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Introduction  

Informed observers unanimously share the view that health, mental health, and educational 

services must and will play an ever-increasing role in Americaôs correctional agencies. Many 

studies and articles could be cited to buttress that assertion, but two will suffice to make the 

point: 

There is a partially operative, public policy strategy in our country whereby prisoners 

who enter prison with an illness, or who become ill while incarcerated, will receive the 

necessary medical care in prison and while on parole or on probation back in their 

respective communities, if medical care is still needed. This public policy strategy is 

carried out effectively by federal correctional institutions. It is implemented effectively in 

many state prisons, but across some state prisons and in county and local jail systems 

there are great variations in the extent to which such a policy is implemented.1 

 

At midyear 2005 more than half of all prison and jail inmates had a mental health 

problem, including 705,600 inmates in State prisons, 78,800 in Federal prisons, and 

479,900 in local jails. These estimates represented 56% of State prisoners, 45% of 

Federal prisoners, and 64% of jail inmates. The findings in this report were based on 

data from personal interviews with State and Federal prisoners in 2004 and local jail 

inmates in 2002.
2 

This document is part of Phase II of the American Corrections Associationôs (ACAôs) Workforce 

Project. Phase I of that Project was completed in mid-2004 and focused primarily on correctional 

security staff. Phase II, in contrast, concentrates specifically on nurses, physician assistants, 

                                                 

1
 Public Health and Corrections: An Intergovernmental Perspective and the Need for Connectivity;  

A Summary Report of a Roundtable Discussion by the National Academy of Public Administration, January, 2006. 
2
 Doris J. James and Lauren E. Glaze; ñMental Health Problems of Prison and Jail Inmates,ò Bureau of Justice 

Statistics Special Report, September 2006, NCJ 213600, U.S. Department of Justice. 
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doctors, counselors, pharmacists, and teachers (both academic and skill-set instructors).
3
 Both 

phases of the ACAôs Workforce Project have been funded by the Bureau of Justice Assistance 

(BJA). 

As part of its Phase II work, the ACA conducted a Survey of Correctional Health Care 

Professionals, Mental Health Treatment Professionals, and Correctional Education in the spring 

of 2008. The document before you reports results of that survey and adds some additional 

information concerning the present and future labor markets for the aforementioned occupations. 

This report was prepared by Workforce Associates, Inc. of Indianapolis, Indiana (WFA). The 

authors welcome comments and suggestions. They may be directed by email to 

wf21@workforceassociates.com or mailed to: 

ACA Project 

Workforce Associates, Inc. 

6330 Lands End 

Indianapolis, IN  46220 

 

August 1
st
, 2008 

                                                 

3
 In addition and very importantly, Phase II aims to establish a Center for the Correctional Workforce of the Future 

within the headquarters of the ACA. 
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The Survey 

Survey facts and figur es 

 

The survey was conducted using the well-known online survey tool known as ñSurvey 

Monkey.ò
4
 Responses arrived from April 15

th
 to May 13

th
, 2008. 

Copies of the survey instrument and invitations to respond were sent to a total of 204 senior 

corrections administrators, human resource managers in corrections, and law enforcement 

officers at the state, metropolitan, and federal levels. A copy of the invitation and survey 

instrument is attached as an appendix to this report.  

The numbers of invitations extended and responses received are summarized, by state, in the 

table shown on the following page.  

As can be seen from the table, the invitations and responses were subdivided into three groups: 

 

Senior Corrections Administrators:  A total of 112 non-duplicated invitations were sent 

to and apparently received by senior state, federal and a few metropolitan corrections officials in 

50 states and the District of Columbia.  These invitations prompted 31 replies for a response rate 

of nearly 28%.  One person receiving an invitation responded but "opted out'" of a meaningful 

response. In addition, seven invitations were sent but returned as "undeliverable.ò 

Corrections Human Resource Managers:  A total of 73 non-duplicated invitations were 

sent to human relations managers of corrections organizations in 45 states and the District of 

Columbia. These invitations prompted 16 replies for a response rate of 22%. In addition, nine 

invitations were sent but returned as "undeliverable."  

