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  Abstract 

 Following a Task Force in the public service, Corrections Canada was required to 

increase its numbers of women employees, including in the Ontario men-only prisoner 

correctional institutions (Canada, 1990; McMahon, 1999). This influx of women resulted 

in a surfacing of misogyny evidenced by resistance and maltreatment by co-workers and 

supervisors (Britton, 2003). When these incidents surfaced, programs for employment 

equity and prevention of harassment and discrimination were introduced (Agocs, 2002; 

Ontario Government, 2016), but their effectiveness was never determined. Using the 

Psycho-Social Ethnography of the Commonplace methodology (P-SEC; Gouliquer & 

Poulin, 2005), the present study examines the ways in which the hyper-masculine 

institution of corrections has changed (or not) since 2000. Life-story interviews were 

conducted with 36 women correctional officers working in men only prisoner institutions. 

According to the P-SEC approach, I identified “Organisational Moments,” which are 

ordinary events, policies, and practices, whether formal or informal, that serve to meet 

the needs of an institution, but complicate the lives of marginalised groups. The analysis 

also included uncovering the schemata and coping strategies participants developed to 

overcome these complications. Five Organisational Moments were identified: Casual 

Status as Precarious Employment, Culture of Corrections, Assignment of Work Partners, 

Sick Time, and Harassment and Discrimination. The first two Organisational Moments 

were elaborated as manuscripts, herein presented as chapters four and five. Chapter four 

focusses on the meaning of being a “casual worker” in the Ontario’s correctional system. 

Given the lack of a fixed duration, this precarious employment status not only 

complicates women’s lives financially, but also influence their private lives (e.g., the 
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timing of having children). Chapter five presents an examination of the Culture of 

Corrections and its effects on women officers. Findings show that through formal and 

informal practices, misogyny is maintained and reinforced. The discussion reviews the 

findings and highlights the inefficiency of present practices and policies to improve the 

experience of women in corrections. It also highlights strengths and weaknesses of the 

present research and suggests policy recommendations and future research directions. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

 Historically, women’s employment within corrections was principally clerical or 

administrative (McMahon, 1999). Before the late 1970s, women who worked as 

correctional officers in the Canadian Criminal Justice System were restricted to working 

in institutions or sectors with their own gender. Given the proportion of men to women 

prisoners, women tended to be excluded from most positions that entailed the exertion of 

authority over men (Martin & Jurik, 2007). They primarily worked in a “mothering” 

capacity with women and juveniles, since their assumed nurturing qualities were thought 

to help facilitate rehabilitation (Morton, 1992). In the 1970s and 1980s, both the federal 

and provincial governments started introducing women correctional officers into prisons 

housing men (Szockyj, 1989). However, women’s employment in corrections accelerated 

in the 1990’s following the tabling of the Federal Government’s Task Force report 

entitled, “Beneath the Veneer: Barriers to Women in the Public Service” (Canada, 1990). 

As part of the Public Service, Corrections Canada was required to implement programs 

and policies to increase the number of women employees. This policy-shift meant that 

more women were entering the predominately hyper-masculinised occupation of 

corrections in which they were met with a great deal of resistance by co-workers and 

supervisors (Crouch, 1985; Etheridge, Hale, & Hambrick, 1984; Horne, 1985; Jurik, 

1985, 1988; Pogrebin & Poole, 1997, 1998). Over the years, women correctional officers 

experienced paternalism (Farnworth, 1992; Hunt, 1990; Jurik, 1985; Kissel & Katsampes, 

1980; Pogrebin & Poole 1997,1998), lack of institutional socialisation (Belknap, 1991), 

job dissatisfaction (Lovrich & Stohr, 1993; Wright & Saylor, 1991), stress (Jurik, 1988; 
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Hurst & Hurst, 1997; Lovrich & Stohr, 1993; Wright & Saylor, 1991), and lack of 

acceptance (Etheridge et al., 1984; Horne, 1985; Jurik, 1985, 1988) in their correctional 

work environments. 

 Weinrath (2016) notes that currently, correctional administrators rely on new 

penal practices to manage the prisoners and staff. However, he also highlights that 

despite the plethora of change over the past thirty years, little is known about how the 

policies and practices affect prisoners and staff. As seen above, past research has been 

motivated by the increasing number of women in corrections and the issues they face. 

However, it has failed to examine how the correctional milieu influences women. In other 

words, there is a gap in the literature that examines how the rules, policies, and practices 

of the correctional institution shape the everyday reality of its women employees.  

 Research on women’s contributions to corrections is crucially important, yet it 

currently fails to examine how a hyper-masculine institution shapes the lives of women 

correctional officers. The present research aims to address the paucity in the literature by 

examining the links between the correctional institution (e.g., culture, practices, and 

policies) and the experiences of women correctional officers (e.g., psycho-social 

influences). To accomplish this analysis, this study delves into the lives of women 

correctional officers, starting with their own narratives and understandings. 

Overview 

 This dissertation is a manuscript-style thesis. Thus, it is organised in the following 

manner: Chapter 1 presents an overall introduction of the topic, and an in-depth coverage 

of the literature regarding Canadian Corrections. Next, Chapter 2 provides the 

methodology and theoretical underpinnings for the study. It is followed by a bridging 
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section (Chapter 3), which outlines the results. Each of the two following chapters consist 

of manuscripts for publication. Chapter 4 comprises a manuscript on the topic of 

Precarious Employment; and Chapter 5 is a manuscript on the Culture of Corrections. In 

the last, Chapter 6, I briefly describe the nature of the remaining Organisational Moments 

that were found in the study and provide a general discussion. Given that this thesis 

includes manuscripts for publication, each chapter has its own reference section. The last 

section of the dissertation includes the appendices in which all documentation related to 

conducting the study can be found (e.g., interview guide, ethical approval, consent form).  

 The remainder of this chapter is organised as follows: First, I describe the 

historical development of correctional services in Canada. To do so, I begin with an 

examination of the purpose of incarceration. The general focus shifts to the Canadian 

context. I then present an overview of the integration of women in Canadian corrections. 

This is followed by a section that briefly explains the difference between the federal and 

provincial correctional systems. The next section offers a statistical exploration of women 

in corrections. Next, I present the research on women working in corrections by 

examining the following aspects consecutively: women and the Culture of Corrections, 

socialisation, sexism/paternalism, resistance to the integration of women in corrections, 

and the perception of women as incapable of performing this ‘masculine’ job. With this, 

there will also be a review of the changing of the correctional work, women as managers, 

women’s experience of violence in institutions, the presence of stress in corrections, job 

satisfaction, and the prevalence of sexual harassment. The chapter ends with a summary 

of the gaps in the present literature on women in corrections, an explanation for the 

chosen methodology, and a statement of purpose. 
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The Emergence of Incarceration  

The purpose of incarceration. Prior to the nineteenth century, imprisonment was 

rarely used as a sanction for a criminal act. Instead, only the accused were confined while 

awaiting trial, and the holding area was usually a common area not segregated by 

offence, sex, or age (Griffiths, 2004). After a trial, if a prisoner was found guilty, 

punishment followed, ranging from public hangings, whippings, or branding (Griffiths, 

2004). These confinement areas became the first jails. 

 According to Schmalleger, MacAlister, McKenna, and Winterdyk (2000), we may 

never know the location of the world’s first “prison” (i.e., a place or institution reserved 

for the confinement of prisoners as a form of punishment or rehabilitation), but we know 

that eventually, punishment for crime came to include imprisonment. It is believed that it 

was the Christian church, during the Middle Ages, that introduced in Europe the use of 

imprisonment for the punishment of crime (Schmalleger, et al., 2000). Schmalleger et al., 

indicated that John Howard, an early prison reformer, recorded in his 1777 publication 

some historical details about various prisons in Germany, Switzerland, and Italy. 

Schmalleger and colleagues also noted that three of these early institutions were the 

Hospice of San Michele, which opened in 1703; the papal prison in Rome, which opened 

in 1704; and the Maison de Force, in Ghent, Belgium, which opened in 1773. 

Interestingly, these three institutions were thought to stress reformation over punishment. 
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 In the US, in 1790, the Pennsylvania Quakers converted Philadelphia’s Walnut 

Jail into a penitentiary (aka prison1) under the guise of offering prisoners an opportunity 

for penance. This system was based on the premise that confinement would lead to 

rehabilitation and function as deterrence (Schmalleger, et al., 2000). The institutional 

design was such that prisoners were left in solitary confinement to minimise their contact 

with other prisoners or staff, giving them time to wrestle their own “devils.” Modelled 

after the Pennsylvania prison, other prisons were soon opened in other parts of the US 

(e.g., also in Pennsylvania, Cherry Hill in 1829, and Pittsburgh in 1826).  

 To summarise, in both Europe and the US in the late 1700s and most of the 1800s, 

the approach regarding crime shifted away from the death penalty and corporal 

punishment, and toward confinement for the purposes of punishment and reform. It was 

this shift, therefore, that propelled the birth of prisons. Scholars such as David Rothman 

(1971), Michel Foucault (1995), and Michael Ignatieff (1978) offered varying 

explanations for this transformation of punishment. However, incarceration was also 

perceived as a means to maintain social order (Griffiths, 2004). Despite early evidence 

suggesting that incarceration was not effective in reducing crime rates, it did appeal to the 

public to offer more humane alternatives as opposed to the harsher public punishments of 

earlier times (Griffiths, 2004).   

                                                 

1. In common usage, no difference exists between the term prison and penitentiary. Prison is used 
more commonly in the US, whereas in Canada, we tend to use penitentiaries for institutions 
housing prisoners at the federal level. In the context of the present thesis, both terms are used 
interchangeably. The term jail or detention centre is reserved for institutions housing of 
individuals awaiting trial, whereas a correctional centre is commonly used for institutions housing 
prisoners sentenced at the provincial level.   
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Incarceration in the Canadian Context 

In present day Canada, prisons, as we know them today, did not exist until the late 

19th century (Goff, 1999). According to Griffiths (2004), the emergence of corrections in 

Canada closely mirrored events that were taking place in England and the United States. 

Canadian society also wanted restitution for crime, but not in the historical physical 

manner. While jails existed throughout the country, Canada’s first penitentiary was built 

in 1835 in Kingston Ontario, and was soon followed by two more penitentiaries: one in 

Saint John, New Brunswick (1841), and the other in Halifax, Nova Scotia (1844). At that 

time, each facility was built by and maintained under the colony’s authority as this was 

prior to confederation in 1867 (Goff, 1999). 

 The governance of penitentiaries was transferred from the colonies to the federal 

government under the British North American Act (Constitution Act, 1867; Hayman, 

2006). Historical records do not indicate a clear rationale for why a two-tier system (e.g., 

more serious crimes requiring longer incarcerations would be federal and less severe 

crimes provincial) was established at Confederation. However, according to the Canadian 

Committee on Corrections (1969), the federal government would have the resources to 

maintain these long-term institutions (penitentiaries), and support the criminals who 

would be housed in them. Historically, the ideology of the penal system was primarily 

punitive based: rules were strictly enforced, and prisoners were expected to engage in 

hard labour. Prisoners were punished for violating rules in various ways (e.g., whipping 

or 6 to 12 lashings, or solitary confinement with bread and water; Goff, 1999).  

 The dawn of a new era. Although many reports were commissioned over the 

years to investigate the poor conditions for prisoners, few significant changes were made 
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to improve their living conditions (Goff, 1999). These poor conditions continued until the 

period between 1930 to 1970 (Griffiths 2010). During the depression years, prisoner 

unrest led to strikes and riots, drawing attention to the penal philosophy and management 

style within the institutions. This led to the Archambault Royal Commission of Inquiry in 

1938. The findings of this Commission continue to influence the direction of corrections 

today. The primary recommendation was that prisoners deserved strict but humane 

treatment directed toward rehabilitation. This marked a move away from a retribution 

ideology to favour that of rehabilitation (Correctional Services of Canada, 2014). Goff 

describes this period as marked by three principles: the desire to correct prisoners 

utilising philanthropic tactics, the aspiration to integrate trained specialists such as 

psychologists, and the belief that prisoners could be released and become law abiding 

citizens. Thus, new penitentiaries were seen as a positive inception and were built to 

reach as many people violating laws as possible. Despite the best intentions, however, as 

Goff suggested, “remnants of the older, more coercive policies continued to exist” (p. 

78). Goff and others also pointed out that to this day, the question regarding the 

correctional mandate remains: whether it should be treatment or control orientated toward 

prisoners. This question underpins the way Corrections Canada organises its services 

today.  

  The philosophy of corrections also shifted in the 1960s. This emerged out of the 

social unrest of the 1960s, and two specific events: in 1960, the Canadian Bill of Rights 

became law, and in that same year, the right for all Canadians to vote came into effect 

(Goff, 1999). Two major issues emerged: First, the coercive aspect of treatment was seen 

to invade the rights of the prisoner. Second, by 1976, corrections were beginning to 
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acknowledge the need for accountability to the public and sought out its involvement. 

Treatment strategies (e.g., probation), therefore, were expanded to include the community 

as a resource for the prisoner (Goff, 1999).  

The Division Between the Federal and Provincial Systems of Corrections 

In Canada today, the federal and provincial governments share the responsibility 

for incarcerated persons. The provincial system looks after the less serious criminals 

while the federal system incarcerates the more serious or dangerous ones. The 

differentiation between the two groups is determined through the sentencing process. 

Once individuals are arrested and subsequently accused of committing a crime, they are 

placed in a provincial institution to wait for their court date. At that point, the accused are 

remanded (i.e., incarcerated as innocent persons awaiting the outcome of the court 

appearances). At court, there are three possible outcomes: individuals plead guilty, 

individuals are found guilty, or individuals are found not-guilty. Once the accused are 

found to be guilty, they will remain in the provincial system only if they are sentenced to 

less than two years. Many provincial institutions, still called jails or detention centres, 

house accused persons on remand or prisoners convicted of a crime but who received a 

short sentence (Schmalleger et al., 2000). Upon receiving a sentence of two years or 

more, a person is transferred to a federal institution to carry out that sentence (Section 

731(1) of the Criminal Code of Canada; Goff, 1999). The only exception to this is when 

prisoners choose to appeal their sentence of two years or more. In such a situation, they 

remain in the provincial institution until the process of appeal is completed.  

The differentiation between the federal and the provincial system of corrections is 

important to understand for the purposes of the present study. Research has focused 



9 

 

primarily on the experiences of persons working (correctional officers) or residing 

(prisoners) in the federal system, where sentences are two years or more. Lovrich and 

Stohr (1993) explained that, although much of the research is conducted in the federal 

system (prisons), it is assumed to be applicable to the provincial system (jails/detention 

centres). This, however, remains an empirical question. Indeed, little research in Canada 

has been conducted on correctional officers working in provincial institutions. To assume 

that research findings will necessarily be the same for both types of institutions is to 

overlook a number of factors such as the difference in terms of prisoners housed in each 

type of institutions, and therefore, the severity of the crime committed. Lambert and 

Paoline (2010) highlighted that provincial level facilities present some unique challenges 

to correctional staff. For instance, correctional staff work with a diverse population of 

prisoners ranging from pre-trial detainees to those sentenced for misdemeanours and 

felonies, those awaiting transfer to prisons (sentences to 2 years or more), and those who 

violate their probation or parole (Farkas, 1999). Research also indicates that correctional 

staff members deal with a greater number of incarcerated persons suffering from mental 

and physical health problems than do those who work in the federal prison environments 

(Brown, Hirdes, & Fries, 2015; Lambert, Reynolds, Paoline, & Watkins, 2004). 

Researchers tend to focus on the federal system as it provides a more stable environment 

due to longer prisoner sentences. 

Griffiths (2004) noted that since 1990, there have been two competing models of 

correctional practices in Canada. In the federal system, the core correctional ideology is 

based on the liberal European model of corrections. This system values a proactive 

intervention approach with the involvement of social agencies in the lives of prisoners. In 
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comparison, at the provincial level and particularly in Ontario, the ideology of corrections 

more closely parallels the American punishment oriented approach. That is, the overall 

goal of corrections in Ontario is community safety. Consequently, the treatment of 

prisoners takes a “no-frills, get tough” approach (Griffiths, 2004, p. 58). Given the 

difference in mission, programming is different. These latter aspects can be appreciated 

especially when taking into consideration their historical development: The roots of the 

provincial facility were best understood as a holding and punishing institution, while the 

federal institution was understood to represent a rehabilitation-type of institution. 

In sum, what becomes evident is that, while the federal and provincial systems are 

both correctional systems, it is not clear whether they have the same impacts on the 

prisoners. It is even less clear whether their influences are the same on their respective 

correctional officers. Thus, while it is generally assumed that findings based on research 

coming out of the federal system are applicable to the provincial level, little empirical 

evidence exists to support such a conclusion (Lambert & Paoline, 2010). Taking into 

consideration the distinct historical development, mandate, and ideology of each system 

on the one hand; and on the other hand, the relatively small body of research coming out 

of the provincial system, the need for more research regarding many aspects of this latter 

system seems apparent.   

Historical context of incarceration for women. According to Strange (1985), 

historically, women who were sentenced to incarceration in Ontario were placed in local 

jails together with men. Nonetheless, society’s view of women did influence the way 

women prisoners were treated (Feinman, 1980). For instance, in the 1870s when women 

were placed in mixed prisons supervised exclusively by men as staff, they were often 
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made to perform a variety of domestic tasks (Strange, 1985). However, the issue of 

gender and incarceration was noted when the deputy regional director of adult institutions 

in Ontario implemented the policy that to assist men in dealing with women prisoners, 

the tradition was that the warden should be a married man, and his wife should 

automatically assume the role of matron in the event of a women prisoner being housed 

in the facility (D. Olver, personal communication, May, 2010). As matrons, these wives 

were also required to do domestic jobs such as cooking, clothing, and making beds 

(McMahon, 1999). Based on an 1867 report, Parisi (1984) highlighted that women were 

an afterthought for corrections; they were hired to care for women who were incarcerated 

in men’s prisons because no proper facilities existed for women prisoners. As matrons, 

women were expected to utilise “modest demeanour and the exercise of domestic virtue” 

(Parisi, 1984, p. 93).  

With an increase incidence of women being incarcerated, in 1878, the Ontario 

Prison Inspector, J. W. Langmuir, began advocating for a facility for women only 

(Griffiths, 2010).  At that time, a woman’s reformatory would consist of an all-women 

staff who would provide “maternal reform,” and assist incarcerated women to become 

respectable women (Oliver, 1998). In 1880, the Andrew Mercer Reformatory in Toronto 

became the first all-women correctional centre in Canada. It housed women for 

provincial level crimes only. This also was the first facility where all the staff caring for 

the incarcerated women were women. 

In the federal system, however, it was not until 1934 that women were removed 

from the man-dominated Kingston Penitentiary and relocated in a separate institution 

(Correctional Services of Canada, 2008b). By the end of the 20th century, men and 
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women were incarcerated in separate facilities when available, but minimally, they were 

placed in separate cells when being held within the same institution. Yet, the federal 

system still struggles with how to deal with women prisoners (Barker, 2009).   

 Introduction of the woman guard. The changing correctional orientation of the 

1970s led to the expectation that officers would take a more supportive rehabilitative 

approach towards prisoners (Griffiths, 2010). The historical role of correctional officer as 

primarily to enforce the rules through punitive and often violent methods was changing. 

The focus of the changed correctional philosophy was to help prisoners reintegrate back 

into society. This shift resulted from the belief that prisoners had certain basic legal 

rights. Shifting ideologies also called for differing models of correctional officer 

behaviour (Griffiths, 2010) . In turn, “Creating Choices: a report of the task force on 

federally sentenced women” led to an increase in the number of officers who were 

educated and those who were service-oriented (Correctional Services Canada, 1990). 

These conditions have precipitated an increase in the number of women entering 

corrections. The research suggesting that women in corrections are more “service 

oriented” than men supports this theory (Jurik, 1985; Jurik & Halemba, 1984). In 

addition, this new orientation required less physical strength, leading to a “changing of 

the guard.”    

In addition, affirmative action programmes and equal employment policies were 

put in place in the 1970s and 1980s (Szockyj, 1989).  For instance, the 1970 Royal 

Commission on the Status of Women recommended that special initiatives be put in place 

to ensure that women would be hired into non-traditional jobs. This promoted the hiring 

of women into facilities housing men in the Ontario Correctional Services around the 
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year 1975 (D. Olver, personal communication, May 2010), and the federal system in 

1978 (Correctional Services of Canada, 2015). Yet, significant numbers of women 

officers were not hired until the 1990 Task Force report, “Beneath the veneer: The report 

of the taskforce on barriers to women in the public service,” was released (Canada, 

1990). As a consequence of that report, Corrections Canada was required to increase the 

numbers of women employees. This led to a large number of women being hired to work 

in corrections in the early 1990s. Although the face of corrections was changing, the 

hiring of women to work in institutions housing men prisoners raised a number of 

additional questions and concerns. While women had proven themselves competent in 

guarding women and young offenders (Martin & Jurik, 2007), women guards for men 

prisoners was an uncharted, previously impenetrable territory, since that position was 

traditionally only occupied by men (Szockyj, 1989). Resistance came in the form of 

issues surrounding men’s right to privacy (as prisoners). There were also questions 

regarding the capacity of women correctional officers to handle the physical demands of 

guarding men. 

 From matron to officer: women’s emergence in the correctional milieu. 

McMahon (1999) reported that in 1966, there was a total of 35 matrons employed in 

Ontario jails. The practice of forcing the wife of a jail superintendent to serve as a matron 

was abolished in 1971, and the government implemented a new policy stipulating that a 

husband and wife could no longer work at the same institution. Therefore, from that point 

on, women were hired on their own merit. In the early 1980s, approximately 8.5 % of 

correctional officers working for the Ontario Ministry of Correctional Services were 

women. By 1990, it had risen to 18 percent, by 1992 it reached 21 percent, and by June 
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1998, women accounted for 23.7 percent of the correctional officers (1020 women 

officers compared to 3276 men) (McMahon, 1999). In 2010, women accounted for 29% 

(1055 women officers compared to 2522 men) of all the officers working for the Ontario 

Ministry of Correctional Services. Specifically, in Ontario in men-only prisoner 

institutions, women make up 26 % of the correctional officer population (387 women 

officers compared to 1094 men); in women-only prisoner facilities, women constitute 

68% of the correctional officers (112 women officers compared to 52 men); and in mixed 

institutions (facilities that house both men- and women-prisoner populations), women 

hold 29% of the total officer positions (556 women officers compared to 1376 men) (M. 

Gillis, Deputy Coordinator, Ministry of Correctional Services, personal communication, 

August 2010).  The representation of women in the federal system is continually 

increasing. For instance, in 1991, there was a total of 3960 women correctional officers 

and that number increased to 6440 in 2006. Therefore, by the end of 2006, 32 % of the 

officers working for Correctional Services Canada were women (Correctional Services of 

Canada, 2008a). These numbers demonstrate an increase of women working in positions 

traditionally occupied by men at both the provincial and federal systems.  

Research on Women in Corrections:  

The Culture of, and Socialisation within, the Correctional Milieu  

 Crouch (1985) defined occupational socialisation in the correctional institution as 

“the process through which information and experiences acquired on the job shape the 

worker’s attitudes and behaviour” (p. 532). Crouch examined empirical and anecdotal 

data from the literature on women correctional officers working in prisons housing men. 

He argues that correctional occupational socialisation includes developing knowledge 
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about the subculture and through informal “on the job training” with fellow correctional 

officers. 

 In the general population, there is a shared image, or a schema, of the “ideal 

guard.” That guard is perceived to be a heterosexual “male” possessing harsh manners, 

and physically commanding attributes. Women do not match that depiction. In fact, the 

work that men as correctional officers perform is generally believed to be ill-suited for 

women. According to Pogrebin and Poole (1997), the Culture of Corrections is 

qualitatively different from most other work environments. For instance, violence is an 

ever-present factor to the point that the job is highly sex-typed and believed to require 

stereotypical qualities of men such as dominance, authoritativeness, and aggressiveness. 

As a result, qualities stereotypically defined as feminine, such as submissive, nurturing, 

sensitive, and understanding/collaborative are not only deemed unnecessary, but 

potentially detrimental to job performance. Women who enter in this profession, 

therefore, are often seen as violating gender and correctional norms. As a result, they are 

subjected to harassment, which can be seen as a form of punishment for this violation 

(Pogrebin & Poole 1998). In this context, women are resented for their differences. In 

particular, research demonstrates men officers resent women who are perceived to 

possess less physical strength than what is assumed to be required in the event of a 

physically threatening situation with a prisoner (Zupan, 1992). Jurik (1985) stressed that 

this resentment is most evident with older officers. Unfortunately, it is also these older 

officers who have the most impact on socialising new correctional staff, and so this 

resentment is passed on to newer officers. This directly affects women’s ability to learn 

from the informal social network.  
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 Petersen (1982) studied correctional facilities in Wisconsin, USA. Based on face-

to-face interviews and ten-months of participant-observation research, Petersen summed 

up the informal rules correctional officers adhere to: 

“don’t be too friendly, don’t get involved, it’s just a job, don’t get conned, don’t 

take the side of an inmate, don’t “make waves,” stand up for your brother officers 

if he’s right or wrong, don’t snitch, and don’t trust prison administrators.” (p. 454).  

When the rules are broken, punishment from fellow correctional officers should be 

expected (e.g., being ostracised). As Petersen pointed out, women struggle more with 

these implied rules by virtue of being women. For instance, women ‘make waves’ by the 

simple fact that they are women (Petersen). Like others already mentioned (Crouch, 

1985; Jurik, 1985), Zimmer (1987) added that women officers receive inadequate 

socialisation because their ‘on the job training’ is conducted by the men who do not want 

them to be there in the first place. Consequently, it is not easy for women to fit into this 

subculture, and the likelihood of being alienated from their men colleagues is high.  

  Monk (1997) also examined how women lack institutional socialisation, and 

found empirical evidence supporting some of Petersen’s (1982) observations, especially 

regarding punishment for the violation of implicit rules. He conducted interviews with 

four groups: prisoners, women correctional officers, men officers, and administrators. 

These people worked in different institutions: three maximum, one medium, and one 

minimum security prison, as well as two detention centres in the USA. Monk reported 

that within the correctional centres, women were sometimes excluded from accessing 

relevant information and resources by their men colleagues. Four clusters of findings 

emerged from his study:  



17 

 

a) verbal and sexual abuses are primarily overt; b) overt and covert jokes and sexist 

humour by men guards undermine women guards’ work, c) overt and covert 

attempts to deprive women officers of institutional information and access to 

operations occurs; and, d) sexual rumour mongering by men officers sabotaged the 

reputations of women officers. 

In regards to institutional socialisation, Monk noted that women were sometimes given 

the “silent treatment,” whereby men staff would ignore women officers or refuse to 

answer all but their most basic questions. Women officers were also excluded from 

activities or meetings, sometimes placed in work stations where they had little contact 

with other officers, or excluded from social functions. Monk also reported other ways 

men officers dealt with women officers, such as giving them wrong information, failing 

to notify them of disturbances or incidents within their units, and not passing on 

necessary information. Often these actions actually impeded their work and could have 

placed them and others in jeopardy.  

 Based on a study in the US, Jurik (1985) concluded that both informal and formal 

barriers, such as organisational resistance and lack of effective administrative 

implementation strategies, interfered with the full integration of women into correctional 

officer positions. As well, in Canada, the report “Beneath the Veneer” (Canada, 1990) 

argued that it is necessary to challenge the attitudes and the organisational culture if 

women are to gain equal status in the correctional work place.  

 In summary, the Culture of Corrections was dominated by men and an isolating 

and non-accepting milieu for women. However, Horne (1985) cautions that, “barriers to 

women in corrections cannot be understood by just analysing the characteristics of 
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individuals separate from the jobs and career paths in the total system of correctional 

organisations” (p. 58). Jurik (1988) remarks that the research on women in non-

traditional workplaces has taken two directions. Some researchers focus on the 

individual, asking such questions as why women’s quest for equality has not been 

successful, and posit possible answers such as their difficulty dealing with negative co-

workers and superiors, and as a consequence of their gender. Jurik is critical of this 

approach and points out that within this framework, the responsibility for the difficulty 

women face with integration falls on the women themselves. The second line of research 

focuses on the barriers presented in the organisational structures that affect women’s 

performance in non-traditional jobs. Jurik took this latter approach in her research so that 

she could identify aspects of the organisational milieu that reinforce sexist attitudes and 

practices, and, therefore, limit women’s opportunities in corrections. She found that the 

correctional culture was a hostile place for women. Other researchers investigating 

women in man-dominated professions also reported that women faced sexist hostile work 

environments (e.g., harassment and isolation; Braid, 2012; Butler and Ferrier, 2000; 

Gleeson, 1996; Paap, 2006; and Worrall, Harris, Stewart, Thomas, & McDermott. 2010). 

Moreover, Jurik demonstrated that it is not just pre-existing sexist attitudes that create 

such hostility toward women, but also, the organisational Culture of Corrections itself. In 

other words, it is not enough to look at the psychological traits and attitudes of women 

correctional officers, their men co-workers, and supervisors alone to understand the 

position of women in this milieu. Jurik argued that the lack of women in the field 

(tokenism), the conflictual nature of the work, and the absence of strategies to counter the 

resistance toward women in corrections pose important barriers. Although women’s 
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numbers are increasing in workplaces traditionally occupied by men, gender relations 

continue to be an obstacle to full integration (Britton, 2003).  

The Canadian Federal Task Force on the Status of Women identified negative 

attitudes as the most significant barrier facing women in the public service, especially if 

their work took place in the context of an organisational culture that is hyper-

masculinised (Canada, 1990). It was found that the organisational Culture of Correctional 

Services Canada is an “old boys club” (p. 74) with the exclusion of women as one of its 

characteristics. Martin and Jurik (2007) summarised the status of women within 

institutions traditionally occupied by men as follows:  

The obstacles faced by women justice workers are part of larger organisational 

and social patterns that construct and support women’s subordination to men. 

Women in fields numerically dominated by men face many barriers: exclusion 

from informal work cultures, hostility expressed at the interactional level, 

organisational policies that promote gender segregation, differential assignments, 

and sexual harassment. The confluence of these barriers produces lower pay and 

slower advancement for women in these fields (p.2). 

Thus, women are outsiders in the correctional milieu. Their isolation is reinforced 

by the lack of socialisation, learning opportunities, and support. They also face sexist 

attitudes and harassment. Men and women officers have very different experiences 

throughout their careers. However, it also is necessary to look at correctional 

organisational barriers to understand women’s experience.   

 Organisational factors affecting women. Based on a review of the literature, 

Crouch (1985) uncovered three organisational factors that have an effect on women’s 
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entry into corrections: “The proportion of women officers in a given prison, the rigidity 

of the paramilitary hierarchy, and the security level of the prison, all serve as backdrops 

to any discussion of, or research on, women officers” (p. 536). At that time (i.e., in 1985), 

Crouch stressed that women who occupied the position of token women officers continue 

to be seen as women first, instead of as employees, by both their men colleagues and their 

supervisors. Such factors make advancement difficult for women. In addition, Crouch 

warned that the paramilitary hierarchy of corrections disadvantaged women since they 

were new to the profession, and, therefore, were found disproportionately at the bottom 

of the hierarchy. Finally, the level of security influences women’s experience in 

corrections. As Crouch explained, cultural stereotypes of women are such that women are 

more accepted working in minimum security settings due to the belief that women are 

better suited for the supportive and treatment-oriented approach. The general belief is that 

maximum security is “real men’s work.” This is part of the gender stereotyping that 

carries the assumptions that women are feminine (i.e., weak & nurturing) and men are 

masculine (i.e., strong & tough) (Bobbitt-Zeher, 2011). 

 By 1989 in the US, women were working in the state prison system that housed 

men prisoners and in most county jails (Zimmer, 1989). A similar picture developed in 

Canada with the start of women being integrated into all correctional sectors by the late 

1980s. However, getting hired in correctional services did not guarantee equal 

assignments and equal opportunities. As Zimmer suggests, differences in staff 

assignments occurred early (e.g., during the on-the-job training phase). Women were 

often assigned different duties than men, and they soon internalised this gendered 

segregation of duties. In turn, this made it more difficult to overcome in future work 
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assignments. Wright and Saylor (1991) also noted that the women who accepted the 

assignments involving infrequent contact with prisoners had a friendlier workplace than 

the women who worked with more direct contact with prisoners. Thus, women arguably 

developed a preference for the unofficial gendered segregation of the workplace 

(Zimmer, 1986). 

