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FPS PRISO«zOLENCE: HIGH (ISK GROUPS 
- " 

Thomgs R. Kane a.nd Michael G. Janus 

" A researcn report (Kane, Janus and Vanyur) concerning FPS"inmate violence' 
was i,nclud~d in the Executive Staff' notebo.Ok for the November, 1981.meeting. 

. :rhat report was.a descriptive summ~ry of data on "actuarial predictors" (i .e ... 
criminal and social history, demographic variables) of FPS inmate violence. 
To reiterate a proposition made in the November report, the variables listed 
in Table 1 (attached) ~re significan~ predictors of violence because they are 
informational indicators of the complex subcultural experiences which have 
taught the inmate~to employ violence in a wide variety of situations~ 

High Risk Groups. In addition-to the demographic predictors in Tab1~ 1, 
~ and~, another categorical predictor of violence, specific to the FPS 
is whether an inmate is'a state-boarder. In ah earlier Executive Staff pape~ 
(Kane and Say1or--May, 1980) inmates boarded in FPS facilities by stat~ correc
tional systems were profiled. Compared to federal offenders, state-boarders 
.consistently were found to be greater custody rlsks in terms of the variables 
studied--institution misconduct including violence, and security designation 
and salient factor subcomponents •. That ·'s; t~e state-boarders faction, iike 

"the. subgroups of blac~ or young inmates, show evidence of an inflated potential 
for violence ... But descriptive classifications such as "state-boarder," "black," 
and "youngll do not e~pl~fn ,:,hy the like1ihood.of violence ;s increased; there
fore, !hey offer no 1nd1catlon of what the FP.S can do to neutralize inmates' 
-aggre~sive tendencies. Hence, the an1yses for the present report were designed 
to use social and cl:iminal history information about these high risR groups-to 
indicate the .types of early personal experience which were important contributors 
to violent tendenci~. 

V;o1ence Model r Ex lanation is' One Befter than Oescri tion!' Research on 
violence, 1n or out 0 prlson, typica y:d,escri es the actuar.ia variab1e.s re
lated,to the violent behavior of interest. But the statistical analyses ~one 
u~ually are not complex or powerful enough to illuminate why certain groups of 
indi~id~~ls show greater tendencies toward aggression. For the present paper 
stat,st.1~al -anal.yses of the available ar.chival data were sufficiently powerful 
to~ revea~ the extent to which elements of social and criminal history can help 
to expla1n why blacts, youth, or state-boarders have become violence-prone . 
groups. 

Findings l 

. Figures 1 and 2 are attached to portray the logic behind the statistital 
a~a.1yses.and.to represent the ·resu1ts. Figure.1 illustrates the simple predic
tlVe 1 OglC--1 nmates who are b1 a'Ck., young, or state-boarders are mO're 1 ike1y to 
engage~in prison violeT)ce... Figure 2 reveals that more conclusive and infcrrma
tive patterns exis~ in the ~ata: each of the hi~h risk groups was found to 
have been influenced by prior' problems with drugs, unemployment, or inferior 
education; also, each group had a more extensive or sev.erecriminal history 

. -

'1 All statistical' results presented 'wer·e significant; p < .05; the complex m'odel 
represented by Figure -2 wa~ tested with path-a~alyses performed with logistic, 
multiple 1'egressi6n statistics. 
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tQan most FPS- prisoners. All of the elements of criminal and social hist?ry. 
that are ri!presented in Figure 2 and listed .in -Table 1 were fqund to be slgmf
icant statistical "predictors" of prison vio1enc~. Table 2 lists, separately 
for the htgh-risk groups--state-boar.ders, black,and youth--:t.he elements of 
social ana criminal history which predicted their Violent prison pehavior. 

Interpretatiorr of Results 

Interpretations are made keeping in mind that the statistical analyses wsre 
based on tne-logic of Figure 2. 

CriminarHistory. The-best predictive etem~nts ~ere: severity.of current -
offense, for blacks and state-boarders; and a prlor h1story of serious violence, 
for black and young prisoners. 

