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EFFECTIVE PRISON MANAGEMENT

Question: What steps can be taken to more
effectively manage prisons?

Background: Over the past two decades
prison populations have risen dramatically
in the United States and recently Canada is
also seeing an increase. Such increases
present significant challenges for managing
prisons. These challenges include ensuring
the personal security of both inmates and
staff. the health of everyone (e.g., disease
can spread more quickly in a contained
environment) and facilitating the timely
release of inmates back into the community.

In Canada, the Correctional Service of
Canada (CSC) is responsible for offenders
with sentences of two vears and more
(provinces and territories are responsible for
sentences under two years). Most offenders
are released on some form of community
supervision. Except under certain
conditions, offenders must be released at
two-thirds of their sentence (called Statutory
Release) but can be released earlier on Full
Parole. The granting of Full Parole is made
by the Parole Board of Canada after
considering the offender’s risk and his/her
actions towards a more prosocial lifestyle.
Thus, there is the expectation that CSC has
taken the appropriate steps to help offenders
develop prosocial skills and decrease their
risk to society. With a growing prison
population and the ensuing pressures, are
there additional steps that can be taken to
improve the management of prisons?

KEEPING CANADIANS SAFE

Answer: Prison administrators have
available a range of rewards and
punishments to manage the behaviour of
inmates. For example, solitary confinement
may be used to punish undesirable
behaviour. However, there is also a long
history of using rewards to encourage
desirable behaviour. As early as 1840, good
behaviour was being rewarded with early
release from prison.

In the 1960s and 1970s behaviour
modification programs were heralded as a
promising approach to managing prisons.
Although, punishment was part of many of
these programs, the systematic application
of rewards for good behaviour was at the
forefront. One advantage of rewards over
punishment is that rewards can teach new
prosocial behaviours whereas punishment
can only suppress behaviour.

One type of program that emphasized
rewards was token economies. Token
economies provide immediate tangible
rewards for good behaviour and emphasize
personal responsibility for acquiring
rewards. For example, daily attendance at an
educational program could be rewarded with
a small amount of money, toothpaste, extra
TV time or some other benefit not freely
available in the prison.

Evaluations of these programs demonstrated
that, on average, thev could significantly
improve desirable behaviours among the
inmate population. Unfortunately, these
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programs essentially disappeared from the
correctional landscape by the early 1990s
for two reasons. First, the punishment
component of some of the programs led to
court challenges and abuses by the staff.
Second, the most effective programs were
complex to manage requiring extensive staff
training and monitoring. Nevertheless, these
behaviour modification programs may
provide valuable lessons for today.

Policy Implications:

1. As prison populations increase, it will
become more difficult to manage
prisons effectively. In addition to trying
new and innovative management
practices, the research on behaviour
modification programs should be
consulted to learn from the past.

2. Although punishment is needed in
certain circumstances, the emphasis
should be placed on rewarding the good
behaviour of inmates.

3. Inorder to deliver effective programs
that reward good behaviour and make
offenders responsible for their
behaviour, prison administrators must
recognize that this requires a
considerable investment of resources.
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