 Lawrence and Mahan (1998) conducted a survey assessing three aspects of 

women’s employment in corrections: 1) acceptance of women, 2) officers’ perceptions of 

safety and danger, and 3) perceived job performance. They found that the prison’s 

security level influenced the responses. Men working in a maximum-security institution, 

in comparison to medium or minimum-security institutions, were more likely to report 

that women could not work as effectively in men’s prisons without endangering 

themselves or other officers. This can be explained by taking into consideration the 

stereotype of the correctional officer, which is sex-typed and believed to require 

masculine attributes. In the high security environment, the culture integrates more 

punishment, aggression, and dominance as fundamental values. In comparison, in the low 

security milieu, power relations are played out less aggressively and physically (Haney, 

2008). This is similar to findings by Lagace (1994) who investigated factors of 

acceptance of women in five major federal correctional facilities in the Canadian prairies. 

Lagace noted that men officers who were more accepting of women correctional officers 

also tended to place more importance on rehabilitation than punishment. In contrast, the 

men officers whose tendency is to promote a punishment approach also tend to hold the 

gender-typed view that men are better suited for work in corrections.  
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 Gender roles and stereotypes. Dealing with the threat of prisoner violence and 

using physical force as a response to it is a fundamentally and pervasively accepted 

inherent part of correctional officers’ work (Crouch, 1980; Marquart, 1986). Traditional 

gender-expectations influence not only the division of responsibilities in the correctional 

milieu but also performance evaluations. For example, Pogrebin and Poole (1997) 

conducted semi-structured interviews with 108 women officers from four jails and three 

detention centres in the Denver area, USA. Employing grounded theory techniques, they 

noted that women officers were expected to conform to the masculine sex-typed norms 

(Pogrebin & Poole, 1997). Therefore, women were evaluated not on their abilities to 

perform the jobs, but rather on their abilities to perform as measured by stereotypical 

masculine standards (Crouch, 1985). Pogrebin and Poole explained that women who 

dared to challenge the sex-role stereotypes endured “negative evaluation of their skills, 

capabilities, and competence” (p.42). Zimmer (1982) also stressed that although it may 

be typical for new officers to be tested by prisoners and senior staff, women officers 

continued to report feeling tested more than new men officers. 

 While the ongoing debate continues regarding whether women are physically 

suited to work with men prisoners, the question that fails to be asked is whether physical 

strength is the definitive characteristic required to perform the correctional officer job. Is 

the tradition of managing prisoners in a single and unique, punitive, controlling, and 

aggressive manner the only effective approach? Has the continued tradition and 

stereotype surrounding the job narrowed the possibilities and made invisible alternative 

methods? For example, prisoners have reported that women officers are friendlier and 

less likely to provoke physical aggression (Kissel & Katsampes, 1980; Zimmer, 1986). 
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Zimmer (1982) reported that women officers made the prison a better place to live and 

provided a more “normal” atmosphere. Thus, while it is arguable that physical strength 

might be required, if its application or necessity is reduced or eliminated, then its 

importance as a defining criterion is less important.  

 In a US study, Farkas (1999) investigated the styles of women and men in two 

medium security state prisons. Through interviews with 79 officers, Farkas determined 

that men generally felt that women were “less assertive, more lenient, and too friendly 

with inmates” (p. 25). This appeared to contrast with women’s perception of their own 

behaviour: Women described their own approach as, “adopting a more personalised, 

service-oriented approach” (p. 25). Despite women using a “softer physical approach,” 

ironically, they tended to respond to prisoners more punitively than men (e.g., writing 

more misconduct reports). Farkas suggested that women were influenced by the men’s 

resistance to which they are subjected. This, in turn, influences them to try to satisfy their 

man colleagues with the increased number of misconduct reports. Yet, studies like Jenne 

and Kersting (1996) and Hemmens and Stohr (2001) found few job performance 

differences between men and women correctional officers. While it was mentioned in 

both studies that women used more aggressive approaches with prisoners than men, 

aggression was not operationalised. Thus, women writing misconduct reports on a 

prisoner may have been counted as an aggressive event in the study. This lack of clarity 

makes it difficult to draw a meaningful conclusion.  

 The length of time as a corrections officer also influences the level of aggression 

used (Crouch & Alpert, 1982). Women in the early stages of their careers used more 

aggressive tactics, whereas the aggression increased over time for men. Perhaps women 
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are more punitive initially when they are proving themselves as “capable,” and once they 

feel more accepted or secure in their jobs they resort to less aggressive methods to 

resolve conflict. This is further supported by Petersen (1982) and Zimmer (1982) who 

observed that the initial hostility men demonstrated toward women correctional officers 

can and sometimes did dissipate after the women had been working in corrections over a 

period of time. Today, most men officers tend to only accept women after they have 

proven themselves capable of dealing with violent prisoners (Burdett & Poulin, 2003). 

Unfortunately, these women are often seen as token exceptions or “Queen Bees” (a.k.a., 

women who perform better than men expect). That is, women may be accepted as 

“superior” or as an “exception” to the rule. Lawrence and Mahan (1998) reported that 

although most men (80%) indicated that they believed women should be hired, most men 

also believed that women were not as effective as men in their use of physical force. 

About half (52%) saw women as able to respond in an appropriate manner physically 

(e.g., controlling violent prisoners). Thus, men officers continue to object to women 

working in institutions with men prisoners on the basis of fears that women, as 

correctional officers, do not have the physical and mental toughness for the job (Jurik, 

1985; Zimmer, 1986). Women’s acceptance in the institution tends to be more 

exceptional than habitual. Such acceptance does little to dismantle stereotypical views 

(Burdett & Poulin, 2003). 

 Even if women attempt to perform their correctional duties in new or innovative 

ways, their approaches are viewed as stereotypically feminine and perceived as a threat to 

the traditional hyper-masculinised defined role of the correctional officer (Crouch, 1985). 

Therefore, women are placed in a double bind; on the one hand, they are seen as rejecting 
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womanhood and femininity when they perform the job like men. On the other hand, when 

they perform the job differently than a man would, they are perceived as incapable of 

performing the job (Zimmer, 1989). This has led some researchers to suggest that women 

must demonstrate a physical and mental confidence in order to gain respect and to be 

viewed as capable of functioning as correctional officers (Owen, 1985). Owen cautions, 

however, that encouraging women to achieve this “performance” is to expect something 

from women that is not required or expected of men in the same position. Thus, it 

encourages subtle or covert gender discrimination. Numerous authors argue that it is the 

gender stereotyping of the correctional officer position that results in women 

experiencing resistance and being questioned about their ability to perform the job 

(Britton, 2003; Hemmens, Stohr, Schoeler, & Miller, 2002; Jurik, 1985; Savicki, Cooley, 

& Gjesvold, 2003; Stohr, Mays, Beck & Kelly, 1998). In summary, women must 

continuously prove themselves as capable of performing the job like a man (in relation to 

the dominant masculine ideals. When women deviate from the typical hyper-masculine 

style of “correctional interactions,” the tendency is not to evaluate them on the 

effectiveness of their approach but rather on their deviation from the masculine norm.  

Women Managers and the Correctional System 

 Grant and Porter (1994) conducted a study to investigate the experience of women 

as managers in the workplace. They gathered data through in-depth interviews and 

questionnaires with 92 mid-career mid-life women from a range of organisations (e.g., 

public service, universities, trade unions, etc.). They suggested that in order to study 

women in managerial positions, researchers must keep in mind how gender is 

constructed. According to these authors, when women move into managerial positions, 
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they are stepping into new territory. For instance, women may be moving into power 

positions that were typically staffed only by men. Grant and Porter stated that “power is a 

pivotal concept in the relationship between women and labour” (p.150). They argued that 

because demographics on women in the workplace reveal that women have tended to 

have less power than men, a gender lens is essential in this area of research. Additionally, 

women in workplaces traditionally occupied by men are, like men, expected to work long 

hours and sacrifice home life, despite often having more home care responsibilities (Watt, 

2009). Given the history of corrections, this is relevant. As managers in correctional 

services, women not only work in positions previously only occupied by men, they are 

expected to have power over men within that hyper-masculinised setting. It may not be 

surprising, therefore, that Horne (1985) reported that “negative attitudes toward women 

in corrections have been the most significant factor in hindering the advancement of 

women correctional officers” (p.50). Moreover, Zimmer (1989) stated that since men as 

supervisors have total discretion in making training assignments, and where the presence 

of misogyny is evident in the Culture of Corrections, assignment of women to specific 

areas within corrections must be examined with suspicion. As we saw previously, the 

location or specific assignment of women can handicap women’s advancement within the 

institution (e.g., women officers being assigned to lower security areas; Crouch, 1985; 

Jurik, 1985). In their study, Walters and Lagace (1999) sent questionnaires to five prisons 

(866 officers) in the federal correctional system in the Canadian prairie region. The 

prisons represented all security levels (minimum, medium, and maximum security), and 

all surveyed officers had direct custodial duties of the men prisoners. Interestingly, 

women in these Canadian prisons were not assigned to lower security level institutions. 
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Are these findings an indication of change, or a distinct Canadian reality, as previous 

studies were carried out in the US? The answer is not clear and further research is 

needed.  

 In some Canadian studies within correctional facilities, men continue to have 

more power than women (Burdett & Poulin, 2003). That is, men have tended to have 

greater “achieved power” through their work position, “ascribed power” by virtue of their 

gender, and “situational power” by virtue of the perceived need for physical strength in 

corrections. Therefore, even when women move through the ranks and step into 

management positions (achieved power), there are times when a man in a subordinate 

position will be seen as more powerful within the correctional setting, by virtue of their 

ascribed gender power (MacKinnon, 1982). Burdett and Poulin reported that in the New 

Brunswick provincial correctional system, women’s career trajectory was stunted. In 

2003, there were no women working in the adult correctional system who held a full time 

immediate supervisory job (level just above the correctional officer) with the exception of 

temporary acting positions. Women working in New Brunswick facilities expressed their 

anger and frustration by the apparent impossibility to advance in the system (Burdett & 

Poulin).   

 Belknap (1991) determined that although women officers felt they could be used 

interchangeably with men in the line of work, most reported that advancement 

opportunities compared unfavourably for women officers. Women’s limited advancement 

and opportunities represent empirical evidence that a glass ceiling in corrections is 

present. A limited number of women have made their way into managerial positions, and 

according to Belknap, they are under pressure in terms of their leadership styles. For 
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example, they are pressured not to “give in” and to come across as “tough” with officers, 

even when they are assisting them.  

The Role of Violence in the Women Correctional Officers’ Experience 

 The position of women correctional officer is unique among non-traditional work 

places, in that violence is a common occurrence. Exposure to traumatic stress-producing 

incidents has been found to be higher among correctional officers than in most other 

occupations (Rosine, 1992). In fact, exposure to traumatic events is neither unusual nor 

unexpected in the correctional setting. Officers are regularly exposed to a variety of 

critical incidents involving prisoners, such as suicide attempts, completed suicides, 

murders, hostage takings, being taken hostage, threat of, and actual, shootings, being 

physically assaulted, witnessing physical assaults, riots, and slashings (Rosine, 1992). 

Consistent with this, Burdett and Poulin (2003) reported that women were exposed to 

violence in two different ways. First, women were often targets of violence, that is they 

experienced “physical violence, physical sexual assault, sexual harassment, psychological 

sexual abuse, psychological abuse (verbal aggression), and gendered violence 

(exclusion)” (p. 7) by men as both prisoners and co-workers. They found that violence 

was a pivotal part of the correctional experience and central to women’s everyday 

experience. Second, women were exposed to violence as bystanders. “Women reported 

experiencing violence in the form of witnessing inmate self-mutilation, suicide, inter-

inmate fighting, and inmate psychological abuse” (p. 11). While this latter form of 

violence is second hand and could be considered less traumatic, its impact can still be 

long lasting and severe (Burdett & Poulin, 2003).  
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 Bourbonnais, Jauvin, Dussault, and Vezina (2007) examined the prevalence of 

psychosocial constraints and interpersonal violence amongst correctional officers 

working in Quebec. Two types of interpersonal violence were identified: intimidation and 

psychological harassment. Intimidation primarily took the form of threats used at work, 

and was reported to come from colleagues and supervisors. Psychological harassment 

was defined as either verbal or behavioural activities that were ongoing in nature and 

created a toxic workplace (Commission des normes du travail du Québec, as cited by 

Bourbonnais et al., 2007, p.359). Bourbonnais et al (2007) determined that correctional 

officers were exposed to a high prevalence of adverse psychosocial factors at work, or 

interpersonal violence by fellow officers and supervisors. In comparison to civil servant 

populations, the psychological distress among correctional officers was associated with 

intimidation and psychological harassment. Seventy-one percent of the men and 66% of 

the women studied identified themselves as having experienced intimidation and 

harassment, resulting in increased health problems for correctional officers. They 

concluded that it was imperative to target the work organisation of correctional services, 

rather than individuals, to reduce interpersonal violence and health issues among officers 

(Bourbonnais et al., 2007). 

 Apart from systemic violence, Marquart (1986) discussed how the use of physical 

coercion has evolved in the correctional environment within the guard subculture. 

Marquart explained that the use of physical force by correctional officers (i.e., ranging 

from mild altercations, involving verbal humiliation, kicks, shoves, head and body slaps; 

to severe beatings, intentional physical injury sometimes requiring hospitalisation) serves 

two purposes. The most commonly perceived purpose is for it to be used to protect fellow 
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guards and the prisoners. However, it also is a highly-structured set of practices that 

ensure control and order, maintain status and deference, facilitate promotions, and build 

correctional officer solidarity. Therefore, while the use of violence by officers is an 

integral and widely accepted part of the job description, it is also an inherent component 

of officer culture. The extent of this cultural aspect can be found in research on supermax 

prisons (Haney, 2008). Supermax prisons have the highest security level (i.e., most 

physically secure institution), and house the most dangerous prisoners (i.e., those who 

pose the highest security risk to society). Haney argues that supermax prisons cultivate a 

“culture of harm.” For instance, he stated that guards are implicitly encouraged to use 

force, and respond to prisoners in negative ways using punishment, force, and repression. 

Haney argues that the powerful contextual forces to which officers are subjected creates a 

culture of mistreatment and abuse toward prisoners. The prison environment is set up so 

that guards and prisoners build animosity toward one another, until the officers become 

indifferent to the suffering of the prisoners (Haney, 2008). Further, the culture is fostered 

by older guards sharing their perspective with new younger guards through the 

socialisation process, thereby ensuring the passing of traditions and values. Super jails 

and segregation areas (in other prison or jail systems) become prone to abusive patterns 

of behaviours because the routine and the general atmosphere of inhumane treatment is 

prevalent. Haney cautions that even the correctional officers are victims of the “culture of 

harm” resulting from the physical structure and basic operation of segregation units and 

super jails. He argued that officers become immune to the “culture of harm,” in that most 

officers’ reactions vary from callous indifference to outright physical abuse of prisoners. 
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He explains that it is important to protect the officers from the psychological trauma and 

psychopathological effects of this adverse working condition.  

 Research has not explained how women experience and function in a context 

where force is commonly used. No research has examined, specifically, if women engage 

in this coercive use of force to control prisoners. To date, there has been no research 

investigating how experienced men correctional officers socialise new men or women 

officers into the use force. Are women excluded from this sort of socialisation? Or do 

women have similar experiences as men and respond with the same approach to 

prisoners? A better understanding of these questions might shed light on, and help 

explain how, the resistance to women working in corrections develops. How is this 

specifically related to the perception that women correctional officers are less physically 

able to use physical force to control a prisoner? If women use such violence, are they 

seen as fitting in the correctional subculture? Or instead, are they viewed as going too far 

in violating their gender role? Would women tend to report abuse of prisoners by 

correctional staff more so than men? What are the implications of having women in the 

context of violence perpetrated by officers toward prisoners? 

 To review, the most obvious and consistent problem women are assumed to face 

when entering the hyper-masculinised correctional setting, is the violent prisoners. But is 

engaging in traditionally aggressive and accepted ways of dealing with prisoners an 

effective way to accomplish a woman’s acceptance as “capable” (Jenne & Kersting, 

1998)? The correctional context is similar in some respects to that of the military 

(Gouliquer, 2000) and other paramilitary professions. It is not clear whether women 

engage in the same physical coercion against prisoners as do men tend to. Better 
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understanding regarding the socialisation of new staff members of either gender in terms 

of this “culture of harm” is needed.  

 Sexism and paternalism. Concerns about women working in corrections in 

institutions housing men have also been raised under the guise of protecting women from 

becoming victims to men prisoners. For instance, some researchers have found that men 

are concerned that women officers might become victims of sexual assault by men 

prisoners (Crouch, 1985; Jacobs, 1981), or that women might engage in sexual 

misconduct with men prisoners (Jurik, 1985; Owen, 1985; Zimmer, 1986). At the 

Missouri Department of Corrections, utilising the Correctional Role Questionnaire, 

Bowersox (1981) investigated the attitudes of 263 men and 70 women officers toward 

women employed as correctional officers. Results indicated that men felt that they have a 

“paternal drive” to protect women from physical assault. Therefore, regardless of how 

competent a woman is at her job, men’s perception is that she needs protection. For 

instance, Cadwaladr (1993) interviewed 21 women correctional officers in a BC jail and 

found that, although the women officers saw themselves as competent, they experienced 

unsolicited and unwanted paternalistic protection from men. Thus, Cadwaladr suggested 

that this form of sexism reinforces the perception that gender differences exist and serves 

to devalue women’s status within the correctional organisation. According to Owen 

(1985), this reveals the sexist ideology present in the correctional milieu. Sexism may 

take the form of discrimination, harassment (hostility or quid pro quo), or paternalism 

(Jurik, 1985; Paap, 2006; Wright & Saylor, 1991; Worrall et al., 2010; Zimmer, 1986). 

As noted by Belknap (2015) paternalistically motivated laws are difficult to argue against 

because of the premise that they are in the best interest of those needing protection. 
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Further, she points out that such laws also maintain stereotypes of women as inferior to 

men, and thus, continue to restrict women’s rights. 

 Sexism in the jail setting is maintained by a variety of factors both structural 

(occupational segregation, tokenism, and hierarchical power arrangement) and cultural 

(gendered social interactions, beliefs, and stereotypes; Pogrebin & Poole, 1998). This 

suggests that it is not only individual sexism that is at work here, but also a series of 

gendered practices and values imbedded in the organisational structures and environment, 

which makes it a sexist workplace. 

Stress and Coping in the Correctional Setting 

 Early studies suggested that women correctional officers experienced more job 

stress than did their men co-workers (Wright & Saylor, 1991). Wright and Saylor also 

found that women evaluated their jobs and their interactions with prisoners and 

supervisors more negatively than their men co-workers. In this latter study, women also 

reported feeling more stress and feeling less effective than men. Tewksbury and Collins 

(2006) found similar results as Wright and Saylor, but also found that women linked their 

stress to men co-workers, whereas men blamed prisoners or superiors.  

 To investigate stress levels, Hurst and Hurst (1997) administered questionnaires to 

244 correctional officers in a Kentucky medium security institution. They utilised the 

Ways of Coping questionnaire to assess coping processes to deal with stressful work 

events and the Maslach Burnout Inventory to assess severe occupational stress. Although 

they found that women tended to deal with stress by seeking social support while men 

processed stress through problem solving; they did not find a gender difference in their 
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levels of occupational stress. These findings contrast with those of Tewksbury and 

Collins (2006), and Wright and Saylor (1991).  

 When comparing these studies, it is apparent that the different assessment tools 

could lead to these varying results. Most notably, Tewksbury and Collins (2006) 

measured stress by asking participants how much stress they experienced at work, and if 

they experienced some measure of stress, they were asked to state “the proportion derived 

from prisoners, coworkers, administration, supervisors, change at the facility, others” 

(p.337). This is in contrast to Hurst and Hurst having utilised the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory, which is a validated research instrument. Further, the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory measures three subscales, emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and 

personal accomplishment; which differed significantly from Tewksbury and Collins’ self-

reported stress rating. Therefore, the differing results of these two studies must be 

interpreted with caution.     

 Pollak and Sigler (1998) found low levels of stress among Canadian correctional 

officers living and working in Northern regions of Ontario. The participants were 86 of 

the possible 201 correctional officers employed in a regional youth facility, a regional 

correctional complex, or a jail. Although no clear explanation could account for the 

differences in findings, and no comparison was made between men and women 

employees, it highlights the need for more research to gain a clearer understanding of this 

workplace for individuals of both genders.  Moreover, two studies undertaken in two 

medium-security penitentiaries in Western Canada inform us regarding how Canadian 

correctional officers cope with stress. One study looked at drinking behaviours among 

correctional officers (Holden, Jarvis, Lagace, Lawrence, Svenson, Campbell, & Backs, 
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1995), and the other investigated drug use among correctional officers (Svenson, Jarvis, 

& Campbell, 1995). In the first study by Holden et al., the 77 officers surveyed were 

found to have similar drinking patterns as those reported in the general Albertan 

population. However, some officers reported having unsafe motor vehicle driving habits 

(e.g., driving their vehicle after consuming varying amounts of alcohol at a higher 

frequency than the general population). In the second study, Svenson et al., found that in 

comparison to the general population, correctional officers reported greater illicit drug 

use. Specifically, correctional officers were more likely than the general population to 

have used marijuana and cocaine. They also found that women were more likely than 

men to have used cocaine in the past, and in regards to their current drug use, women 

were found to have higher marijuana use (21%) than men (0%). Svenson et al. indicated 

that they were not sure whether these statistics indicate a reporting bias or if the actual 

differences found were reliable. They stated that further research was necessary to 

confirm this finding. Svenson et al. indicated that drug use among correctional officers is 

higher than that found in the general population, and that the drug use of correctional 

officers is actually closer to that found in a prisoner population.  

  

Job Satisfaction 

  Kanter (1975) indicated that women working in corrections face barriers to full 

integration. Those barriers are an integral part of the correctional organisation. She 

argued that women’s location in the organisational structure has a direct impact on their 

attitudes and satisfaction. In support for this position, she evokes the fact that men in 

comparably disadvantaged positions also evidence similar attitudes and satisfaction in the 
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workplace. Jurik and Halemba’s (1984) research offers support for this claim. They found 

that job satisfaction was affected for both men and women officers by such factors as, 

little or no job variety, few opportunities for promotion, or limited occasions to increase 

their knowledge and skills. Carlson, Anson, and Thomas (2003) looked at the effect 

gender has on women’s experience of burnout and stress in corrections. Contrary to what 

they hypothesised, women officers exhibited a greater level of personal accomplishment, 

an inverse indicator of job burnout. Therefore, women appeared to derive a greater sense 

of accomplishment or satisfaction from their job, particularly when working with men 

prisoners. Similarly, Walters and Lagace (1999) found that women working in 

Corrections Canada in the Prairie provinces appeared to have higher job satisfaction than 

the men surveyed (both groups worked with men prisoners). The best predictors for job 

satisfaction for men were: “1) quality of working relationships with other correctional 

officers; 2) amount of stress they experienced at work; 3) length of service as a 

correctional officer; and, 4) their education level” (Walters, 1993, p. 28). In comparison, 

only two variables were significant predictors for women’s satisfaction, namely: 1) the 

quality of working relationships with other correctional officers; and 2) the security level 

of the institution in which they worked. It is noteworthy that women were more satisfied 

with their jobs the higher the level of security of the institution, with the women working 

in the maximum security institutions scoring the highest on work satisfaction. These 

findings are counter intuitive because, as noted earlier, maximum security institutions are 

where men express the strongest views in terms of how inappropriate it is for women to 

work in corrections (Lawrence & Mahan, 1998). 
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 While many researchers have investigated the impact of institutional factors (e.g., 

supervision, decision making, formalisation of rules and regulations, harassment) on job 

satisfaction, few authors have looked at either the institutional factors individually, or 

their effect on women correctional officers’ experience working in corrections, 

specifically. Lambert and Paoline (2008) conducted a series of focus groups with jail staff 

(men and women) in 15 of the largest jails in the United States, and followed up with 

questionnaires designed from those focus groups. Findings indicated that it is 

organisational and job characteristics more than the demographic characteristics of 

individuals that influence a correctional officer’s experience of job stress, job 

satisfaction, and organisational commitment. Lambert followed this study with two more 

studies in 2009. The first study examined role stress in relation to personal characteristics 

of the officer (e.g., age, sex, race, etc.), compared with work environment factors (e.g., 

decision making, formalisation of rules and regulations; Lambert, Hogan, & Tucker, 

2009). The second study looked at the antecedents of correctional officers’ life 

satisfaction (Lambert, et al., 2009). Similarly, Mahfood, Pollock, and Longmire (2013) 

found that job satisfaction was predicted by factors such as the job, role conflicts, 

stressors, and/or the physical condition of the institution, rather than employee 

demographic variables. These studies represent an important first step in investigating 

factors of the work environment that affect the officer as a person. Further, these studies 

differed from the research that typically sought to identify the potential causal 

interactions negatively affecting correctional officers. These studies, however, failed to 

capture the full essence of corrections by ignoring the organisational Culture of 
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Corrections and relying too heavily on the more easily quantified mechanical aspects of 

corrections such as rules and regulations.  

 In contrast, this present study focuses on women’s experiences in a more 

comprehensive way. It does so by starting with their everyday experiences. The goal was 

not to examine all procedural aspects of the institution systematically. Instead, this 

exploration was guided by the correctional officers’ everyday experiences, and the 

aspects of correctional culture salient to their experiences emerged in their stories. 

Studying the everyday lives of women correctional officers allowed me to examine how 

the institutional and cultural aspects presented complications for participants. 

Furthermore, the present study explored how women correctional officers made sense of 

any complications that arose for them. This additional step provided a comprehensive 

analytic means to better understand the experiences of women correctional officers. 

Furthermore, the specific geographical focus (Ontario’s Correctional Service) allowed the 

following question to be posed: How has Corrections Ontario changed the reality of 

women correctional officers, as described by McMahon in 1999? 

 To review, women’s position within the correctional hierarchical system (i.e., her 

rank, her specific work position status) is known to influence women’s satisfaction while 

working in corrections. In addition, we know that women working with men prisoners in 

higher security institutions have reported higher satisfaction than in some of the lower 

security institutions. However, more research is necessary in order to examine the impact 

of the Culture of Corrections; how that culture is perpetuated by institutional policies and 

procedures, and how those aspects affect the experience of the women who work in that 

environment; particularly how women report and understand job satisfaction.    
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 Sexual harassment. Research shows that whenever the population of employees 

is made up predominately of men (such as in the criminal justice system) women are 

particularly susceptible to sexual harassment (Lafontaine & Tredeau, 1986; Hunt, 

Davidson, Fielden, & Hoel, 2010). The denouncing of sexual harassment has served as “a 

tool for raising pertinent but neglected issues in the workplace, such as diversity, power 

differentials, and basic respect and decency in treatment” (Stohr, Mays, Beck, & Kelly, 

1998, p. 136). Earlier studies have demonstrated that women working in hyper-

masculinised prisons experience sexism and sexual harassment, which also have been 

obstacles to women’s integration (Farnworth, 1992; Jurik, 1985; Zimmer, 1986). Monk 

noted that in his own and other studies (Zimmer, 1986) virtually all women were 

occasionally victims of sexual harassment in the correctional environment. In 1999, 

McMahon reported on women working in correctional services in Ontario. She 

highlighted the prevalence of sexual abuse and harassment at a correctional officer 

training facility (Bell Cairn) and at a jail in northern Ontario. Her research indicates that 

the overall Culture of Correctional services in Ontario in the 1990s was rife with 

harassment and discrimination. McMahon also draws attention to the failure of the 

harassment programmes to effectively change the climate of corrections. Belknap (2015) 

argues that while laws are necessary, they also may not bring about sufficient change. 

McMahon notes that women did not report harassment because they were afraid of: job 

loss, jail closure, loss of workplace cohesion and co-worker attitudes, a reduction in job 

hours, and undesirable shifts. Some women correctional officers did grieve the 

harassment but one was forced to leave her job as the ministry and her union felt they 

could not ensure her safety at that jail (McMahon, 1999). This demonstrates that 
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women’s fear of reprisal for speaking out is a legitimate concern. In 2007, Martin and 

Jurik argue that women in corrections still tend to work in an environment that consists of 

overt and covert sex discrimination. In fact, they labelled the work environment hostile. 

As described by Belknap (2015), resistance is felt by women through sexism combined 

with racism (minority women) and/or classism (poor women who depend on these jobs) 

when attempting to work in the criminal justice system.  

 In summary, sexual harassment and a hostile work environment remains a reality 

for women correctional officers, especially those working in hyper-masculinised 

occupations such as those dominated by men like correctional environments. Notably, 

women officers tend not to report harassment due to fear of repercussions from co-

workers and from their superiors.   

Gaps in the Research on Women Working in Corrections 

Our knowledge of women working in correctional services in general is limited 

but it is especially so in regards to knowledge of women working in the provincial 

correctional systems. For example, while there is at present a handful of studies 

investigating experiences of provincial correctional officers (i.e., Boyd, 2011; 

Bourbonnais, et al., 2007; Burdett & Poulin, 2003; Pollak & Sigler, 1998; Ricciardelli & 

Gazso, 2014; Rosine, 1992; & Szockyj, 1989), the limited number of studies and the 

narrow foci these studies are reporting on, cannot provide us with a full understanding of 

the unique milieu within this system. As noted earlier, research has most often focused on 

the experiences of correctional officers working in the federal system, which might not be 

applicable to the provincial system (Lovrich & Stohr, 1993). This is especially the case, 

given that jails (provincial institutions) are known to present some unique challenges to 
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correctional staff (Lambert & Paoline, 2010). Therefore, there is a need for research to 

focus on this under-examined milieu, and especially when it comes to understanding the 

reality of women correctional officers.  

Research has demonstrated that the experiences of correctional officers vary 

significantly between men and women. While the number of women working in 

corrections has grown, it is still a non-traditional hyper-masculinised work milieu, and 

most importantly, traditionally defined as a masculine (for men) profession. As reviewed, 

there still is resistance to women entering corrections, sexual harassment is present, and 

paternalistic attitudes covertly exist. Moreover, women’s lack of institutional 

socialisation, lack of acceptance, and the subsequent job stress, generally negatively 

affects their reported level of satisfaction. There is also a gap in the research examining 

how the institution of corrections benefits from the maintenance and support of a 

masculinist culture, and also the direct and indirect impact it has on the work and private 

lives of its staff. It is one of the objectives of the present research to explain some of the 

reasons why Correctional Services maintain misogynous attitudes, and fail to alter rules 

and practices of the organisation that perpetuates negative experiences for women. 

Research needs to move beyond how women shape the correctional environment (Kissel 

& Katsamp, 1980) to understand how corrections shapes and deeply affects women’s 

everyday experiences, and their psychosocial reality both within and outside the 

correctional milieu.  

In a general sense, but especially in the Canadian context given the cultural 

variation in ideology and each country’s unique historical development, there is a need 

for more research to answer a number of questions: 1) How does the gendered historical 



42 

 

development of incarceration, which includes women as an after-thought to the penal 

system, affect the lives of women correctional officers? 2) In this milieu, how are women 

correctional officers socialised and trained? 3) How does the internalised Culture of 

Corrections shape women correctional officers’ reality? (for example, what is the 

experience of, and impact on, women, due to the existing “culture of harm” and violence 

towards prisoners)? 4) What is the influence of the institution’s practices and rules on 

women’s experiences? 5) What are the gender issues negatively affecting the work of 

women correctional officers? 6) In the provincial system, do women use a different 

approach than men when dealing with prisoners, as research from the US might suggest? 

If so, what is that approach and how effective is it? 7) How do women understand, and 

make sense of, their day-to-day experiences working in the hyper-masculinised world of 

corrections? 8) How do women cope with working in the correctional milieu and the 

milieu’s influences on their lives? Finally, 9) How have the lives of correctional officers 

in Ontario changed, specifically, since the 1990s (McMahon, 1999)? Answers to these 

questions are needed to help us understand women officers’ experiences. But we must 

begin by asking these questions to the women themselves. There is a need for research 

that is gender sensitive, in order to shed understanding on the experiences of women 

working in corrections. Such an understanding could inform policy makers about whether 

there is a need for policy changes to better respond to women correctional officers’ 

needs, and ensure equity and equality. The Royal Commission on the Status of Women 

(1970) recommended that a number of changes take place in the public service to ensure 

that women could be fully integrated. Some of these recommendations applied to the 

correctional milieu. Given the findings that have emerged from more recent times (e.g., 
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Ontario Task Force Report, Barriers to Women in the Public Service, 1990, and court 

challenges; McMahon, 1999), it appears that this goal may not have been reached. The 

proposed research is a first step to begin answering some of the above-listed questions to 

build a better understanding of women correctional officers’ experience in the present 

time. 