                                                 

4
 www.surveymonkey.com  

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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Invitations Responses Invitations Responses Invitations Responses Invitations Responses

AK 2 0 1 0 3 0

AL 2 1 1 0 3 1

AR 1 0 1 0

AZ 2 1 2 1

CA 1 0 5 0 2 0 8 0

CO 2 0 1 0 3 0

CT 3 0 2 1 5 1

DC 3 0 1 0 1 0 5 0

DE 1 1 1 1 2 2

FL 2 1 3 0 4 0 9 1

GA 1 0 1 0 3 2 5 2

HI 2 1 2 1

IA 2 2 3 0 5 2

ID 1 0 1 1 2 1

IL 1 0 3 0 4 0

IN 1 0 2 0 3 0

KS 2 1 2 1 4 2

KY 1 0 1 1 2 1

LA 2 0 1 0 3 0

MA 2 1 2 0 4 1

MD 2 0 1 0 1 0 4 0

ME 1 0 1 0

MI 2 0 2 0 4 0

MN 1 1 1 0 2 1

MO 2 0 3 2 5 2

MS 1 0 3 1 4 1

MT 1 0 1 1 2 1

NA 1 0 1 0

NC 1 0 2 1 3 1

ND 1 0 2 1 3 1

NE 1 0 4 0 5 0

NH 2 1 2 0 4 1

NJ 2 0 4 0 6 0

NM 1 0 2 0 3 0

NV 2 2 3 1 5 3

NY 1 1 5 2 6 3

OH 1 0 1 1 2 1

OK 2 1 2 1 4 2

OR 1 0 2 1 3 1

PA 2 0 1 0 4 1 7 1

RI 2 0 2 0 4 0

SC 1 0 2 1 3 1

SD 2 1 2 1

TN 2 1 3 0 5 1

TX 2 1 2 0 10 1 14 2

US 1 1 1 1

UT 1 1 2 0 3 1

VA 2 0 1 0 3 0

VT 2 0 2 0 4 0

WA 2 0 2 1 4 1

WI 2 0 4 2 6 2

WV 2 1 2 1

WY 2 0 2 2 4 2

Total 73 16 19 1 112 31 204 48

Note:  One respondent (from MO) returned the survey instrument but opted to answer no questions.

Sheriffs et al. Senior Corrections OfficialsHR Managers
State

Total

ACA 2008 Survey:  Summary of Invitations and Responses by State

 

  

 

Sheriffs & Other Jail Administrator s: A total of 20 non-duplicated invitations to 

participate in the survey were sent to sheriffs and other jail administrators in counties and major 
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cities of the nation. One of those invitations proved to be undeliverable. The remaining 19 

invitations generated only one response, that from a sheriff in Tennessee.  

In total, there were 48 responses from 204 invitations, which produces an overall response rate of 

23.5% ï such a rate is not bad for this type of survey. Altogether, valid responses were received 

from 33 states, the District of Columbia, and the Federal Bureau of Prisons. 

Survey Focus 

As its title suggests, this survey focused quite specifically on the recruitment and retention of 

professionals who deliver health care, mental health treatment, and education in corrections 

institutions.  

¶ For each group of these professionals, the survey sought to learn how easy or difficult it 

was to recruit and retain talent.  

¶ Where difficulties were perceived, it sought to uncover the main reasons for those 

difficulties.  

¶ It also sought to know whether and to what extent correctional institutions were 

outsourcing these professional services.  

¶ Finally, an attempt was made to uncover ñpromising practicesò known to the respondents 

in the areas of recruitment and retention. This portion of the survey was not particularly 

fruitful; just five respondents indicated that they were aware of such practices and offered 

to share their knowledge thereof. 

Survey Results 

The results of this survey are reported in the sequence that questions were posed in the survey 

instrument.   

Nurses: The survey sought information about both registered nurses (RNs) and licensed 

practical or licensed vocational nurses (LPN/LVNs).  

Recruitment: As the charts here indicate, most respondents perceived significant difficulty in 

recruiting both RNs and LPN/LVNs. Only 8% of respondents reported that it was ñnot 

particularly difficultò to recruit RNs, and none said it was easy.  
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Recruiting for 

LPNs/LVNs was 

perceived to be slightly 

easier than for RNs. Two 

percent of the 

respondents indicated it 

was easy and another ten 

percent reported that it 

was not particularly 

difficult  

Strangely, 21% of 

respondents said they 

didnôt know or simply 

skipped the question 

about recruiting RNs, 

while 27% of them did 

the same for LPN/LVNs. 

