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Prison Visiting: A Background for Change
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{hidpersity-Purdue Universily al Ladioona polis

NTIL quite vecontly, visits (o prisoners have
E I heen widely viewed as privileges to be

granted or denied the prisener on the basis
of his or her justitutional behavior. Certain court
deeisions concerning the prisoner’s right of access
(Curothers v, Follette, 19704 Duven v, Procunier
1972, and others) have led some penologists to
view the visit as a right of the prisoner. The
Nutional Advisory Commission on Criminal Jus-
tive Standards and Goals (1473) took this posi-
tion and recommended, in Standavd 2,17, that
vorrectional authorities encourage visitors ralher
than merely tolerale them (p. 68). An additional
basis for the Commission’s recommendation is the
current tendeney of correctional specinlists to
view the visit, not as a rehabilitative technique
for control of behavior, bul as vchabililative in
and of itself.

There is some empirical evidence for this posi-
tion. Glaser (1964), in a study of the Federal
syetem, found that prisoners eategorized as hav-
ing “active” family interest during the period of
their Inearceration were significantly more sue-
cessful in completing parole than were prisoners
who had no family interest, Holt and Miller
(1972) reported in o California study that “lon-
ers” were six times more likely to return to prison
during the fivst year following release than were
prizoners who had three or more visits,

The maintenance of outside relationships ap-
pears, then, to be significantly Huked {o parole
stievess, This link has resulted in recommenda-
tions for encouraging visitors as well as practical
stgrestions for this encouragement (Nutional Ade
visory Commission, 1973; Fenlon, 1972; Wein-
{raub, 1976 and others). Lacking in these recom-
mendations and suggestions is an analyais of the
opportunities which currently exist in the Na-
ion's corrveetional institutions for prisoners to
maintain these beneficial outside relationships. A
survey condueted in 1976 (Schafer, 1977) pro-
vided some general information on current visit-
ing policies in correctional institutions through-

“oul the United States.

For this survey questionnairves were mailed lo
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230 stade corrvectional facilities for adult offen-
ders, Federal facilities were not included for geo-
graphical reasons: each of these may dvaw ifs
population from any stute in the Union, making
compurisons difficnll, Local and county Tucllities
were excluded because they are so numerous and
varied. Though some state corrections depart-
ments sot visiting policies for all stale institue
tions, many permit. considerable variation, For
this reason, the questionnnire was sent to the in-
dividual institutions, rather thanto the state cor-
rections bureat or department. A total of 168
respanses was received, ‘

Visiting scheduley were assumed to be indica-
tive of the extent tu which opportunities for pris-
oners to visit with their families and friends are
made available by correctional authorities. Re-
sponses revealed wide variation in.the visiting
schedules, Some facilities provide visiting hours
Just one day per week; others seven. To some
extent these variations are vegional. Table 1 lists
the states according to the number of days per
woek available Tor visits,

Binve more than one institution in each state
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may have vesponded to the survey, each state was
qteporized according to the dominani paitern.
Alabama, for example, was placed on ihe 1-day
columnt heexuse three of four respondents re-

ported o Sunday-only sehednde, The majority of

facilitios witl 1. or 2-day schedules are in wouth
ern or southwestern states: the nmajority with
T-day schedules are in the castern or midwestorn
states,

Sotne states do not have a state polivy regard.

ing visitors: many of these reported such wide
variation thal they vould not be categorized and
wore thorefore placed in a “mixed” column An
example of & mixed sehedule is New Jersey where
twa facilities reported o Sunday only schedule,
one a weekend sehedule plus summer Wodnesdays,
one a weekend contacl  gehedule  with  daily
sereened vigits, and one a 7T-day schedule.

Five stutes are not represented: Alaska, Mis-
sissippi, Nevada, South Dakota, and Wyoming.
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Theugh questionnaires were seut to facilities in
these stales, 1o responses were received, s

Comparisons of the number of davs cach week
when visiting periods are available are not en-
tipely usefnl, In table 2 the visiting schednles
mave been expressed by o figuve representing the
rotal number of bours avaiable for visiting per
veek per week x hours per day). Thisg
deare makes more refined comparisons possible,
ast indieates an even rreater range of existing
visiting opportunitics, The fteial number of Bours
avatnble per week ranged, nationwide, from a low
w21, hours to a high of 89,

A mumber of factors can be assoeiated with this
cirration, One s, of course, the exfent o which
viaiting is considered a priority. Related to this
are personnel and budget considerations, It can
v oassumed that in institutions where visits are
viewed as rehabilitative, stail will be made avail-
able Tor visit supervision and visitor processing,

Mher {actors are overcrowding, locution, type
1 facility, and visiting room e umvltv In nmntu-
tions where the population exceeds capacity it
may be necessary to expand the scheduole to ae-
corppmodate the large number of visitors. The
location of the facility may algn affect the sched-
ule. Evening visiting hours are not cost-effective
it the institution is geographically isolated, due
to lew visitor volume; where the institution is

sy secessible evening hours may au*ommodate
a large number of visitors,

The measurable factor which correlates most
closely with schedule is visiting room ecapacity;
where the capacity of the visiting area is low,
relative to the total institutional population, the
visiting schedule tends to be generous; where it I3
large, the sehedule tends to be limited. The capac-
ity of the visiting area is velated to the age of the
institution, Of 80 responding institutions con-
strueted move than 50 yvears ago, T0 percent have
viaiting room capacities of under 25 percent of
{heir vopulations, Assuming just one visitor per
person, this means that 12.5 percent of the pris-
oners can receive visitors at any given time, Such
institutions must increase visiting hours in order
to make visits available for all prisoners.

