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This study draws on survey data collected from a sample of 226 state prison wardens in
2001. Surveys asked wardens to report the number of officially reported sexual assaults
in their facility in the past year, the current number of inmates, whether the facility was
overcrowded (housed more than their operational capacity), whether male or female
inmates were housed there, the security level of the institution , the ratio of inmates to
staff and whether the facility had a conjugal visitation program. Due to the low numbers
of facilities reporting an officially reported sexual assault (n=63, 28% of sample; 11% of
the entire sample of facilities report one reported sexual assault and 17% report between
2 and 19 reports), the dependent variable is dichotomized (1+ assault reported vs. no
sexual assault reported). Results of correlational analysis show that three variables are
statistically significantly related to having a report of a sexual assault. Institutions with
larger populations, higher than minimum level facilities, and facilities with a conjugal
visitation program are more likely to have at least one officially reported sexual assault.
Furthermore, logistic regression analysis shows that 23% of the variance in whether a
facility had an officially reported sexual assault is explained by two variables: size of
facility population (larger are more likely to have reported assaults) and security level
(minimum level facilities are less likely). Measures of whether a facility is overcrowded,
and the inmate-to-staff ratio are not statistically significantly related to official reports of
sexual assaults.
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THE IMPACT OF INSTITU TIONAL
FACTORS ON OFFICIALLY REPORTED
SEXUAL ASSAULTS IN PRISONS

Christopher Hensley
Morehead State University

Mary Koscheski
Morehead State University

Richard Tewksbury
University of Louisville

Not only has research on prison sexual assault | ecn rather scarce the past four
decades, but few of these smdies have ascert:ined the number of officially
reported inmate-on-inmate sexual assaults. In :iddition, no study exists which
has rigorously examined which, if any, institu ional factors impact the num-
ber of officially reported inmate-on-inmate se -ual assaults in prisons. Using
dara from a national sample of 226 prison wa dens, this study examines the
impact of institutional factors on officially rep: rted sexual assaults. The most
salient variables in the study were current nu nber of inmates and wardens’
perceptions of inmate fear of sexual assault. V ardens overseeing institutions
with higher numbers of inmates were more 1i ely to report that inmates had
been sexually assaulted and those who ran o (nimum-security prisons were
less likely to report sexual assaults within the: ¢ facilities.

Introduction

Due to the efforts of the Stop Prison | 2ape Organization (2001),
Amnesty International (1999, 2001), H iman Rights Watch (1996,
2001), and nurnerous researchers who h ive been permitted to enter
various correctional systems in the U:iited States (Davis, 1968;
Fuller and Orsagh, 1977; Bowker, 1980; Lockwood, 1980; Wooden
and Parker, 1982; Nacci and XKane, 1483, 1984a, 1984b; Saum,
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Impact of Institutional Factors 17

Surratt, Inciardi, and Bennett, 1995; Struckman-Johnson,
Struckman-Johnson, Rucker, Bumby, and Donaldson, 1996;
Struckman-Johnson and Struckr 1an-Johnson, 2000, 2002; Hensley,
2002; Hensley, Castle, and Tewl.sbury, 2003; Hensley, Tewksbury,
and Castle, 2003), the once “{arbidden” topic of prison s=xual
assaultis becoming a matter of sublic attention. The Senate (Com-
mittee on the Judiciary has he d hearings on a Prison Rap: Re-
duction Act. If enacted, it wor ld create a commission to study
prison rape and devote $60 m: llion to research, data colle:tion,
and the development of nationa . standards for prevention (L:zhrer,
2002). Although sexual assault in correctional facilities has been
brought to the attention of the S snate, recent publicity alleges that
the Federal Bureau of Investiga ion (F.B.1.) ignores male rape vic-
tims (both in society and prisca) in their annual Uniform Crime
Reports (Stemple, 2002). Stem >le (2002) also called for the F.B.L
to revise its crime categories t¢ include the rape of men as a vio-
lent crime.

Rates of sexual assaults with in prisons have fluctuated over the
past forty years depending on the type of study conducted, the
reluctance of inmates to disclose their assaults, and the terrainol-
ogy used within the studies to define sexual assault (i.e., sexual
aggression, sexual coercion). D1avis (1968), for example, defined
sexual assault as “solicitations accompanied by physical assaults
or threats, and other coercive sc jcitations” (2). Lockwood’s (1980)
definition of sexual aggressio 1, on the other hand, rangec. from
imagined sexual overtones by t 1¢ target to actual incidents o’ com-
pletedl rapes. Researchers hav: also described sexual vict miza-
tion as a by-product of forced sex and violence (Wooden and
Parker, 1982; Saum, et al., 199 5). More recent studies conczrning
sexual victimization have broadened the spectrum of behaviors
to include such behaviors as attempted touching of genitals or
sexual parts, fondling of genital 3, and unsuccessful efforts of sexuval
intercourse in a threatening n.anner (Striickman-Johnson et al.,
1996: Struckman-Johnson anc Struckman-Johnson, 2000, 2002).

