Public policy and prison populations:

Greater awareness of the views and goals of the public—

which is less punitive than generally assumed—

by Stephen D. Gottfredson and Ralph B. Taylor

he national criminal justice com-

munity is increasingly concerned

with what has been called a “‘crisis

in corrections.” For many, the “cri-
sis’’ 1s synonymous with overcrowding in pri-
sons and jails.! Others insist that this equation
is too simple, and stress that the “crisis”
involves confusion and disagreement over the
objectives and effectiveness of correctional
treatment as well as crowding.?

That crowding of correctional institutions
is a national problem of major importance
cannot be disputed. Further, prison popula-
tions are increasing,3 although there is a good

deal of fluctuation in yearly* and state-by-state
incarceration rates.> Projections of future pri-
son population sizes have varied, as have
procedures for developing these projections.®
The problem of predicting prison population
sizes is a difficult one both practically and
methodologically, and it is the unfortunate
case that current prison populations exceed
both capacity and projections in the majority
of states in this country. Finally, in addition to
severe crowding in existing prison facilities,
the age and physical condition of those facili-
ties, and limitations of staff and other resources
amply attest to a national problem of epi-
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demic proportion; and little relief appears to
be in sight.”

The past decade has seen rising concern
over the objectives of our correctional systems
as well. Atissue here are the very foundations
of correctional treatment; the relative merits of
rehabilitation, deterrence, punishment, and
incapacitation are now under reconsideration
in the criminal justice community.

In part, concern over goals and objectives
arises from debate over the effectiveness of cor-
rectional treatment. Although the problem of
assessing the effectiveness of correctional treat-
ment is difficult indeed, and major debates

measuring opinions about reform

ould enable correctional system policymakers to achieve desired reforms.

concerning this issue are intensifying, many
have not found the available evidence encou-
raging.? Thus, concern over the objectives of
incarceration, and success in meeting those
objectives, lends a second dimension to the
“crisis in corrections.”

Recently, a third and immediate dimension
to the crisis has come to the fore: in July of
1977, 29 states and territories were either under
court order concerning the totality of condi-
tions of confinement or for prison crowding,
or were involved in litigation likely to result
in court orders. By February of 1980, this fig-
ure had risen to 32 states and territories. By the
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end of 1981, 40 states and-territories were either
under court order or were involved in litiga-
tion—and in only four of these states was the
issue of crowding not central to the suit.?
Court decisions have mandated changes in
correctional conditions and procedures rang-
ing from the alleviation of crowding to the
modification of inmate classification proce-
dures.!® At present then, correctional adminis-
trators in the majority of states are faced with
the prospect of developing immediate solu-
tions to the “crisis.”

This article will discuss some dimensions of
the ‘“correctional crisis”” and report some
results from opinion surveys of correctional
policymakers, the general public, and crimi-
nal justice system personnel such as judges,
police officers, probation and parole staff,
prosecutors, legislators, and others. The study
was part of a larger research project concerned
with correctional reform efforts in Maryland.

Surveying correctional policymakers
Our initial step was to interview those who
would be instrumental in defining the direc-
tions which correctional policy in Maryland
would take. Eighty-eight persons who have
been instrumental in correctional policy dea-
sionmaking—or who could be expected to be
dramatically affected in their administrative
roles by proposed policy changes—were asked
to participate in the survey. Eighty (91 per
cent) did so. The sample was chosen to reflect
the major components of the criminal justice
system, and included: correctional adminis-
trators, planners, and other officials (both
elected and appointed) representing the state
(16); correctional administrators, planners,
and other officials representing local jurisdic-
tions (13); local-level elected officials (may-
ors, county executives, state legislators) (14);
supervision officials (wardens, superintend-
ents, etc.) (15); law enforcement officials (she-
riffs, chiefs of police) (11); and representatives
of the legal system (judges, prosecuting and
defense officials) (11).

