Group Dynamics and the Prison Guard
Subculture: Is the Subculture an
Impediment to Helping Inmates?
Lucien X. Lombardo

It is often argued that correctional oficerc as a group hold
values that are antiethicol to helping inmates. This assumption links
"guard subculture" yolues to reinforcing group solidority among correctional oficers. This poper explores some of the literature on cotectional
olficen from the percpective oJ the sociol psychologlt of group dynamics.
Its conclusion are thot foctors which appear to foster group cohesion and
group identificotion among correctional oficerc are relatively weak or
obsent. Under conditions of stress, however, these conditions are capoble of mobilization. In general, this paperfinds that the guard subcalture
is not necessarily an impediment to positive guard behaviors.
Abstract:

I. Review of the Literature
recent years the study of correctional officers has taken some new and
fn promising
I.
directions. We are beginning to emerge from the stereotypi-

cal view

of correctional

officers as anti-inmate and immune

to efforts

aimed at diverting repressive activities in more positive and helpful direc-

tions (Johnson, 1977; Johnson and Price, l98l; Lombardo, l98l;
Lombardo, 1982; Toch and Klofas, 1982). As we gain perspective, the
guard/custodian is being understood as a potential and actual human
services agent: providing goods and services, acting as a referral agent and
aiding in the institutional adjustment of inmates (Lombardo, 1982).

Though "ground" has been broken in the area of correctional officer
characteristics and new data and perspectives are providing fresh
insight into highly relevant aspects of prison life (Johnson and Toch,
1982), the image of the "prison guard subculture" remains largely intact.
The content of the guard subculture and the peer pressure reinforcing the
"group norms" of this subculture are still portrayed as powerful forces in
maintaining anti-inmate and anti-prison reform sentiment among guards.
For example, Crouch and Marquart (1980) reflect this view when they
describe the "Fundamental Tenents of Guard Work" (89-90). These
tenents include: (l) that security and control are paramount; and (2) that
social distance must be maintained from inmates. Descriptively these
tenents and the guard subculture are characterized by suspicion of inmates and administrators, with rigidity as a response to potential changes
in custodial routine. In addition, role conflict (custody/treatment), cynicism,

"role"
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and authoritarian attitudes become part of the guard subcultural experience (Crouch and Marquart, 1980:91-95). Crouch and Marquart base
these findings on an examination of published studies of guard socialization blended with four and one-half months of participant-observation
working as " ... uniformed officers in large (over 1500) maximum security
prison facilities located in separate states ... "; and data gathering during
"formal and informal" interviews with guards at a variety of prisons.
In defining the subculture of violence, Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967)
suggest that " ... a given conduct norm or set of values must function to
govern the conduct in a variety of situations in order to classify that norm
or value-set as a (sub)culturally expected or required response and not
merely a statistical modal reaction." These authors maintain that those
"Tenents" of the guard subculture described by Crouch and Marquart
must actually govern behavior and not merely exist as an expression of
opinion.
There is little evidence on this question of attitude-behavior consistancy
among correction officers. In studying guards at Auburn Prison in New
York, Lombardo (1981) did discover that his subjects failed to provide
evidence of normative consensus among the officer group. For example,
when officers were asked to specify those forms of guard behavior that
officers generally find unacceptable, 50 officers mentioned 17 different
behaviors and only one item (dealing in contraband) was identified by
more than 250Jo of the men. This finding raises some suspicions concerning the strength of the guard subculture as an inhibiting factor in the
development of positive guard behavior and adaptiveness to change.
In a recent article, Klofas and Toch (1982) approach the guard subculture through the use of opinion surveys among correctional officers in
New York State in an attempt to analyze group data and to test whether
or not and to what extent correctional officers: (1) share the views of their
fellow officers; (2) believe that others share their views; and (3) maintain
anti-inmate and anti-reform biases. Surprisingly, in light of the normal
view of the guard subculture, Klofas and Toch (19820 reach conclusions
which appear to contradict those of Crouch and Marquart. They write:
If a CO "subculture" refers to shared procustodial norms, such a
subculture is a myth. It is a myth given the level of professionalism in the

sample and subsamples. We see differences in distributions of types in
settings, but pro-professional attitudes prevail in all prisons; at worst (at
Ossining), the subculture is a composite of projected estimates. (251)

