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A large body of research has focused on indicators of the risk of prison violence, especially in the United States. Little is
known about this question in Spain, despite the fact that in 2010, this country had the most crowded prison system in western
Europe. This prospective study draws on official data to examine the relationship between individual and situational characteristics and misconduct in a sample of 1,330 inmates from 11 penitentiary facilities across a 10-month period. Violent misconduct was less frequent than potentially violent behavior, with prevalence rates of 9% and 13%, respectively. Younger age,
being on remand, classification as first degree, prior violent behavior, drug and/or alcohol problems, poor response to treatment, and procriminal attitudes were significant risk factors of inmate misbehavior in an ordinal regression model (areas
under the curve = 0.74 to 0.82). Having a violent conviction offense was not a significant predictor of outcome. The implications for current classification practices are discussed, and the importance of cross-cultural and empirically based research is
stressed.
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I

nmate misconduct in correctional facilities can create problems both for other inmates
and for staff. Identifying individuals at increased risk of violence in prison and quantifying the probability of such assaultive misconduct are obviously important issues for prison
administrators and public policy makers (Sorensen & Cunningham, 2007). Inmate misconduct is one of the foci of a recently developed tool for assessing violence risk in Catalan
prisons. Catalonia has a prison population of 137 inmates per 100,000 inhabitants, far
higher than the median rate in Europe (109 per 100,000 inhabitants; Aebi & Delgrande,
2008). The identification of the prevalence rate and the risk factors associated with prison
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violence are key issues for the design of preventive policies aimed at minimizing the
human and economic consequences of violent behavior. These factors have an immediate
practical application on admission to prison in determining institutional classification and
facility assignment (Cunningham & Sorensen, 2007b); inmates who show warning signs of
violent misconduct are often assigned to more secure levels of custody, where theoretically
they have fewer opportunities to commit violent acts.
The base rate of prison violence varies across studies as a function of the differences in
outcome measures, penitentiary contexts, or periods considered. In the case of highly serious injury (e.g., homicide), the rate is usually so low as to make any predictive scheme
difficult (Cunningham, Sorensen, & Reidy, 2005; Kuanliang, Sorensen, & Cunningham,
2008). However, it is widely agreed that the frequency of misconduct is inversely related
to its severity (Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006a). In Sorensen and Cunningham’s (2010)
study in Florida, the rates of assaults resulting in injuries to inmates and staff that required
more than first-aid treatment were 2.9 per 1,000 inmates and 0.8 per 1,000 inmates, respectively. Edens, Poythress, Lilienfeld, and Patrick (2008) found 25% of offenders incarcerated within the Florida Department of Corrections to be aggressive defiant and 11% to be
physically aggressive. A prior study also led by Edens found a base rate of prison violence
of 22% across three prison studies (Edens, Buffington-Vollum, Keilen, Roskamp, &
Anthony, 2005). In the context of the present study, the rates in 2010 for serious injuries
(those requiring hospitalization) against inmates and staff were 0.4 and 0.1 per 1,000
inmates, respectively. However, mild injuries (those requiring no more than first-aid treatment inside the prison) were more frequent, with rates of 87.3 per 1,000 (violence against
inmates) and 5.9 per 1,000 inmates (violence against staff) (Catalan Justice Department,
2010).
Three of the main theory-based explanations of prison adjustment and misconduct are
the deprivation, importation, and situational models (for a review, see Camp, Gaes, Langan,
& Saylor, 2003; Drury & DeLisi, 2010; Huebner, 2003; Jiang & Fisher-Giorlando, 2002;
Morris, Longmire, Buffington-Vollum, & Vollum, 2010). Importation theory suggests that
in some instances, an inmate’s personal characteristics are what drive his or her institutional behavior (Irwin & Cressey, 1962). The present study is guided mainly by this perspective. Conversely, deprivation theory posits that the structure of life in prison may lead
to a system of inmate opposition against the prison administration (Sykes, 1958). Finally,
the situational model attempts to explain misconduct on the basis of situational variables
present in the prison environment and the attributes of the particular setting (see Cooke,
Wozniak, & Johnstone, 2008).
CORRELATES OF PRISON MISCONDUCT