The interview schedule was designed for
in-person administration, and contained both
open and structured questions. These con-
cerned the problems and assets of Maryland’s
correctional system; perceptions of a ““crisis”’
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in corrections, and the reasons underlying it;
short- and long-term solutions to prison
crowding problems in both state and local
facilities; attitudes toward proposed policy
changes; assessments of the attitudes of others
concerning proposed policy changes; and
goals and philosophies for corrections. The
interviews were conducted in June and July

of 1980.

Survey of the general public

Findings from our survey of corrections pol-
icymakers suggested the importance of their
perceptions of public opinion regarding cor-
rections and correctional issues. Results
showed that policymakers differed considera-
bly among themselves with respect to per-
ceived public opinion, and that while they felt
that they knew what the public wanted correc-
tions to do, they generally disagreed with
those goals for the correctional system. Public
opinion concerning correctional issues was so
salient to the crisis in corrections as to merit
special attention. Accordingly, we conducted a
sample survey of Maryland residents to address
this concern, using a random digit dialing
telephone interviewing method.!!

The sample was limited to the 13 jurisdic-
tions from which we had interviewed local
and elected officials about correctional issues.
The sample could therefore be considered to
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AND CRUEL AND UNusUAL PUNISHMENT (Columbia, S.C.:
University of South Carolina School of Law, 1973); M. L.
REv., supra n. 1; 23 Hastings L. J. 1111 (1972); Singer,
Presentence studies done in the overcrowded District of
Columbia Jail, 41 U. CIN. L. REv. 716 (1972); Alpert, ed.,
LecAL RiGHTs OF PRISONERs (Beverly Hills, Ca.: Sage,
1980).
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(New York, N.Y.: Ballinger, 1976); Quinn, Gutek, and
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experiment, 1(2) BAsic AND APPLIED SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY
127 (1980).
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represent the constituency of the officials
whom we had interviewed earlier. Together,
these jurisdictions account for 87.3 per cent of
the state’s 1980 population.!?2 Unsampled
counties are all predominantly rural.

Interviewing began on December 12, 1980,
and ended on January 5, 1981. The method
used ensured adequate representation of adult
respondents of both sexes. A total of 601 com-
pleted interviews were obtained, and the
response rate for the survey was 64 per cent.
Demographic characteristics of survey respon-
dents closely resemble those for the state adult
population at large.

The criminal justice system survey

These surveys were designed to assess, on a
system-wide basis: respondents’ understand-
ing of correctional problems and issues; re-
spondents’ attitudes toward proposed poli-
cies and policy changes; respondents’
opinions of the efficacy (or likely efficacy) of
various policy changes; and changes in atti-
tude, opinion, or understanding as a function
of time.

Corrections systems are only one part of
that larger system which we call the criminal
justice system. Although we often tend to
regard the corrections subsystem as separate
and distinct from the parent system, and
although this simplification is helpful in
some respects, it also ignores the true context
of, and constraints upon, that subsystem. To
ignore this context is to develop a potentially
misleading and erroneous assessment of cor-
rectional functioning. Accordingly, we
sampled from among the various criminal
justice subsystems known to have an impact
on corrections. These included police offic-
ers, parole/probation officers, judges, pro-
secutors, public defenders, state legislators,
and correctional classification officers.

Since in most cases we were able to define
the population of such persons in the state,
these were randomly assigned to three sam-
ples, each of which was surveyed by mail at
three different times. The three waves of this
system-wide survey were conducted every two
months beginning February 9, 1981. Although

12. Goodman and Talalay, CEnsus NoTE I (Baltimore,
Md.: Center for Metropolitan Planning and Research,
The Johns Hopkins University, 1981).

a longer period between survey waves was
originally planned, we shortened the lag
period in an attempt to capture changes
which occurred as a result of the unexpected
resignations of the Secretary of Public Safety
and the Commuissioner of Corrections—whose
policies were those under study.

