
H8 
311.6 0 

'" 

OFFENDER CLASSIFICATION AND JAil CROWDING: 
"LI 

Examining the connections between poor . 
classification and the problem of jail crowding 
and developing some preventative intervent'ions· 

Tim Brennan Ph.D. 
HSI Inc. 2035 Kohler Drive 

Boulder, Colorado, 80303. 

(303-499-1 I 35 ) ...................... Jan 1 985. 

Repori preP,lred for ·the Nationlltf.tu1titutte Q~ 
Corrections. A preliminary.·~rs.iOn·of· t~~per 
was/given at . .the AnnulJl ~~nce of t!je< 
National: A5~ociation of p~e:"t.~i.l Serv·j.t.e!l. 

. .. . 
Phoen,ix, Arizona, 1983. 

PROPERTVOF 
NIC INFOR;f.ATION CENTER 

,,:- ." .... 
... . ~.' . 

' .. -. --

If you have issues viewing or accessing this file contact us at NCJRS.gov.



U.S. Department of Justice 
National Institute of Justice 

108771 

This document has been reproduced exactly as received from the 
person or organization originating it. Points of view or opinions stated 
in this document are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
represent the official position or policies of the National Institute of 
Justice. 

Permission to reproduce this copyrighted material has been 
granted by 

Na-tional Institute of Corrections 

to the National Criminal Justice Reference Service (NCJRS). 

Further reproduction outside of the NCJRS system requires permis­
sion of the copyright owner. 

): 
'-



EXECUTI YE SUMMARY 

A preliminlry political/policy stltement. 
Thts piper examines I highly chlrged poHtical issue 

rega ....... policies and procedures of inclrceration. Thus~ a 
preliminary statement to clarify the writer"s position is in 
order. My pos.ition is thlt the hign risk/dangerous offender 
should be identified, correctly cllssified end given appropriate 
levels of supervision and incarceration. If such offenders are 
erroneously released, or are erroneously placed into low levels 
of supervision, or are given undue access to the community .. I 
view this as a serious flow of cllssification which should be 
rectified whereyer possible. I Yiew societal protection~ securHy 
and safety as critical1y i~portant goals of correctional 
classification. Thus the false negative error of classification 
should be avoided wherever possible. 

Simultaneously, howev~r, I believe that the false 
positive error of classification (i.e. placing the low risk 
offender into needless1y high leve1s of incarceration) is equany 
to be avoided. It's consequences are often less visible in 
individual graphic cases. Yet. it can produce many unfortunate 
side-effects Uu,t can undermine the operation and policies of 
the crimina] justice system. Needless janing, unfairness. waste 
of jail resources and crowding are some of these results. 

Thus. my argument is that BOTH errors are to be 
8yoided, and that a BALANCED policy of classifjcation is 
required. An unbalanced -liberal- poBey will focus on1y on the 
unfeirness of overclassification. An unbalanced -restrictiYe­
poHcy will focus on1y on the costs of the underclassificDtion 
error. A b81anced policy of clessificat10n w111 Ilttempt to 
joinUy minimise both kinds of errors. Correct classification of 
offenders must be optimized. The remDinder of this pDper 
attempts to justify these positions. 

1. OverclllssificlI/ iOIl 0' offenders milD hI! II ne!Jlected 
clltJse of Jail Crowding fJnd swollen populll/ions. 

The introduction asserts the basic argument that false 
positive errors of classification produce needless entry of 
offenders into jai1sE end then needlessly 1engthen the 
fncorcenttion of mftny. Both of these processes cln enlarge the 
inmate populations of jells. The critica1 questions are how much 



needless incarcer6tion and oYerchlssificction occurs? What 
causes it to be so widespread? and what interventions ftnd 
preventative measures might reduce needless jailing? 

2. IYhlll is O"erclllssilicillioll or the IlIlse pesiti"e 
error? 

SecU on two deti nes the f G 1 se posit j 'Ie error. 
Basically. Gny criminel justice decision maker~ including jail 
classification officers .. can make two kinds of errors of 
classification. They can errorneously classHy the low risk 
offender into «I high risk category (the false positive error). Or~ 
they may classify as high risk offender into a low risk category 
(the false negatiye error). Good clessificatjon tries to minimize 
BOTH ki nd of errors. 

3. Evidence 01 DvercltJssiliclltiO/1 IIcross the Crimilllll 
Justice Sgs/em. 

This section examines various lines of evidence 
suggesting that overchlssification of offenders may be 
systematic across the Criminal Justice System - with the 
possible exception of the courts. Poor chtssification methods 
wil1 always abundant1y produce BOTH kinds of error. Howeyer .. 
various arguments ftnd data suggest that the RATE of 
oYerclassification greatly e~ceeds that of underclassification. 
Meny f8ctors are implicated in producing these dUferentiel 
error rates. In fact .. logic dictates that there will be numerous 
overclassification errors. Two 10gicsl conditions are known to 
produce high false positive errors. These sre 1) the use of 
chtssHication in a predictive context6 and 2) the presence of 
low base rates for the predicted behaviors. These conditions ore 
intrinsic to most criminal justice classification. 

4. D~lIrc",ssifict;/j(Jb in other ""people-processih!l­
blJrellcrllcies. 

Section four exsmines some other people-processing 
bureacrscies and finds th8t oYerclsssificstion is endemic in 
most of these institutions. Two examples are given Le. medic81 
diagnosis Gnd psychi'stric diagnosis. Thus, correctional and 
criminal justice sgencies are not alone in facing the problem of 
overlcassificatjon and its unfortunate consequences. 



5. A modt!J of the ClIlJses of sgs/smlllie 
oV6reJ6ssi liclI1 iOIl 

Why should overclassification be so n~mpGnt in the 
criminal Justice system? What causal factors 8re present which 
systematical1y produce false positive errors and far fewer 
false negative errors? This section outlines various cC!!uses of 
overclossifjcatjon. A variety of causes are identified. They are 
clossified into: 

1) Community attitudes Gnd local politics 
2) Jail administrative policies and procedures 
3) Line staff motivations 8nd practices and 
4) problems in the methods of classification used in jails. 

E8Ch of these sources of overclassification 1S then examined in 
detail in the remaining p8rts of the report. 

6. Lille leyel fllc/ors lind overclllssificlliion. 
The first criticol issue is that line stnff are 

eV81uct3d 8ccordi~g to the f81se negctive error-s they commit. 
Folse positive errors~ in contrcst, are seldom used 8S 
8ccountability standards. Thus, Hne staff become highly 
aversive to false negative errors and almost opethetic regerding 
false positive errors. Such differential accountability pervedes 
most classification across the system - except the courts. Other 
factors at the line leyel include work overload, difficulty of 
many classification decisions, anxiety over sefet.y .. the use of 
classiflcation to achieve control/discipline/respects leck of 
concern with the principle of leest restrictive custody; 
excessive crowding, the widespread use of the ·space available" 
basis for classification, and c tendency to develop· negative 
attitudes towards inmates. line staff often exhibit 
non-complienee to the official policies and procedures of the 
jei1 and impose their personGi subjective discretion upon 
clessificetion decisions. Research has snown that such 
·subjectivity· is usually more restrictive thGn objective 
c1ossifieation methods. 



7. Org6l1i211/iolllll flle/ors. 
This sectlon identifies several factors that may push a 

jail towards an unbalanced policy for inmate classification. 
Two policy -extremes· are identified. The -hard-line- extreme 
position usually produces much needlessly restrictive 
classification. This section argues that public pressure .. top 
administrative YGlues Jl the difficulty of achieving a ,balanced 
policy .. fear of false negctiv8 errors .. and G handful of other 
f8ctors USUGlly push the jail towards the restrictive style of 
classification. 

B. Flle/ors relllted to /Ie/hods 01 ClllSsilicl.ttioll . 
. Methods and procedures are at the crux of good 

classification. If good cnd yalid methods were aVGilable much 
of the poor classification could be aVOided. Howeyer. the 
methods of classification used in many jails for security .. 
custody. pre-trial release classificGtions .. and so on .. are often 
inadequate. Clearly .. there tire some excenent jails with very 
impressive procedures. vet .. this section suggests that methods 
used in many systems are often primitiye .. highly subjectiye .. and 
generete 1erge numbers of errors of BOTH kinds - but especially 
errors of the faJse pasHive kind. Rubber-stemping .. routinized 
classiflcation .. b8ck-door c1essificetion .. toteHy subjective 
classiflCGtions .. insufficient datil, ambiguous decislon-rules. 
and so on" are eH rempent in criminel justice classificetion -
and not only in jaBs. This section identifies vGrious ways in 
which practical criminal justice classif1cation must be 
improved e.g. increased objectivitYI greater degrees of 
predictive Y8Hdity end reHebl1Hy, improved ond cleerly written 
user manuels1 better use of the subjective judgement of jan 
staff _ end so on. 
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9. 1t'1I.1 CIIII bl1 dOlltl? All fJ¥~rvjew of intervelltions. 
This analysis of ·causes· of systematic 

overc1assification has identified dozens of potenticl causal 
factors. They are grouped into three general areas for 
inter-ventions to limit overcl~ssHication and reduce crowdi~g. 
Basically, each causal factor is a focus for an intervention. The 
three broad areas Gre: 

1) Interven.tions aimed ot improving methods: Methods 
offer the least pOlitical focus for change. Improyed accurDcy of 
methods would reduce BOTH kinds of errors and thus achieve the 
policy goals of both the liberal and restrictive extremes. This 
section offers technical suggestions on improving the validity 
and objectivity of classification. I emphasize that the 
subjective over-ride should be retained. Some suggestions Gre 
offered- for more systematic management and evaluation of the 
di seret i onery over-ri de. 

2)lnterventions aimed at administrative policy and 
management of jesUs. A basic challenge is hoW' to control the 
-drife of de focto ja11 poHcy towords an extremely restrictive 
pOSition. Official policy is often different from policy delivered 
at the line level. Improved management ond control strategies 
are required to reduce the discrepancy between official and 
line policy of classification. Some suggestions are offered to 
reduce thi s gap. 

3)lnterventions at the line leve1. Major chal1enges at 
the line leyel include: achieving It balanced 8ccountftbility for 
BOTH kinds of errors .. Gchieving line staff cooperation,. reducing 
8nxl ety and excess1 'Ie work 1 oad~ improved tr01 ni ng and 
education, and giving line staff improved methods that ere easy 
to use. and efficient in G practical context of inmete 
c!cssification. 
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1.!NTRODUC'rION 

This paper examines the link between offender classification 

and jail overcrowding i.e. do errors of classification contribute 

substantially to overcrowding? and to what degree? This 

connection has been recognized in the criminological literature 

but has not been explored in any detail. For example, Myers 

(1980) notes that where inadequate classification methods are 

used, overclassification is the rule rather than the exception. 

Clements (1982) found that overcrowding and overclassification 

usually coexisted in ~tudying prisons. These authors suggest a 

strong connection between poor classification and overcrowding. 

However., the task of unravelling this connection and finding 

alleviative strategie? is yet to be tackled. 

At all decision-points governing entry and exit from jails two 

basic classification errors may occur. These are known as "over" 

and "under" classification. Errors of over~classification are 

commonly viewed as causing the needless entry and detention of 

offenders in jails. Underclassification, conversely, may lead to 

erroneous releases of high risk offenders. Both kinds of errors 

have unfortunate - but different - consequences. 

Overclassification, if it is widespread, logically enlarges 

the inmate population. The intent of this paper therefore is to 

focus on this particular error and unravel its linkage to 

overcrowding. This emphasis does not imply that underclass-
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ification is of lesser importance. In fact, under- classification 

is equally serious since it I S occurrence threatens 'publ ic safety. 

Criminal justice classification must achieve the goal of public 

safety and at the same time satisfy the goal of least restrictive 

custody. Valid classification would simultaneously achieve both 

goals. Underclassification undermines the former and overclass-

ification undermines the latter. 

This paper analyses factors contributing to overclas-

sification at decision points governing entry and exit of 

offenders. The critical issues include: how much overclassif-

ication occurs? where does it occur? who is reponsible? and can 

it be reduced? We also examine th~ practices, motivations and 

attitudes of jail staff - at line and higher administrative 

levels - which may promote overclassification. Who gains and 

loses from this error? An examination of jail politics is 

included to help clarify some motives for overclassification. It 

is known that solutions to overcrowding require a system-wide 

perspective. The political context of jail classification 

underscores the need for a broad perspective. 

Classification methods are also implicated and cannot he 

overlooked. Methods range from highly objective to subjectiv~. 

Sllperficially, overclassification may arise from two sources; 

firstly, from formal jail policies and methods, and secondly, 

from informal practices. Informal "discretion" enters many 

classification decisions governing both entry and ~xit ~f 

offenders from jails. Much discretion is exercised by front-line 



decision-makers e.g. arresting officers, judges, classification 

officers, parole and p~obation officers, and so on. Attempts have 

been made to reduce or control discretion, yet, it persists. We 

must ask whether this subjectivity is an important source of 

overclassification. This leads to an examination of methods of 

classification. 

2. OVERCLASSIFICATION--WHAT IS IT? 

Overclassification results from errors of prediction. It is 

often known as 'overprediction'. In statistical terms it is 

called the "false positive." All classification methods -

subjective as well as objective - make errors of prediction 

(Monahan 1981). This is particularly true for predictive 

classifications of rarely occuring events, e.g. inmate suicides, 

inmate violence, murders and escapes, etc. These have a low 

probability of occutrence, i.e. a low 'base rate'. In predicting 

low base rate events errors are almost inevitable. Errors fall 

into two classes - overprediction and underprediction. Table(l) 

clarifies these two errors. 