Although each outcome measure and sample used must be considered in context, recent
research has identified several individual-level indicators that are linked to inmate misconduct with varying degrees of consistency (Cunningham, Sorensen, Vigen, & Woods, 2011;
Morris et al., 2010). Among demographic features, age is perhaps the individual characteristic most strongly and most consistently related with misconduct (Bench & Allen, 2003;
Cooper & Werner, 1990; Flanagan, 1980); in most studies, age shows a strong inverse
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relationship with prison misconduct or disciplinary infractions (Cunningham et al., 2005,
2011; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006a, 2007b; Kuanliang et al., 2008; Morris et al., 2010;
Sorensen & Cunningham, 2010). On the basis of results with a sample of juvenile inmates
serving in an adult prison, Kuanliang et al. (2008) found a decrease in the age-misconduct
curve similar to the general age-crime curve in the “free world.”
Age also seems to be a mediating variable between length of sentence and misconduct.
For example, Flanagan (1980) found that the rate of involvement in institutional misconduct is lower among older inmates serving long terms than among those serving short
terms. However, the seriousness of the misconduct in the long-term group may be greater:
In a sample of 24,500 close-custody inmates in the Florida Department of Corrections,
Cunningham and Sorensen (2007b) reported that those serving long sentences had lower
rates of disciplinary infractions and violent prison misconduct. Previous studies in samples
of inmates sentenced to life without parole (Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006b) and with
capital life sentences in Texas (Morris et al., 2010) produced similar results. Some authors
attribute the improvement in conduct across the course of the prison terms to varying combinations of the effects of maturation and adaptation to the prison environment (Toch &
Kupers, 2007). Others, however, have found sentence length to be independent of age or
time served, and thus “maturation and adaptation” are not satisfactory explanations.
Probably, the perceptions of compliance of long-term inmates differ from those of the
short-term group; they seem to be more convinced of the need to coexist with the prison
authorities within the institution (Flanagan, 1980).
Another demographic feature that is frequently studied is gender, but the data produced
are less consistent than those for age. Some research indicates that the institutional misconduct rate is lower for females than males, especially for the most severe forms of misconduct (see Cunningham et al., 2011; Drury & DeLisi, 2010; Harer & Langan, 2001; Sorensen
& Cunningham, 2007, 2010); but other studies found no differences between the genders
regarding the likelihood of institutional misconduct (Camp et al., 2003). Nonetheless,
covariates of institutional misconduct for both males and females have remained relatively
consistent (Drury & DeLisi, 2010; Harer & Langan, 2001).
Similarly mixed results have been reported for several penitentiary and criminal history
variables that are frequently studied in relation to inmates’ institutional misconduct.
Researchers have shown great interest in determining whether being convicted of a violent
crime makes people more prone to show violence in prison, but the evidence found is not
conclusive (Cunningham et al., 2011). Some studies have reported a positive relationship
between a violent conviction offense and prison assault (Steiner, 2009). In many others,
however, the conviction offense was not significantly related to the likelihood of violent
misconduct in prison (see Cunningham et al., 2011; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006a;
Sorensen & Cunningham, 2010). Even more striking is the association found between violent conviction offenses and lower rates of violent prison infractions (Cunningham et al.,
2005; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2007b; see also Edens et al., 2005).
Moreover, previous studies reported that property offenders show the highest rates of
prison disciplinary infractions that involve violent misconduct (e.g., Cunningham et al.,
2005). Another issue that is related to conviction offense is the type of victim; however, the
same study (Cunningham et al., 2005) found no relationship between the type of victim and
violent prison misconduct.
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Actually, it is widely accepted that the term dangerousness, usually based exclusively on
“what the individual did,” is not useful for the purposes of classification, since someone
who has committed a violent offense is considered dangerous in a general way and in nonspecified scenarios (Redondo Illescas & Andrés Pueyo, 2007). Understanding the empirical
relationship between violent crimes and misconduct within prison will help to assess the
validity of the current practice of using the conviction offense as the main criterion in the
classification process.
A criminal risk factor that has shown better (albeit modest) predictive power for inmate
misconduct is a history of previous imprisonment (Drury & DeLisi, 2010; Sorensen &
Pilgrim, 2000). The evidence is mixed but tends to suggest a positive relationship between
prior incarcerations and a variety of misconduct types (Cunningham et al., 2005;
Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006a, 2007a, 2007b; Sorensen & Cunningham, 2010). Many
reports in the literature have documented the positive relationship between criminal records
and institutional misconduct (e.g., Berg & DeLisi, 2006; Campbell, French, & Gendreau,
2009; DeLisi & Munoz, 2003; Drury & DeLisi, 2010; Flanagan, 1983; Gendreau, Goggin,
& Law, 1997; Sorensen & Pilgrim, 2000). Studies with samples of chronic offenders assert
that inmates with past violence and prison history tend to violate prison order disproportionately (Berg & DeLisi, 2006; DeLisi & Munoz, 2003; Flanagan, 1983; Gendreau et al.,
1997). The meta-analysis of 39 studies conducted by Gendreau et al. (1997) found that
criminal history, antisocial attitudes and behavior, and institutional factors were the strongest predictors of prison misconduct. In a recent meta-analysis of 88 prospective studies
with adult offenders, an aggregate category of criminal history indexes produced the most
accurate mean effect size (Campbell et al., 2009). In a sample of high-security inmates,
Cunningham et al. (2005) found that a sentence of 6 to 10 years was associated with an
increased risk of violent misconduct in prison, whereas a prior probated sentence was a
risk-reducing factor. In contrast, other studies have found no association between a history
of violence in the community and prison misconduct or institutional violence (see
Cunningham et al., 2005); some recent investigations have failed to find a significant association between a prior prison sentence and actual assaults among life-sentenced capital
offenders (Morris et al., 2010) or inmate-on-staff assaults (Lahm, 2009). These mixed findings could be attributable to variations in samples, definitions of the outcome, or the predictors used. For example, some studies include violent and nonviolent offenses as criminal
history, whereas others include only violent offenses.
More consistent is the link between a pattern of prior prison violence and subsequent
violence in an institutional setting (Cunningham & Reidy, 2002; Cunningham & Sorensen,
2007b; Drury & DeLisi, 2010; Sorensen & Pilgrim, 2000). Empirical findings show that
prior institutional behavior must be considered in classifying and predicting future prison
misconduct. Furthermore, an inmate’s misconduct record is usually considered an indicator
not only of prison adjustment but of postrelease recidivism risk as well (Flanagan, 1983;
Perez Fernández & Redondo Illescas, 1991).
In the past decade, there has been increasing interest in personality and psychological
factors as predictors of inmate adjustment and misbehavior. There is evidence that inmates
who are emotionally disturbed or who receive mental health care are disproportionately
involved in prison infractions and also in violent incidents (see Toch & Kupers, 2007). The