A total of 2,207 persons were surveyed.
Usable questionnaires were returned by 1,138
persons, for a response rate of 52 per cent.
Response rates varied across subsample
groups (legislators, judges, etc.), but did not
vary substantially across survey waves. Since
variation in response rates did exist across
subsample groups, subsamples were re-
weighted to adjust for this variation for each
survey wave.

The dimensions of the crisis

When surveyed in 1980, our sample of poli-
cymakers reported that Maryland’s correc-
tional system was facing a great many com-
plex and interrelated problems. Crowding
was reported to be the most pervasive and
pressing of these, but was also reported to be
merely symptomatic of more fundamental
issues. Based on the policymakers’ statements,
we developed a list of the most commonly-
mentioned problems facing the correctional
system, and used this information in our sur-
veys of persons working in a wide variety of
criminal justice system settings.

Through the use of factor-analytic methods,
we sought to further our understanding of the
crisis in corrections. No single factor was felt
responsible for Maryland’s correctional crisis:
rather, a complex set of issues appeared to
underlie the dissatisfaction so unanimously
reported by all whom we sampled. The six
factors which we identified reflected concern
over a lack of alternatives to traditional incar-
ceration and crowding; dissatisfaction with
correctional administration; factors affecting
the corrections systems such as the poor con-
dition of existing facilities, a lack of manpow-
er, and insufficient funding; poor relations
between corrections staff and corrections lead-
ership; the impact (on corrections) of other
criminal justice subsystems; and a lack of
coordination in the criminal justice system,
poor planning, and sentencing practices.
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To simply demonstrate that difficult prob-
lems are complex is hardly worth the effort.
What is more interesting, and what our ana-
lyses demonstrated, is the nature of the com-
plexity. Although crowding is confirmed as
the most visible and salient of the problems
facing the corrections system, the preponder-
ance of the remaining factors essentially ad-
dress issues which the corrections subsystem
cannot, by itself, resolve.

It seems clear to us that little change is
likely to occur if we continue o view prison
crowding and related correctional problems
as a ‘‘crisis in corrections.”’ It is not; it is a
crisis in the criminal justice system. Because
the most visible, salient, and immediate com-
ponent of the crisis—prison crowding—so
clearly involves corrections and correctional
facilities, corrections often becomes the scape-
goat for the entire system.

Generally speaking, the corrections subsys-
tem has little control over its “inputs” (offend-
ers remanded to the custody of the subsystem)
and in most cases, it has little control over the
“outputs”’ as well (offenders released from
such custody). It has been noted that “the
correctional ...administrator must run a dis-
tinctive type of hotel facility without benefit
of a reservation service. Typically, the jail or
prison administrator has little to say about
who comes to stay or for how long.”!3 A busi-
ness run on such a basis would soon founder
on problems similar to those which our cor-
rections systems are now encountering.

Reports that the criminal justice system
does not appear to function as a true system
are now so commonplace that to repeat that
claim seems trite. Yet many feel that we do not
have a criminal justice “system’’ in the sense
of a cohesive, interactive and interdependent
set of functional entities. Rather, they insist,
we have a disparate set of agencies and peo-
ples which occasionally interact through their
concern with criminal offenders. These sen-
timents appear to us to be true.

Itisalso clear to us that the current crisis in
criminal justice—and its most pressing symp-
tom, prison crowding—is unlikely to be
resolved without the active, aggressive, and
coordinated involvement of the entire system.
This will not happen quickly, nor will it be
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A
achieved easily; but it is a goal toward which
we must work.

This call—for greater coherence and coor-
dination among the various components of
the criminal justice system—is a recurring
theme throughout the justice system litera-
ture. Critics typically cite the fragmented and
conflicting goals and policies of judges, pa-
role boards, prison administrators, police and
others as a major cause of the quagmire in
which criminal justice finds itself today. Des-
pite some dissent,!* most commentators have
advocated greater cooperation between the
components of the criminal justice system as
a crucial element to the resolution of one of
our largest social problems.