In another study focusing on alientation and job enrichment among
correctional officers Toch and Klofas (1982) write (again contradicting
Crouch and Marquart)
We have confirmed the conclusions of prior research suggesting that
officers over time arrive at a comfortable definition of appropriate social
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distance and constructive levels of relatedness. There is no evidence of
"role conflict" among officers, of unendurable strain, cognitive dissonance or experienced pressure of conflicting goals. Nor is there evidence
of "hack" definition of the officer's role in opposition to a "reintegrative"
stance .of his superiors.

In addition to finding that most officers were interested in expanding
their human services roles, the Toch and Klofas studies also found the
presence of "pluralistic ignorance" among the prison guards surveyed.
This means that those guards who held progressive views felt themselves
to be in the minority (though in fact they were the majority). Those who
held non-progressive views (reflecting the traditional guard subculture
tenents) felt themselves to be in the majority (though in fact they were in
the minority). Based on these findings Toch and Klofas term the nonprogressive guard subculture a myth.
Klofas and Toch did, however, find that the subcultural custodians
do exist. These officers expressed anti-intimate and non-progressive attitudes and felt that others shared their views. This group was the smallest
of the three types identified, the others being "Lonely Braves" -hold
professional attitudes and feel others are non-professional; and "Supported
Majority" held professional attitudes and accurately estimates professionalism in other officers. Pure Subcultural Custodians are the most
vocal and most likely to spread their influence. As Klofas and Toch (1982)
write:
Ideally, respectable subcultures socialize, and contain members who
disseminate their norms. Our CO portrait differs, in that (1) younger,
"newer" officers come closest to subcultural presumptions; (2) normative enclaves are imports of alienation rather than work-oriented (custodyrelated) subcultural collectivities; and (3) subcultural assumptions are
encapsulated among autonomous incestuous subgroups of insulated free
believers.

Differences in the findings between Crouch and Marquart with those
of Klofas and Toch, may reflect differences in research methods: (1)
participant observation and formal and informal interviews vs. opinion
surveys; (2) differences in research locations (Southern and Southwestern
prisons vs. prisons in the Northeast) and (3) differences in conceptual
starting points (assuming that a subculture exists and seeking to describe it
vs. trying to establish the existence of the subculture). Whatever the
sources, these conflicting findings point to the central concern of discussions of prison guard subcultures: that is, to what extent are the attitudes
and behaviors of individuals occupying occupational roles related to their
membership in the occupational group called "correctional officers"?
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around these anti-inmate and anti-administration values are capable of
mobilization. Guards emerge as a group in response to threats from the
outside, while they act as isolated individuals under normal circumstances.
Finally, from this perspective the seemingly contradictory findings of
Crouch and Marquart and Klofas and Toch seem to make sense. Crouch
and Marquart's findings concerning the "Tenents of the Guard Subculture"
may represent the feelings of the "Subcultural Custodians" identified by
Klofas and Toch. Relying on participant observation and interviews
(sampling technique not described) it is possible that those most forthcoming
with strong opinions concerning prison activities were the "Subcultural
Custodians." Klofas and Toch, using survey data from a much larger
sample were thus more likely to obtain a wider variety of opinions.
Lombardo's (1981) study of guards at Auburn (again with a "representative" sample) finds diversity of opinion and little "group" consensus or
cohesion. In general, then it would seem that those seeking to understand
"subcultural" characteristics of the prison guard group would benefit
from paying attention to the group dynamics of prison guard behaviors.
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