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I.

INTRODUCTION
Since the early 197o•s, social scientists have given increasing

attention to the inclusion of sex (a biological fact) and gender (a
social construct) as critical variables in social science research.
Attempts ha.ve been made to counteract a perceived male bias in theory,
method and interpretation by introducing the relevance of the female at
every stage of the research process.

In criminology and/or corrections

research, a number of recent writers have focussed on the inadequacy of
existing theory to explain women•s criminality and women•s experiences in
the criminal justice system.
This paper addresses issues central to research involving women
inmates.

It attempts to answer the question: What factors and

considerations must be taken into account to ensure the proper conduct of
research involving incarcerated women in Canada? The reader is offered a
review of literature which considers female research subjects as unique
to male research subjects.

It should be noted at the outset that much of

this literature is written by feminist scholars.

This is because most

work on this topic has sprung from a concern that women are not equally
or adequately represented in research, and it has been feminist scholars
primarily who have attempted to explicate the issues involved.
It is ·intended that the paper serve as a tool for persons already
familiar with social science methodology, who wish to undertake the study
of female inmate populations.

Rather than provide a step-to-step guide

to research, the paper identifies major problem are-as within this
specific research topic and strategies recommended to overcome them.
The paper is restricted in its mandate to the identification of
methodological issues as revealed in this literature pertaining to women ·
and to women inmates as research subjects.

Therefore, a number of
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related areas of interest are not addressed.

These include: methodological

concerns related to research involving males and male sex-stereotyping; the
historical development of criminological theory related to women; the
evaluation of studies reported in the litera.tu_re; and the indepth analysis
of a number of peripheral methodological concerns such as experimenter
effects.
The paper is organized as follows: Section II(a} presents an
overview of the social science literature in a number of disciplines
where- problems have been identified regarding the exclusion of women from
research, and approaches have been recornnended to "bring them back in ...
Because most of the work in this area has been done outside the realm of
corrections research, one of the tasks of this paper is to bring these
perspectives to bear on the consideration of women inmates as research
subjects. A small body of criminological and criminal justice literature
does exist which addresses some of the concerns.

It is reviewed in

Section II(b}.
Section III relates these problems, considerations and recommended
approaches to specific areas of female offender research which have been
identified in the literature as important next steps in the development
of our knowledge of incarcerated women.

In other words, the discussion

is concerned with how researchers may begin to apply a perspective which
aims to adequately and accurately represent the women being studied.
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II.

ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES ON RESEARCH INVOLVING WOMEN
This section highlights the existing literature on the question of

how women should best be studied.

Because most of the work in this area

has evolved in disciplines other than criminology or corrections, the work
of writers in those disciplines will be dealt with first. This literature
lays the conceptual foundation for the consideration of specialized areas
such as the stuqy of women in correctional settings.
{a)

Cri t1 gue w1 thin the Soc1 a1 Sciences

Through the recent efforts of numerous scholars in the fields of
history, psychology, philosophy and sociology, a critique of conventional
research has developed concerning the applicabilit¥ of traditional theory
and method to the stuqy of women. As will be presented below, these
scholars have recognized that the questions asked in research, the methods
used and the interpretation of results have been largely defined by men
and therefore may be appropriate only to studies of men.

Due to the

overwhelming predominance of men in the social sciences until recently,
it is not surprising that men have defined research theory and practice.
But are these definitions adequate to explain the lives and needs of
women? A recent publication of the Social Science and Humanities
Research Counci-l states:
The monosexual tradition in Western thought leads to
omissions, blind spots and biases which distort reality
and may invalidate a research project and its findings •••
Similiarly., we are now aware that there· is no value-free
science. This realization does not mean that we give up
standards of scientific rigour and of objectivity, but it
does mean that we should question traditional ways of
conducting research .•• Since the social situations of men
and women are different·, it is impossible to generalize
from observations about one sex without testing whether
they apply to both. Awareness of sex as a social variable
th~refore implies a dual perspective in re~earch, ~duality
wh1ch must also be reflected 1n an appropr1ate language.

- 4 -

What does the literature reveal about the extent and implications of
a ''monosexual" perspective i'n research? With regard to theory, Smith
(1976), Keller (1982), Spender (1983 and 1985), Mies (1983), and Roberts
(1982) claim that much influentiai work in social science theory has been
based on a male definition of
female experience.

reali~

that does not necessarily encompass

To illustrate, Smith uses the example of studies

concerned with social stratification. These studies have defined "class"
according to male position and experience only.

"Occupation• in this

context has been considered the single most important determinant of
class in North American society.

However, a woman's class has been

determined not by her occupation, but by her husband's.