One certain prerequisite to a coordinated
effort is a correct understanding of the goals,
attitudes, and opinions of actors in the var-
ious components of the criminal justice sys-
tem, and of the constituency which that sys-
tem is to serve. Only with such understanding
is it possible to assess consensus or contro-
versy regarding critical problems and their
resolution. And only through such under-
standing may groups be targeted for special
attention in order to coordinate them to a
unified approach.

Pluralistic ignorance

Throughout our research, we sought to in-
clude the views of persons who deal with cor-
rections and correctional issues from a wide
variety of criminal justice system perspec-
tives, With a few exceptions, a common find-
ing has been a remarkable concordance of
opinion about what in fact ought to be done
to help alleviate the problem of prison crowd-
ing. The persons we sampled and surveyed
generally agreed that community based alter-
natives to traditional incarceration were
needed, and that these would help to alleviate
prison crowding not only in the short run,
but in the long run as well.

Since, in many respects, the development of
community-based alternatives was a principal

13. Gottfredson and Gottfredson, DECISIONMAKING IN
CRIMINAL JUSTICE: TOWARD THE RATIONAL EXERCISE OF
Discrerion (Cambridge, Ma.: Ballinger, 1980).

14. Wright, The desirability of goal conflict within the
criminal justice system, 9 J. oF CrIM. JusT. 209 (1981).
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thrust of the reform efforts which we initially
set out to study, it may seem surprising that
despite this demonstrable consensus concern-
ing the value of the reform, the state com-
pletely retreated from the reform. To what
might weattribute this remarkable occurrence?
In part, we believe that the answer lies in the
phenomenon of “pluralistic ignorance.”

For a social system to be coordinated, it is
necessary that the principal actors—not un-
like the policymakers we have studied here—
be especially aware of the opinions of groups
which interact with and which compose the
system itself, even if they do not necessarily
agree with those groups. Further, in a repre-
sentative democracy such as ours, many would
argue that the goals and policies of the system
should reflect public sentiment (within the
limits of constitutional imperatives govern-
ing the rights of individuals).

There is a large and controversial literature
on the goals and proper purposes for the sen-
tencing and correctional treatment of crimi-
nal offenders.!® Four traditional goals have
been central to this debate: rehabilitation or
treatment, desert or retributive punishment,
deterrence (general or specific), and incapaci-
tation. Each has a long history in practice, in
moral philosophy, and in legal discussion
and debate. In our study, we provided survey
respondents with the following definitions of
these four traditional goals for correctional
practice:16

e Incapacitation: “Protecting the public
by removing offenders from the community
where they might commit additional crimes.”

¢ Rehabilitation: “Rehabilitating offend-

15. Compare, for example, Hart, PUNISHMENT AND
RESPONSIBILITY: Essays IN THE PHILOsOPHY OF LaAw
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1968); Kleinig,
PUNISHMENT AND DESERT (The Hague: Martinus-Nijhoff,
1973); Morris, THE FuTuRE OF IMPRISONMENT (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1974); Dershowitz, Back-
ground paper, in FAIR AND CERTAIN PUNISHMENT, RE-
PORT OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY FUND TAsk FORCE ON
CriMINAL SENTENCING (New York: McGraw Hill, 1976);
von Hirsch, DoiNG Justice: THE CHOICE OF PUNIsH-
MENTS (New York: Hill-Wang, 1976); Mueller, SENTENC-
ING: PROCEss AND Purposk (Springfield, Illinois: Charles
C. Thomas, 1977); Grossman, ed., NEw DIRECTIONS IN
SENTENCING (Toronto, Canada: Butterworth, 1980).

16. These definitions originally were used in an earlier
study. See Berk and Rossi, PRISON REFORM AND STATE
ELiTEs (Cambridge, Mass.: Ballinger, 1977).
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The reform strategies
which received
the most support
stressed rehabilitation.

ers so that they might pursue non-criminal
lives.”