Purpose of the Present Study 

 The purpose of the present study is to provide a better understanding of how 

women correctional officers’ lives are shaped by working in the Ontario provincial 

correctional system. Further, this study seeks to elucidate how women cognitively and 

behaviourally make sense of, and manage, their day-to-day lives both within and outside 

the correctional walls. This enquiry starts with women’s description of their daily 

routines, experiences, and cognitions. By centering women’s experiences, the focus is 

placed on explicating incidents or moments when their needs and the needs of the 

institution come into conflict. The Psycho-Social Ethnography of the Commonplace 

methodology was chosen as the qualitative approach best suited for this inquiry (see 

Chapter 2). 
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CHAPTER 2 

 Methodology 

Psycho-Social Ethnography of the Commonplace (P-SEC) 

 This research was completed using the Psycho-Social Ethnography of the 

Commonplace methodology (P-SEC; Gouliquer & Poulin, 2005). The P-SEC 

methodology is underpinned by three different theoretical perspectives: feminist 

standpoint epistemology (Harding, 2004), institutional ethnography (Smith, 1987), and 

schema theory (Bem, 1993; Rumelhart, 1991). In a P-SEC analysis, the researcher is 

guided to gain an understanding of the historical development of the institution being 

studied (Corrections Ontario) to better understand the phenomenon of interest.   

 Combining these theoretical frameworks, P-SEC comprises a set of assumptions. 

First, it is assumed that examining the reality and understanding of persons who are 

oppressed will provide a closer description of the truth than that given by those in power 

positions (Harding, 2004; Hardstock, 1987; Rolin, 2009). The rationale behind this 

position is that the oppressed has a less vested interest in a system that is oppressing 

her/him. In addition, the oppressed has not taken part in structuring the system, and 

her/his role has been dictated and shaped by the oppressor. According to feminist 

standpoint theorists, this happens because the ruling groups (e.g., men, Caucasians) hold 

greater power in society, and have the means and authority to control their reality and that 

of others. In contrast with the oppressed, the oppressor gains from the system and has a 

vested interest in how it is presented, perceived, and controlled (Harding, 2004). Harding 

indicates that it is the struggles endured by the oppressed (i.e., women correctional 

officers, in this study) that best position her to provide critical knowledge about the 



59 

 

power relations embedded in the daily reality. P-SEC goes one step further and applies 

this logic not only to the marginalised status of women, but the marginalisation of any 

group (e.g., lesbians, bisexuals, aboriginals, disabled) oppressed by a more dominant 

normative group. Harstock (1987) explains that, by virtue of their oppressed position, 

marginalised persons must make sense of their own reality in addition to that of the 

dominant group. According to Harstock and other theorists adhering to a standpoint 

epistemology (e.g., Collins, 2004; Haraway, 2004), the oppressed must learn to predict 

and react to the actions of the dominant group. Consequently, the survival of 

marginalised persons depends on their awareness of those in power to ensure that they 

(the marginalised) can react in ways that promote and maintain their own safety and well-

being. Accordingly, the experience of the marginalised group (in the present study, 

women correctional officers) is centrally situated. Using this methodological approach, 

our understanding of the influence of gender, race, class, and culture on the structures of 

the organisation is also central to the research project (Poulin & Ross, 1997).  

 A second assumption of the P-SEC methodology is that the best approach for the 

researcher is to examine the everyday experiences of marginalised persons as a starting 

point to uncover the influence of institutional and social practices within their lives. This 

concept borrows from Dorothy Smith’s (1987; 2005) “institutional ethnography.” Smith 

explores the complex world of “ruling relations,” that is, the dominant group that shapes 

and controls institutions. She examines the power and authority of those in institutions, 

and how these forces shape the lives of people who do not rule. As an example, we might 

use this approach to explore how the power of the ruling relations in the institution of 

corrections impacts individuals working as (marginalised) correctional officers. An 
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important distinction between institutional ethnography and P-SEC is that the former 

focuses mainly on examining texts, such as written institutional polices; whereas P-SEC 

uses mainly interview data (i.e., the stories of the marginalised) as its primary source of 

information. 

 Interviews allow the marginalised persons to tell their stories about their own 

realities and understandings. Further, through examining the institutional impact on 

people, P-SEC looks for “Organisational Moments,” which are events that benefit the 

institution while complicating the lives of marginalised persons. According to Gouliquer 

and Poulin (2005), Organisational Moments are, “ordinary, regularly occurring events 

that serve to meet the needs of an institution, and which shape the marginalised group’s 

activities and thoughts, while complicating the individuals’ lives.” An example of an 

Organisational Moment in the correctional system might be as follows: suppose that, in 

its hiring contracts, the institution of corrections includes a clause stipulating that 

correctional officers must be ready and able at all times to physically protect themselves, 

other staff, or prisoners from a violent ones. If this was true, the institution would benefit 

from this clause in various ways. For example, such a clause would place a significant 

level of responsibility on the shoulders of the correctional officer for securing her own 

safety, instead of the institution having to assume and develop alternative systems of 

protection. Moreover, this clause would enable corrections to fire so-called unfit 

individuals without the need of much justification; and (to a certain degree) protect itself 

from legal claims resulting from injuries due to a physical attack from a prisoner. For the 

correctional officer, on the other hand, this clause would complicate her life if such a 
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level of physical strength and fitness is difficult to attain or maintain (e.g., during a 

pregnancy) and make it more difficult to keep her position. 

 A third assumption of the P-SEC methodology is that it is important to understand 

and document the schemata used by marginalised groups when they make sense of the 

complications resulting from Organisational Moments. Rumelhart (1980) described a 

schema as "a data structure for representing the generic concepts stored in memory" (p. 

34). Schemata are frequently defined as a form of mental representation for generic 

knowledge. They are accessed quickly and automatically to facilitate our understanding 

and representations of objects or events. For example, when we hear the term “prison 

guard” or “correctional officer,” most of us immediately have an image of a tough, 

masculine, authoritarian  “man” wearing a uniform. However, as noted above, schemata 

are not limited to concrete representations; they can include experiences, activities, and 

situations. Elsbach, Barr, and Hargadon (2005) expanded this to indicate that there are 

specific forms of schemata (rule schemata, event schemata, and person schemata). 

Elsbach et al., noted that specific contexts interact with schemata to create situated 

cognitions. That is, it is the organisational context (physical and ideological) that triggers 

schemata during the sense-making process, and assists the person. Then, if necessary, the 

individual may adapt or modify their schemata to make sense of new or changing 

situations.  

 Borrowing from schema theory (Beals, 1998; Bem, 1981; Rumelhart, 1980, 

1991), P-SEC makes use of these “cognitive maps” to gain insights into the meaning 

Organisational Moments have to those experiencing them; namely, the marginalised 

person. Once the Organisational Moments are identified, the researcher analyses the 
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schemata and the numerous behavioural and mental strategies that are utilised by the 

oppressed persons to cope with the difficulties they experience. This calls for a resolution 

between the demands of the institution and those of their own reality. Returning to the 

example of a correctional officer and the clause that requires her to maintain a high level 

of fitness, she may feel that in order to maintain her fitness level, she must take on-going 

courses after work (behavioural coping strategy). If she experiences a violent interaction 

with a prisoner and gets hurt in the process, she may evoke the stereotype (a schema) of 

the tough man correctional officer and contrast it with the image she has of herself while 

failing to defend herself. She may conclude that it is not surprising that she got hurt and 

that it is her fault for getting herself into this job in the first place. She may have 

internalised that corrections cannot be responsible for all the possible incidents that can 

take place with prisoners. Further, she may resort to an explanation that justifies the 

clause in the contract that she signed when she accepted her position (cognitive coping 

strategy). This would help her make sense of, and accept what has happened. In other 

words, P-SEC encourages the researcher to investigate the adaptive strategies (schematic, 

cognitive, or behavioural) marginalised people use to cope with complications (from the 

Organisational Moments) that impact their lives. This type of analysis leads to an 

illumination of the types of power relations embedded in institutional structures.  

 P-SEC methodology meets criteria developed by Lerman (1986) that a good 

theory (in this case, a good methodology) about women should view women centrally 

and positively, allow for the diversity and complexity of women’s lives, be intimately 

relevant to women’s lives, and acknowledge the context of women’s lives as influencing 

their reality. Although Lerman was concerned about therapy and theories about women 
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exclusively, these criteria seem equally important and crucial when one is designing a 

research project that investigates the lives of women or other marginalised groups. Given 

that P-SEC assumptions are in line with these criteria, as well as the type of information 

it generates, it is well suited for the present investigation.   

Women as a Marginalised Group 

In the present study, women working in correctional services in Ontario are 

positioned as a marginalised group. Women can be considered marginalised given that 

they occupy a minority status in the world of corrections, that has been traditionally 

occupied by men (Jurik, 1988; Jurik & Halemba, 1984; Zimmer, 1986). As noted earlier, 

based on earlier research, women officers have been found to face sexual harassment 

(Pogrebin & Poole, 1998), paternalism (Farnworth, 1992; Hunt, 1990; Jurik, 1985; 

Pogrebin & Poole, 1998), a lack of institutional socialisation (Belknap, 1991), a lack of 

acceptance (Etheridge, Hale, & Hambrick, 1984; Horne, 1985; Jurik, 1985, 1988); and 

were viewed as incapable of performing traditionally defined men jobs (Kissel & 

Katsampes, 1980). Therefore, historically, we know that women have been treated 

differently from men within this hyper-masculine occupation, and consequently, they can 

be considered as representing a marginalised group. They also have a minority status 

numerically: 26% in men-only institutions in Ontario (M. Gillis, Deputy Coordinator, 

Ministry of Community Safety & Correctional Services, personal communication, 

August 2010). 

Data Collection 

Abridged life story interviews were conducted with women correctional officers 

working for the Ontario Ministry of Correctional Services to examine the effect that 
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correctional services has on their lives. The choice to study women in the Ontario region 

is two-fold. First, my own previous experience included working in corrections in 

Ontario during the 1990s, which positions me favourably from an epistemological 

viewpoint. I have an understanding of the environment at that time and I still have a 

network of connections that facilitated the recruitment of participants. Second, given the 

experiences of women during the 1990s (see McMahon, 1999), in 1999, 

recommendations were put forth in the Ontario correctional system to respond to the 

plight of women and improve conditions. Using the past evidence (e.g., McMahon, 1999) 

as a benchmark, the present study was designed to investigate the experience of women 

currently working in Ontario’s Correctional Services and to determine whether changes 

(informal or formal) had taken place since these recommendations (McMahon) have been 

in place. In addition, the examination of the Organisational Moments allowed me to 

document the specific practices that continue to complicate the lives of women to this day 

in the Ontario correctional system. Furthermore, it enabled me to examine how women 

cognitively make sense of, and cope with, those complications.   

As prescribed by the P-SEC methodological approach, life-story interviews were 

conducted. In this context, the abridged ‘life-story’ interviews began when the women 

entered corrections, and continued as they chronicled their daily lives both within and 

outside of the organisation. Atkinson (1998) explains that the use of life-story interviews 

is an important research tool, as it aids in learning about the individual’s psycho-social 

reality. It has a ‘natural’ quality to it, which is helpful to this type of inquiry because 

people will generally emphasise what is personally meaningful to them. Accordingly, 
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during the interview, women were encouraged to explain their daily routine, while 

highlighting any areas they deemed relevant to their stories. 

Participants 

 Interviews were conducted with 36 women presently working as correctional 

officers and/or managers in 29 men-only prisoner Ontario correctional institutions. As 

will be underscored in the findings, the fact that participants came from 29 different 

institutions, and yet shared similar experiences, suggests that their stories tell of an 

experience that is endemic and not reflecting an anomaly. The average age of the 

participants was 41years old and their experience as correctional officers ranged from a 

few months to more than 25 years. Most were in a committed relationship (28) and the 

majority was heterosexual (31). The sample was composed of mostly Caucasian 

individuals (30) and was well educated (see Table 2.1 for details).  

Table 2. 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Correctional Officers Sample (n=36) 

Characteristic     n       % 

Age 19-25 1 (3) 

 26-30 3 (8) 

 31-35 5 (14) 

 36-40 8 (22) 

 41-45 8 (22) 

 46-50 8 (22) 

 51 and older 3 (8) 

Race White 31 (86) 
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Characteristic     n       % 

 Other 5 (14) 

Sexual Orientation Heterosexual 31 (86) 

 Gay or Lesbian 4 (11) 

 Bisexual 1 (3) 

Education High School or Equivalent 3 (8) 

 Some University of College 2 (6) 

 College Diploma 24 (67) 

 University Degree 7 (19) 

Employment Status Full-time 30 (83) 

 Casual 6     (17) 

Years of Service      1 or less  1 (3) 

 2-5 6 (17) 

 6-10 3 (8) 

 11-15 9 (25) 

 16-20 6 (17) 

 21-25 7 (19) 

 More than 25 4 (11) 

Years of Casual Service 1 or less 12 (33) 

 2 5 (14) 

 3-4 9 (25) 

 5-9 10 (28) 

Relationship Status Common-law 8 (22) 
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Characteristic     n       % 

 Married 20 (56) 

 Single 5 (14) 

 Divorced 2 (6) 

 Engaged 1 (3) 

Note: The categories for each demographic characteristic add up to n = 36. However, 
percentage totals do not add up to 100% for each characteristic because of rounding. 
 

Thirty-six interviews represent a sufficient number of participants for the 

following reasons: Like other studies that used the P-SEC methodology (e.g., Brazier, 

2006; Newman, 2008), this number of interviews ensured that saturation was met. 

Saturation is a qualitative research concept that describes the point in data collection 

when additional data (e.g., interviews) becomes redundant (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In 

other words, once saturation is reached, additional data do not lead to new insights or 

themes about the issue under investigation. Typically, saturation can be established 

between 8 to 12 interviews. For a P-SEC study and its associated focus on the 

identification and analysis of a number of Organisational Moments, more data (beyond 

the saturation point) permits both the addition of details and the confirmation of the 

complicating presence of particular institutional practices. In essence, it provides a rich 

amount of information about each Organisational Moment. Thus, the amount of data 

gathered for this study allowed for a number of Organisational Moments to emerge in 

detail, and in each case, to reach saturation. The average length of transcribed interview 

was 55 pages of text. The entire data set represented a total of 1,981 pages of detailed 

stories from the 36 participants. As will be demonstrated, a P-SEC study also permits 

some amount of generalisation, and the development of recommendations for social-
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changes and policies. As will be seen in chapters 4 and 5, the 36 interviews provided 

sufficient detailed information to appreciate individual nuances present in such a 

population, and document the social and structural elements that are prevalent in 

correctional institutions. In sum, sufficient data was gathered to allow differentiation 

between individuality and commonality of experiences, and enhances the ability to 

generalise. 

Materials 

 This study was reviewed by the University of New Brunswick’s Ethics Board 

(REB #2011-032; see Appendix A). Before starting each interview, all participants were 

asked to sign a consent form (see Appendix B) prior to the start of the interviews. 

Interviews were audio taped and transcribed. In addition, notes were taken by the 

researcher as the interview proceeded. An interview guide helped structure the interviews 

while maintaining a rhythm throughout an interview (vertically) and continuity between 

interviews (horizontally) (see Appendix C). Following P-SEC guidelines (Gouliquer & 

Poulin, 2005), the interview guide contained three major sections. The first section was 

designed to gather demographic information pertaining to the participant, and a 

chronological overview of the correctional career. The second section, the abridged life-

story interview, consisted of the officers’ narratives, which allowed women to chronicle 

their experiences of working in corrections. The life-story included the time-span of their 

correctional experiences, beginning with when they entered corrections until the 

interview date. To facilitate the chronicling of the abridged life-stories, the P-SEC 

methodology suggests that the researcher use “anchor points” as a means to organise 

women’s recall of their experiences. For this study, the anchor points focussed on the 
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women’s job placements during their correctional career (e.g., where they first worked, 

followed by the next position they held within the institution, and so on in a 

chronological order). The use of anchor-points helped orient and position the women’s 

stories in a linear way. The chronological nature of the questions also helped participants 

recall details. The final part of the interview guide consisted of questions or themes that 

were derived a priori from the literature (e.g., job satisfaction, minority status, 

socialisation in corrections, experience of violence (both as target and as witness), drug 

and alcohol use, and women as managers; see Appendix D). It should be noted that the 

third part of the interview guide was a resource to be used to ensure that all of the topics 

were covered in each interview. However, this section was only used after the women 

had the opportunity to tell their own stories. In most cases, the women had already 

answered all the questions contained in this last section while telling their stories. 

Procedure 

 Initially, a letter was sent to Correctional institutional administrations requesting 

permission to distribute solicitation letters for participants through their internal mail 

system (see Appendix E). However, during a follow up phone call to one of the 

institutions, I was informed that I had to contact the Chair of the Correctional 

Services/Youth Justice Research Committee to garner permission to conduct research in 

Ontario’s provincial correctional facilities. At their request, I filled out all of the relevant 

forms, which then were evaluated by their research team. Weeks later, I was informed 

that permission to recruit women correctional officers and managers through the internal 

Ministry of Correctional Services’ network was denied. The study was deemed 

unbalanced given that I was not planning on also interviewing men. An alternate request 
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was sent to the Ontario Public Service Employees Union (OPSEU), asking if they would 

allow a request to be sent to correctional officers. The union agreed to send out the 

request for participants through their member list server. A recruitment poster or letter 

(Appendix F) was also posted on a social media site serving women working for the 

Ontario Ministry of Correctional Services (Facebook). Women officers interested in 

participating in the study were instructed to contact the researcher directly for more 

information. Once participants contacted the researcher, they were given further details 

regarding the nature and purpose of the study. Questions by potential participants were 

answered, and if they were interested in taking part, a time and place for the interviews 

was then arranged. Participants were also recruited using the snowball method (Browne, 

2005). This non-probability sampling method occurs when participants or other 

individuals aware of the study make use of their social networks to provide information 

about the research to other potential participants (word of mouth). Since I previously 

worked as a correctional officer in Ontario from 1990 to 2000, I also sent information 

about the study to some of my former colleagues, which they shared with their co-

workers. All participants, however, had to initiate contact with me directly if they were 

interested in taking part in the study.   

 Once women agreed to participate, and prior to beginning the interview, 

participants were given a consent form detailing the nature of the study. The form 

addressed questions about anonymity and confidentiality (Appendix B). Participants 

signed the consent form prior to being interviewed. Consent also included a specific 

permission to audio-record the interview using a digital recorder. After the completion of 

the interview, participants received a debriefing letter (Appendix G). 
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 In summary, the participating women correctional officers, were recruited in a 

number of ways (e.g., the Correctional Union for the Ontario Provincial Correctional 

System and word of mouth). A total of 36 women from 29 different correctional facilities 

in the province of Ontario were interviewed. The officers were all presently working in 

institutions with men-only prisoners. The rationale for recruiting in adult men facilities 

specifically was to examine and explicate the experiences of women working in a hyper-

masculinised milieu, and (theoretically at the planning stage of the study) to limit the 

heterogeneity of the experience being studied by ensuring women’s environment was in 

positions traditionally occupied by men.  

Analysis 

 Audio-recorded interviews were transcribed. Data were analysed following P-

SEC analytic guidelines (Gouliquer & Poulin, 2005). This involved two primary stages: 

thematic coding, and Organisational Moment identification and coding. For each 

Organisational Moment code, the process then entailed completing a schematic analysis, 

followed by an analysis of the behavioural and cognitive coping strategies being used. 

The thematic analysis served a number of purposes: 1) It allowed me, the researcher, to 

become more deeply acquainted with the data and to categorise the themes occurring 

across all participants’ stories, and 2) it aided the subsequent coding and analyses 

pertaining to the Organisational Moments analysis. The qualitative software program 

NVivo (Nvivo; Qualitative data analysis software; QSR International Pty Ltd. Version 7, 

2006) was used for the analysis. The development of policy and social-change 

recommendations represented the final step of the analysis. In summary, the analysis of 

the 36 interviews resulted in 12 emergent central thematic codes followed by the 
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identification of 5 Organisational Moments. The themes and Organisational Moments are 

summarised in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 Overview of the Study Results: A Bridging Chapter 

 In this chapter, two tables provide an overview of the results (i.e., thematic and P-

SEC Organisational Moment analyses; see Table 3.1 and 3.2, respectively). In a general 

sense, these two tables describe the salient aspects, in a thematic sense, of the daily 

challenges and reality women officers experience in the Ontario provincial correctional 

system.  

 As described in Chapter 2, and following the P-SEC approach to data, a thematic 

analysis was performed as a first analytic step. Thematic analyses are a part of most 

qualitative approaches, and often serve to help the researcher gain a deep familiarity with 

the data. In the P-SEC context, it also provides a means to organise the information into 

meaningful thematic and coded chunks of the transcribed interview data for the 

Organisational Moment analysis.  

 During the initial and inductive stage of the thematic analysis, many themes (N = 

99) were identified and code names were chosen mostly in-situ, directly from the 

interview transcripts. As the analysis progressed and the grouping of categories took 

place, higher-order codes were adopted to better reflect the data conceptually (see Table 

3.1). This stage of the analysis represents a systematic grouping and theorising of first-

order coding, and resulted in twelve higher-order themes or categories. It is worth noting 

that it is at this stage that some choices of labels were informed by relevant literature to 

help describe a phenomenon or concept (e.g., benevolent sexism; Glick & Fiske, 2001). 

In the second column of Table 3.1., the number of identified sub-themes (e.g., first-order 

codes) corresponding to each higher-order code is indicated. One could extrapolate that 
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this number represents a “rough indication” of the complexity of each higher-order 

theme.   

Table 3. 1 

Code Labels Resulting from the Thematic Analysis (n=12) 

Name # of Sub-Themes 

Coping strategies to deal with Corrections  18 

The day-to-day of Corrections 27 

Experiences of violence 8 

The grievance process 6 

Harassment (experiences & policies) 7 

Hiring practices 

Integrity of officer 

Men versus women officers (contrast & comparison) 

2 

1 

5 

Partnering with Co-workers 8 

Paternalism / Benevolent sexism 1 

Sick time policies 6 

 

Since this was a P-SEC study, the methodology required that the next step involve 

investigating the findings from the thematic analysis to complete the Organisational 

Moment analysis. As summarised in Table 3.2, this entailed identifying how an event (the 

Organisational Moment) impeded marginalised individuals’ lives (complications), how 

symbolically and schematically they made sense of the complications (identifying 
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schemata). Finally, what tactics they used to survive the complications produced by the 

Organisational Moment (behavioural and cognitive coping strategies).  

Table 3. 2 

Summary of P-SEC Analysis: Organisational Moments 

Organisational 
Moment 

Complications Schemata  Coping 
Strategies  

1. Casual Status 
as Precarious 
Employment 

1. Instability of casual 
work 
2. Promotion 
uncertainty and 
discrimination 
3. Illness and injury 
4. Family planning  
5. Cost of pregnancy 
6. The casual mother  
7. Differential 
treatment 

1. Indiscernible 
ruler – The 
Ministry 
2. Casual 
3. The old boys 
club 
 

Cognitive 
1. Criticising the 
correctional 
practices  
2. Accepting 
their position- 
learned 
helplessness 
3. Rationalising 
their experience 
 
Behavioural 
1. Self-advocacy 
2. Becoming 
invisible 
 

2. Culture of 
Corrections 

1. Lack of institutional 
support 
2. Social exclusion 
3. Deficit and 
incapability  
4. Physical (& 
Psychological) 
exclusion 
5. Violence, 
physiology, and 
inferiority / biological 
dimorphism and 
destiny 
7. Paternalism  
8. Sexualised hostile 
work environment 
9. Health sequelae  
10. Work-life balance 

1. Men’s physical 
superiority 
2. Women are 
physically inferior 
3. Women’s 
physical inferiority 
as a threat to 
correctional safety. 
4. Men as 
necessary 

Cognitive 
1. Psychological 
avoidance 
2. 
Rationalisation 
3. Practising 
positive thinking 
4. Burnout 
prevention, focus 
on the future 
 
Behavioural 
1. Assertiveness: 
Managing 
harassment 
informally 
3. Advocating 
for rights 
4. Walking the 
tight rope 
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Organisational 
Moment 

Complications Schemata  Coping 
Strategies  

5. Setting limits: 
work-life 
balance 
6. Informal 
networking 
7. Physical 
activities 
8. Professional 
help 
9. Medicating 
 

3. Assignment of 
Work Partners 

1. Men as necessary 
2. Men as protectors 
3. Women as second-
rate 

Schemata of men 
as partners 
1. Old timer 
2. Hard-ass 
3. Mr. Lazy 
4. Truant Partner 
 
Schemata of 
women as 
partners 
1. Tramp 
2. Social worker 
3. Chihuahua 
4. Weak 
5. A Gossip 
6. Queen Bee 

Cognitive 
1. Think like a 
“man” 
2. Tolerance 
3. Low “man” on 
the totem pole 
4. Rationalising 
 
Behavioural 
1. Stand up and 
speak out 
2. Act 
professional/ 
militant 
3. Adapt 
behaviour/ prove 
self 
4. Ignore them 
5. Avoidance 
 

4. Sick time 1. Menstrual cycles 
2. Family planning 
3. Pregnancy  
4. Menopause 
5. Sick children 

1. It’s a Man’s 
world 
2. Women’s bodies 
as an illness 

Cognitive 
1. Rationalising  
2. Criticising 
 
 
Behavioural 
1. Self-advocate 
2. Work anyway 
 

5. Harassment 
and 
discrimination 

1. Lack of institutional 
support 
2. Social exclusion 

1. Corrections is a 
man’s world 
2. Harassment 
policies are useless 

Cognitive 
1. 
Rationalisation- 
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Organisational 
Moment 

Complications Schemata  Coping 
Strategies  

3. Objectifying – 
accentuates gender 
inequality and power 
dynamics 
4. Limits women’s 
relationships 
5. Reporting = 
workplace suicide 

3. Boys will be 
boys 
4. Men as superior 
5. Women as 
inferior 

knew what I was 
getting into 
2. Ignoring 
3. Criticising 
harassment 
policies 
 
Behavioural 
1. Speak up and 
fight back – 
informally 
 

 

 This analysis resulted in the identification of five Organisational Moments, which 

are listed in the far-left column of Table 3.2. The remaining columns highlight the 

complications, the schematic analysis, and the coping strategies associated with each 

Organisational Moment. Although the next two chapters will focus on the first two 

Organisational Moments only, the totality of the analysis is complete at this time. Each of 

the last three Organisational Moments will be prepared for submissions over the next 

eight months. The first two Organisational Moments (Casual Status as Precarious 

Employment; Burdett, Gouliquer, & Poulin, submitted; The Culture of Corrections; 

Burdett, Poulin, & Gouliquer, submitted), are presented as chapters 4 and 5 respectively, 

and have been submitted to journals and are presently under review. The other three 

Organisational Moments will be briefly described in chapter 6. The choice of the two 

Organisational Moments elaborated in the next two chapters was based on the extent to 

which they were represented in the data. More specifically, those topics (casual status and 

Culture of Corrections) came up most frequently across participants (horizontally) and 

within participants throughout the interviews (vertically). These two Organisational 



83 

 

Moments represent extensive challenges for women correctional officers. Furthermore, 

they have been discussed in previous research and the comparison of the present findings 

with earlier studies was of special interest to determine the level of change that had (or 

not) taken place following their documentation. The third Organisational Moment -- 

Assignment of Work Partners – could have been subsumed under the Culture of 

Corrections, but is listed as a unique Organisational Moment because of the depth and 

extent of its representation in the data, and thus deserves in-depth analysis, which 

eventually will result in an additional manuscript. Similarly, the Organisational Moment 

“Harassment and discrimination” represents the combination of two complex and 

extensive topics. These have been discussed in separate literatures and deserve a wider 

review, which include legal concerns and goes beyond the scope of the present thesis. 
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Abstract 

Precarious employment is a gendered issue affecting many marginalised groups in 

Canada and globally. In this article, we examine how non-standard precarious 

employment practices are used in conjunction with more standard traditional practices by 

a Canadian public institution (Ontario Provincial Correctional Services). An 

interdisciplinary, feminist, standpoint methodology -- the Psycho-Social Ethnography of 

the Commonplace (P-SEC; Gouliquer and Poulin, 2005) -- was adopted to explore the 

gendered psychological and social implications that precarious employment creates for 

women. Thirty-six women correctional officers took part in qualitative interviews. 

Findings indicate that precarious employment practices intersect with and complicate 

Ontario women correctional officers’ lives on and off the job (e.g., work hours, 

mothering, pregnancy, family planning). Results demonstrate the need for a gender-

sensitive evaluation of Correctional Systems, which makes use of this form of hiring 

practice. Social policy recommendations are discussed.  

Keywords 

Precarious employment, Psycho-Social Ethnography of the Commonplace, women 

correctional officer, hyper-masculinised occupation, non-traditional work, 

marginalisation, gender, coping.   
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Introduction 

Canadian women’s involvement in the paid work force has increased exponentially over 

the years. For example, in 1976, 41.9% of women were employed in paid work (Ferrao, 

2010), but in 2014, this figure was up to 82% (Statistics Canada, 2016). The Canadian 

Royal Commission on the Status of Women (1970) and the women's movement 

contributed to bring about this change (Bird et al., 1970: 1-159). Yet, during that time 

period, the Canadian labour force became more precarious. According to Cranford et al., 

(2003: 454-483), this was due to an increase in temporary and part-time work, self-

employment, and unregulated employment. Such precarious conditions have negative 

 effects on job-seeking, and this is increasingly so for women. These are the 

circumstances faced by aspiring Ontario correctional officers, as only part-time 

employment is offered as an entry point to a career in corrections. The goal of this paper 

is to shed light on this reality through the examination of precariously-employed women 

correctional officers in the Ontario Correctional system. 

Precarity, gender, and health 

The lack of full-time employment generally means job insecurity, lower wages, 

unpredictable or variable work hours, poor working conditions, and little to no health, 

dental, and vacation benefits (Zeytinoglu et al., 2004: 516-544). Thus, precarious 

employment comes with many challenges for workers, which in turn negatively 

influences their health (Cranford et al., 2003: 454-483). For example, it has been 

associated with psychological health morbidity (sleep disturbance, depression, 

psychological distress) and anxiety (Sverke et al., 2002: 242-264; Virtanen et al., 2005: 

610-622). Research indicates that women precariously employed delay starting a family 
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(Modena and Sabatini 2012: 77-97; Steele et al., 2014: 155-160). According to Bartley 

(1999: 601-602), in families where the burden of domestic responsibilities is relegated to 

women, this division of labour negatively affect women’s employment and subsequently 

their health. To understand the experience of women’s increasing participation in the 

labour market, therefore, it is important to examine the intersection of gender and 

precarious employment.  

 Precarious employment affects many Canadian women disproportionately. For 

instance, in 2012 in Ontario, 68% of women aged 15-64 were employed, but 34% of 

women aged 25-44 reported part-time employment because of childcare duties; which is 

in contrast to 3% of their men counterpart (Queen's Printer for Ontario, 2015). Thus, 

while precarious employment is difficult for women in general, its effect on the lives of 

women who are single parents or who are considering having children is exacerbated.  

Precarity in the correctional milieu and the case of women officers 

In Canada, there are two correctional systems—federal and provincial. All prisoners are 

held in the provincial system until sentencing. Once sentenced, prisoners are transferred 

to the appropriate institution according to the severity of the offence and the associated 

length of the sentence. Employment practices of these two systems vary. In the Ontario 

system, correctional officers are first hired as part-time employees for an undetermined 

period. Aspiring correctional officers, therefore, must accept precarious employment. 

Given these circumstances, the Ontario correctional system is an ideal environment for 

this investigation for two reasons. First, precarious employment is an integral part of the 

hiring process. Second, by centering on the daily experience of women correctional 

officers, we can elucidate how precarious work and gender intersect.  
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 Historically, men as correctional officers were referred to as guards and women as 

matrons. In 1966, there were only 35 matrons employed in Ontario jails working 

exclusively with women prisoners (McMahon, 1999: 1-219). Women’s wider integration 

started in 1978 when they also began working with men prisoners (Correctional Services 

Canada, 2015: 5). By the early 1980s, women represented approximately 8.5% of 

correctional officers. Their numbers had risen to 18% by 1990, and to 29% by 2010 

(Gillis M, Deputy Coordinator, Ministry of Correctional Services, 2010, personal 

communication). The number of women employed depends on the type of correctional 

institution. In men-only prisoner institutions, women make up 26% of the correctional 

officer population; in women-only facilities, women constitute 68% of the correctional 

officers; and in mixed-gender institutions (facilities that house both men- and women-

prisoner populations), women hold 29% of the total officer positions (Gillis M, Deputy 

Coordinator, Ministry of Correctional Services, 2010, personal communication). These 

numbers demonstrate a net increase of women working in this traditionally hyper-

masculinised occupation. While credit can be attributed to the 1970 Royal Commission 

on the Status of Women for initiating this increase (Szockyj, 1989: 319-328), the 1990 

Federal Government Task Force entitled ‘Barriers to Women in the Public Service’ also 

played a major role. This Task Force mandated equal employment of women in the 

Public Service sector, which maintained the pressure to hire women (Canada, 1990). In 

the recent past, therefore, women not only entered corrections in unprecedented numbers, 

they began to stay for longer periods (Griffin, 2006: 4-25). Yet, women continue to hold 

a more marginalised position and experience opposition to their presence in the 

correctional system (Belknap, 2001: 89-115). Social scientists report that women 
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experience role conflict or the incompatibility of being both a woman and a correctional 

officer (Crouch, 1985: 525-548; Farnworth, 1992: 278-296). According to Kissel and 

Katsampes (1980: 213-231), women are viewed as incapable of performing a 

traditionally masculine job. Other researchers described how women confront 

paternalism, since men consider them in need of protection (Farnworth, 1992: 278-296; 

Hunt, 1990: 3-30; Jurik, 1985: 291-305; Pogrebin and Poole, 1997: 45). Compared to 

men, women officers face sexual harassment from both the men in the prisoner 

population and as their co-workers and supervisors (McMahon, 1999: 1-219; Pogrebin 

and Poole, 1997: 125; 1998: 43-48).    