Because the

situation of middle-class women can be substantially differentiated from
middle-class men in terms of work, leisure and status, Smith claims that
to speak of a homogeneous "middle-class" is erroneous.
With regard to theoretical framework, Spender (1985) provides the
example of research on the topic of motherhood and states that:
Men may know something of motherhood - after all they
comprise the majority of obstetricians - but they know
only from their specific position as men, and only from
the perspective of spectator. This must provide a
limited view of the event, for the meanings of motherhood
which men have provided are based on the way in which
motherhood relates to them. It would not be at all
surprising if motherhood meant something enti~ly
different to those who were the participants.
The existence of wide gaps in knowledge about women has been
documented by Mies. (1983) a.nd Spender (1982). These authors state that
areas such as women's social history, women's perception of their own
situation, and their resistance movements have remained largely invisible
until recently, because they were areas deemed unimportant and/or
threatening by those in the ma 1e-domi nated a rena of resea·rch.
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Jayaratne (1983) and Jacobson (1979) argue that if

theo~

is

essentially an explanation of the relationships and underlying principles
that appear to characterize a certain phenomenon, then social scientific
theory that includes only male definitions, male experience and male
priorities does not sufficiently address questions of explanation of the
human community.

There are many significant ways in which women's and

men's 1i ves differ, as pointed out by Jacobson ( 1979).

She arg.ues that

due to living in a patriarchal society, women do not experience the world
in the same way as

m~n;

women have different upbring.ings, roles,

perspectives, and therefore, a different "reality".
It should not be necessary to repeat here what has been well and
thoroughly documented over the past decade and more; that is, that the
social and economic power imbalance between the sexes has implications
for virtually

eve~

aspect of women's (and men's>" existence.

In our

society, however, male power traditionally has not been perceived as a
problem, and thus has not been the subject of much study until recently.
Concerns about method in social science research have been raised by
Walker (1981), Roberts (1982), Malmo (1984), Ng (1982) and Oakley (1982),
among others.

A recurring point in this literature is that testing

instruments have been designed largely for men and used with predominantly
male samples.

~s

a result, female activity often has been disregarded or

devalued when it did not fit the male norm.

For example, Malmo (1984)

reveals how tests. of achievement motivation frequenty U·Sed· test· questians
related to military experiences and relied on cue cards with all-male
illustrations.

Although men were much more

lik~ly

to identify with these

questions than were women, experimenters concluded that there was some
fault with women's achievement motivation, but not with the tests
themselves.
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Gilligan (1982) discusses how Kohlberg's theory of moral development
in humans was reached with tests using only male subjects and with
criteria defined by men.

Kohlberg nevertheless generalized his results

to include females and made the observation that adult fenrales must be
less developed morally than males.
One implication of this type of research is that it has aided in the
reinforcement of negative sex-role stereotyping of women, a point on
which Malmo (1984) elaborates.

She also describes how vocational testing

has restricted discussions with female clients to traditional female
occupations.

For instance, if women or girls showed an interest in math,

they would be directed to teach it to children, rather than become
mathematicans or engineers themselves.

Females achieved results which

reinforced the sex-role bias built into the test.
A stu~ by Braverman et al. (1970) demonstrated that psychotherapists
have applied a double standard of mental health to women and men.

In

their experiment, clinicians equated mentally healthy men to mentally
healthy adults by attributing higher values to masculine traits. Mentally
healthy women were not those who fit the description of mentally healthy
adults; rather, they were those who behaved in sex-stereot,ypic ways, such
as acting passively and according to domestic role prescriptions.

However

these behaviours were not considered healthy adult behaviours by the
psychotherapists.
Although Bro_vennan' s research was undertaken ove.r a decade ago,
Schur (1984) states that it is still not unconmon for psychiatrists to
11

advise adjustment to approved roles, to emphasize marriage and motherhood
as paths to fulfillment, and to ' interpret' more than to accept a woman's
stated priorities and feelings". 3
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Another concern has been raised by Morgan (1981), Malmo (1984) and
Oakley (1982) who argue that the empirical scientific approach parallels
the masculine stereotype by its valuation of "objectivity" and
"neutrality•, over a recognition of the personal and political components
of the research process.

Malmo suggests that to understand fully human

complexity and experience, researchers must not be limited by the
restrictions imposed. by empiricism, but must allow for the study of the
meaning of behavior to individuals, and the relevance of the wider social
context of experience.

A vastly different range of _quest tons. af

investigation are therefore entailed.
The debate over the usefulness of quantitative vs qualitative
methods in social science research is not new, yet it appears to have
been re-fueled by writers concerned with a more accurate reflection of
women's experience in research.

While some authors postulate a rejection

of quantitative methodologies when researching women (Oakley, 1982;
Jacobson, 1979; and Smith, D., 1974), Jayaratne {1983) advocates caution
in condemning quantitative research altogether:
It is critically important to realize that to conduct
'objective• quantitative research, one does not have to
be detached and unconcerned about the topic.~aving a
strong opinion about the subject of research does not
necessarily mean tha·t research decisions will be any more
biased -than if those decisions were not held. The use
of good research methodology helps to assure against
this accusation. None of us can possibly be completely
objective toward our research. Therefore our methods
must be as objective as possible. This is why there are
clear guidelines, code.s o.f ethics, and standa.rcts for
doing quantitative research. Whatever our position, we
should always make clear in our reports and publications
our opinions about the subject of our research so that
others will know with what in!tial orientation we began
and carried out our research.
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Many researchers today acknowledge that value-free objective science
is not possible.