Retention: Responses 

about retaining nurses 

generally paralleled 

those concerning 

recruitment.  

Nearly half (49%) of 

respondents thought it 

fairly or extremely 

difficult to retain RNs 

while 43% thought the 

same about LPN/LVNs. 

Once again, a large 

percentage of respondents said they didnôt know or skipped this question (23% for RNs and 27% 

for LPN/LVNs). 
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Reasons for difficulty in Recruiting and Retaining Nurses:  

Most respondents 

saw broadly-defined 

competitive 

conditions in the 

labor market for 

nurses as the most 

important reason for 

recruiting and 

retention difficulties.  

Non-competitive 

salary scales and 

benefits in 

corrections were 

cited by half of the 

respondents as a 

major impediment to 

recruitment. An 

overall shortage of 

nurses in the labor 

pool was the second 

most frequently cited 

recruitment 

difficulty (40% of 

respondents cited it). 

Bedeviling 

competition from 

other health-care 

providers was cited 

by more than a third 
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of respondents.  

All other putative reasons for 

recruiting were cited by a 

quarter or fewer of 

respondents. Interestingly, 

very few respondents saw a 

negative ñstigmaò attached to 

working in corrections as a 

major problem, although 

only about a fifth of them 

thought that potential nursing 

recruits had a proper 

understanding of their 

profession within corrections 

institutions.  

As for retention, it was 

hardly surprising to find 

more than 42% of 

respondents not answering this question. Presumably, that was because large numbers of them 

either declined to answer the earlier questions about difficulty in retaining RNs and LPN/LVNs, 

or else they indicated that they experienced no particular difficulty in this regard. 

Those who did indicate important reasons underlying the difficulty in retaining nurses again 

cited labor market conditions: Two-fifths of the respondents were troubled by competition from 

other employers of nursing talent. An equal percentage said that they couldnôt offer competitive 

salaries and benefits.  

Interestingly, less than one-fifth of respondents cited ñstress and burnoutò among the three top 

reasons for difficulty in retaining nursing talent. Even fewer (15%) cited ñonerous hours and 

shift workò as major reasons. 
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Physicians and 

dentists : These two 

professions were lumped 

together for the purposes of 

the survey. 

Recruitment: As the chart 

below indicates, somewhat 

more than half (54.1%) of 

respondents found doctors 

and dentists to be extremely 

or fairly difficult to recruit 

(33.3% and 20.8%, 

respectively). None found it 

easy, although nearly one-

third either skipped the 

question or said they didnôt 

know. Slightly less than 

15% saw no particular 

difficulty.  
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Retention : About two-fifths of the respondents said that it was extremely or fairly difficult to 

retain correctional physicians and dentists. A quarter of them said that it was not particularly 

difficult, while 35% didnôt know or skipped the question altogether. 
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Reasons for the difficulty in Recruiting and Retaining Physicians and Dentists: 

Perceived reasons underlying 

the difficulty of recruiting 

doctors and dentists are 

similar to those for nurses in 

that general labor market 

conditions took most of the 

blame.  

Well over half of 

respondents agreed that 

corrections salary scales and 

benefits are not competitive 

with those offered in the 

private sector. Other 

unspecified aspects of 

competition with other local 

health care providers were 

seen by 42% of the 

respondents as a major 

source of recruiting 

difficulty.  

Unlike the situation with 

nurses, however, a large percentage (48%) of respondents reported that the location of 

corrections facilities was a factor hindering recruitment of doctors and dentists. 

Perceptions of the main reasons underlying the difficulty of retaining doctors and dentists were 

similar to those impeding their recruitment in the first place.   

Regrettably, nearly half (46%) of the respondents declined to answer the question. Still, 42% 

cited labor market factors as the main factor hindering retention of these health care 

professionals. Competition from other local health care employers and inadequate pay and 
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benefits were again cited as key problems. We begin to see a pattern emerging from such 

statements. 