psychopathy construct has been studied in detail and has been measured by a range of
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instruments; the overall results indicate that the antisocial behavioral dimension, more than
the affective dimension, explains the relation with institutional aggression (Guy, Edens,
Anthony, & Douglas, 2005; McDermott, Edens, Quanbeck, Busse, & Scott, 2008).
Andrews and Bonta (1995b) state that attitudes supportive of crime are a strong risk factor
for violence; individuals with these attitudes emphasize the usefulness of criminal activity,
rationalize or justify law violations, and minimize or deny responsibility for their actions
and the consequences of these actions. In our study, this risk factor was based mainly on
Andrews and Bonta’s description of the criminogenic need named “attitudes/orientation
supportive of crime,” which concerns what and how a person thinks and feels about himself
or herself and others in regard to violation of the law and conventions (Andrews & Bonta,
1995b). Furthermore, as well as the cognitive component (attitudes), in this risk factor, we
included a behavioral dimension indicated by a pattern of hostile conduct against others.
Both components are considered in traditional violence risk assessment schemes (e.g.,
Historical, Clinical, Risk Management–20, Level of Service Inventory–Revised) and have
shown their association with reoffending and violence. Furthermore, recent research has
suggested that the provision of social support may reduce inmate hostility by lessening the
potentially harmful effects of exposure to criminogenic strains in prison (Hochstetler,
DeLisi, & Pratt, 2010).
Meta-analyses have found substance abuse to be a moderate risk factor for recidivism
and a variable interrelated with other criminogenic needs, such as procriminal attitudes and
antisocial associates, or financial, marital, family, and employment problems (Andrews &
Bonta, 1995b). Although substance abuse in prisoners has been more frequently studied as
an outcome than as a predictor of misconduct, some studies have identified a complex
relationship between a history of drug and alcohol use and rates of misconduct (Bench &
Allen, 2003; Kuanliang et al., 2008). The present study explores the role of drug or alcohol
problems in the past year, not a long history of abuse or dependence.
Several socioeconomic indicators have also been studied in relation with prison misconduct, although the results are not always consistent. For example, some previous studies
report an inverse relationship between level of education or literacy and prison misconduct
(e.g., Cunningham et al., 2005; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006a; Drury & DeLisi, 2010;
Harer & Langan, 2001), but others do not (e.g., Cooper & Werner, 1990; Morris et al.,
2010). Marital status and economic resources have been related to a broader community
stability factor that would be expected to influence prison violence risk (Cunningham et al.,
2005). Race may also play some role in explaining inmate misconduct, although the direction of the relationship varies according to the study and, especially, according to the racial
composition of communities (Berg & DeLisi, 2006; Flanagan, 1983; Morris et al., 2010;
Steiner, 2009). The findings of a study with convicted murderers in Texas (Sorensen &
Cunningham, 2007) were consistent with Gendreau et al.’s (1997) meta-analysis, which
reported race to be a modest predictor of prison violence. In Catalonia, foreigners represented nearly 44% of the prison population in 2010, and preliminary results suggested that
foreigners scored lower than natives on an aggregate measure of general violence risk
(Arbach Lucioni & Andrés Pueyo, 2010).
Although identifying individual-level risk factors has an important role in the targeting of
security resources and programming, it is widely accepted that violence is rarely just a function of the individual; rather, it emerges from the intersection of the person in a particular
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interpersonal interaction in a given context (Cunningham & Reidy, 1999; Cunningham,
Sorensen, Vigen, & Woods, 2010; Monahan, 1981). Thus, a model based on “person” features alone ignores the multiple structural, institutional, and environmental factors that
contribute to prison violence (Cooke et al., 2008; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2007b; Toch
& Kupers, 2007). The present study aims to overcome this limitation by including classification as a contextual risk factor. Penitentiary classification is the process by which prisoners are assigned to a security level (close, ordinary, or community regime), which
determines where they will be housed. According to Byrne and Hummer’s (2007) tricky
question, “if where we place inmates affects their behavior—and more specifically, if such
placement has a mediating effect on their behavior—we would expect higher rates of
inmate misbehavior in lower risk settings” (p. 533). Nonetheless, many findings indicate
that the frequency of violent misconduct increases with the security level of inmate assignment (Sorensen & Cunningham, 2010; Steiner, 2009). In consequence, Byrne and Hummer
claim that the current efforts to reduce prison violence by identifying “high-risk” inmates,
and/or by placing them in higher levels of institutional control, do not seem to work particularly well. Nonetheless, the result they mention may be attributed to different, although
nonexclusive, causes. For example, (a) the higher the security level, the lower the staff
tolerance and the more exhaustive the reporting practices; (b) higher security levels are
characterized by a more punitive milieu and/or with fewer incentives for compliance; and
finally, (c) violent misconduct increases with security levels because the prison system
responds dynamically to misconduct or gang affiliation by elevating the security level of
inmates who exhibit violence, thus concentrating them at higher security levels. To clarify
the role of classification level in misconduct, some studies have randomly assigned inmates
with the same classification to different custody levels (Camp & Gaes, 2005) and found
lower levels of misconduct at higher levels of custody. Thus, even though higher-risk
inmates may misbehave more in higher-custody environments, their degree of misconduct
would have been even higher had they been placed in a lower-custody environment. Other
findings support this idea (Berk & de Leeuw, 1999).
In summary, prior research in northern countries, especially in the United States, has
identified individual characteristics as risk factors for explaining misconduct during incarceration. With a relatively high level of agreement, the findings show that inmates who are
younger, with shorter prison terms, with disadvantaged socioeconomic and/or psychological conditions, with longer criminal histories, and with prior prison sentences engage in
significantly higher levels of misconduct in prison than other inmates. Several empirically
based predictive models are available for the assessment of inmate violence risk. One of the
most reliable actuarial models for predicting misconduct is the Risk Assessment Scale for
Prison (RASP; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006a). The performance (areas under the
receiver operating curve [AUCs]) of the various RASP models (i.e., RASP-CC, RASP-Cap,
RASP-FDR) or similar measures (e.g., S&P; Sorensen & Pilgrim, 2000) in modeling prison
violence in their construction samples and predicting prison violence in subsequent U.S.
samples was modestly successful in modeling violence at different severity levels (i.e.,
potential violence, assaults, and serious assaults), with AUCs ranging between .59 and .77
(see Cunningham et al., 2011). Another actuarial measure tested for predicting institutional
misconduct during incarceration was the Violence Risk Appraisal Guide (Harris, Rice, &
Quinsey, 1993), which achieved moderate predictive accuracy (AUCs = .67) for physical
incidents in a male inmate sample (Hastings, Krishnan, Tangney, & Stuewig, 2010).
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THE CURRENT STUDY