It should be noted,
schedules and visiting room capacities, that some
correctional inslitutions do not hawve visiting
rioms as such. These facilities must utilize for
\lelm g, arcas which serve another purpose dur-

fdiys

¥ Jxv m.!.ruvum the Imuly visit, may Inst as loniz g 4% hours, bul
this type of visit s pot available In moest ofher states,

when analyzing visiting
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tyr the week and which ave, therplore, available
Tor visiting only on weekends and in the evening,
Maony s clussrooms for visits, The eduentionat
ared is often well-snited for this purpose since it is
ustally somewhat sepreputed from other activity
aves, amd is uiten ocated quite closs to the entry
ruint from “outside.”’

Although the visiting schedule is an indicator
of the apporiumities available for the prison pop-
ulation Lo maintain outaide relationships, limits
ou the ength of the visit and the frequency of
visits have the greatest impact on opportunities
for the mdividual prisoner. Responses from states
on all three factors are indicated in table 2. Be-
canse visiting policies may vary from ms,utution
to instituiion, the range of responses is given for
states where more than one facility responded. In
some stales the range {s extreme; in others, state
policy iz evident (e.g., New York, Pennsylvaniy,
Floriduy,

With repgard to the number of visits permitted
per resident per month some correctional faeilis
ties pluce restrictions on the visitor rather than on
the prisoner. Among those which limit prisoner
visits the range nationwide, was from two per
month to no limit al ull. Most of the respondents
(59 percent) report that prisoners are permited
vigitors ot least twice a week (eight per month
or more). Nearly one-quarter (24.7 percent) per-
mit 20 or move visits per resident per month,

The nationwide range of permitted visit length
ig also very great. The shortest visit was 45 min-
utey, the longest more than 9 -hours.! Only 9.8
pereent of the respondents reported visits of -1
hour or less in length; 29.8 percent limit visit
length to 2 or fewer hours, Visits of 6 or more
hours’ duration are permitted by 37.2 percent of
the responding ingtitutions.

The permitted length of visit column in table 2
does not include limits which are placed on week-
end visits. Of those facilities which provide more
than a weekend schedule, 70.8 percent reported
limits on the length of weckend vigits, Since these
are peak vigiting times such a policy is necceysary
in order to accommodate all visitors, Facilities
which permit outdoor vigits in pleasant weather
may limit visits only during the winter months.
Many respondents report that the limif is enforced
ouly when visitor volume makes it necessary to do
80, ‘

Several institutions report the existence of
“special visils.” These are visits of greater: than
usual length, and they may oceur during other
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than regular visiting hours. They are generally
arranged in advance and are primarily intended
for visitors who must {ravel eupecially long dis-
tances.

The survey data indicated that visiting oppor-
tunities in general have expanded in the last two
deeades, A 1906 survey of visting found the domi-
nant visiting pattern to be twice a month for not
more than 2 hours. {(Zemaus and Cavan, 1958).
The most common pattern in the 1976 survey was
once a week Yor more than 4 hours. Although this
change is indicative of increased interest in visit-
ing on the part of correctional antherities, many

- institutions have not expanded visiting epportuni-

ties beyond the 1956 level. These can hardly he
considered to he coneerned with the National Ad-
visory Commission’s recommendation to encour-
age visils.

One way in which some correctional facilities
encourage visitors is by mailing vigiling rules and
regulations to potential vigitors. This policy helps
to assure that few visitors will have to be turned
away at the institution. Some respondenty indi-
cate that this is the prisoner’s responsibility;
few gend lelters to people on each visiting list
encouraging them to visit and requesting back-
ground information, In one state, Virginia, au-
thorities can be quite certain thal prisoners have
notified friends and relatives of the visiting sehod-
ule und rules; these are printed on the back of the
stationery that the state provides for prisoner
correspondence,

The National Advisory Commission’s recom--

mendation to encourage vigitors hay served as the
basis for numerous suggestions related to visiting
and  visilor services, These include subsidized

transportation to and from the institution, pro-
vision of ehild eare, community involvement to
provide lodging for visitors, and counseling of
visitors. (Fenlon, 1972; Weintranb, 1976). While
such suggestions are laudable in terms of poten-
tial prisoner rehabilitation, they must be preceded
in -many institutions hy  preliminary  policy
changes.

In many jurisdictions golutions must be found
for {he praetical logistical problems inherent in
maximizing visiting opporiunities. Means of in-
creasing visiting hours, visit lenpgth and visit
frequency mugt precede the implementation of
visitor-services programs. The significant link be-
tween visits and parole suecess found by Holt and
Miller (1972) suggests that maximizing oppor-
tunities for the prisoner to maintain his or her
relationship with family and friends may be the
most valuable way to encourage visitors and in-
crease prisoner vehabilitation.
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TPk oveEshER populntion is as helerogencous s the rest of soctely, ach man
and woman has @ different set of needs to holp him or her make the decision to
give up eriminal activity and to take a respeeled place inside rather than outside

the law—~Noratan A, CArRLSON
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