (lIT, 1975: 254), 

Evaluations of classification systems per s~ will 
not tell us how to improve jails. CorrectIOnal 
policy is and will continue to be shaped by the 
political and economic ideologies a~d .valu~s t~at 
dominate our society and the crImmal JustIce 
system. However, evaluations ~an in~orm ad­
ministrators if their jail is operatIng as Intended, 
can identify its impact on staff and inmates, ~nd 
can suggest more powerful .means fo~ replacmg 
costly and ineffective correctIOnal practIces. 

Having summarized the competing expe~t~tions 
of jail classification, what are ~he reahtIes of 
classification as presently practIced? H~w are 
these decisions reached and what factors Impede 
successful implementation? Findin~s. are d~~wn 
from a recently completed study of JaIl classlf~ca­
tion in four jails (Boulder, Colorado; Kans.as ~Ity, 
Missouri' New Orleans, Louisiana; SprmgfI~ld, 
Massach~setts) (Jail Classification EvaluatIOn, 
NCCD, 1981). The study represents a ?,~ar long 
process study of how classificatio~ deCISIOns are 

W do know that every jail has a claSSIfIcatIOn 
syst:m of some type. Each day decisions are made 
by staff about where to transfer inmates, what pro­
grams they will be allowed to participate i~, how 
inmates will be punished for discipli~ary mfrac­
tions, who will receive medical attentIon, and so 
on. The process may be extremely form~l or. may 
be carried out by inmates and staff makmg mfor-

ade using standardized qualitatIve and qu~n­
:tative research methodologies. The study m­
cluded descriptions of the classificatio~ s?,stems 
. peration at the four jails and the crIterIa used 
mo. d' ted by staff in making decisions. Fm m~~ presen 
below identify organizational and pohtI~al factors 
that impede and distort the impleme~tatIon ~f ~ny 
classification system regardless of Its SOphlstlCa-

tion and validity. 
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Realities of Jail Classification 

. Little has been accomplished in the implementa­
tIO~ of fo~mal jail classification systems despite 
theIr ascrIbed theoretical and pragmat;ic imp or­
~a~ce not?d above. Most of the Nation's '1,000 plus 
JaIls contmue to operate without a form.al written 
policy to guide inmate handling and correctional 
procedures. Instead of a carefully rea~'IOned and 
empirically derived process, classification deci­
sions, more often than not, reflect the SUbjective 
biases of inadequately trained staff. Attempts to 
reform or formalize classification decisions are 
thwarted because (1) criteria are ambiguously 
stated, (~) the model or criteria are not properly 
commuDlcated to staff and inmates, and (3) 
classification decisions are subverted by lack of 
space and services with the jail. Each of these 
organizational impediments to jail classification 
,'U'e discussed below using current findings from 
t~e comparative jail classification study. Also 
dIscussed are some of the unanticipated COUse­
quences of a haphazard classification system. 

Ambiguously Defined Classification Criteria 

Formal systems of inmata classification when 
they exist at all, rarely have the intended r~sult of 
ensuring more rational and equitable decision­
making. These systems often become impractical 
because the formal criteria established to imple­
~en~ the classi~ication systems are open to subjec­
tIve mterpretatIOn by a wide range of jail staff and 
administrators who make the classification deci­
sions. Further, the broad ranges of criteria used in 
the process may result in classification decisions 
that are at worst illegal and at best merely 
unreliable. 

diagnosis frequently was performed by staff 
without advanced degrees in the behavioral 
sciences and earning $10,000 to $16,000 per year. 
Clinical judgments, regardless of their validity, 
can result in inmates experiencing severely dif­
ferential conditions of confinement. And, plaCing 
inmates in more secu.t'e custody settings that may 
deprive them of access for services based upon 
such a psychological profile as perceived by un­
trained staff may be an unlawful criterion. 