In Spain, research on base rates and correlates of prison misconduct is lacking, despite
the fact that the country has the most crowded prison system in western Europe. By assessing and quantifying the risk factors for prison misconduct identified by researchers in other
geographical areas, we seek to contribute to the cross-cultural study of risk factors for
inmate violence and to offer recommendations to local authorities responsible for establishing guidelines for the case management plan.
Thus, the primary objective of the current study was to investigate the utility of individual factors traditionally associated with in-prison behavior in predicting institutional
misconduct among male and female inmates. We also aimed to explore whether inmates
with conviction offenses against persons were more likely to behave violently inside prison
compared with those imprisoned for other offenses. In the light of previous reports, we did
not necessarily expect index offenses against persons to be a significant predictor of violent
misconduct. Finally, we aimed to provide more detailed base rate information and risk
analysis using a truly prospective design with an ordered operational definition of prison
misconduct. Sorensen and Cunningham (2007) stress that the choice of the measure used
when operationalizing prison violence is crucial in determining base rates but that its effect
on identifying correlates and predicting outcomes may be more limited. We therefore
expected our results to shed light on the prevalence of in-prison infractions in this sample
of offenders and to show predictors similar to those detected in studies using comparable
outcome measures.
METHOD
SETTING

The Catalan Penitentiary System has 14 prisons for adult offenders. During the period of
this study (from July 1, 2009, to April 30, 2010), it held 16,468 different inmates, with the
occupation rate reaching an average of 116% (range 94% to 193%; Catalan Justice
Department, 2010). Offenders are classified as first, second, or third penitentiary degree and
on this basis are assigned to different security levels termed close, ordinal, or community
regimes, respectively. The close-custody regime is applied only when an inmate has shown
serious maladjustment in other security-level facilities. The data reported here are part of a
larger study of a recently developed risk assessment tool for prisons conducted by the coauthor (AAP), currently in the pilot phase. This study presents some preliminary results.
PARTICIPANTS

The study sample consisted of all inmates evaluated from the time when the risk assessment system was implemented, at the beginning of July 2009. The system was implemented in a phased manner at different penitentiary facilities and in different offender
groups. It began with men with violent crimes and in prisons closest to central correctional
services and continued in other correctional facilities and other offender groups.
A total of 1,668 inmates were assessed in the study as a whole, representing 10.2% of
the total prison population during the same period. As violent offenders were the first group
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assessed, those with an index offense against people or a sexual offense are overrepresented
in the total sample. To control time at risk, we limited the sample to the inmates assessed
and who were incarcerated for the entire period of study (n = 1,330; 338 participants were
released). No significant differences were found in terms of gender, age, or nationality
between those who completed follow-up and those who were released. As to be expected,
given the length of their sentences, a higher proportion of people convicted for sexual
crimes and crimes against public health completed follow-up.
The final sample comprised 1,266 males (95.2%) and 64 females (4.8%). This malefemale ratio is slightly higher than that of the total prison population, in which 92.4% are
male. Mean age was 37.1 years (SD = 12; range 18 to 82), with no significant differences
according to gender; this figure is lower than the mean age of the total prison population in
the same period, which was 41 years. Sixty-one percent of the sample (n = 816) were
Spanish, and the rest were foreigners (n = 514, 38.6%). Table 1 displays a full description
of the frequency distribution of sample characteristics.
MEASURES

Risk factors. We focused on the effect of diverse risk factors grouped in four dimensions:
(a) sociodemographic variables, including gender, age, nationality, marital status, low
economic resources, and low social support, of which the last two variables were estimated
for the previous year; (b) penitentiary variables, including current proceeding situation
(i.e., whether the inmate has been sentenced or is on remand, that is, inmates who are in
prison pending trial), classification (a situation variable related to the security level: close,
ordinary, and community), and an aggregate measure of prison maladjustment comprising
data on behavioral problems in current or previous incarcerations (including overt
interpersonal conflicts and serious disciplinary infractions, ranging from serious threats to
homicide); (c) criminal history variables, including conviction offense, relationship with
the victim, early beginning of criminal or violent behavior (prior to or after 17 years old),
history of community violence, and drug or alcohol problems in the last year; and finally,
(d) psychological variables, including poor response to psychological or psychiatric
treatments in the past year, history of actual or attempted self-injury, and procriminal
attitudes. As Table 1 shows, most characteristics of the final sample differed significantly
according to outcome category.
Outcome. The outcome selection is conditioned by the nature of the penitentiary system,
which determines the classification of particular types of misconduct. Following Sorensen
and Cunningham (2010), who suggest that the most comprehensive operational definition of
prison violence would include a broad range of rule violations, our analysis used an ordered
dependent variable that distinguishes between infractions of different degrees of severity. The
response categories ranged from noninfractions to violent infractions (M = 0.12, SD = 0.49,
skewness = 5.72), with potentially violent infractions in the middle (M = 0.24, SD = 0.83,
skewness = 5.69). This latter category includes serious infringements and behaviors that
could result in interpersonal aggression (e.g., disturbances, active resistance, violence against
property, theft, escape, possession of a weapon), and violent infractions include attacks or
attack threats on persons (e.g., serious and strongly feasible threats, assaults, battering).
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TABLE 1: Sample Characteristics and Associations With Different Behaviors in Prison
Outcome
n

No
Infraction

Potentially
Violent

Violent

M (SD)
Gender

1,313

38.4 (12.0)

32.1 (10.4)

29.9 (9.1)

Male
Female
Nationality

1,253
47

82.3
78.3

9.5
5.0

8.2
16.7

6.1*

Native
Foreigner
Marital status

803
510

83.1
80.6

9.0
9.8

8.0
9.6

1.4

Married
Single
Other
Low economic resources

293
734
286

89.1
77.1
87.8

6.5
11.4
6.6

4.4
11.4
5.6

29.2***

Yes
No
Low social support

310
1,003

76.1
83.9

12.6
8.3

11.3
7.8

9.9**

Yes
No
Proceeding situation

289
1,024

75.4
84.0

13.1
8.2

11.4
7.8

11.3**

Sentenced
On remand
Past prison maladjustment

1,131
173

84.5
66.5

7.7
19.1

7.8
14.5

34.8***

Yes
No
Conviction offense

503
810

73.2
87.7

12.9
7.0

13.9
5.3

46.2***

Persons
Public health
Property
Sexual
Other
Victim

550
194
294
210
65

83.3
90.2
70.7
86.7
84.6

9.5
5.7
13.9
6.7
6.2

7.3
4.1
15.3
6.7
9.2

40.6***

Relative
Couple
Nonrelative
No victim
Early beginning of violence/crime

85
303
706
219

95.3
87.8
76.1
88.6

1.2
6.3
12.0
7.8

3.5
5.9
11.9
3.7

42.7***

159
1154

68.6
84.0

13.2
8.8

18.2
7.3

26.5***

400
913

79.5
88

10.4
6.8

10.1
5.3

14.0**

337
976

69.1
86.6

15.4
7.2

15.4
6.3

52.2***

Risk Factor

χ2

Age

Yes
No
History of violence
Yes
No
Drug/alcohol problems
Yes
No

–0.27***a

(continued)
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TABLE 1: (continued)
Poor response to treatments
Yes
No
Self-injury
Yes
No
Procriminal attitudes
Yes
No

