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 The problem examined is community solidarity in a well-established prison town. The 

primary question addressed in this study is “what is the reported impact of a correctional 

facility’s presence on community solidarity?”   This study is concerned with the community’s 

perception about the problems, as well as the benefits involved in the housing of a prison and in 

particular the solidarity of the community. 

 The relevant literature dates from 1929 to 2004 and examines a wide range of concepts 

associated with community studies and prison studies.  Based on themes found in the review of 

prison literature; work issues, safety, concern about children, stress, community image, benefits, 

community identity, and community cohesion, seven research questions were constructed.   

A semi-structured interview was conducted of 81 residents of Walker County in 

Huntsville, Texas.  Huntsville houses 9 prisons.  The prison system is the primary employer in 

the county.   A qualitative data analysis using Altius/tr as a tool for content analysis was used.   

Throughout the data, community residents consistently indicated solidarity.  Emerging 

from the data were seven themes associated with community solidarity:(a) unqualified 

community pride, (b) normalization, (c) defensiveness against the media, (d) qualified 

community pride, (e) denial, (f) community and myths, (g) economics.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

 The siting of correctional facilities is a critical and escalating issue throughout the 

country. As will be examined in the following sections, the need for prison expansion is growing 

at a tremendous rate, more rapidly than construction can accommodate, forcing the search for 

new communities to house new prisons.  The problem at hand is community solidarity in a well-

established prison town.  My conclusion to study this topic is based in part on the literature that 

follows on the sociology of community, including definitions of community and the theories of 

communities.   

With each new scheduled prison construction, a community will commit to house a 

prison population, in most instances making a commitment that will be intact for generations.  

Before a community makes such a decision, it needs to consider the subjective impact of such a 

decision on community members already housing an existing correctional facility.  This study is 

concerned with the community’s perception about the problems, as well as the benefits involved 

in the housing of a prison and in particular the solidarity of the community.  To paraphrase well-

known sociologist W.I. Thomas, perceptions are real in their consequences (Thomas and Thomas 

1928), making the perception of the community already housing a prison pivotal in 

understanding the scope of this problem.  I review the literature, develop a model, and report on 

research findings from a purposeful sample of 83 adults living in Huntsville, Texas, one of the 

largest prison towns in the United States.  
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Research Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to examine solidarity in a community that houses a large 

prison system/population so that we can better understand the repercussions of prison housing on 

a community.   As a society, we have to continue to address the need for more prisons, in 

response, we are building more prisons throughout the United States. As we build more prisons 

we need to explore what the repercussions will be to a community of people that work and live in 

an area housing individuals that society has classified as unacceptable for interaction with our 

general population.  Hence, we need to know what impact these decisions have on the 

communities. Perhaps more importantly, the communities need to know the potential impact of 

housing a prison, since most of the decisions of prison placement will rest upon a community’s 

willingness to accept a prison. This research examines Huntsville, Texas, a community that 

currently houses one of the largest prison populations in the world, to gather information useful 

to other communities considering prison placement.   

 

Background of Study 

Our rapid prison population increase has been well documented by numerous researchers 

(viz., Krause, 1992; Shichor, 1992; Carlson, 1992; Young, 1998, Lilly, Cullen, and Ball 

2002:227-229; Gido 2002:1-4; Currie 2002:42; Fagan and Moffit 2002:31; Hallett 2001:223).    

Krause (1992:27), for instance, labels the rapid increase in prison construction as being “a 

correctional crisis.”  Schlosser (1998) reports that the federal prison population doubled, creating 

a need for new prison construction that averaged three new 500-bed prisons openings each week 

during the early part of the 1990’s (Hooks, Mosher, Rotolo, and Lobao 2004:39). 
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Currently, the United States (U.S.) has more than two million people in institutions 

designed for incarceration (Lilly, Cullen, and Ball 2002: 227; Gido 2002:1).  Elliot Currie 

(2002), in comparing our nation’s 1971 prison population to its 1996 population, a 25-year span, 

notes an increase of almost 600%, reaching a low of 93 per 100,000 in 1972 and a high of 427 

per 100,000 by 1996 (p.42).  Hallett (2001:223) offers a more recent examination of 

incarceration rates by examining the Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics 1999, which 

indicates an incarceration rate of 682 per 100,000. Currie (2002:42) places these empirical 

reports into perspective by comparing our prison population to the total population of various 

U.S. cities, noting the prison population is currently larger than the total populations in most U.S. 

cities.  To further illustrate the prevalence of new prison placement, Huling (2002:1) cites 

researcher Calvin Beale (2001) who concludes that every fifteen days a new prison is opening 

somewhere in rural America, illustrating the continuation of prison construction and community 

placement. 

