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RESEARCH NOTES
THE EFFECT OF INSTITUTIONALIZATION ON THE DELINQUENT

INMATE'S SELF CONCEPT*

ROBERT G. CULBERTSON**

INTRODUCTION 1

The major thrust of the theoretical literature
describing the effect of penal insitutions on in-
mates has focused on adult institutions. Clem-
mer contended that the effect of institution-
alization was distinctly harmful to the
rehabilitation of the inmate as the inmate as-
sumed the mores and customs of the prison so-
ciety. The result, according to Clemmer, was
the internalization of a criminal self concept.2

Wheeler noted the incompleteness of Clem-
mer's perspective in that Clemmer failed to in-
clude a temporal frame of reference. 3 Wheel-
er's study, which utilized a cross-sectional
design, tended to support Clemmer's position
with some modification.

While we found a larger percentage of in-
mates who were strongly opposed to staff
norms during the last stage of their confine-
ment than during the first, we also found a
U-shaped distribution of high conformity re-
sponses over the three time periods: there
were fewer than half as many high conformity
respondents during the middle phase than dur-

* The study reported here is part of a doctoral
dissertation completed at the University of Cincin-
nati. I wish to acknowledge the assistance pro-
vided by Professors Winget, Shepherd, Feinberg
and Mills. The study was funded by a grant from
the Indiana Criminal Justice Planning Agency to
the Indiana Department of Correction.

** Associate Professor in the School of Public
Service, Grand Valley State Colleges, Allendale,
Michigan.

" The term "self concept" is used in a non-
hyphenated form since this was the manner in which
Fitts used it in the Tennessee Self Concept Scale,
the measuring instrument used in this study. Fitts,
The Tennessee Self Concept Scale: Ten Years of
Research in Mental Health, 4 MIND OVER MATTER
1 (1964).

2 D. CLEMMER, THE PRISON COMMUNITY (1940).
3 Wheeler, Socialization in Correctional Institu-

tions, in HANDBOOK OF SOCIALIZATION THEORY
AND RESEARCH 1005 (D. Goslin ed. 1969).

ing the early
imprisonment.4

and later phases of

Other writers have also noted the negative
effects of institutionalization on the inmate.
Sykes contended that the inmate's personality
and sense of worth are eventually destroyed by
institutionalization.5 Goffman described institu-
tionalization as a process of "role disposses-
sion" in which the inmate is stripped of his
identity and experiences a "civil death." 1 Sar-
bin contended that as a result of the desociali-
zation process which occurs in many prisons,
the inmate becomes defined as a non-person.7

The most significant study in the area of ju-
venile institutions is the study conducted by
Street, Vinter and Perrow.s Their research fo-
cused on six juvenile institutions which were
categorized as "obedience/conformity," "treat-
ment" and "re-education/development." Each
of the categories included two institutions. Im-
portant to this research is a major hypothesis
of Street's study:

Inmates of the treatment institutions will have
more positive perspectives on self than those
in the obedience/conformity institutions.

Rationale: We assume that the more custodial
and degrading experiences at the obedience/
conformity institutions will reinforce the feel-
ing of rejection by society embodied in being
sent there; the more positive practices of the

4 Id. at 1007.
5 G. SYKES, THE SOCIETY OF CAPTIVES, A STUDY

OF A MAXIMUM SECURITY INSTITUTION (1958).
6 E. GOFFMAN, AsYUms-EssAYS ON THE SO-

CIAL SITUATION OF MENTAL PATIENTS AND OTHER
INMATES (1961).

7 Sarbin, The Dangerous Individual: An Out-
comne of Social Identity Transformations, 7 BrT.
J. CRiM. 285 (1967).
8 D. STREET, R. VINTER & C. PRROW, ORGANIZA-

TION FOR TREATMENT (1966).



DELINQUENT INMATE'S SELF CONCEPT

treatment institutions should have some effects
that counter this rejection.9

In the Street study the researchers utilized a
cross-sectional design to assess the probable ef-
fects of institutionalization over time. The data
obtained from three measures of self-perception
tended to confirm the hypothesis. The data was
also used to assess Clemmer's prisonization
model and Wheeler's U-shaped pattern which
were discussed above. The researchers con-
cluded that:

The fit of these models varies with organiza-
tional type. Net change in the obedience/
conformity institutions is somewhat akin to
that of the prisonization model; in the treat-
ment institutions it is in the opposite positive
direction, with the U-shaped pattern seen to
some extent when one looks at the middle
phase.' 0

THE PRESENT STUDY

One of the purposes of the research con-
ducted by this author was to focus on changes
in self concept in order to examine the conse-
quences of institutionalization for the delin-
quent. The following hypothesis was the major
hypothesis tested in the study:

Self concept will decrease with increasing time
incarcerated, and the decrease will be linear
in direction.

