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CUSTODY AND CONFLICT: AN ORGANIZATIONAL
STUDY OF PRISON OFFICERS' ROLES AND ATTITUDES
Trevor A Williams*
Abstract
The study reports on survey research into prison officers' attitudes in the Western
Australian Department of Corrections. Drawing on research on a variety of
organizations, which provides evidence for the prevalence of "occupational
orientations" or "task orientations" among employees, the research tested for
significant and systematic relationships between prison officers' attitudes and the
characteristics of their organizational roles and role problems. Three commonly
observed attitudes of prison officers are their reliance on disciplinary authority,
their negative stereotyping of inmates, and their antagonism towards non-custodial
staff. The research findings support the hypothesis that such attitudes are directly
related to the primary task of prison officers as confining inmates in custody and the
conflict with inmates which arises from performing the custodial task. The
characteristics and demands of the work itself evidently comprise an important
variable in explaining prison officers' attitudes, whereas in most published research
on prisons this factor is largely neglected.
Introduction
With few notable exceptions, the organizational roles and role-related attitudes
of prison officers have received little direct attention in the published literature
about prisons. The two dominant themes of research on prisons have been prisoners
and prison reform. When the principal concern of research is prisoners, the officers
generally are regarded as elements in the environments of the inmates. When the
central issue is prison reform, they are viewed as elements in the prison which could
help, but more likely obstruct, reformist aims. Without questioning the importance
of these dominant themes, apart from the work of a few sociologists such as Emery
(1970) and Thomas (1972) the roles and attitudes of prison officers have been
largely neglected as subjects of systematic study in their own right.
In order to understand the work roles and attitudes of prison officers, it is
necessary to stand back from the question of what social purposes the prison as an
organization ought to serve and consider the purposes that it does serve. Ideas
about the prison as an agent of punishment, deterrence and rehabilitation gain and
lose currency periodically. The one purpose that the prison has been constantly
used for is custody, or segregating prisoners from the rest of society in varying
degrees of confinement. Any serious study of prison officers must take this into
account because, whatever other goals a prison might serve, custody appears to be
the goal that the prison officer's role is most directly related to (Thomas, 1972).
* Senior Lecturer, Department of Management, University of Western Australia, Nedlands WA.