Numerous researchers (viz., Gido 2002:1-4; Martin, Champion and Gibney 2002:176-

178) have addressed this phenomenal increase over the past three decades, with an increase with 

the prison population tripling and no indications of a decline projected for the future.  The U.S. 

has earned the distinction of being the “democratic nation with the highest incarceration rate in 

the world” (The Sentencing Project 1997, cited by Gido 2002:1) compared with “most 

industrialized democratic countries’ reporting rates between 55 to 120” (Fagan and Moffit 

2002:43).  In fact, this increase has overcome and surpassed the ability to provide adequate 

facilities. It has also led our society to decide on the limited choices of lessened incarcerations, 

early releases, or increased building of prisons. Still, with society’s expressed concerns over the 
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issue of crime, it is unlikely that members of society will support fewer incarcerations or early 

releases, leaving us with no alternative but to build more prisons. 

 In building more prisons, the economic gain (which will be discussed at length in a later 

chapter) is the typical measure of perceived impact on the community. As reported by the 

America Correctional Association in its 2001 Directory: Adult and Juvenile, the adult prison 

expenditure for the operating fiscal year 1999/2000 was $31,466,578,311 (p.18), while new 

building costs were $6,775,608,386 and major renovation costs were $1,123,637,656 (2001:20). 

Hence, although there are “806 male, 87 female and 31 co-gender institutions” (p.26), we still 

find the need to increase the number of facilities—a fact that is backed by an historical pattern of 

increases in the number of new institutions opening. Not surprisingly, this acceleration of 

building new adult correctional facilities is expected to continue, and with this continuation will 

come issues of placement. 

 With what appears to be the inevitable construction of building new adult correctional 

institutions, the question emerges as to what impact prison placement will have on a community.  

Some communities are vying to be selected for new prison sites while others strongly reject the 

possibility of a correctional facility in their backyards. The primary focus on selecting and 

accepting the placement of a new facility is the perception of cost versus benefits. In short, the 

community will be advised as to the economic gains associated with a new correctional facility, 

such as employment (Shichor 1992:72) and business gains (Krause 1992:42-43) while ensuring 

safety concerns as much as possible.  Once the issues of economics gains and safety are 

addressed to the satisfaction of the community, the task of exchange between community and 

correction officials is considered accomplished, with no further dialogue expected or offered, 

leaving the community on their own to deal with whatever problems arise.  
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Design of the Study  

 This is a study of community members of the city of Huntsville, in Walker County, 

Texas.  The data were collected under a faculty grant awarded by Middle Tennessee State 

University for a previous research project.   This study performs secondary analysis on these 

data.  The sample consists of eighty-one in-depth interviews with community members willing to 

participate in this study.  The participants responded to a semi-structured interview, which is 

included in the Appendix B.  Specific procedures of data collection and analysis are delineated in 

succeeding sections. 

 

Major Divisions of the Research Report 

 This introduction indicates the problem with which this study is concerned: the effects 

prisons have on the community that houses them.   The information gained from this study can 

be used to assist community members and policy makers in regard to future and current prison 

placement.  This study focuses on the impact of housing a large prison population in regards to 

community solidarity. This study assesses the perspective of the community members already 

housing a large prison population.   In addition, this chapter documents the rapid expansion of 

prison construction throughout the United States and concludes with a brief overview of the 

research design of this study. 

 Chapter 2 examines the theoretical considerations of this research.  Relevant community 

studies are presented for their contributions and relevancy to this study both in methodology and 

in theory development.  Various definitions of community are examined in the literature, 

resulting in an operational definition of community for use in this study.  Selected works of 

theorists Toennies, Durkheim and Marx are reviewed and integrated to form a theoretical model 
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for this study.  The theoretical focus is on better understanding the formation of a prison town 

community solidarity and the prison town culture.  Chapter 2 also presents relevant research on 

the topic of prisons.  The term “company town” is defined. This chapter identifies prevalent 

themes throughout the prison literature; including housing a prison, community security and 

safety issues, working for a prison, safety at work, prisoner escapes, prisoners’ families, children, 

community concerns, stress, execution, community image and media attention. 