But it is important to distinguish between objectivity

in the research process and

objectivi~

as part of the analysis of data.

A number of authors document that observers have imposed ·sexist
attitudes, beliefs and values about women when interpreting data (Lofland,
1975; Lips & Colwill, 1978; Eichler 1984).
Finally, Walker's (1981) review of psychological studies leads her
to conclude that there are large bodies of research purporting to be of
general psychological significance but which have only been validated for
males. She adds that while these results are claimed to be 'universal',
studies which employ a female-only sample are rarely presumed to
generalize to men.

Similar arguments have been made with respect to

sociological inquiry (Smith, D., 1974) and historical research (Smith,
H.,

1976).
Eichler (1984) sums up the major problems of sex or gender bias

which need to be overcome in current research practice.

One is the use

of sexist language and concepts that tend to make women invisible, such
as using "he" when it means he and she".
0

Confusion also arises when

"he" does mean only "hea but the reader is given no such clarification.
Another example of the sexist use of concepts in research is found in the
conventional definition and usage of "work" which excludes unpaid work
done in the home by women.

Another major problem, according to Eichler,

is the assumption of an androcentri c pers.pecti ve in resea.rch, by whi,ch
women are either ignored or seen as an exception to the norm.

Thirdly,

the use of a sexist methodology whereby research instruments are created
with

referenc~

to one sex but claim validity for both must be avoided.

The interpretation of results whi.ch arbitrarily assigns roles or

•
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characteristics to people on the basis of their biological sex is the
final area of concern mentioned by Eichler.

Any one of these practices

can render research biased and distorted.
But is the inclusion of women and the removal of sex bias simply a
question of good vs bad research? Duelli Klein (1983) suggests that it
is not just a matter of plugging women into the existing paradigm.
If we substitute male research objects with female
research objects Wilhave changed the 'object' of the
research but not necessarily the philosophy of the
researcher who might still believe in her position as
the distant 'expert' ••• 5
She maintains that this practice results in women continuing to be
evaluated against a male norm, by which researchers assume that our
social environment and the research process itself is always a
comparable experience for women and men.

Keller (1982) adds that

researchers must be aware of what is an "objectivist illusion" in
scientific method; for example, be conscious of why certain theoretical
interpretations have been selected against in a given stuqy.
The claim that an emphasis on women's. perspectives in research would
amount to reverse sexism has been addressed by Spender (1985).

She

states: "The· choice of what to believe or not to believe is not between
'biased' and . 'objective' research: the issue is which set of biases takes
more of the evidence into account". 6 Further, women have a right to
have their values and perspectives included in the construction of
knowledge and as Gow (1985) points out,. there i. s a need to. correct

th~

imbalance of male-dominated research by emphasizing women's concerns.
Since the social universe revolves around women and men, it is
argued that scientists wishing to understand our world must allocate
equal importance to the stuqy of the experiences of each sex.

Advance~
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have been made in this regard, as evidenced by the increased number of
articles about women in major social science journals during the last
decade.

Of particular relevance to this paper is the sizeable boqy of

1iterature that has developed around the questions of why and how to
study women.

Evidence is available to support the claim that a monosexual

tradition has prevailed in research, and that it has had serious
implications for our knowledge about women.
It is also apparent that attempts are being made to develop
methodologies which are more responsive to women as subjects.

These

methodologies include a different set of assumptions and values about
women and a frame of reference which encompasses women's priorities and
definitions. They take into account how women's lives are defined by such
factors as cultural role prescriptions and socio-economic position.

In

order to conduct useful research on the female offender, it will be
important to acknowledge and incorporate these ideas.

In the next part,

corrections and criminal justice literature is reviewed as it pertains to
these considerations.
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(b) Corrections and Criminal Justice Literature
To what extent are the above issues identified in corrections and
criminal justice literature? Should we apply an alternative perspective
to research involving women i 1111ates? Are there other concerns related
specifically to this subject group? These are the questions addressed in
the following review of the literature.
Criminology theory, as it has been constructed since the days of
Beccaria and as it is represented in standard criminology texts, is
largely the theory of male criminality

{Vold ~ s

Theoretical Criminology

{1979) and Sutherland & Cressey's Criminology {1978) being but two of
many examples available).
Relatively scant attention in criminology has been paid to female
offenders yet even that .has been criticized for the sexist assumptions
underlying most of the theory {see Klein, 1973; Smart, 1976; and Gavigan,
1983).