Outsourcing health care services:   

 Outsourcing of health care services, partially or completely, appears to be rather widespread 

among respondentsô agencies. Only 21% of respondents denied any outsourcing (and 27% did 

not answer) of such services. That was only slightly more than the 19% of respondents who 

reported outsourcing in all of their facilities. The largest group reporting outsourcing (27%) said 

that it was done for 

only selected 

positions. Follow-up 

discussions by 

telephone with 

respondents indicates 

that many institutions 

rely on outsourcing 

for specialized 

services (e.g., 

surgical, ontological) 

as well as for nurses 

in some hard-to serve 

locations and in 

overload situations. 

Mental Health Treatment Professionals (MHTPs)  

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics report cited in the introduction, over half of prison 

and jail inmates in the United States require mental health services of one kind or another. Such 

services include intensive psychiatric monitoring, psychological consultation, drug addiction 

counseling, other specialized counseling, etc. The need to provide proper care of such a large 

number of inmates, especially juveniles, immediately raises the issue of recruiting and retaining 

the professionals that can deliver these services. 
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Recruiting:  The 

degree of difficulty 

in recruiting 

qualified applicants 

for Mental Health 

Treatment 

Professionals, 

though serious 

enough for several 

specific occupations 

and in some 

locations, generally 

seems somewhat 

less acute than that 

for the health care professionals examined above. Still, nearly half (48%) of respondents 

indicated that they 

found recruiting 

MHTPs either 

extremely difficult 

or fairly so.  

Retaining :  Once 

they have them on 

staff, correctional 

agencies seem to 

have less difficulty 

retaining MHTPs 

than other health 

care professionals, 

such as nurses and 
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doctors, which were 

examined previously. In 

fact, a quarter of 

respondents indicated that it 

was either easy or not 

particularly difficult to 

retain MHTP talent.  

Reasons for the 

difficulty in Recruiting 

and Retaining  qualified 

MHTP applicants: More 

than two-fifths of survey 

respondents (44%) declined 

to answer the question that 

inquired about difficulty in 

recruitment. Meanwhile, the 

reasons for that difficulty 

offered by those who did 

answer are familiar by now: 

General labor market 

conditions and the non-competitive salaries and benefits provided by corrections employers.  

As with other occupations examined earlier, respondents were not prepared to assign significant 

blame to working conditions, poor recruiting practices, or other aspects of the work or conditions 

thereof.  

Since only a minority of respondents (46%) perceived there to be any difficulty whatsoever in 

retaining MHTP talent, it is not surprising that fully half of the respondents declined to answer 

the question that probed for reasons behind such difficulty. 

Respondents who actually chose to answer this question identified the usual suspects as culprits:  

Inadequate pay and benefits and competition from other mental health providers.  
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The reader will recall that 

respondents could name up to 

three reasons for significant 

difficulties in retention. Since 

only two reasons garnered 

more than 15% of the ñvotes,ò 

it seems reasonable to infer 

that respondents effectively 

dismissed all other potential 

reasons as relatively 

important.  

Correctional 

Psychiatrists:  

Recruiting and Retaining  

qualified applicant s: 

At the time of the writing of 

this report, a search of active 

job posting sites across the 

nation turned up dozens of 

ñhelp wantedò signs for 

correctional psychiatrists.
5
   

Various articles in the literature on the corrections workforce suggest that correctional systems 

have had some difficulty recruiting and retaining adequate numbers of qualified health care 

professionals for several years.
6
 

                                                 

5
 See http://jobmaps.us/search/?q=Correctional%20Psychiatrists&l=United%20States&s=30&lim=10  

6
 For example, see  Kenneth L. Appelbaum, M.D., Thomas D. Manning, M.A. and John D. Noonan, ñA University-

State-Corporation Partnership for Providing Correctional Mental Health Services,ò Psychiatric Services, February 

2002, pp. 185-189. 

 

http://jobmaps.us/search/?q=Correctional%20Psychiatrists&l=United%20States&s=30&lim=10
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Despite such 

seemingly ample 

anecdotal evidence, 

a question designed 

to elicit perceptions 

about the difficulty 

of recruiting and 

retaining qualified 

applicants for 

correctional 

psychiatrist 

positions turned up 

scant signs of 

concerns among 

survey respondents.  

More than two-fifths 

(44%) of respondents 

chose not to answer 

either of the two 

questions about 

recruitment and 

retention. That was 

fewer than the 

number who indicated 

that there they saw 

some degree of 

difficulty in recruiting 

qualified psychiatrists 

(40%).  

As for retention, fully 