At the simplest level offenders may be classified as high or 

low risk. Risk classifications in jails and prisons are made for 
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events such as : recidivism, escape, suicide, violence, 

victimization, and so on. We then observe whether the prediction 

is 'true' or 8not true'. This determination occurs after a 

certain amount of time has elapsed and we can evaluate whether 

the predicted behavior has occurred. 

True predictions Our classifications can be true in two 

ways. Figure (1) indicates that if our prediction, say of 

recidivism, actually occurs, we have made a 'true positive' 

prediction. Conversely, if we predicted that the offender was low 

risk and we discover no further criminal activity we have a 'true 

negative' prediction. 

False positive errors. The other two cells indicate errors 

of over and underclassification. The false positive occurs if we 

classed the person as 'high risk' and over a period of evaluation 

discover no further high risk behavior. This occurs when we 

classify the person as a high risk for violence, or escape, and 

later find that the person commits no further such behaviors, and 

perhaps was a low risk in the first instance. Many examples of 

erroneous predictions are cited in both criminal justice 'and 

"mental health fields (see Monahan 1981). 

False negative errors. This error occurs if we classify an 

inmate as low risk, who later commits new criminal acts. False 

negative errors are costly to criminal justice personnel. If 

probation, parole or pre-trial program staff release an inmate to 

the community who then commits any violent crime, the staff 

involved may be severely criticized. Careers may be lost on the 

basis 6f one such error. False negative errors are embarrassing 
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FIGURE 1. FOUR OUTCOMES Of CLASSIFICATION IN JAilS. 
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to administrative staff. Such accountability may influence 

classificatory pOlicies as well as practices. These issues are 

explored later. 

3.EVIDENCE OF OVERCLASSIFICATION IN CRIMINAL JOSTICE 

A number of logical reasons, as well as much empirical 

evidence suggest that overclassification is widespread in the 

criminal justice system (Clements 1982, Bohnstedt and Geiser 

1979, Brennan et al 1979, Monahan 1981). In this section we 

review some of this evidence. 

3.1 The logical conditions for over-prediction are present. 

Firstly, the precise logical conditions conducive to 

overclassification are present in criminal justice agencies. 

Firstly, predictive classifications are widely used. Secondly, 

the base rates for the predicted events are low. Much preventive 

detention relies on predictive risk classifications with low base 

rates. Thus errors are logically inevitable. Thirdly, there is 

the frequent use of inadequate or poor methods of classification 

at virtually all classification decision points - from pretrial 

release through security/custody classifications, to work release 

and probation and parole decisions. Poor methods will always 

produce many errors of classification irrespective of the 

intentions of the system. Fourth, there is frequently a set of 
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accountability pressures and personai motives held by criminal 

justice staff, at both line and administrative levels, that may 

be conducive to overclassification. 

3.2 Classification occurs repeatedly across the Criminal Justice 

System. secondly, there are repeated opportunj",ties for errors of 

classification to occur. Classification occurs at many decision 

points across the Criminal Justice System. Each point offers a 

new possibility for overclassification errors. Figure(2) 

indicates various points in the criminal justice system where 

offenders are classified. 

3.2.1 Overclassification by the arresting officer. Much 

discretion is available to the arresting officer. For example, 

the actual decision to -take the charged person to jail, the exact 

specification of the charg~, the content of the arrest report, 

and various screening procedures at book-in are all characterised 

by substantial discretion (Camilli,Brennan and Fitterman 1983; 

pepinski 1975). Officer discretion may escalate the seriousness 

of the charge - especially if the person is not compliant and 

cooperative (tipsky 1983; Camilli et al 1983). An approximate 

indicator of overclassification by arresting officers may be seen 

in the proportion of cases thrown out of court, or found "not 

guilty", or released immediately following trial. It is stressed 

that these are approximate indicators since many other qualifying 

factors are obviously involved. 
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FIG. 2 REPEATED OPPORTUNITIES FOR CLASSIFICATION ERRORS 
ACROSS THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM. ! 
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3.2.2 pre-trial release. Many arrestees are jailed prior to 

trial, yet pose little threat of failure to appear (FTA) or of 

recidivism (Bohnstedt and Geiser 1979; Demos 1981). Most are 

routinely released from jail following a brief incarceration, or 

immediately after tr ial. Arguably, m,uch needless detention 

occurs. pre-trial classification aims to separate those who can 

be safely be released from those who should be detained, and to 

minimize needless pre-trial jailing. However, release 

classifications are often resisted, undermined, or poorly 

implemented (Bohnstedt and Geiser 1979). 

3.2.3 Sentencing decisions following conviction. Shah(l978) 

noted that predictive classifications of risk often enter 

sentencing decisions. In this instance overclassification errors 

will produce excessive jailing, undue restrictions on release, or 

excessively high levels of probation supervision. 

3.2.4 Custodial and Security level classifications. Inmates 

are classified for custodial and security levels. Overclassifi-

cation errors will place inmates into higher custody and security 

than needed. High security resources are consequently wasted. 

This waste is mag~tlified since the costs of housing in maximum 

security is estimated' to be two to thtee times that of minimum 

security. Errors of overclassification regarding custodial and 

security levels can also delay the progress of the offender 

through the system (see Clements 1982). 

1.2.5 Work-release and furlough decisions. Decisions 

regarding release from jail are strongly influenced by predictive 
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risk classifications which are used to estimate the risk of 

recidivism. Overclassification errors will usually cause the 

denial of these release options to the unlucky inmate - thus 

extending his tenure in jail. 

3.2.6 Transfers and reclassifications. Reclassification 

occurs regularly in jails and prisons. Clements(1982) found that 

reclassification is often highly informal and can be abused to 

place inmates erroneously into higher security levels. This is 

termed "backdoor classification". Clearly, many correctional 

officers use reclassification validly and appropriately. However, 

Clements found that it is often based on questionable subjective 

judgements, e.g. because of personality conflicts, or for 

ambiguous minor "incidents". Informal or "backdaor classifi-

cation" is often motivated by a desire to subvert, or circumvert, 

official procedures and policies (Lipsky 198~) • 

3.2.7 Parole and other conditional release decisions. 

Predictive risk classifications influence whether offenders 

qualify for these forms of early release. AgaL'l, 

overclassification will serve to deny release to many who in fact 

are el ig ible 0 Wenk et ale (1972) provide compell ing evidence of 

overclassification at this decision point. The result is a 

needlessly extended incarceration. The aim of classification in 

this instance is to simultaneously achieve public safety as well 

at the goal of "least restrictive custody". Classification errors 

undermine both.goals. 

The above does not exhaust all of the predictive 
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classifications used in the criminal justice system - a more 

complete delineation of the junctures and decisions using 

predictive classifications is offered by Shah (1978) 

3.3 Evidence of overclassification in two specific settings 

relating to jail crowding. 

Since our focus is on jail crowding we take a closer look at 

two decision points where overclassification may increase jail 

populations. 

3.3.1 pretrial classification for release. Overclassif-

ication can occur at the pre-trial stage if persons are detained 

who 1) are likely to appear for trial, and 2) are not likely to 

recidivate. Local policies for pre-trial release are highly 

variable, ranging from liberal to very restrictive. 

Classification at this decision point must balance risks of 

danger to the public with the costs of unnecessary jailing. Both 

goals are absolutely important - yet they stand in opposition to 

each other. 

A national survey (NrC, 1979) found that most jails do not 

have formal pre-trial classification procedures. Many do not even 

-- I 
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have a pre-trial telease program and 'simply jail everyone brought 

to the jail by arresting officers. However, an increasing number 

of jails have adopted pre-trial screening devices often based on 

the VERA system for classification of pretrial offenders. The 

aims are to avoid needless jailing, to alleviate jail 

overcrowding, and to make more efficient use of jail resources. 

The survey found that jail administrators seemed to have 

confidence in these methods for pre-trial classification. This 

upsurge of confidence followed an initial period of skepticism 

and in some cases rejection. 

pre-trial screening classifications often meet with strong 

resistance. such resistance has often prevented the use of pre-

trial instruments altogether, or led to modifications to make the 

screening process more conservative or restrictive. Thus, the 

programs, even if ~dopted, ~ay have virtually no impact on 

overclassification or needless detention. Many strategies have 

been used to subvert or weaken pre-trial screening procedures. 

The following are some examples: 

-Automatic exclusion rules are introduced to deny release to 

certain classes of offender even when they qualify for release. 

Jails var-y tremendously in the liberality/restrictiveness of such 

exclusion rules, e~go, some will release even those charged with 

serious but non-violent crimes, others will not. If only a small 

proportion of cases pass the exclusionery rules the progra~ will 

have little ability to control the size of the jail population, 

or to minimize needless jailing. 



Subjective raising of the release scores or thresholds. 

The liberality or restrictiveness of point scales can be varied 

by subjectively changing the scoring system or by moving the 

thresholds for release in a more restrictive direction. In this 

way the scoring system can be modified to allow very few cases to 

qualify for release 

- Judicial discretion is often used to over-ride or reject 

the ROR recommendation of the sc~eening instrument. 

- Finally, many jurisdictions simply have refused to 

introduce a pre-trial release program and continee to detain 

virtually all arrestees that patrol officers bring to the jail. 

In these instances the likelihood of needless pre-trial jailing 

is fairly high. 

3.3.2 Security and custody classifications. While 

overclassification at pre-trial lev~l enlarges the entry of 

persons into jail, overclassification for custody and security 

can enlarge the length of stay of an inmate. Both errors will 

produce larger jail populations. 

Classification for custody/security is usually dominated by 

risk prediction e.g. of suicide, violence, escape, and so on. As 

noted earlier these have low base rates thus providing the basic 

conditions for high false positive error rates. Given these 

conditions there is much likelihood of false-positiv~s no 'matter 

what classification method is used. 
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Howe',er, to make matters worse the national survey of jail 

classification methods indicated that in most jails custodial 

decisions are made subjectively. Risk assessment data may be 

collected but then ignored. Cu~rent research suggests that much 

overclassification results from this subjectivity (Monahan 1981). 

The high restrictiveness of subjective classific~tion is examined 

in more detail later in this paper. To support the finding that 

subjective classification is more restrictive other studies have 

indicated that the replacement of sUbjective by objective methoGs 

shifts many offenders to lower levels of security/custody 

(Bohnstedt and Geiser 1979; Monahan 1981; Clements 1982). 

3.4 The "capacity-driven" jail and overclassification 

Further evidence of over classification is suggested by the 

concept of the "capacity-driven" jail. This concept has 

widespread use among criminal justice professionals. Correctional 

personnel often refer to Jails as "capacity-driven" institutions 

i.e. if jail space is available it will used until the jail fills 

to capacity. The concept implies that certain underlying 

mechanisms inexora~ly expand the jail population - irrespective 

of levels of crime - until it reaches the capacity of the jail. 

This concept is similar to the well~known parkinsons's law 

regarding the indefinite expansion of work·. The exact dynamics 

have not yet been thoroughly identified. It is suspected that 

they have little connection to the level of criminal behavior in 

a community (Ford 1981). It is possible that uncontrolled 

overclassification may be one of the processes underlying the 
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wcapacity-driven" jail, since such errors are one way to steadily 

increase the population size of a jail. 

The capacity-driven perspective emphasizes that a jail is 

part of a larger system, and that the classification mechanisms' 

controlling entry and exit from jail are "system-wide" and 

encompass many decision-making points. These decision points are 

not limited to the jail. This demands a system-wide perspective 

beyond a narrow focus on the jail. 

Additionally, the concept alerts us to the gap between 

formal and informal policies and procedures. Informal policies 

driving a jail are often quite different from formal policies. 

This gap is illustrated when overcrowded jails analyse their 

inmate population and find discrepancies between the kinds of 

persons in jail and formal policies governing who should be 

jailed (Demos 1981) ~ The transformation of formal classification 

into informal or unofficial procedures is studied later in this 

paper. Informal procedures by their nature are difficult to 

control. When SUbjective discretion is widespread, it is 

difficult to control the classification process and a result may 

be systematic overclassification causing uncontrolled population 

growth •. Is it poss'ible that such informal. procedures of 

classification are part of the capacity-driven process? 

3.5 political recognition of "inappropriate" incarceration in 

jails: The politics of classification. 
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Another, admittedly biassed and perhaps political claim of 

overclassification is seen when certain interest groups and 

correctional reform groups assert the existance of inappropriate 

jailing (Demos 1981). Yet, some of' these claims also arise from 

largely "neutral" scientific groups. The correctional literature 

has many references to inappropriate, needless and excessive 

incarceration. Yet, this isa "political" issue since it depends 

on the correctional philosophy of those involved. 

In general the more liberal positions assert much 

needless incarceration while more conservative groups feel that 

there is insufficient jailing. For example, Demos (1981) reports 

that all members of the National Coalition for Jail Reform - a 

relatively liberal group - agreed that there was much 

inappropriate confinements in jailsa Similarly, groups such as 

the National Pre-trial Services Association assert that many are 

inappropriately jailed during the pre-trial phase. In contrast 

groups such as victim's Rights organizations hold a more 

restrictive position regarding pre-trial release. 

However, there seE~S a consensus that certain classes of 

arrestees are inappropriately jailed e.g. the mentally ill, 

public inebriates, and juveniles. They are often jailed because 

no other options are available. The jailing of inebriates and 

mental health cases has been labelled as the least productive use 

of jails from a correctional viewpoint, and the least medically 

desireable for the intoxicant. The likelihood of other options 

being made available for these offender types is low given the 
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funding levels for public mental health facilities. Thus the 

likelihood of continued jailing of such classes is high. These 

kinds of offeriders however represent a highly blatant form of 

inappropriate jailing. The concern of this paper is with forms of 

overclassification that are more difficult to detect and that 

occur in the general popuLation of offenders rather than in these 

special offenddr classes. 