Most data concerning inm:.te-on-inmate sexual assaults have
been obtained through surveys and/or interviews with inmates.
Unfortunately, few studies b:ve addressed the number cf offi-
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cially reported inmate-on-inmate sexuul assaults within prisons.
In fact, no study exists which gathers «uch information on a na-
tional scale. Furthermore, no prison se:.ual assault study has rig-
orously examined which, if any, insiitutional factors impact
whether inmates who have been sexually assaulted reported their
victimization. Therefore, using data f om a national sample of
prison wardens, the purpose of this stuly is to exarnine the effect
of these institutional factors on officia ly reported inmate sexual
assaults (attempted or completed inmale-on-inmate rapes).

Literature Review

Although sexual assaults have prob ibly occurred within pris-
ons since their formal development, it was not until the summer
of 1966 that the first study was undertaken to measure the rates of
sexual assault among inmates. Davis (1968) conducted interviews
with 500 staff members and 3,304 mal : inmates over a 26-month
period within the Philadelphia jail system. He found that 97 (or
4.7%) of the inmates reported being sexally assaulted either while
incarcerated or while being transported to and from court in the
sheriffs’ vans. These incidents were not only substantiated through
the facility’s records, but also through polygraph examinations of
the reporting inmates.

Lockwood’s (1980) extensive study conducted between 1974~
1975 within New York state male pri:.ons focused on the targets
of sexual coercion. Results of the study revealed that among the
107 inmate respondents, 28% report:d being targets of sexual
aggression. Only one inmate, however. reported being raped while
in prison.

Fuller and Qrsagh’s (1977) siudy inc luded a sample of 400 male
inmates in six separate North Carolinia state prisons. Interviews
with inmates and a review of disciplnary records were used to
ascertain the rate of sexual assault. The average teported rate of
sexual assault per year was 2.4% within the six correctional insti-
tutions.

By examining the broader scope «f violence within prisons,
Bowker (1980) found that male inmz tes were more prone to re-
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port physically violent assaults tl :an those encounters that included
sexual victimization. In 1982, W soden and Parker conducted their
study of prison sexuality by ad: ninistering a comprehensive sur-
vey to 200 male inmates in a m :dium security California prison.
Nearly 14% of the sample repcrted that they had been sexually
victimized.

Nacci and Kane (1983, 1984z, 1984b) led an investigatior into
the relationship between sexual ¢ ggression and violence in 17 male
federa) prisons. In their two—p: rt study of 330 inmates and 500
correctional officers, it was four.d that 2% of the sample had been
sexual targets, 0.6% had perforn ed an undesired sex act, and 0).3%
had been raped while incarcera =d in a federal institution.

Saum et al. (1995) focused tt zir one-year study of a Delaware
medium security prison on respanses of inmates concerning prison
sexual experiences and sexual : ctivities that had either been ob-
served. heard about, or experienced by the inmates themsclves.
The results of the 101 male inm ate interviews revealed that 40%
admitted to knowing that sexual assaults occurred. Three percent
reported that they had witnessec a rape within the past year. One
percent reported that they had wimessed two rapes within the past
year. Although two inmates disc losed that another inmate had at-
tempted to rape them, only one nmate reported that he had been
raped.

Struckman-Johnson et al.’s (1996) study was conducted in the
Nebraska prison system in 1994 This study disclosed the highest
rate of sexual victimization fou:d in prison sex studies. Twenty-
two percent of the 474 malc inm ites and approximately 1% of the
42 female inmates reported bein 3 pressured or forced to have sex
against their will. In 1998, Stru-kman-Johnson and Struckmnan-
Johnson extended their previou ; research by conducting a more
comprehensive study of sexual c« ercion in seven Midwestern imale
prisons and three female prisons Twenty-one percent of the 1,788
male inmates and 11% of the female inmates reported that they
had experienced unwanted sex ial contact (Struckman-Johnson
and Struckman-Johnson, 2000, 1002).

The most recent study of mal¢ inmate sexual victimization was
conducted in three (one minimu n, medium, and maximum secu-
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rity) Oklahoma prisons. Approximately 14% of the 174 male in-
mates reported being sexual targets and 1.1% lisclosed being vic-
tims of completed sexual assaults during ‘heir incarceration
(Hensley, Tewksbury, and Castle, 2003). Finally, in the most re-
cent study of sexual coercion in a female soutt 2rn prison, Hensley,
Castle, and Tewksbury (2003) found that apg roximately 4.5% of
the 245 respondents had been victims of sexual coercion (i.¢.,
attempted and completed rapes).