955
344

73.8
85.1

13.7
7.7

12.5
7.1

22.0***

206
1,103

69.9
84.4

15.0
8.3

15.0
7.3

25.1***

393
920

74.3
85.4

8.0
12.2

13.5
6.5

24.8***

a. Pearson correlation index (r).
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

The prevalence of nonviolent incidents was below 3% (M = 0.03, SD = 0.18, skewness =
6.18). This figure seems unusually low; we assume that because of their very high frequency and the apparent absence of consequences, these incidents are not generally
reported in the official records. Therefore, we removed people with only nonviolent infractions (i.e., without any other type of infraction; N = 17) from the sample to avoid any bias
that might have led to these cases being recorded, as opposed to the many others that were
not. Furthermore, it could be argued that the potentially violent misconduct variable
includes many offenses that do not result in actual violence and, as such, suffers from a
conceptual overinclusiveness that could bias empirical outcome; therefore, this effect could
counteract the incidents that are not reported. The frequencies for disciplinary violations
were calculated across a period of 10 consecutive months, and in all cases, these recordings
were made after the baseline assessment.
ANALYTICAL PROCEDURE

This study was prospective in design. All the variables in Table 1 were exogenous; this
means that they all occurred prior to the current imprisonment, with the possible exception
of drug and/or alcohol problems and poor response to treatment. Official records were used
to specify the relationships between personal, criminal, psychological, and penitentiary risk
factors and subsequent institutional misconduct. Data were gathered from electronic inmate
histories, which include a wide range of information, such as court records, penitentiary
classification reports, psychological conditions, and participation in programs (e.g., drug
treatment, mental health treatment, and educational or vocational skill development programs). The outcome information was extracted from official disciplinary records for the
period between the baseline assessment and the end of the study. These records include not
only violent or aggressive incidents inside prisons but also a wide range of misbehaviors
or acts of noncompliance specified in the penitentiary regulations. It is well known that the
decision to formally “write up” an inmate for a disciplinary infraction can be influenced by
a variety of contextual factors (Flanagan, 1980). We found this to be especially true in the
case of nonviolent incidents, which had minor consequences and were, in general, better
tolerated. However, given the large number of cases examined and the range of institutions
assessed, the data collected in the study can be considered as a broad indicator of institutional misconduct.
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To facilitate the presentation and interpretation of the results, a regression analysis was
performed with potential predictive factors taken from the literature. Ordinal regression is
appropriate when the dependent variable is composed by ordered categories. Misconducts
were grouped in a rational way to obtain an ordered measure of in-prison conduct severity.
When the same person presented potential and actual violent behaviors, only the latter
were considered for regression analyses. To derive an equation that maximized the predictive potential with a minimum number of risk factors, we performed single regression
analyses for each predictor. In the second stage of the analysis, predictors that showed a
significant relationship with the outcome were examined in a multivariate analysis. Using
the probabilities obtained with the model, the AUCs for each level of the criteria and their
standard errors were calculated. The AUC is a measure of association that ranges from 0
(perfect negative prediction) to 0.50 (chance prediction) to 1.00 (perfect positive prediction). For purposes of illustration, we could say that an area of 0.75 means that there is a
75% chance that an actually violent person would score above the cutoff for violence on
the predictor and that an actually nonviolent person would score below the cutoff (Douglas,
Ogloff, Nicholls, & Grant, 1999). We also calculated the proportional odds ratio (OR; the
coefficient exponentiated) and the 95% confidence interval to obtain a measure useful for
comparisons.
Finally, to address our second question, the effect of the conviction offense, we had to
overcome the sample bias for the overrepresentation of violent offenders. To do so, we
selected a sample of offense types that gave an accurate reflection of the general prison
population and replicated the two sets of regression analyses with the selected sample of 621
inmates. In the rest of the article, we will specify when the results refer to this selected
sample.
RESULTS

Most of the sample had no infractions (n = 1,078). The remaining participants accumulated 315 potentially violent and 163 violent infractions. As Table 2 shows, the prevalences
were 13.3% for potentially violent infractions and 8.6% for violent infractions, with 174
and 113 inmates being responsible for at least one incident, respectively. Table 2 displays
the number of infractions and the percentage of potentially and actual violent inmates broken down according to security level.
We carried out bivariate regression analyses to examine the structure of the relationship
between each single predictor and the outcome. Probably because of the large sample size,
all predictors, with the exception of gender, showed a significant bivariate relationship with
the outcome at p < .05 level. We then used a multivariate ordinal regression analysis to test
the relationship between the predictors and the measure of prison behavior. The likelihood
ratio test (–2LL = 1253.23, χ2 = 258.29, df = 24; p < .001) allowed us to reject the null
hypothesis and to conclude that at least one of the independent variables in the model was
a significant predictor of the dependent variable.
Examination of the parameter estimates in the regression solution revealed eight variables to be statistically significant. Table 3 displays the statistics for significant predictors in
the model. The Exp(B) column contains the proportional ORs that should be interpreted in
much the same way as the ORs from a binary logistic regression.
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TABLE 2: Rates of Varying Severities of Infractions at Different Security Levels

Security Level

n

Potentially Violent
Infractions (f)

Potentially Violent
Offenders (%)

Violent
Infractions (f)

Violent
Offenders (%)

First degree
Second degree
Third degree
Other degreea
Total

  13
989
199
110
1,311

34
236
  7
38
315

30.8
9.7
2.0
16.4
13.3

11
136
  6
10
163

61.5
9.5
1.0
8.2
8.6

a. The category other degree refers to persons pending classification at the moment of the assessment.

TABLE 3: Risk Factors of Violent Inmate Behavior Modeled by Multivariate Ordinal Regression Analysis
in the Total Sample

Risk Factor
Age
Proceeding situation (on remand)
First-degree classificationa
Third-degree classificationa
Past community violence
Past prison maladjustment
Drug/alcohol problems
Poor response to treatments
Procriminal attitudes

Parameter
Estimates

Standard Error

p

Exp(B)

95% CI

–0.05
0.94
2.67
–1.12
0.71
0.84
0.49
0.39
0.51

.010
.265
.706
.532
.233
.183
.191
.198
.181

.000
.000
.000
.024
.002
.000
.010
.048
.005

0.96
2.57
14.40
0.30
2.04
2.32
1.64
1.48
1.66

[0.94, 0.98]
[1.53, 4.33]
[3.61, 57.43]
[0.11, 0.86]
[1.30, 3.22]
[1.62, 3.31]
[1.13, 2.38]
[1.01, 2.18]
[1.17, 2.37]

Note. CI = confidence interval.
a. Other was the referent category for the classification variable.