3.6 Evidence of overclassification from research 

There are some careful studies in criminal justice 

classification which examine the actual extent of overclass-

ification. The studies of parole classifications by Wenk et al 

(1972) are illustrative. False positive predictions were found at 

an alarmingly high rate. Inmates were classifi~p for risks of 

potential violence. In a first study the researchers found an 86% 

overclassification rate in the prediction of further violence 

amongst "high risk" parole cases i.e. only about one in ten of 

those classified as "high risk" was discovered to have committed 

another violent crime. In a second study, using a one-year follow 

up period, the crime rate for the "high risk" group was only 

marginally higher than that of the low r1sk group (3.1 versus 2.8 

per thousand). These authors suggest that if the parole decision-

maker uses a history of violence as the sole predictor of further 

violence he would incur 19 false positives for every correct 

prediction of a true positive. This is an important point since 

many jails use history of violence as the predictor of risks of 



future violence (see Kornfeld at al 1975). 

Evidence of overclassification is also suggested when jails 

or prisons have changed from subjective classification to an 

objective method. In almost all such cases the objective method 

reclassified large proportions of inmates into lower 

custodial/security levels (Bohnstedt and Geiser 1979). These 

writers report that, for example, a new Bureau of prisons 

objective method resulted in almost half the inmates being 

recommended for lower levels of security. The new procedure 

decreased the numbers of inmates in close security and increased 

the numbers placed in minimum and community placements. Such 

findings suggest that a switch to objective methods will reduce 

overclassification and thus help reduce crowding. 

The implication is 'that subjectivity gives more false 

positives than objective methods. The same implication is found 

in research on subjective methods in other disciplines e.g. 

psychiatric classification (Monahan 1981). Thus false positives 

may be expected in the Criminal Justice System since the dominant 

method of classification i.e. subjectivity, seems conducive to 

such errors. Poor methods inevitably produce errors of 

classification. 

Methods of offender classification have been shown by 

research to be of low validity (Gibbons 1975; ~ornfeld et al 

1975; Brennan et a1 1979; Monahan 1981). There is a critical need 

to improve classification methods. In response to this s~ate of 

affairs the National Institute of Justice funded a research 



progra~ specifically focussed on developing better methods of 

classification for criminal justice use. This work is continuing. 

4.0VERCLASSIFICATION IN OTHER PEOPLE-PROCESSING BUREAUCRACIES 

Overclassification is not unique to criminal justice. it 

occurs in most "people-processing" organizations (Lipsky 1980; 

Prottas 1979). We now provide examples of it in other people-

processing organisations to clarify the causes and ~o cast 

additional light on the nature of overclassification. 

4.1 Overclassification in psychiatric diagnosis. Overclassi-

fication is common in psychiatric classification - particularly 

in low base rate behaviors e.g. the prediction of violence. 

Dershowitz(1969) indicated that for every correct psychiatric 

prediction of violence there are numerous false positives. The 

mental health field has admitted its low accuracy in predicting 

violent behavior (Monahan 1981). There is much concern over the 

large number of false positives. Ennis and Emery(l978) have 

suggested that the predictions of dangerous behavior are wrong 

about 95% of the time. Similarly, Kozol et al (1972) over a 5-

year follow up of male offenders who had been classified as 

dangerous found that the false positives greatly outnumbered 

correct predictions. 
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A concern to jail administrators, therefore, is whether 

psychiatrists and mental health professionals can provide 

sufficiently valid and reliable classifications to justify the 

detention based cn such predictive classifications. The 

pessimistic conclusion of most reviews (see Monahan 1981) is that 

the state-of-the-art of psychiatric classification and prediction 

is unsatisfactory and that psychiatrists have not demonstrated 

predictive 'skills in this area. Monahan(198l) asserts that the 

erroneous classification and prediction of violence and 

dangerousness is the 'paramount consideration' in both the legal 

and mental health systems. 

4.2 Overclassification in medical diagnosis. 

In the more general field of medicine, overclassification is 

also widespread (prottas 1979). It occurs deliberately in some 

instances. In others, it seems to be a result of either. the 

methods or motivations of physicians. An example of deliberate 

overclassification is seen when physicians add drops of silver 

nitrate to the eyes of all newborns to pr.event blindness 

resulting from congenital venereal disease. The true incidence of 

the condition is small. Yet, the overpredicted cases are not 

injured in any way and sight is preserved for the small number of 

true positives (Monahan 1981). 

A slightly more complex example of medical over­

classification is described by Lipsky(1980) where a sample of 

about 400 children were examined to assess whether they would 

benefit from tonsilectomies. A first group of physicians decided 



that about 45% would benefit from such an operation~ The 

remaining "no benefit" children were then examined by a second 

group of physicians who decided that about 45% would benefit from 

the operation. Finally, the remaining small number of "no 

benefit" cases were examined by a third group of physicians who 

felt that about 513% would benifi!: from the operation. This 

indicates, according to Lipsky, the 'law of normality' in which 

irrespective of the condition of the cases, the assessor will 

still Isee l about the same percentage falling into the available 

diagnostic categories. The same kind of procedure has recieved 

widespread notoriety in examination gradings in colleges and high 

schools. 

fi 
J 
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50 THE CAUSES OF OVERCLASSIFICATION 

A challenging but necessary task is to identify the many 

causes of overclassification and build a provisional explanatory 

framework. A first attempt at this is given in Figure 2. This 

framework integrates factors which seem to promote overclass-

ification. The main factors are: 

1. Factors emerging from line work conditions in jails 

2. Factors emerging from administrative conditions in jails 

3. Factors related to classification methods used in jails 

These are broken down into specific issues and the link between 

each issue and overclassification examined. 

This framework includes a feedback loop involving "mutual 

causation" between overcrowding and overclassification. Thus 

crowding acts as both a cause and effect of the "breakdown" of 

formal jail classifications systems. In crowded jails 

classification is often based on a "space available" criterion 

rather than on valid risk assessments o This will produce enormous 

error rates. Misclassification is thus produced by crowding. 

InMates who qualify for low custody levels are housed in higher 

levels if no space is available, and vice versa. 

Reciprocal and mutual causation occurs in other ways. These 

are explored in detail in the later sections of this paper. 



FIGURE 2 (A). A MODEL OF THE CAUSES OF OVERCLASSIFICATION 
BOTH INSIDE AND OUTSIDE THE JAIL. 
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:' r'IG 28. THE VICIOUS CYCLE LINKING OVERCLASSIFICAT ION 
AND .JAll CROWDING. 
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Crowding results in time constraints, job pressures, large 

caseloads and higher anxiety. consequently, the time for careful 

custodial classification is reduced. Over-simplification and 

expedient subjective judgements are the usual ways of coping 

(prottas 1979). This raises the likelihood of errors and 

especially of false positive errors. Monahan (1981) and others 

have noted the strong pressures towards false positive errors 

under conditions of work overload, stress, and anxiety over 

violence. These raise concern for safety and control which pushes 

classification in a restrictive direction (Clements 1982, Lipsky 

1981). Clements sees this as a vicious circle in which crowding 

leads to overclassification which in turn causes more crowding in 

a reciprocal cycle of causation. 

In the following sections an initial attempt is made to 

unravel the connections between crowding and classification 

problems. 

6. LINE LEVEL FACTORS 

Many pressures promote overclassification at the line level. 

A full articulation would require a book-length manuscript. The 

following is a start towards identifying these factors. 

6.1 Work overload and restrictive classification 
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What influence does work overload have on the style of 

cla~sification at the line level? Line workers in corrections and 

jails usually conduct classification under constraints of time, 

information, and certainty. These constraints may limit the 

ability to collect, verify, and then use information. This 

generates uncertainty regarding the correctness of classification 

decisions. The desire for control and safety, and fear of false 

negative errors provides the motivational context which 

interacts with the above uncertainty to produce a conservative 

style of classification. Since most classification decisions are 

uncertain, many line officers cope by adopting a "safety-first" 

style of classification. 

Work overload also has a qualitative aspect. Classification 

can be difficult and uncertain. Classification officers often 

confront decisions of a high "difficulty level" relative to their 

skills and methods. There are a number of reasons for this. 

Firstly, line workers in classification are often untrained and 

inexperienced. Secondly, there is still no standard curriculum 

for training classification officers (Kornfeld et al 1975). The 

development of a curriculum remains at an early stage. Thirdly, 

current methods of correctional classification are of limited 

validity. Errors can result from inadequate methods. The state of 

the art of classification methods is such that errors are 

inevitable (see Monahan 1981; Brennan et al 1980). Fourthly, 

decisions involving the prediction of human behavior are usually 

of high complexity. 

Thus, many factors - time pressures, large caseloads, 
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information deficiencies, method deficiencies and decision 

complexity - undermine certainty of classification. The "safety-

first W style of classification is understandable given the needs 

for safety and contrel on the one hand; and the fear of false 

negative errors on the other. Although false negatives are 

reduced by this style of classification, an unfortunate side-

effect is, a higher overclass ification error rate. 

6.2 Differential accountability for the two errors 

The two errors have quite different consequences for line 

staff. The impact of this differential pattern of' consequences 

also encourages overclassification while making line staff 

fearful of underclassification. 

Overclassificatioti has few serious ramifications. The false 

positive error is undramatic and usually invisible. Inmates who 

are victims of this error seldom bring notice to themselves. 

Furthermore, the immediate costs of this error are not borne 

(directly) by the public or the staff, but by inmates. Staff are 

seldom held accountable for this error and incur no immediate 

costs or sanctions for the error. However, the indirect and later 

costs, include overcrowding and job stresses. The financial costs 

of mis-use or waste of jail resources are borne by the public. 

These costs, however, occur later in the sequence - at a more 

system level - and are not generally associated with individual 

classification staff. 

By contrast underclassification - at any level of the 
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Figure 3. Factors at the I1ne level that produce 
Over-class1f1cation 
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cOr imi nal justice system - is vis ible and ser ious ~ I t can be 

blamed on a particular individual staff member. It is marked by 

repeated criminal behavior or disruptive behavior in a jail. If 

this is dramatic or violent (e.g., murder, suicide, escapes or 

repeat drunk driver crashes) there may be press headlines, public 

outcry, accusations of incompetence; scrutin~ by reporters, 

claims of institutional laxity, etc. The consequences are serious 

for both line classification staff and administrative staff. In 

this regard Clements (1980) notes that Criminal Justice Agencies 

have been traditionally aversive to such public scrutiny. 

Thus, accountability is low for overclassification and high 

for underclassification. Officers may overclassify in order to 

avoid undetclassification. This strategy is supported by research 

findings showing that error rates of overclassification dwarf 

those of under classification at most decision points in criminal 

justice (Monahan 1981; Wenk et a1 1972; Livermore et a1. 1968; 

and others). Decision makers and classification staff - at both 

line and administrative levels - are not blind to the relative 

consequences of the two errors. 

The irony is that a jail classification officer may have a 

ratio of about a hundred false positives to a single false­

negative yet is labelled as soft and lenient in his 

classifications because of one dramatic false-negative error. 

Such faulty labelling results from the relative "invisibility" of 

errors of overclassification. The public, the press; and 

politicians routinely hold this misconception. 
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6.3 Crowding and routinization of classification 

A second aspect of work overload is that it forces staff to 

streamline, simplify, and routinize their work. When correctional 

staff are severely overloaded efficient processing and resource 

maintainance is demanded where possible. Expediency may preempt 

other purposes for which the organization was created. Lipsky 

(1980) notes that individual care and responsiveness can be 

subverted when classification becomes routinized and bureauc­

ratized. Routinized classification - where there is a strong 

subjective component - also will usually incur higher error 

rates. The majority of errors will usually be false positives 

because of the many factors forcing conservative and safe 

classification. 

6.4 The need for inmate discipline and control - how it 

influences classification. 

A further motive to overclassify stems from the role of 

classification for inmate control. Control is often gained via 

the allocation of rewards and punishments. Classification governs 

access to many rewards and punishments and therefore is a major 

control instrument. 

Classification can influence the quality, content, and even 

the duration of an inmates' life in jail. If classification is 

mis-used in the attempt to increase control, or to punish 

disliked inmates, a certain amount of overclassification may 

occur. 'It is not known how much overclassification stems from 

this practice. ,Reclassification is the major vehicle for such 
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control. Clements{l982) identified an informal type pf "backdoor" 

classification in prisons. He asserts that it contributes to 

overcrowding. It is likely that a ~imilar process oceurs in 

jails. 

6.4.1 The adversarial component of control. The need for 

control introduces an adversarial aspect to the relationship 

between staff and inmate. This adversarial component may increase 

the motivation for overclassification. The adverserial aspect 

often conflicts with advocacy for inmates, and may increase the 

line staff disposition to overclassify. 

6.4.2 Subjective classification and staff control. The 

authority of line staff is enhanced by the power of subjective 

discretion in classification. Staff view "informal discretion" as 

a soarce of power, authority, confidence and as well as 

flexibility. It tends to increase staff authority in relation to 

the inmates - especially in face-to-face interactions. This power 

is usually respected by inmates since it provides line-staff with 

an important key to their well-being. 

However, the drawback is that staff use of informal 

discretion in classification has repeatedly been linked to a 

tendency to overclassify (Monahan 1981). Given the psychological 

advantages of discretion, line staff usually resist any reduction 

of their right to exercise subjective discretion. Thus, 

sUbjective discretion temains firmly entrenched in most jails and 

if uncontrolled it will contihu~ to produce a certain amount of 
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systematic overclassification (Monahan 1981, Bohnstedt and Geiser 

1979) • 

6.5 Negative attitudes to inmates as a source of 

overclassifation. 