¢ Punishment: “Administering punish-
ment to offenders as retribution to society for
the crime they have committed.”

e Deterrence: “Deterring crime by showing
potential offenders the serious consequences
for them of committing a criminal offense.”

We conducted our sample survey of the
Maryland general public in December of
1980, a time in which debate over correctional
reform strategies in the state were at a high.
Contrary to general belief, we found the gen-
eral public not to be especially punitive;
rather, they also appeared to stress more util-
itarian goals, such as rehabilitation, deter-
rence, and incapacitation. These attitudes
about the proper intents or goals for correc-
tional systems are reflected in the public’s
views of various proposals for correctional
reform. The reform strategies which received
the most support stressed rehabilitation and
increasing localization of correctional pro-
grams and facilities.

Almost without exception, these attitudes
are echoed by our sample of policymakers. In
no important respect did the attitudes of the
policy sample and the attitudes of the general
publicdiffer. Where correspondence was lack-
ing, the views of the policy sample appeared
to be more liberal and reform-oriented.

Our initial survey of Maryland’s correc-
tional policymakers suggested that the percep-
tions of the public will held by those men and
women were important to the correctional
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There is agreement
that punishment
is the least proper
of the correctional goals.
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reform strategies that would actually be pur-
sued—irrespective of their own personal opin-
ions. This is comforting, for this is what is
required for a representative democracy to
function appropriately. What is not comfort-
ing, however, is the extent to which our sam-
ple of policymakers misperceive the public
will. Although the attitudes of both the pub-
lic and the policy group can be characterized
as rather liberal, non-punitive, utilitarian,
and reform-oriented, the policy sample attrib-
uted almost the reverse to the public. Several
studies concerned with different policy arenas
have observed this same phenomenon,!? and
the only other study concerned with correc-
tional policy that we know about confirms
this finding.'® We therefore feel it is unlikely
that our results are spurious or in error. It
appears, then, that we are observing the phe-
nomenon of “pluralistic ignorance,” a term
used in the sociological literature to describe
situations in which persons underestimate
the extent to which others share the beliefs
and sentiments which they themselves hold.?

Survey data

First, let us examine the question of correspon-
dence between members of the policymaking
sample, the general public, and persons sam-
pled to reflect the opinions of those working
in a wide variety of criminal justice settings.
Figure 1 concerns the extent of agreement
about the priorities assigned the goals of
retributive punishment, incapacitation, reha-
bilitation., and deterrence. As a rough measure
of this agreement, the Spearman rank-order
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correlation coefficient was computed between
the mean ranks given the goals for each
group.?® We used this index to measure two
things: how much agreement exists concern-
ing what the goals of the system should be,
and the congruence between the policymak-
ers’ and the criminal justice system samples’
assessments of what the goals are in fact, and
what the public believes they should be.

As Figure 1 illustrates, there is complete
agreement among these samples that pun-
ishment is the least proper of the correctional
goals studied. Further, the policymakers and
the system-wide sample are in good agree-
ment (rho = .8), both ranking incapacitation
as highest priority, and differing only in a
reversal of the goals of deterrence and rehabil-
itation. Modest but apparent agreement also
exists between the policymakers and the gen-
eral public, and between the system-wide
sample and the general public (rho in both
cases = .32). For the general public, simple
incapacitation ranked third, while both the
policymakers and the system-wide sample
ranked this goal as first.

It may seem surprising that the general pub-
lic did not also rank incapacitation as the first
priority goal. In this light, however, it is also
interesting to note that in a study of 982 actual
sentencing decisions of adult offenders, the
goal of incapacitation was given as the prin-

17. Miller and Stokes, Constituency influence in Con-
gress, 57 Am. PoL. Sci. Rev. 46 (1963); Hedlund and
Friesma, Representative perceptions of constituency
opinion, 34 J. oF PoLrtics 730 (1972); O'Gorman, Plural-
istic ignorance and white estimates of white support for
racial segregation, 39 PusLic OriNioN Q. 313 (1975).