Among inmates’ personal characteristics, the one most strongly related to violence was
age. The overall relationship was negative, with younger inmates being more likely to commit violent misconduct. The parameter estimates suggest that for each one-unit increase in
age, the ordered log odds of higher prison misconduct severity would fall by −.04. This is not
a negligible figure if one considers the broad age range (18 to 82 years old).
Compared with people sentenced, those on remand had a higher risk of prison violence.
The Exp(B) column shows that among inmates on remand, the odds of violent infractions
were 2.57 greater than among sentenced inmates, provided that all the other variables in the
model are held constant. The odds of the combined potentially violent and violent infractions
categories were also 2.57 times greater among prisoners on remand than among sentenced
prisoners.
A history of community violence and the measure of prison maladjustment, including
general adaptation problems, were both strong predictors of future violent behavior inside
prison, increasing the risk of violent misconduct 2.04 times and 2.32 times, respectively.
As prior violent infractions are the reason for inmates’ being classified as first degree, this
could explain in part the strong effect of this custody level, which increased the risk of
future prison violence more than 14 times. In contrast, a third-degree classification
decreased the in-prison violence risk; specifically, the community regime decreased the
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probability of in-prison violence by 70%. This result is not surprising, since one of the
requirements for this classification, in addition to the accomplishment of certain legal conditions (e.g., serving three quarters of the sentence), is a favorable professional judgment
related to the inmate’s future behavior not only inside prison but also in the community.
Finally, people with a poor response to psychological or psychiatric treatments aimed at
reducing criminal behavior had a risk of misconduct near 1.5 times higher than those without this factor, and the presence of drug and/or alcohol problems and procriminal attitudes
increased the likelihood of committing infractions by 1.6 times compared with those without the risk factor.
In summary, the regression model indicated that offenders who were younger, on
remand, in close custody; with a history of community violence and prison maladjustment;
and with poor response to treatment, recent substance problems, and procriminal attitudes
showed a higher risk of violent and potentially violent infractions while in prison.
To minimize the sample bias in responding to the question concerning the role of the
conviction offense in subsequent prison violence, we replicated regression analyses in a
representative sample that was selected on the basis of the conviction offense. The results
were very similar to those in the total sample, with five out of eight predictors remaining
in the model (–2LL = 612.61, χ2 = 143.30, df = 24; p < .000). The variables excluded were
proceeding situation, substance problems, and poor response to treatment. Interestingly, as
in the total sample, in this representative sample, the variable conviction offense did not
enter in the predictive model.
In both sets of regression analyses, the estimated cell probabilities for each response
category were saved to calculate the AUCs, which can be taken as an index for interpreting
the overall accuracy of the predictor (see Douglas et al., 1999). Areas are generally preferred to other statistics when evaluating the validity of scales because they are not influenced by the prevalence of an outcome. As Cunningham et al. (2011) has pointed out, this
is especially important because in-prison violence is a low prevalence behavior and
because the standardized measure provides a common metric for comparing the findings
between related studies.
As Table 4 shows, the AUCs of the total sample model ranged from .74 to .82 (with
confidence intervals between .70 to .86), representing a moderate to large effect size
(Mossman, 1994). The model’s accuracy to predict violent infractions among inmates in
the selected sample was very similar, with AUCs ranging from .77 to .82 (with confidence
intervals from .71 to .87).
DISCUSSION

Identifying and classifying inmates who are prone to institutional misconduct are important tasks within the institutional setting (Drury & DeLisi, 2010). In contexts in which
institutional misconduct arises, the knowledge obtained from individual-level research has
been valuable in shaping classification tools, risk assessments, and strategies for dealing
with problematic inmates (Steiner, 2009).
To compensate for the current lack of research into these issues in Spain, this study used
standard data recorded in prison files to provide base-rate information on at-risk participants.
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TABLE 4: Areas Under the Receiver Operating Curve (AUC) Predicting Violent Behavior in Prison in Total
and Selected Sample
Total Sample
Outcome Level
No infractions
Potentially violent infractions
Violent infractions

Selected Sample

AUC

SE

p

95% CI

AUC

SE

p

95% CI

.81
.74
.82

.015
.021
.020

.000
.000
.000

[.78, .84]
[.70, .79]
[.78, .86]

.82
.77
.82

.021
.029
.029

.000
.000
.000

[.78, .86]
[.71, .83]
[.76, .87]

Note. CI = confidence interval.

We examined correlates of prison misconduct on the basis of officially recorded disciplinary infractions during a standardized “at-risk” period. We also included a situational risk
factor in the study, given its special relevance in previous empirical research. Predictors of
violent misconduct committed by inmates against other inmates and correctional officers
during the 10 months of the study period represented the main focus of analysis. This is an
important research topic, given that cross-cultural research into inmate violence is scarce;
few studies of predictive factors have been performed outside the United States, Canada,
or northern Europe.
PRISON MISCONDUCT BASE RATE