Negative attitudes towards inmates is another factor which 

would logically increase the tendency to overclassify. Negative 

attitudes would create a tolerence for overclassification. There 

are ~any sources of negative feelings towards inmates on the part 

of jail and prison staff. A complete catalogue cannot be given 

here. The following are some of the main causes of negative 

attitudes which may create the disposition to overclassify. 

6.5.1 Negative social stereotyping. Line staff are not 

immune to common stereotypes and prejudices. Such prejudices 

might easily enter the formal bureaucratic classification process 

if subjective/informal methods are used. If bias enters at the 

line level the resu~ting classifications will usually diverge 

from official policies. This "divergence" will usually be in the 

direction of increasingly restrictive custody for many of the 

reasons already noted above. 

The impact of informal stereotyping can be compounded across 

successive decision points in the system. For example, arrest 

reports may include a negative characterizations which may ,then 

~voke a respons~ by the booking officer not to the case at hand, 

but to a negative stereotype. Staff at later decision points may 

uncritically accept the negative characterization and "rubber 
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stamp" the case thus committing a false pos i ti ve erro.r. This is 

especially likely in overcrowded conditions. 

6.5.2 Person-blaming theories of criminality. Certain major 

theories of criminality - the "person-blaming" theories - may 

create negative attitudes and thus support a disposition to 

overclassify. Many corrections staff hold these theories in which 

criminal behavior is seen as emerging from personal traits or 

deficiencies. These support the tendency to see the inmate as 

inadequate, deficient, and culpable. Hobbs et al (1974) called 

this a "person- blaming framework", noting that line workers in 

many social bureaucracies view "clients ,t in this way. A "person­

blaming" viewpoint tends to reduce advocacy and create a 

tolerence of overclassification. 

6.6 Low accountability to inmates. 

Another attitudinal factor desensitizing line staff to 

overclassification is low feelings of accountability to inmates. 

An attitude of low accountability to inmates is prevalent not 

oDly among jail staff but among the public at large. Low 

accountability to "clients" is found in most "people-processing" 

bureaucracies (e.g. Housing authorities, Public Health and 

Welfare Bureacracies, etc; see Lipsky 1980; Prottas 1979). 

Accountability to inmates is weakened by all of the factors 

mentioned above i.e. negative stereotyping, the need for control, 

and person-blaming theories of criminality. 

A further reason for low accountability is that inmates are 

not a primary reference group for jail staff. Inmates are usually 
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not well placed to scrutinize or challenge the decisions of jail 

staff or hold them accountable. The publ ic, other agencies, .and 

colleagues, are much more significant as reference groups who can 

reward or punish jail staff and to whom jail staff feel a sense 

of accountability (Lipsky 1980). 

The reluctance to be accountable to inmates is shown when 

jail staff ,resist inmate participation in classification 

decisions. Inmate participation and a "right to appeal" 

classification decisions are among ACA standards for jail 

accreditation. Jails must include these procedures in their 

formal classification manuals to gain ACA accreditation. Yet, 

many jails informally resist or minimize inmate participation. 

Many pay only lip-service to this standard and make minimal 

efforts to inform inmates of this right. 

6.7 Unconcern with least restrictive custody. 

Overclassification is more likely to occur if line staff 

have a low value for the goal of least restrictive custody-. The 

implication of this principle is to avoid over-restriction. The 

principle requires that inmates be classified into the lowest 

custody level consistent with adequate supervision, safety and 

order. It usually enters the formal policies of jails. Private 

conversations with many jail staff have suggested to this 

observer that in many jails an awareness and a sympathy for this 

principle are lacking. In fact many jails seem to operate on the 

opposite principle, i.e., an inmate is placed in higher custody 

unless good reason can be produced for placing him in a lower 
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6.8 Line Job Conditions which foster overclassification 

Other aspects of jail work may desensitize line workers to 

the humanity of inmates thus creating a higher tolerance of 

overclassification (Lipsky, 1980). Although advocacy, fairness, 

least restrictive custody etc., may be present in official jail 

policy, job conditions may undermine such goals (Etzioni 1968). 

The following aspects of jail work may produce an alienation from 

inmates and create a disposition which allows overclassification. 

6.8.1. Routinization of classification. As noted above 

overload and crowding tend to produce routinization of 

classification work. Routinization also encourages insensitivity 

to the persons being classifiedo Routinized procedures by 

definition are not sensitive to many relevent factors in 

individual cases and may decrease the accuracy and thus produce 

errors of both kinds. 

However, since the costs of underclassification are so high, 

any override procedure will usually only intervene to correct for 

blatent false negative errors. It will not be invoked as 

diligently to correct overclas~ification errors. The tendency of 

overworked staff is to live with false positive errors. In 

effect, coping with job stress {s a higher priority than the goal 

of least restrictive custody. This tendency does not stem 

necessarily from personal values of staff but from job 
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conditions. 

6.8.2 Reductionism in official classifications - and it's 

consequences Reductionism is usually a concomitant of 

routenization and also occurs in most formal bureaucratic 

classifications. The impact of reductionism is to reduce the 

"meaning" of the person to fit bureaucratic categories. Again, 

insensitivity to the inmate is a usual result. 

Reductionism can promote overclassification in a number of 

ways. The first is through oversimplificationo All institutions, 

including jails, emphasize bureaucratically relevant attributes 

as the basis for classification. Bureacratic classifications for 

risk management (violence, suicide etc), for housing allocation, 

and planning, are dominant and overwhelm the need for more valid 

classifications. ~ine staff may deal only with limited 

demographic features or with selected aspects of criminal history 

and are seldom required to deal with broader aspects and needs of 

the inmate. such limited classification usually omits many 

critical personal dimensions and many aspects of the background 

(Monahan 1981; Megargee 1976). Classification manuals in many 

jails illustrate this reductionism. 

Reductionism leads naturally to ~eification. A danger is 

that official classifications may become reified when staff use 

the formal classification to percieve, think and talk about 

inmates. The meaning of the inmate as a I'person" is restricted 

and sbaff become insensitive to inmates. This again may produce a 

tolerence of overclassification. 



6.8.3 Reduced involvement stemming from sequential 

classification. 

Another job feature weakening the involvement between 

staff and inmates is the fragmentation of classification across 

the system. The sequence from intake, pre-trail assessment, 

sentencing, custodial decisions, casework and treatment, 

probation and parole, usually results in classification being 

repeated by different staff, making different decisions across 

the system. Each line worker has only a narrow focus for 

decision-making, and continuity is lost. This fra9mentatibn of 

responsibility may be compounded by poor communication between 

parts of the correctional system. Mis-communication hei.ghtens the 

danger of bias, erroneous data and misunderstanding to create 

errors of classification. 

6.8.4 Reduced involvement stemming from loss of cOl',ltrol 

over outcomes. 

Line staff loss of involvement from inmates also 

results from a limited control over the "outcomes" of their work. 

Again, the argument is that detachment and distancing may 

increase a tolerence for overclassific~tion. 

A first aspect of limited control is that important 

decisions are ~sually made before and after a line classification 

officer works with an inmate. other agencies and personnel make 

earlier and later decisions for a case. A second constraint on 

control is that the line worker often cannot control the timing, 
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duration and frequency of contact with an inmate. Dine work is 

often simply reactive. Also, overcrowding means that there is 

little time to respond in a more human way to individual inmates. 

A third cause of limited control is that inmate problems are 

often not subject to closure and may be unresolvable. Many 

inmates are repeatedly arrested and move in and out of jail (i.e. 

the "revolv~ng door" population). Treatment methods and 

available resources may be inadequate for rehabilitation or 

resocialization (Eynon 1975). Such limitation on effectiveness 

may also produce feelings of powerlessness and limited control on 

the part of jail staff (see Lipsky,1980). Again, detachment and 

distancing may be necessary for the psychological survival of the 

line officer. 

6.9 Conclusions regarding line factors and overclassification. 

The basic argument of all these factors is that line. 

conditions may produce insensitivity and detachment from inmates; 

and erode committment to correctional goals concerning inmates 

. rights. Such detachment may reduce feelings of advocacy for 

inmates and create a tolerence of overclassification. Other line 

work factors strongly motivate overclassification (e.g. the 

assymetric pattern of accountability); others may indirectly 

produce overclassification by creating the conditions under which 

it flourishes (e.g. work overload, overcrowding, detachment, low 

advocacy or accountability to inmates). 

All of the above arguments have emerged from case studies. 

It is difficult to assess the relative importance of each factor. 
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They interact with and reinforce each ether. Some may be tackled 

by modifications of bureacratic arrangements ( e.g. the adoption 

of objective classification methods). However, others se~m quite 

intractable (e.g. deeply held social stereotypes and negative 

attitudes regarding inmates). 

The theme of reciprocal causation betwe~n crowding and 

errors of classification' has recurred many times in this 

section. When classification breaks down because of job stress 

and crowding many forces converge to produce a high rate of false 

positive errors. This in turn contributes to needless 

incarceration, an unecessary enlargement of the jail population 

and ultimately overcrowding. The vicious cycle can be seen as a 

feedback loop in which jail line staff are caught in anxiety 

provoking job conditions which create a strong disposition 

towards overclassification. 



questions for legislature, judiciary and administrative staff 

since they l:equit'e policy judgements to balance various costs and 

benefits. Such issues should not be resolved at the line level by 

line level staff. 

7.3 S.ome results of the above policy problems. 

The above suggests that there are many problems stemming 

from the difficulties that jail administrators have in 

formulating a clear well defined policy position. The following 

are some of the consequences: 

7.3.1 Line staff become policy formulators and implementers. 

One result is the development of informal pelicies at the line 

level. If formal policies are conflicted or poorly connected with 

methods, policy making drifts downward to lower level staff -

since line staff actually conduct daily classification. 

Administrative staff may lose co~trol over much of the 

classification work in jail. At least three factors enhance this 

downward flow of policies. These are: 

1. A policy vacuum attracts the personal policies of the 

most interested parties. 

2. The voluminuous and often unweildy nature of many 

classification procedure manuals 

3. The difficulty of supervising ALL of the 

classifications conducted at the line level because of work 

loads. 
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Jail classification and procedures manuals are often 

voluminous. It may be almost impossible to comply with all the 

instructions and goals contained in theme Confronted with 

conflicting policies and procedure's line staff may emphasize 

those they personally prefer. An examination of various "Jail 

classification manuals" will verify that line staff are often 

asked to implement numerous unrelated goals (prottas 1919; Gipsky 

1981). This suggests that a task for many jails is to simplify 

and streamline the classification manuals. 

Secondly, a "policy vacuum" usually attracts the personal 

policies of the most interested parties - especially those 

"nearest" to the decision i.e. those doing classification on a 

daily basis. Gine staff, work face to face with inmates, and must 

cope with the daily pressur.es of classification work. They may 

develop strong attitudes and a private agenda for classification. 

In a policy vacuum they will be tempted to impose their own 

values and goals - especially when close supervision of their 

work is impractical. Such line staff conduct screenings and many 

formal classifications at successive decision points which 

directly influence the entry and exit of offenders from jail. 

Thirdly, administrative and supervisory staff simply cannot 

give close scrutiny to all the classification work occurring at 

the line level. There is simply too much work; and close scrutiny 

of a large percentage of line classifications would incur much 

resentment among line officers (see Prottas 1979, also this theme 

is more fully developed below) • 

All of the above conditions result in classification 
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drifting towards the private goals of line level staff. Does this 

produce overclas$ification? As noted earlier - in the section on 

line staff - most of the pressures on line staff promote 

overclassification rather than underclassification. This suggests 

that if policy is created at the line level, overclassification 

will be fostered. 

A downward drift of policy making has two additional side-

effects which enhance overclassification. Firstly, accountability 

pressures on line level staff rises to high levels. A line 

officer, in classifying an inmate - in the absence of coherent 

formal policies or methods - is both a policy formulator and 

implementer. He can be held accountable by advocates of 

particular policies (e.g. outraged victims, offender advocacy 

groups, ACLU), or by other jail staff (e.g. angry supervisors, 

embarrassed administrators, and so on.). Line officers would be 

within their right to refuse to make certain classification 

decisions on grounds that they are hired to implement and not to 

make policies. 

However, line staff seldom challenge such issues and usually 

proceed as best they can. They continue to classify new 

offenders; seldom worrying about conflicted or ambiguous 

policies, and using their best subjective judgement to guide 

their classifications. This introduces the secOnd side effect -

subjective judgement is systematically required from line level 

classification staff. Yet, research has clearly demonstrated that 

"",>, "IL'HA' 
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J:"IG.S PROSl'MIii IN IMPLEMENTING A I='ORMAL PDLICY 

OF CLASSIFICATION: SOURCES OF DRIFT . 

. " 

fOR"AL POL I CY AND PROCEDURES 

SOURCES Of DEVIATION 

1. UNRESOLVED POLICY CONFLICTS ARE PASSED 
DOWNWARDS. 

2. PR08LEMS WITH WRITTEN RULES AND POOR 
PROCEDURES MANUALS. 

3. PR08LEMS OF TIGHT SUPERVISION AND CONTROL 
- INSUFFICIENT TIME. TOO MANY CASES .• LINE 

STAFF RESISTANCE TO CLOSE SUPERVISION, 
DESIRE FOR AUTONOMV. ETC. 