 In the correctional environment, research indicates that women experience stress 

(Hurst and Hurst, 1997: 121-137; Jurik, 1988: 291-305; Lovrich and Stohr, 1993: 68-85; 

Wright and Saylor, 1991: 505-524), lack of acceptance (Etheridge, et al., 1984: 54-65; 

Horne, 1985: 46-54; Jurik, 1985: 415-430, 1988: 291-305), and a lack of ‘institutional 

socialisation’ (Belknap, 1991: 89-115). Acker (1990: 139-158; 2006: 441-464) has 

argued that organisations are and have always been gendered, and that it is preposterous 

to believe otherwise. She noted that the gender assumptions underpinning an organisation 

(e.g., hyper-masculinised) becomes visible when workers who do not fit the dominant 

gender (e.g., women) enter the organisation. She explains that it is the institutional 

policies and practices that continue to hold gendered values (Acker, 1992: 565-568). That 

is, policies that govern institutions are underpinned by specific assumptions about gender. 

This becomes particularly obvious in a role such as correctional officer, which is based 

on “male characteristics.” Historical information illustrates that the creation of 

correctional organisations took place in the absence of women (Correctional Services 
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Canada, 2015: 1-5). Acker (1990: 139) contends that in hyper-masculinised 

organisations, “images of men’s bodies and masculinity pervade organisational 

processes, marginalising women and contributing to the maintenance of gender 

segregation in organisations.” Few studies have investigated the impact of specific 

organisational policies and practices on women’s lives.  

 Despite the above-mentioned changes, researchers have not examined how 

correctional work shapes women’s everyday lives, including their cognitions and coping 

mechanisms. We know little regarding the links between the practices of this institution 

and the everyday reality of women. Previous research suggests that the correctional 

services complicate and marginalise women correctional officers’ realities, but little 

empirical evidence documents how this shapes their daily existence and how they 

cognitively make sense of, and cope with complications that emerge. The present 

research is part of a larger study that aims to elucidate how the formal and informal 

practices, policies, and culture of the traditional hyper-masculinised correctional facilities 

in Ontario influence women correctional officers’ lives. In this paper, using a gendered 

lens, we specifically examine the hiring policies and procedures of correctional officers 

in the Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services in Ontario.   

Methodology 

The Psycho-social ethnography of the commonplace (P-SEC) 

In the present research, we utilised the Psycho-Social Ethnography of the Commonplace 

methodology (P-SEC; Gouliquer and Poulin, 2012: 54-64). P-SEC is an interdisciplinary 

methodology that borrows from three different theoretical perspectives: feminist 

standpoint epistemology (Harding, 2004: 1-16), institutional ethnography (Smith, 1987: 
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1-244; 2005: 1-257), and schema theory (Elsbach, et al., 2005: 422-433; Fiske and 

Taylor, 1991: 1-508). In its analysis, P-SEC also directs the researcher to take into 

consideration historical developments in understanding the social phenomena under 

investigation.   

 Combining the above-mentioned theoretical frameworks, P-SEC comprises a set of 

assumptions. First, it is assumed that examining the reality and understanding of persons 

who are oppressed will provide a closer description of the truth than that given by those 

in power positions. Harding (1991: 1-319; 2004: 1-16) explicated that it is the struggles 

endured by the oppressed (e.g., women) that creates the epistemological vantage point to 

generate crucial questions and unique knowledge about reality. Thus, P-SEC incorporates 

the perspective that the best approach to explain social reality is to examine the everyday 

experiences of marginalised persons as the starting point of the research.  

 A second assumption of P-SEC is that a critical examination of the hegemonic 

perspective of the everyday life within an institution is essential to understanding its 

functioning. This concept borrows from Dorothy Smith’s (1987: 1-244) view that calls 

for the investigation of ‘ruling relations’ and how these forces shape the lives of people 

without ruling power to explain the complex world of power and authority inherent to 

institutions. As its main sources of information, the P-SEC methodology examines the 

relations of ruling from two angles: the experiences of the oppressed and the 

historical/institutional data (interviews, observations, and textual documentation). 

Interviews of the marginalised persons allows for the telling of their stories, their 

realities, their experiences, and their understandings. Through focusing on people’s 

stories and the institutional impact on their lives, P-SEC methodology encourages the 
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identification of ‘Organisational Moments.’ Organisational Moments are ‘ordinary, 

regularly occurring events that serve the needs of the institution, and which shape the 

marginalised group’s activities and thoughts, while complicating the individuals’ lives’ 

(Gouliquer and Poulin, 2005: 325).  

 Third, according to P-SEC methodology, it is important to understand and document 

the schemata used by marginalised groups when they make sense of the complications 

resulting from Organisational Moments as a means to understanding the institutional 

culture. Rumelhart (1980: 88-97) described schemata as elaborate cognitively-

constructed maps of social generic concepts. The generic concepts are comprised of 

learned, condensed pieces of knowledge or information physiologically stored and linked 

together in our memory. The schematic maps expedite retrieval of concepts and facilitate 

understanding and communication. Elsbach et al., (2005: 422-433) noted that specific 

situations draw out specific schemata to create situated cognitions. That is, the 

organisational context (physical and ideological) interacts with the social concepts 

(schemata) affecting the sense-making process. Thus, an individual can utilise a schema 

to make sense of a situation efficiently, and adapt to situational changes through the 

modification of the schema.  

 Using P-SEC guides the researcher to make use of these ‘cognitive maps’ to gain 

insight into the meaning Organisational Moments have to the marginalised person 

experiencing them. Once the Organisational Moments are identified, the researcher 

studies the behavioural and mental strategies utilised by the oppressed persons to cope 

with the difficulties experienced. This calls for a resolution between the demands of the 

institution and those of their own reality. P-SEC, therefore, encourages the researcher to 
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shed light on the adaptive strategies marginalised people use to cope with complications 

(from the Organisational Moments) that impact their lives. An additional goal of the P-

SEC methodology is to foster the development of social/policy recommendations as a 

means to promote change and improve the lives of marginalised groups (Gouliquer and 

Poulin, 2005: 323-335).  

Women as a marginalised group 

Women working in solely men-prisoner provincial correctional institutions in Ontario are 

positioned as a marginalised group for the following reasons. While the numerical data 

(35%) suggest that tokenism is not in effect, women’s marginalisation also stems from 

the history of corrections. The correctional systems were designed for men by men, and 

men continue to dominate the managerial positions (Britton, 2003: 797-818). Therefore, 

as noted previously, women officers face gendered challenges (e.g., non-acceptance), and 

work in an institution that is still traditionally dominated by men and men-identified. 

Both historically and currently, therefore, women have been treated differently than men 

in this milieu, and women correctional officers are defined as a marginalised group.  

Participants and procedure    

Thirty-six women correctional officers took part in the study. Interviews comprised of 

abridged life-stories as they began when the woman entered corrections. Atkinson (1998: 

1-97; 2012: 111-128) explained that the use of life-story interviews is an important tool 

as it aids in learning about the individual’s reality. It has a natural quality to it, which is 

favourable to this type of inquiry because people will emphasise what is personally 

meaningful, such as their struggles and conflicts. At the time of the interviews, all 

participants were presently working as correctional officers or as managers in one of 
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Ontario’s 29 correctional facilities with men only prisoners. The depth and richness of the 

36 interviews allowed the researcher to differentiate between individuality and 

commonality of experiences. The 36 participants ranged in age from 25 to 63 years 

(average of 41 years), their years of service ranged from 6 months to 29 years (average of 

15 years), and their educational background was diverse (7 had university degrees, 24 

college studies, and 5 high school diplomas). These women found out about the study by 

word of mouth or through an Ontario Correctional Services union list server. Interviews 

were completed in person or over the telephone. Pseudonyms and discontinuous identities 

were used in the presentation of the quotes to ensure anonymity (Poulin, 2001). The 

quotations were edited to facilitate reading comprehension (e.g., repeated words were 

eliminated, and details such as the specific work location were taken out).  

Results 

Organisational Moment: Casual status 

As per the P-SEC methodology, the Organisational Moment identified and discussed in 

this paper is: Casual Status. Casual status is ‘fixed-term employment status’ (Ministry of 

Community Safety and Correctional Services, 2014: 4). While the Ontario Correctional 

Services refers to it as such, in this paper, it is referred to as part-time ‘casual’ 

employment, as that is how the officers referred to it. As mentioned-above, acquiring a 

full-time position is not automatic. If a full-time position becomes available, casual 

officers must apply through an internal competition, interview, and be selected. The 

distinction between statuses of casual and full-time correctional officers is a salient 

one. Casual officers’ work hours are unstable and unpredictable. While they usually 

receive their work-schedules one or two weeks in advance, they are not guaranteed any 
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specific number of hours. In order to secure 40 hours of work per week, casual officers 

are always on call to accept shifts as they become available. The pre-assigned schedules 

are determined by the administration, and are often less than 40-hours per week.  

 Casual Status is precarious employment that complicates the lives of women 

differently than men. Women face specific challenges in negotiating the policies and 

practices that regulate casual employment, such as when they are pregnant or have 

children. As will be discussed below, the institution of corrections benefits from these 

gendered inequalities embedded within their policies and procedures. Following is a 

discussion of the complications and challenges women correctional officers encountered 

as casual part-time workers while employed by Ontario Correctional Services.  

Complications 

 The Organisational Moment Casual Status complicates women correctional officers’ 

lives in numerous ways. They experience negative effects from: instability of casual 

work, promotion uncertainty and discrimination, illness and injury, family planning, cost 

of pregnancy, the casual mother, and differential treatment.   

 Instability of casual work.   When accepting a job offer to work in corrections, many 

of the women expected to attain job security (full-time employment), a decent wage, and 

the other employment benefits such as vacation or sick time. The following two quotes 

illustrate that while women expect to do some casual part-time work, they do not expect 

to be employed part-time for years, as Letitia and Penny states:  

People are casuals for eight, nine, 10 years, which is ridiculous. [Letitia] 

I walked in, not being told that I would be a casual [part-timer] forever. I didn’t know 

that. Now they’re being told that they will be casual for quite some time. [Penny] 
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What Penny and Letitia’s quotations indicate is that new officers endure precarious 

employment for years. In this sample, twelve of the women reported being casual for one 

year or less; five for two years; nine for three to four years, and 10 for five to nine years. 

The practice of employing newly trained officers as casual employees has been in place 

for a long time; however, according to Irene, the duration is increasing: 

I was unclassified for about four years before I became full-time. Well, you know 

what, it’s a lot worse now. [Irene] 

Women spoke of the effects of the uncertainty experienced during this long, precarious 

waiting period to become a full-time employee. Perry voices her frustration and worries 

she had as a casual officer: 

I was bitter and I was miserable. And I knew that I was going to be a nasty person and 

I didn’t want that to happen. I hate them [the Ministry] for it. [Perry]   

The use of the casual status is a practice common to most Canadian provincial 

correctional facilities, but the Canadian federal system is different. In the federal system, 

new officers are hired as full-time employees in a probationary period and receive 

benefits and full-time status at the end of one year (Correctional Services of Canada, 

2003: 5); provincial systems vary in terms of the lengths of time one remains a part-time 

employee. 

    Promotional uncertainty and discrimination.   Women reported that the process for 

promotion to full-time was not based on a standardised set of objective criteria. Women 

perceived this process as subjective and arbitrary. In the next quotes, Leah and Penny 

speak about the lack of standardised criteria for when a position becomes available:  
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They don’t do competitions. In the seven and a half years that I was a casual, there 

was one competition for one position. And that’s only because our superintendent at 

the time screwed up. [Leah] 

You can be the best person you can be. You can go in, rarely refuse shifts, because if 

you did, then you were screwed. . . But yet, you weren’t getting hired full-time. 

[Penny] 

Participants were concerned with favouritism in competing for full-time work. They felt 

that although they had more experience, their men colleagues were chosen to be 

promoted to full-time employees. As Paula stated when talking about her difficulty 

getting a full-time position:  

Favouritism [to achieve full-time] absolutely. Very rarely would I go out [to socialise], 

and as result you are excluded. It was very cliquey. They’re out all the time, and they 

were good friends and they had all these shared experiences on days off. I think that 

that makes a difference. It made my work harder. They would look out for each other 

more. Well, I think that they’d make sure... that they had the better shifts or they 

would make sure if somebody got a shift before the other person, you know, it was in 

a backstabbing way. [Paula] 

When women tried to address the issue, their employer, the Ontario Ministry of 

Correctional Services, did not acknowledge it as a problem. Kayla’s quote indicates that 

women part-time correctional officers’ concerns were ignored and ridiculed. 

We had [the Deputy Minister] come into our institution. He said, “Do you have any 

issues?” . . .we asked, “How come in [the larger correctional facility X], you can be 

full-time in two years and at [this smaller institution] you’re stuck as a casual for nine 
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years?” . . . He goes, “Well you know how to fix that!” Someone asked, “How?” He 

goes, “Move to [the larger city].” This is the Ministry’s [answer]: Move to [the larger 

city]! [Kayla] 

In general, the participants perceived the Ministry as uninterested in improving how 

promotions from part-time to full-time were applied in their institutions. The attitude of 

the Ministry left women feeling unheard, expendable, and helpless. 

    Illness and injury.   Participants talked about the cost of being sick and not protected 

by a sick time policy. Ontario Correctional Services casual officers are given 4% of pay 

in lieu of vacation and health care benefits that are provided to full-time officers. For 

women, having to take time off due to illness had a direct impact on their income. As 

Nicole points out in the next quotation, not working could result in her inability to pay for 

her living accommodations. 

I woke up and I was really sick. . . . So I went to the doctor and he’s like “well, we’re 

sending you straight to the hospital. . . . you need to go to the hospital.” I was 

devastated because I don’t get paid if I’m not at work. I needed the money. . . . if I 

don’t make money, I don’t pay my mortgage; if I don’t pay my mortgage, I don’t have 

anywhere to live. [Nicole] 

Work-place injuries also brought up some unique concerns for casual employees. If 

casual workers are injured on the job, they are provided compensation equivalent to their 

scheduled hours. Many women resented the level of compensation provided for a 

workplace injury because if often resulted in lost pensionable hours. For example, Sally 

was injured on the job and was only awarded the equivalent number of hours of 

compensation she was scheduled to work.  
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Since I was injured, I have been off work. They'll give me credit but only for the 36 

hours [I was scheduled to work]. My pension requires 40-hours a week to count as a 

year towards my pension. [Sally] 

Had she been able to work, Sally, like most of the women, would have picked up the 

extra four hours per week and met the pension requirement. Such rules ensure casual 

employees will accept all shifts as any absence from work results in both short term (pay) 

and long term (pension) financial losses.  

    Family planning.   Life as a casual correctional officer raised an issue particularly 

salient to women: family planning. The next quotations illustrate how the delay in being 

promoted to a full-time status influenced when they would begin their family: 

How am I supposed to start a life? How am I supposed to start a family? How am I 

supposed to do things with my children? How am I supposed to have children when 

I’m not going to be covered [medical, dental, vacation]? [Kayla] 

My husband and I are thinking about having children in the near future. I always said 

that I hoped to God that I can be full-time first. I never thought when I first started in 

[corrections] that I would be five years later still not knowing [when I would be full-

time]. I don't want to have kids when I'm 30 but it sounds like that might be the first 

opportunity for me to be full-time. So, I don't know what to do, it is a struggle. 

Obviously, women have the parts and men do not, so, as a man unclassified [casual], it 

is not really something that they have to think about. [Sue] 

Thus, women put their hopes and plans for family on hold while waiting for a promotion 

to a full-time position that can take years. 
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    Pregnancy.   Participants discussed the difficulties they faced as pregnant women. 

Corrections is a dangerous environment and once a woman declares that she is pregnant, 

the positions to which she can be assigned are automatically limited. Generally, pregnant 

women only work in positions designated as safe for them and their fetus. That is, 

pregnant women are placed in positions that tend to distance them from, or limit their 

contact with the prisoners. For example, they are not expected to use physical force if 

there are emergencies (e.g., a code is called out). This policy often results in the 

reallocation of duties and necessitates increasing the number of correctional officers on 

the shift. For the pregnant officer, being assigned to ‘modified duties’ is a mixed 

blessing: It is considered a preventive safety measure, but it fuels the negative view that 

(pregnant) women have no place in the correctional system. Cara was placed in a job 

where she was still expected to respond but her partner objected. She explains;   

I remember one officer physically pushing me, he said “No Cara, I know you want to 

do your job but you have to think of that baby, you’re not going in there.” And he 

talked to me after and he said, “I hope you don’t feel that I was pushing you.” I said, 

“Well you did actually physically push me.” He said, “you have to think of that baby, 

we know you do your job.” [Cara] 

Drea explains her experience of receiving modified duties,  

There was a lot of animosity when I got pregnant. I was the first of a bunch [of 

pregnant women] and some of the other girls would come to me and say, “well they 

told me I can kiss my forty [hours per week] goodbye.” And I said, “they can’t do that 

to you.” But you’re a casual and you’re a knocked up casual, so how many positions 

do they have where you are going to push buttons? It’s not bad if you’re a casual and 
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you’re the only one [pregnant], or there’s one or two but we had a bunch [of pregnant 

women]. That’s what made it more difficult. [Drea] 

Because pregnancy limits which duties and work location a pregnant officer can be 

assigned, it is harder for management to place her on a shift. Thus, it becomes easier for 

the management to overlook a pregnant casual to fill shifts. In the following quotation, 

Sue discusses a case where her friend refused to tell the management that she was 

pregnant because she wanted to ensure she got her 40-hour weeks.  

For the longest time, people were telling her, “you need to tell them.” She was a petite 

little thing, so she barely looked pregnant the whole time. And we would say to her, 

“you need to let them know,” but she would say, “no, I'm just going to wait another 

month because I don't want to not get my 40-hours.” [Sue] 

When casuals are overlooked for shifts because they are pregnant, it negatively impacts 

their finances in the following ways: Their income is diminished immediately and the 

time often does not count toward their pension. In addition, women’s maternity benefits 

will be less because the benefits are calculated on the number of hours of work just prior 

to giving birth of the child. Sue describes how a pregnancy will affect her long-term 

reality:  

If I do [get pregnant], it's a lot less pay for a year. When you go on maternity leave as 

an unclassified [casual], it's based on your last 13 weeks [of work]; if you only have 

12 hours a week [due to your pregnancy], that's pretty shady! [Sue] 

Sue went on to explain how this is most problematic in smaller institutions because of the 

fewer alternative areas and positions a pregnant woman can be assigned to work during 

her pregnancy.   
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It is a huge issue. I would assume that in bigger facilities they would have different 

positions where the woman could work, such as in records or something like that, or 

other positions that are not working with prisoners. We don't have those positions 

because we are a small place. [Sue] 

Yet, as Drea notes, once women are promoted into a full-time position, their security 

changes dramatically: 

As a full-timer, I went on sick leave thirty days before my son was born, so they had 

to pay me short-term disability. Then, they gave me top up, right?! But I have a 

girlfriend who didn’t get rolled over [promoted to full-time] and she started the same 

day as me. She’s having her second child as a casual. So you can do it but it’s hard, 

and then, how do you look after childcare when you’re casual? [Drea] 

    Mothering.   While all the women spoke of their struggles with the status of casual 

work in corrections, those who were mothers contended with the impact it had on their 

children, families, and reality. As both Jayne and Jamie point out in the next quotations, 

planning ahead is not possible as a mother with a part-time status:  

It impacts my son greatly: Getting the calls at four in the morning—Do you want a 

shift today? So, I get my son out of bed, ready for childcare. I have to bring him over 

to my mother’s and then my mom brings him to day care and then he goes off to 

school from day care. It’s very difficult for anybody with children. As a casual, not 

knowing if mommy’s going to be home tonight or not, there’s no stability there for a 

child. There’s no planning a life as a casual. [Jayne] 

The casual bit destroys your family life the most. Because you have no family life, 

because you’re at their [corrections] beck and call non-stop. You can’t plan anything; 
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you have no family time. And I mean you could, if you didn’t answer your phone, but 

if you want to pay your bills, you have to be able to work. If you start saying “I can’t 

be there on this day,” then you are not guaranteed your 40 hours. [Jamie] 

Women discussed the heartache of not having the ability to take time off for important 

events and some waited for their children to be older before becoming a correctional 

officer.  

For so many years, you miss so much of your child’s childhood… It’s wrong, it’s 

completely wrong. They [correctional system] destroy a family. . . But yeah, I can see 

why they [the women] don’t come in because it destroys their family life. [Jamie] 

I waited to join corrections till after my kids were raised. Because corrections, 

especially if you’re casual, is not a job where you want to have to say, “well I have 

kids. I can’t work tonight.” [Haley] 

As seen above, casual officers do not benefit from the medical and dental plans, even if 

they work 40 hours per week. The lack of workplace health care coverage represents a 

financial challenge for many casual workers with family.  

My child has medical problems and I pay hundreds of dollars a month for medications. 

I have no benefits. I have a mortgage to pay. I have bills to pay. So, when I’m missing 

24 hours on a paycheck, that’s huge! That’s huge! [Jane] 

    Differential treatment.   Women spoke of the differential treatment they experienced as 

casuals at the hands of other correctional officers and managers, and due to institutional 

practices and policies. Although these women fully expect to work in undesirable work 

locations due to the nature of their work, they have no control with whom they work.  
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They [administration] asked for volunteers and nobody would volunteer [to work with 

this guy], so he got me [assigned]. . . Yeah he was a treat. In two years, I got 

investigated twice because of him. I haven’t been able to figure out how to cope with 

him yet. It bothers me. [Janice]  

The following quotes illustrate the differential treatment they faced: 

Whatever I do, I’m always watching the men [colleagues] behind me to see what 

they’re saying. . . I know I’m going to be looked down on and I’m going to be called a 

bitch, or I’m going to be called an inmate-lover. There are a whole slew of names that 

I’m going to get called when these male COs [correctional officers] don’t like what 

I’m doing. [Irene] 

I had a lot of bad stuff happen like: my car got scratched up pretty badly; nasty stuff 

written about me in the control room, so obviously, inmates aren’t writing this; and I 

got locked in units. They [men colleagues] wouldn’t let me out [of a unit]. They 

looked at me, smiled, and then walked away, just left me standing there [locked in a 

unit with no way out]. [Misty]  

Throughout the interviews, women talked about the Culture of Corrections and the need 

to become accepted to be treated with fairness and respect. Gaining acceptance, however, 

is difficult and usually only happens once you are full-time. As Isabelle notes, 

It took a while, but I did feel as though I was accepted. I don’t think when I was a 

casual I ever felt accepted. Casuals had a really bad name. Casuals had to do all the 

crappy stuff that others didn’t want. So you always felt like an underdog. But then 

when I became classified [full time], then I felt that I was more accepted. [Isabelle] 
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Isabelle’s quote illustrates that conditions improve with promotion but full acceptance is 

still not given or always felt. The differential treatment has institutional links. Casuals 

are, by legal definition, part-time employees. Yet, as the following quote indicates, it is 

expected that they will accept enough shifts to complete a 40-hour work week.  

[As casuals,] we are doing our full-time hours. We are doing the same amount of 

work as everybody else [full-time employees]. It’s not like we’re filling in. I 

mean, technically, we are filling in because we’re filling in for all the spots that 

the full-timers can’t fill in.   Because there’s not enough full-timer; it’s 

understaffed. They won’t even give overtime to anybody until all the casuals have 

the forty hours. That just tells you, we [casuals] are all full-time staff. We just 

don’t get benefits. How is that fair? [Beth] 

Casuals also are entitled to fewer uniforms than full-time officers. 

You’re a casual? Too bad. You are issued less uniforms. [Chantal] 

    In sum, women’s lives are complicated in multiple ways when they are hired as casual 

workers and many of these complications are linked to their gender status. All women 

interviewed entered corrections looking for full-time employment, job security, a 

guaranteed wage, and health benefits. The length of time before that became reality 

varied from six months to over nine years. As a casual employee, women confront having 

no control over their work schedules, fluctuating income, and lack of vacation and health 

care benefits that fail to meet their needs. In addition, they endure disrespect, 

mistreatment, vandalism, sexual harassment, and institutional neglect.  
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Schematic analysis 

    Women drew on their understanding of the Ontario Correctional Services culture to 

help them make sense of the complications they experienced from the Organisational 

Moment Casual Status. More specifically, participants evoked the following schemata to 

make sense of their experiences: The indiscernible ruler -- the Ministry, Casual, and The 

Old Boys’ Club. 

    The Ministry.   Women constantly spoke about and drew upon the cognitive entity 

(e.g., schema) they referred to as “the Ministry.” The Ministry represents an omnipotent, 

taken-for-granted, omnipresent entity that controls from above, in a way that felt 

separated and disconnected from their everyday work as an officer. It came up in many 

different areas of these women’s correctional experience but it was particularly present 

when speaking about the treatment they received as casual employees. Women reported 

experiencing pride in their workplace, feeling they were making a difference and were 

enjoying the camaraderie with most co-workers, but expressed resentment about the 

Ministry, its control, and its lack of compassion for them. Jade’s quote exemplifies the 

schema of the Ministry:  

It’s the Ministry that makes me angry. I love my job but I hate the Ministry. . . because 

of keeping us as casuals for so long. And the rules that they have that surround 

everything, having rules like not being able to give me a full-time roster spot [work 

position] for three months because of my injury. And not looking after me during my 

injury. [Jade] 

As noted in an earlier quote by Kayla, the Ministry is seen as a force that controls through 

power, prescribing rules, and enforcing regulations that complicate the lives and 
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experiences of the casual workers. There seems to be a disconnect between pride in the 

actual correctional work they do, and lack of pride and respect in working for the 

Ministry. The women, in general, like their work in corrections but not the Ministry. 

They report that the Ministry does not look out for them.  

    Casual.   The schema ‘casual’ refers a concept that embodies the part-time employee 

or casual status in the Ontario Correctional Services. It is exemplified in how women 

talked about and referred to themselves as casuals. While the schema, casual, entailed 

limited job protection and lack of benefits, for the women, it more importantly 

symbolised a type of purgatory. Their status did not represent a short-term temporary 

position but rather one of an indeterminate length to be endured. Thus, in the context of 

corrections, the term casual is a rich schema that evokes an image of officers forever on 

probation who lack institutional protection. This position encompasses structural 

powerless, and those who occupy it, therefore, are at risk of being mistreated and abused. 

Given the gendered nature of correctional institutions, women correctional officers (as 

illustrated above) are more at risk. Pamela’s quote illustrates the dynamic aspects of this 

schema. 

As a casual, you have to fight the Ministry for everything to protect yourself, right? 

How do I make sense of the fact that it’s set up that way? Why do I think it’s set up 

that way? I don’t know, it’s wrong, it’s just wrong, but I think that’s just the way it is 

in institutions. [Pamela] 

Pamela’s quote highlights the sense of powerlessness these women feel with regards to 

not being able to change corrections (i.e., that is just the way it is). Women evoked this 
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schema to make sense of the power differential and as a means to help them cope with 

the marginalisation, mistreatment, and abuse they experienced.  

    Old boys’ club.   Like other women in occupations traditionally occupied by men, 

participants also drew upon the concept of the ‘old boys’ club.’ Historically and 

presently, men have continued to maintain dominance and entitlement in this milieu, 

while women experience exclusion and non-acceptance. This exclusion maintains gender 

discrimination and reifies the notion that corrections, and the occupation of correctional 

officer, is only for men. Anne highlights this as she describes her multiple failed attempts 

for a full-time job at different institutions.  

Stress for me was just trying to get full-time. Like, I did competition after 

competition, I went to [name of institution] to write a competition. I wrote two or 

three at one place, I applied for four at another place, I never even got interviewed 

for those. I got passed over by people who knew people at even another institution. It 

just got very old, it made you very bitter. [Anne] 

Bethany explains that is it because of the ‘in’ group or Old Boys’ Club,  

I wasn’t one of the cool people because I didn’t want to be. I shouldn’t say cool 

people… I didn’t go hang out and drink with them and the managers. Like, they’d go 

out, some of the guys. I guess kind of that old boys’ club.  [Bethany]  

Women also spoke about the old boys’ club in the context of women’s relationships. 

Nova’s description of a conversation she had with another women officer underpins the 

implications it holds for women. That is, Nova talked about her experience with her 

partner also being in corrections, and its impact on her.  
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She goes, “Even though my last name isn’t even the same as my husband’s, the old 

boys’ club makes it its business to know what you do. It doesn’t matter, the job that 

you do [performance], it’s who you’re married to.” [Nova] 

    In sum, the image of the old boys’ club continues to dominate in the correctional 

environment to the detriment of women. The presence of such an exclusionary force 

continues to limit women and their progress, causing stress and powerlessness for those 

who do not benefit from the alliance formed by this group of men.   

    How did women cope with the complications that they experience as a result of the 

Ministry’s hiring practices? In the next section, we examine how women explain their 

coping strategies in dealing with being a casual employee.  

Coping Strategies 

    Women used both cognitive and behavioural coping strategies to manage the 

complications faced as a result of the Organisational Moment, casual. Cognitive coping 

strategies included criticising the correctional practices that are in place, accepting their 

position because of learned helplessness, and/or rationalising their experience.    

Cognitive coping strategies 

    Criticising practices and policies.   Women criticised and voiced discontent about the 

practices and policies surrounding the reality of casual employees. The participants 

considered the unfairness of the situation. How the women felt in general is illustrated in 

Beth’s comment:  

It’s not fair! It’s not fair that I worked really hard to get this job. Not only did I work 

hard in my life but I worked hard in all the training and all the everything to get this 

job. [I am] still in a different class [part-time] than other people. In any other job . . . I 
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would have to be on probation for three months and then I’d automatically get my 

benefits. Why is that different here? [Beth] 

The women strongly expressed their frustrations: They felt unsupported by the Ministry. 

Cara’s quote exemplifies the depth and strength of their criticisms:  

(Crying) It makes absolutely no sense, they just don’t care. . . . They don’t care that 

you work in a negative environment to start with, and that everyday something else 

happens to increase the negativity. Management just does nothing -- right from the top 

. . . right down to the line manager. They don’t give a shit about correctional officers, 

as long as there’s a body there to do that job, they don’t care. [Cara] 

The voicing of their criticisms, frustrations, and discontent illustrates that women 

recognise the oppression inherent in their realities as casual employees, and are able to 

distance these practices and policies from their own performance.   

    Learned helplessness.   Although women reported feeling frustrated in corrections, 

they also felt powerless to evoke change or, in many cases, not feeling free to end their 

employment. Women felt as though they had no choice but just accept their fate, a sort of 

learned helplessness that goes with the casual status. Nellie and Cara both felt trapped:  

I just I couldn’t afford to leave after what I’d put into it [paying for the training and 

moving my family]. Where I was, I just couldn’t afford to leave. [Nellie] 

Because it’s not gonna change. My job is never gonna change. I don’t care. I think in 

100 years from now, if there’s still correctional officers, it will be the same. I can’t see 

it ever changing for females in corrections. Ever. [Cara] 

    The women's learned helplessness has caused them to react passively, in light of 

feeling powerless to bring about changes within corrections. The overt display of the 
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beliefs and values held by managers and employees about the power of the old boys’ club 

within the correctional organisation seems to contribute to women's powerlessness.  

    Rationalisation.   Another cognitive coping strategy for women was rationalising; 

women attempted to explain why they remained in their position by examining it in a 

logical way. Many women rationalised that they had to stay in correctional services 

because they needed the money and job security. They had slightly different 

circumstances but, like Paula in the next quote, there were no alternatives, and thus, they 

logically resolved they had to stay:  

I’m a single mother. I don’t get support for my kids. I now have three kids. It’s just, 

it’s just not, it’s not feasible. And that’s not anybody’s fault, it’s just the way it is, you 

know what I mean? So I have to suck it up and deal with it. And that’s that. [Paula] 

As Ginger highlights, the issue is that once you make the money and have the benefits (or 

dream of getting them), you get locked into the idea of the job security. She describes a 

conversation she had with a fellow officer about the plight of getting trapped by the 

“correctional dream.” Ginger quotes her partner (a man),  

So “if you have any aspirations – go to it or you’re going to be stuck.” “Trust me; you 

start bringing kids into this, a wife or husband, you’re going to say, 'oh, I can’t leave. 

