DoeJPSY275 - Interview
I






Interview Paper
09/19/05
John Doe














The Interviewee

     The interview with a professional was conducted with Inspector Jim Desmond of the Michigan Department of Correction (MDOC).  Inspector Desmond is currently assigned to the Florence Crane Correctional Facility, located in the Coldwater, Michigan.  He has worked for the MDOC for approximately 15 years.  Although starting his career with the MDOC as a corrections officer, he has spent the last 8 years as an inspector.  I believe it is also worth noting that prior to his employment with MDOC, Jim reports having been employed by the City of Coldwater as a police officer.
     Within his current job description, Inspector Desmond is charged with the investigation of crimes which occur within the prison walls.  Although classified as a medium security prison, he reports that his job often requires the investigation of crimes involving an element of violence.  This allowed a nice segue for the questioning of Inspector Desmond’s opinion concerning the nature of violent behavior.

Theoretical Approach to Violent Behavior

     His current theory concerning the nature of violent behavior could best be described as eclectic.  Initially, Mr. Desmond identified a belief in a criminal personality.  When asked how he believed this criminal personality developed, he responded that he believed for some, it was inborn.  Supported primarily by anecdotal evidence, he described individuals encountered through both his corrections and police history who were recurrent violent offenders.  Because of his over 30 years of experience within the same locality, he reported having been able to witness the evolution of troubled children into delinquent adolescents, who in turn became adult criminals.  This observation was coupled with the additional observation that many of these individuals also came from what appeared to be good families.  He appeared to add this information in an attempt to discount any possible implications to a social learning type approach.
     However, when informed (probably not for the first time) that one of the criticisms of the penal system was that it often teaches the incarcerated (through social pressure) to continue in criminal behavior or even to be better criminals, Inspector Desmond concurred.  He described the growing population of gangs and the growing prevalence of gang activity within the prison system as being substantial.  When asked about the importance of similar types of peer influence on behaviors prior to incarceration, the inspector agreed that such do exist although did not expand on this area.  
     He did however identify a final factor which he suspected as having a prominent influence on violent behaviors.  This factor was the culture in which they occur.  This was evidenced in his reporting of trends noticed by corrections concerning certain crimes occurring with greater likelihood in certain regions or by certain cultural backgrounds.  Similar to the course text, he described more domestic violence perpetrators coming from cultures in which there is either a greater belief in the dominance of men (i.e. Hispanics) or those that are economically deprived (i.e. southern states).

Theoretical Approach to Rehabilitation

     Due to his current position within the MDOC, I decided to explore the inspector’s view on rehabilitation.  I was surprised by his stance.  He stated that the trends within corrections have changed over time.  Although the initial purpose of imprisonment was to prevent criminals from committing further crimes through punishment, he reports it then shifted to one of rehabilitation.  Presently, however, Inspector Desmond reports the primary role of corrections to be one of protecting the public.  From his statements, I began to get the impression that although different rehabilitative type programs are available (i.e. individual and group therapy, work programs, GED completion) that these are not the primary focus or concern of the department of corrections.   In fact, he went as far as to state that in his belief they had only limited effectiveness.  This was supported by his observation that the recidivism rate remains high, even for those inmates who take advantage of such programs.

 Interview Summary

     Inspector Desmond of the MDOC provided an eclectic theory of the factors which contribute to violent behaviors.  He expressed a belief in the social attribution theory, the effect of individual personalities, and the possibility of genetic influences.  The latter appeared to be one in which he placed more credibility.  All were based upon his and his colleagues own observations and experiences.
     His beliefs on prevention and rehabilitation appeared somewhat more pessimistic.  The inspector reported that despite the programs currently offered within the penal system, he does not see the role of either rehabilitator or punisher as being of benefit in preventing the occurrence or reoccurrence of criminal behaviors.  Due to this, he reports the role of the MDOC as being one of keeping the general population safe from the criminal population.  In his words, “our responsibility is first and foremost to maintain the safety of the general public.”

Interviewer Opinions and Impressions

     As I listened to the answers of Inspector Desmond, I began to wonder if his colleagues would answer similarly.  Much of what he stated sounded more like what one would expect to hear from a police officer than an employee on the side of corrections.  I do not find this influence out of the question, due both to his background as a city police officer, as well as to the fact that his current position (inspector) is comparable to a detective within the prison environment. In my work with the County Sheriff’s Office, I often hear the deputies express a belief in their ability to make split second judgments on an individual’s guilt or innocence, or on the individual’s capacity to commit a future crime based solely on the person’s history, lineage or even the look on their face.  These perspectives are similar to the inspector’s belief in the effect of a criminal personality and the influence of genetics.  I also found it interesting that although the majority of his beliefs were primarily anecdotal, he placed in them, a considerable amount of confidence.  
     This same influence (police background) was also noted in his responses concerning the nature of prevention and rehabilitation.  The motto of to “protect and serve” seemed quite evident.  It is also quite possible, however, that his views in both of these areas are actually connected.  For example, if one is to believe that criminal behavior is a product of one’s unique and enduring pattern of interacting with the world (e.g. personality) or their genetic make-up, then the concept of changing this through punishment or rehabilitation becomes a more futile notion.  
     Finally, I have no doubt believing that Inspector Desmond has had a wealth of observations on which to base his views.  I also find much of what he reports to be supported within the research and literature.  I do, however, question some of the possible reasons for his views and the validity of the observations.  For instance, I would not necessarily discount the influence of one’s environment or circumstances in favor of a genetic or personality based theory.  In fact, it would seem one’s environment would play a key role in the development of one’s personality.  In addition, I would not see this environment as limited simply to an individual’s parents.  In fact, during and after adolescence, peer influence often has a greater impact on one’s behaviors.  As with many other professions, I wonder if working with the criminal population for such an extended period can negatively affect one’s judgment, especially when the judgment is based predominantly on anecdotal evidence.  Regardless, the interview was an interesting look into the department of corrections and some of the views of at least one of its employees.      