4. LINE STAFF DESIRE TO ACHIEVE PERSONAL 
GOALS/OBJECTIVES. 

5. NON-COMPLIANCE. AND DISAGREEMENT WITH FORMAL 
POLICY. 

6. PROBLEMS OF TRUST AND COMMUNICATION. 
7. SUBJECTIVITV OF MOST SECURITV CLASSIFICATIONS 

.. , , 

POLICIES THAT ARE ACTUALLV DELIVERED 
AT THE LINE LEVEl. ...... THE -REAL- POLICIES 
OF JAIL CLASSifiCATION 

NOTE: THESE FORCES FOR TRANSORMATION AND DRIFT 
CAN OCCUR REGARD I NG ANV OF THE MAJOR K I NOS OF 
CLASSIFICATION IN JAilS, E.G. SECURITV~ CUSTODY, 
PRE-TRIAL CLASSIFICATION, TRANSFERS AND 
RECLASSIFICATIONS" AND SO ON. 
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subjective judgement produces high rates of overclassification. 

(Nisbett and Ross ) • 

These side effects add to a situation already rife with 

possibilities for overclassification. High accountability coupled 

with subjective judgements encourage conservative decisions, 

which in turn enhances overclassification (Monahan 1981; 

Bohnstedt and Geiser 1979). 

7.3.2 policy conflicts cause method confusion. A further 

result of unresolved policy issues is a difficulty in developing 

coherent. classification methods and consistent practices across 

the organization. This occurs because opposing policies usually 

require opposing kinds of classification~ For example, a policy 

emphasizing public protection would produce restrictive 

classification, while a policy of "least restrictive custody" 

demands non-restrictive classification. Different personnel in 

different areas of the organization may pursue these quite 

diverging policies and reach inconsistent classification 

decisions regarding the same inmates. If administrators fail to 

specify a clear policy, they give no clear input into the 

specification of procedures, and it is then difficult to design 

appropriate methods e A coherent policy is a first tequirement in 

developing classification methods. This reminds us of the axiom 

that classification is basically purposeful - and the purpose 

must be specified prior to method development. 

7.4 Factors pushing jails towards restrictive classification. 
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Why do many jails adopt highly restrictive policies? We know 

that a highly restrictive policy emphasizing public protection, 

punishment, etc., usually produces more overclassification. What 

factors cause a local jail to "drift" towards this operating 

policy? ~he following may be implicated. 

7.4.1. public tolerence of overclassification and fear of 

criminals. One factor encouraging a drift towards an extreme 

protection/control policy is public fear of criminals and a 

historical tolerence of overclassification. A public worried 

about social protection and fearful of criminals is outraged by 

underclassification. They percieve classification errors as 

allowing the release of dangerous offenders to the community. 

Risk classifications must allay public anxiety and must be 

percieved as valid by the public. Both line staff and jail 

administators are aware of these public attitudes. 

In contrast, the public has always tolerated some 

overclassification to achieve greater public protection (see 

Monahan 1981). It condones the conviction/imprisonment of some 

truly non-violent persons to ensure the confinement of a higher 

proportion of truly dangerous persons. This tolerence allows a 

swing towards the conservative constellation of correctional 

goals and can be used to justify a policy prioritizing protection 

and deterrence etc. 
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7.4.2. The personal policies of top .jail administrators. If 

the top administrator of a jail is committed to the strong law 

enforcement syndrome of values this will often permeate the 

operating policies and procedures of his/her jail. While the 

values of judges are critical in governing certain modes of entry 

and exit, jail administrators also playa critical role. A jail 

administrator will try to avoid running a jail in a manner that 

contradicts his own personal values. 

Traditionally most jails are controlled by a Sheriff who 

usually has had a good law enforcement background - emphasizing 

control, deterrence and protection. Thus the top administrators 

of many jails can be expected to hold fairly strong "hard line" 

law enforcement background and values. A jailor at a recent 

conference on crowded jails (NIC-Jai1 overcrowding 1984) stated: 

"I havent seen a jail yet that isn't hardline in its 

approach" 

Line classification staff are ultimately accountable to the 

Sheriff. Thus the su~ervisory pressures and policies emanating 

from the top administration of many jails are likely to encourage 
. 

hard line attitudes and thus produce restrictive c1assificatlon. 

7.4.3. Unconcern with inmate rights. An unbalanced policy 

may be produced if there is apathy at the administrative level 

(as w~ll as at the line level) regarding inmate rights. The 

• 
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factors operating at the line level to undermine advocacy for 

inmates have already been reviewed. What evidence exists that 

many correctional agencies are apathetic regarding inmate-

centered policies? 

Firstly, much of the litigation against jails and prisons is 

based on violations of various inmates rights. At face value this 

suggests some evidence of disinterest or disinclination to 

emphasize such rights. Unfair and capricious classific~tion is 

included in this litigation. Inmates are winning many of these 

cases. 

Secondly, not much treatment or rehabilitation goes on in 

most jails. The reas0l! usually given for this is ·that resources' 

are insufficient. Yet, this is a chicken and egg problem! The 

lack of resources for such purposes may simply reflect the 

relative unimportance. of that purpose at policy levels.-

Thirdly, jail staff often recieve little guidance from 

dlassification manuals or supervisors on how to achieve the goal 

of "least restrictive custodylO. In fact, from informal 

discussions with jailors it seems as though many classify inmates 

into the most restrictive custody unless there is clear reason to 

do otherwise. 

Fourthly, the purposes of classification are predominantly 

geared to the needs of administration and management rather than 

inmates rights or needs (see Warren 1971, Eynon 1975, and 

others). This again suggests the lower priority of inmates needs 

versus the management/organizational needs of the agency. Thus 

the "p~rpose" of classification - with some notable exceptions -
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usually seems to serve facility needs of social control and 

public needs for safety and protection. A obvious exception are 

those "inmate needs" for which jails are legally liable e.g. 

immediate medical and safety needs. 

Finally, as noted above, given weak administrative control, 

the de facto operating policies of jails are set at the line 

level. Such informal policy will usually serve line staff values 

for safety,' control, fear of accountability, and so forth, and 

may radically diverge frQm official positions. Such informal 

policies cannot be expacted to place much emphasis on carefully 

protecting inmates rights. 

In conclusion, a strong advocacy for inmate rights would 

give checks and balances against systematic overclassification. 

The relative weakness of advocacy, by contrast, fosters 

overclassification. It is tempting to conclude that the official 

rhetoric supporting inmates rights, least restrictive custody, 

and so on, may exist mainly to give symbolic support to a social 

control system. Yet, such rhetoric cannot be dropped since the 

legitimacy and professionalism of corrections depends partly on a 

humanitarian respect of inmate rights. 

7.5 Resource acquisition and growth - A motive for 

overclassification? 

A further issue that must be explored is delib~rat. 

overclassification to enhance the power, growth, and resource 
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acquisition of the jail. The presence of deliberate 

·overclassification in other people-processing organizations 

suggests that we cannot overlook this motive in jails or other 

criminal justice organizationse 

Deliberate overclassification in social bureacracies is well 

documentec (Lipsky 1980; Monahan 1981). At this time it is 

acknowledged that there is no clear evidence-of deliberate 

overclassification in jails for the motive of growth. Deliberate 

overclassification has been found to emerge in social 

bureaucracies under certain conditions (Prottas 1979). It occurs 

when agencies are at an early stage of development where they 

seek to build a caseloadj when they must compete for resources; 

or, if they are anxious regarding their political status. 

Lipsky(l980} and Prottas(l979} both found that overclassification 

was a deliberate attempt to control and enlarge caseload-size to 

the advantage of the organization. 

Resource acquisition motivates staff in all organizations. 

Job security, responsibility, power and resources are all 

enhanced by large case loads and cr0wded facilities. Claims for 

additional resources are more easily justified by showing high 

demand (population size). At issue is whether criminal justice 

agencies use overclassification as a deliberate strategy to 

bolster growth, power and resource acquisition. We have no direct 

evidence of this in regard to jails. While many studies have 

found much overclassification occurring in jails and prisons 

(Monahan 1981, Bohnstedt and Geiser 1979, and others), none of 

these studies examined the issue of deliberate intent. 
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However, in other criminal justice settings there is some 

clear evidence of deliberate overclassification. Fi~stly, some 

studies of street patrolmen have documented the existence oe 

motives to maintain high arrest rates, to "make your log look 

good", to avoid boredom, to achieve advancement, etc (Brown, 

19a1). It is also well established that arrest rates are produced 

by social and organizational factors quite distinct from crime 

rates (pepinsky 1975). Secondly, turning to probation and parole 

there is overwhelming evidence of overclassification (Wenk et al 

1972; Monahan 1981; Gottfredson et a1 1978) but little evidence 

that it is deliberate. 

In conclusion, it is difficult to prove that" 

overclassification is deliberate/intentional in jails and other 

correctional agencies. The issue has not recieved much study. 

Other motives e.g. fear of accountability, appear more likely to 

produce overclassification than the desire for power, resources 

and job security. A conclusion on the issue of "deliberate 

intent" is simply not possible at this time given the dearth of 

evidence on motives. However, this does not in any way weaken the 

more general conclusion that a large amount of overclassification 

occurs, it simply casts a question mark on the issue of 

deliberate intent. 

7.6 Administrative fear of public criticism - accountability 

again. Accountability patterning at the administrative 

level is similar to that at the line level - it is unbalanced. 
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Jail administrators realize that false-negative errors receive 

more scrutiny than false-positives. There is the same imperative 

not to be embarrassed by decisions, or to have jail procedures 

scrutinized by outside parties (Clements 1982). These motives 

again favor a tendency towards restrictive classification. Good 

public relations require that false-negatives are avoided. 

Overclassification is an easy way to achievt~ this end. This style 

of classification helps to reduce the anxiety of those 

responsible for classification at all stages of criminal justice 

processing. 

7.7 Weak administrative control over line level staff. 

Formal policy is developed by administrators and higher 

officials who then try to obtain line compliance by means of 

manuals, standardized procedures, training and education, and by 

supervision. Yet, a complex of factors - unresolved policy 

conflicts, poor training manuals, overloaded work conditions, a 

widespread reliance on subjective discretion, the difficulty of 

close supervision, etc, - create a situation where line staff are 

relatively unconstrained by official policies. In many instances 

jail administrators are aware of this loss of control and try to 

regain control. 

7.7.1 Weak supervision of discretionary classification 

The most critical issue in regard to overclassification is 

that weak supervision allows much discretionery classification to 

occur. Also, prevailing jail norms among line staff are such that 

close ~c~utiny is resented. Administrators will usually respect 



the experience and professional claims of classification staff. 

There is usually deference to the autonomy and professionalism of 

the line classification officers - especially those with 

experience and training. 

A second source of freedom is that administrative staff 

often do not have adequate methods of supervision. The 

appropriate data to evaluate classification decisions may not be 

collected. Evaluative criteria for the' performance of 

classification staff are often not included in standard 

procedures. Performance measurement in any case is often 

problematic regarding classification - especially regarding 

errors stemming from discretion. It is difficult to decide what 

performance measures are appropriate and how to assess them 

accurately. Also, there is acknowledgement of decision 

complexity, goal ambiguity, the need for discretion and 

flexibility. 

7.7.2 problems in performance appraisal of the 

classification unit. 

Nevertheless, administrators often try to develop 

performance measures to increase control. They establish written 

standards for classification and attempt to assess performance 

against these standards. The most common performance measure 

reflecting poor classification is the rate at which false 

negative errors are found. Tr'ls workers at the line level are 

motivated to reduce such errors. Overclassification errors are 

less visible and hence do not generally enter into the 

performance criteria for line officers. It would seem prudent to 
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also include false positive errors as an additional performance 

criteria. In this way line workers would be forced -to acknowledge 

the importance of BOTH kinds of errors. 

Depending on the criteria selected, workers will drift 

roughly toward such criteria, irrespective of whether it fits a 

balanced correctional philosophy. Few jails have developed 

performance measures for class i f ic~t ion. An 'inab iIi ty to assess 

performance, or the use of one type of index of performance ( 

i.e. the underclassification error) has critical implications for 

control of the jail population. 

Strategies to gain administrative control over lipe 

classification will benifit from a better understanding of the 

work pressures and dynamics of line level decision making. The 

personal policies of line staff reflect certain psychological 

dispositions and motives. The special motives of line 

classification staff have not be~n adequately identified. The 

present analysis gives an initial mapping these motives. 

The following management and control strategies are 

frequently found in jails: 

1. Official rules and regulations 

2. Written procedure manuals 

3. Periodic job appraisal tied to salary and status 

benifits 

4. Training in the norms and practices of corrections 

theory 

5. Daily 6r weekly review meetings, 
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6. Attempts to impose strict hierarchical authority, 

7. Educational programs to upgrade skills in 

classification 

and 50 on. 

All of these Liy be seen as possible avenues to try to 

reduce errors of classification. We now briefly examine some 

additional difficulties that administrative staff in corrections 

may experience in managing a classification staff. 

7.7.3 Problems with writ'ten rules and procedures manuals. 

These often breakdown for a variety of reasons. Firstly, as noted 

earlier the official rules and procedures manuals are often too 

voluminous, unwieldly and contradictory. There are often so many 

rules and regulations that they can only be enforced selectively 

by line staff. Furthermore, they are always being changed. 

Police behavior provides a good example of all these 

problems. At fage value, arrest standards and police responses 

are highly specified. However, there are so many statutes and 

regulations that many of them are simultaneously operative in 

complex street situations. Additionally, the formally described 

arrest standards seldom match the full complexity of the street 

situation. Thus, the street officer may only invoke the law 

selectively, and has substantial discretion. A third generally 

encountered problem is that line workers often have too many 

reponsibilities relative to his available resources. In this 

situation he is again basically free to determine his own 

priorities. Thus, official written policy and procedures for 
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classificatio~may only approximately reflect what actually is 

happening at the line level. 