 Chapter 3 presents the methodology of this study. This chapter includes a description of 

the research site, limitations of the study, a detailed explanation of the instrument used, methods 

of collecting data, description of sample, and data analysis. The research questions, all related to 

the expression of community cohesion/solidarity among the community members of Huntsville, 

Texas, are:  

A. What are the perceptions of community members concerning issues of security 
and safety for those employed within the prison system and do those perceptions 
reflect community solidarity? 

B. What are the perceptions of community members concerning non-prison 
employment opportunities and do those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

C. What are the perceptions of community members concerning the issue of 
community safety in regards to housing a large prison population and do those 
perceptions reflect community solidarity?   

D. What are the perceptions of community members concerning the impact on the 
community children and do those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

E. What are the perceptions of community members concerning possible stress 
associated with housing a large prison population (such as dealing with local 
executions, prison escapes, riots, and prison violence against community members 
working with prisoners) and do those perceptions reflect community solidarity?  

F. What are the perceptions of community members of their towns’ image and do 
those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

Chapter 4 presents the results of the data analysis as it pertains to each of the research 

questions.  In addition, seven community solidarity themes were identified in Chapter 4 as a 
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result of the analysis of the interview data based on the research questions.  The first theme was 

unqualified community pride.  The second expression of community solidarity was through the 

normalization of having so many prisons, inmates, and executions within the community.  The 

third community solidarity theme was termed defensiveness against the media.  The fourth theme 

related to what was termed qualified community pride, by which it is meant that individuals 

acknowledged the negative impact of the prison, but minimized its importance by pointing to the 

positive aspects of either the prison system or Huntsville generally.  The fifth theme was denial, 

exemplified by the respondents who completely dismissed any negative consequences of having 

such a vast prison system embedded in their community.  The sixth theme was the perpetuation 

of community myths.  The seventh and final theme was economic solidarity. 

The final chapter contains a discussion of the results presented in Chapter 4.  First, the 

seven expressions of community solidarity uncovered in the interview data are summarized.  

Second, the relationships between these expressions of solidarity and the theoretical model 

presented in Chapter 2 are examined.  Third, the implications of these relationships for prison 

towns are described.  Fourth, recommendations for future research are presented.  The chapter 

ends with the conclusions from this study.   

 

Definitions of Concepts 

 The following section will address the concepts: solidarity, safety and security, impact on 

community children, non-prison employment, stress, and town image.  Each of the major 

concepts used in this research will be defined, in addition the operationalization of each variable 

will be introduced and explained. 
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Variables of age, gender, length of residency and occupation will be examined. 

Respondents’ ages ranged from eighteen years of age to approximately sixty-five years of age. 

Of the participants, forty were female and forty-three were male. The length of time in which the 

subjects reported to have lived in Huntsville varied from fewer than six months to all of their 

lives.  These variables (age, gender, length of residency) are examined in analysis when 

applicable.  Due to the fact that identification of some respondents is possible when coupled with 

specific variables, anonymity will be the determining factor in decisions of statement inclusion in 

write-up.  One example is that Huntsville had one female judge, who was a respondent in this 

study, therefore making anonymity using the variables occupation and sex an issue when using 

direct quotes.  Other illustrations include the fact that there is only one school superintendent in 

Huntsville, one director of Walker County Health Department, one director of the Chamber and 

Commerce and one director of Community Planning, all respondents in this study.    

 

Limitations of Study 

 As with any research study limitations exist. The limitations associated with this 

particular study are:  

1. The reliance on the willingness of the participants to be open and forthcoming 
concerning the questions asked. 

2. As with any qualitative research, reliance is based on the analysis from the 
researcher and their attempt to be as objective and as free from biases as possible.  
3.  There are limitations associated with the chosen site. The data are a sample 
from one community that houses a large prison population, with a history of 
prison-community relations encompassing over a century and may not reflect 
other, more recent communities with prisons.  

3. Secondary data analysis will be used for this study.  This is a limitation because 
the variable “occupation” of participants is incomplete, due to the fact that the 
original purpose of research for this data did not include this variable.   
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4. Another limitation is the fact that, according to several residents of Huntsville, 
Texas, those employed by the prison system are prohibited from giving interviews 
to non-prison personnel.  This resulted in an under-representation of prison 
personnel. It is important to mention that some participants stated current 
employment with the prison system. The prison personnel interviews took place 
with the respondent’s full permission and before I was informed of any such 
interview restrictions.   