The benefits are too good. I can’t do this [change to another job],’ and you’ll get stuck. 

[Ginger] 

For Zella, deciding to stay despite the hardships also was influenced by her income and 

time. She was able to logically make sense of her enduring the part-time employment 

period until she was promoted to full-time. She talks about how part-time casual status 

afforded her flexibility in addition to the money. 
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It was discouraging and I thought, well, if I don’t get full-time within three years, I’m 

going to look for something else. But then of course, you’re making a ton of money 

and I was single at the time and didn’t have any bills or a care in the world, so I just 

stuck with it. Three years came and went and then four years… At the time, I didn’t 

mind it because my lifestyle was different and basically we could pick and choose 

when we went into work. It had a lot of flexibility, which is what I kind of needed in 

my life at that time. [Zella] 

    Women also rationalised that, although they knew that their time as a casual was 

potentially going to be long-lasting, they also knew that someday, it would end. Trisha 

states:  

I rationalised that I had to accept that it [casual status] might be seven years before I 

would get classified [full-time]. I am sitting here at five and a half [years], going, well 

I have basically a year and a half to go? And then I should be rolled in [converted to 

full-time]. But we always believe that in the end, we’ll be full time. Someday. 

(Laughs) [Trisha] 

As the previous and next quotes indicate, women decide to wait because they rationalise 

that with time and seniority, they will be promoted to full-time status. As Tanya notes:  

You keep hanging on because it’s going to come. They can’t, at least you feel they 

can’t, deny you full-time status? It has to be based on seniority, and they can’t any 

longer overlook you and go to the next person? They used to be able to do that right, it 

wasn’t based on seniority in the past. [Tanya] 
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    In sum, women stayed because their need to make a living kept them there and they 

dreamed and rationalised that one day, they would be full-time with the concomitant 

stable schedule, health benefits, and vacation time. As Sarah noted, eventually,  

I’ll be able to have my days off. I’ll have vacation days! [Sarah] 

Behavioural coping strategies 

    Participants also used behavioural strategies to cope with the Organisational Moment 

casual status, which included self-advocating and becoming invisible.  

    Self-Advocating.   Women stated that after years of being a casual employee, they 

eventually tired of the injustices they experienced, and they began to speak up for 

themselves. Dawn’s quote exemplifies how this process occurred informally:  

A brand new person [casual employee] who’d just walked in ended up with overtime, 

and I was still short four hours [to complete her 40-hour work week]. They should 

have asked me first. And he [the manager] goes, “Well, no, he had less hours.” I said, 

“Yeah but if you’d split that up and gave me four and him eight, then we both would 

have had our [40] hours.” “Yeah, I’m not doing that.” And so then I marched out and I 

thought about it for a while. I turned around and walked back and I knocked on his 

door and said, “Do you have a minute?” He looks up, “Yeah.” And I closed the door. 

And he’s like, looking at me funny. And I said, “You know what? You treating me the 

way you do by giving other people hours and treating me like a piece of garbage 

makes me feel like I’m getting fucked up the ass every single time I walk in this 

goddamn institution.” He looked at me, shook his head like he couldn’t believe that 

he’d heard me right and I said, “You know what? I feel a hell of a lot better now. 

Thank you for your time,” and I walked out. I fully expected to be escorted out of the 
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building that day. But it was like, whatever. I feel better now. And you know what? 

That man? That miserable piece of shit never did that to me ever again. [Dawn] 

While Dawn chose an informal route of challenging the discrimination, Tammy used the 

formal grievance route to advocate for herself. After being a casual employee for years 

and knowing she had been wrongly denied a full-time position, she put in a grievance.  

I had been a female casual for a very long time, years, and I ended up grieving that [I 

didn't receive a full-time position that I should have been awarded]. I won my 

grievance and that's how I got my full-time. [Tammy] 

Another example is when Chantal pushed the union representative to grieve the 

inadequate number of uniforms allotted to casual employees. 

I told him [union representative]…‘Listen, if you don’t put in some kind of a 

grievance about this, I’m bringing you my laundry.’ (Laughs) You don’t want to get 

me more uniforms? You can start doing it. I think he finally did file a grievance. 

[Chantal] 

The coping strategy of self-advocating is noteworthy for two reasons. First, women did 

not engage in self-advocacy early in their career as part-time correctional officers, which 

underscores the power imbalance and gendered structure (men dominated hierarchy) of 

the correctional services. Second, the fact that they advocate for themselves prior to 

achieving permanence and security suggests that they had reached a turning point. At this 

juncture, they found the internal strength to confront the institution and the gendered 

hierarchy without the fear of reprisal stopping them. 
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    Becoming invisible.   While one strategy was to self-advocate, another was to do the 

opposite and attempt to blend in to the point of being almost invisible. The next quote 

exemplifies how many of the women survived as casual correctional officers.   

Well you have to keep your mouth shut. You can’t make waves. You have to be the 

one sitting in the lunchroom listening and not talking. I’m not saying you have to be 

invisible, but you can’t stand out either. But if you’re just there then you’re not even 

noticed. They don’t ever bother you. [Isabelle] 

In sum, women tended to utilise two opposing strategies to cope with their casual status. 

They made the conscious decision either to remain silent and hope to go unnoticed or 

became so frustrated that in spite of the risk of reprisal, they advocated for themselves. 

Both strategies were associated with potential risks of negative outcomes. The 

disenchantment they feel for the years of abuse they endured as casual employees results 

in feelings of entitlement for all the misery they have endured. Dawn explains,   

In the end… when they [casuals] get full-time, then they say, ‘screw the system. I’m 

going to take everything I can get.’ And every single one of them does, or ninety 

percent do so, because they are pissed off and more: burnt out. [They are] pissed off at 

being treated like they’re nothing, for year after year after year. [Dawn] 

Why is casual status maintained if it represents such mistreatment? As noted earlier, by 

definition, an Organisational Moment must not only results in complications for the 

marginalised, but also benefit the institution. Therefore, casual status (i.e., part-time 

employees) must be beneficial to the institution (the Ministry of Correctional Services). 

In the next section, how the treatment of casual employees benefits the organisation is 

examined.  
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Benefits to the Institution 

    All organisations make operational and financial decisions with regards to their labour 

force and how it is managed. The Ontario Ministry of Correctional Services is no 

different; it benefits from the circumstances and conditions of maintaining its current 

system of part-time employment (casual status). What does the Ministry stand to gain 

from ensuring that casual employees, and particularly women casual employees, are kept 

disempowered and at the ‘gendered cultural’ margins of the provincial correctional 

system? The findings indicate that by routinely utilising an indefinite part-time 

employment (i.e., casual status) mechanism as the gate to permanent full-time 

correctional officer positions, the Ministry benefits financially while maintaining a 

compliant body of precariously attached employees who lack sufficient protections, 

stability, and representation to bring about changes to the system. The following quotes 

underscore how the Ministry benefits from this labour force:  

1) Cheap labour 

It saves them a lot of money in benefits. There’s no way our building would be able to 

function without the casuals. But for some reason, they’re not put in the business plan 

to have the positions filled that are absolutely necessary to run our institution. And so 

without getting the funding for these positions, they just have them filled by the 

casuals. [Leah] 

You still don’t get any benefits. You still don’t get [topped up] maternity leave. You 

still don’t get vacation. [Leah] 

2) Flexible labour  
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We’re on call all the time and they pay us straight time. It’s like having an overtime 

protocol list all the time but they don’t have to pay us overtime. I understand the 

theory behind it, but there has got to be a better way to do it. This has been going on 

for people for up to nine years. It’s obscene. [Nellie] 

We just did a union thing… Casuals are supposed to get their schedules three weeks in 

advance. But you’re not getting forty hours three weeks in advance. Sometimes you 

get twelve hours, sometimes you get four, sometimes you get a six-hour split shift [not 

40 hours in advance]. [Drea] 

As a casual, you could be anywhere, you could work five days in a row, and you could 

be at five different places with five different partners. [Lilac] 

3) Disposable labour 

You can be at their beck and call whenever they [the Ministry] want; it’s great for that. 

So, it’s easier for the Ministry to abuse these young people [new part-timers] and have 

them at their beck and call than when an older, more mature person says, “no, no, I 

need to be able to have a life.” [Jade] 

I think the whole unclassified process is a manipulation in general, because being 

unclassified makes them a disposable labour force. The union makes it objective 

because as long as they’re billing them for union dues, who gives a shit. It’s all about 

the money, right? [Dawn] 

4) Compliant labour 

So, it was a last minute; out the door. And if they [women casual employees] couldn’t 

find childcare, they couldn’t work. They couldn’t make the money. And then they 
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faced repercussions from management because they were turning down shifts. 

[Charlie] 

For years... it was like, you had to [say yes to every available shift]. [Theresa] 

5) Powerless labour 

People [correctional officers] are casual for so long because they [the Ministry] can 

[keep them there]. [Nicole] 

6) Reserve labour 

For the Ministry hiring, it is the young who are applying right now. So it’s easier for 

the Ministry to abuse these young people and have them at their beck and call. [Julie] 

7) Gendered labour 

It really affects women more than men because women tend to be the ones responsible 

for care giving, particularly if they’re single parents. [Chantal] 

If you took a day off, you better make all your appointments -- your haircut, your kids’ 

doctor, your doctor, everything -- all that day. You did that, or you wouldn’t get shifts. 

[Theresa] 

Further, they [Ministry] have a leeway to say who they like and who they don’t like, 

who’s a liability, and who’s not. And being a young woman and unclassified [casual], 

you could never prove something like that in a million years because that would be 

completely sexist right? You don’t like it? Quit. Well that’s it: these are tough times 

out there. There are a thousand people that want your job you know! So it makes it 

difficult… Do you feel supported by your Ministry? Not at all. [Dawn] 

The essence of these women’s reality is frustration, injustice, and helplessness. The 

women spend years as casual employees without being given opportunities to apply for 
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full-time positions. Essentially, they felt that they were being left without any protection 

or rights, and with no certainty as to when their casual employment purgatory would end. 

    The Ministry benefits from using casual employees since they represent a bank of pre-

trained, available, obedient, and precariously vulnerable workers. Casual correctional 

workers demand little resources: they get limited support from fellow full-time officers, 

management, and/or their union. They have fewer protections with regards to acquiring 

shifts, securing benefits, and termination than their full-time counterparts. In other words, 

the Ministry benefits from keeping this group of employees as ‘an insecure reserve army 

of labour’ (Fox, 1981: 45-46), available to work whenever, wherever, and for as little or 

as much as the institution requires. While Fox’s article is dated, it is representative of   

how the women casual correctional officers are being treated as a reserve army of labour. 

In summary, the casual employment status utilised by the Ontario Ministry of 

Correctional services results in `fewer complaints, less responsibilities, and less 

economical obligations in managing their casual part-time versus permanent full-time 

correctional officers.  

Discussion 

    At the theoretical and practical level, this research makes a significant contribution to 

our understanding of the organising effects a hyper-masculinised institution and 

traditionally men-defined occupation have on women being hired to work within these 

organisations. This study is original in its ability to explain the means women casual 

correctional officers adopt to make sense of and cope with the everyday institutional 

practices, and sheds light on the connections between these elements within the context 

of working in provincial men-prisoner correctional institutions in Ontario. As illustrated, 
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women find themselves in the position of casual employees for an undetermined length 

of time, which has proven to have negative effects on their lives (e.g., illness, differential 

treatment) while benefiting the institution (e.g., cheap, flexible, compliant labour force). 

The findings demonstrate through a myriad of examples how the policies and practices 

within corrections are gendered in that they influence women due to their roles (e.g., 

mothering, pregnancy, family planning). Britton (1997: 796-818; 2003: 1-264) explained 

that there are two ways that supposedly gender-neutral policies fail to help dissolve the 

issue of gender differences. First, correctional training is designed with a one-size-fits-all 

strategy, which is essentially intended for men to fill the position. Second, beliefs held by 

officers and administrators about the nature of being a man, or woman, officer will 

naturally overrule any gender-neutral policies.  

    This study confirms that women are particularly affected by precarious employment, as 

was documented for other occupations (e.g., Obidoa, et al., 2011: 1294-1301; Triplett et 

al., 1999: 371-385). Participants highlighted how the casual position offers women little 

control over their work hours, and this lack of control impacts women correctional 

officers more directly than men, due to the typical gendered division of labour related to 

childcare/family responsibilities. The casual role does not afford women maternity 

benefits and job security. Research by Bobbitt-Zeher (2011: 764-786) reported that 

pregnant women were seen by employers as incompatible to fulfill specific job 

requirements.  In the Correctional environment, this translates to pregnant women being 

seen as weak and a potential security risk. Research indicates that increased childcare 

responsibilities for women lead to increases in absenteeism, tardiness, and sick leave 

(Gross et al., 1994: 219-234; Lambert et al., 2005: 165-175). For women casual 
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correctional officers, it also meant less availability for the unpredictable last minute 

shifts. Interestingly, one surprising effect of this long term fixed-term employment is that 

many women reported eventually being so frustrated and exhausted by the unending 

precarious employment that despite fear of negative reappraisals, many did become 

advocates for themselves. Yet, others remained quiet and kept the peace.   

    Theories such as the human capital (Becker, 1994:1-268) and gender stratification 

theories (Blau, 1972: 161-166) shed light on women’s experiences with Ontario’s 

Correctional system. Human capital theory implies that personal investments (e.g., 

acquiring education, work experience) will be positively remunerated in the labour 

market. However, it also infers that the more a person invests in family/household care, 

the less they will be rewarded and viewed as less committed to their employer. Thus, the 

fact that women predominately undertake this work (e.g., women’s gender role) negates 

the benefits of personal investments. Gender stratification theory is underpinned by the 

notion that women are segregated into jobs, fields, and positions that block 

career/advancement opportunities regardless of human capital investments. This study 

reveals that both human capital and gender stratification theories are at play. Historically, 

corrections were an occupation for men that only recently has allowed women entrance. 

However, when compared to other historically hyper-masculinised occupations (e.g., 

military), women seem to have been successful (26-29%). Yet, the experiences of women 

being trapped at the casual (part-time) employment level still suggest the existence of 

barriers towards gender equality. The results suggest that in corrections, women’s home 

and family responsibilities may be a factor holding them back from being promoted to 

full-time status. Further, it appears that women in Ontario corrections are being 
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segregated and their advancement differentially blocked due to their gender. This would 

explain the more pronounced gender division at the upper levels of the hierarchy. In 

essence, it appears as if the Ontario Ministry is capitalising on gender and rewarding men 

and women differentially, and has created a small reserve army of precariously employed 

women employees who provide them with a resource of cheap, flexible, obedient, and 

available labour. 

Implications and policy recommendations 

    The present study provides insight into how the policies and practices within 

correctional services negatively impact the lives of women correctional officers. Women 

reported difficulty with many aspects of the casual status position, including the 

undetermined length of time an employee could be kept in this category. A casual status 

position means a lack of the following: full-time predictable schedule, full-time wages, 

maternity leave with guaranteed salary, paid sick time (equivalent to full-time 

employees), pay for days not worked (e.g., for civic holidays), vacation days, and job 

security. In this context, given the lack of equity in treatments of women and men, 

women’s increased family responsibilities are personally costly in terms of job 

performance, and this is especially obvious when compared with correctional officers 

who are fathers. The findings illustrate that women correctional officers experience 

elevated work-family conflict and thus increased stress, which has implications for their 

role as mothers. Women also felt that promotions are based on arbitrary measures and 

that favouritism by the ‘old boys club’ is a predominant factor for promotion. In other 

words, there also appears to be a ‘glass-ceiling’ in effect (see Belknap, 2015: 1-290) in 
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Corrections that hinders women’s promotional opportunities. Thus, though women are 

entering into this field, jobs promotions up the ladder have proven difficult.  

    Recommendations.    The following policy recommendations are based on the stories 

told by the 36 women correctional officers interviewed in this study. The indeterminate 

length of time as a casual could be replaced with a system similar to that used by the 

Federal Correctional system, in which officers are hired on as full-time after successfully 

completing a much shorter and specified probationary period. Further, what became 

evident is that, while the federal and provincial systems are both Correctional systems, 

they have different policies, procedures, and particularly with the hiring process. The 

findings from this study support Lambert and Paoline’s (2010: 139-148) suggestion that 

research based on the federal system are not applicable to the provincial system. What is 

clear however, is that the Ontario Correctional system should adopt similar hiring 

practices as the Federal system. This would significantly help mitigate the negative 

conditions that women Correctional officers in the provincial system face.  

    Studies that focused on work-home conflict found women were more likely to have the 

responsibility of balancing work and family responsibilities (Crawford, Vosko, and 

Zukewich, 2003; Watt, 2009). This issue was also present in the current study. To 

alleviate this, equity principles must be applied so that individuals with greater family 

and childcare responsibilities can be offered work schedules that better accommodate 

their needs. As, Kelly and colleagues (2014: 485-516) suggest, employees need better 

schedule control and supervisors require greater awareness of certain aspects of 

employees’ personal lives. Training for correctional management also should be provided 

to assists them in developing skills to demonstrate care for their employees. This training 
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has proved effective in other fields (Dial et al., 2008: 17-31). According to Dial et al., 

(2008: 17-31), teaching good empathy skills to coworkers would help reduce job stress. 

As Lambert and Hogan (2007: 7-28) point out, stress affects job performance and 

employees’ health. Therefore, Ontario Correctional services need to work with 

employees to promote stress reduction training and policies. Further, corrections must 

assess the gendered nature of women’s bodies and acknowledge that women’s bodies are 

more susceptible to health issues as a result of shift work (Scott 1994: 207-233). This is 

especially relevant for the woman who is casual and pregnant. It is a significant problem 

that casual officers may feel the need to hide their pregnancy to maintain their position 

within corrections. That is, they must conceal their pregnancy from their employer to 

ensure they can maintain their work hours and locations. However, as Salihu et al., 

(2012) indicated, early pregnancy is the most vulnerable and critical time for an 

organisation to protect a woman. Therefore, a more adequate pregnancy policy needs to 

be developed.  

In sum, to improve the conditions for women in the Ontario correctional system 

practices and policies need to be systematically examined with a gendered lens. 

Importantly, Correctional Services Ontario should eliminate the practice of assigning the 

time-indefinite casual status to its worker. They should adopt a similar approach as the 

federal system whereby officers become full-time after a more typical, shorter duration 

probation period. Corrections should implement training for management to improve 

empathy toward their officers and their lived reality. Equity policies that take into 

consideration childcare responsibilities should be adopted, if the goal to integrate women 
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is taken seriously. Finally, a gendered analysis of the effects of the correctional 

environment on pregnancy is necessary.     
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Abstract: 

The number of women in the Ontario correctional system has increased 

significantly since the 1990s. Yet in 1999, McMahon documented the presence of a sexist 

and hostile environment for women in the Ontario correctional system, which prompted 

harassment and discrimination prevention and employment equity programs to be put in 

place. No research has examined their impact. Moreover, little is known regarding formal 

and informal institutional practices and their influence on women. Based on thirty-six 

interviews with women correctional officers, findings show that the Culture of 

Corrections continues to inform women of their “lack of fit,” and that message is 

embedded in both formal and informal practices. Results show how women made sense 

of, and cognitively and behaviourally negotiated this message. We discuss how 

“correctional officer” conflates with “dominant masculinity,” resulting in the failing of 

the institution to benefit from the contribution of women. 
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Introduction 

 Women constitute almost half of the Canadian paid workforce (47%) (Statistics 

Canada, 2016). Despite the increase this represents, most women continue to work in 

traditionally women-dominated occupations (e.g., teacher, nurse, cashier; Ferrao, 2010). 

Many factors play a part in this situation, including the challenge of reconciling home-

based responsibilities with employment (Watts, 2009). In traditionally hyper-

masculinised environments such as engineering or construction, like men, women are 

expected to work long hours (60 -70 hours per week). Thus, men and women must 

sacrifice family time (Watts). However, because most women still take on more of the 

burden of home-life responsibilities, long hours affect them differently than men (Bolino 

& Turnley, 2005). In addition, women face high levels of hostility in traditionally hyper-

masculinised jobs and environments (i.e., harassment, sexism, isolation; Gleeson, 1996; 

Butler & Ferrier, 2000; Paap, 2006; Worrall, Harris, Stewart, Thomas, & McDermott, 

2010; Braid, 2012). The level of hostility toward women appears to be higher in military 

and para-military working milieus (e.g., soldiers, police-officers, firefighters, or prison 

guards; Gouliquer, 2011; Griffin, 2006; Leskinen & Cortina, 2014; Loftus, 2009; Rosell, 

Miller, & Barber, 1995; Savicki, Cooley, & Gjesvold, 2003; Yoder & Berendsen, 2001). 

A defining aspect of the environments traditionally occupied by men, as mentioned 

above, is the varying degrees and forms of physical risk and violence they involve 

(Gouliquer, 2011). The purpose of the present research is to examine women’s 

experiences at the intersection of paid-employment and the hyper-masculinised para-

military institutions. To do so, this paper focuses on an examination of the everyday 

world of women working in a Canadian provincial correctional milieu, namely, that of 
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the all-men-prisoner Ontario correctional institutions. Bobbit-Zeher (2011) has called for 

the use of interpretive phenomenological research approach as a means to better 

understand correctional institutions from the standpoint of women and the present study 

responds to this call. The present research aims to address the paucity in the research by 

examining the association between the Ontario correctional systems culture, practices, 

and policies; and the experiences of women correctional officers.  

 The context of non-traditional occupations for women.   

In a typical sociological tradition, van Wijk and Finchilescu (2008) have 

discussed how change in an institution is directly linked to its organisational culture. This 

is particularly true of change that involves the integration of women in occupations and 

professions traditionally occupied by men (Wajcman, 1998a, 1998b; Williams, 1989), 

because men fear that such integration will affect their work identity and lifestyle (Van 

Wijk, 2005). IndeedJurik (1985) highlighted that, in the hyper-masculinised correctional 

system, both formal and informal barriers interfere with the full integration of women. 

Given the historical and present dynamics of power in such organisations, Acker (1990, 

2006) argued that it is men and their masculinity which shape and define the workplace 

culture, policies, practices, and structures. Researchers have coined a number of terms to 

identify a range of barriers in hyper-masculine fields that have excluded women actively 

such as the double standards of performance (Gouliquer, 2011; Yoder & Aniakudo, 

1997), the old boys’ club (Canada, 1990), the substance of occupational socialisation (or 

lack thereof for women) (Crouch, 1985; Crouch & Alpert, 1982), and the devaluing of 

feminine traits (see Britton, 2003; Martin & Barnard, 2013; Meistrich, 2007; Pogrebin & 

Poole, 1998). Cheeseman, Kim, Lambert, and Hogan (2011) also argued that, in addition 
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to examining men’s resistance to women, research needs to implicate the masculine 

hierarchy (e.g., supervisory support) when trying to understand the institutional culture.    

Two angles are used to examine gender discrimination in the workplace: one 

focusing on institutionalised workplace policies and practices, and the other on gender 

stereotyping. van Wijk (2005) explained that patriarchal organisations resist gender 

integration by use of formal and informal means. Formally, the resistance is organised in 

policies and practices that discriminate against women, such as hiring practices and 

employment conditions. Bobbitt-Zeher (2011) discussed gender stereotyping as a 

pernicious compilation of assumptions about women and femininity, and men and 

masculinity. She critically linked these stereotypes to particular jobs, occupations, and 

professions such as correctional officer. Accordingly, most professions traditionally 

occupied by men have their associated skills and abilities conflated with being a man 

(e.g., Correctional officer; Britton, 1997, 2003; Crouch, 1985; soldier; Gouliquer, 2011; 

police officer; Loftus, 2009; firefighter; Rosell, Miller, & Barber, 1995). Manliness and 

masculinity are stereotypically associated with strength, toughness, decisiveness, and 

violence. In contrast, the gendered stereotype regarding women associates their gender 

and femininity with weakness, fragility, and passivity, as well as nurturing and 

peacemaking (Bobbitt-Zeher, 2011; Gilligan, 1982; Kaplan, 1994; Ruddick, 1983). 

Femininity, therefore, is in conflict with hyper-masculinised professions.   

Many researchers have documented how gender stereotyping is reflected in the 

level of resistance to, and the questioning of, women by men (Britton, 2003; Hemmens, 

Stohr, Schoeler, & Miller, 2002; Jurik, 1985; Savicki, Cooley, & Gjesvold, 2003; Stohr, 

Mays, Beck, & Kelley, 1998). Men correctional officers have been found to lack 
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confidence in the abilities of their women counterparts, and increasingly so as the level of 

potential danger increases (Hemmens, Stohr, Schoeler, & Miller, 2002). Research 

indicates that the greatest obstacle to women’s acceptance is the attitudes of men who are 

their colleagues; not the demands of the work per se, and demonstrates that men as 

officers did not give women the same respect and credibility as they did other men 

(Canada, 1990; Zimmer, 1987). Zimmer reported that men correctional officers assumed 

that women lacked mental and physical toughness, and feared women would engage in 

inappropriate sexual conduct with prisoners. Beehr and Newman (1978) found that the 

Culture of Corrections constituted a milieu where persistent patriarchal attitudes and 

behaviours lived on. All these findings raise the following question: Does being “female” 

and embodying femininity make women (and others like gay men who are stereotypically 

assumed also to have some of these “traits”) ill-suited for these professions today? More 

simply, has the situation changed for women in corrections since McMahon’s 1999 

study? 

The Canadian context: A Brief history of women in the Ontario correctional system  

Recently, little research has examined the experience of women correctional 

officers in the Canadian provincial settings when compared to those in federal 

institutions. These two systems have different mandates (Farkas, 1999), although the role 

of correctional officer is similar in both. One might assume that correctional officers in 

both systems will experience the same conditions, but this is not a justifiable assumption. 

Provincial institutions such as jails and detention centres are distinct from prisons and 

penitentiaries given their unique mission to hold prisoners prior to court and/or 

sentencing (Zupan, 1991). The provincial system, therefore, holds a less stable population 
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of prisoners, which typically includes larger numbers of prisoners with addictions, mental 

illness, and/or medical problems (Griffin, 2001). According to Boyd (2011), this 

represents a more transient population associated with an increased risk of threat and 

violence.  

In the correctional provincial system of Ontario, prior to the 1970s, women’s 

work was restricted either to matrons in institutions for women prisoners, or to clerical or 

managerial roles (McMahon, 1999). In 1966, Ontario only had 35 employed matrons 

(i.e., women correctional officers). By the early 1980s, in the federal system the number 

of women correctional officers increased to 313 (8.5 %). In 1990, a task force report 

examining barriers to women in the public service found that women were unacceptably 

underrepresented in corrections at only 619 (14%; Canada, 1990). Eight years later, in the 

Ontario provincial system women’s number rose to 1,020 (23.7%; McMahon, 1999). By 

2010, the number of women increased to 1055 (29%), although in men-prisoner only 

institutions, the percentage of women only reached 387 (26%) (M. Gillis, Deputy 

Coordinator, Ministry of Community Safety & Correctional Services, personal 

communication, August 2010).  

Despite the increase in the number of women working in the Ontario correctional 

system, disparity in the number of women up the organisational ladder has been reported 

(Lambert & Hogan, 2007; Pogrebin & Poole, 1997). This is problematic for many 

reasons, but particularly because in organisations where there is a considerable power 

differential between men and women, discrimination and sexual harassment are more 

likely to occur (Hunt, Davidson, Fielden, & Hoel, 2010). Thus, before more women can 

be expected to move into managerial positions; two factors need to be met: 1) an increase 



145 

 

in number of women in general, and 2) the passage of time. These two conditions have 

now been met. In fact, much time has passed since the release of the task force report on 

the Canadian public service (Canada, 1990) and the study by McMahon (1999), which 

documented the presence of widespread discrimination and negative conditions for 

women in corrections.  

 The context and purpose of the present study. The present study examines the 

impacts of the provincial institutional system (its practices, its policies, and its culture) on 

the experience of women correctional officers. Specifically, the objectives are to identify 

the presence and nature of complications in women correctional officers’ lives that result 

from policies and practices, and to determine how women officers make sense of them 

and cope with them. Although it is generally assumed that progress has occurred as the 

number of women working in corrections has increased, there is a paucity of research 

which has empirically examined this question.  

Methodology: The Psycho-Social Ethnography of the Commonplace (P-SEC) 

 The Psycho-Social Ethnography of the Commonplace methodology (P-SEC; 

Gouliquer & Poulin, 2005) provides the framework for this study. P-SEC is an 

interdisciplinary research approach that borrows from three theoretical perspectives: 

feminist standpoint epistemology (Harding, 2004), institutional ethnography (Smith, 

1987; Smith 2005), and schema theory (Beals, 1998; Bem, 1993). To understand the 

phenomena under investigation, P-SEC considers the historical development of an 

organisation, while centering the knowledge and experiences of the marginalised group 

within the organisation. In the present study, women correctional officers comprise the 

marginalised group since they occupy a minority status historically and numerically 
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(Jurik, 1988; Jurik & Halemba, 1984; Zimmer, 1986). Historically, researchers have 

linked this status to their experiences of sexual harassment (Carlson, Anson, & Thomas, 

2003; Owen, 1988; Pogrebin & Poole, 1998; Savicki, Cooley, & Gjesvold, 2003), 

paternalist treatment (Farnworth, 1992; Hunt, 1990; Jurik, 1985; Pogrebin & Poole), 

discrimination related to their working abilities (Kissel & Katsampes, 1980), and a lack 

of institutional socialisation (Belknap, 1991). P-SEC methodology directs researchers to 

explore the role of the dominant group (correctional services and men correctional 

officers) in controlling and shaping the context in which the marginalised group (women 

correctional officers) works. Theory leads us to assume that the oppressed group’s 

marginalised position and consequent struggle grant them a position that is socially 

situated in such a way that their vantage point provides them with additional insights over 

that of the non-marginalised position (aka, epistemological advantage). In turn, it better 

informs the analysis regarding the workings of an institution (Harding, 2004; Harstock, 

1987).  

Participants 

 Thirty-six women presently working as correctional officers in the Ontario system 

were interviewed. They were recruited by word of mouth and through their union 

electronic listserv. Seven were employed part time (casual status) and the other 29 were 

full-time employees. Their ages ranged between 25 and 63 years (M = 41). They had 

worked in corrections between 6 months and 29 years (M = 15). Seven participants had 

university training, 24 had college training (primarily correctional specific training from a 

Community college), and 5 had a high school education (a high school diploma is the 

only prerequisite for becoming a correctional officer, as correctional officers receive an 
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8-week training program at a ministry training site prior to being hired as a Correctional 

officer (Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2017).) 

Procedures 

 In following with national ethical guidelines, all women correctional officers who 

agreed to participate were informed about the study and questions of confidentiality and 

anonymity. Life-story interviews (Atkinson, 1998, 2012) were carried out in a 

chronological and abridged manner (i.e., explored participants’ experience as it related to 

corrections only). Interviews were recorded, later transcribed, and analysed using NVivo 

qualitative software. Interviews were typically lengthy averaging 3 hours and yielding 

approximately 50 pages of text each. They were rich with extensive amounts of detailed 

information about the participants’ lives as it pertained to corrections. Pseudonyms and 

discontinuous identities were used in the presentation of the participant quotes to ensure 

anonymity (Poulin, 2001). Quotes were edited for readability (e.g., repeated words were 

eliminated).  

Analysis 

 The P-SEC analysis entailed the following: 1) a thematic analysis; 2) a search for 

“Organisational Moments;” 3) an identification of schemata and coping strategies; and 4) 

an identification of the benefits to the institution. Organisational Moments consist of 

everyday events, practices, policies, procedures, or regulations that benefit the 

organisation while complicating the lives of marginalised persons. Thus, this phase 

corresponds to the examination of the psycho-social experiences of the marginalised 

group within the organisation (Gouliquer & Poulin, 2005). To identify the Organisational 

Moments, one first identifies complications in the daily lives of the marginalised 
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individual, the women correctional officers, and works backward to uncover the 

organisational practice or event that is linked to it. The schemata used by participants to 

make sense of the complications are then investigated to help gain a deeper 

understanding of the cognitions of the marginalised individuals. Schemata are cognitive 

maps that help us store and retrieve information (Elsbach, Barr, & Hargadon, 2005), and 

can provide insights regarding how sense-making is achieved (Rumelhart, 1980). P-SEC 

also directs the researcher to examine the cognitive and behavioural coping strategies that 

marginalised individuals utilise to deal with the complications associated with the 

Organisational Moment. Finally, an important goal of P-SEC methodology is to advocate 

for social change with the hope of improving the lives of the marginalised group (e.g., 

through policy recommendations). In the present paper, we are examining the 

Organisational Moment which we have labelled “The Culture of Corrections.” 