18. Riley and Rose, Public opinion vs. elite opinion
on correctional reform, 8 J. oF CriM. Just. 345 (1980).

19. Merton, Social. THEORY AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE
(New York, N.Y.: Free Press, 1968); O’Gorman, supra n.
17; O’Gorman and Garry, Pluralistic ignorance: a repli-
cation and extension, 40 PusLic OpINION Q. 449 (1976).

20. With only four ranks, one must obtain a value of
rhoequal to 1.00 to achieve raditional levels of statistical
significance. It should be pointed out, however, that the
data discussed here represent mean ranks, and are based
on large numbers of cases. Accordingly, the ranks dis-
cussed may be considered to be quite stable. Where differ-
ences between mean ranks did not exceed at least one
standard error in magnitude, ranks are represented as
tied. Our use of rho is intended simply as an aid (o
interpretation.

21. Gotifredson and Stecher, SENTENCING PoLicy Mob-
ELs (Newark, N.].: School of Criminal Justice, Rutgers
University, 1979).
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Figure 1: Comparison of opinion concerning what the goals of the correctional system
should be with perceptions of what the goals are in fact

Comparison of opinion concerning what the goals should be

7z Public opinion
Priority

High

(1)

") Policymaker opinion
3 Justice system

2

Notes: rho ( 1'2)=.32; rho (1'3)=.32; rho (2'3)=.80

Comparison of policymaker and justice system personnel per-
ceptions of goals in fact with public opinion of what goals
should be

T#7z4 Public opinion a

Priorit i i
High y 3 Poll(_:ymaker opinion ,,
1 Justice system
personnel opinion
(3)
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Notes: rho“'2)=—.27; rho(1_3)=-.27; rho(2'3)=1.00
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cipal aim of the sanction, by the sentencing
judge, in only 4 per cent of the cases.?! It
should also be noted that the general public
did feel that all four possible correctional
goals were proper intents for Maryland’s cor-
rectional system, and that in some cases dif-
ferences were small.

The comparison of policymakers’ and the
criminal justice systems’ perceptions of what
the actual goals of the corrections system are
in fact, with public opinion of what these
goals should be, demonstrates less concor-
dance. The system is perceived as more pun-
ishing and incapacitating, and less deterring
and rehabilitating than the public would
have it. In general, this appears to be because
neither the policymaking sample nor the
system-wide sample is able to distinguish
present correctional system functions beyond
that of simple incapacitation.

We observed that the correctional policy-

makers and those working in criminal justice
system settings generally agree on the broad
outlines of correctional priorities, but with
differing emphases on the priority of rehabil-
itation. Further, both are in general agreement
with the priorities assigned by the public,
although the policymakers attribute very dif-
ferent positions to the general public than
actually held. How do these positions trans-
late into opinions concerning specific pro-
posals for change in correctional policy? To
get an indication of areas of agreement and
significant disagreement on proposals for
change, we divided each group into those
who agreed and those who disagreed with
four proposals for change. Two-by-two con-
tingency tables then were built, contrasting
the policymakers with each of the criminal
justice groups sampled, and the general pub-
lic, on each issue.

Table 1 displays a summary of these com-

Table 1: Opinions and estimated opinions of four proposed change strategies
General Police State

Proposed change Policymakers public officers legislators

strategy N=80 N=601 N=92 N=30

Not bullding any large new faclilities

Actual opinion 41.6% 37.1% 8.7%" " 41.9%
(% good/very good idea)

Opinion as estimated by policymakers — 33.0 3.9 26.1
(% good/very good idea)

Abolishing parole

Actual opinion 231 28.6 57.8*"" 23.3
(% good/very good idea)

Opinion as estimated by policymakers — 62.7*** 68.9 61.5**
(% good/very good idea)