One teason that these two criminal history variables are predictive of prison 
v·iolence seems clear:- they di rectly reflect the- violent behavioral. tendencies the' 
inmates had developed prior to their current FPS incarceration. 

Social History. The best predictors included: :unemployment for all three 
group~ auaitionally, for young or black inmates,.both orug problems and inferior 
education were predictive of pris9~ violence._ 

Although the reasons for "the pred~ctive sensitivity of soci~1 ~istor-¥ vari
ables at first glance, seem less stfa1ghtf-orward than for the crlmlnal hlstory . 
p.redi~tors, common sense-does offer a~ explaryati?n. Individuals ~ho_a~use dr~gs. 
(heroin), are -un-dereducated, or unemp!oyed 11~e 1n a state of

ll
s?Clal d1S1?cat~lon 

which contributes to the~use of COerC10n or v101ence. These d1senfranch1sed 
individuals are separated from the normal, mainstream of culture and social 
morals, which include strong prescriptions for t~e 'use of nonviolent methods to 
resolve interpersonal conflict or to satisfy baS1C n~eds. +lance, as was the 
case with the criminal history pr~dictors" the sJgnificant social' history vari
ables 1ndicate thit the problem individuals have been engulfed in subcultures 
of violen~e--peer or family relationships, and instftutibnal experiences whic~ 
rei nforce patterns pf vi 01 ence. . . .., .. 

The inmate i ntervi ew sch.ed~l e for the current study of FPS pri son -vi 01 ence' 
.has been constructed to tap the more subtle and complex influences upon violent 
inmate behavtor. For example) both early and current experiences in peer groups, 
family relationships, and institutional settings are measured; as is the inmate's 
personal orientation toward the use of violence. !nterview data will eventually 
be combined with the same type of social and criminal history data as presented 
in ·this I"epo·rt •. Then t.he common sense explanations off~red above for the devel-
opme'nt of violent habits can be tested more comprehensively. . 

FPS Implications 

Programs. The data clear1y indicate that inmates' prev.ious social problems 
ha-ve cont ri buted to the deva 1 opment of vi 01 ent .tendenc; es. . Then, can the FPS -pro- . 
grams which have been designed to counteract the ~ocial deficiencies--unemplo~ment, 
inferior education, drug abuse--also serve to' modify or inhibit the violent ~f1spo .. 
sitions of inmates? 

Program irrvolvemant in education, drug abuse, vocational training, ~r rPI 
could affect inmate violence in several ways. Participation in programs reduces " 
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the opportunity for violent interaction·'·1.n other words by keeping inmates "off 
the·street." Furthermore, programs may change inmates' personal orientation to
ware violence. Inmates ~ho participate conscientiously in programs are 9ffered 

.. :social, academic, and vocational skills that would enable them, after release, 
to function as employed, integrated members of society~ Consequently, the 
newly skiJled releasees can ilvoid the subcultures of violence which enveloped 
them prior to incarceration. Overall, then, the. util ity of- and social pressure. 
for violent behavior i~ reduced. 

" 

Clinical Prediction. Various social scientists (e.g., Monahan, 1981; . 
Megargee, 1976) have encouraged the use of actuarial data to enhance a~curacy 
in the clinical predictipn of violent behaVior. The criminal ahd social 
history data presented·in this and the November, 1981 report were found to 
have strong statistical reliability as predictors of prison violence. There
fore, institution psychologists could use this backgreund data as an aid in 
"c~inical prediction" when reviewing an inmate's history. Information of this 
sort win not allow for preqiction with certainty. However, a pattern in~i
eating potential risk--e.g., ~ young inmate with a prior history of violen~e, 
unemployment and drug-abuse-~should alert the psychologist to probe further 
abou~the inmate's orjentation toward coercion and violence. 