Results 

Organisational Moment: The Culture of Corrections 

Because I’m a woman and because women are so new to corrections . . . I still 

don’t think that it’s accepted that women work in corrections. I don’t believe we 

are considered equal: we’re only an equal on the pay scale. [Beth] 

The Culture of Corrections can be labelled as an Organisational Moment as it has 

meaning for and serves the institution while complicating women correctional officers’ 

reality. The culture of an organisation is fundamental; it organises its function, its people, 

and it guides how they manage their organisational realities (Gouliquer & Poulin, 2005). 

As defined by Appelbaum, Hickey, and Packer (2001), the Culture of Corrections 

"typically involves regimentation, universally applied rules, implicit authority of security 
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staff, and punitive sanctions for violations by inmates" (p. 1344). However, because 

women have never been an integral or historical part of the institution of correctional 

services, it complicates their lives. For example, women are forced to resolve the 

contradictions between the schema they have of themselves as women when they enter 

corrections, with the schema they learn and internalise about the ideal correctional officer 

as they learn to function in this working milieu. As the above quote suggests, this latter 

schema is the result of the conflation of the correctional officer role with that of being a 

man. In the following sections, how the Culture of Corrections complicates women’s 

reality, how women correctional officers make sense of it through the examination of the 

schemata they evoke, how they cope with it, and how it benefits the institution of 

corrections is explicated. 

Complications for women 

The complications that arose due to the Culture of Corrections as an Organisational 

Moment were: the lack of institutional support, social exclusion, deficient and incapable, 

physical (and psychological) exclusion, violence, physiology and inferiority, paternalism, 

sexualised hostile work environment, health sequelae, and work-life imbalance.  

 Lack of institutional support. Women who participated in this study indicated 

that they did not feel supported by the Ontario correctional services (also referred to as 

“the Ministry” by participants). When they voiced their concerns, they reported not being 

understood. In the next quote, Cameron expresses what many women felt about the 

institutional support: 

(Crying) management just does not-care, right from the top. It starts with whoever 
is the Premier, right down to the line manager. They don’t give a shit about 
female correctional officers as long as there’s a body there to do that job. . . They 
don’t care. They don’t give a shit. And some days, it feels like they’re just out to 
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make your life as miserable as they can. Harry was the only manager I’ve ever 
met in all the years, I think, that really, truly gets it. I think it’s because he was 
gay, he knows what it’s like to be a minority. [Cameron] 
 

Interestingly, Cameron’s quotation might suggest that, like women, some men might not 

feel like they fit the hyper-masculinised milieu of corrections. As for participants, they 

did not tend to feel comfortable bringing up any “gendered concerns” about the 

institution as the next quotation by Nellie suggests: 

When things happened like when I first started getting sick, I couldn’t talk to any 
of the managers because they were all males. So, none of them would understand 
what I was going through, or where I was anyway so I couldn’t really say 
anything to them. [Nellie] 
 

 Social exclusion. According to Eisenberger, Lieberman, and Williams (2003), 

social exclusion is a process by which people are made to feel rejected and excluded from 

a group. Research indicates that there are negative psycho-social costs to social exclusion 

(Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2004), and this is evident in the correctional setting. Anne 

and Eden’s quotes illustrate the exclusion and rejection tactics used by men officers, 

which marginalised women and made them feel like outsiders to the group (i.e., the men 

correctional officer group):  

They [men correctional officers] just ignored me for the most part. They didn’t 
bother with trying to show me how it was that I should be running units and stuff.   
[Anne] 
 
They wouldn’t talk to you throughout the shift. They would just sort of glare at 
you and stare at you. . . They would call you ‘girly’ or any kind of name that 
would be belittling. They’d do it in front of the [men] inmates. [Eden] 
 

 Deficient and incapable. In the correctional milieu, women are perceived as 

deficient and incapable and this is cast in a comparative manner with men. The women 

correctional officers learned that they must prove themselves before they can be accepted 

as capable of doing the job, and must do so at all levels of the hierarchy and with 
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different groups (e.g., superiors, managers, co-workers, subordinates, and prisoners). 

They also learned that it was a long process, as they had to prove themselves for the 

entire duration of their career. Chantal explains:  

By virtue of being men, men are ok. . . They pass. Women, by virtue of being 
women, have to prove themselves. That’s exactly it. And [they] continue proving 
themselves right until the end. Oh! I am still doing it [8 years later]. [Chantal] 
 

As Sue points out, this can be a cruel process for some women for numerous reasons.  

You still see it every day; the males come in [new hires] and they are just okay. 
They are already accepted and chummy chum. The girls have to prove themselves 
a lot more. . . . The girl that came in with me, . . . they don't like her, and they 
spend all of their energy picking on her. [Sue] 
 

These quotes suggest that, whereas men are instantly accepted as capable, women are 

continually being evaluated; but the set of expectations are not obvious, and are in part 

unattainable - by virtue of being a different sex. The obligation that women have to prove 

themselves has a long history. For instance, back in 1985, Owen had found that women 

correctional officers felt that they were being “tested” by coworkers for extended periods 

of time. 

 Physical (and psychological) exclusion. Although women are expected to prove 

that they can perform the work of a correctional officer, they are perceived as incapable 

of doing so because of their sex and femininity. Participants spoke of enduring men’s  

protective but sexist help (i.e., benevolent sexism), which prevented them from doing 

their work. The next two quotes illustrate how, by adopting the protector role, men get 

the opportunity to perform (West & Zimmerman, 1987) and demonstrate masculinity, 

while physically excluding women correctional officers. “Code” is the term correctional 

officers use to refer to an alarm signifying that a dangerous prisoner-related incident 

needs to be controlled. Correctional officers always work in pairs, and during a code 
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alert, one officer remains behind to control access and security while the other moves 

forwards to control the situation. Misty and Eden each describe aspects of this dynamic 

interaction.  

The guys always push you [women officers]out of the way. They don’t want you to 
get hurt, involved, or anything like that. [Misty] 
 
They’ll [men colleagues] say, in theory, ‘you get paid as much as I am, so you 
should get involved in these codes too’. . . But when it comes down to it, they’ll try 
to give you the keys and run to the code. Because, men get teased, ‘oh you let your 
female partner come to the code and you didn’t come to the code’. [Eden] 
 

Through this practice, men’s overt performance of the tough protector evokes their 

masculinity. In the process of doing so, however, their practice reifies and evokes 

women’s stereotypical fragile and weak femininity. This dynamic incident exemplifies 

how gender can be placed at the centre of the organisational culture. In doing so, it denies 

women the opportunity to perform their job fully and display competence. This insidious 

practice reinforces the assumptions that women are inferior and incapable correctional 

officers. Thus, it clearly illustrates the performativity of gender stereotypes. 

 Violence, physiology, and inferiority. In general, correctional work is mundane 

work. This mundane, repetitive nature of correctional work maintains predictability of the 

environment and sustains institutional functioning. As the next quote exemplifies, the 

work is routinised, and mostly entails cleaning, clothing, feeding, and caring for 

prisoners, which ironically could be construed as “woman's caring work.”  

It is sometimes really boring and you sit there all day and nothing happens. You 
deliver their [prisoner’s] meals, you give them their medication, and you pick up 
the spoons. You do the laundry. If you’re working GD [general duties], you grab 
[escort] the bodies [prisoners], take them up the stairs, take them back down the 
stairs. [Susan] 
 

What remains, however, is the rare but incessantly present threat of violence, as 
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exemplified in the next quotes. 

   A lot of typical days are just boring routine work. It's crazy. It's just that there is 
the small fragment of time where you're really scared shitless. [Susan] 
   We don’t have guns. We don’t have tazers. . .. Unfortunately, some people get 
their nose broken, or their arms broken, or this broken and that broken. . . . It’s 
like a Degree commercial, you have to go from being comatose almost to like 
fighting within 30 seconds. [Fawn] 
 

Thus, a normal “routine” day can change without warning into a situation that requires a 

response, which is usually physically and emotionally charged and challenging. Thus, 

correctional officers (men or women) are often called upon to use physical force for the 

protection of self, prisoners, or another staff person. Violence underpins correctional 

work. The work comprises a potentially dangerous psychological and physical element. 

Janice’s quote illustrates the potential hazard: 

I was escorting a male inmate, and he violently attacked me. I had significant 
injuries and broken bones. I still have severe pain. . . I’ll be on medication for the 
rest of my life. . . It makes me so angry! There was bleeding. Internal bleeding. I 
was very fortunate. Since then, I’ve noticed changes in my work; I’m a lot more 
cautious. [Janice] 
 

In addition to highlighting the psychological and physical elements of violence, the next 

quotes also illustrate another context where both of these dimensions are present: namely, 

dealing with the threat of diseases, illnesses, and bodily waste as weapons: 

   I worked with one guy, one inmate. He was covered in pus sores and that was 
one of the things he threatened us with all the time—throwing his pus at us. [Jade] 
   People [inmates] throw piss at you, shit at you, spit at you, yell at you, and call 
you all kinds of freaking names. Names don’t hurt but they’re degrading. [Julia] 
 

 Women not only experience degrading gendered comments and actions from the 

men prisoners, but also from their colleagues, who were men. These gendered put-downs 

add to the complications linked to the violence as they interact to reinforce women’s 

inferior status. In the Culture of Corrections, if women do not enter this work having an 
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internalised notion that they are physically inferior to men, they most likely will acquire 

it over time. This internalisation is subtle and becomes a psychological barrier, which 

adds to the (always assumed) sexual dimorphism in terms of being able to defend oneself 

from an attack. In this dynamic, women learn to believe that to survive, they need the 

protection of a man. Many participants provided evidence of this internalised misogynist 

aspect of the Culture of Corrections. Fawn’s quote exemplifies this: 

When I first started . . . you [women] were told [by men co-workers]: ‘You didn’t 
belong, you couldn’t do the job, they [prisoners] would never respect you, you 
have no place here, you’re in a male-dominated job, we don’t want you here, you 
can sit there, stay cute and keep your mouth shut.’ I was lucky at both facilities 
[where I worked] because I ran into a couple of [men] staff that always protected 
me. [Fawn] 
 

Since women are deemed incapable and in need of protection, most have come to accept 

the idea that men and brute physical strength trumps their own abilities to defend 

themselves or avert conflict situations. As Edwina notes,  

We still have a good niche there as females but we can’t be the majority because 
it would take three of us to physically do the job of one male officer, and we need 
to recognise that. [Edwina] 
 

Thus, women in corrections work in an environment where they are perceived as inferior 

and incapable of fully performing the job. Thus, they work in an environment that 

continuously devalues their performance and gender, and this message comes in various, 

subtle forms. 

 Paternalism. Because participants work in all-men-prisoner institutions, they are 

numerically a minority, and viewed as physically inferior and in need of protection from 

a man. This can result in benevolent sexism, as Susan and Thora describe in the 

following quotations:  
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When you're working with men [men prisoners], you're sort of protected in a 
certain way. There's sort of an underlying code saying that men don't beat up 
female guards. . . You don't want to take it for granted but there is an unsaid rule 
among inmates and guards that women are off-limits [Susan] 
 
Male inmates, it’s like retirement-Ville for me. . . . If I have a problem with the 
male inmate, there’s a whole lineup of guys [men correctional officers] . . . they’ll 
go take care of it, right? You still have that male protecting the female 
environment, in the male institution. [Thora]  
 

But, some women will never feel safe despite the benevolent, albeit sexist, unspoken 

rules. 

We’ve had two guys in there that I was afraid of. They scared me and one was a 
big boy and he had no fear. He had absolutely no fear. He would do anything to 
anybody if he thought he could . . . . As a woman, I felt like I am not safe here, 
being a woman isn’t going to help me. [Pam] 
 

 Sexualised hostile work environment. According to the Ontario Human Rights 

Commission (2015), sexual harassment occurs when women are subjected to an 

environment that is hostile. A hostile environment entails “gender-related verbal abuse, 

threats, or taunting; that demonstrates paternalistic behaviour based on gender which a 

person feels undermines their status or position of responsibility” (Ontario Human Rights 

Commission, 2015, p. 1). Women repeatedly discussed their experiences of having to 

face the constant barrage of inappropriate sexualised harassment from the prisoners, 

which men never experienced. Alana and Bree’s quotes sums up what women faced on a 

daily basis: 

I can’t tell you the number of times I’m just escorting an inmate . . . ‘What’s your 
name miss? What perfume are you wearing? Oh, you smell nice.’ It sounds very 
innocent but it’s their way of trying to see how far they can get in with you right? 
[Alana] 
 
He [prisoner] was jerking off. I couldn’t believe it! I probably never got over 
that! Oh, my god! How they’ve treated us! [Bree]  
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However, men correctional officers also contributed to the hostile workplace atmosphere 

as the following quotes illustrate:  

I had a couple of instances where I had notes left on the windshield of my car that 
I should meet somebody [co-worker] in a hotel or something. That really threw 
me off. I was pretty disgusted with that. [Cara] 
 
Every day, I could put in some kind of sexual harassment [complaint]. I had an 
officer today that’s been in the Ministry for 30 years come up to me, bend down 
and say into my ears, ‘You’re hot.’ How do you take that? [Keely] 
The worst thing I’ve ever had someone say to me was: I had a male co-worker 
come up to me [at a work social event] and grabbed me and was like trying to 
touch me all over. I just put it off to him being drunk. But a couple days later, he 
locked me in a module [work area], and told me he was going to eat me out for 
hours. [Sienna] 
 

These quotes illustrate that the Culture of Corrections is still a persistently hyper-

sexualised, hostile, and masculinised environment. Participants reported having little 

reprieve because all the prisoners, and most of their colleagues are men. Women spoke of 

this context as having negative impacts on their lives.  

 Health sequelae. Although no questions in the interview guide specifically 

focused on mental health issues, this theme emerged repeatedly in the interviews. Many 

spoke about the stress, anxiety, depression, and sleep disorders they experienced and 

contributed to their work environment. The following quotations provide a sample of the 

emergent health issues that were mentioned.  

I know that I had blood pressure problems and I know that I have anxiety issues; 
I’m on medication. [Leah] 
 
I had anxiety. . . I didn’t know the first time it happened to me; I thought I was 
actually having a heart attack but it turns out that I’m having a panic attack and 
it’s caused by, from what I now have come to learn, not having control of a 
situation. [Misty] 
 
I got ulcers, I am drinking, and I'm angry. [Tammy] 
 
I’m on stress leave right now because I lost it in my doctor’s office. When I told 
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her everything that I had taken from start to finish in corrections, she wrote me 
off. [Sienna] 
 

Women often attributed these disorders specifically to the Culture of Corrections.  

People don’t seem to look at the impact that the job has on us. Mental health 
issues are rising phenomenally. I see a great deal of it with the female officers 
now, and I say now because it’s getting more acceptable to talk about it. [Nova] 
 

  Work-life balance. Participants stressed the importance of remaining 

psychologically healthy by maintaining a separation and balance between their private 

(their roles as wives and mothers) and work (their role as correctional officers) lives, but 

also acknowledged the real challenge and difficulty that exists in doing so. Inevitably, the 

Culture of Corrections is such that there is an impact on the rate of sick leave. Dawn’s 

quote illustrates women's struggles in this respect: 

You’ve got single mothers working 12-hour shifts, these women are dog 
exhausted. They get run down and sick. Corrections is saying, ‘your sick time is 
too high’ but they don’t value what you do, not looking out for your best interest 
in a sense, but saying they don’t want our sick time this high. [Dawn] 
 

 The findings also indicate that the impact of working in a hostile environment was 

not restricted to their workplace alone. Women spoke of how the hostile environment 

often affected their personal lives, their health, and their level of happiness. Leah and 

Lola speak to this phenomenon in the following quotations:  

I became a little desensitised as I worked there. My friends say that my language 
deteriorated. Apparently, I was swearing more, and now, I’m around children a 
lot so I try very hard not to [swear] at home. [Leah] 
 
The job makes you crazy . . . Like if some guy is running [his hand on] my ass in a 
bar, before it would be like, 'oh stop it!' But now, I would just punch him in the 
head or I would turn and say you just molested me; would you like to be charged 
or would you like to just go away? There is no middle ground. [Lola] 
 

 Thus, far, we have seen that the Culture of Corrections results in various 

complications for the women correctional officers having to contend with a lack of 
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institutional support, being socially isolated, physically excluded, and viewed as 

deficient, incapable, and paternalistically needing protection. They also face an overly 

negative and sexualised working environment, where in spite of the mundane nature of 

the work, physical violence is a constant threat. This milieu often results in women 

correctional officers suffering from negative health sequelae, most of which were 

psychological. The data indicate that the Culture of Corrections is still associated with a 

hyper masculine stereotype, which ensures that the lower status of women correctional 

officers is maintained. Women continue to be viewed as incapable and inferior. The 

gendered and sexist notions are sustained by various institutional practices (e.g., the task 

distribution during a code) and beliefs (e.g., women need protection). Women 

correctional officers also adapted their behaviour and beliefs to correspond to the gender 

appropriate expectations that are part of the Culture of Corrections. These ensure that 

men correctional officers are considered essential for the functioning of the institution, 

while women officers are secondary and a liability.  

 In summary, the Culture of Corrections organises the gendered social orders and 

shapes the interactions and actions of both the workers and the prisoners. By virtue of 

their marginalised status, women’s lives are complicated by this Culture. Their work 

takes place amidst a Culture that glorifies a dominant heterosexual masculinity, which is 

evidenced by the presence of a harassing sexualised and hostile atmosphere. Women 

must adapt to this Culture and its masculine expectations by constantly attempting to 

prove themselves as capable of doing this hyper-masculine-identified job. Women 

correctional officers today are still subject to unwritten gendered institutional practices. 

Thus, the all-men-prisoner correctional institutions in Ontario represent organisations 
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where the men and its concomitant masculinity continue to dominate the organisational 

processes, practices, and ideology.  

Schematic Analysis 

To begin understanding the complications that resulted from the Organisational Moment 

– The Culture of Corrections – it is helpful to grasp how participants spoke of a shift in 

their self-schema after they began working in corrections. Many women entered 

corrections with the illusion that they were going to help the prisoner population. This 

perspective, however, was quickly challenged by the Culture of Corrections. Women 

then had to resolve the contradictions between the schema they had of themselves and 

their gradual internalisation of the Culture of Corrections. Women spoke of their feelings 

of empathy towards prisoners, but how this was looked down in this Culture. Women 

learned they had to be tough, non-emotional, and uncaring. Traits associated with 

femininity (e.g., caring, nurturing) had to be abandoned. The quotes by Zella and Anne 

illustrate these changes: 

You don’t go around saying “oh I talked to so and so [a prisoner] for five minutes 
about his wife” you just don’t say anything. You attempt to fly under the radar in 
a very strategic way. [Zella] 
 
What it’s done to my personality; I got harder. I got a little more cynical. I don’t 
trust at all, like my trust just disappeared out the window. [Anne]  
 

Another schema that is pervasive in this milieu is the notion of the correctional officer as 

“male” and hyper masculine. Jessie evoked it to make sense of why so few women are in 

management positions. 

I've always felt that this is a man's world, it's a man's industry, and .... no matter 
how hard we try, no matter how many committees we get going, it just doesn't 
seem [that] we are getting up there [institutional hierarchy]. [Jessie] 
 
Many of the schemata evoked by women related to the imperative belief that 
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women are physically inferior to men. The four most common schemata women drew on 

in the correctional milieu were men’s physical superiority, women are physically inferior, 

women’s physical inferiority as a threat to correctional safety, and men as necessary. 

These are all aspects of the dominant schema of the ideal correctional officer. 

Men’s physical superiority. Men’s physical superiority was evoked throughout 

the interviews. Participants reiterated how men are stronger and better able to deal with 

emergency situations requiring physical strength (i.e., codes). Edna noted, 

When it comes to the actual physical part of codes, most of us [women] are not as 
strong as men. [Edna] 
 

In a seemingly contradictory manner, women expressed over and over how they believed 

that they were capable of performing the work effectively, just differently. Yet, they were 

against having gender-balanced work shifts. As suggested by Ginger, strength is a 

necessary skill in Corrections and something men have by default but not women. 

I don’t think that it should be that any given shift should have 50% females on it 
because you do need the strength. But I do think we bring something to the table 
that the guys don’t. [Ginger] 
 

Thus, women believe that they bring unique skills to Corrections and can handle the 

demands of the work but have internalised the cultural view of men’s physical 

superiority. As a result, they find themselves in a constant external/internal battle against 

the belief that only men are strong enough to do the work as a fundamental, albeit now 

unspoken, workplace expectation. 

Women are physically inferior. The corollary to the previous schema is 

necessarily that women are too weak to be correctional officers. Zella talked about the 

ongoing messages women face about their assumed weaker and less capable status. Her 

quote highlights her internalisation of women as inferior, and strength and violence as 
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necessary:  

The male inmates aren’t going to be intimidated by me, whereas he [the prisoner] 
might be intimidated, by a man. He’s [the prisoner] not going to be afraid. He is 
not afraid I am going to put him in a head lock and 'clock him in the chops' 
[punch him in the face] or something. If I get mad at him, I’ll talk to him.  [Zella] 
 

 Women’s physical inferiority as a threat to correctional safety. This schema 

equates women’s weakness to being a threat to institutional operations. Women drew 

repeatedly on the idea that because they couldn’t physically intimidate prisoners, their 

presence increased the risk that prisoners could physically overtake the officers, 

especially if too many women officers were present. Women evoked and resisted this 

schema; on the one hand suggesting that masculine brute strength was required, but on 

the other hand, arguing that they did the job differently and just as effectively. Misty’s 

quote exemplifies women’s internal deliberations:  

At one stage, the staff at the jail was 53% women. It got that high and that kind of 
worried me especially considering a lot of them were very young, and they were 
quite small, and no life experience. That’s when you sort of go; ‘there might be an 
issue here’. Sometimes, you need group strength. Sometimes, talking just isn’t 
enough. And so, to actually back that theory up, you have to have the brute 
strength in the building. [Misty] 
 

As a result, women are constrained by the view that they are the weaker sex and embody 

a debilitating femininity. Women have internalised this hegemonic belief, and have 

learned to accept their inferior status.  

 Men as necessary. The men as necessary schema is evoked in conjunction with 

the use of the previous schemata, as we just saw in Misty’s quotation above. Every 

participant spoke of the necessity of men in the correctional environment. Participants 

utilised the schema of men as necessary to understand and make sense of the situation of 

women working in the Culture of Corrections. In corrections, physical force is perceived 
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as indispensable and is associated with masculinity. Because masculinity is a defining 

feature for some men, it follows that men are necessary. Historically, the system of 

corrections was designed by men to hold “male” prisoners on the basis of a patriarchal, 

dominant, and unquestioned view (McMahon, 1999). Thus, women correctional officers 

must fit themselves into this system, which has not benefitted from an alternative 

perspective. In the next quotation, Anne momentarily considers a different model, but 

quickly reverts to the hegemonic perspective:  

I think they [women] can do the job as well, some of them better than men. But I 
think, there still needs to be a physical presence. For the male inmates, so much 
of their lives have been about violence, has been about physicality. It’s not been 
about mentally dealing with people. So, they look out and see two females, they 
don’t think, ‘'Wow, if something goes down those guards look tough," instead they 
might think, "two women if something physical happens, those two [female 
correctional officers] aren't coming in [to stop it]." [Anne] 
 

Repeatedly, the patriarchal institution is reinforced when men correctional officers are 

identified as the source of physical protection, regardless of women’s actual abilities and 

strengths.  

In sum, the schemata evoked in the correctional milieu all revert back to the 

stereotypical physicality of men and women. Repeatedly, women are seen as physically 

inferior and therefore physically unable to handle all aspects of the job. They are 

considered as a threat to correctional safety, whereas men are viewed as the necessary 

saviour/protector due to their perceived physical superiority.  

Coping Strategies 

Women employed a variety of strategies to cope with the Culture of Corrections. Most of 

the coping strategies utilised are based on the notion that women are working in an 

environment where they have little control or ability to change the status quo.  
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 Cognitive Coping Strategies. Women used a variety of cognitive coping 

strategies such as psychological avoidance, rationalisation, practicing positive thinking, 

and burnout prevention: focus on the future. 

 Psychological avoidance.  Participants intentionally avoided thoughts or 

discussions of the negative aspects of their job with anyone. They spoke of keeping their 

thoughts and feelings to themselves. Fawn’s quotation illustrates this cognitive coping 

strategy:    

I don’t tell people; I keep it all in my little box. . . . I think you process it [take it 
in] and you file it, and unless you’re called to bring it back up, it kind of just stays 
in a filing cabinet. [Fawn] 
 

 Rationalisation. Many women talked about the fact that they chose to work in 

corrections, and that they knew what they were getting into; namely, that it would be 

sexualised, and hostile toward women. Some women rationalised that women were just 

as capable of harassing as men. Fawn and Misty’s quotes illustrate how the women used 

this cognitive strategy:  

I’m always of an opinion that as a female, you’re going into a male-dominated 
position. And . . . if you’re a male going into a female hair dressing salon. You’re 
going to be treated the same kind of way, as a piece of meat, as I am going to be 
walking into a male institution, correctional facility. You know, females are just 
as capable of harassing males as males are of harassing females. [Fawn] 
 
I think for the most part, I sort of look and go, ‘well, you know what, that’s the 
job.’ And this is just part of the job description. They [Women] know what they’re 
getting into. It’s part of the job. [Misty]  
 

This cognitive strategy had the advantage of giving women the feeling of being 

responsible for their decision and thus in control, albeit an illusion. Consequently, they 

should not complain because they knowingly chose this work. At the same time, this 
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results in an internalised victim blaming position, rather than outwardly naming the 

institutional negative culture.  

 Practicing positive thinking. Some women reported the need to actively maintain 

a good attitude and use their sense of humour to cope with corrections. Both Fiona and 

Irene’s quotes depict how the women strategically used positive strategies to cope.  

I think one of the biggest things is maintaining a good sense of humour and a 
positive attitude. And I tell people that I have a little box and I keep all the crazy 
things that happen at work in my box. [Fiona] 
 
I am lucky in that once I can verbalise it, I can put it away, because I don’t have 
nightmares. Although I think about my job a lot, I do think about it in a positive 
way. [Irene] 
 

 Focus on the future. The final cognitive coping strategy that women discussed 

was their day-to-day planning for what they would do or where they would go after their 

correctional career ended. For many women, the days were easier to endure when they 

knew this was not forever. They were not always planning to retire from corrections, but 

hoped that they would move into management rather than remain a correctional officer 

for their entire career.   

I will move up [into management], I guarantee I’ll move up. Especially the last 
few years to fix my pension, like it tops your pension, right? [Julia] 
 

 Women, therefore, practiced positive thinking, planned for their future, or 

rationalised and avoided to think about the difficult aspects of their job. Thus, women 

used both negative and pro-social cognitive coping strategies to deal with the 

complications that emerged from the Culture of Corrections.  

 Behavioural Coping Strategies. The women in the present study indicated that 

they also used behavioural strategies to cope with work. Such behavioural coping 

strategies included both active and passive oriented tactics. Much like the cognitive 
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strategies, the behavioural approaches that the women used mostly (but not exclusively) 

focussed on their individual sphere of control to help them cope, rather than on systemic 

changes. Women utilised assertiveness to manage the harassment and advocate for 

increased rights. They also erased their femininity, and tried to set limits to strike a work-

life balance, developed informal networking, engaged in physical activities, sought 

professional help, and/or medicated themselves.  

 Assertiveness: managing harassment informally. When participants discussed 

the harassment and discrimination they faced, many expressed that there was a limit to 

the treatment they should have to endure. Yet, the Culture of Corrections and its 

unwritten practices that guide correctional officers’ behaviour does not speak to such a 

limit. One of the unwritten rules has to do with the protection of fellow officers 

(Griffiths, 2010). Participants used the expression, “no ratting out” of fellow officers for 

infractions. As women had to prove themselves in various manners, including showing 

solidarity towards men, this informal rule compromised their ability to address sexual 

harassment systemically. Therefore, when the situation became too uncomfortable, many 

women used confrontational tactics and in-kind language to indicate to men that they had 

gone too far. Julia and Fawn explain this in the following quotations:  

I handle it myself. I’m like, ‘Hey, you know, that’s fucking out of line, and you 
need to shut that down’. . . . I don’t let it go any further than that. . . . I don’t let 
them go over the edge. . . . You still have to work the area, work with them. [Julia] 
You have to be one that’s going to stand up and say ‘listen, I’m not going to put 
up with your bullshit and crap’. And you have to be assertive in your stance. If 
you’re meek or weak in any sense, most males will pick up on that and they’ll 
continue with it. [Fawn] 
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 Advocating for rights. Other women talked about their attempt to make things 

better for themselves and others by speaking out to management. Some women also filed 

grievances or joined the union to help support their fellow officers.  

Because management is treating them [the women officers] in a manner that is 
unacceptable, I said so. I explained [to management] that we’ve become 
disgruntled, we weren’t disgruntled employees [before the mistreatment]. And I 
said that all we’re doing is fighting for our rights. [Nova] 
 

 Erasing femininity. Previous quotations from participants showed how they felt 

pushed aside in certain situations, how the Culture of Corrections changed them, and 

how their gender disqualified them from being able to perform as a correctional officer. 

The following quotations illustrate how the women balanced, hid, removed, and crushed 

the emotions and behaviours which could be perceived as feminine. They also proceeded 

to adopt manners and a demeanour closer to those stereotypically masculine, as a means 

to survive in the Culture of Corrections.  

You're not allowed to feel empathy in corrections, so, I don’t at work. I am ninety 
eight percent not empathetic when I’m in the building. [Nellie] 
The mask that’s expected to be put on when you walk through those doors; you’re 
supposed to be as hard as diamonds, like you’re not supposed to be breakable. 
[Ginger] 

 
 Thus, women in corrections learn that displaying emotions such as empathy and 

caring is negatively viewed. Resolving the contradictions between the “pre- and current-

correctional self” was something all participants discussed. Such a transition is linked to 

entering a hyper-masculine defined profession with a certain masculinised culture where 

being a “woman” is not accepted.  

 Setting limits: work-life balance. Some of the participants were not as 

comfortable being so forward to stop the abuse. These women reported making the job 

manageable by setting limits. More specially, they restricted the numbers of hours they 
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spent at work by turning down some shifts or taking time off to get away and focus on 

their personal lives. This allowed them to better adjust their work-life balance and keep 

themselves healthier. 

I’ve been told: Do you not see what this place does to you? Do you not see how 
angry you are? Do you not see how aggressive you’ve become? . . . . I just called 
and said ‘Listen, I need to take some time, shifts off, and be at home. I’m not 
going to ruin my personal life for you. I’m sorry this [correctional job] is not that 
important.’ [Kayla] 
 
I just try my best to keep my outside [private] life happy and busy. I spend a lot of 
time with my nieces and nephews. And I have a lot of them and I spend a lot of 
time with them... [Eden] 
 
The informal networking. While some women found it helpful to avoid talking 

about their correctional experience to others, others found just the opposite. To cope with 

the stress, they found comfort in turning to friends, family, or co-workers to express their 

day-to-day struggles. They reported that the ongoing debriefing helped them cope with 

their experiences. The following quote exemplifies how some women utilise this strategy. 

Mandy explains:  

I’ve been pretty lucky that I’ve been able to talk to people about it [work]. I just 
go and say you’ll never guess what I saw today. You know, talk it out and it’s just 
like gone. It’s ok. [Mandy] 
 
Physical activity. To manage the stress in corrections, many women attempted to 

focus on exercising and physically exerting themselves to dissipate their stress. The 

following quotations illustrate some of the positive effects that physical activity had for 

them:  

I always get home, change, and go running with the dog. Every day, I play with 
the dog to get rid of my stress. I pretty much refuse to talk to anybody until I do 
that. [Leah] 
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I started getting my ass in shape, like losing the weight, because when your self-
image or your self-esteem drops [because of work stress], then everything else 
will follow. [Julia] 
 
Professional help. Women reported that the workplace stress was often more than 

they could cope with in their lives. For some women, the stress of corrections lead to 

mental health issues, which in turn lead to them seeking out professional help to manage 

the negative emotions that they were experiencing. Julia sought out counselling:  

I have had counselling for many issues, mostly stress and my relationships. But in 
looking back, you have to put it in a bubble and let it go, cause if you keep it, that 
anger that’s inside you will rip you apart. [Julia] 
 

 Medicating. Finally, many women reported resorting to using prescription and 

recreational-type medications as a means to cope.  