Shifting some of the state

burden to local jurlsdictions

Actual opinion 73.7 67.0 348" 53.3
(% good/very good idea)

Opinion as estimated by policymakers — 33.8*** 36.9 61.4
(% good/very good idea)

Establishing CARCs on

a widespread basls

Actual opinion 93.4 732" 30.8"*" 70.0""
(% good/very good idea)

Opinion as estimated by policymakers —_ 39.4*** 328 61.4

(% good/very good idea)

NOTE: Tests are Chi2 comparisons with the policymaking sample. Samples sizes may vary slightly with the issue
under consideration. Analysis based on First Wave of Three-Wave Survey. Substantive conclusions do not

change if all three waves are considered.
***p<.001
**p<.01
*p<.05
asample not assessed
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parisons. For each proposed change strategy
listed in the table there are two headings:
“Actual opinion,” and “Opinion as estimated
by policymakers.” Consider just the former:
by reading from left to right across columns
of the table, we can see how much agreement
or disagreement there is among the various
samples for each change strategy. Thus (for
example), while 42 per cent of the policymak-
ers thought that “‘not building any large new
facilities”’ would be a good or very good idea,
only 37 per cent of the general public, and
only 8.7 per cent of the police officers also
thought that this strategy was a good/very
good idea. The asterisks indicate compari-
sons which differed statistically. Thus, the
opinions (on the strategy of large-scale con-
struction) of the policymakers and the gen-
eral public are not significantly different,
while those of the policymakers and the
police officers are significantly different.

Extensive misperception

Two things are readily apparent from these
analyses. First, the group with which the pol-
icymakers have the greatest disagreement is
the police: police officers differed dramati-
cally from the policymakers on every single
issue. Disagreement with prosecutors is al-
most as great, with substantial disagreement
on each issue except the proposal to shift
some of the burden of inmates to local juris-
dictions. Second, the issue on which the pol-
icymakers are most out of step with other
system groups is that of Community Adult
Rehabilitation Centers (CARCs), a concept
widely debated at the time. Every group
polled showed less enthusiasm for the CARC
idea than the 93 per cent positive endorse-
ment that the policymakers gave the idea ex-
cept for the public defenders, who also largely
endorsed the idea of establishing CARCson a
widespread basis. The general public also

Parole/

Public Classification probation

Judges Prosecutors defenders officers officers
N=32 N=52 N=22 N=15 N=95

30.3% 12.0% 33.3% 20.0% 30.5%

23.3 —ar —a —a —a
313 58.0**" 0.0" 60.0" 34.0
377 —a —a —a —a
73.3 60.8 68.2 80.0 66.3
746 —a —a —a —a
80.6 54.9*** 90.5 66.7"" 76.6*
94.0 —a —a —a —a
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displayed less enthusiasm for CARCs than
did the policymakers; but the public did en-
dorse the idea by almost a 3 to 1 margin.
Further, it should be noted that only one sys-
tem-sample group, police officers, responded
negatively to the CARC strategy. The major-
ity of persons in each other sampled group
endorsed the idea—just not as strongly as did
the policymakers.

In the interviews with policymakers, we
asked not only their own opinions of these
proposals, but also for perceptions of the
amount of support the ideas would receive
among four groups; the general public, police
officers, state legislators, and judges. By com-
paring the actual and estimated opinions of
these groups, we can get an tdea of how aware
the policymakers were of disagreement or
support for correctional policies among these
groups. Table 1 also lists the results of this
analysis. Here, we are interested in compar-
ing table entries adjacent the heading ““Opin-
ion as estimated by policymakers”” with the
entries directly above them. It appears that
the policymakers were accurate in estimating
the police’s disagreement with their own
opinions concerning proposals for change.
Some policymakers underestimated the sup-
port for CARCs among judges, however, and
quite a number of policymakers incorrectly

thought that most state legislators felt that
abolishing parole was a good idea.