In one jail, inmates were labekd as being 
"passive" or "aggressive." Inmates considered 
passive were housed in a tank while aggressive in­
mates were placed in single or double cells. Inade­
quate information collected at booking means that 
these initial decisions were predicated on behavior 
exhibited by inmates at booking. For example, 
staff indicated they had minimal data for such 
basic information such as number of prior escapes, 
FTA's, etc. The follOWing are notes from field 
observations of the classification process at this 
jail illustrating the search for psychological fac­
tors. 

" Staff asked, "What is his attitUde like-is he aggressive?" 
Does he have any known enemies?" Discussion is 

~ampered because of no files or lack of information in the fdes. 

And 

Case"'~lrker in charge of the intake and reclaosification 
floor gav~ th.e ~ame, weight, race, charge of inmate when he 
was ~ast In JaIl, and suggested a particular placement for 
each Inmate. There was a little interchange between commit­
tee members, although this was primarily a discussion bet­
ween the caseworker and the CS. Comments included "Let's 
~ake (section) 1-2 as passive as we can." "Put him in a sec­
tIOn, he couldn't make it in a tank" as the inmate was "too 
slow" an~ "would get run over" by the more aggressive in­
mates aSSIgned to tanks. Criteria such as "medical needs," "male and 

female," and "juvenile vs. adult" and "black vs 
white" are precise distinctions that requir~ 
minimal specification. However, as noted later 
even diagnosis of medical needs established by ~ 
thor?ugh examination performed by competent 
medIcal staff becomes an important factor for 
classification decisions within an overcrowded 
facility. Thus, even when classification criteria 
definitions are relatively unambiguous, wide 
variations in decisionmaking can exist. 

Most criteria, however, were found to be subjec­
tive and ambiguously stated. Frequently these 
criteria reflected an adherence to medical or 
pathological models of criminal behavior. Inmates 
by virtue of their presence in jail, were assumed t~ 
have some personality defects which led to their 
present incarceration. In this study, clinical 

In another jail, inmates were booked into a max­
imum security intake module. If behavior was 
defin~d as "good," the inmate could move pro­
gres~lvely from the ma~)mum security area to 
medIum security to minimum security, and finally 
wor~ release. The criterion used for reclaSSifying 
the Immate was the immate's behavior, as assessed 
~y the line staff and subject to the staff's percep­
tIons. Inmate personalities were evaluated at staff­
ing "ceremonies." 

. 
" 

A,~eas discussed. included (the inmate's) family 
b~c....,~ound, earl.y chIldhood, personal characteristics, ser­
VIC~ b~\ckground, Interpersonal relationships, past prison ex­
perlen~es and charges: The staff member related her 
analy~,s of these experIences of the inmate to his present 
behaVIor and self-concept of a "fighter," yet he is fearful. 
She felt he needs structure, a parental model and a role 
model. She felt he lacked understanding of cause and effect 
and how others interpreted his actions. ' 
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The most extrema case of ambiguously stated 
'teria was located in one jail that used the "ob­

j:~tive criteria" shown in Exhibit A. Not only were 

many of the categories difficult to define opera­
tionally, but the categories' of (1) "true," (~! "more 
true than false," (3) "more false than true, and (4) 

EXHIBIT A 
JACKSON COUNTY'S CLASSIFICATION FORM 

CLASSIFICATION 

Inmate Namae _____________________________________ _ Agel _______ DOB, ______ _ 

Admit Date' ______________ Master No. ______________ Booking No. 
Ht. ________ VVt., ______ _ Race' _______ Bondd _______ Charge' _______ _ 