CUSTODY & CONFLICT

45

The direct relationship between custody as de facto the primary task of the prison
and the role of prison officers in maintaining safe custody has important
implications for understanding prison officers' attitudes towards their work, the
prison organization, and the roles of others within the prison-inmates, non-custodial
staff, and senior administrators. Writers on prisons have often noted (at least in
passing) certain attitudes such as denigration of inmates, reliance on hierarchical
authority, and opposition to non-custodial staff that are prevalent among prison
officers. The tendency is to attribute these attitudes to the "ideology" of prison
officers or even to "personality deficiencies" (for example, H L Jones, 1965,
pp 108-9). However, such attitudes may also reflect the nature of the work which
prison officers perform and the problems of task performance which they
encounter. Research on a variety of organizations suggests that shared attitudes
tend to develop among people engaged in similar kinds of work. Likewise, even
within single organizations, people whose work ostensibly contributes to the
achievement of certain common organizational goals tend to develop different
orientations and attitudes if they are engaged in different kinds of work (Burns and
Stalker, 1961; Harvey, 1967; Lorsch, 1965; Lorsch and Lawrence, 1970; Perrow,
1970; Sayles, 1958; Woodward, 1965). Undoubtedly, the attitudes which individuals
hold about their work are, to some extent, personal. Moreover, it has often been
noted that the "cultures" of particular occupations and work places are transmitted
to new entrants through education and various socialization processes.
Nevertheless, orientations and attitudes in work do appear to reflect the
characteristics and demands intrinsic to the work itself. They are usually referred
to as "occupational orientations" or "task orientations" (Emery and Phillips, 1976;
Lorsch, 1965; Lorsch and Lawrence, 1970). In view of this, it may be superficial to
dismiss prison officers' attitudes as expressing traditional ideologies, authoritarian
personalities, lack of education, and so forth. Social scientific understanding of the
prison might be better served by enquiring more directly into the work which prison
officers perform and their perceived problems of work performance to establish
whether their attitudes are significantly and systematically related to characteristics
of their organizational roles.
Prison officers' task orientations: theoretical propositions
Prisons, in varying degrees, deprive inmates of their freedom and access to
numerous gratifications which are enjoyed by other members of society. Their
status within the prison is the lowest. To the extent that prisoners perceive their
environment as depriving and threatening, they are likely to seek protection from
it. Because, in general, they cannot escape from the prison setting, an "inmate
community" tends to develop and to resist and subvert the official order (Clemmer,
1940; Cloward, 1960; Emery, 1970; Sykes, 1958; Thomas, 1972). Hence, a major
characteristic of prison life is the more or less persistent conflict of wills over the
issue of custody and regimented control of the prisoner's existence. Staff and
inmates are not always in a state of open or covert warfare but, under conditions
of confinement and relative deprivation, human beings tend to develop social
relations as a basis for resisting repressive regimes. The prison is a setting where the
staff and inmates are in actual or potential conflict. The problem for prison officers
is to maintain control over unwilling prisoners in the face of counter pressures from
the inmate community. Published research that does deal directly or indirectly with
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prison officers suggests that this custodial role and the problems associated with
performing it have important consequences for prison officers' attitudes in three
main areas: authority, inmates, and non-custodial staff.
The State confers on uniformed staff authority over prisoners and other measures
are taken to protect them from inmate pressure by maintaining social distance
between the two groups. The organization structure of the typical prison is
para-military, and the significance of this for prison officers is that it supports their
attempts to control inmates' behaviour. The structure provides the legal authority
that is necessary to carry out their duties and defines them as having superior status
over the prisoners. However, the authority of uniformed staff is subject to several
limitations. While they have legal authority, this is not absolute and its exercise is
limited by legal constraints, outside pressures and the capability of inmates to resist.
Moreover, staff lack moral authority over prisoners, since the latter are unlikely to
be committed to the organizational task of confining them in custody, and generally
staff lack an effective range of rewards with which to influence prisoner conduct
(Emery, 1970; McCleery, 1966). Therefore, while the hierarchical organization of
the prison provides prison officers with an important means of control over the
prisoners, formal authority alone often is not enough. In order to avoid serious
friction and disturbance within the prison, uniformed staff also find it necessary to
penetrate the inmate community by establishing informal relations with prisoners
(Emery, 1970; Thomas, 1972). This creates for them the problem of attempting to
maintain control in an unstable situation, and under continuous strains between
reliance on legal authority and tendencies towards informal relations with the
inmates. Prison officers might look to the official hierarchy for authority, support,