7.7.4 Communication problems betweeen line and adminis-

trative staff. A common problem in jails is poor communication 

between line and administrative levels. Both levels are caught up 

in the "pressure-cooker" situation of crowded jails and may not 

maintain good communications. staff at top and lower levels of 

the jail have different priorities and concerns. They may not 

fully appreciate or understand each others work related problems. 

This gap in understanding, coupled with poor communication often 

creates some antagonism between the levels. This also contributes 

to the difficulty of obtaining line staff compliance with formal 

policy. 

7.7.5 Line staff disagreement with official jail policies. 

Line staff view classification with different purposes and 

motives than those of the admin.istrative staff. The following may 

undermine mutual unde~standing and may create management 

difficulties for the administrators of a classification staff: 

- Line staff often have less confidence in rehabilition, 

or treatment, 

- Line staff usually have a stronger value for social 

control in face-to-face situations. Their personal 

safety and authority is often at risk in direct 

interactions with inmates. 

- Line staff have a stronger concern with expeditious 
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processing of work loads. They must make classification 

de6isions and process large work loads with inadequate 

resources of time and information.This forces the use 

of short-cuts and simplifications not sa.nctioned by top 

level personnel. 

Administrators want line procedures to be consistent with 

formal policies while the line worker is interested in a work 

style consistent with his own values/needs. Conformity is given· 

only to jail policies he agrees with, to those that he is 

indifferent towards, or to those that are strongly enforced by 

sanctions from above o 

7.7.6 Active resistance from the line staff. When upper 

management try to impose classificatory procedures to achieve 

formal policies some line workers may view such efforts as 

illigitimate and may resist them. In jail classification the 

example of the santa Clara county jail staff in resisting a 

classification system imposed on them is well known. Yet the 

status of line staff usually requires compliance with 

administrative directives. If they see their interests as 

deviating from administrative interests, they will protect their 

interests in other ways. 

The line-worker in face-to-face interaction with inmates 

may sense the inappropriatness of formal jail classification 

procedures. They may object to being constrained by an '''invalid" 

system. Most line staff hold their own intuitive classifications 

of inmate types and may be affronted by the over-simplifications 

, .,,".",-.,/1. .• 
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necessary for bureacratic control and population management. In 

such situations the worker - especially one who is 'involved in 

classification directly - may feel impelled to subvert the rigid 

application of the official bureacratic procedures of 

classification. If there is a substantial amount of discretion 

in the procedures the line worker can readily introduce his own 

prejudices. Many jails in the past have used inadequate 

classification systems for their formal processing. Eynon(1975) 

in reviewing offender classification has commented on the paucity 

of good offender classfication systems. It is no- surprise that 

such systems are rejected intuitively by line staff who are 

closest to ill-effects of such sy~tems. 

7.7.7 Non-compiance are often invisibieG A difficult.y is 

that line staff methods of noncompliance are often invisible. 

Non-compliance may be concealed under the label of SUbjective 

discretion. Line staff may covertly create new capacities -

within the existing rules - to act with discretion and protect 

their discretionary freedom. They may use existing regulations 

and administrative rules to circumvent any reforms that limit 

their discretion or to resist disliked policies. Line Walkers can 

almost always find unoffical ways to favor certain kinds of 

inmates; or find ways to be tougher a.gainst less favored 

inmates. They may favor some inmates by giving help on proper 

procedures, or they can disfavor others by introducing negative 

comments and- characterizations into files, delaying the 

processing of files, by informal· stereotyping t procrast~nating, 

etc. 
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Thus, in conclusion we note that higher level staff who 

monitor, review and supervise classification may hold different 

goals from line staff. Sometimes, line staff recommendations for 

decreased custody may be refused by higher level staff who are 

perhaps more concerned with public relations. Such conflict leads 

to distrust. It undersco~es the need for explicit policies that 

can be equally adhered to at all levels of the institution. If 

administrative staff are using different decision criteria than 

the line staff such misunderstandings should be clarified and 

there should be clear explanations given for any over-ride. 

7.7.8 Coordination problems at different level~~ of the jail. 

Hans Toch has noted that errors occur when classification 

decisions are made sequentially by different staff. In some jails 

classifications at intake, for custodial and security decisions, 

and progra~~ing, are made at different times and perhaps by 

different staff. Toch sees this as an "obstacle course". 

Classificatory assignments, meanings and implicati"ons are 

rendered discontinuous, and the thread of understanding is lost. 

Such breakdown is fostered by many of the above organizational 

problems and conditions. 

7~9 Conclusions regarding organizational and administrative 

issues and overclassification. 



The essence of this section is to clarify factors at the 

administrative level that enhance overclassifications A secondary 

question is whether overclassification is functional, and in what 

ways, for either the line or administrative staff of the jail. 

The above analysis suggests that many factors are involved and 

that the interactions between them are complex. I emphasize that 

the present paper is an initial exploration of these issues and 

that a mare definitive examinaticn is required. Many of these 

issues remain to be studied in more detail than is possible in 

this present paper. 
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8. DO POOR METHODS PRODUCE OVERCLASSIFICATION? 

A critical issue is the role of methods in producing 

ov.rclassification. All methods - not just inadequate or 

inappropriate methods - will produce some errors of 

classification. Poor methods simply produce more errors. Also, 

good methods may be sloppily implemented, or mismanaged, again 

causing errors. We examine methods since they are crucial to the 

problem. Good methods give one of the best tools to reduce both 

kinds of classification errors. 

8.1 Forms of practical criminal justice classification that may 

produce high rates of false positive errors. 

8.1.1. The dominance of subjectivity in classification 

The method of subjective classification occurs throughout 

the criminal justice system. Yet, much current research shows 

that subjective classification seems to give more false positive 

errors than objective methods (Nisbett and Ross 19'8/ ) • , 

Formal methods and procedures aim to minimize bias and 

subjectivity. Yet, personal discretion remains as a formidable 

problem in most settings. Line workers as well as super~lisory 

staff have personal biases making them favor or disfavor certain 

kinds of inmates. DiGcretion is widespread in allocating rewards 

and punishments, in dispensing special services, and so on. Some 

are favored by underclassification (e.g. given citation release 
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by street officers, lower security status by jail classification 

officers, work release, etc.); others are punished ~r disfavored 

by classification. Subjectivity appears at all decision-points -

both before and after the jail. 

For example, police officers have wide discretion in 

decidin~ to overlook the behaviors of certain citizens, to arrest 

certain others; whether to take the arrestee to jail, issue a 

citation release,and so on it Mnl iroQ 
C'~----

actions for essentially the same street behaviors (see Camilli et 

al., 1983). Subjective factors in the content and tone of an 

arrest report can profoundly influence classification later in 

the system. Similarly,- judges use much subjectivity in decisions 

regarding who recieves maximum punishment, who recieves a 

suspended sentence, and so forth. In jails, discretion enters 

classificatory decisions regarding custodial levels, access to 

available programs, work ~elease, etc. 

8.ls2. The entry of subjectivity into objective methods. 

Subjective bias can also enter into objective procedures of 

cr iminal just ice' classi fica tion. For example, in pre- tr ial 

release decisions, although many jurisdictions collect objective 

data and use a VERA type point scale, subjectivity enters in the 

following ways: 

1. Subjective weighting of risk factors 

2. Subjective setting of thresholds for pre-trial release 

3. A subjective over-ride to completely over-rule the 

objective process and impose a subjectively preferred decision. 
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4. Subjective integration of risk factors 

Thus, "objective methods" are easily transformed to impose 

subjectively preferred decisions. 

8.1~3. Screening classifications 

Many criminal justice agencies conduct an initial 

"screening" by lower level staff strictly for purposes of 

gathering data and filling out forms. Theoretically, no formal 

classification decisions are made and such staff have no 

discretionary power. The aim is to protect higher level staff 

from work overload. Screeners simply should gather and provide 

information, and direct offenders to appropriate channels for 

formal decision-making. 

The screener would be relatively unimportant if the job was 

performed as defined in theory. However, the screening staff can 

have great impact on the formal decision-making. For exampl~, 

they can influence the order in which inmates are processed, or 

which officer sees the inmate. They may damage certain inmates by 

delaying paperwork, or by placing reviews into an inactive file. 

They can be helpful or unhelpful with advice. They can record 

da.ta to character i ze the inmate in ways to ga in them favor or 

disfavor. The way the screener records data can strongly 

influence later classifications. If more senior staff 

(Classification officers, Judges, etc) are overworked they may 

routin7ly accept the screeners report and "rubber stamp" a case. 

Thus the gatekeeper or screener can influence classification for 
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or against an offender depending on the screeners preferences. 

8.1.4. Routinized classification: Oversimplification 

Many decision points are highly routinized e.g. intake 

interviews. The existence and validity of certain offender 

"types" or "slots" is presumed. New entrants are routinely 

assigned to these "slots" 'and are percieved by line workers in 

"typified" or nstereotypical~ forms. This routinization aids 

speedy and efficient processing. However, it can lead to 

oversimplification which may incur overclassification errors. 

8.1.5. Rubber Stamping Classifications 

Rubber stamping is a practice in which higher level staff 

uncritically accept prior characterizations provided by lower 

level staff. Thus, the views of line workers may largely 

determine the formal classification given to an offender at a 

later decision point. Rubber stamping can occur at any decision 

point, e.g. judges on occasion will routinely accept the 

decisions of the police officer o~ the probation officer, 

especially in lower court cases. The judge may simply ratify a 

prior decision. In domestic relations courts, the recommendations 

of the social worker are often rubber stamped by an overloaded 

court. Rubber stamping amounts to an informal delegation of 

authority for classification to lower level staff who may not 

have the training or authority to make such decisions. 

The practice is widespread when decision making and 

classification staff are overloaded e.g. in crowded jails, 



-, " 

overworked classification committees, and in crowded courts. 

Rubber stamping is likely if the decision-maker or classifier 

faces complex problems yet has no time ,for proper assessment. The 

practice will produce errors in offender classification and will 

often distort formal agency policies. 

Overclassification is produced when rubber stamping occurs 

in response to negative stereotyping. Stigmatization evokes a 

response not to the case at hand, but to a negative stereotype. 

Overclassification is likely when those formally responsible for 

classification are given a negative stigmatization made earlier 

in the system by lower level workers. 

8.1.6. Back-door classification. 

The discretionery power of line workers is also shown by the 

process of backdoor classification. Much informal reclassi-

fication occurs whereby an inmate "drifts" mysteriously into more 

secure settings (see Clements 1981). Clements found that the 

punitive use of transfers and informal "back-door" reclassifi-

cation is widespread even although the inmates in question posed 

little risk to society, other inmates or staff. Many were 

reclassified for trivial infractions, for personality conflicts, 

or other vague or ambigous reasons. Clements found that 

overcrowded conditions increase the frequency of such back-door 

classification. 

8.1.7. Resistance to inmate participation. 

An important ~rocedural issue is the degree of inmate 
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participation. Formal policies usually call for inmate 

involvement e.g. ACA standard #4374 calls for "maximum 

involvement of inmates in their classification reviews". Inmate 

participation provides one of the few challenges to 

overclassificafion. 

Yet, inmate participation results in some loss of control 

over the classification process by jail workers and is often 

resisted or minimized. Some institutions allow inmates to 

participate in the classification process. They are given copies 

of classification criteria and explanations of the process. They 

may appeal the decisions, and so on. However, if inmate 

participation is discouraged overclassification will remain 

unchallenged. 

8.1.8. Absence of written policies/procedures for classification. 

Formal methods of classification will break down when 

written procedures are not provided - or if the classification 

manual, is unwieldy, poorly written, or ambiguous. The absence of 

written procedures for classification encourages subjectivity and 

thus raises the likelihood of overclassification. 

Many jails still violate the ACA standard requiring a 

written manual for classification. A well written manual renders 

the classification process more visible and hence more 

accountable, and the decision criteria more explicit. These 

factor~ aid in reducing the amount of informal overclassi­

ficatioQ. 



.) 

8.1.9. Absence of evaluation of classification. 

Many jails avoid evaluating their classification system or 

its errors. Errors of overclassification in particular will 

usually remain undetected. False negative errors on the other 

hand are usually explicit and duly noted. Thus many jails have 

only impressionistic opinions regarding the operation of their 

classification system - and essentially are unaware of the true 

error rates. Therefore, periodic evaluation of the classification 

system is recommended as a way of estimating and responding to 

the problem of overclassification. However, this requires 

adequate data, and a competent evaluation staff. In many jails 

such resources may be impossible to obtain. 

8.2 WEAKNESSES OF OBJECTIVE METHODS CAUSING OVERCLASSIFICATON. 

The use of objective-statistical methods usually greatly 

reduces errors of classification. At best they reduce both kinds 

of errors. However, it remains true that all known methods of 

" 
classification make errors. No method is perfect. The following 

are some weaknesses of objective statistical classification 

systems. This list is not meant as a criticism of any particular 

classification system, nor of any particular jail. It is simply a 

list of known aspects of objective methods which can produce high 

error rates. Each weakness offers a goal which can be addressed 

in trying to improve the quality of objective statistical methods 

for inmate classification. 



8.2.1. Low predictive validity. Criminal justice classification 

methods especially those dealing with risk predictions, such as 

violence, recidivism, and so on, have only moderate or poor 

predictive validity (Monahan 1981, Gottfredson and Gottfredson 

1979). Low predictive validity implies high error rates. When 

base rate behaviors are low (e.g. violence, escape, etc.) most of 

the errors are false positives (Monahan 1981). 

Low predictive validity also means that decisions based on 

the system will be of poor quality. Poor decisions usually reduce 

the "control" achieved by staff over the operation of the jail. 