The purpose of this hypothesis was to assess
the impact of institutionalization on the boy's
self concept. The research previously cited sup-
ports the contention that incarceration in an
institution for delinquent offenders often re-
sults in depreciated self concepts as the time
incarcerated increases. It should be noted that
this study utilized a cross-sectional design and
such a design only approximates the temporal
frame of reference.

Previously cited research, which also utilized
the cross-sectional design, found that different
institutions have differential impacts on the in-
mates. While institutionalization initially re-
sulted in lower self images for the inmates in
all of the institutions, treatment institutions
were differentiated from custodial institutions
with regard to the direction of the change. In

9 Id.'at 198.
'o Id. at 212.

treatment institutions, the direction was U-
shaped and reflected an initial depreciation of
self concept. There was improvement in self
concept as the child reached the end of his
time in confinement. In custodial institutions,
the direction of change in self concept was
linear. That is, the increased categories of time
resulted in a continually decreasing self con-
cept.

THE SURVEY PROCEDURE

The research was conducted at the Indiana
Boys' School, Plainfield, Indiana. The Indiana
Boys' School, similar to many other institutions
for delinquent boys, has historically functioned
as a custodial institution. In his controversial
study on juvenile institutions, James frequently
cited the Boys' School as an example of a
"junior prison."" The population in the 1960s
often ranged between 600 and 700. This high
density behavior setting produced social con-
trol problems that were sometimes resolved by
the former superintendent by means of a "flog-
ging strap" described as being "at least two
feet long, as broad as a man's hand, and half
as thick as a finger." 12

The population at the Indiana Boys' School
presently ranges between 200 and 400. The
population decline over the last five years may
be attributed to several factors, including a
substantial number of federally funded pro-
grams which were developed to divert youth
from the juvenile justice system.

Self concept was measured with the Tennes-
see Self Concept Scale.'3 The 100-item copy-
righted instrument, referred to as the TSCS,
provides a variety of information about the in-
dividual and how he views himself. The major
score obtained from the Scale is the Total Pos-
itive Score which reflects the overall self con-
cept. In turn, this is partitioned into a 3 X 5
matrix of sub-scores. The three-row scores uti-
lize an internal frame of reference and repre-
sent "Basic Identity," "Self Satisfaction" and
perception of "Behavior." The three-row
scores may be seen as focusing on: (1) "What

11H. JAMES, CHILDREN IN TROUBLE: A NA-
TIONAL SCANDAL (1969).

'2 Id. at 105.
13 Fitts, The Tennessee Self Concept Scale:

Ten Years of Research in Mental Health. 4 MiND
OVER MATTER 1 (1964).
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ROBERT G. CULBERTSON

he is :" (2) "How he feels about himself :" and
(3) "What he does." The five-column scores
utilize an external frame of reference and rep-
resent "Physical Self, .... Moral-Ethical Self,"
"Personal Self," "Family Self" and "Social
Self." The TSCS also provides a number of
additional scores. The validity of the Scale has
been established through four types of valida-
tion procedures: content validity; discrimina-
tion between groups; correlation with other
personality measures; and personality changes
under particular conditions. Test-retest reliabil-
ity coefficients fall between .85 and .92 for the
Total Positive Score which was used in this
research. The results of the research testing
the validity and reliability of the Scale have
been reported by Fitts.14

The research utilized a cross-sectional design
which made it necessary to test the entire pop-
ulation at the Boys' School on the same date.
The Scale was administered to 236 boys in
their respective living units by graduate and
undergraduate students in criminology. In order
to enhance the clarity of the instructions, a
standardized set of instructions was prepared
with the assistance of a consultant in special

14 W. Fx'Ts, MANUAL FOR THE TENNESSEE
SELF CONCEPT SCALE (1965).

education. In addition, the TSCS format was
slightly modified to make it easier for the boys
to record their answers, although the order
and content of the items were not changed. Fi-
nally, those boys who had reading grade place-
ment levels of 4.0 or below were sorted out
and the Scale was administered to them orally.