All of these factors represent less than ideal research situations. 

 

Strengths of Study 

Despite the above limitations, there are numerous strengths of this study: 

1. This is a large qualitative study, consisting of in-depth interviews of residents of a 
prison town community. 

2. This study examines a community with a well established history of prison 
housing.  This can aid society in better understanding the long-term implications 
of prison housing on a community. 

3. The residents of Huntsville, Texas contacted to participate in this study were 
willing to participate and many gave of their time generously.  In fact, none of the 
residents contacted to participate in this study, declined, with the exception of 
some prison personnel, as discussed previously.  

 

Solidarity 

The primary focus of this research project is the examination of solidarity within a prison 

town.  For this reason, a definition of the term solidarity is presented. In community solidarity 

each person acts as part of the total group of their community, supporting, defending and 

promoting the well-being or interests of the group.  The smaller and closer and the more 

traditional the group, Gemeinschaft, (Toennies 1988:42-43, 48, 78) mechanical solidarity will be 

exhibited, reflecting common sentiments and shared moral values (Durkheim 1984:314-315, 

331-333).  When the group is larger, less personal and more self-serving and individualistic 

(Gesellschaft)  (Toennies 1988:34, 65, 69, 77) organic solidarity will form, exhibiting traits of 



10 

specialization and interdependence (Durkheim 1984:85, 315, 333).  In both types of solidarity 

there is the general acceptance of seeing ones’ self as part of the group and recognition of shared 

interests and responsibilities among group members.   The overall goal of solidarity is to provide 

cohesion to enable the group to continue to exist.  In the case of this research, the human 

community examined for solidarity is Huntsville, Texas.  As mentioned above, statements that 

are supporting, defending and promote the well-being or interests of the town will be used as 

evidence of solidarity. 

 

Safety and Security 

To be safe means to be free from harm, danger, and risk of injury.   To have security is to 

have assurance of well-being, to be protected from harm and not to be vulnerable to danger.  

Security is the freedom from doubt and fear concerning one’s safety.  Security is the confidence 

and assurance of knowing one is safe from harm.   Research questions A and C will examine the 

perceptions of community members concerning safety and security of both those employed 

within the prison system and the community at large.  This variable is measured by examining 

the responses of participants for expressed solidarity concerning their beliefs that they are safe, 

and feel secure in their community.  Responses to this question of safety and security of those 

employed within the prison system and the community in general, that are supporting, defending 

and promote the well-being or interests of the town is used as evidence of solidarity. 

 

Non-Prison Employment Opportunities 

Question B asks the question of whether or not there are adequate employment 

opportunities outside of the prison system.  Since the prison system is the primary employer in 
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Walker County (Chamber of Commerce 2004), this question will allow community members to 

express whether or not they believe there are enough alternative choices for those not interested 

in working within the prison system.  This variable will be measured by examining the responses 

of participants for expressed solidarity concerning their beliefs that there are enough non-prison 

employment opportunities in their community.  Responses to this question of non-prison 

employment opportunities that are supporting, defending and promote the well-being or interests 

of the town is used as evidence of solidarity. 

 

Impact on Community Children 

In question D, the perceptions of impact of housing a large prison population on the 

community children is asked.  The term impact implies that one thing affects another.  What I 

want to know is if housing a large prison population has had an impact on the community 

children.  Parents, and children that have grown up within this community will be asked whether 

or not they perceive an impact on the children of Walker county.  This variable is measured by 

examining the responses of participants for expressed solidarity concerning their beliefs that the 

town’s children are not negatively impacted by the prisons in their community.  

 

Stress 

Question E is asking respondents if they perceive there is stress among community 

members associated with housing a large prison population.  “Stress is an individualized, 

personal response to situations and circumstances that create pressures” (Larson 1996:308).   

Stress occurs when one experiences mental, physical and/or emotional strain caused by an 

adverse external situation. “Simply stated, stress [occurs] when demands outweigh personal 
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resources to cope with them” (Larson 1996:308).   This variable is measured by examining the 

responses of participants for expressed solidarity concerning their beliefs associated with 

housing the prisons in their community.  Responses to the question of stress among community 

members that are supporting, defending and promote the well-being or interests of the town will 

be used as evidence of solidarity. 