This may explain the disenchantment of jail staff and their 

rejection of most objective systems, as well as their desire to 

return to their subje~tive judgment. It is known that the use of 

subjective judgement gives comfort to the "classifier" and 

provides an "illusion of validity" (ROSS and Nisbett/~/). 
I 

8.2.2. Inadequate face validity - The problem of staff acceptance 

If classification staff do not understand a classification, or if 

it is not intuitively consistent with their own experience, they 

will reject it. Line staff are not "passive". They can subvert 

objective systems in many ways. Objective systems will only be 

accepted if they appear face valid and consistent with the 

experience of the staff using it. 

8.2.3. Inadequate information content - omission of salient data. 

A major hazard·in designing objective systems of offender 
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classification is the restriction on the number of risk factors. 

This has, in the past, lead to the omission of pertinent 

information. Objective systems cannot include evety unique aspect 

of every offender. They are limited to general and statistically 

verifiable risk factors. Thus, they may often omit salient 

information and oversimplify. Many earlier objective classif-

ications used only a few variables. This was a major weakness of 

many past systems (Hood and Sparks 1970). More recent systems can 

include large numbers of variables in objective classifications 

and so overcome this particular weakness (Brennan et al 1979). 

This weakness is partially addressed by using a subjective 

overide if it seems that the formal system has misclassified a 

case. An overide gives a "safety valve" by which unique 

information about an inmate, or the intuition of the expert 

officer can correct obvious mistakes made by an objective system. 

8.2.4. Inadequate verification of data. Objective systems are 

dependent on the quality of data collected on an offender. 

Unreliable data usually means errors of classification •. 

Incorrect, or unverified data can undermine a system and the 

validity of a system will diminish and errors of classification 

will increase. Thus, managers of objective systems should not 

overlook the problem of verification of data for classification 

decisions. 

8.2.5. Inadequate decision rules. A critical part of every 

objective system is th~ "decision-ptocess" to assign the new 
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person into predefined classes. If this decision-procedure is 

ambiguous, vague, or complex, errors will occur. Some formal 

classifica~ion systems do not offer adequate decision rules for 

assigning "new" cases into the pre-existing classes (see Brennan 

and Camilli 1983, for a review of this problem). 

The assignment process is unreliable in practice if decision 

rules are too difficult, ambiguous, or time consuming. Assignment 

fails if there is inadequate written specification of procedures, 

or ambiguity in the defining criteria for each offender class. 

When different staff reach different decisions regarding the same 

inmate, it is likely that decision rules are poorly developed, or 

poorly explained. 

8.2.6. Insufficient differences between classes. Misclassi­

fication increases if there are no differences between adjacent 

classes. For example, in some jails the difference between 

minimum security and community supervision is often questionable. 

When "boundaries" between classes are fuzzy it is more difficult 

to decide where a new offender belongs. This problem plagued many 

past criminological classifications where expected theoretical 

differences did not lead \;0 expected empirical differences i.e. 

they disappeared under careful evaluation e.g. the I-level 

system, Cloward and Ohlin's typology of juvenile~, and others 

(see Gibbons 1975). 

8.2.7. Difficulty level in using the classification: User 

friendliness. 

,,,'(,. .. , 
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Some objective systems fail in practice if they are time 

consuming or cumbersome, or are not "user-friendly~. Data 

collection and handling should be efficient, simple, easy to 

understand and administer. Classification systems that are too 

complex will be misunderstood. If a system is unweildy there may 

be much resistance and it may be poorly implemented. 

8~2~8~ Poor training of classification staff. 

Inadequate training implies that staff may not fully 

understand the purposes and procedures of classification. This 

interacts with lack of user-friendliness - since less friendly 

systems and much more difficult to use and to learn, and demand 

more extensive training - to produce a very serious situation. 

Many observers have noted the lack of a classification 

curriculum in corrections (Kornfeld et al 1975). The National 

Academy of Corrections has begun the development of such a 

curriculum and offers regular w.orkshops in ja'il and prison 

classification. However, the continued curriculum deficits and 

general lack of training implies that classification is often 

conducted by inexperienced staff with little understanding of 

classification. Adequate training and education in the logic, 

purposes, and policies that underlie classification is essential 

if new systems are to be used successfully. 

8.2.9. Conclusions regarding methods. 

All methods produce some errors of classification. 
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probably the most important single "tactic in reducing errors of 

both kinds would be to improve the methods of classification 

being used at each decision point in the criminal justice system. 

However, some systematic overclassification is p~oduced as a 

result of the widespread use of intuitive/subjective approaches 

to classification. Thus, a major challenge is the introduction of 

objective methods at more of the decision points. The above 

section has delineated some of the features of objective 

statistical methods that require careful attention. Predictive 

validity and staff acceptance, if they could be achieved with 

objective methods would go a long way towards controlling much of 

the problem of systematic overclassification. Yet; the issue of' 

staff acceptance indicates that objective methods could not be 

utilized in a vacuum, and that careful organizational work would 

be necessary to ensure their proper use by both line and 

administrative staff. 

8 
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9. HOW CAN CLASSIFICATION BE MODIFIED AND MANAGED TO CONTROL 

FALSE POSITIVE ERRORS - I.NTERVENTION TACTICS 

Many interventions are suggested by the above analysis. The 

aim of each is to improve the validity of classification to 

minimize both kinds of errors. Each cause of classification 

errors offers a different intervention. However, a full 

development of specific interventions at all decision points in 

the Criminal Justice System is beyond the scope of this paper. 

The above analysis however helps to identify many strategies to 

reduce classification errors. 

Three broad strategies of intervention are obviously 
-

suggested by the models that have been used in the present 

analysis. These are: 

a. Interventions to improve the accuracy and validity 

classification i.e. method interventions 

b. Interventions aimed at line level staff and their 

work conditions that foster overclassification. 

c. Interventions aimed at administrative levels, policy 

problems, and organizational factors. 

In the present section it must be stressed that the 

present overview of inter~entions i~ NOT a careful and finalized 

version of these tactics. It is clearly prelimary and speculative 

irt nature. Real application to a real jail setting under crowded 

,.~ ';::J, , •.• 



FIG.6 INTE:RYENTIONS TO REDUCE ERRORS OF 
CLASSIFICATION AND CONTROL NEEDLESS 
I NCARCERAT ION . 

... 

INTERVENTIONS TO 
IMPROVE ACCURACY OF 
CLASSIFICATION METHODS 

~ REDUCT I UN OF 
FALSE 

INTERVENTIONS AIMED AT POSITIVE~ 

L I HE LEVEL FACTORS ERRORS 

INTERVENTIONS AIMED AT ~ 
POLICY PROBLEMS, ADMINISTRATION 
AND ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS. 

~ 

NOTE. This model focusses ONLY. on the one aspect of 
crowding that. has been the total focus of this paper 
i.e. the component of needless jailing related 'lo 
systematlc oYer-classification. Each of the in1lerYen­
tiens that are offered in this section focus up.)" one 

( of the yarious causes of oYerclassification thtllt haye . 
been identified in the earlier sections of thislreport. 

I 

REDUCTION OF ! 
OVER-
CROWDING 



.. 

conditions would obviously require a very careful translation of 

these ideas into practice. 

9.1. INTERVENTIONS TO IMPROVE CLASSIFICATION 

This first and most obvious task is to up~rade accuracy of 

classification so that errors are reduced. Many strategies exist 

that may to improve existing classification methods. 

9.1.1. Increased objectivity. A first apporach is to 

introduce more objectivity at more decision points across the 

criminal justice system. The prevailing subjective approach is 

slowly being replaced by more objectivity. Many forces are 

producing this shift. There are, however, many forces resisting 

the introduction of objectivity. 

A few diverse pressures and contemporary social factors are 

converging to force a shift to objective classification in jails 

and other correctional agencies. Many jails have been forced to 

upgrade their systems by: 

(1) The desire for accreditation, 

(2) The development of standards by various professional 

organizations, 

(3) Litigation and court actions regarding equity, 

consistency and so forth. 

(4) On-go~ng evaluation requirements 
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(5) Professional training of classification staff, and, 

(6) continuing academic research to improve methods. 

All of these factors are pushing jails and other 

correctional agencies in the direction of more valid and 

objective classification systems. 

Research development of improved objective techniques. 

Much academic research in classification is ~imed at improving 

statistical methods for objective decisions (Gottfredson and 

Gottfredson 1979; Brennan and Camilli 1983; and others). This 

work should help in the diffusion of better statistical models of 

classification into the practical jail decision makingo Many new 

techniques are available. Some show promise 0f ~mproving the 

accuracy of classification decisions. 

Developing improved "risk factors". Concurrently with 

developing better statistical models much research is aimed at 

the discovery of improved "risk factors" for each decision point 

- including risks of violence, victimization and suicide (see 

Chapman and Alexander 1981; Monahan 1981; and others) • 

Classification is crucially dependent on valid risk factors. New 

work in this area is of equal importance to that of statistical 

,models. 

9.1.2. Developing "special-purpose" classifications for specific 

decisions. 



An important new tactic is the development of "special­

purpose" classifications for specific decisions and specific 

offences. This involves the move away from "general-purpose" 

classifications which try to deal with all inmates in a general 

way. 

Special-purpose systems focus on specific problems, and 

generally reach higher validity for the specific behavior they 

deal with. Specific classifications of drunk drivers, homicides, 

drug abusers, and so on, are usually more valid for decisions 

involving these offenders than general systems which try to 

predict say, general violence or general risk of recidivism. 

It seems that the-more a classification attempts to do the 

less well it performs. Different risk factors are salient for 

different offences (e.g. homicides vs. child molesters) and such 

differential validity can be lost when general-purpose systems 

are used. 

9.1.3. Finding the "best" balance of objective and subjective 

approaches. 

Another critical challenge for correctional agencies it to 

find the right balance between objective and subjective 

classification methods. These are not mutually exlcusive 

alternatives. Rather they work in conjunction with one another. 

Each has it's own strengths and weaknesses. The right combination 

will retain the advantages of both. It is thus crucial to design 

classification systems with the right "mix" of subjective and 

objective components. 



Should subjective discretion be eliminated? It seems that 

the a,nswer to this quest ion is "no" for a number 0 f reasons. 

What are the advantages of retaining a subjective over-ride? Our 

society at 'present is unwilling to abandon the human element in 

decisions involving other human beings. Good arguments exist for 

the complete statistical automation of classification decisions 

in the name of consistency, equity and efficiency. The com[,uter 

technology is available to achieve most classificatory ['ur['oses 

(see Brennan et al., 1980; Brennan and Camilli, 1982). Social 

values em[,hasize responsiveness to the unique individual and 

assume that this is achieved by retaining personal subjective 

discretion. Complete standardizati6n is seen as denies such 

responsiveness. Other advantages include: flexibility, retention 

of the experience of the human decision-maker, sensitivity to 

mitigating factors not included in the formal risk factors, and 

aid in discipline and control with the inmates. The morale of 

line workers is greatly enhanced by retaining the discretionery 

over-ride. 

However, these are weakened by the deficiences of sUbjective 

c1as~ification i.e. bias, inconsistency, and high error rates. 

There is increasing awareness that subjective classification as 

practiced in many bureacratic settings - not only jails - is 

inefficient, often unfair and of low validity (see Monahan, 

1981). The best ap['roach to classification is a balance between 

the standarded efficiency of com[,uterized classification with 

subjective discretion. This is achieved by having well t~ained 

and experienced staff, and a "subjective over-ride" procedure 

I 
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included with a valid objective system. 

Managing discretion of jail staff. Jail staff should retain 

the right to over-ride formal classification procedures if they 

believe it necessary. Over-rides result f~om the judgement of the 

staff. The use of an over-ride might enhance the quality of 

classification decisions. The discretion of an experienced 

classification officer must, however, be used in a careful way. 

Demand good documentation: Firstly, if his reasons for the over­

rule are not well documented the department and the officer are 

open to allegations of inconsistency, unfairness, and bias. 

Evaluate the reasons for over-rides: Secondly, with no 

documentation the system cannot be upgraded by incorporating the 

intuitive knowledge of the officer. Therefore over-rides should 

be written; the reasons for the change of classification should 

be stated; and both formal and discretione~y class assignments 

should be given. Experience with formal systems suggests that a 

qood range for over-rides is between 5% to 15% of total 

classificatory decisions across jails. A periodic review of the 

reasons and types of over-rides by the classification committee 

will allow the more recurrent types of ovet-rides to be 

incorporated into the formal system. 

9.1.4. Enhancing inmate involvement in claflisification. 

The ACA standard for maximum inmate involvement is not 

always followed.·. Many jails still deny meclningful involvement of 
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the inmate in classification. This eliminates one important 

counterbalance to overclassification. Staff re.istance to inmate 

involvment is based on factors such as; desire to avoid being 

challenged, desire to maximise autonomy, desire to avoid extra 

accountability, beliefs that inmates cannot add useful 

perspectives, and so forth. Education on the value of inmate 

participation to both the inmate, the institution itself, and the 

quality of tbe classificatory decision would be helpful in 

meeting such resistance. 

9.1.5. Improving classification methods by using evaluation. 

Evaluation of classification is essential to assess how 

the system is working, to identify rates of misclassification, to 

identify where overclassification is occurring, and to develop 

improved risk instruments and decision rules. It is well known 

that the available instruments for classification both at the 

pretrial level and for custody and security claSSifications do 

not have high levels of predictive accuracy. A system that is not 

being evaluated is one which cannot develop. 

Research and pretrial classification. Research is needed 

to further develop pre-tiial classification instruments. The 

dimensionality and selection of "risk factors" is an important 

direction for development. Current research evaluations ~uggest 

that increasing the release rate does not lead to a rise in 

either FTA, nor does it damage public safety (NIC 1979). These 

findings underline the presence of overprediction occurring at 
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the present time. 