The majority of these studies have relied ¢n obtaining the rate
of sexual assaults in prison through questionn ures and interviews.
Rarely have researchers been afforded the of portunity to rely on
the official number of inmates who report se» ual assanlts in order
to examine possible factors for explaining ¢uch disclosure. The
purpose of the current study is to address w hich, if any, institu-
tional factors effect these reports.

Methodology
Subjects

Data for the present study come from surveys distributed in
August 2001 to 441 state prison wardens. One half of the male
facilities in each state were randomly selec ed to be included in
the sample. Furthermore, because of the low number of female
prisons, all wardens of women’s prisons were surveyed (62 war-
dens). Wardens located at federal correction U facilities, privately
operated correctional facilities, pre-release centers, juvenile de-
tention facilities, und jails were excluded from the study. The
sample was drawn from the American Corre ztional Association’s
2000 Juvenile and Adult Correctional Depc rtments, Institurions,
Agencies, and Paroling Authorities Director y (2000) which listed
the addresses and contact persons for each istitution. Five state
department of corrections (Delaware, Illinois ‘Massachusetts, New
York, and Pennsylvania) refused to particip: te in the study due to
time and management constraints.

Each warden received a questionnaire specifically written for
the study, along with a cover letter and a ste mped, self-addressed
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return envelope. The cover letter described the research proje=t as
well as provided important ins ructions and information tc the
respondent. The respondent was not required to sign an informed
consent as all data collected co 1cemed the study of public offi-
cials. This allowed for enhancec confidendality. Additional «teps
to increase the response rate inc uded mailing of a reminder card
and a duplicate survey to each of the respondents. Of the 441
wardens in the sample, a total of 226 participated in the study,
yielding a response rate of 52.4 %.

According to the American Correctional Association’s 2000
Juvenile and Adult Correctionai Departments, Institutions, Agen-
cies, and Paroling Authorities Directory (2000), approxim:tely
80% of all state adult facilities ‘vere managed by male warcens.
Eighty-three percent of the samle respondents were male. In ad-
dition, 76.8% of the sample resj-ondents were white, 17.9% were
African American, and 5.3% classified themselves as other. In
comparison, approximately 73¢. of all state wardens were w hite,
21% were African American, a1.d 6% were classified as other.

According to Camp and Can p (1998), approximately 11% of
prisons are maximum security, 5% high/close security, 28% me-
dium security, 13% minimum s >curity, 35% multi-level secirity,
and 8% either intake or commuuity. Sixteen percent of the sample
respondents oversaw maximun . Security prisons, 7% high/ilose
security, 25% medium security, 20% minimum security, and 32%
multi-level security. Thus, the sample appears to be fairly r=pre-
sentative of the population in t-rms of gender, race, and security
level.

Measures

Wardens were asked how ma 1y inmates had officially reported
being sexually assaulted within their institutions during the: past
twelve months. Because of thi: diverse range of responses, the
categories were dichotomized so that 0 equals no officially re-
ported sexual assaults and 1 equ als one or more officially reported
sexua) assaults. This item served as the dependent variable.

F-351
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TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics of the Ind: pendent Variables

Number of Currt:nt Inmates - M =1101 59 inmates
Qvercrowded Facility

Yes 114 50.4%

No 112 49.6
Gender of Institution

All Male 176 77.9%

Other 30 231
Security Level

Minimum 45 20%

Other 130 80
Tnmarte to Staff Ratio M =28.1 inmates per onc security staff
Conjugal Visitation Program

Yes 201 2%

No 20 9

Data were: also collected on the cu rrent number of inmates in
each institution, overcrowding (if the capacity of the institution
was larger than the current number ol inmates, no overcrowding
existed), sex of institution (male v. oi her), security level of insti-
tution (minimum v. other), ratio of i1mates to correctional staff
(number of current inmates divided by the number of security
staff), and whether the facility had a zonjugal visitation. Table 1
provides the descriptive statistics for ¢ ach of the independent vari-
ables.

Resnlts

Of the 226 wardens who responde 1 to the questionnaire, 72%
reported that no inmate had officially reported being sexually as-
sanlted within their institution duriiig the past twelve months.
Almost 11% of the wardens revealed « pe officially reported sexual
assault within their institution. The -emaining 17% of wardens
reported between two and 19 officic lly reported sexual assaults
within their institutions. Table 2 presznts the zero-order relation-
ships between the independent and dzpendent variables. Accord-
ing to correlational analysis which examined the relationships

F-351
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TABLE 2
Zero-Order Correlation Matrix
X_ X X X X X _ Y,
X, Cunent Number of Inmates
X, Overcrowded Facility 0
X, Scx of Instiation =1 03
X, Sccurity Level 09 22
X, Inmite to Stafl Ratio 00 =147 12 13
X, Conjugal Visitation Program S —12 09 03 -05
Y, Sexual Assault 3ty 06 07 24% -05 .16