It has been primarily within the last dozen years that mainstream

criminologists and sociologists have introduced sex and gender as critical
variables in this field of study.

According to Harris (1977), "that the

sex variable in some form has not provided the starting point of all
theories of criminal deviance has been the major failure of deviance
theorizing -in this century.• 7
Hagan {1985) and Hagan, Simpson and Gillis {1979) exemplify
contemporary attempts to include gender as a fundamental variable in
criminological theory construction.
Leonard (1982) demonstrates that the most influential theories of
criminology are not the general explanations of human behavior they claim
to be, but are attempts to understand male behaviour which fail to account
for

female crime.

To cite a few example of her analysis, the theory of
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differential association is seen to provide a general framework to
understand the non-criminalit,y of women, but it does not explain why
women have different associations than men. Anomie theory is viewed as
applicable only to men and mainly to the goal of financial success
because the "common" symbols and cultural goals of success are common
primarily to men and are not necessarily shared by women.

Leonard also

finds that subcultural theories ignore the diversit,y of male and female
experience when persons are living under apparently similar conditions.
It is beyond the scope of this paper to critically analyze the new
theoretical literature regarding women•s criminality.

Therefore, readers

wishing further elaboration are directed to the above-noted works.
Although the literature reveals that important developments have been
taking place, it is evident that in the field of criminal justice as in
the other disciplines discussed earlier, research has been based on a
theoretical framework that views male expeTience as the norm (Wilson and
Rigsby, 1975; Smart, 1976). Schur•s (1984) review of deviancy theory
acknowledges that progress has been made but advises that it would be a
11

mistake to assume that these general developments alreaqy have eliminated
the problem of sex bias in the sociology of deviance ... a
The direct influence of theory on criminal justice and correctional
practices is well-documented (see Ekstedt and Griffiths, 1984; Canada
~1inistry

of Justice, 1982; Vold, 1979).

of a criminal justice

sy~tem

What happens when the development

for men and women relies in part on theory

which may be relevant only to men·? According to Schur (1984), the fact
that most devi ance-classifi ers, -processors and -definers .. have been men
11

is relevant to understanding the types and rates of recorded females
deviance.

He presents examples of how women are classified as mentally
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ill and how the criminal justice system shapes women's crime rates,
according to predominantly male values and control mechanisms.
Baker (1984) and Berzins and Cooper (1982) describe numerous
consequenc~s

of a male-oriented corrections system for incarcerated women.

For instance, categories of security classification and criteria for
parole eligibility are based largely on scales of male aggressive
behavior and on conduct expected of men.

Child care is another example.

Because child care is not a priority to male prisoners, Baker (1984)
suggests, policies concerning children and their incarcerated mothers
have been neglected.
It is evident to anyone researching studies of offenders and inmates
that the majority to date have focussed on males and used male-only
samples.

The tests used and the programs reported have rarely been

validated for women (Wilson and Rigsby, 1975; Ross and Fabiano, 1985).
There are however some studies which report significant differences
between female and male inmates, and which point to the need to develop
tests and measures specifically for women.
Kruttschnitt (1981) for example, found that the normative system and
inmate code that appears to guide male inmates' behavioral repertoire is
not apparent among female inmates.
in the literature include:

A variety of other differences found

that violence and aggression are less common

in women's prisons than in men's; that women offenders tend to pose a
1esser threat to the c011111uni ty than men do; that women pri sone.r.s. tend to.
have greater child and family responsibilities than their male
counterparts; that the female offender population has a higher proportion
of inmates suffering from drug and/or alcohol dependencies; that the
smaller female inmate popu·lation is more heterogeneous in tenns of
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offence, length of sentence, age, religion, cultural background, and
educational level; and that women offenders suffer more than men from a
lack of financial and social supports in the communit¥.

(See Shover,

1979; Berzins and Cooper, 1982; and Ross and Fabiano, 1985).
These distinctions are significant because they point to the
potential unreliability of tests used in male correctional settings for
women inmates.

They also suggest that studies involving male

should not be generalized to include women.
c~rrectional

inmate~

Yet in Canada most

policy for women is based on what has been developed through

theory, research and experience with men. (Ekstedt & Griffiths, 1984;
"Baker, 1984}.

According to Berzins and Cooper (1982}, "not only is the

size of the female offender population not amenable to management
categories and economies of scale, but her offense pattern, the behaviour
that can be expected of her in institutions and, most fundamentally, her
social-emotional-economic identit¥ and role vary considerably from that
of the male offender" 9
Ross and Fabiano (1985) have identified a concern with respect to
the presentation of research findings. This concern focuses on the failure
to differentiate between female and male subjects when reporting
results.

Following Spender•s (1985) argument indicated earlier, such

reporting practices would reinforce the tendency to treat all inmates
alike, but would also render women inmates "invisible" by not mentioning
them.
By way of an example, a recent conclusion of Zamble, Porporino and
Kalotay (1984) could be substantially altered by the study of a female
inmate population.