More True More False Don't 
True Than False Than True Untrue Know 

1. Juvenile/Protective Custody Ordered? 

2. Present Charge/Violent Crime? 

3. Prior History of Violent Crime? 

4. Release Program Risk? 

5. Drug or Alcohol History? 

6. Physically Small? 

7. Immature or Timid? 

8. Possible Signs of Emotional Difficulty? 

9. Severe Emotional Problems Requiring 
Referral? 

10. Communication Difficulties? 

11. Possible Mental Deficiency? 

12. Depressed/Despondent? 

13. Manipulative/Unreliable? 

14. Indifferent to Feelings of Others 

15. Easily Influenced/Intimidated? 

16. Likely to Dominate Others? , 

17. Aggressively Prejudiced? 

18. May Respond Aggressively to Provocation? 

19. Impulsive? 

20. Unpredictable? 

21. Disrespectful/Likely to Require Close 
Supervision? 

22. Fraternizes/Seeks Personal Favors 
" 

23. History of DiSCipline Problems? 

24. Escape Attempt? 

25. Withdrawn? 

26. Prior Incarceration? 

27. Refuses to Participate in Programs? 

, 
, 

..... 
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"untrue" were equally imprecise. Formalization of 
unclear criteria is more likely to further the nrama 
of classification rather than validate reliable deci­
sionmaking. 

Broadly defined classification schemes as il­
lustrated in the above examples lead to con­
siderable inconsistency. Table 1 illustrates this 
phenomenon. Variations in the rates of inmates 
assigned to various categories by individual 
members of the classification committee are co~. 
siderable. For example, staff person A classified 
higher proportions of inmates as perceived as re­
quiring special assignment for medical, 
psychiatric, and age related reasons compared to 
other staff classifiers. Conversely, staff person B 
classified a higher rate of inmates as "gang­
affiliated. " Unless staff, for some reason, 
systematically encounter unique popUlations in 
the course of their work, these data demonstrate 
that classification decisions are based not only on 
inmate characteristics but also on the character­
istics of staff making these decisions. 

Communication of the Classification 
System Model 

counteract the administrative goals of classifica­
tion. I:umates need to be informed of the mechanics 
of requesting cell transfers, program participation, 
and the rules governing the institution in which 
they are housed. Inadequate understanding of the 
classification procedures is likely to increase ten. 
sions within the jail. Violence may be the eventual 
outcome of a poorly communicated classification 
system. 

Even the best classification system will fail if it 
is not communicated to jail staff Who must imple­
ment it and inmates whom it affects. Lacking 
knowledge of the formal mechanics of the system, 
staff are likely to revert to informal methods which 

In the three jails where the staff and inmate 
surveys were administered, most staff knew of the 
existence of a formal classification system (table 
2), but only 62.4 percent knew the rules specifying 
how inmates should request transfers. Far fewer 
inmates had knowledge of the classification 
system (58.7%), and even fewer knew the rules 
specifying how to request a transfer (38.5%). Very 
few inmates claim they were told the results of 
classification decisions while a vast majority felt 
that they should have been told. They were less 
likely than staff to agree with the statements that 
cell and program assignments were fair. It is clear 
from table 2 that both staff and inmates lack 
knowledge of the classification system and that in­
mates desire Such knowledge. 

Table 3 shows wide differences between staff 
and inmate knowledge of how to request transfers 
to another cell. Staff and inmates are operating 
under entirely different systems within the same 
jail. The wide diversity of responses leads to the 
conclusion that it is not clear to either staff or in-