* Denotes statistical significance at the .05 lev 1,

Coding: Current Number of Inmates (range =31 —6600); Overcrowded Facility (If Capav:ity of
Institution is Smaller than the Current Number . £ Inmates 0 = No, 1 = Yes): Sex of Institution (0
= Male, 1 =: Other): Security Level (0 =Minimum Security, | = Other); Ratio of Inmates w Staff
(Number of Current [nmates Divided by the Nun.ber of Security Staff in the Instiwtion); Co 1jugal
Visitation Program (0 = No, [ = Yes).

between the independent variab. es, prisons with higher popula-
tions of inmates were more likel: to have conjugal visitation 0~
grams but less likely to be minimt. m security prisons. Interestir gly,
overcrowded facilities were mo e likely to have lower ratios of
inmates to staff. No multicolline arity was found between the: in-
dependent variables.

When examining the correlati nal relationship between the: in-
dependent and dependent variable s, the most salient variables v-ere
current number of inmates, secu ity level, and whether the insti-
tution had a conjugal visitation pr ygram. Prisons with higher num-
bers of inmates were more likely 10 have official reports of inniate
sexual assaults. Minimum-securit y prisons were less likely to have
reports of inmate sexual assaults Finally, institutions with a con-
jugal visitation program were more likely to have reports of in-
mate sexual assanlts.

Because the dependent variable is dichotomous, a logistic re-
gression analysis was performed to test if the predictor variables
had an cffect on the dependent -ariable. The muost salient vari-
ables were current number of inr iates and security level. Prisons
with higher populations of inmat: s were more likely to have offi-
cial reports of inmate sexual ass:ults within those facilities. Ad-
ditionally, minimum security prisons were less likely to have
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TABLE 3
Summary of Logistic Regressivn Beta Weights (n = 206)

B Odds Ratio S.E. Wald

Current Number of Inmates 01* 1.00 .00 1220
Overcrowded Facility -.00 99 35 .00
Scx of Institution —.24 .19 A5 .29
Sccurity Level 1.28* 3.60 .66 3.77
Inmatc to Staff Ratio -0l .99 .01 1.06
Conjugal Viuitation Program -.51 .60 76 A5
Constant -2.50% .08 74 11.39
Pseudo R? 23

* Denotes statistical significance at che .05 level.

Coding: Curcent Number of Tamates: Overcrowded Facility (If Capacity of Institution is Smal er
than the Current Number of Inmates 0 = No, 1 = Y :s): Sex of Institution (0 = Male, 1 = Other).
Security Level (0 = Minimum Security, | = Other); tatio of Inmates 1o Staff (Number of Current
Inmares Divid.:d by the Number of Security Staff in the Institution); Conjugal Visitation Progrum
(0=No, 1 =1es).

reports of inmate sexuval assaults. As shown in Table 3, 23% of
the total variance in the analysis v as explained by the predictor

variables.

Discussion

The research reported bere is wique and differs significant.y
from the existing literature on prison sexual assaults. Previous
rescarch has focused on identifyin ; factors associated with indi-
vidual victimization and perpetrat on of assaults. This researc,
instead, looks at institutional factor ; of prisons, assessing whether
or not environmental and staffing v ariables are related to the offi-
cially reported number of sexual a;saults. Therefore, the present
research presents a more macro-le sl analysis than currently e:x-
ists in the litcrature.

Results show that sexual assault:. are more likely to be reported
to correctional officials in institutic ns with larger populations ar.d
those with higher security levels. ‘viore interésting, and perhaps
more important for policy and prac tice purposes, are the findings
regarding variables that are not sig aificant predictors.

Whereas anecdotal evidence an | for some, “common sense,”
has long suggested that institutional overcrowding and a higher
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inmate-staff ratio are threats to inmate personal security, these
variables do not show a statisticall y significant relationship to the
number of officially reported sexual assaults in prisons. Whether
an institution is overcrowded, the ratio of inmates to staff is an
issue that can be—albeit sometiries at significant financial ex-
pense—inanaged by day-to-day p -actices. Correctional adminis-
trators that seek to establish a com nunity of inmates where sexual
violence is minimized may find th it directing their efforts at these
factors fail to achieve their desired goals. This fact raises the ques-
tion of whether policies, procedur:s, and manipulation of insti;u-
tional variables can effectively aJdress inmate sexual assaulls.
Where it does appear that efforts 1nay be productive is in the area
of controlling the size of the inmat:2 population. Reducing the s ze
of individual institutions’ populat ons may lead to a reduction in
inmate sexual assaults.

The present research is a first step in attempting to address prison
sexual assaults on a macro-level of analysis. Future research should
continue to explore a wider range of institutional variables both
specifically and in conjunction /ith individual levcl variables
previously identified as related to :ncreased risks of victimization
and sexval assault perpetration.
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