and protection in performing their tasks but, to some extent, they must also work
independently of that hierarchy.
Because the official organization of the prison is unable to provide uniformed
staff with complete protection from the tensions and pressures of the prison setting,
they are likely to develop psychological defences as well. Faced with the task of
confining and controlling unwilling inmates, a prevalent reaction appears to be the
development of generalized beliefs or stereotypes about prisoners that are
unsympathetic, denigrating, and hostile. Such beliefs derive also from attitudes
towards crime and offenders which prevail in the wider community, and which
prison officers may bring with them into the prison (Turner, 1956). Moreover, they
may acquire these beliefs from other staff. New officers, in particular, experience
pressure to adopt the definitions of inmates that are used by their longer serving
colleagues, and may find it necessary and useful to do so. However, the ways in
which uniformed staff define and react to inmates seem to be related directly to
pressures arising from the performance of their custodial roles. Especially in prisons
where officer-inmate tension is high, negative stereotyping of the prisoners provides
the officer with some means of self-justification and of obtaining emotional relief
from a conflict situation that is personally stressful (Emery, 1970).
These considerations also suggest further explanations of prison officers'
attitudes towards non-custodial staff such as psychiatrists, psychologists, social
workers and welfare officers. Apart from religious and welfare activities, the
expansion of non-custodial functions within prisons is a relatively recent
development, and it is commonly observed that many prison officers regard
non-custodial staff, especially those concerned with "treatment" , with suspicion and
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antagonism. Such attitudes are more readily understood when viewed in the context
of prison officers' custodial roles, the difficulties they have in performing their roles,
and their reactions to the nature of the work. With the entry of non-custodial
specialist staff, the dominance of custody as the main purpose of imprisonment was
thrown into question. Whereas prison officers, by virtue of their custodial roles,
were in relations of actual or potential conflict with prisoners, the work of
non-custodial and especially "treatment" staff required co-operative relations with
prisoners. While prison officers relied upon their authority over the prisoners and
looked to the official hierarchy for support, the para-military organization of the
traditional prison inhibited the efforts of non-custodial staff to work with the
prisoners. Insofar as prison officers had developed negative stereotypes of prisoners
as psychological defences, the approaches adopted by specialist staff generally
expressed more positive and sympathetic beliefs about prisoners, which challenged
the officers' defences. The large and rapid expansion of non-custodial staff in prison
systems which occurred during the 1960s and 1970srepresented a significant change
in prison policy, and one which many prison officers believed was at the expense of
reducing their own authority and status, undermining their control over the
inmates, and putting concern for prisoners' interests ahead of concern for the
officers themselves (Thomas, 1972).
Prison officers' preoccupations with authority and control, their tendency
towards negative stereotyping of inmates, and their resentment of non-custodial
staff may seem commonplace" to anyone familiar with prisons. However, such
attitudes have received little systematic empirical study, and the possibility that
they are directly related to the task orientations of prison officers attempting to
perform their organizational functions to date has been subjected to little, if any,
rigorous testing. The research reported and discussed below sought to measure the
extent of prison officers' reliance on authority and control, negative stereotyping of
inmates, and antagonism towards non-custodial staff. It also tested for the existence
and strength of any association between prison officers' attitudes and their
perceptions of their own roles and role problems.
The Study
The research was carried out in the Western Australian Department of
Corrections (recently re-named the Prisons Department) over a period of four
years. During that period, the department employed some 450 persons under the
prison officers' award, of whom 402 held the several ranks of prison officer or
industrial officer and whose main responsibilities entailed direct dealings with
prisoners. They were employed in the department's 14 institutions which included
one maximum security prison, an assessment centre, a treatment institution for
inebriates, two medium security institutions, and nine open institutions. The
department's daily average inmate population was 1350. From 1966 (when C W
Campbell was appointed Director) to 1977, the department's official policies
changed significantly from almost exclusive emphasis on custody to encompassing
treatment and rehabilitative aims as well. This resulted in a rapid and considerable
increase in the number of non-custodial staff employed by the department and the
establishment of treatment, educational, and work-release programmes. The
department offered an appropriate setting in which to conduct the research for
several reasons. First, it was possible to study the entire uniformed staff of the
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department rather than being restricted to one institution or a very few. Second, by
including all of the institutions in the study, comparative research could be carried