Also important is the extensive mispercep-
tion on the part of the policymakers of the
opinions of the general public which we
mentioned earlier. The general public’s opin-
ions are very similar to those of the policy-
makers, yet the policymakers thought that
they were very different. They did correctly
perceive that a majority of the public did not
agree with the “no building” strategy. On the
other issues they were very inaccurate, and
failed to recognize that the public also dis-
agreed with the idea of abolishing parole,
thought that moving prisoners to local juris-
dictions was a good idea, and widely sup-
ported the idea of CARCs.

These findings have significant implica-
tions. First, within the system the major con-
flict facing the correctional policymakers pit-
ted them against two major groups: the police
and prosecutors. These analyses suggest that
the policymakers were well aware of the con-
flict. It is also apparent, however, that the
policymakers were unaware that they were
more accurate representatives of public opin-
ion, at least on three of the four proposals
studied, than were members of the police or
prosecutor groups. This misperception may
have caused them considerable difficulty in

“The computer recommends you do a little time.”
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trying to form a consensus on correctional
policy in Maryland. This is especially true on
the CARCs issue, where the policymakers
may well have felt besieged. Although no
group endorsed CARCs as strongly as poli-
cymakers, the general public was much closer
to the policymakers’ position than were most
other groups.

In summary

This article has focused attention on critical
impediments to the implementation of cor-
rectional reform efforts undertaken in Mary-
land in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Exam-
ination of the dimensions of the ““correctional
crisis” demonstrated that although crowding
is the most visible and salient of the problems
facing the corrections system, many of the
factors which people féel are causing the cri-
sis are issues the corrections subsystem alone
cannot resolve. Prison crowding is a crisis in
the entire criminal justice system, and the
active, aggressive, and coordinated efforts of
the entire system are needed for its resolution.

Conlflicts over philosophies of and goals
for corrections are often cited as a principal
cause of the lack of coordination commonly
observed in criminal justice systems. In the
course of this study, we observed this to be
partly true, but partly false as well. Conflicts
over goals and philosophies do clearly exist;
and these conflicts are reflected in differing
preferred reform strategies. We also observed,
however, that the reform strategies pursued in
Maryland in the late 1970s—and from which
the system has retreated in the 1980s—had the
support not only of the correctional system’s
policymakers, but of the general public and
of the majority of persons working in the
criminal justice system as well. Failure to
perceive this support was probably responsi-
ble, in part, for the abandonment of the
reform efforts.

It is clear that those concerned with correc-

tional reform must have a more sophisticated,

understanding of the general public than
they appear to have had in Maryland. Con-
trary to popularly accepted opinion, we found
the general public to be very supportive of
precisely the change strategies that the state
was unable to implement. The question of

Maryland’s policymakers
underestimated the
amount of support which
existed for their
reform strategies.

[ ]

“what the public wants us to do” is para-
mount. Without good information, probably
based on a periodic and rather sophisticated
assessment, we are likely to remain in the grip
of “‘pluralistic ignorance.”’ Sample surveys of
the general public are now routinely used in
the conduct of political campaigns, by the
media as well as by social scientists. We see no
reason why corrections administrators and
policymakers should not also benefit from
accurate knowledge of the public will.
Similarly, it is important that correctional
policymakers have a good assessment of the
goals and preferred strategies of others work-
ing in the criminal justice system. Maryland’s
policymakers underestimated the amount of
support which existed for their reform strate-
gies, and they probably found it difficult to
form effective coalitions since that support
was divided among persons occupying a wide
variety of criminal justice system roles. Not
only would the simple strategy of asking
these people what their opinions are serve to
overcome the ‘‘lack of information” problem,
but it would probably also help in the devel-
opment of a system-wide attack on the prob-
lem of prison crowding. O

STEPHEN D. GOTTFREDSON and RALPH B. TAYLOR
are associate professors of criminal justice at Temple
University.
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