This study provided important base rate information for inmate misconduct. Our results
corroborated those of previous research (Cunningham & Sorensen, 2007a; Sorensen &
Cunningham, 2010) in that the prevalence of institutional violence was inversely related to
severity, with 13% of the sample showing potentially violent infractions versus 8.6% who
committed actual acts of violence. Nonetheless, one unexpected finding was the low
prevalence of nonviolent infractions (3%). We considered this to be a recording bias; as
nonviolent infractions usually have harmless consequences, they may be underrecorded. It
is also true that high-frequency behaviors tend to be underrecorded because of the time
taken in their registration. Cunningham et al. (2011) hypothesized that the discrepancy
between actual and reported violence is greater for less severe inmate-on-inmate assault
and that more severe infractions (homicides, assaults on staff, very severe assaults) will be
recorded in official statistics. These authors assert that there is no compelling rationale for
why individual-level correlates, demonstrated across a spectrum of samples, should be
fundamentally distorted by unreported violence.
In the current study, half of the 163 violent infractions were perpetrated by 2% of the
sample (28 inmates). Similarly, 5% of the sample (66 inmates) was responsible for 65% of
potentially violent infractions. These data largely debunk popular misconceptions that serious assaults in prison are routine. Rather, they support the idea that the higher the security
level, the higher the rate of misconduct, since 12 out of 13 inmates (92%) in the most
restrictive regime (close custody) showed potential or actual violent behavior during followup. In contrast, only 19% of the 989 inmates in the ordinary regime showed potential or
actual violent behavior despite the fact that the ordinary regime is much less restrictive than
close custody; inmates have time for personal matters, education or occupational training,
work, and cultural and therapeutic activities.
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The far higher frequency and prevalence (62%) of actual violent infractions at the closecustody level suggest that the transfer of inmates from the ordinary regime to close custody,
which is mostly attributed to violent behavior in prison, achieves some success in anticipating new inmate violence. In fact, this group was 14 times more likely to be violent than
others. Alternatively, these findings may also suggest that the close-custody environment
encourages rule violations or lower staff tolerance thresholds and hence higher levels of
violation reporting (Sorensen & Cunningham, 2007, 2010). Byrne and Hummer (2007)
assert that if where one places inmates affects their behavior, then one would expect higher
rates of inmate misbehavior in lower-risk settings. As we have been discussing, this is not
the case in the present study. We found a higher proportion of violent inmates in highersecurity levels, but there is no single explanation for this finding: Lower staff tolerance, a
more punitive milieu, or the concentration of inmates with a higher propensity to violence
in higher-security levels may all be involved. Nonetheless, because of the limitations of our
design, we cannot know what would have happened if people with a first-degree classification had been housed in a lower-security level. In the present study, the classification level
is simply an additional proxy for increased risk. The anticipation of the behavior of people
in probation seemed to be successful, since inmates who progressed to the community level
were 70% less likely to show violent or potentially violent behavior than were people at
other classification levels.
CORRELATES OF PRISON MISCONDUCT

Our results support the consistently reported finding that age is inversely related to the
frequency of prison misconduct and violence among prison inmates (Cunningham et al.,
2005, 2011; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006a, 2007b; Kuanliang et al., 2008; Morris et al.,
2010; Sorensen & Cunningham, 2010). Those who committed violent infractions were
significantly younger than those with no infractions (with a mean of 30 vs. 38 years old,
respectively).
Also in accordance with existing research (i.e., Cunningham & Reidy, 2002; Cunningham
& Sorensen, 2007b; Drury & DeLisi, 2010; Flanagan, 1983; Sorensen & Pilgrim, 2000),
we found a strong association between prior maladjustment and subsequent violence in the
institutional setting. Drury & DeLisi (2010) assert that earlier research, which did not
include a prior adjustment measure, may have attributed inflated effects to variables that
may not maintain significance in predicting institutional misconduct. The present study
attempted to overcome this limitation by including an aggregate measure of previous prison
maladjustment. All people in close custody (in contrast to 42% in the ordinary regime and
31% in the community level) presented this risk factor, which may explain why they are
housed in this much more restricted regime. This result corroborates the widely accepted
idea that one of the best predictors of future behavior is past behavior (Andrews & Bonta,
1995a), provided that past and predicted contexts are similar (Cunningham & Reidy, 1999).
We found that not only history of prison misconduct predicted outcome, but past community violence did as well. People with this risk factor were twice as likely to be violent
while in prison. Previous research has found similar results (e.g., Berg & DeLisi, 2006;
Campbell et al., 2009; DeLisi & Munoz, 2003; Drury & DeLisi, 2010; Flanagan, 1983;
Gendreau et al., 1997; Sorensen & Pilgrim, 2000). In our study, the history of violence
was independent from the conviction offense, which, as will be discussed later, was not a
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significant predictor for misconduct. Moreover, we used a wide definition that includes a
history of violence during the lifetime that did not necessarily result in a criminal record.
As Flanagan (1983) stated more than two decades ago, the likelihood of violent misconduct is not uniformly distributed across the course of a prison sentence. Violent misconduct
in prison is more likely during the early years of an inmate’s prison tenure (Cunningham
et al., 2005). Although a limitation of the present study was the lack of data regarding time
served, our results indicated that people on remand, who by definition spend less time in
prison than sentenced inmates, were more than twice as likely to show violent infractions.
The result is not surprising, since people on remand are those considered by jurors as sufficiently “dangerous” to be kept in prison before their trial. However, we considered it
important to explore empirically the relation between proceeding situation and violent
infractions, given the fact that jurors’ assessments of future dangerousness have been demonstrated to be highly subjective (Edens et al., 2005; Sorensen & Pilgrim, 2000).
Two psychological variables entered in the model as significant predictors of misconduct: Poor response to treatment and procriminal attitudes increased the probability of
being violent or potentially violent by 48% and 66%, respectively. Toch and Kupers (2007)
state that a disproportionate amount of prison violence is related to prisoners’ mental health
problems. When treatments of psychological and behavioral problems related to criminal
activity do not produce optimal results, these prisoners tend to have great difficulty in controlling impulses that could lead them into fights (Kupers, 1999). The finding suggests that
for inmates who respond poorly to therapy, refuse to start or continue treatment, or fail to
benefit from it, achieving treatment adherence would be a valid objective. Precisely, one of
the main advantages of assessing factors susceptible to change is the option of making them
targets in the case management plan (Douglas & Skeem, 2005). Additionally, as this item
includes all treatments aimed at reducing community reoffending, the results suggest that
its effect has to do with both in-prison and community misbehavior.
The results for substance problems and procriminal attitudes are consistent with
Andrews and Bonta’s (1995b) model, which identifies these factors among the major
criminogenic needs and predictors of criminal behavior. As mentioned earlier, Gendreau
et al.’s (1997) meta-analysis also supports this idea. A common correlate of procriminal
attitudes is antisocial behavior, which has been associated with prison violence in previous
studies (Guy et al., 2005; McDermott et al., 2008). It would not be surprising that a pattern
of hostility toward others and an antisocial orientation leads a person to systematically
violate the law and common rules in the community or inside institutions.
The relationship between conviction offense and misconduct takes on a special interest in
the present study. To explore it, we selected a representative sample from the participant
group on the basis of conviction offense. In accordance with previous research (Cunningham
& Sorensen, 2007b; Sorensen & Cunningham, 2010), our results showed that in comparison
to other inmates, those convicted for crimes against people and sexual offenses were not
overly involved in potentially or real violent rule infractions. Furthermore, when other variables are considered, the conviction offense did not contribute to the predictive model. The
fundamental finding that incarcerated violent offenders did not constitute a disproportionate
menace to institutional order, staff, or other inmates has important implications for classification. The frequent use of a violent conviction offense as a primary override for classification into higher-security levels cannot be justified with an internal-security rationale
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(Sorensen & Cunningham, 2010); rather, the current findings, in combination with prior
research (Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006a; Lahm, 2009; Sorensen & Cunningham, 2010),
suggest that the conviction offense should not be stressed in projections of risk of institutional violence proneness among inmates and that more comprehensive models for violence risk assessment, not those based on the dangerousness “diagnosis,” should be used
(Redondo Illescas & Andrés Pueyo, 2007).
Probably because of the small number of females in the sample, gender was not associated
with misconduct measure in the multivariate analyses. Similar results have been found in the
literature (e.g., Camp et al., 2003). Nonetheless, future research is needed to specify the relationship between gender and institutional violence, since the frequency of women in our
study is proportionately low and does not represent the real prevalence of females in prisons.
Although other sociodemographic variables were single predictors of in-prison infractions, their association with outcome disappeared in the multivariate analyses. In Cooper
and Werner’s (1990) study, only 2 (age and coming from nonurban areas) out of 17 demographic variables were associated with violence during the first 6 months of incarceration.
It is possible that certain sociodemographic characteristics and other maladaptive features
usually associated with risk of violence in the community are so pervasive among prison
inmates that they are of little value in identifying which inmates will exhibit institutional
violence (Cunningham & Reidy, 1999, 2002).
The predictive accuracy of the model extracted from the ordinal regression analysis was
moderately to highly successful; AUCs from .74 to .82 were generated, suggesting good
predictive performance. This figure is comparable with those reported for actuarial models
generated in a very different context, such as the United States, with AUCs in the .60-to-.80
range (Cunningham et al., 2011; Hastings et al., 2010).
When the analyses were replicated in a sample selected to represent the real distribution
of conviction offenses in the total prison population, the results were very similar to the
findings in the total sample, with AUCs from .77 to .82. The association between drug or
alcohol problems and misbehavior was not significant in this sample, probably because
almost half of the inmates in the violent offenders group presented this risk factor, compared with 28% of offenders with property crimes, 9% of sexual offenders, and 6.5% of
other offender groups. It is more difficult to explain (at least considering the limits of this
article) why the other two risk factors, proceeding situation and poor response to treatment,
were excluded from the model.
LIMITATIONS OF THE CURRENT STUDY