The theoretical framework used for their analysis of

coping behaviour in prison inmates relied on earlier research with male
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inmate samples.

Their own sample as well was restricted to males.

Female inmate social structure and subcultural differences, institutional
size, levels of ·security, degree of contact with the outside world, and
distance from home are all factors which could affect the ability to cope
fn prison, a point with which the authors would doubtless agree.

However

the authors do not differentiate between male and female inmates in
stating:
The present results should help to resolve the mass of
conflicting claims about the emotional effects of
imprisonment. It has often been stated that disastrous
and perhaps permanent emotional effects develop over
time in prison, but this is clearly incorrect, at least
for the average inmate.lO
The point is not whether this will be proven to be true or false for
women; it is that persons reading the report may not be aware that
"irrnate" in this case refers to "male irrnate" only.

The same may be said

regarding numerous other recent reports, on topics such as "the mentally
disordered inmate" and "offender attitude and behaviour change". This
issue is of vital concern if policy-makers rely on research results to
develop programs which are then applied to both female and male inmates.
Using language in a

w~

which excludes one sex is not a benign

pursuit, as recent writers have documented (Spender (1985), Miller and
Swift (1980)) • . These authors posit that language shapes our ideas and
programs our mental activiey.

Spender (1985) states:

11

'Man' (and 'he')

is in constant use as a term which supposedly includes females, and one
of the outcomes of this practice has been to plant 'man• uppermost in our
minds.

There is quite a lot of evidence which suggests that people think

'male' [rather than

femal~

when they use the tenn 'man' ..

11
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The Correctional Service of Canada fully recognizes this form of
discrimination against women in their publication On Equal Terms: How to
Eliminate Sexism in Communications (1985), which provides a variety of
practical suggestions to overcome the problem in verbal and written
ccmnunication.
Conclusion
The corrections and criminal justice literature· reviewed in this part
serves to reinforce the central issues that have been raised regarding
research in other social science disciplines.

There are problems of

convergence between conventional theory, method and analysis for male
offenders, and those relevant to their female counterparts.

A number of

writers have also outlined the consequences for women in the criminal
justice system resulting from this emphasis on the male offender.

It

should be noted that in criminology, as in other disciplines, the study
of women has been cultivated primarily in the last decade.

While the

scope of this paper does not permit an analysis of these studies, what is
available suggests that much is still to be learned about the causes of
female criminality, the effectiveness of policies and programs for female
offenders, and the development of methodologies to assist in gaining that
knowledge.

Readers are referred to Ross and Fabiano, (1985) for a

comprehensive assessment of the recent program effectiveness literature.
The major problems in female offender research can be summarized as
follows: a 1ack of well-developed theory; a need to re-conceptual i ze
research priorities in terms of importance or relevance to women's lives;
the absence of a range of tests and measures created -specifically for
women; the pervasiveness of sex-role stereotyping; and the ongoing
comparison of women offenders to a male standard.
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In the next section of this paper, attention will be turned to
research topics involving women inmates specifically, in order to
highlight where these problems may surface and how they may be resolved.
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III. APPLYING AN ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVE TO

SPECIFIC AREAS OF FEMALE OFFENDER RESEARCH
This section will illustrate how recommended approaches to the

stuqy of women may be applied to research involving female inmates.
Again, the paper- is re·stricted to only introducing these ideas and is not
intended to provide a blueprint for a research project.

It should be

noted at the outset that the state of the art is such that researchers are
exploring and developing alternatives only now through trial and error.
Although it is not possible to mention here all the topics in female
offender research trrat would be worthwhile to pursue, the literature
suggests that there are two key areas of research required to advance
significantly our knowledge about convicted and incarcerated women in
Canada.

These are:

1)

an indepth survey of female offender/inmate

population characteristics and 2) the evaluation of programs for this
client group.

(Ross and Fabiano, 1985; Adelberg and Laprairie, 1985; and

the Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies, 1985).

Ross and

Fabiano advise:
Rather than basing program development for women on what
is "in vogue .. , or what is available for men ••• policy
formation and program development should be based on an
objective and realistic assessment of the characteristics,
needs and circumstances of the offender. This has seldom
been done. There is considerable agreement on the most
common characteristics of female offenders ••. [but)
program planners must base their work on assessment of
local populations.l2
This conclusion arose from their extensive review of the published
literature- ·on correctional services and programs for female offenders in
community and institutional settings.

Without denying provincial data

requirements, it may be said that the need for this type · of survey is ·
particularly relevant to the federal female offender population. The
recent enactment of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, brings pressure
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to bear on the government to develop and implement a realistic
.
t es. l3 As d1scussed
.
c1ass1'f'1cat'1on. sc heme f or women 1nma
earlier in

this paper, criteria are needed to classify and house women according to
their security and progranni ng requirements.