The responses of fourteen boys were not in-
cluded in the analysis of data. Of these, four
had not been committed to the Indiana Boys'
School, but had been temporarily placed there
for diagnostic purposes, and ten did not com-
plete the instrument. The elimination of ten
subjects from the analysis of data did not ap-
pear to bias the findings as the subjects were
fairly evenly distributed on the continiuum of
the number of days incarcerated.

Background information was collected from
each boy's institutional record, including
whether or not he had been previously incar-
cerated in the Indiana Boys' School. Eighty-
six boys had been previously incarcerated in
that institution. Information on previous incar-
ceration in juvenile institutions in other states
was not available.

RESULTS

As indicated in Figure 1, the first part of

FIGURE 1

K~ 22I I 1 . ! I I I ,, I I

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450 500 550

NUIMBER OF DAYS IN INDIANA BOYS' SCHOOL (X)

r - -0.119
N = 222

F1,220 = 3.17; .10 > P > .05

Regression of self concept based on days incarcerated in the Indiana Boys' School for the total
population.
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DELINQUENT INMATE'S SELF CONCEPT

the hypothesis was not supported. A product-
moment correlation test was computed to estab-
lish the amount of spread about the least-
squares equation for the independent
variable-days incarcerated in the Indiana
Boys' School-and the dependent variable-self
concept as measured by the Tennessee Self
Concept Scale. While there is a negative cor-
relation, it approaches but does not reach the
.05 significance level.

An analysis of variance test for non-linearity
was computed using eight categories and the
second part of the hypothesis (that the de-
crease in self concept would be linear) was
supported. However, because the correlation is
low and a large amount of the variance is not

350
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Y = 297.034 + 0.019X

r = 0.073
F = 0.165; p > .05
1,33

BOYS PREVIOUSLY INCARCERATED TWO OR MORE TIMES (N = 35)
SI ! I

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450 500 550

NUMBER OF DAYS IN INDIANA BOYS' SCHOOL (X)

Comparison of regression of self concepts based on days incarcerated in the Indiana Boys' School for
boys not previously incarcerated, for boys incarcerated one time, and for boys incarcerated two or more
times.

accounted for, the finding appears to indicate
that there is little change in self concept for
the total population over time using a cross-
sectional design.

A number of boys had not been previously
incarcerated in the Indiana Boys' School,
while others had been incarcerated on one or
more previous occasions. If correctional insti-
tutions have a negative impact on inmates, it
would appear that such an impact would be
greater for those boys who have not been pre-
viously incarcerated. The hypothesis was tested
again using as a sample only those boys who
had not been previously incarcerated in the
Indiana Boys' School. Figure 2 indicates that
the hypothesis is supported when the sample

FIGURE 2

Y = 318.334 - o.065X

r = -0.200
F1 ,1 34 = 5.62; .05 > p > .01

BOYS NOT PREVIOUSLY INCARCERATED (N = 136)

Y = 298.915 + 0.002X

r = 0.006

F1,49 = 0.001; p > .05

BOYS PREVIOUSLY INCARCERATED ONE TIRE (N 51)
S! I I I I !
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consists of only those who have not been pre-
viously incarcerated.

A product-moment correlation test was
computed to establish whether the correlation
between the number of days of incarceration
and the self concept scores in the sample could
have occurred by chance if there was no corre-
lation in the universe. While the result is sig-
nificant at the .025 level, interpretation is
somewhat limited. The sample is quite large
(N = 136) and only four per cent of the varia-
tion has been accounted for.

Even though the relationship is weak, the
finding that it is negative should not be over-
looked. Data was collected on all delinquents
in the Indiana Boys' School who had not been
previously incarcerated. By treating this group
as a random sample from a hypothetical infi-
nite universe of incarcerated delinquents not
previously incarcerated, we can reject the null
hypothesis: there is no relationship between
the incarcerated delinquent's self concept and
the number of days he has been incarcerated.

The results lend tentative support to the au-
thor's contention that incarceration in an insti-
tution for delinquents has a negative impact on
the self concepts of those delinquents, at least
for those delinquents who have not been previ-
ously incarcerated. Again, the hypothesis that
the decrease would be linear was supported by
an analysis of variance test for nonlinearity.

In examining the differences between boys
who had not been previously incarcerated and
the boys who had been incarcerated one or
more times, Table 1 indicates that there is a
highly significant difference between the self
concept scores of these two groups.