out. Third, the policy changes towards rehabilitative aims and the establishment of
non-custodial staff and programmes enabled the research to focus on all three
attitudinal areas discussed above. The research was approved and supported by
both the department administration and the prison officers' union.
Data on the attitudes of uniformed staff were gathered in four main stages.
Initially it was important to acquire some familiarity with the officers and their work
settings to learn something of the shared language they used to describe their work
worlds and the meaning and significance they attributed to objects and symbols in
those worlds (Berger, 1966; Mathiesen, 1971; Schutz, 1964). The problem was one
of getting to know the human subjects of the research by spending time in their
work settings. Second, semi-structured interviews of two to three hours were held
with 60 officers of all grades randomly selected from five institutions. The
institutions included the maximum security prison, the assessment centre, the
women's prison, a medium security training and rehabilitation centre for young
males, and an open institution. They were judged to represent adequately the
variety of institutions operated by the department. The interviews were directed
towards respondents' perceptions of their work and their attitudes towards
authority, inmates, and non-custodial staff. However, respondents were
encouraged to develop discussion in directions that they saw as important and
relevant. The main purpose of the interviews was to become familiar with the
orientations and terminology of the officers. By contacting a variety of institutions,
it was expected that a survey instrument could be developed which was applicable
to all institutions. Third, a questionnaire was designed and tested with 43 randomly
selected officers from four institutions who completed the questionnaire in small
groups with the author present. Finally, a substantially refined questionnaire was
developed and distributed to 402 uniformed staff in all institutions. Each copy was
accompanied by an envelope addressed to the author, in which the completed
questionnaire was to be sealed and returned. Usable questionnaires were received
from 284 officers or 70.6% of all possible respondents. Response rates varied
between institutions but not sufficiently to introduce serious bias. Similarly, the
distribution of respondents between the various officer grades closely matched the
distribution of the whole population.
The questionnaire contained 150 items organized into four main sections. The
first section sought respondents' definitions of the main purposes of imprisonment,
their perceptions of their own roles, and the extent of their reliance on authority and
control over inmates. The second dealt with respondents' attitudes towards and
interaction with non-custodial staff. Items in the third section were designed to tap
respondents' beliefs about inmates. The fourth section obtained information about
respondents' backgrounds, because it has often been. suggested or implied that
prison officers tend to have certain social backgrounds which largely account for the
attitudes they are thought to hold. Responses to the items in the first three sections
were arranged on Likert scales, generally using five points. Analysis was carried out
in three main ways. First, the responses of all respondents were correlated and
examined using combined hierarchical linkage and path analysis (McQuitty, 1957,
1960; Hilgendorf, Clark, and Irving, 1967). The central research propositions
concerned not only the measurement of particular attitudes but also the
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relationships between attitudes. This form of analysis was appropriate for obtaining
a unique pattern of relationships which minimized researcher bias in manipulation
of the data and which could be verified by independent analysts. Mean scores were
also computed for all items. This stage of the analysis provided the essential test of
the propositions about work roles and attitudes which were put forward in the
previous section. The second stage of the analysis was concerned with whether there
were significant differences between the attitudes of prison officers in different
institutions. The institutions varied, in particular, according to the degree of
custodial confinement and control imposed on prisoners and their variation was
likely to affect prison officers' work and attitudes. D 2 analysis was used to measure
differences between institutions (Nie, Bent, and Hull, 1970). Third, F tests were
applied to establish whether there were significant relationships between attitudes
and the social backgrounds of officers. Due to space limitations, only the findings
from the first stage of the analysis are reported below. Findings from the
comparative analysis and the study of respondents' social backgrounds are reported
in forthcoming papers.
Research findings and discussion
Hierarchical linkage and path analysis of data for all respondents identified six
patterns of correlation among the prison officers' attitudes. Two patterns
encompass all of the questionnaire items that are most relevant to the propositions
about prison officers' role or task orientations and their attitudes towards authority,
inmates, and non-custodial staff. Correlations and the ordering of correlations
between the attitudes that comprise the first pattern are shown in Figure 1.
FIGURE 1
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The strongest correlation is between officers' perceptions of being in conflict with
inmates and the general beliefs which they hold about inmates. These perceptions
and attitudes are also linked closely with officers' definitions of their own