With an adequate

information base established by the kind of survey just indicated, such
classification criteria could begin to be developed.

The survey results

could also provide the basis for future studies in critical areas such as
the implications of the growing population of long-term women inmates,
and the impact of 1i fe sentences on women.
Rarely have existing programs for female offenders been subject to
well designed evaluations (Ross and Fabiano, 1985).

Neither have new or

proposed programs been scrutinized or subjected to trial with small
female groups.

These kinds of studies cauld provide essential data for

government resource and policy planning, as well as assistance to
non-governmental organizations working with women offenders,
~·c..~
organizationsAdO
not possess the resources to develop evaluative research

tools relevant to their programs (Adelberg and Laprairie, 1985).
With these considerations in mind, the two areas of survey and
evaluation were selected for discussion in this section.

Attention will

be paid fir-st to the survey.
(a}

SUrvey Research
The kind of survey suggested above would be largely descriptive in

nature, t. e. it would not involve hypothests-testi ng or ot·her forms of
causal explanation.

Social science literature provides extensive

guidelines and instruction in the use of survey techniques to assist a
researcher in avoiding common pitfalls and inaccurate results (see for
example Warwick and Lininger, 1975; Hyman, 1955).

For each stage of a
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survey - the planning and elaboration of the research design, sampling
procedures, questionnaire design, field work, editing and coding, analysis
and reporting - there are directions to be followed in the pursuit of
scientific research.

The

following discussion focusses on what must be taken into account over and
above these standard directives.
The basic information that needs to be gathered in a comprehensive
survey of women inmates extends beyond demographic, offence and sentence
In order to provide an information base that can serve as a

data.

foundation for effective policy and program initiatives and for research
in more focussed areas, the questions must relate to the interviewee as
an individual woman first, and an inmate second.

This approach has been

recommended by Chapman (1980), Berzins and Cooper (1982) and Smart
(1976).

Therefore, the inquiry would include such matters as

gynecological

histo~;

past physical and sexual victimization;

responsibilities for children; parenting needs; treatment history in
areas such as addictions, eating disorders, depression and
self-mutilation; previous employment training, patterns and future plans,
economic position and income needs; and cultural or ethnic factors
relevant to a wanan' s and future circumstances.
To undertake this type of research, a non-experimental design would
be employed using survey methods such as questionnaires and interviews to
collect the appropriate data.

The 1i terature reviewed in the pre.v i ous·

section suggests that at the initial stages of the research and
questionnaire design, the involvement of inmate groups and organizations
which work with female inmates is essential in order to identify the most
important questions to be asked.

As well, the utility of results would

- 21 -

be enhanced by the joint efforts of policy planners and researchers at
the initial stages to identify their informational requirements.
In the development and pre-testing of the questionnaire the
heterogen.ei ty of the population ll'l.lst be addressed. Pre-tests would help
ensure that the instrument is responsive to different languages, cultural
interpretations, levels of literacy, levels of mental capacity, and the
sensitive nature of some of the questions that need to be asked of women.
Given the small size of the federal female offender population, the
entire population could be surveyed, provtded that the cooperation of the
institutions and the inmates was secured.

With larger populations

such as provincial inmates or women offenders living in the
community, accurate sampling procedures would be an essential research
component.
There are many guide books for the formulation of open-ended or
closed questions (see for example Payne, 1951; and Oppenheim, 1966).
Closed questions are often preferred in social science because they lend
themselves to empirical coding and analysis, as well as to increased
validity and reliability.

Since this type of stuqy represents an early

step in developing a research tool for use with female offenders,
open-ended -questions may be more appropriate. The open-ended questions
would yield a range of responses that could then be used as categories in
future closed questionnaires.
A

number of special c.oncerns have been raised in. the Htera.ture

about women and the interview process.
this paper include

~~

.

that~quest1ons

Those indicated in Section II(a) of
~

of investigation andAlanguage used in

research instruments may not describe women's experience.

The sex of the

researcher is another crucial aspect of research that can significantly
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affect results.

Malmo (1984) describes how in many situations, women

have withheld personal information from male researchers.

Reasons for

this have included discomfort speaking with a male about intimate topics,
questioning a man's motivations for asking. fear of being judged by a
male, and reticence to talk because of previous negative experiences
with men.

Similarly, Qakley (1982) observes that the detachment and

objectivity of a traditional interview technique can thwart efforts to
discover the desired information, particularly with women.

A

hierarchical relationship between researcher and subject can be viewed as
exploitative and Lrntrostworthy, and therefore counter-productive.
TI1us the literature suggests that those conducting a survey of
female inmates involve women and women inmates in not only the selection
of topics to be included in the inquiry, but in the choice of language
and concepts used in the questions themselves.

