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Direct versus Indirect Supervision in Correctional Institutions

Correctional facilities that employ direct supervision methods experience more frequent, and less hostile,
" “_inmate interaction, according to a recent comparison of direct and indirect supervision institutions in

. United States. In addition, direct supervision facilities were more likely to have correctional
environments that were "softer" and more "normalized."

"Indirect" supervision is defined as the method of supervising inmates whereby correctional officers
monitor inmate living areas from enclosed posts. "Direct” supervision places correctional officers right in
the living unit where they are required to have continuous, direct personal interaction with inmates. For
the past several years, these two methods of supervision have been the subject of debate within the
corrections community. Some say that direct supervision results in lower stress, less violence and less
vandalism in the institution as well as improved staff morale and greater job satisfaction.

Others, however, hold that indirect supervision facilities are safer for staff members, who are separated
from inmates by a physical barrier.

Jay Farbstein & Associates, Inc., with Richard Wener, attempted to quantify the differences between
direct and indirect supervision and to find empirical support for the purported benefits of each approach.
Finding support for one supervision approach over another would have implications for the design of new
and existing correctional facilities. Design of Indirect Supervision Facilities The most popular layout for
indirect supervision facilities is that of a central, enclosed control-booth, from which officers overlook a
dayroom surrounded by single cells (the modular or "popular” plan) or by multiple-occupancy cells or
" us. "Pods" usually consist of 48 to 60 beds divided into four or five subunits. Durable, vandal-
resistant building systems, fixtures and finishes are commonly used, as are elaborate communication and
locking systems.

Generally, the main role of the correctional officer in indirect supervision facilities is to operate the
control systems and monitor inmate behaviour. Minor infractions are dealt with through limited
intervention on the part of the officer; in the case of a major infraction, backup staff is called. Design of
Direct Supervision Facilities The design of direct supervision institutions may be somewhat similar to
that of indirect supervision facilities, but softer finishes, such as carpeting and upholstered furnishings,
are often used. As well, rather than being separated from inmates by a barrier, staff members are stationed
right inside living units with the inmates.

One of the primary duties of correctional officers in direct supervision facilities is to maintain personal
contact with inmates. In fact, security depends upon the ability of highly trained staff to detect and defuse
potential problems.

Direct supervision facilities tend to offer inmates more physical amenities, such as games tables, exercise
equipment and access to controls for lights in their cells. Larger dayrooms are also more common. The
larger living area helps normalize the environment and increases the likelihood that inmates will gravitate
into smaller, more compatible groups.







Some correctional institutions employ aspects of both direct and indirect supervision. In the case studies,
institutions that had a preponderance of characteristics related to one supervision type or the other were
#cted. These were three jails - one indirect (where contact with inmates occurs intermittently during

+ -«odic officer tours of the living areas) and two "pure" direct supervision - and four prisons -two classic
direct, one indirect and one hybrid direct supervision.

Data were gathered in the housing areas of the seven facilities by the use of:

¢ physical environment survey;

o behavioural tracking (where an observer watches, records and rates each episode of
communication or interaction between staff and inmates or between staff members);

o staff and inmate questionnaires; and

o interviews with staff and inmates.

Results - Case Studies Physical Environment Survey No significant difference was recorded in size of
cells, staffing patterns and comfort levels (e.g., temperature, sound levels) in the institutions surveyed.
Indeed, staffing ratios appeared to be affected more by program choices at the institution than type of

supervision.

As to cell structure, the institutions were predominantly designed for single cell occupancy, although the
direct supervision prisons have a mixture of single- and double-occupancy cells.

("t supervision institutions tended to provide more services at the housing unit. Furthermore,
dayrooms in the direct supervision institutions were all rated as having soft environments (e.g., wood or
fabric furnishings, vinyl or carpeted floors, wallboard) while those in the indirect supervision and hybrid
institutions were all rated as hard (institutional blue or green colours, fixed steel furnishings). Supervision
style did not affect the hardness or softness of cells, though.

Average building, staffing and operating costs were approximately 40% lower for the average direct
supervision prison than for the average indirect supervision prison. In the direct supervision prison, the
construction cost per bed was $41,600, the annual staffing cost per inmate was $10,900 and the annual
maintenance cost per inmate was $4,200. The corresponding figures for the average indirect supervision
prison were $73,000, $17,300 and $6,700. Behavioural Tracking Data on staff-inmate interaction were
gathered at only five of the seven case-study sites (two direct supervision prisons, two direct supervision
jails and one indirect supervision jail); data were unavailable for the other two sites (one indirect and one
hybrid direct supervision prison).

The level of interaction was fairly high at all sites, with no apparent differences between direct and
indirect supervision institutions. About half the interactions at the direct supervision facilities were
initiated by staff and half by inmates. At the indirect supervision facility, however, almost all interactions
(91.3%) were initiated by staff.

-t staff-initiated interactions (41% to 74%) at the direct supervision institutions were with inmates. At



the indirect supervision site, on the other hand, most staff-initiated interactions (72%) were with other
staff members. Direct supervision officers appear to spend a greater proportion of their time interacting
with inmates than do indirect supervision officers.

\.. .1 sites, the officer station was the most common location of both sorts of interactions, between staff
and inmates and between members of the staff. This finding makes the placement of the officer station a
critical issue in the design of the institution.

There were no major differences in the rated quality of interactions in both types of institutions; most
were rated a 3 (for businesslike exchanges), and most were brief;, lasting less than one minute.

Whether in a direct or indirect supervision facility, a universal finding was that having a second
correctional officer present meant that both officers spent more time in or near the officer station and
more time interacting with each other than with the inmates. Questionnaires A total of 612 inmate
questionnaires and 264 staff questionnaires were completed at the seven study sites. For this article, only
findings from the prison questionnaires will be presented. Inmates in this sample were mostly males
between 22 and 40 years old who had typically been in the institution for six months to two years. Staff
respondents typically were males between 22 and 40 years old, with some college education and in the
job for one to five years.

With the inmate surveys, a number of significant differences were noted between responses from direct
supervision prisons and those from indirect supervision prisons. Significant differences on selected
dimensions are reported in the table.

Table 1
~ Selected Factors Showing Significant Differences
Between Direct and Indirect Supervision Institutions*
Factor Direct Supervision . Indirect Supervision
correctional officer(CO) -
counsels inmate more often |

CO/inmate chat more often . COfinmate contacts

In carceration less business like

\ 1C0/inmate contacts more pleasant |

ECO/inmate contacts less hostile










not supported by a commitment from management. Some situations were observed in which correctional
officers who were in direct contact with inmates had not been given the kind of training, support and
management commitment that accompany the direct supervision philosophy. In these cases, staff
@ abers were more likely to feel vulnerable and less safe, and were generally uncomfortable with that
.. . <l of contact with inmates. Because staff is in such close and frequent contact with inmates, proper
training for staff and classification of inmates are important prerequisites to making direct supervision
work. Indeed, it was found that direct supervision facilities overall take more effort and commitment to
plan, train for and manage.
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