TABLEl 
VARIATION IN CLASSIFICATION DECISIONS BY SUPERVISING STAFF 

CLASSIFICATION CATEGORIES 

PERCENT CLASSIFIED BY INDIVIDUAL SUPERVISING STAFF 
'tOTAL PERSON, PERSON PERSON PERSON PERSON IIA liB IIC BD liE 

MEDICAL NEEDS 
(8B) 14.7 17.9% 9.3% B.3% 13.4% 11.5% 

PSYCHIATRIC NEEDS 
(54) 7.9 13.4% 1.9% 6.3% B.4% 4.9% 

AGED 
(32) 4.6 B.5% 1.9% 2.1% 6.7% O.B% 

~ 

YOUNG APPEARANCE 
(254) 37.9 40.2% 3B.0% 32.3% 37.B% 3B.5% 

SEX OFFENDER 
(30) 5.1 2.2% 6.5% 7.3% 6.7% 2.5% 

ESCAPE RISK 
(33) 5.9 4.0% 4.6% B.3% 6.7% 2.5% 

GANG AFFILIATION 
(BO) 14.5 5.4% 23.1% "-IB.B% 12.6% B.2% 

KNOWN INFORMER 
(l5) 2.2 5.4% 0.9% .2 0.0% 0.8% 0.8% 

VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 
(120) 17.8 19.2% 14.8% 19.B% 16.8% IB.O% 

INMATE REARRESTS 
(l05) 15.5 9.B% 3.7% 37.5% 14.3% 21.3% 

NUMBER OF CASES 
(Bll) (2B2) (113) (135) (148) (133) Percents are based on the percentage of all irunates classified within a specific category. 
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TABLE 2 
SELECTED RESPONSES TO STAFF 

AND INMATE QUESTIONNAIRE 
STERED AT THREE JAILS· ADMINI -

QUES'fION: PERCENT WHO ANSWER "YES" 

STAFF INMATES 

KNOW IF CLASSIFICATION SYSTEM EXISTS AT JAIL 94.0% 58.7% 

KNOW RULES TO REQUEST I;NMATE TRANSFER 62.4% 3B.5% 

INMATES ARE TOLD OF CLASSIFICATION DECISION 55.3% 27.7% 

INMATES SHOULD BE TOLD OF CLASSIFICATION DECISION 69.6% B1.0% 

KNOW HOW INMATES REQUEST TRANSFERS 92.B% 85.1% 

STAFF NEVER EXPLAIN WHY MORE REQUESTS DENIED 11.7% 60.9% 

STAFF NEVER EXPLAIN WHY PROGRAM REQUEST DENIED 6.5% 60.9% 

PRESENT AGREE: CELL ASSIGNMENTS FAIR 82.1% 67.1% 

PROGRAM ASSIGNMENTS FAIR B7.1% 62.7% 

INMAT:ES HAVE NO SAY WHAT GOES ON IN JAIL 21.1% 62.2% 

14.1% 47.6% THERE IS TENSION !N THIS JAIL ALL THE TIME d 

543 inmates and 269 staff were surveye . *Number of cases varies from question to question. 

Source: Inmate and staff surveys 

TABLES 

AFF AND INMATE PERCEPTIONS OF W~~ MAKES CLASSIFICATION DECISIONS 

RESPONSE STAFF INMATES 

DON'T KNOW 19.0% BO.9% 

CLASSIFICATION COMMITTEE 36.1% 0.7% 

CLASSIFICATION OFFICER 3.7% 0.2% 

CLASSIFICATION BOARD 0.4% 

CLASSIFICATION CASEWORKER 1.5% 1.1% 

CORRECTIONS OFFICERS 3.0% 0.2% 

LIEUTENANT 1.5% 0.4% 

FLOOR SUPERVISOR/WATCH 
COMMANDER 8.9% 0.4% 

OFFICER AT FRONT GATE 1.1% 0.9% 

OTHER GUARDS 1.9% 1.B% _ 

CAPTAIN OR WARDEN 1.9% 0.2% 

SHIFT ADMIN1STRATOR 1.9% 

STAFF CASEWORKER 11.5% 6.2%_ 

INTAKE SCREENER 3.7% 0.2% 

JUDGE 3.3% 

POLICE 0.4% 2.0% 

DOCTOR 0.7% 

SOCIAL WORKER 0.2% 

NUMBER OF CASES 269 544 

Source: Irunate and Staff Surveys 

mates how the formal procedure for requesting cell 
transfers works. h . 

Both inmates and staff need to ~?ow. w 0 I~ 
onsible for making formal classlflC~tl?n decl­

:~:~s Frustrations are likely to increase ~.mmdate~ 
are k~pt unaware of the authority for ma l~~ ~Cl-
. that affect so many aspects of their dally bfe. 

