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PREFACE

Correctional psychology is an area of specialization that has recent-
ly enjoyed explosive growth along with the burgeoning United

States prison population and renewed interest in providing correc-
tional rehabilitation programs that reduce inmate recidivism. A
Handbook for Correctional Psychologists provides an overview of empiri-
cal findings and practices of the field. It serves as an introduction to
basic principles of correctional psychology for the psychologist-practi-
tioner working within, or contemplating working within, a correction-
al setting. It focuses specifically on the psychologist's role within a cor-
rectional institutional setting and clarifies the differences in working
with inmates and correctional staff from populations more commonly
encountered by those working in the field of psychology. It summa-
rizes the state of current relevant research and offers practical advice
and examples for successfully transitioning into this environment.
Topics covered include trends in correctional psychology, unique
aspects of the correctional work environment, the many roles and
opportunities of the correctional psychologist, establishing successful
relationships with correctional staff and inmates, and assessing malin-
gering through the use of interviewing or psychometric evaluation.
This book serves as a reference for those within the field and an inves-
tigative tool for those contemplating entering this field so that they
may make a more informed decision as to whether such work would
be a good fit for them. The book is an excellent way of exposing grad-
uate students to the applied aspects of psychology and/or criminal jus-
tice at the graduate level.
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DISCLAIMER

The views expressed in this article represent those of the author and
do not necessarily reflect those of the Federal Bureau of Prisons or the
U.S. Department of Justice.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

THIS AUTHOR HAS THE RECOLLECTION of attending the
funeral of a family member during his days as a graduate student

when he was approached by a distant relative he had not seen in sev-
eral years. She was a particularly outgoing individual and immediate-
ly upon approaching the author enveloped him in a warm interaction
designed to reconnect after such a long time. After a matter of only a
couple of minutes she asked the fateful question of what endeavors the
author was currently involved with. Upon informing her of his alli-
ance with the field of clinical psychology the author noticed a sea-
change in her demeanor. The friendly warm smile was replaced with
an apprehensive stare and a stiffening movement coursed through her
entire body. She suddenly remembered some forgotten responsibility
elsewhere, excused herself too politely and disappeared among the
various funeral attendees.

I learned then that people have many different reactions to learning
that one is a psychologist, and frankly, the negative and apprehensive
reactions seem to greatly outnumber the positive and warm ones.
Perhaps some believe that psychologists possess mystical powers of
being able to peer through others protective veneer and isolate the
deviant aspect of their being without there being any way of stopping
it. Undoubtedly, much of the reaction comes from an insecurity about
themselves and a basic misperception about psychologists in general.
Certainly they do not realize most psychologists lack of personal con-
cern into the intrapsychic motivations of casual acquaintances, friends
and family, although I must admit when one virtually runs away
screaming at the first indication of my chosen profession that I cannot
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help but make mental notations regarding their abnormal behavior.
With experience I came to appreciate people like my relative who
took flight from my powers. After all, this is far preferable to others
who assume that psychologists want to know everything about them
and quickly begin revealing intimate details of their lives in hopes that
a few minutes with a psychologist will allow them to uncover what has
ailed them for so many years or perhaps unlock the key to their
spouse’s or child’s pathology.

It is tempting to believe that perhaps this was why professionals
unite into organizations devoted to their chosen field. Do not doctors
get solicitations for medical advice from casual acquaintances? Do not
lawyers receive masked or outright requests for legal advice from vir-
tual strangers? And how about the plumber down the street who never
seemed to get around to answering the question about why my toilet
makes that ungodly noise? All right, so perhaps this phenomena is not
so unusual. However, I noticed that something happened to my own
colleagues when I decided to apply my skills to the field of corrections.
I was accepted as a psychologist easily enough. But when mention of
my work site entered the conversation I realized I had developed with-
in my personal arsenal another way of distancing myself from others.
All I had to do was divulge that I practiced within the confines of a
prison. I now had a way of distancing myself from my colleagues and
a choice of two alternatives of how to stop conversations with those
outside the field. After all, laypeople respond no more affectionately
to revelations that one works within a prison than they do to news that
you are a psychologist. Either piece of information can easily result in
raised eyebrows, a heightened stare and a tightening of the lips. All of
this brings us to the purpose of the present publication. If psycholo-
gists are misunderstood, then correctional psychologists are doubly so.

SEPARATING FACT FROM FICTION: THE TRUTH ABOUT
WORKING IN A CORRECTIONAL ENVIRONMENT

The idea of working as a psychologist in a correctional setting is one
full of ideas about dealing with maniacal lunatics, extremely violent
individuals, reforming those most in need of assistance, and other
somewhat naive assumptions of what it must be like. The truth of the
matter is that while there may be some substance to each of these con-
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ceptions, our imaginations tend to run wild and take them to extremes
that have no basis in reality. It is surprising that given the number of
psychologists that currently work full or part-time in correctional set-
tings that there is very little information as to what they do in these
environments and how they go about it. There are few training pro-
grams that provide much information, if any, on this area of special-
ization such that when it comes time to find gainful employment (yes,
there is an end to graduate school) the only information to go on when
considering possible positions in the correctional field are these vague
ideas, which emanate more from movies than reality. Most graduate
programs spend more time discussing the behavior of rodents than
prison inmates. In the present environment of government cutbacks,
along with modern realizations that rats are not as neurotic as initially
believed (nor very well insured), finding gainful employment treating
such rodents is becoming more difficult. Thus, perhaps our training
programs are doing us some disservice.

The realities of working in a prison environment are quite different
than most people imagine. It is both better and worse than most peo-
ple might think. Hopefully as you read through the following chapters
this last statement will make sense and you will finish with a better
idea of what correctional psychologists do and/or have some
ideas/clarifications of how to most effectively go about your job if you
have already taken the plunge and accepted a position in the field.
Much of the information contained in this book are data that I found
myself discovering, needing, or at least wanting, as I launched into the
field of correctional psychology. In learning and looking for the infor-
mation I was surprised that there existed no single general source of
such knowledge, so that I was made to gather it from a motley collec-
tion of often difficult to find journal articles and books. Part of the
motivation for the present publication, then, is to organize the data
thus collected and provide a single cohesive source of materials for
other correctional psychologists.

The goal of the ensuing chapters, then, is to provide a general intro-
duction and overview to what correctional psychologists do, the dif-
ferences one encounters in doing clinical work in a correctional set-
ting, some prescriptions on successfully interacting with both inmates
and correctional staff, and some considerations one may wish to con-
template to accurately discern if working in the correctional field is
appropriate for the reader. A general view of the current and possible