Mistrust of pretrial screening programs can only be 

alleviated by careful research to demonstrate local validity. 

credibility can be established by knowing the exact rates of FTA 

and recidivism while awaiting trial. A further reason for 

research at the local level is that local ~opulations and 

policies may differ so th~t a scale developed in another region 

may not be applicable without modification. Therefore to ensure 

appropriate local implementation research is critical • 

9.2 INTERVENTIONS REGARDING ADMINISTRATIVE, POLICY AND POLITICAL 

ISSUES 

Many factors were identified at the administrative levels of 

jails which seem to enhance overclassification. These can suggest 

interventions. In this instance the solutions are largely 

organizational change and political processes. 

9.2.1. Education regarding the cost of better methods vs. the 

cost of errors: Creating new priorities. 

A preliminary political issue is the cost of improving 

classification systems. Some see this cost as too high and give 

it. low priority. However, when the full scope and costs of 

classification errors are understood - costs to the inmates, the 

jail, its staff, and the public - there is often a change of 

priorities. 
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Overclassification errors cause needless and inappropriate 

detention, a waste of jail resources, the escalation of fiscal 

costs, overcrowding, and increased stress to both staff and 

inmates. 

Underclassification by contrast contributes to escapes, 

violence, poor control in the jail, increased levels of 

recidivism, failure of public protection and so forth. Escapes, 

walk-aways, suicides and in-jail violence are all reported to be 

reduced followlng implementation of improved classification 

systems in jails (NIC, 1979). One state estimates that each 

prison escape costs at least $4,~~~ (NIC, 1979). Saving one 

suicide, preventing one 'escape, delaying the erroneous release of 

a violent recidivist, minimizing needless jailing and red1lcing 

the waste of resources, can all save costs. 

Thus, better methods of classification appear to reduce both 

kinds of errors. The cost-benefit ratio swings rapidly in favor 

of developing an improved system. 

9.2.2. Raising public concern over costs and waste of resources. 

This is a highly political issue and many jail staff would 

obviously be highly resistant to this issue. Yet, a powerful 

factor to counterbalance wasteful overclassification is public 

concern with costs and waste. Needless incarceration wastes 

resources and increases costs and should be visible for public 

debate. The concern with costs may finally focus on the issue of 

needless detention and erroneous overclassification. Some present 

public interest groups are already demanding that needless 
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incarceration and overclassification be minimized. They support 

political and legislative action to limit the rapid perhaps 

uncontrolled "capacity-driven" growth of jails (see Ney, 1980). 

Many social bureacracies (e.g welfare, medicine, etc) provide 

examples where public outcry over costs has forced policital or 

legal action to limit growth. 

However, a major problem in such administrat­

ive/legislative action is that certain of the core sources of 

crowding and uncontrolled growth (e.g overclassification) are 

hidden deep within the bureacracies; and exist in informal 

policies and informal procedures of line staff. The task of 

making such practices "visible" both" to the administrative staff 

of the jail and to the public at large is a difficult task. AS 

long as the sources of "capacity-driven" growth remain invisible 

attempts at reform will be handicapped. 

9.2.3. Producing a balanced policy for classification. 

Many factors were listed which seem to motivate jails to a 

strong policy of control and law enforcement policies. These are 

highly legitimate worthwhile policies, and are essential to the 

criminal justice system. The present author agrees wholeheartedly 

that they should be agressively pursued. However, correctional 

agencies, including jails, must also try to achieve other, 

perhaps divergent, goals. The prioritizing of control/enforcement 

may eliminate other correctional goals. Accountability'pres~ures, 

when combined with subjective classification and negative 
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stereotyping, produces a strong tendency to overclassify. The 

"capacity driven" jail may be a consequence of such informal 

adaptations. 

Intervention strategies must be developed to achieve a 

"balanced" policy which would increase the concern for errors of 

the false positive kind. This requires a re-emphasis on policies 

aimed at fairness, equity and consistency and the rights of the 

arrested person. Again, this is a highly political issue. There 

would be muc.h resistance, and the problem may, in fact, be 

intractable. 

Law enforcement and control policies should not be 

sacrificed or weakened but should be balanced. Various strategies 

suggest themselves based on the earlier analysis. For example 

should the Sherrif and Law Enforcement staff control and 

administer the jail? 

9.2.4. Developing clear policy for classification. 

In a policy vacuum the implementers of classificatiQn can· 

emphasize any component of policy that appeals to them. This 

leads to confused and unbalanced procedures of classification. A 

policy vacuum may allow a "drift" towards an unbalanced policy 

extreme. Such drift is especially dangerous when it occurs at the 

line level in a informal manner. 

An intervention is to develop sufficient clarity of 

policy 50 that methods can be fitted explicitly to well specified 

purposes. Explicit policy aids the design of specific 

classification procedures. As long as policy remains vague and 
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conflicted it will be impossible to design optimum classification 

procedures. ProcedureS are vulnerable and can be twisted by the 

subjective values of those in charge of using them on a daily 

basi::",. 

9.2.5. producing balanced accountability at both administrative 

and line levels. 

The unbalanced pattern of accountability for different 

errors of classification must be corrected. The great visibility 

of false negatives, and the mass media flaunting of rare but 

highly graphic events - as if they were commonplace in 

corrections - is a profound distortion. Research consistently 

shows that errors of overc1assification greatly exceeds 

underc1assification. The charges of "leniency" and so forth, are 

absurd when held against these findings. 

Strategies to increase accountability for false positive 

errors should be implemented. Litigation and overcrowding are 

enhancing our awareness of overclassification as an ethical and 

legal problem in criminal justice. Higher accountability for this 

error would decrease it's frequency_ However, accountability will 

not be achieved unless both performance appraisal criteria and 

objective classification methods are implemented to render such 

errors more "visible". Th~y will clearly remain" "invisible" as 

long as highly sUbjective discretionery approaches are allowed, 

and as long as there is an absence of performance appraisal 

criteria to identify the rates of commission of these errors. 



9.3 INTERVENTIONS AT THE LINE STAFF LEVEL 
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Again a variety of interventions are offered by the earlier 

analysis. Motivations for overclassification may emerge from the 

basic work conditions of the line worker. The following is a 

selection of some intervention goals that emerge from the earlier 

analysis. 

9.3.1. Obtaining line staff cooperation with objective 

classification methods. 

Jail staff resist new procedures in certain predictable 

circumstances. They may be percieved as lacking validity, 

reducing the autonomy and power of staff, reducing their freedom 

of decision-making, and as needing too much paper work and time, 
... 

and so forth. Thus, care must be taken when introducing formal 

procsdures. Staff expertise must be respected by a combination of 

consultation, training, and the retention of an over-ride. The 

formal instruments must have good predictive and face validity, 

conceptual or logical coherence, and efficiency regarding staff 

time. 

9.3.2. Making staff accountable for both false positive errors 

as well as false negative errors. 

The current unbalanced accountability pattern for errors 

must be rectified. until then there will inexorable pressure to 

continue ignoring fals~ positives and prioritizing the 



minimization of false negatives. The use of objective methods 

would aid in reducing both errors in a variety of ways. FirstlYi 

the introduction of objective classification methods will change 

accountability pressures on line staff and they may be less 

paranoid over false negative errors. This is not to say that they 

should be complacent over such errors, but simply that an 

excessive fear and paraniod attitude can highly motivate them to 

systematically overclassify. Secondly, objective methods make 

backdoor classification more "visible" since discretionery over-

rides become the "exception" and must be explicitly justified in 

writing. Thus accountability for discretionary overclassification 

is higher. In this way line classifiers retain their discretion 

but are made more accountable for its use. 

9.3.3. Reduce work overload. 

Work pressures should be reduced if possible. Line 

workers require time, information, and skills to conduct good and 

correct classification. Qualitative overload in particular seems 

to be tied to anxiety and accountability problems. Again, valid 

objective procedures of classification offer the major tactic to 

aid the line worker in reaching correct classification decisions 

and to be less oppressed by anxiety over false-negative errors. 

9.3.4. Training to understand common errors in subjective 

classification. Since subjective remains dominant in criminal 

justice it would seem prudent to provide training in the common 

sources of distortions that lead to errors in subjective 
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classifications. Errors such as ignoring base rates, . 

overemphasizing It illusory correlations", negati ve stere.otyping I 

and so forth, are all identifiable and can be taught to line 

workers and higher level staff involved in classification 

decisions. Particularly where such workers may be involved in a 

substantial amount of discretionary decision-making it seems wise 

that they are alerted to the common fallacies that produce 

errors. 

9.3.5. Alerting both line and administrative staff to the gap 

between official policy and line policy. 

Much of this report examined the "gap" between official 

policy of classification and line policies resulting from. the 

informal discretion, subjectivity, etc). The presence of 

discretion coupled with weak supervision can allow a large 

di~ergence between official policy and de facto policy. Thiso is 

nicely captured in the idea of the "capacity- driven" jail where 

the informal practices throughout a jail produce an inmate 

population that has little relation to kinds of offenders the 

jail is officially mandated to recieve. Thus a critical task is 

to alert both line staff and management to the various factors 

that produce such divergence, and to their mutual responsibility 

to each other to work towards coordination between policy and 

procedure. Once again the need for a clearly explicated policy 

statement, and a set of valid objective classification methods is 

underscored. 
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7.0 ORGANIZATIONAL ISSUES AND OVERCLASSIFICATION 

We now examine how administrative policies and various 

organizational factors which may create conditions favoring 

overclassification. Classification is always ~riven by policies. 

It is a means to implement policies. Different policies produce 

different classifications. Unbalanced policies will produce 

unbalanced classification. What is the role of administrative 

policy i.e. does overclassification stems from particular policy 

positions. 

Inmate classification is influenced by local politics, 

community attitudes and values. If jail classification deviates 

from these values there may be critical and angry public 

reaction. This reaction may place intense pressure on 

administrative staff to bring their classifications into line 

with public attitudes. Various ,advocacy groups - from liberal to 

conservative - try to influence the policies and pfocedures of 

jail classificationo A challenge for jail a"dministrators is to 

resist extreme policies and maintain a balance between various 

correctional goals. Jailors cannot satisfy every pressure group. 

7.1 Jail policy and classification 

Administrative policy positions vary between two extremes in 

regard to classification of inmates. These two extremes are tied 

to dif~erent sets of correctional goals. The first minimizes 



overclassification; the second views it as unfortunate but 

unavoidable. 

The liberal extreme: This position argues that since many 

errors of overclassification are inevitable there is much 

needless and unfair incarceration. Thus, we should not detain 

excessively, and should minimize overclassification where 

possible. Overclassification is seen as ~ systematic occurence 

because of low base rates and low predictive validity of 

classifications - especially for violence and risk predictions. 

This position emphasizes inmate's rights and stresses the 

principle of least restrictive custody. 

The conservative -extreme: This position argues that since· we 

cannot be sure which offenders will be dangerous or will 

recidivate, we should maximize the detention of all, or most of 

them. This position is less concerned with excessive detention or 

violations of least restrictive custody. These are seen as 

unfortunate but inevitable costs of more fundamental goals such 

as orde~ and safety in the jail, public protection, and so on. 

High security detention achieves these goals by means of 

punishment, deterrence and incapacitation. This position produces 

more incarceration, overclassification and crowding. 

These two positions emphasize different costs, benefits and 

correctional values. The first position aims to minimize 

overclassification while the second tolerates it. The interplay 

between the values of a community and it's jailors determines the 

eventual local approach to jail classification since a scientific 
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cost benefit ratio is impossible. There is no way to compute the 

cost~ and benefits on a common scale, i.e., how many years of 

needless or unfair detention is equivalent to the gain in public 

protection. 

7e2 Integrating jail policy with classification 

Jail administrators m~st design and implement an approach to 

classification that is basically guided by these two broad 

constellations of correctional goals. One emphasizes inmates 

rights e.g. fairness, least restrictive custody etc. The second 

emphasizes ,organizational and societal needs e.g. public 

protectiorl, retribution, safety and control, deterrence and 

incapacitation. 

7.2.1 The importance of developing a balanced policy of 

classification. A balanced policy is one which achieves the 

mutual implementation of these goals. Policies are unbalanced if 

one constellation of goals (e.g. protection, retribution and 

d~terrence) is aggressively implemented while the other 

constellation is ignored or weakly implemented. Reform movements 

and litigation against jails are usually the result of highly 

unbalanced operating policies. 

7.2.2 Common policy failures of jail administrations. A 

first step in designing and implementing classification is for 

the administrative staff to provide a classification manual which 

transforms these policies into operational procedures. These 

manuals provide guidelines to help integrate formal policies with 



.' 
line level work. This task would be simple if policies were 

mutually consistent; but they are inconsistent. The integration 

of multiple policies with practice is difficult. ·It is not always 

achieved, and often, not even attempted. This is a common and 

profound oversight on the part of many jail administrations. At 

the very first step it means that line operational procedures of 

classification cannot be clearly linked to jail policies - since 

the policies are either ambiguous or sufficiently ill-formulated 

as to be of little use in the formulation of specific procedures 

of classification. A common situation in jails is for the 

administrative staff to simply enumerate or list the various 

policies - conflicted and unresolved - for staff to implement. In 

this way policy conflicts are passed downward. 

Aside from the task of integrating policy with p~ocedures, 

some other policy questions often left unresolved include the 

following: 

-How much overclassification is politically and 

fiscally acceptable? 

-HOW many truly non-dangerous persons must be detained 

to keep the streets safe from the one dangerous person? 

-What degree of predictive validity is required to 

justify preventive detention classification 

-What is an acceptable ratio of errors of 

underclassification to errors of overclassification? 

These are policy rather than method issues. They are 

questions for legislature, judiciary and administrative staff 

since 'they require policy judgements to balance various costs and 
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