SlOns . d did not Yet 80.9 percent of the mmates surve!~ 
k who made classification deCISIons. The 

now ., 191% 
diversity of responses for the re;aml~g 'tten 
reveal a general lack of knQwle ge 0 wrl a 
classification procedures. St~ff. als? rep?t~ed a 

'd e of responses, mdICatmg el er 
w;n:ra~ar:ck of knowledge of the cla~sification 
g te or a wide dispersal of authorIty RI?ong 
:r:ff :r making classificati.on de~i~ions. I~ elt~?~ 

f al classification m declslonmakmg I 
:~~e~x~~~ue to a lack of any specifically k~~wn 
b~dy that could be held accountable for claSSIfICa­
tion decisions. . 1 . t _ 

In such instances we observed mformall~n er:hc
e tions among inmates an~ staff contro mg d 

classification decisionmakmg process .. Staff an 
inmates labeled as "credible" an~ havmg acce~s 
to those with authority to claSSIfy, en~ag~d b;n 
bartering ceremonies to secure t~e most e~lra e 

. ork and program assIgnments. none ?~usmg~:inm~tes and staff with frequent access 
::I~l!:::ification officers had the gre~te~t :~flue~ce 
• J" in their views heard and m m uenc~ng 
Id
n 

~l~V sg As l'n all decisionmaking ceremomes, eClSlon . d b to 
the "facts of the case" will be shape yaccess 
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authority and the credibility of those presenting 
data. 

, . 
Consequences of Overcrowding on 

Jail Classification 

.. When jails become overcrowded, classification 
policies are discarded and decisions are s,!'/aped by 
the conditions of overcrowding. This situation is 
known as "capacity driven" classification deci­
sionmaking. Housing, program participation, and 
disciplinary actions are determined not upon the 
formal "objective" criteria written as policy, but 
upon what available cell space exists to house in­
mates. Clements (1980) points out that although 
classification has been shown as an effective tool 
for reducing prison overcrowding, it is the problem 
of overcrowding that often paralyzes rational deci­
sionmaking. 

When an institution becomes overcrowded, 
classification criteria become dhtorted to meet the 
needs of the overcrowded fa<'ility and not the 
needs of the prisoner. Inmates who could qualify 
for minimum security, if space existed, are told 
they do not qualify because excessively strict 
custody criteria were established due to limited 
placements available. Instead of constructing ad­
ditional m~nimum security beds, officials may 
perpetuate the vicious circle of "molding" 
classification decisions to inadequate physical 
structures. However, it is the inmate and not the 
facility who is characterized as "inadequate." 

But the "space available" approach has even broader im­
plications. It means that we mold prisoners to the system 
rather than trying to modify the system to accurately reflect 
the realities of inmate needs and requirements. If services, 
programs, and facilities aren't available, there is strong 
pressure to nC?t classify people as needing them. This ap-

proach results not only in poor programming for the in­
dividual, but also in a costly failure to' collect and analyze 
valuable information for purposes of long-range planning. 
(Clements,1980: 5) . -

Each of the four jails evaluated had written 
policies and procedures to guide the handling of in­
mates. However, each of the four jails also com­
plained of being either chronically overcrowded or 
overcrowded for substantial periods of the year. 
When these jails are overcrowded, their written 
policies become inoperative and even the most 
elementary forms of differential handling become 
impossible. 