To further examine the differences in this
area, boys previously incarcerated were divided
into two groups: those previously incarcerated
on one occasion and those previously incarcer-
ated on two or more occasions. The results of
the product-moment correlation test for these
two groups are also reported in Figure 2. The
Y-intercept for the two groups is almost the
same, and the slope for the group previously
incarcerated on one occasion is almost zero.
This indicates exceedingly little change in self
conce t during incarceration. However, the
slope for the group incarcerated on two or

TABLE 1

Comparison of Institutionalized Delinquents Not
Previously Incarcerated and Institutionalized
Delinquents Incarcerated One or More Times on
the Basis of Self Concept Scores

Previously
Not Previously Incarcerated
Incarcerated One or Morn

Times

N 136 86
x 310.97 299.17
s 32.23 27.25

t = 2.92, 220 d.f.; .005 > p > .001

more occasions, although not significant, is
slightly positive.

It is interesting to compare the data for the
group of boys not previously incarcerated, the
group incarcerated on one occasion, and the
group incarcerated on two or more occasions
(see Figure 2). As indicated by the Y-inter-
cept of 318 for this group, boys incarcerated
for the first time commence their incarceration
with fairly positive self concepts. As indicated
by the negative slope, as time incarcerated in-
creases, there is a significant decline in their
self concept scores and there is a self concept
score of 282 for the group at the end of the
time period. For the second group (those boys
who have been previously incarcerated on one
occasion), it is noted that they commence their
incarceration with a self concept score of 299.
This is indicated by the Y-intercept. This
score is considerably below the score for the
group not previously incarcerated, but some-
what above the self concept score for the not
previously incarcerated group at the end of
their incarceration. The slope is almost zero (r
= .006) and indicates that the self concept for
this group remains about the same for the du-
ration of their incarceration.

Finally, in examining the data for the third
group (those boys incarcerated on two or
more occasions), it is noted that they com-
mence their incarceration with a self concept
score almost the same as that for the group of
boys previously incarcerated on one occasion,

[Vol. 66



DELINQUENT INMATE'S SELF CONCEPT

at the end of that group's period of incarcera-
tion. The slope for the third group is some-
what more positive than in the case of the
group previously incarcerated on one occasion,
and they complete their incarceration with a
self concept score of 305.

Since the design is cross-sectional, it is diffi-
cult to draw any definite conclusions from
these data. However, it appears that over time
as the number of incarcerations increase, the
incarcerated delinquents' self concept scores,
indicated in Figure 2, assume a U-shaped pat-
tern.

Because each new incarceration had as its
antecedent continued involvement in delinquent
behavior, one might hypothesize that the im-
proved self concept with an increase in times
incarcerated is a consequence of the boy's in-
creased delinquency orientation and acceptance
of a delinquent self concept. Research con-
ducted by Hall and Schwartz and Stryker
would support this interpretation. Hall con-
tended that an increase in delinquency orienta-
tion had the effect of raising the level of self-
evaluation. 5 Schwartz and Stryker found some
support for their hypothesis that positive self
concepts are related to commitment to a de-
viant role.1 6

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The self concept scores of 222 delinquent
boys were analyzed by using a cross-sectional

Is Hall, Identification With Delinquent Subcul-
ture and Level of Self Evaluation, 29 SocIoMtRY
146 (1966).

16 M. SCHWARTZ & S. STRYKER, DEVIANCE,
SELVES AND OTHERS (1970).

design. While there was not a significant de-
crease in self concept scores for the total popu-
lation, the decrease was significant and linear
for those boys not previously incarcerated.
This indicated that for this group the institu-
tion had the impact of a custodial institution as
defined by Street, Vinter and Perrow. Because
of the institution's history, it was anticipated
that the decline in self concept scores would
have been considerably greater. The findings
appear to indicate that the Indiana Boys'
School is an institution in transition between a
custodial orientation and a treatment orienta-
tion. That is, the institution is beginning to ac-
cept, in part, the treatment philosophy of the
present superintendent.

In cases where an increase in self concept
was found, the groups showing that increase
had become increasingly involved in delinquent
behavior. This indicates that perhaps they had
begun to internalize a delinquent value struc-
ture and a delinquent self concept.

It is not contended that the research pre-
sented here is a test of labelling theory. How-
ever, it is impossible to ignore the fact that by
using a cross-sectional design, the self concept
scores for delinquents not previously incarcer-
ated did decrease significantly. One prediction
of labelling theorists is that involvement in the
juvenile justice system commences a negative
labelling process and that the result is depre-
ciated self concepts for those children so la-
beled. It is the author's contention that this
study provides some tentative support for the
labelling perspective.
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