Rigorous Application 
- ' A foreseeable product from the study of inmate violence is an evaluative 

instrument that can be used by FPS staff to gauge the risk of violence that an 
inmate poses to ~ factlity. The instrument would include social and criminal ' 
history information in aadition to-items fro~ the violence interview schedule 

" currently in use. After validation-of the scale, it could be used in conjunction 
with normative guidelines by case managers to arrive at a violence··tisk quotient 
for an'inmate. If an inmate's score were sufficiently high, the case manager 
would simply notify the staff psychologi?t who, in turn, would intervi~w the 
prisoner more thoroughly to arrive at a comprehensive, clinical judgment. 

" 
Again, even a rigorously validated instrument could not be used to make 

absolute predictions or classif~cations, since a~y statistically based prediction. 
method contains an inherent margin of error. However, a valid scale of this 
sort would afford more confident and standardized screening for:inmates with 
a high potential for violence. 

-
The utility of this screening tool would be greater at upper security level 

facilities (e.g., levels 4 and above), where base rates of violence are higher 
than the overall FPS average. 

, . 
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TABLE 1 

... .. ... 
,SIGNIFICANT IIACTUARIAL" FACTORS: RELATED TO THE LIKELIHOOD OF 

,. INVOLVEMENT'IN PRISON VIOLENCE1,2 

~. Criminal History 

1. Age at First Commit;ent3 
. 

2. Severity of Current Offense4 

3. Expected Length of Incarceration4 

4. ' S~ri ousness of Pri or COrmtitmen1:s4 

5. History of Violence (pre-incarceration)4 

B. Social History . 
* 6._,History·of Heroin or Opiate Dependenc~3 

7. (La~k of) Employment Prior to Incarceration~ 

8. Education: inmat~s with less education more likely ••• 

C. Demographic 

- 9. Riice:' Non-whi tes -more 1 ike 1 y than Whites 

10. ~ge:·' younger inmates mort? likely ••• 

". 

1 These findings were de~cribed 10 a November, 1981 report to 
. the Executive Staff. 

2 All relationships are statistically significant, p < .05. 

3 Salient Factor Score Subcomponent 
. 

4 Security Designation Scote SubcompQn~nt 
'" 

* Also included in FPS Custody Classification Instrument .. , 

.' 



TABLE 2 

SOCIAL AND CRIMINAL HISTORY PREDICTORS OF VIOLENCE: 
. SPECIFIED FOR EAcH HIGH RISK GROUP.' -

Blacks 
., 

A. Cri mi na 'j Hi story 

1. Severfty of Current Offense 
2.. Hist-ory of Previ0l!.s Violence 

. B. Soci~l History· 

.Youth 

1. Unemployment' 
2. _Drug (-Heroi n) Abuse 
3. - Education 

A. Criminal History 

1. History of Pravious Violence 

B. Social History 

1.. Unemployment 
-2. Drug (Heroin) Abuse 
3., Education 

State--Boarders 
A 

A. Criminal History 

1. Severity of Current "Offense. 

B. Social History 

I." Unemp1oyment. 
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FIGURE 1 

"' LOGIC OF S~MPLE STATISTICAL FINDINGS--TtHE VIOLENT TE~DENCIES OFf HIGH RISK GROUPS 1 

State 
Boarpers, 

I I 

I I 

BlaCkS'~-, _____________ ·, __________ I. ________ ~~ 

Youth 

I , 

FPS 
Pri'son-' 

Vi 01 end~ 

, I 

The statisti'cal analyses il,lustrated by the. model above took into account the inmate's time.lat-risk ' 
, in the FPS. 
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FIGURE 2 
( 

LOGIC OF COMPLEX STATISTICAL FINDING'S--CRIMINAL AND' SOCIAL HISTORIES "EXPLAIN" 
THE VIO~ENT TENDENCIES OF HIGH RISK GROUPS 1,2 , I 

.. , 
, I 

Crimina; H~story: ~ 
More Extensi ve I ' 
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FPS 
Pri son 

. Violence 

" 

, 1 The '\Crimilia 1 Hi,stqry" and "Soci a 1 Prob'l ems" factors di splayed here ar~ ~ased on the same crimi na 1 and s'ocial variables as are listed in Tab,le ,1. 

2' The statistical analyses illustrated by the model above took into .ccbunt the inmate's time,at-risk . in the FPS. 
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