Anti-depressants, alcohol, things like that, I went into a very dark place after 
being on that specific unit. My partner said, Nova, you’ve got to come back and I 
said I can’t do it. I ended up having to go on medication. [Nova] 
They put me on retriptaleen to control my migraine because when I get really 
stressed out [from work] my migraines start getting out of control. [Sienna] 
 

Benefits to the Institution 

The Ontario correctional system benefits from sustaining a particular culture. As 

described above, the culture of an organisation underpins how it functions on a daily 

basis and sets the parameters on how its members can act and interact. Martin and Jurik 

(1996) suggested that there is an alignment between the correctional officer and the 

hyper-masculine role resulting in a narrow view of the dimensions (dangerous and 

physical) of correctional work. Owen (1985) argued that maintaining divisions among 

different groups of workers (e.g., based on gender) discourages solidarity and harmony, 

which reduces organised employee challenges toward the hierarchy. If men are 

preoccupied with keeping the profession hyper-masculine defined and excluding women, 
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their attention is diverted from finding ways to collaboratively work with women to 

better the working conditions for everyone. As demonstrated in the complications 

section, the Culture of Corrections supports an anti-woman, overtly sexualised and 

hostile workplace, which undervalues women socially and psychologically, and excludes 

and parternalises them. Thus, the benefit to corrections is that it separates the workforce 

and discourages overall correctional officer unity. 

In addition, by allowing the hegemonic views of gender (i.e., stereotyping) to go 

unchecked and unchallenged with respect to the place of women in corrections, women 

demonstrated a lower sense of confidence (e.g., they saw men’s physical strength as an 

essential necessity). This benefits the institution, as women will not have the same sense 

of entitlement towards promotions as men. This dynamic is highly gendered (patriarchal) 

and also benefits men, the dominant group (numerically, historically and culturally in 

corrections). It lends supports to the 'biology as destiny' belief (Martin & Jurik, 1996). In 

other words, men continue to progress and achieve greater success, and women are casted 

as weaker and lacking physical strength. In summary, men and the institution benefit 

from maintaining the culture. Arguably, they are one and the same. The institution is 

hyper-masculine and the Correctional officer role is masculinity-defined and men-

identified. Sustaining the culture as such protects and nourishes the institution and men’s 

superiority (patriarchy).  

Discussion 

The purpose of the study was to better understand the experiences of women 

correctional officers working with men prisoners in the Ontario correctional milieu today. 

More specifically, however, we sought to identify policies and/or practices that support 
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the Culture of Corrections, and impact negatively the lives of women in this milieu. 

Gendered organisations, such as corrections, have been defined in the absence of women 

(Britton, 1997). As the findings suggest, women in this domain still serve as pioneers 

because their influence is minimised by their marginalisation. The last large study 

regarding the Ontario correctional system by McMahon (1999) had underscored the 

presence of sexism and woman-hostile environment. McMahon had described the 

correctional context where subtle and overt sexual discrimination and harassment were 

rampant. She had described how the correctional officer’s role and culture were barriers 

to women's ability to report difficulties. 

As stated in the introduction, the rational for this study was grounded in the fact 

that a number of changes had taken place, which suggested that conditions had the 

potential to improve for women in the Ontario system of corrections. The increase in the 

numbers of women entering the profession, the passage of a significant number of years 

(> 15 years) since McMahon’s research findings (1999) had been published, and the 

implementation of programs to redress the situation were factors that should have 

improved conditions for women. We had hoped to find and document a different reality. 

Yet, the schematic analysis showed that women are still considered inferior in ways 

grounded in biological determinism and gendered patriarchal stereotypes. Accordingly, 

they still are viewed as insufficient, and incapable. In many instances, men correctional 

officers continue to assume the gendered patriarchal role of the protector. As women 

spoke about the complications they experienced, they made it clear that proving oneself 

was an on-going career-long constraint. For their entire careers, women negotiate a 

culture that incessantly undermines their abilities because of their gender. The “old boys 
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club” and its culture remain dominant forces that exclude women and trivialise their 

talents and skills. Furthermore, through an ironic dynamic, the presence of women in the 

all-men-prisoner institution not only supports but enhances the hyper-masculine 

dominance and superiority as it provides men opportunities to display their hyper 

masculinity (e.g., superiority) of corrections. Regular informal and formal practices 

reinforce these messages (e.g., two women are not assigned to work together). As 

Zimmer (1989) already discussed a quarter of a century ago, women internalise the 

messages that are prominent in the Culture of Corrections to their own detriment: They 

must negotiate the contradictions that represent their presence and efficacy in correctional 

work on a day-to-day basis. To sum up, the Culture of Corrections is underpinned by the 

gendered assumptions that officers are men, men are physically superior, men perform 

violence; and that women are physically weaker, women perform peacekeeping activities, 

and women are lacking in “maledom” or a certain form of “dominant masculinity.” As a 

result, the dynamics, practices, and gendered assumptions (i.e., the Culture of 

Corrections) keeps women marginalised and in complicated, contradictory, and even 

powerless positions, both in actuality and symbolically. 

Social Change and Policy Recommendations 

 The present study provides insight into how the policies and practices within 

correctional services impact the lives of women officers. The Culture of Corrections 

effects many aspects of women's realities in their day-to-day functioning. Working within 

the Culture of Corrections means that women are bombarded with a plethora of negative 

influences and messages repeating in various fashions how they are lacking as 

correctional officers. Physically and psychologically destructive factors such as 
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harassment, discrimination, lack of institutional support, social and physical exclusion, 

gender stereotyping lead to negative social and health consequences, a perpetual pressure 

to prove oneself as capable, and in an encompassing way, a hostile work environment for 

women.  

Recommendations.  

 1. A change in the Culture of Corrections is necessary. This could include as a 

first step a specific program for training not only the officers but most importantly, the 

management to better care for and work with their employees and colleagues. 

Cheeseman, Dial, and Johnson (2008) suggested that correctional management must 

develop skills to demonstrate care, compassion, and interpersonal interaction for their 

employees. Other research indicates that teaching good empathy skills to coworkers 

would help improve job stress, job performance, and employee health (Lambert & 

Hogan, 2007).  

 2. Corrections must assess how physical force is used with the objective to reduce 

the frequency of violent physical contact, and establish a culture that prioritises non-

confrontational conflict reduction approaches. Officers should be trained and motivated 

to recognise the signs of potential hostile situations and know how to de-escalate them. 

Specifically, correctional Officers need to be aware of the gendered assumptions 

underpinning the Culture of Corrections and rewarded for using the non-violent 

approaches without feeling like their masculinity is threatened. 

 3. Corrections should develop protocols for responding to emergencies so that 

they are well practiced and not organised along gender lines. These protocols should be 

adaptable and non-discriminatory. Supervisors and managers should be required to 
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demonstrate that women respond to codes as often as do men. Units and institutions 

should be rewarded for the demonstration of balanced responses, low frequency of 

violent incidents, and increased safety. All correctional officers, regardless of gender, 

should be equally involved in the training of new hires, and the practice and maintenance 

of traditional intervention skills. With time and practice, this would contravene women’s 

internalised inferiority complex. 

 4. Dealing with harassment and discrimination practices to eliminate the hostile 

environment must become a priority for the leadership of each institution. Zero tolerance 

must be the goal. Women must have a safe, formal, and independent means to report 

grievances or discrimination that is not construed or likened to “ratting out.” Thus, the 

system of corrections needs to develop new strategies to break the code of silence and 

dictate how correctional officers must protect each other. This protection may translate in 

having to report incidents of sexist behaviours, harassment, etc. In other institutions (e.g., 

the military; Gouliquer, 2011), setting up a system of internal reporting and management 

has failed because such a system functions within the same culture that has supported 

these behaviours and practices all along. Similar to other traditionally hyper-masculine 

and “male”-identified workplaces (police forces and the military), women should be able 

to contact an outside office/organisation that is completely independent from the 

correctional system (e.g., an office of the ombudsman). Such an office may provide a 

safer venue for women and other minorities to seek help and support, and report 

infractions. This office should have jurisdictional type of power to effect change and help 

women.  
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5. Improve mental health awareness and access to mental health professionals for all 

employees, including part-time employees who do not receive benefits, to allow women 

officers to gain the support that they need. Put in place practices and policies to help 

officers improve their work-life balance. 

Conclusion 

 Over 15 years ago, McMahon (1999) recommended that the occupational Culture 

of Corrections had to change. She suggested that operational issues should be treated as 

policy issues, meaningful responses and penalties should be implemented, effective 

training should be provided, and hiring, promotion, and support systems for women 

implemented (McMahon, 1999). But as long as the Culture of Corrections reduces the 

work of officers to the single dimension of brute man’s strength, and that the essence of 

the stereotype of women is weakness, women will not experience correctional work in 

other terms than an embodied contradiction. What this research has demonstrated is that 

in spite of the passage of time and an increase in women’s numbers, women continue to 

work in a hostile work environment that is sustained by a persistent pernicious culture 

and practices that expose them to degrading devaluing messages, violence, 

discrimination, and harassment.   
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CHAPTER 6  

General Discussion  

 At a general and more theoretical level, the present research increases our 

understanding of the psycho-social dynamics which take place at the intersection of 

individuals’ lives and the powerful institutions present in their lives. At a more specific, 

substantive, and practical level, this research examines the relations of power and 

negotiation between the Ontario correctional system and women officers to determine 

whether, and how, the climate in the men only institutions has improved (or not) for 

women officers when compared to the misogynist reality reported by McMahon (1999). 

In addition, the choice of methodology, the Psycho-Social Ethnography of the Common 

Place (P-SEC), permitted the identification of specific areas needing to be addressed to 

improve the lives of marginalised individuals within the institution of corrections. Thus, 

the findings of this research help address the paucity of research specifically examining 

the Culture of Corrections in Ontario all-men-prisoner institutions through the experience 

of women correctional officers. It also allows for an analysis of practices and policies that 

sustain this Culture and its institutions (Acker, 1990), but complicate the psycho-social 

reality of the lives and experiences of women as a marginalised minority group.  

 Five central issues (i.e., Organisational Moments) facing women in the Ontario 

correctional system were identified, two of which were fully developed into separate 

manuscripts, which appear as Chapters 4 (Casual Status) and Chapter 5 (Culture of 

Corrections) in this thesis. Together, these two Organisational Moments provide insights 

regarding how and under what conditions women negotiate and cope with the barriers to 

gaining full-time employment in the Ontario correctional system, and how, formally and 



188 

 

informally, institutions structure the socially negotiated cultural terrain within which 

women work. The three other Organisational Moments can be found in Table 3.2. All 

five Organisational Moments now will be briefly reviewed and discussed.  

 In Chapter 4, the Organisational Moment Casual status as Precarious 

employment was presented. The findings demonstrated that women became trapped in the 

casual employee status for undetermined and often lengthy time periods. While both men 

and women were subjected to the same policy, results showed how this practice uniquely 

affected women officers. The intersection of the correctional casual employment status, 

and women’s roles as biologically determined and socially organised for reproduction 

and mothering, underscored how policies produced gendered outcomes. Women faced 

and negotiated a different reality than men. For example, in spite of the fact that most 

family planning typically involves more than a private decision taken by a single woman, 

the responsibilities and impacts of this decision (i.e., becoming pregnant, breast feeding, 

raising a child) uniquely influenced the experience of women not only in their private 

lives, but also at the workplace (e.g., pregnancy/safety issues). As Crawford, Vosko, and 

Zukewich (2003) explain, feminist researchers have documented how women are more 

often influenced by precarious employment because they generally are responsible for 

more of the unpaid domestic work than men. Further, the use of precarious employment 

is associated with greater challenges and negative social health effects for women 

(Crawford, et al.).  

 The use of casual status affords the employer access to a more flexible and 

compliant group of employees at a lower cost. Its effects, for the employee, are negative, 

and especially so for women in gendered-specific ways. Similar findings were also 
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reported by Watts (2009) who noted that women working in hyper-masculine workplaces 

are being expected to work long hours and sacrifice home life just like their men 

colleagues; however, they are still expected to take on more of the responsibility for the 

raising of children and the maintenance of the home. Acker (1990, 2006) argued that it is 

the institutional policies and practices that help maintain gendered values. Ironically in 

corrections, women are perceived as incapable; and yet, the correctional organisation 

does not take into account that some of its policies and procedures make women’s work 

more challenging, demanding, and difficult. Women in precarious employment who are 

burdened by domestic responsibilities continue to face negative circumstances affecting 

their health (Bartley, 1999; Brown & Pechman, 1987; Menendez, Benach, Muntaner, 

Amable, & O’Campo, 2007).  

 The analysis of the status of “casual officer” also showed how women’s working 

hours and schedules were unstable and unpredictable, and how these complicated the 

lives of the women officers. Other researchers have also reported some of the challenges 

associated with casual status for women (i.e., Watts, 2009). For example, because women 

end up having to use their “sick-time” when their children are sick, the limitation of these 

days during the casual status results in a constant source of stress. In addition, because of 

how the implementation of health and dental policies restricted participants’ access to 

these forms of care, the financial influence of this status is both direct and indirect. Taken 

together, the described factors also played a negative role for women in reducing their 

ability to plan when they could begin to have children (i.e., having to account and plan 

for the loss of revenue due to pregnancy). Similar to partners of military soldiers (Poulin, 

2001; Segal, 1986), women correctional officers are caught between two “greedy 
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institutions,” namely, the family and corrections. Women drew on different cognitive 

schemata to make sense of their experiences: the indiscernible ruler, the casual officer, 

and the old boys’ club. Women also used both cognitive and behavioural coping 

strategies to manage the complications they faced associated with this precarious status. 

Cognitively, women coped by externalising their frustrations through criticising the 

correctional practices, but they also turned inwards and coped through learned 

helplessness, and rationalisation of their experience. Similarly, their behavioural coping 

strategies were directed outwards when utilising strategies such as self-advocacy, and 

inwards when trying to become “invisible” (a.k.a., trying to avoid being noticed or 

drawing attention of any sort to the self). Again for the institution, the utility of the casual 

status is not only economical, but powerful in maintaining a hierarchical divide, and 

maintaining disempowerment, extensive control, and flexibility of the casual group of 

employees. In summary, findings indicate that the casual status of women correctional 

officers is a form of precarious employment that interacts with gender such that women’s 

health and careers are negatively influenced.  

 In Chapter 5, the Culture of Corrections was examined and analysed as an 

Organisational Moment. Findings indicate that the Culture of Corrections was 

maintained by various practices and the messages embedded in them. Belknap (2015) 

discussed how these practices are paternalistically motivated and depict women as 

needing protection. The Culture of Corrections complicated women officers’ lives in 

numerous ways. For example, the data indicates that women lacked institutional support, 

faced social exclusion and violence, endured sexualised and hostile remarks, and 

tolerated paternalistic attitudes and benevolent sexism. As a result, women officers 
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continuously had to resolve the contradictions between their self-schema as capable 

women, and the culturally-endorsed schema of the woman correctional officer as 

incapable, weak, and in need of protection. This was juxtaposed beside the normative 

correctional officer who figures as the masculine man considered as physically superior 

and mentally fit for this work conceived to require brut physical power and strength, as 

well as mental toughness. This seemed especially pronounced when women first entered 

corrections but the contradiction never disappeared given the social relations of genders, 

and the stability of the hegemonic hyper-masculine officer schema. As a result of this 

contradiction, women had to contend with being treated as physically weak and inferior, 

and viewed as a threat to the overall safety of the correctional system. Thus, women 

spoke of constantly having to prove themselves as capable. 

 In the Culture of Corrections, women resorted to adapting their behaviour to 

accommodate this sexist milieu. To survive, they used both negative and pro-social 

coping strategies. For instance, cognitively, they engaged in psychological avoidance, 

rationalisation, and positive thinking. Behaviourally, they consciously became more 

assertive, especially when managing harassment, advocating for rights, seeking 

professional help, and also self-medicating. The myriad of complications participants 

faced indicates that the environment of Correctional Services, in all-men-prisoner 

institutions, is extremely unwelcoming and resistant to the integration of women. It is 

noteworthy that more than 15 years after McMahon’s 1999 publication, and more than 25 

years after the 1990 Canada report “Beneath the Veneer” denouncing this situation, this 

hostile environment remains. The institution of corrections benefits from the misogynist 

and hostile culture as it maintains the idea that it can only function safely and properly by 
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utilising physical control of prisoners. Consequently, it does not have to invest time, 

energy, and resources into challenging these assumptions and changing the status quo. 

Instead, it can claim to have a system that is functional, and thereby avoid the resistance 

to change that would arise from the majority of officers who are men. Indeed, doing 

nothing is, initially at least, less challenging and threatening for the historically, and 

traditionally, hyper-masculine traditionally men-dominated correctional leadership, 

where the male/masculine cultural norms and status quo are not (seriously or 

consequentially) questioned. These findings resonate with Acker’s theory on gender and 

organisations (1990; 2006). As earlier discussed, Acker maintains that organisational 

practices reinforce gender segregation and inequality in the workplace, which is often a 

reflection of the larger cultural values. Thus, the organisational practices of corrections 

sustains a culture of exclusion and denigration of women. This was also found in other 

hyper-masculine and man-defined organisations such as the military (Gouliquer, 2011).  

Assignment of Partners, the third Organisational Moment, was identified as it also 

represents a practice that complicated the lives of women while benefitting the institution 

of corrections. As already mentioned in the previous chapter, when working partners are 

assigned, the pairing is rarely arbitrary. Generally, it is based on the notion that 

supervisors will carry out this organisational practice in such a way as to manage the 

operating of their units to ensure that everything during a shift unravels in a calm, 

orderly, and predictable manner. Partners, therefore, are paired together for a variety of 

reasons. It is with this set of assumptions that, most of the time, men are positioned where 

physical strength and force are perceived to be required. As previous research 

demonstrated, gender stereotyping of correctional officers positions women to experience 
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resistance and doubt regarding their ability to perform the job (Britton, 2003; Hemmens, 

Stohr, Schoeler, & Miller, 2002; Jurik, 1985; Savicki, Cooley, & Gjesvold, 2003; Stohr, 

Mays, Beck, & Kelly, 1998). It follows that some positions within the institution have 

historically been deemed as “men-only” positions (i.e., admission and discharge), while 

others are associated with less prisoner contact, and more likely to be staffed by women 

officers. This so-called strategic placement of men and women in different areas, and the 

historical practice of never pairing two women together, result in the maintenance of the 

schemata that men are capable and essential, and that women are unfit and dispensable. 

Keeping in mind this set of assumptions, it is not surprising that some assignments of 

partners for women are highly problematic. Women spoke of the difficulties that occur 

with certain men (see schematic analysis in Table 3.2). Farkas (2000) developed a 

typology of correctional officers (rule enforcers, hard liners, people workers, synthetic 

officers, and loners), and in the present research, the complicating effects of pairing 

certain “types of partners” on women was evident. Tripplett, Mullings, and Scarborough 

(1996) noted how coworker support is important for officers’ resilience to job-related 

stress. Armstrong and Griffin (2004) also found that low levels of social support in the 

workplace led to increased levels of stress among correctional officers. In response to 

this, women in the present study developed both cognitive and behavioural coping 

strategies that seem organised according to a particular partner typology. That is, they 

used cognitive strategies (e.g., think like a “man,” and rationalization); and/or 

behavioural stategies (e.g., stand up for yourself, act professional/militant, adapt 

behaviour, and/or avoidance).  
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In the present study, women also had labeled the “bad” men partners in negative 

ways. They used the following labels to categorise them: the old timer, the hard-ass, the 

lazy guy, or the truant partner. Although pairing two women together was a much rarer 

occurrence, it did happen and women also had a typology of women partners: the tramp, 

the social worker, the chihuahua, the weak, the gossip, and the queen bee (see coping 

strategies - Assignment of Partners, Table 3.2). Both typologies reflected gender 

stereotyping (and misogyny), which is enforced in the Culture of Corrections.  

 The fourth Organisational Moment, Sick Time, describes the complications 

women experience in regard to the policies within corrections associated with taking time 

off on sick leave. “Sick time,” as it is commonly referred to by the participants, are not 

adapted to the reality of some women’s physiology. Other researchers such as Gross, 

Larson, Urban, and Zupan (1994) reported that women had a rate higher than men in 

terms of sick time. Scott (1994) also found that women reported increased health issues 

when trying to conceive or when being pregnant. In the present study, women reported 

complications linked with taking sick time due to pain and symptoms associated with 

their menstrual cycles, family planning, pregnancy, and menopause. Yet, women’s 

physiology is not the only aspect affecting women’s use of sick time as they reported 

having to use their sick time when their children were sick. Thus, the use of sick time is 

linked to the burden women typically carry in terms of parental care (and domestic 

responsibility) (Bartley, 1999; Gross et al., 1994; Lambert, Edwards, Camp, & Saylor, 

2005). The schemata that were evoked when discussing the complications associated with 

this Organisational Moment were those that spoke of this working context as a man’s 
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world and of the medicalised women’s bodies as an illness. Again, women utilised 

various coping strategies to deal with these complications (see Table 3.2). 

 Finally, the fifth Organisational Moment -- Harassment and Discrimination 

Policies – emerged associated with the many complications women faced in regard to the 

institutions’ harassment and discrimination policies and practices. That is, those 

seemingly protective practices actually complicated women’s’ lives by increasing the 

feeling that institutional support was absent, and that the policies were useless. Women 

reported that trying to apply or use these policies to report harassment and discrimination 

caused the woman bringing forward the charge much grief. This is concerning given that 

in the context studied, women officers could face sexual harassment from men who were 

either prisoners, co-workers, and/or supervisors. This problematic situation was also 

highlighted by Pogrebin and Poole (1998) and by McMahon (1999) in her description of 

the experience of women officers in the 1990s who were exposed to sexual assault, 

harassment, on the one hand, and discrimination and sexism on the other hand. The two 

latter situations were associated with some serious negative implications for women 

(McMahon). Since the 1990s the provincial and federal governments introduced 

employment equity and harassment and discrimination prevention programs (Agocs, 

2002; Ontario Government, 2016); yet, the present findings do not suggest that these 

programs have been effective. In fact, participants in the present study felt that these 

policies tended to accentuate gender inequality and power dynamics, limit their 

relationships, and cause workplace animosity. Participants spoke of using these policies 

against their coworkers as “workplace suicide.”  The harassment and discrimination 

policies evoked schemata about the world of corrections as a man’s world, policies as 
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useless, boys will be boys, men as superior, and women as inferior. To cope, women 

developed both cognitive and behavioural strategies (see Table 3.2 for a listing).    

 Overall, results show that, in spite of societal changes that have occurred over the 

last 3 decades, such as the establishment of harassment and discrimination prevention 

policies, employment equity programs, and increased numbers of women working as 

correctional officers, the women’s experiences documented in this study revealed that 

much more change is still required. It is not acceptable that women still work in an 

environment that is sexist and misogynist encouraging women to internalise negative and 

depreciative values and beliefs about themselves as officers. This situation is regrettable, 

particularly since research has shown that women bring about positive changes to 

organisations (MacAulay, 2013; Nicholas, 2012-3).  

 In a U.S. pilot study on the impact of women correctional officers working in an 

all-men-prisoner institution, Kissel and Katsampes (1980) reported that women’s 

influence was a “softening one” and that it “reduces tension and lessens the likelihood of 

violent confrontations between prisoners and staff” (p. 213). In a western Canadian study, 

Szockyj (1989) also found that women officers had the effect of calming in an all-men 

environment, and increasing morale and prisoners’ compliance. Furthermore, officers 

confirmed that men prisoners in contact with women officers were less likely to resort to 

violence. When comparing the results of the present study to those of Szockyj, it is 

important to highlight that in the study in western Canada, only one institution was 

included in the study. In addition, when that particular institution was opened, women 

were included from the beginning. Therefore, historically, the culture of this particular 

institution was never established by a men-only staff. However, it does not mean that its 
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culture was not influenced by the gender relations in the greater correctional milieu or in 

society. In the case of the present study, 29 institutions were sampled, most of which 

attempted to integrate women after the culture had been established. Interestingly, what 

the results from Szockyj’s study suggests is that the Culture of Corrections, as found in 

the present study, sabotages the potential benefits that could be observed from having 

women officers (i.e., bringing calm, compliance, and less violence to institutions). This 

demonstrates the social cultural resistance faced by women, and the limitations women 

face when attempting to change the Culture of Corrections. The findings imply that 

women alone cannot bring about the needed change. 

Strengths, Limitations, Recommendations, and Future Directions  

Strengths 

 The present study makes a unique contribution to our understanding of the effects 

of how correctional policies and practices intersect with gender to affect women’s 

everyday lived experiences at this moment in time. This was possible as a result of 

adopting the use of the P-SEC methodology for this study. P-SEC is a qualitative 

phenomenological approach, which in the present context, allowed women correctional 

officers’ stories to emerge. This methodology directs the researcher to examine the social, 

cultural, and institutional influences and practices as they intersect with the marginalised 

groups’ reality. By identifying the complications in the stories of the participants, and 

working backward to identify the institutional practices or events or rules to which these 

are related, Organisational Moments could be identified and analysed. Through this 

analysis, the schemata evoked by the participants to make sense of the complications 

were examined. The identification of schemata not only provided insights regarding the 
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psychology (cognitions) of the correctional officers (e.g., internalising demeaning 

assumptions regarding their abilities to manage conflicts), but it also informed us about 

the hegemony of the institution. In other words, it spoke to the shared, socially available, 

schemata, which tend to perpetuate a belief system that is advantageous to the “ruling 

apparatus” (Smith, 2004). In addition, the coping mechanisms that women correctional 

officers used were exposed, which shed light on the helpful as well as the potentially 

harmful strategies correctional officers may resort to in order to overcome or deal with 

the complications they faced. The Organisational Moment analysis highlighted how the 

choices in coping strategies were limited by the resources and flexibility to which 

participants had access (i.e., as casual workers, if they had children, the support they 

received from family members directly affected whether they could accept an unexpected 

work shift. This in turn could play an important role in the likelihood of not only 

increasing their financial situation, but also in the perception their supervisors had of 

them). In summary, utilising the P-SEC methodology provided a structured approach 

within a flexible phenomenological framework. It yielded a deep and rich understanding 

of women’s experiences as correctional officer in Ontario’s all-men institutions. The 

empirical evidence gathered from using this methodological approach brought up the 

constraining, shaping, and sexist discriminatory nature of the Culture of Corrections. It 

also uncovered the social, cultural, and ideological practices, rules, and norms that still 

today negatively influenced women’s experience in spite of “efforts” to ameliorate this 

reality. Theoretically, this study advances research and theory on the intersection of 

gender and the hyper-masculine men-defined professions. It also advances the growing 

literature on the impermeability of the patriarchal culture to change.  
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In the present study, the sample size (N = 36) is considered relatively large for a 

qualitative project (Fallon & LaRae, 2007; Mason, 2010; Lafrance & Stoppard, 2006). In 

addition, participants came from 29 different institutions across Ontario, and the 

interviews averaged 3 hours in length, which would have influenced the nature and depth 

of the data. According to the assumptions that are part of the P-SEC approach, if there is 

consistency discovered across participants within the Organisational Moment analysis, 

then some  transferability is possible, especially with a sample size between 35 and 45 

(Gouliquer & Poulin, 2005). That is, transferability (i.e., generalisation) is justified with 

respect to an institutional policy or practice and its impact in shaping women’s 

experience of the Organisational Moments. P-SEC requires that certain conditions be met 

for an event or a policy or a rule to be labeled an Organisational Moment. For example, 

two or more participants must identify the same event or practice as complicating their 

lives or psychologies. How a P-SEC study is carried out allows for the building of 

information based on previous interviews. Thus, once a potential Organisational Moment 

is identified, the subsequent interviews can be used to explore that situation to detect 

contradictory or confirming data relevant to that experience. Furthermore, the P-SEC 

methodology requires the examination of schemata (Bem, 1993; Holland, 1985); 

therefore, if women are similarly tapping into shared cognitive maps to make sense of the 

Organisational Moments, this further supports the generalisability of the findings. In 

addition, the analysis of women’s cognitive and behavioural coping strategies when 

dealing with the complications arising from the Organisational Moments provides further 

support for justifying generalisation regarding an Organisational Moment. Given the 

number of institutions represented in the sample, arguably, the findings are generalisable 
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across the Ontario correctional system for institutions where the population of prisoners 

consists of men only. Further, despite the fact that some variations will occur between 

provinces in terms of policies and procedures that govern those respective institutions, it 

is reasonable to expect similarities due to the following: the common historical 

development of corrections in Canada; the structure of the correctional system across 

Canada and its particular provincial mandate; and the overwhelming tendency for 

masculinised correctional cultures. This suggestion, however, remains an empirical 

question.  

Limitations    

 The limitations associated with a qualitative study in Psychology are often seen 

by qualitative researchers as a by-product of the hegemony of quantitative research. For 

example, the sampling approach, in a phenomenological study such as the present one, is 

not random, nor does it claim or aspire to be so. Qualitative researchers are more 

preoccupied with how representative and varied a sample is of a population.  It is akin to 

the over-sampling of smaller groups (i.e., aboriginal women) within the larger Canadian 

population to insure representation of a particular experience. This approach, for 

example, is a typical practice of Statistics Canada. As discussed in Chapter 2, the sample 

for this study is highly representative as participants came from a total of 29 different 

institutions. Thus, the stories, the data, the themes, and the Organisational Moments are 

considered representative of the Ontario correctional milieu (men only prisoner 

institutions). It is relevant to note, at this time, that the original plan for this study was to 

have the Ministry of Community Safety & Correctional Services circulate the recruitment 

ad through their internal system to all women officers; however, as discussed in Chapter 
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2, they refused. As a result, the sample was based on the recruitment possible through the 

collaboration of the union representing correctional officers (Ontario Public Service 

Employees Union; OPSEU). Consequently, women managers did not receive a 

recruitment invitation because managerial positions are not part of the union 

communication network. However, the other method of recruiting used was word of 

mouth which successfully attracted participants. Using these two methods for sampling 

women correctional officers, as mentioned above, the sample was drawn from a large 

number of institutions (see Table 2 for demographics). It is unclear if those who didn’t 

respond would have had more negative or more favourable views. However, having 

participants from such a large number of correctional facilities in Ontario is rare in the 

literature.  

 Finally, two other limitations in utilising interview data should be acknowledged. 

First, all interviews were completed by me, Freda Burdett. Thus, my specific 

interviewing style could have affected the data in a particular manner. As mentioned 

previously, I have working experience in the Ontario correctional services, which I made 

known to all participants. This undoubtedly influenced the data, but I would argue that it 

resulted in enhanced trust and an increase in trustworthiness of the stories participants 

shared with me. Second, I completed the data analysis on my own, therefore, no inter-

coding agreement can be reported. This is not typically viewed as a limitation amongst 

qualitative ethnography researchers, although some journal editors (e.g., Psychology of 

Women Quarterly) with a former tradition of only publishing quantitative research will at 

times discriminate against publishing studies that do not include such an approach. 

Therefore, in the present study, reflexivity is highlighted to address this issue.  
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Reflexivity. Reflexivity has been defined as an important topic in qualitative 

research. Its intent is to position the researcher in terms of her/his epistemological biases, 

which inform the interpretation of the data (Lather, 2004).  Since I worked as a 

correctional officer in Ontario for 10 years, my status can be defined as one of an 

“insider” (Watts, 2006). I share many of the same understandings as the participants and 

it is safe to say that I was viewed as “one of them” in the way they confided in me. As 

just mentioned above, this perspective allowed me to gain women’s confidence, and 

helped dismantle suspicions they may have had about me. However, my position as a 

white, middle class, heterosexual, educated woman suggests that I am positioned as 

privileged when compared with women in general. Yet, my education, choice of research 

methodology, and use of reflexivity has ensured that I resist the temptation of being too 

partial or blinded by the women’s stories and my past experiences. The reflexivity 

process allows researchers to acknowledge their preconceptions and how they may 

influence the research (e.g., data collection and analysis; Willig, 2008). As I interviewed 

women for this research, I realised that (sadly) I did share many of the experiences they 

had, in spite of the time that had lapsed since I worked in corrections. I was disappointed 

to hear that my experience was still relevant and that we had a common identity and I 

was able to speak their “native language” (Watts, 2009).  On the positive side, my 

academic training allowed me to gain information that might not otherwise be revealed in 

such an interview. However, I took measures to ensure that my insider status did not 

interfere with the narratives reported by the participants (Maxwell, 2012). For instance, 

during the interviewing process, I consciously and repeatedly probed to encourage 

participants to describe details of their thinking and of the meaning they placed on certain 
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events and descriptions to minimise my assumptions about the data. I was also concerned 

about my interpretation of the data during the analysis as I wanted to ensure 

trustworthiness in the study results (Smith, 1987). I constantly questioned my own 

position and interpretation of the data. When women spoke in a way that agreed with or 

contradicted my own experience, I conducted further interviews and searched the data in 

a manner to assure clarification of my understanding. This awareness and care lead to 

some significant insights, and helped my acceptance of information, whether or not it 

matched my own prior understanding. For instance, women spoke of being physically 

inferior to men, and accepting this as a fact. I initially disagreed with this perspective and 

struggled with women holding that perception, but through clarification and analysis of 

the entire data set, I came to understand how women do in fact believe that men are 

superior because of their physical strength, and how it brings them to think of “men as 

necessary” in a schematic manner when considering the environment and Culture of 

Corrections.   