One example of this phenomenon can be ob­
served in one jail that was chronically over­
crowded (12 percent average daily population 
above rated capacity). This facility, by current jail 
practices, has an excellent medical screening and 
care unit. However, as illustrated in table 4, even 
with such resources, proper classification of in­
mates with special medical and psychiatric needs 
is not always achieved. The table lists the special 
medical and psychological needs of inmates as 
listed by staff and compares the percentage of 
these cases ti;,!:'t: actually received special 
classification at booking. Although the rates of 
proper classification differ fOl' the different types 
of inmate needs (from 34.7 percent to 85.9 percent), 
the consistent pattern is only partial compliance 
with emergency inma.te :needs. For example, of the 
138 cases where the inmate was diagnosed as 
needing immediate medical attention within 24 
hours, only 48 cases were specially assigned to a 
medical unit or to a unit where intensive supervi­
sion was possible. Unless resources exist to dif­
ferentially classify inmates, proper diagnosis will 
be of little value. 

TABLE 4 

COMPARISONS OF SPECIAL INMATE NEEDS AND 
RATES OF SPECIAL ASSIGNMENT DECISIONS 

SPECIAL IMMATE NEEDS IDENTIFICATION· 

NEEDS IMMEDIATE MEDICAL ATTENTION WITHIN 24 HOURS 

NEEDS IMMEDIATE PSYCHIATRIC ('>, TTENTION 

HISTORY OF MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS 

HISTORY OF ME_NTAL HEALTH HOSPITALIZATION 

PHYSICALLY DISABLED 

• Represents number of inmates identified as'exhibiting the special inmate need. 

•• Represents number of inmates actually assigned to a special housing setting. 

(138) 100% 

( 35) 100% 

(121) 100% 

( 83) 100% 

( 21) 100% 

SPECIAL 
ASSIGNMENT" 

( 48) 34.7% 

( 18) 51.4% 

(104) 85.9% 

( 69) 83.1% 

( 17) 80.9% 
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. 1 tated criteria were h "1 These ambiguous Y s 
. d field observations of classifi~a-

IntervI?":' an k' lidated the quantitative 
tion de~lsIOn~a mg in~ate needs was ultimately 

t e Jal s. . ates for housing assignments. 
used to screen mm t' that mis-
J ail staff made the as sump 1.0: than felons 
demean ants had to be less aggres~lv nd includ~ 
since felony charges are more serious a 10 ed to 
assaultive offenses. A strategy was tdevHe o~ever 

data. D:t.scussIOn on . I nt 
d d to the basic question of mmate p aceme . 

re uce . B t 
. te here to classIfy people. u 

I 
It . 

We could use a pomt sys m sin 0 tions. It's all max-
the problem is that w~ havt ~o :~~erc~o:ded. (Field Notes) 
im'Um securitr and ~e ~e a.;; ~s a problem for classification. 

Overcrowdmg ~f t e ~Cl .~ft is 105 inmates, but the effects 
Maximum capacIty 0/ ~t ~hen the population exci;eds ~O. At 
of overcrowdmg are e t slows down dramatIcally. 
this point, inma~. moveme~ecome based on the bed space 
Classification deCISIons t:n pushed through the system to 
available. I~ateaStae~ec:mi:g in. (Field Notes) 
allow for new 10m 

Unanticipated Consequences 
. . l' diments to suc-

The three orgaDlzatIona 'Impe b' I'n 
... t ros often com me 

cessful classIficatIOn sys e 1 the goals of 
, nner that not on yare 

such a m~ h' d but a variety of unan-
classificatIOn not ac leve , 
., d d nwarranted results occur. '." 

f I d misdemeanan s. , separate eons an . t (2 348 
since felons so outnumber mlsdemeanan s , e is 
felons versus 162 misdemeanants) a~d be:h:Pf:~ons 
limited because of severe overcrowdmg, ks 

h d in the less secure but larger tan 
were ouse h d 'n single cells. 
while misdemeanants were oulse dl . the least 

tl felons were pace m 
Consequen y'. 'th' the jail despite the fact 
restrictive settmgs WI . m th were far more 
that the charges agalDst em 

serious. f dis functional 
A far more serious consequence 0 • A.' racial 

classification ~y~tems ~s tht.etirt::d ~~~~~I!~e jails 
ation wlthm an lDS I U I . 

tlclpate an u l' th "passive-aggressIve 
A stated ear ler, e f 
. s . I 'fying inmates were used at on~ 0, Criteria for c assl 

segre.g I 'f d inmates according to race. 
in thiS study c assl Ie d extent of 
Exhibit B demonstrates the na~u:e an les of 
racial segregation at one of the Jails. Examp 
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RACIAL DISTRIBUTIONS OF INITIAL 
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segregation are apparent both within and ~mong 
different types of housing structures. Tanks A, D, 
and H are primarily black, tank C is primarily 
white, tanks Band E are more integrated. Sections 
F and I are completely segregated. 