Further, caution is

advised in using male investigators or investigators of either sex who
are non-empathic and/or rigid in their approach to the hierarchical
subject-interviewer relationship.
The American Bar Association (1976) has suggested that in conducting
a survey of this nature, two things should be kept in mind:

1)

the

statistics being gathered represent information about people and the
individuality of those people should
ultimate objective is program action.

alw~s

be considered; and 2) the

Some examples exist of

questionnaires that have been employed in the Unite.d States. to. establis,h
the kind of female offender data base discussed here (Glick & Neto, 1977;
Goetting & Howsen, 1983; Adler, 1977) and these should be examined for
their appropriateness to canadian settings.
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The resulting information base must be updated at regular intervals
in order to include new inmates and thus continue to portray accurately
the female offender population.

In this way, a changing profile of the

population can monitored, programs re-assessed accordingly, and research
efforts enhanced.

Finally, results of the

stu~

should be made readily

available to the subject participants, not just policy-makers and
researchers.
(b)

Evaluation Research
With regard to evaluative research on any subject, the researcher

must be aware of the many pitfalls common to poorly planned evaluations.
For instance, the anticipated effects of programs are often evaluated
prematurely; or, the magnitude of the expected change is frequently not
specified by the program administrators. Sometimes evaluations are relied
on to provide "cause-and-effect•• answers, when their ability is limited
to identifying strengths and weaknesses of given programs.

There are

of

myriad ways in which the validity and generalizabilityAthese quasiexperimental studies may be undermined. Similar to other forms of
research, a large boqy of literature exists to guide the researcher in
conducting evaluative research of scientific merit (see for example
Blalock & Blalock, 1982; Weiss, 1972).

One critical factor is that

program goals and treatments should be clearly defined, especially with
regard to the strength of
expected.

trea~nts

proposed and the degree of effects

The representativeness of the target groups and comparison

groups must be accurately determined.

Also, the most comprehensive

evaluations are said to include the stuqy of both the program
implementation process and the program impact, not just one or the other.
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The kinds of evaluations required most urgently in the area of
women and corrections are said to be those pertaining to the impact of
existing programs (Ross &Fabiano, 1985; Adelberg & Laprairie, 1985).
For instance, there is a need to detenni ne the effectiveness of current
vocational training programs at the Prison for Women.

Another form of

evaluative research could address itself to the testing of new
correctional interventions with women, such as the social learning model
advocated by Ross and Fabiano (1985).

A prerequisite to these evaluation

projects would be the survey results mentioned above, which would assist
in defining the parameters of the evaluation.
According to the literature reviewed in this paper, the theoretical
framework must be based on methodologically adequate studies involving
female offenders.

Similarly, the criteria of program success or

effectiveness must be based on women's social situations and life
circumstances.
In correctional evaluations, many studies have focussed on
recidivism as the dependent variable.

The measurement of recidivism, not

to mention definition of the concept, has been problematic to say the
least (Ekstedt & Griffiths, 1984; Rahim, 1984). Again, research and
predictive models largely pertain to male offenders.

Rasche (1975)

advises that factors associated with recidivism among men have never been
validated for women. It has been pointed out by Ross & Fabiano (1985)
that program outcome is more difficult to measure for female offenders
than it is for male offenders, due to such factors as the standard (male)
criteria of success when applied to women's lives. They also report that
many studies of the effectiveness of programs for female offenders do not
include a comparison group, so that it is difficult to know whether a
program's results are better than no intervention at all.

- 25 -

The concepts that are used in the research instruments should be
screened for sexist meanings or connotations.

For instance, those that

devalue characteristics associated with the female sex or activities
traditionally performed by girls/women; or those that provide differential
judgements about similar behaviour in both sexes would be appropriate. As
the literature has revealed, assumptions about stereotypic sex roles
should be avoided because of the limitations such conceptualizations place
on the possible questions to be asked and the range of responses allowed.
The questions should be made subject to review by experts or persons
familiar with these problems in written and verbal communication.
The use of testing instruments suggests further considerations
specific to a female population.

As discussed earlier in this paper, the

common tests and scales used in corrections research have been developed
for male inmates.

Beere (1979) advises that when an instrument is used

with persons who differ in some significant way from the group on which
reliability was calculated, the instrument's reliability must be
reassessed.

Also, many instruments developed some time ago may not

measure today what they initially intended.
The work of Zamble et al (1984) may be used to illustrate some of
these points •. In a number of their questionnaires, the items relate
strictly to the male experience and would have to be re-conceptualized
for women.

For instance, a Life Events Scale rates reactions to such

events as "wife/girlfriend's pregnancy", "change in wife's work outside
the home", "getting back together with wanan friend".

A Locus of Control

questionnaire includes only the male pronoun in statements such as
"unfortunately", a person's work often passes unrecognized no matter how
hard he tries". Similarly, the Prison Attitudes Scale asks for responses
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to The law does not benefit the conrnon man and Most men are brave .. ,
11

etc.

