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Cross-Gender Supervision

1. What is Cross-Gender Supervision?
Supervision of the opposite sex

2. Searching opposite sex inmate - This is the most commonly addressed concern in cross-gender supervision, listed below are many other important elements.

3. Professionalism - The ingredients necessary for being a woman employed in a male institution also apply to male correctional workers.  Masculine traits are not necessary; professional traits are.  Professionalism is characterized by conforming to the technical and ethical standards of a profession.  Without it, supervision can begin to cross over into personal issues that create problems of the staff, inmates and institution.

As a staff member, supervising offenders of the opposite sex in shower areas and restrooms, privacy becomes an issue.  In Hand vs. Briggs, 360 F. Supp (N.D. Cal 1973) a prisoner at San Quentin brought a civil action against two female officers, alleging that they were in a position to watch him bathe and to carry out several biological functions, normally performed in private.  He also claimed their presence constituted cruel and unusual punishment because one of the women resembled his wife, with whom he had had normal marital relations before he went to prison.  The court dismissed the complaint because the prisoner did not allege that the defendants actually invaded his privacy.

It is important to distinguish between necessary professional vigilance and unnecessary gazing, lingering or invasion of basic human dignities.  Privacy is one luxury inmates forfeit when they enter the institution, but if officers supervise and search with strict professionalism, leaving out personal biases, inmates will have little cause for complaint or litigation regarding violations of privacy.

4. Civil Right Act 1964 - This act disallows discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, sex or national origin.  This opened the door for three things significant in corrections.  Women could occupy positions in corrections beyond that of secretarial roles at male institutions, including correctional officers and all promotional opportunities.  It also allowed men the experience of working in women's institutions as correctional officers, breaking through societal barriers concerning cross-gender supervision.  However, as is often the case when litigated rights surpass our traditions and comfort levels, these opportunities can be ripe with potential conflict.  The best way to avoid or resolve these conflicts is to focus on the job, not the gender.

The third significant change this brought to corrections was a broader base of employee diversity.  Employees who expand their selection nets to include men and women from 

all ages and ethnic groups have a competitive advantage.  The inmate population is multi-cultural.  If the correctional work force does not reflect that diversity, it will have difficulty communicating, relating, assessing values and predicting behavior.

5. Sexual Contact With An Inmate - Not only is this behavior professionally unethical, it is now a felony and will be prosecuted.  In 1995, an officer was fired, charged, found guilty and sentenced for violating this code.

6. Pros & Cons - Part of understanding cross-gender supervision is recognizing both advantages and potential problem areas.  When women have been given appropriate training to work in male facilities as correctional officers, they have not only carried out their duties as well as male officers, but have contributed female skills, interests and concerns that have markedly improved the general atmosphere of the work setting.  The presence of women has also lowered aggression levels and improved hygiene and language within the prison.

Male officers in women's prisons present the biggest concern.  Very little can be found on advantages of men supervising women offenders.  While both genders are capable of manipulation, history has shown that male officers seem to be more easily manipulated by women inmates.  Additionally, a high percentage of incarcerated women have histories of abuse by men, which can make the presence of a man (particularly in highly sensitive private areas) an oppressive factor.  It can also create a higher risk of sexual abuse of prisoners than employing women to guard men.

7. Similarities & Differences Related To Gender - All offenders, regardless of gender, share the same basic needs.  These include:

· food, shelter and clothing

· health care

· protection from other inmates

· humane treatment

· communication with their families

· access to legal services

· religious expression

· preparation for release

Some needs unique to women offenders include:

· gynecological services

· pre-natal care

· child care programs

· parenting skills unique to mothering