Staff acknowledged this practice was not 
desirable but felt there were no alternatives. Most 
inmates were said to have voluntarily requested 
placement in white or black dominated sections. 
Requests for segregation were viewed by staff as 
reflection of cultul:al diffel'ences among the in­
mates coupled with the physical nature of the cells: 
In large 48-person tanks or 4-person sections, 
achieving racial homogeneity in cell assignments 
makes administrative tasks easier. One clear ex­
ample is television. Where only one television is 
available to multiperson cells and television is the 
primary recreational outlet, conflicts and con­
troversies may easily develop over the seemingly 
insignificant questions of what program to watch. 
A frequent controversy in institutions concerns in­
mate disagreements relative to watching shows 
such as Soul Train or American Bandstand which 
often are aired simultaneously. When multicell 
units are housed according to race, such 
disagreements are minimized. This example sim-

ply illustrates how racial segregation within in' 
secure and inadequate jail facilities is used as an 
administrative tool to ease management problems. 
When racism is a problem within the larger socie· 
ty, it becomes intensified within total institutions 
such as jails and prisons, 

A primary assumption of treatment-based 
classification models is that inmates with obvious 
treatment needs receive appropriate services. 
Many inmates enter jails with well-established 
health and emotional needs. The test of a suc­
cessful treatment model hinges largely on the abil­
ity of jails to provide these inmates with ap­
propriate services, If this does not occur, for 
whatever reasons, classification will fail in 
reaching its goals of modifying inmate behavior. 

The classification process was not successful in 
matching needs to services. Table 5 tabulates pro­
grflIIl participation with the needs of inmates as 
determined by classification at intake. There is lit­
tle relationship between inmates' needs and the 
programs they participate in. None of the inmates 
under the influence of alcohol or drugs at intake 
received alcohol or drug therapy. Only 2.2 percent 
of the inmates with a history of alcohol abuse, and 
1.5 percent of those with a history of alcohol treat-

TABLE 5 

INITIAL SCREENING AND PROGRAM PARTICIPATION 

PROGRAM PARTICIPATION 

EDUCATION 
COUNSELING 
VOCATIONAL TRAINING 
DRUG·ALCOHOL THERAPY 
LEGAL AID 
RELIGIOUS 
RECREATION 

PROGRAM PARTICIPATION 

EDUCATION 
COUNSELING 
VOCATIONAL TRAINING 
DRUG-ALCOHOL THERAPY 
LEGAL AID 
RELIGIOUS 
RECREATION 

INMATES FOUND TO HAVE THE FOLLOWING NEEDS AT INTAKE 

IMMEDIATE UNDER THE IMMEDIATE 
HEALTH INFLUENCE MEDICAL 

PROBLEM: ATTENTION 

2.Fj% 0.0% 3.6% 
2.0% 0.0% 0.6% 
0.4% 0.0% 0.0% 
0.8% 0.0% 1.8% 
5.3% 3.6% 4.8% 
1.6% 0.0% 0.6% 
9.3% 3.6% 11.4% 

MEDICAL 
ATTENTION 
WITHIN 24 

HOURS 

2.1% 
3.1% 
1.6% 
1.0% 
5.7% 
2.6% 

10.9% 

IMMEDIATE 
PSYCH. 