11

11

These instruments, although appropriately used in the

aforementioned stuqy of male inmates, do not recognize and/or address
women•s lives. The

if'\~f'l't

is not to criticize the work of Zamble et al,

but to illustrate the type of instrument being referred to in this
discussion and the kinds of changes required in instrument wording.
New tests would have to be developed and their validity firmly
established for women before being used in a research project.

Beere•s

(1979) text is a compilation of instruments that have been developed for
women specifically. Although not necessarily relevant to female inmates,
it provides examples of alternative questionnaire conceptualizations. The
literature reveals that not many tests have been developed specifically
for female offenders.

Widom•s (1979) stuqy provides a rare example of

such an attempt.
Unlike a controlled experiment, subjects to be studied in an
evaluation are not assigned to groups by random selection.

The study

design requires that both the treatment group and the comparison group be
selected according to comparable characteristics and experiences in the
correctional system.

Female offender population samples should be large

enough to allow conclusions to be confidently drawn about a given
program, a practice which has been rare in corrections research on women,
according to Ross & Fabiano (1985).

(c)

Research in Correctional Setting
Because the research subjects in question are correctional inmates,

another set of considerations face the researcher.

These are mentioned

here briefly in order to highlight some of the most conmon obstacles to
be overcome.14
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Pre-planning and consultation with institutional personnel is an
obvious necessity.

Experience suggests that future research preparations

specifically include confirmed arrangements with security personnel at
the institution(s) in question. Delays have been reported due to confusion

over the. interviewer' s

securi~

clearance, restrictions on inmate

movement, access to files and lack of interview rooms. Some of these
delays could be avoided in future by detailed planning, and perhaps some
should be built into the researcher's schedule, due to the constraints of
the setting. It should also be established with institutional authorities
that inmates will not suffer any negative consequences as a result of
participation in the research, such as loss of pay due to work absence.
Establishing the cooperation of the women subjects at an early
stage of the

stu~

is also essential.

Openness and clarity regarding the

research goals, as well as respect for the needs of the institution and
those incarcerated, are some principles to be followed.

If the project

is seen as non-exploitative, the rate of subject losses may be reduced
(Oakley, 1982). This fs particularly relevant in correctional settings
where inmates have shown reluctance to participate due to a lack of trust
in the research and/or an unwillingness to subject themselves to yet
another correctional study.
Because of the variety of interpretations and biases that may enter
the process of questionnaire administration, it has been found problematic
to employ a number of re.searchers_ across the country. The practical
concerns of time and resources usually precludes one individual from
conducting all the interviews, however the small size of the federal
female offender population lends itself to employing a very small team of
researchers/interviewers who could work closely together.
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These administrative points, although not developed here, are
included only to flag another set of considerations that researchers must
take into account if their project involves female inmates.

s.... ry
Using survey and evaluation as examples of research in corrections,
and drawing from the literature reviewed in Section II, this section has
suggested how steps may be taken wtri ch win advance the accurate portrayal
of women inmates in research.
These steps include ensuring that:
- the theoretical framework is based on studies of women, and on
women•s experiences, needs and priorities;
- the language and concepts used are non-sexist and reflective of
the social, economic and political context of women•s lives;
- in the case of evaluations, the criteria for success and program
effectiveness are conceptualized and defined for the women
subjects;
- the tests and measures are designed and validated for women and/or
for women inmates;
- samples are representative of the heterogeneous female offender
population;
- interviews are non-exploitative and non-heirarchical;
- the analysis avoids judgements based on stereotypes and
assumptions about female behaviours and attitudes;
- support is secured for the project on the part of the women
subjects and of the institution or organization where the work
will be situated; and
- reports are very clear about who. was studied, why, and, the 1im-i ts
of the study•s generalizability.
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IV.

CONCLUSION
This report has provided an overview of the many issues which need to

be addressed in the development of research involving female correctional
i 1'111ates.
Not only are there large gaps in our knowledge about incarcerated
women in Canada, but the tools recommended for use in filling those gaps
are only beginning to be created.

The literature reviewed in this paper

suggests strongly that we will remain ignorant of female criminogensis and
ineffective in our interYentions with women offenders if theory and practice
continue to be based on what has been designed for men.
In developing a frame of reference for research involving women, there .
is a need for purely exploratory work which will result in the formulation
of new concepts and ways to express women'.s experiences.

It is therefore

of utmost importance for researchers to share their ideas, trials, errors
and results and to be encouraged in those endeavours. The ultimate outcome
will be a sound basis for further research, policy, and planning which will
better equip the corrections system to fulfill its mandate vis

a vis

women.
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General} is currently producing a number of working papers on the
subject of~plications of the Charter for the Correctional Service
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which are as yet unpublished.

Op. Cit., p. 151.

14. The suggestions in this part are derived from a researcher's
observations and recommendations made after participating in a major
survey of (male} inmate needs and concerns in Canada. These were
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of the Ontario Region•, unpublished, 1984.
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