In spite of the extensive concordance between our findings and the existing literature, our
results must be evaluated in light of the study’s limitations. Our data pertain to inmates from
a specific correctional system during a limited time period. The extent to which the correlates of institutional misconduct vary according to geographic regions and over time has not
been assessed. However, inmates’ age and other risk factors reported here have emerged in
multiple studies in the past 25 years as strong predictors of institutional behavior.
Another limitation is the fact that the impact of institutional setting on variation in
individual-level infraction rates was not examined. We refer to individual-level causes of
inmate misconduct, but the occurrence of violence is not simply a matter of demographic
characteristics or even of proclivity to personal violence. Rather, violent acts represent the
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pathological intersection of the person-interaction context (Cunningham et al., 2005;
Monahan, 1981). The prison system responds dynamically to inmates’ behavior with programming, contingency management, and security modifications. Thus, the functional
expression of some individual-level factors may be inhibited or blocked by correctional
interventions (Cunningham et al., 2011). Further research on causes or correlates at the
contextual level is necessary in our country, especially in view of its impact on the expression of prison violence (Cooke et al., 2008; Flanagan, 1983; Steiner, 2009).
This study also lacks direct control over the time served. We assumed that proceeding
situation could be an indirect indicator of the time in prison, since all people on remand
spend less time in prison than inmates who have already been sentenced, but future
research would benefit from considering a direct measure of this variable. Additionally, the
inclusion of the infraction date would help to determine the “time to failure” as a relevant
issue for the purposes of intervention. A related limitation is the lack of information about
the date of admission to prison. This study includes participants who were at different
stages of imprisonment. Consequently, we cannot determine whether the drug or alcohol
problems in the past year occurred when the individual was in the community or in prison.
However, since this variable does not directly affect the classification, it is unlikely to influence the interpretation of the final results.
Some relevant factors in the model (i.e., classification, proceeding situation) are not held
constant in the design and may influence the outcome. A better understanding of dynamic
variables, which change at varying speeds over time, could be achieved by extending the
follow-up period and examining them through repeated assessments. Although the results
should be regarded with caution, they have implications for assessment and treatment targets in this population. Previous research suggests that dynamic risk factors are the most
useful in identifying patients at a higher risk of exhibiting institutional misconduct
(McDermott et al., 2008). The main advantage of working with factors of this type is that
precisely because of their dynamic nature, they are amenable to therapeutic approaches
(Douglas & Skeem, 2005).
CONCLUSIONS

In spite of the limitations mentioned above, the data we present here have several policy
implications. The underrecording of nonviolent offenses reflects a high tolerance level for
this type of behavior. However, there is some evidence that prior adjustment, including
minor and major disciplinary infractions, has a strongly significant effect in explaining
future institutional misconduct (Drury & DeLisi, 2010). In addition, our results challenge
the common practice of classification and regime assignment as a function of the conviction offense; our multivariate analysis did not identify this variable as a significant predictor of institutional infractions.
In conclusion, in spite of its limitations, the current study is strong in design and makes a
useful contribution to the cross-cultural research on institutional violence. It goes some way
to redressing the current lack of base rate information in Spain and explores the effects of
individual-level variables and their relationship to subsequent institutional misconduct in a
truly predictive fashion. Our findings show that younger age, being on remand, close-custody
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classification level, prior violent or antisocial behavior in community and in prison, poor
response to treatment, recent drug or alcohol problems, and procriminal attitudes produce a
robust positive effect in predicting disciplinary infractions among males and females held in
different prisons.
We hope that the present study will stimulate further large-scale correctional research in
other countries, especially outside the United States and the United Kingdom, to test the
correlates of prison violence and to cross-validate the associated predictive models on
inmate populations from different jurisdictions.
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