ATTENTION 

0.0% 
8.5% 
0.0% 
2.1% 
6.4% 
2.1% 
8.5% 

UNDER 
DOCTOR'S 

CARE 

2.6% 
2.6% 
1.6% 
0.5% 
5.2% 
1.0% 

10.4% 

INMATES FOUND TO HAVE THE FOLLOWING NEEDS AT INTAKE 

HISTORY HISTORY HISTORY HISTORY HISTORY HISTORY 
ALCOHOL ALCOHOL DRUG DRUG MENTAL MENTAL 

ABUSE TREATMENT ABUSE TREATMENT PROBLEMS TREATMENT 

1.1% 1.5% 2.30/0 1.0% 3.1% 0.9% 
3.4% 1.5% 2.3% 2.9% 4.4% 1.7% 
2.8% 3.1% 2.3% 2.9% 1.9% 1.7% 
2.2% 1.5% 1.1% 1.0% 0.6% 0.9% 
2.8% 1.5% 3.8% 6.9% 3.8% 3.5% 
1.1% " 0.0% 1.1% 2.0% 1.9% 1.7% 

11.2% 7.7% 12.6% 18.6% 12.5% 13.0% 
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h 1 drug therapy. The highest 
ment received ~~:a~:rreceiving counseling were 
percentage of. f mental problems (4.4%) and 
those with a history °d' te psychological attention 

d 'ng imme la . 11 those nee 1 ercentages are stIll sma , 
(8.5%). Howeve.r't~hes~: findings that the vast ma­
again su~stant1a m: have emotional problems or 
jority of mma~s WI ~are are not receiving ap­
need profess10na 
propriate services. 
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success b identified: ambiguously sta~\J. 

. h d dministrative reforms to im­
easily acco~~hs . e a However, jail classification 
prove classlfl~ab':f' til the jails are depopulated 
cannot be achieve . ~n standards in all areas of 
and upgraded to mu:umum 

the facilities op.eratlOn~. . 'I classification is ex­
The tas~ ~f Improv1O: !;~e road to solving jail 

tremely difficult at best' 11y improper classifica­
overcrowding .a~d, eve:c::s it includes securing 
tion is a pohtlc~ prd . 'I ~apacity limits, greater 
legislatively ~an ~ted }alanors and felons, expan-

h 't to Cite mlS eme , aut orl y . . d dium security sett1Ogs, 
sion of m1Olmu~ an me ces to meet minimum 
and sufficient fiscal res our political in nature 
standards. These ~eform:n~:s administrators are 
and will not b~ achieve: th m Jail administrators 
willing to actlv~ly seeditio~aliy passive political 
must shed their tra t ted their chronic 
stance which has p~r;~e~~ise they will view 
management pr?,b~e~s, s~, and c~ntinuallY be in 
themselves as VIC 1m. computer ap-
search of the cla~sllifi~~~:~~~~te:a~~gement prob­
plication that WI s 

syste~s ~ave een communication of the model, 
criteria, 1Oaccur~ f 'lities Of the three, over­
and o~er~ro~:~os:~amaging and pervasive. Jail 
crowd1Og IS t d t ff often perceive themselves 
administrator.s:; .s ~ the mercy of political and 
as help~ess VIC ~~ t fuel the overcrowding prob­
economiC fac~rs ~ice rosecutorial, and court 
lem. Infiuenc10g .po d ,p beyond their organiza-
policies is ~~rcer,:,e 1 t:e reforms designed to in­
tional "turf. LegiS a If ersons sent to jail are 
crease the numbers 0 t? e resistance of correc­
passed with~ut the .ac IV ho will feel the "heat" 
tional age~c1eS ?r uDlonsw:rsen overcrowded jail 
of le~i.slatlOn hkel~ :Scal supports needed to !lc­
conditIOns. An,d,. th in inmates are ·becommg 
commodate th~ l~crea~e secure from a public wary 
increasingly difflcdu~t t vernment and opposed to 
of waste and frau 10 go 

lems for them. 
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