50

T A WILLIAMS

(1983) 16 ANZJ CRIM

organizational roles and conceptions about the purpose of imprisonment. Thus, the
core of this pattern is composed of officers' definitions of their roles, their
perceptions of conflict with inmates, and their beliefs about inmates. In turn, the
extent to which they rely upon disciplinary power over inmates in order to perform
their roles enters into the pattern of relationships. Finally, the connections between
the central core of attitudes and officers' reactions to non-custodial staff are
mediated by reliance on disciplinary power on the one hand and by officers' beliefs
about inmates on the other.
The pattern in Figure 1 supports the hypotheses that, the greater the extent to
which prison officers see their primary task as maintaining order and security within
the prison, (1) the greater will be their reliance on disciplinary authority, (2) the
more likely they are to hold negative beliefs about inmates, and (3) the greater will
be their antagonism towards non-custodial staff. Also, the pattern suggests that
such attitiudes are related not only to the custodial role of prison officers but to the
problems which arise in performing that role. The more concerned the officer is
with custody, the more likely he is to see himself in conflict with the inmates. In
order to ensure that the inmates remain in custody, the officer must exercise
surveillance and control over most aspects of their daily lives. Not only does the
officer stand between the inmates and their freedom to move in the outside
community, but he imposes further restrictions on their lives within the prison. The
more he tries to reduce the inmates' autonomy the more resistance he is likely to
provoke. Conversely, the more sensitive the officer is to inmate hostility, the more
suspicious of them he is likely to be, and the greater may be his willingness to
repress them. The central position of the relation between custody and conflict in
the configuration of attitudes in Figure 1 suggests that this relation is also central
to prison officers' work worlds within the prison. Reliance on disciplinary authority,
negative stereotyping of prisoners and anagonism towards non-custodial staff
appear to follow from and reinforce this central tension.
The officer who sees himself in the role of confining inmates against their wishes
is likely to look to the organization for support in the face of actual or anticipated
inmate resistance. Traditionally, the officer's control over inmates has rested on his
legal authority to give them instructions and to report them for disobedience. Given
that prison imposes deprivations on prisoners, the officer's control has derived
largely from his authority to increase or reduce those deprivations. Moreover, the
officer's position of formal superiority also serves to maintain social distance
between himself and the inmates, thereby helping to protect him from inmate
pressures. In consequence, the officer who accepts and acts on a custodial definition
of his role can be expected to rely on disciplinary authority as a primary means of
managing the inmates.
Figure 1 also supports the proposition that officers' beliefs about inmates are
directly related to their roles and role problems. Where an officer perceives his role
as confining unwilling prisoners, he is likely to adopt the attitude that he must
maintain vigilance against them in order to do his job properly. A custodial
definition of the prison officer role leads to a more or less constant interpretation
of inmate actions in terms of whether they threaten order and security. Up to this
point, the officer is simply regarding the inmates in ways that enable him to perform
his custodial role. However, the kinds of beliefs which are linked with officers'
perceptions of staff-inmate conflict seem to go beyond mere definitions of inmates
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as requmng surveillance and control. Figure 1 suggests that officers' attitudes
towards prisoners include beliefs that inmates would behave vindictively towards
uniformed staff if the opportunity arose, that they are unrepentant and will continue
to break the law, and that they are morally inferior to other members of society. In
other words, a form of collective hatred may develop between officers and inmates.
On the part of the officers, evidently this is expressed in the attitude that inmates
are "bad bastards" who should be locked up and punished. Emery (1970) has drawn
similar inferences from his study of Bristol Prison, and suggests that:
The reliance on negative stereotypes serves to keep the officer in the tense prison from personal
involvement in the fate of the inmates and hence to avoid the painful and institutionally inefficient
responses of sympathy, pity, shame or guilt that would be invoked by his doing or seeing the same things
done to ordinary people in his ordinary world .... While latent sadistic tendencies would undoubtedly
heighten the chances of a particular officer becoming involved (in personal conflict with the inmates)
. . ., the same effect can arise from conscientious carrying out of the officer role in a tense prison
(pp 14-5).

Insofar as officers experience tension and conflict in their relations with
prisoners, stereotyped beliefs may provide psychological justifications and defences
that are necessary for them to cope with their roles and role pressures.
The rest of the pattern in Figure 1 supports the proposition that officers' attitudes
towards non-custodial staff have roots in the officers' occupational or task
orientations rather than, or as well as, simply expressing "resistance to change".
First, such attitudes are influenced by the extent to which uniformed staff rely on
disciplinary authority over inmates as means of role performance. The officer who
regards disciplinary authority as his primary means of controlling inmates is likely
to reject not only alternative ways of performing his own role but also the use of
non-authoritarian methods by others. Through their contact with the same inmates,
prison officers and non-custodial staff become task interdependent (Thompson,
1967). Hence, they are able to affect each other's roles depending on what they do
to or with the inmates. An officer who rejects the use, for example, of
treatment-oriented methods for fear of losing control is likely to be suspicious and
resentful of staff who do use such methods, especially when they have working
contact with inmates for whose conduct he is responsible. Officers' unfamiliarity
with the work and methods of non-custodial staff and the often considerable social
and educational differences between custodial and non-custodial staff probably
increase the strains between them. However, when conflict occurs, it appears to be
directly related to the officers' perceptions that non-custodial tasks weaken their
control over the prisoners.
Secondly, Figure 1 suggests that the officers' attitudes towards non-custodial staff
are bound up with their personal reactions to their roles and role strains as
expressed in the negative stereotyping of prisoners. If negative attitudes towards
inmates provide means of self-justification and psychological defence, the entry into
the prison of staff whose roles are based on positive values and attitudes concerning
prisoners challenges the justifications and defences of the officers. The findings of
this research are consistent with Klare's (1960) observation that:
The very fact of having people in your custody carried the implication that you might be good, otherwise
you would not be in charge of them. Prison officers were not sadists, nor were they thoughtless, inhuman
or unkind. But having been deprived of a good many satisfactions and of a more positive contentment
in their work, at least they needed to feel good by contrast. And every time a progressive governor, or
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a penal reformer, appeared to take a little badness away from prisoners, it seemed as if a little goodness
was being taken away from themselves (pp 37-8).