Transfer of Knowledge 

           P-SEC highlights the importance of distributing the research findings to the 

appropriate audience to ensure that it is a vehicle for change. The chosen ways of 

dispersing the findings, therefore, are paramount. Aspects of the present research were 

presented in a preliminary form at a national psychological conference in 2012 (Burdett 

& Poulin, 2012), and two manuscripts have been submitted for publication (Human 

Relations, and Feminist Criminology Journal). A general summary of the research 

findings (Appendix H), is being mailed to participants who took part in the study and to 

any other relevant community members such as elected officials. Unfortunately, the 
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Ministry had stated that on both methodological and operational grounds, the proposed 

research did not meet the standards required for approval of external research projects. 

However, with the publication of this research, the information will be made public and 

will ensure that the information is available.  

Recommendations 

Recommendations were outlined in both Chapter 4 and 5. In chapter 4, 

recommendations were made that could help rectify some of the complications that the 

correctional policies and practices create when dealing with “casual” employees. For 

instance, they could do the following: 1. Adopt a hiring practice that would replace the 

present system, (e.g., a system similar to that used by the Federal Correctional system, 

which is based on a better defined and shorter probation period that is fixed in its 

duration). 2. Adopt equity principles to assist employees in having more flexible work-

schedules, which better accommodate their work/home children and family needs. 3. 

Training for correctional management to assists them in developing skills to 

communicate care for their employees (e.g., teaching good empathy skills). 4. 

Collaborate with employees to promote stress reduction training and policies. 5. Conduct 

a gendered assessment of correctional work assessing the impact on women’s bodies, and 

acknowledge and intelligently manage gender differences in the findings (e.g., for 

example, there is research suggesting the susceptibility of women’s bodies to health 

issues as a result of shift work when they are trying to conceive or when they are 

pregnant; Scott, 1994). 6. Develop a more adequate pregnancy policy to protect pregnant 

women in terms of safety and financial loss so that they are not penalised for pregnancy. 

Similarly, in chapter 5, the correctional culture was examined and related 
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recommendations were offered such as: 1. Developing various approaches to change the 

culture (e.g., improve staff /managerial relationships to ensure that women officers feel 

heard and cared for). 2. Better train the staff in techniques of de-escalation of conflicts. 3. 

Develop effective responding practices for emergency situations that are based on safety 

and a variety of skills, not on gender. Ensure effective training and integrate regular 

practice sessions, to insure that both women and men have the same opportunities to 

respond effectively to crises. 4. Implement effective and independent protocols to deal 

with harassment and discrimination practices and policies. This will call for the use of a 

gendered lens, and special attention to eliminating the code of silence ("no ratting out"). 

5. Improve mental health awareness and access to mental health professionals to allow 

women officers to gain the support they need. 

 Additional concerns linked to the three Organisational Moments that were not 

elaborated upon also revealed that the undermining of women’s abilities affects many 

areas of their lives and work. The patriarchal environment of corrections ensures that 

women remain confined by their gender, and the “old boys club” remains the dominant 

force that discourages women’s full integration. As Belknap (2015) points out, there 

continues to be a “glass-ceiling effect” that hinders women’s promotional opportunities. 

The present data suggests that women expressed concerns about promotional 

opportunities within every advancement stage in Ontario’s Correctional Services (e.g., 

from casual to full-time, from full-time to management, and then upward throughout the 

managerial system). Women explained that although they are entering into these jobs in 

increasing numbers, the trajectory into upper management has proven difficult.  
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Based on the entirety of the study, the following additional recommendations are 

offered: 

1. There is a need for a full assessment of the institutional policies and practices 

within corrections, both written and unwritten, through a gendered lens to ensure 

those policies and practices do not continue to perpetuate a work environment that 

is hostile toward women. Gender should not be the basis for any practice, rule, or 

protocol. 

2. The present hiring system is problematic and needs to be replaced with a system 

where officers are hired on as full-time after successfully meeting specific criteria, 

and based on a shorter and time-specific probationary period.  

3. A parent and family-friendly policy should be adopted. For example, single 

parents or primary caregivers could be given priority on work schedules that 

better accommodate families and childcare demands.  

4. Training for correctional management and officers should be provided on an on-

going basis. The objective should be to develop: empathic care to improve care 

and morale; awareness of job stress affecting performance; and concern for health 

care.  

5. Training for all staff and management on the issue with the binary use of language 

and definition in the Ontario Ministry of Correctional Services. The objective 

should be to develop an education training program highlighting the negative 

impact of perpetuating the idea of a “male-defined” organisation and of the use of 

the binary language on “others.”  
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6. An affirmative action program should be in place until parity at all levels of the 

hierarchy is reached and it should be maintained to take advantage of a diversity 

of skills across genders. 

As the present research suggests, the correctional environment has had a negative 

impact on women’s physical and mental health. The most important and encompassing 

recommendation listed above is the first one, although all recommendations offered are 

inter-connected. The intent is to move women from a marginalised position to one that 

can effect changes. To do so, women’s experiences must become central, and a 

primordial goal should be to eliminate policies and practices that disadvantage them. 

Leadership to remedy the present imbalance is necessary, and a review from a gendered 

lens can inform changes for the benefit of everyone. 

Directions for Future Research  

This research contributes to our body of knowledge of the everyday lives of 

women working in provincial correctional facilities in Ontario where the population is 

that of men prisoners. Findings make it clear that many of the issues women face in this 

milieu are common to hyper-masculine workplaces (e.g., Gouliquer, 2011; Griffin, 2006; 

Leskinen & Cortina, 2014; Loftus, 2009; Rosell, Miller, & Barber, 1995; Savicki, Cooley 

& Gjesvold, 2003; Yoder & Berendsen, 2001; Watt, 2009). The focus of the present 

research was on the institutional practices and policies that negatively affected women’s 

experience. Areas for future research could include an investigation the organisational 

documentation of corrections, with a focus toward systemic dimensions of change. For 

instance, a study examining the institutional standing orders (standing orders are a written 

document containing rules, policies, procedures, regulations, and orders for the conduct 
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of correctional staff in various stipulated correctional situations) through a gendered lens, 

would provide an important understanding. Such examination could provide the first step 

to uncover what continues to impede real change toward gender equality. It would also be 

important to examine the attitudes and beliefs that are expressed at all levels of 

management in regards to gender issues. This could provide a path toward better-suited 

training and job development opportunities, with a special concern for women’s 

advancement and equity.  

There continues to be a paucity of social research examining the cost of “social 

othering” (e.g., the behavioural and cognitive acts that recreate people as an opposing and 

usually unwelcomed group) on the basis of various factors (e.g., race, sexual orientation, 

sexual identity, faith domination, ethnicity) in general but especially in corrections. Not 

only could a better understanding of the effects of this process inform therapeutic 

approaches for those who experience the “otherings” sequellaes, but it would help us 

deconstruct and better understand the hegemony that continues to guide our practices in 

spite of its social and individual costs. Both women and men working in corrections stand 

to gain from such an understanding. Finally, throughout the interviews, women talked 

about “their” way of doing corrections, which they contrasted with the “man’s way of 

doing corrections.” As a result, of the misogynist and hostile culture that devalues 

women’s style of handling correctional situations, corrections does not invest time or 

energy into challenging its assumption that physical control of prisoners is necessary. 

Therefore, “women’s” style of corrections should be examined and evaluated. That is, the 

entrenched “masculine” way of handling prisoners renders other possibilities invisible; 
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therefore, future research should shed light on “women’s” way to deal with prisoners, and 

inform us regarding its effectiveness.  

Conclusions 

The present study addresses the paucity of research specifically examining the 

experience of women officers currently working in one of the Canadian provincial 

systems of corrections. In particular, it increases our understanding of the experience of 

women working in all-men-prisoner correctional facilities. The findings highlight the 

negative impact that the correctional culture, and employment policies and practices have 

on women correctional officers’ psycho-social and physical life experiences. Women 

constantly negotiated two pervasive yet invisible realities. First, they are perceived as 

incompetent and incapable of doing the job because they are women and feminine (i.e., 

behaviours considered feminine is low, regardless of who is exhibiting those behaviours). 

Second, they are faced with unique gender related challenges and concerns (e.g., family 

planning, pregnancy, mothering) that hinder their ability to successfully navigate getting 

into corrections as full-time permanent officers. Even once they successfully acquire a 

permanent position, their everyday work life is a struggle as they must continue to prove 

themselves as “strong enough to do the job,” and compensate for their perceived female 

deficiencies and debilitating femininity. The findings suggest that women continue to 

experience and work in an institution in which gender inequality and inequity constrains 

their success and opportunities.  

The findings of the present study brought to light some of the ways in which 

corrections continues to negatively organise the day-to-day lives of women correctional 

officers. It shed light on the need for women to have better access to opportunities (e.g., 
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training, promotional opportunities) that will advance their careers. Women negatively 

experience the masculine hegemonic ideology embedded within the policies and 

procedures utilised in Ontario provincial correctional facilities. In the present study, 

women officers reported facing the likelihood of sexual harassment, paternalism, lack of 

institutional socialisation and acceptance, stress, and being labelled as incapable of 

performing a traditionally defined “male-job.”  As a result, women continued to adopt a 

variety of strategies to cope with the negative constraints placed upon them. Based on 

these findings, the most effective change will be one based within the very mundane 

practices and structures of the correctional organisation; not so much at the level of the 

individual woman correctional officer. The institution of corrections must find ways to 

fundamentally disrupt the masculine hegemonic influence so that the beneficial effects of 

having a mixed and diversified environment fully benefits both the conditions for 

prisoners and the working experience for all. This path can start through a dialogue where 

women’s voiced experience has a central role, where it is heard, accepted, and channeled 

productively to support positive change.  
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Appendix A  

Research Ethics Board Approval 

 
Ms Freda Burdett 
Department of Psychology 
Dear Ms Burdett, 
 
As Chair of the Research Ethics Board (REB), I have reviewed your application (A 
Day in the Life of Female Correctional Officers --REB #2011-032) for its compliance 
with Tri-Council Policy (TCP) and with UNB Policy (UPRIH). On the basis of the 
review, I consider your project to be eligible for expedited review since any risk to 
participants that might exist appears not to exceed the "minimal risk" outlined in 
TCP.  
 
I am also pleased to inform you that, in my opinion, your project is in compliance 
with TCP and UPRIH. Accordingly, please consider this E- mail to represent 
notification of REB approval of your project. Formal approval will be sent from the 
Office of the Vice-President (Research) in a few days. 
 
The Consent Forms and the various information letters should somewhere contain the 
phrase, "This project is on file with the UNB Research Ethics Board as # 2011-032." 
 
Please note that, in the future, if you find that you must make any changes to your 
protocol, any such changes must be considered and approved by the REB before they 
are implemented. 
 
My thanks for an extremely clear and well-designed application.  Best wishes for the 
successful completion of your research project. 
 
Steven Turner, Chair 
UNBF Research Ethics Board 
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Appendix B  

Consent Form 

BEFORE SIGNING THIS FORM, PLEASE TAKE THE TIME YOU NEED TO 
BE SURE YOU HAVE READ AND UNDERSTAND IT. 
 
I (full name) _____________________________________________ have agreed to 
participate in a study designed to document the experiences and thoughts of female 
correctional officers within the provincial correctional services.  Specifically, this study 
will involve an interview format where participants will chronicle their everyday 
experiences within corrections and express their feelings and thoughts about those 
experiences.   
 
My decision to participate in this study reflects by understanding that: 
1.  Freda Burdett (the researcher) will interview me at a mutually acceptable place and 

time.  The general topic of discussion will be my life experience as it relates to my 
involvement with corrections. 

2. My permission to tape the interview will be solicited.  If I agree to this condition, I 
will show my consent by signing at the bottom of this form beneath the statement “I 
consent to the interview being taped.” 

3. I understand that the following procedures will apply to this study: Only this consent 
form will bear my name.  It will be kept in a location separate from the notes and 
recording (if consent is obtained) of the interviews.  The principal researcher, Freda 
Burdett, her supervisor, Dr. Carmen Poulin, and the research assistant (to transcribe 
the interviews) will have exclusive access to the unprocessed (raw) data and the 
identity of the interviewee.  They are all bound by confidentiality principles. 

4. In any oral or written presentation of the results of this study, my anonymity will be 
protected.  In other words, my personal identity will not be traceable or recognisable 
through any oral presentation or written material produced out of this research. 

5. After the interviews and an initial analysis of the data are completed, the researcher, 
Freda Burdett, will be contacting managers and supervisors to communicate the initial 
results of the study. They will be invited to react to this summary and highlights of 
the findings. In this context, only findings that are common to participants will be 
reported. Therefore, no individual will be identifiable and there will be no violation of 
anonymity and/or confidentiality.  

6. I may withdraw as a participant at any point during the interview, choose not to 
answer any specific question, or ask that the audio tape and notes taken during the 
interview all be destroyed at any time during or following the interview until the data 
analysis begins.   

7. I understand that this research has been reviewed and received Ethical Approval by 
the Research Committee of the Department of Psychology, and the research Ethics 
Board of the University of New Brunswick. 
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THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR TAKING THE TIME TO READ THIS FORM AND 
CONSIDERING PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY. 
 
I agree to take part in the above described study. 
 
 
__________________________________   ____________________________________ 
           (signature)      (date) 
 
I consent to the interview being taped, and my signature on the line below attests to this 
consent specifically. 
 
__________________________________   ____________________________________ 
           (signature)      (date) 
 
If you have any questions about this research you may contact Freda Burdett in the 
Fredericton area at (506) 454-0618 or my Research Advisor, Dr. Carmen Poulin at 
carmen@unb.ca at the University of New Brunswick.  You can also contact the 
coordinator of the Ethics Committee in Psychology, Dr. David Clark at (506) 452-6225. 

 
Do you wish to have a copy of the study results?  YES -                   NO -  
If yes, please provide your mailing or email address.   
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Appendix C  

Interview Guide 

a) Date of Birth: 
 

b) Educational level: 
 

c) How long have your worked in corrections? 
 

d) Where did you work before coming to corrections? 
 

e) Why did you join corrections? 
 

f) Did you start out as a correctional officer?  If not, what was your previous 
employment? 

 

g) Where did you start working when you entered corrections? 
 

h) What was the socialisation like when you started in corrections?  
 

i) How did you get to know Corrections? 
 

j) What was your training like?  
 

k) What about the training from other officers?  
 

l) Did you feel accepted?  
 

m) Did you have to prove yourself? 
 

n) How long did you hold your first position in corrections? Months, Years. 
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o) Could you walk me through a typical day in that position?  
 

p) Who were your typical partners in that position (M/F)? 
 

q) Anything happened during that time that you would like to talk about?  Are there 
any major events that stand out in your mind when you worked in that position? 

 

r) What was your next position?  How long did you stay in that position? 
 

s) What did a typical day look like? 
 

t) Who were your regular partners (M/F)? 
 

u) Any events happened during that time that you would like to talk about?  Are there 
any major incidents that stand out in your mind when you worked in that position? 

 

This set of questions highlighted above will be repeated for as many positions as the 
officers has occupied within correctional services.   
 

a) Can you think of any other events that are relevant to your correctional life? 
 

b) Tell me about your exposure to violence/stress/sexual harassment? 
 

c) How has this impacted your life? 
 

d) Were there any situations where you felt helpless, such as during a verbal or 
physical altercation?   

 

e) How did you deal with that?  Did you talk to anyone about it? 
 

f) Can you think of any events in your career that you feel has impacted your life or 
who you are? 
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g) What has been the sex of the majority of your supervisors?  Do you think that there 
is a difference between working for men or women?  How so? 

 

h) Do you prefer to work with male or  partners?  Why? 
 

i) Have there been any events during your correctional career that have left you 
feeling discriminated against?   

 

j) Do you ever feel this is a man's job and that it is not a place for women?  If yes, 
how do you deal with that? 

 

k) What event or person do you feel makes your day easier? How so? 
 

l) What event or person do you feel makes your day more difficult? Please explain. 
 

m) What do you like most about being a CO? What do you like least?  
 

n) How do you cope with the job? Do you drink or use any recreational drugs? If so, 
do you think you use more or less because of working in corrections?  
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Appendix D  

A Priori Themes 

These themes are derived from the research literature that specifically considered the 
experiences of women correctional officers. 
 

1. Job Satisfaction 
2. Minority Status  
3. Socialisation in Correctional Services  
4. Experience of Violence   
5. Drug and/or Alcohol Use  
6. Women in Manager positions  
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Appendix E   
 

Letter of Request to Correctional Services to Undertake Research Project 
 University Letterhead  

Date 
 
Dear Mr./Ms.? (Superintendent of the Institution)  
 

I am writing to request your permission to undertake a study at your institution 
regarding the everyday experiences of female correctional officers. I am enrolled in the 
Graduate Programme in Psychology at the University of New Brunswick.  However, 
prior to being enrolled in graduate school, I worked as a correctional officer in Ontario 
(1990 –2000).  

 
A review of the literature on the topic of female correctional officers (COs) 

demonstrates that the experience of female CO’s in the provincial correctional services 
has not been examined from their own perspective.  Having had this experience, I am 
most interested in adding this perspective to the empirical literature. 
  

I would like, therefore, to recruit female correctional officers to take part in a 
study investigating their experiences within the provincial Correctional Services. I hope 
that some of my recruiting could take place at your institution and I would be grateful for 
the opportunity to discuss with you how this could take place.   
  

Individuals taking part in this study will be interviewed by myself and their 
anonymity and confidentiality will be guaranteed. The time and place for the interviews 
will be determined for the participants’ convenience.  Following the interviews with 
female correctional officers, I am also requesting an interview with a supervisory 
manager. This latter interview is aimed at clarifying questions I may have regarding 
policies and procedures specific to each institution. At that time, I would also provide you 
and the supervisory manager with a preliminary analysis of the findings and I would be 
interested in your reaction and feedback about these preliminary findings.    
 

It is my hope that this project can begin in October 2010.  I will follow this letter 
with a phone call in the next two weeks.  In the meantime, however, if you have any 
questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at (506) 454-0618 or via e-mail at 
f.burdett@unb.ca or my supervisor Dr. Carmen Poulin at Carmen@unb.ca  
   
 
Thank you for your time and consideration of this request.  
 
Respectfully submitted,  
 
 
Freda Burdett  
B.Sc. (Hons), Ph.D. Candidate  
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Appendix F  

Recruitment Poster and Letter 

Recruitment Poster  

Study on Women working for Correctional Services as a Correctional Officer 

A PhD student at the University of New Brunswick is doing a study of women 
correctional officers experiences working for the Ministry of Correctional Services in 
Ontario. Questions are designed to gain an understanding of your experience working in a 
correctional facility.  
We are looking for women who: 
 

 Have worked as a Correctional Officer in an Ontario correctional facility within 
the last year  

 Are willing to participate in an interview for approximately 1 hour 
 

If you are interested in participating, or would like more information, please send an e-
mail to f.burdett@unb.ca (please put “Correctional Study” in the subject line). 
Alternatively, please send an email with your contact information to the Psychology 
Department main office in Keirstead Hall at psyc@unb.ca, or please phone 506-453-
4707, and leave a message for Freda Burdett. 
 
Interviews will be held at a mutually convenient time and location or over the phone. 
Anonymity and confidentially are guaranteed.   
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Participant Recruitment Letter 

 
Dear Ms.? (Women Correctional Officer), 

 
 I am writing this letter to invite you to take part in a study that examines the 
everyday experience of provincial Canadian female correctional officers.    
 
My Part: 
Let me introduce myself: I am a graduate student in Psychology at the University of New 
Brunswick.  Under the supervision of Dr. Carmen Poulin, I am conducting a study 
exploring the everyday experiences of female correctional officers. For 10 years, I 
worked as a correctional officer in southern Ontario. I then returned to school and 
became interested in research in corrections.  I noticed that the voice of provincial female 
correctional officers, for the most part, was missing from the literature on this topic. This 
is especially true for women presently in the system. The present study is a step in 
addressing this void. 
 
Your Part: 
If you choose to take part in the study, I will be interviewing you about your experiences 
working as a woman in the provincial correctional services.  You will be asked to 
describe your everyday experiences within correctional services, and asked to highlight 
any specific issues about your employment that you feel is important to your role as a 
correctional officer.  Participation in this study is, of course, on a voluntary and 
anonymous basis.  All information you reveal during the interview will be kept strictly 
confidential, your institution will not be aware of your involvement in this research.  
Interviews should last between 40 minutes and 2 hours.  
 
If you are willing to take part in this study, or have any questions about this research, 
please contact me at (506) 454-0618, or email me at fburdett@rogers.com or my 
supervisor at carmen@unb.ca.  

 
Thank you for your time and consideration of this request.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
Freda Burdett  
B.Sc. (Hons), Ph.D. Candidate  
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Appendix G  

Debriefing Letter for Participants 

 
Thank you for participating in this study. This study was designed to allow you to express 
your voice in regards to your feelings and attitudes about your career within the 
provincial correctional services. We hope that this research will help to highlight issues 
that are important to women in this work context. 

 
We hope that your participation was a pleasant experience, and that with your help, we 
can make a worthwhile contribution to the understanding of female correctional officers’ 
experiences. 
 
The following is a brief literature review in regards to female correctional officers’ 
experiences.   
 
In 1990, a report from the Task Force entitled, ‘Barriers to Women in the Public Service,’ 
indicated that the Canadian Federal government was mandated to implement equal 
employment for women in its Public Service (Canada, 1990). As part of the Public Service, 
Correctional Services was required to implement programs and policies to increase the 
number of women employed. This policy-shift meant that women were entering 
predominately male occupations where they were met with a great deal of resistance by 
co-workers and supervisors (Jurik, 1985, 1988). Social scientists have documented the 
struggles faced by female correctional officers working in a male dominated profession 
(Jurik, 1985; McMahon, 1999; Pogrebin & Poole, 1998). In this environment, women are 
continuously confronted with conflicting role expectations held by co-workers and 
supervisors, arising out of the seemingly traditional incompatibility of being both, a female 
and a correctional officer, specifically, in a male institution (Crouch, 1985). Further, unlike 
their male counterparts, Female Officers face the likelihood of sexual harassment from 
both inmates and their predominately male co-workers and supervisors (Pogrebin & Poole, 
1998).  Female correctional officers also face sexism, as they are considered in need of 
protection from their male coworkers (Pogrebin & Poole, 1998); a lack of institutional 
socialisation (Belknap, 1991); job dissatisfaction (Lovrich & Stohr, 1993); stress (Lovrich 
& Stohr, 1993); a lack of acceptance (Jurik, 1985, 1988); and are viewed as not capable of 
performing traditionally defined “male” jobs (Kissel & Katsampes, 1980). In preliminary 
research out of New Brunswick, Burdett and Poulin (2003) reported that women were 
exposed to violence as both a target and a witness. For instance, women officers were 
targets of violence in the forms of physical, sexual, sexual harassment, verbal aggression, 
and gendered violence; however, women were also witnessed violence in the forms of, 
violence between inmates, and self-mutilation or suicide by inmates. Exposure to violence 
was reported to have impacted female correctional officer’s personal lives and 
relationships, and negatively impacted their physical and psychological health. Further, 
Burdett and Poulin reported that women working in corrections in New Brunswick have a 
bleak career trajectory.  
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In spite of this situation, women are entering correctional occupations in increasing 
numbers and in positions that were previously restricted to men (J. Steffler, personal 
communication, October 2001). With these increases, the role of women in corrections, 
and how women shape the correctional experience, have been examined (Kissel & 
Katsampes, 1980).  However, few have asked the women themselves about their 
experiences and how the job itself affects their lives and psychological reality, both within 
and outside of the correctional environment. McMahon (1999) was a first attempt to 
explain the plight of women working in the Ontario Correctional System but little research 
has been conducted to learn if any change has occurred over the past 10 years.  My Ph.D. 
research responds to this paucity by delving into the lives of female correctional officers 
starting with their own testimonies and understanding.  Specifically, I will explore how 
women correctional officers manage and psychologically make sense of the organisational 
impact this male-dominated institution has on their lives.  

    
If at any time you have any comments or questions about this research, please do not 
hesitate to contact me, Freda Burdett at (506) 454-0618 (f.burdett@unb.ca), or Dr. 
Carmen Poulin at carmen@unb.ca at the University of New Brunswick. 

 
Thank you for your time, and let me remind you that if you are interested in having the 
results, please ensure I have your home or email address so that I can send it to you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Freda Burdett  
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Appendix H  

General Summary of the Findings 

What was this study about?  
 

 In this study, we examined how working in Corrections affects women’s everyday 
lives both within and outside the correctional milieu.   

 
 We also wanted to understand and describe how women psychologically make 

sense of, and emotionally cope with, any complication that they face in their 
correctional work.  

 
 Previous research has indicated that women experience correctional work 

differently than men for a number of reasons, we looked to examine women’s 
experience.  

 
Who took part in the study?  

 36 women who worked in at least one of 29 Ontario correctional facilities, 
between the ages of 19 and 60, volunteered to take part in the study. The majority 
were White, middle-class, and heterosexual.  

 
 Through one-on-one interviews, women were asked women to describe their 

experiences working with male offenders in the Ministry of Correctional Services 
in Ontario. They were also asked to discuss times when working for Corrections 
was challenging for them as women. Women were also asked to describe how 
they dealt with problems they encountered working in Corrections. 

 
What did we find?  
We found that women experienced a number of complications at work and we focussed 
on five situations they often talked about when talking about the Ontario Correctional 
system:  

 
 Casual status/Precarious employment was a common theme that women 

discussed about their “gendered experience” in Corrections. Women were 
uniquely affected financially by the instability of casual work and the lack of 
health and dental benefits, particularly if they were single parents. Women 
discussed that being a “casual” employee for an extended and undetermined 
number of years made family and pregnancy planning difficult, since women 
were concerned about the uncertainty of their promotion, the stability of their 
income, and the fear of discrimination. Women had specific ways of 
understanding and dealing with this precarious situation. For example, they would 
speak of the “Ministry” in terms of being an “indiscernible ruler.” They also 
spoke of dynamics negatively affecting their work schedules and promotions, 
such as “the old boys club,” which marginalised them. Women also discussed 
what coping strategies they were using to deal with the complications associated 
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with being a casual employee: Cognitively: Women criticised the correctional 
processes, but endured their position (learned helplessness), and rationalised their 
experience as “just part of the job.” Behaviourally, women chose to either become 
a self-advocate (utilise their voice and the union to speak out) or become 
invisible, and trying to remain “under the radar.”  

 
 Cutlure of Corrections. Corrections was initially designed by men for a male 

population of offenders. The addition of women as inmates and correctional 
officers, therefore, came about more recently. This late introduction resulted in a 
complicated reality for women. It fostered social exclusion and a lack of 
institutional support because women officers are seen as deficient and 
incompatible to the “male” or masculine environment. Women in this milieu are 
often seen as more at risk of being violated due to their “inferior” female 
physiology. As a result, they are viewed as needing protection from their 
primarily male coworkers. Yet, those who are there supposedly to provide them 
with this protection are also the source of much of the abuse they face daily in the 
form the maintenance of a sexualised hostile work environment. Women must 
work hard to overcome this working reality. They also face a number of health 
sequelae as a result of the stress that comes with working in the correctional 
environment. Women must be careful to balance their work-life. Women see 
Corrections as favouring men’s physical superiority, and casting women as 
inferior. This so-called women inferiority is seen as a threat to correctional safety. 
These assumptions then suggest that men are necessary in the environment of 
correction and women are dispensable. To cope, women practice psychological 
avoidance; they rationalise that they accepted the job, they knew what they were 
getting into, they practice positive thinking, and deploy efforts to prevent 
burnouts (e.g., by focussing on the future). Women also learn to be assertive, to 
stand up for themselves, to advocate for their rights, and to set limits to reach a 
work-life balance. They utilise informal networking or professional guidance to 
help themselves deal with the stressors that are typical of Correction work. Other 
methods to cope reported by women were engaging in physical fitness and taking 
medication.  

 
 The Assignment of Partners presented problems for women. These problems 

ranged from making the specific job in the institution of correction which men got 
assigned to them more favourable often positioning them as protectors, and 
reinforcing the belief of men as necessary. As such, the assignment of partners 
often made women feel second rate as officers. The types of male officers who 
caused women the most difficulties were defined as “old timers,” “hard-ass,” “Mr 
lazy,” and “Mr Truant.” Women also spoke of how women were labelled as 
partners and some of these labels were as follows: “the tramp,” “the social 
worker,” “the Chihuahua,” “the weak,” and “the gossip.” To deal with this 
practice of assignment of partners, women generally internalised the Culture of 
Corrections’ dominant ideology and tolerate the situation. They rationalised that it 
is part of the job, and internalised that they are the “low man on the totem pole.” 
Women reported that, to cope, they often adapted their behaviour to be more like 



232 

 

that of a man, and deployed energy to prove themselves as capable, and/or to act 
militant and professional (e.g., following the Correctional policies and procedures 
closely to ensure they could not be blamed for their partner’s behaviour).   

 
 Sick time was a gendered complication because of the uniquely female 

experiences such as the menstrual cycle, pregnancy, menopause, and having 
primary responsibility to take care of their sick children. For women, having to 
take time off-work for these gendered experiences under the label of “sick time” 
medicalised their reality as women and transformed it into an illness. It also 
reaffirmed that Corrections represents a man’s world, and women’s bodies, within 
that context, is then casted as an illness. Once again, women dealt with this reality 
by rationalising that they knew what they were getting into in the first place, or 
they criticised the policies regarding sick time. Women would either become a 
self-advocate defending their use of sick time or avoided taking time off (ignoring 
this issue).  

 
 Harassment and discrimination policies created complications for women: as 

women explained they created the feeling of lack of institutional support, 
increased social exclusion, objectifying- by accentuating gender inequality and 
power dynamics, limiting women’s relationships; and if the policies were utilised, 
caused women workplace suicide. These policies left women feeling that 
Corrections is a man’s world (men are superior and women are inferior), 
harassment policies are useless because boys will be boys. So, to cope women 
often again rationalised that they knew what they were getting into, they ignored 
the issue, or they criticised the policies as ineffective. However, some women 
would speak up and fight back, even if it was informally.  

 
Why is this study important?  
 

 This study brought to light some of the ways in which Corrections continues to 
negatively organise the day-to-day lives of female correctional officers. It sheds 
light on the need for women to have better access to opportunities (e.g., training, 
promotional opportunities), which will advance their careers to have more women 
as leaders and changing forces in this milieu. Furthermore, it shed light on the 
gendered effects of many of the Correctional policies and procedures needing to 
be re-evaluated. 

 
 This study demonstrates that women continue to experience sexual harassment, 

paternalism, lack of institutional socialisation and acceptance, which leads to 
increased stress as they are labelled as incapable of performing this traditionally 
“male” job. This identification is important because it is only through increase 
awareness that we can begin to address and remedy this situation for women.   

 
 This study brings attention to the fact that women adopt a variety of strategies to 

cope with the negative constraints placed upon them.  
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 This study illustrates how policies, procedures and practices within Corrections 
communicates to women that they do not fit. It shed light on how, event at this 
time in the history of corrections, messages are communicated implicitly that 
women are responsible for the negative experiences they have, and dictates how 
women should behave (like men) in this environment. This maintains women as 
inferior and men as superior, and directs the responsibility away from the 
Corrections system to deal with the problem.  

 

What can be done?  

 There is a need for a full assessment of the institutional policies and practices 
within corrections, both written and unwritten, through a gendered lens to bring 
about an end to a work environment that is hostile toward women. Gender, or 
assumptions regarding gender, should not be the basis for most, if not all practice, 
rule, or protocol in Corrections. 

 The present hiring system is problematic and needs to be replaced with a system 
where the status of “casual officers” is associated with a fixed and limited 
probationary duration. Moreover, a permanent status should be obtained after a 
reasonable probationary period (e.g., 6 months) and based on measurable and 
relevant criteria, which can be assessed and directly linked to and necessary for 
the occupation of correctional officer.  

 A parent and family-friendly policy should be adopted. For example, single 
parents or primary caregivers could be given priority on work schedules that 
better accommodate families and childcare demands.  

 Training for correctional management and officers should be provided on an on-
going basis. The objective should be to increase awareness of job stress affecting 
performance; increase concerns to reduce job-related health issues, and develop 
empathic care with the goal of improving morale.  

 An affirmative action program should be in place until parity at all levels of the 
hierarchy is reached and it should be maintained to take advantage of a diversity 
of skills across genders. 
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