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Leadership Within Corrections: The Creation of
Learning Organizations

by Major Gary E. Christensen, Ph.D.*

The topic of leadership is one that has
been considered in many different contexts
for thousands of years. Leadership traits or
qualities are researched often and have been
the focus of many writings. Bass stated,
“leadership is one of the world’s oldest pre-
occupations. . . Purposeful stories have been
told through the generations about leaders’
competencies, ambitions, and shortcom-
ings.” (B.M. Bass, Bass and Stogdill’s
Handbook of Leadership: Theory, Re-
search, & Managerial Applications (3rd.
ed.) 3 (1990).) Today, perhaps more than
ever, leadership continues to be studied
within the context of a rapidly changing
world. Rosenbach and Taylor stated,
“Clearly, the need to understand leadership
continues and the passion for the topic is
greater than ever.” (W.E. Rosenbach and
R.L Taylor, eds., Contemporary Issues in
Leadership (4th. ed.) xi (1998).) Each of
these statements seem to reflect the reality
of current correctional practice; for our pas-
sion is to understand correctional leader-
ship amidst a time of rapid, interminable
change that, at times, seems unmanageable
and overwhelming.

Understanding Quality Leadership

Despite many years of study regarding
the topic of leadership, there exists little
agreement on the subject today. Some
examine the qualities that are viewed as
important in leaders who have enjoyed suc-
cess, while others view leadership in a con-
text which does not utilize success as a cri-
teria; for they conceptualize success as a
situational factor, rather than one which can
be attributed solely to a leader. (A. Gini,
Moral Leadership: An Overview (1997);
W.E. Rosenbach and R.L. Taylor, eds.,
Contemporary Issues in Leadership (4th.
ed.) (1998).)

Definition and understanding of the con-
cept of leadership is complicated further by
the perception of those who confuse posi-
tion, power, managerial prowess, and
authority with leadership. While these traits
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are not necessarily exclusive from leader-
ship, in many situations they need not be
inclusive either. (J.P. Kotter, “What Lead-
ers Really Do,” in W.E. Rosenbach and
R.L. Taylor, eds., Contemporary Issues in
Leadership (4th. ed.) (1998).) Gini
described leadership as “a power- and
value-laden relationship between leaders
and followers/constituents who intend real
change(s) that reflect their mutual pur-
pose(s) and goal(s).” (A. Gini, Moral Lead-
ership: An Overview (1997); W.E. Rosen-
bach and R.L. Taylor, eds., Contemporary
Issues in Leadership (4th. ed.) 7 (1998).)
Reflective of the debates in the leadership
literature, correctional leaders are often
caught debating the most effective means of
controlling their staffs and managing labor
disputes.

Differing Models of Corrections
Practice

Interestingly, similar to disputes over the
fundamentals of leadership, modern cor-
rectional practice continues to be mired in
debate regarding “proper’” correctional prac-
tice. Cause for disagreement within cor-
rections can be found in deeply-held and
opposing philosophical positions, which
argue the merits of offender rehabilitation/
treatment models against those aimed at
simple retribution or punishment. (S. Tor-
res, “Should Corrections Treat or Punish
Substance-Abusing Criminals?,” 60 Fed.
Probation 18-23 (1996).) Unfortunately,
despite its apparent validity, the growing
body of research known as the “What
Works” literature has done little to mitigate
these differences. Many correctional lead-
ers are skeptical and tired of the academic
community telling them “what works” in
“their” business and therefore stick ardent-
ly to their personal beliefs. These beliefs,
often aligned with a retributive approach,
find these leaders in conflict with others
outside of their organizational systems, for
corrections is no longer a closed world. To
further complicate matters, many within the
system oppose one another relative to the
central idea or proper philosophy.

Inconsistent Policy and Conflicting
Norms Formation. Unfortunately, oppos-
ing positions result in inconsistent policy

and the formation of norms within correc-
tional environments that are conflicting. In
delineating the difficulty of change within
a correctional environment, Brown wrote,
“Corrections is about people—it’s about
work cultures, offender subcultures, and
sub rosa rules particular to a specific insti-
tution or office.” (S.D. Brown, “Imple-
menting Change in a Correctional Setting,”
58 Corrections Today 124-26 (1996).) The
actuality of the many formal and informal
rules and norms within corrections often
causes organizational and personal confu-
sion within these institutions and confronts
correctional leaders with unique challenges.

Organizational Stress Within
Corrections

It is no secret that correctional officials
face one of the more stressful occupations.
(J. Kammerman, “Correctional Officer Sui-
cide,” The Keeper’s Voice: Mental Health
(1998).) In fact, as a result of myriad fac-
tors, stress among all members of the cor-
rections profession has heightened. Prison
and jail crowding, decreased staff-to-
inmate ratios, increased threat of air- and
blood-borne diseases, and increased scruti-
ny of the profession in general all con-
tribute to stress within correctional orga-
nizations. However, often central to this
stress is organizational confusion and con-
flict between and among officer groups,
supervisory staff, and management.

Finn identified the five general sources
of stress among officers as, “issues in the
officer’s personal life, the pressures of law
enforcement work, the attitude of the gen-
eral public.. ., the operation of the criminal
justice system, and the law enforcement
organization itself.” Common among the
corrections and law enforcement profes-
sion is confusion and stress related to
obscure and inconsistent policy and proce-
dure. In fact, the most common source of
stress among law enforcement officers
involves difficulties in understanding or
concurring with the policies and procedures
of their own agencies. (P. Finn, “Reducing
Stress: An Organizational-Centered Ap-
proach,” 66 The FBI Law Enforcement
Bulletin 20 (1997).) Adding to these fac-
tors, and resultant from the reality that a
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