Hence, negative stereotyping of the inmates may make it more difficult for
officers to accept the roles of non-custodial staff where these appear to emphasize
prisoners' potential for learning, change, and development, thereby contradicting
the officers' own perspectives on inmates. This second dimension of uniformed staff
attitudes towards non-custodial staff points to a complexity in socio-psychological
organizations such as prisons. It seems to be generally true of organizations that
differentiation between tasks creates problems of integrating divergent roles and
performances into a coherent whole (Lorsch and Lawrence, 1970). To this extent,
conflict between prison officers and non-custodial staff may be attributed to the fact
that the former are directly concerned with custody whereas the latter are not.
However, in the prison, conflict arises also from differences between the values,
beliefs, and assumptions of the staff groups. Where staff do not share similar values
and beliefs about the inmates, the management and resolution of conflict between
them becomes more complex and difficult.
This does not mean that differences between prison officers and non-custodial
staff are completely irreconcilable. First, Table 1 indicates that officers distinguish
between staff concerned with psycho-therapeutic treatment and staff who provide
social work and welfare services to inmates.
TABLE 1

Effect on inmate rehabilitation
Help with inmates' personal problems
Effects on prison officers' roles

Psychiatrists

Psychologists

Social
Workers

Welfare
Officers

Parole
Officers

2.96
1.81
2.44

3.04
1.99
2.43

3.23
2.49
2.98

3.70
3.59
3.54

3.46
2.69
2.96

Mean scores of prison officers' attitudes towards non-custodial staff: 1
= very positive.

=

very negative, 3

=

neutral, 5

Respondents generally perceived psychiatrists and psychologists as having little
or no effect on inmate rehabilitation, as providing little help to inmates with
personal problems, and as making the work of prison officers somewhat more
difficult. On the other hand social workers, welfare officers, and parole officers are
rated more favourably in these respects, and welfare officers are consistently
regarded favourably. Evidently, non-custodial tasks that entail providing material
assistance to inmates and their families and helping to resolve domestic and other
personal difficulties are more readily accepted by uniformed staff. These tasks may
even be regarded by the prison officers as supporting their own work. Secondly, the
correlation pattern in Figure 1 only supports the hypothesis that prison officers'
attitudes towards non-custodial staff are related to their own perceived relations
with the inmates. An implication is that where officers perceive low tension
between themselves and the inmates they may also hold less negative attitudes
towards non-custodial staff. Comparative analysis of uniformed staff attitudes in the
14 institutions studied tends to support this proposition. The comparative research
is reported and discussed in a forthcoming paper, but the findings suggest that the
interpretation of custodial and non-custodial roles may be more easily achieved in
prisons where officer-inmate conflict is persistently low.
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Finally, the correlation shown in Figure 2 suggests a further insight into prison
officers' attitudes towards discipline and authority.
FIGURE 2

.22
Importance of ,<
Importance of
discipline and ~----------- fairness and
good order
impartiality

7

r is significant at the 1 % level with N = 284

It indicates that, to some extent, officers who are custody-oriented, and therefore
more likely to encounter the staff-inmate conflict discussed above, have another
means of dealing with the vulnerability of their roles to pressures within the prison.
The official hierarchy of the prison organization maintains the officers' authority
and superiority but is unable to do so completely. One way for an officer to increase
and maintain the clarity of his role is to adhere strictly to the rules and treat all
inmates alike. Of course, such an orientation may stem from past experience as
might be gained, for example, from military service. However, due to the inherently
complex and uncertain nature of working with prisoners, the exercise of some
degree of personal judgment seems inevitable. This characteristic of the work
increases the likelihood of an officer becoming personally involved with the inmates
and being exposed to pressures and conflict. Impartiality and fairness in dealing
with inmates may help the officer to limit his personal involvement with inmates in
ways that reduce tension and conflict. Such an orientation may be contrary to the
concern of "treatment" staff with treating inmates in a flexible and individualized
manner. On the other hand, it does tend to ensure the basic rights of inmates
(Cressey, 1968). Apart from protecting himself, the impartial officer may well
contribute to the maintenance of a more stable institutional climate.
Conclusion

The attitudes of prison officers are frequently commented upon in published
research on prisons but have seldom received serious examination. The research
reported above proceeded from the premise that custodial confinement of prisoners
is the primary task of the prison and that custody is the organizational task which
prison officers' work is most concerned with. Research on many different kinds of
organizations has given rise to the concept of "occupational orientation" or "task
orientation" based on evidence that attitudes are significantly and systematically
related to the nature of the work which people perform. The findings of this study
support the task-orientation hypothesis that the characteristics of organizational
roles and problems of role performance significantly affect the attitudes of
individuals in those roles. The work of prison officers involves them in confining
inmates and exercising control over their lives usually against the wishes of the
inmates. In consequence, they encounter resistance and conflict from the inmates,
the extent of which appears to depend partly on the amount of custodial control that
is imposed. Faced with resistance from inmates, officers' principal organizational
means of maintaining control and defending themselves against the pressure of a
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conflict situation are their legal authority and the support which they receive from
the organization. However, they appear to develop individual and collective
psychological defences as well, in the form of negative stereotypes of the prisoners.
Suspicious and antagonistic attitudes towards non-custodial staff are consistent with
the officers' perceptions' of their own roles and role problems, although the
research reveals that uniformed staff hostility is directed mainly towards
psychiatrists and psychologists. These roles are more likely to be regarded as
undermining prison officers' authority, challenging their stereotypes of the inmates,
and disrupting their efforts to stabilize staff-inmate relations through impartial
dealings. Social workers and parole officers seem to be tolerated, while welfare
officers' activities are generally seen as compatible with and even supportive of
prison officers' occupational requirements.
All of the above research findings are consistent with the task-orientation
hypothesis about the relation between tasks or roles and attitudes within
organizations, and suggest that it may be a fruitful way of attempting to understand
prison officers' attitudes and behaviour. The central relationship between custody
and conflict in the prison officers' perceived work worlds also points to an important
variable in relations between prison officers, inmates, and non-custodial staff. All
prisons are legally responsible for the safe custody of inmates, but the degree of
custodial confinement required to meet this responsibility varies considerably.
Moreover, safe custody can be achieved by different organizational means and this
may affect the level of conflict and the stability of relations within the prison
(Emery, Emery, and de Jago, 1973; Thomas and Williams, 1977). Comparative
analysis of the research findings for the different institutions involved in the
research provides evidence that, the less severe the conditions of custodial
confinement, the lower are the levels of officer-inmate conflict and the less hostile
prison officers are towards non-custodial staff. The comparative analysis provides
further support for the task-orientation view of prison officers' attitudes, since it
suggests that they tend to vary with the level of custody and conflict. However, it
has been frequently suggested that the social backgrounds of prison officers are also
.important in explaining their attitudes. More generally, the task-orientation
perspective on organizational behaviour has been criticized for failing to consider
the influence of "prior orientations" which individuals bring to their current
occupations (Silverman, 1970). Comparative analysis of the different institutions in
the study and examination of the influence of social backgrounds on prison officers'
attitudes is reported in forthcoming papers.
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