 

Town’s Image 

An image is the total impression of how one is perceived by others.  The town’s image 

is reflected in how the community is viewed by the public.  The perception of community 

members concerning the opinion of society towards the community of Huntsville, Texas is the 

focus of question F.  This question asks members of the community what they believe is the 

public image of Huntsville, Texas.  This question allows the residents to express what they 

believe the image of their town is and gives freedom for them to express whether or not they 

believe that image to be positive or negative.   This variable is measured by examining the 

responses of participants for expressed solidarity concerning their beliefs of their town image.  

Responses to the question of town image that are supporting, defending and promote the well-

being or interests of the town will be used evidence of solidarity. 

 

Summary 

In this introduction I have identified the problem to be studied, given the research 

purpose, background and design of the study.  The major divisions of the research report were 

outlined and the research questions were introduced and explained. In addition, limitations and 
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strengths of the study were disclosed and the research terms, and variables were defined and 

explained. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter 2 offers an examination of the theoretical considerations of this research.  

Various definitions of community will be examined in the literature, and a definition was given 

for use in this study.  The terms company town and culture will also be defined.  Selected 

relevant works of theorists; Toennies, Durkheim and Marx will be explained, forming a 

theoretical model for this study.  Chapter 2 will present relevant research on prisons.  An 

examination of studies of various communities either housing or considering housing a prison 

population expressing concerns involving; community safety and security issues, issues of 

working for the prison, safety concerns for prison employees, escapes of prisoners, prisoners’ 

families relocating in their community, impact on children, stress, family impact, town image 

concerns, executions in their town, and negative media attention. 

 

Theory 

 Ferdinand Toennies studied how life differed in the newly industrialized urban areas 

compared to the traditional rural areas.  As a result of his comparative studies, he developed two 

concepts to describe and somewhat explain the differences. Toennies used the German word 

Gemeinschaft, which translates into the word “community,” (Klatt, Roy, Klatt, and Messinger 

1983:888) to refer to a type of social organization in which people are very “closely bound 

together by kinship and tradition” (Toennies 1988:42-43, 48, 78).  This structure, as Toennies 

saw it, is the structure of the rural village, predominant in the past of modern day society.  In 

contrast to Gemeinschaft is Gesellschaft, when translated is defined as “a society, a company, 

social gathering and community” (Klatt 1983:895) which Toennies interprets to mean 
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“association” (Toennies 1988:34).  Even though both terms refer to community, it is the context 

in which these terms are used in society that distinguishes Gemeinschaft from Gesellschaft.  

Gesellschaft is “a type of social organization in which people come together” based on their own 

“individual self-interest” (pp. 69, 77).  Their primary motivation is their own needs rather than 

the needs of everyone else (pp. 65, 69, 77).  Toennies believed that due to urbanization, 

communities were changing and that society was moving away from Gemeinschaft and towards 

Gesellschaft (p.34).  Our advances into a Gesellschaft society, is based on a “predominance [of 

specific] industries [or] services, [thus uniting a community for the] common purpose of trade” 

(p. 79).   He saw a lack of social bonds as a result of increasing urbanization.  He believed that 

close, intimate relationships were disappearing and being replaced by impersonal business type 

relationships, characteristics generally accepted by sociologists as occurring in secondary groups.  

In a secondary group, the size of the group would be large and the relationships would be less 

personal, less intimate, or weaker than relationships within a primary group (Cooley, 1967:32).  

Huntsville, Texas is a Gesellschaft in that the majority of members of the community are not 

related, close or traditional, in the sense that Toennies defines as being the criteria for 

Gemeinschaft.  Members of the community interact primarily with one another in secondary type 

relationships. 

 Emile Durkheim’s Division of Labor (1984) agreed with much of Toennies work; except 

he believed that both the urban and the rural life possessed social bonds, just different types.  

Durkheim examined the traditional rural life as exhibiting what he referred to as “mechanical 

solidarity” (pp. 60-61), similar to Toennies’ Gemeinschaft.  Mechanical solidarity represented 

social bonds that were based on “tradition, common sentiments and shared moral values” 

(Durkheim 1984:314-315, 331-333).  With the increase of urbanization, mechanical solidarity 
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decreases, giving way to a different type of social bond that Durkheim called “organic solidarity” 

(p. 315).  Organic solidarity is based on specialization and interdependence (p. 85).  As a society 

becomes more specialized, community members increase their interdependency, creating in itself 

a form of solidarity (p. 333).  In the examination of Huntsville, Texas I identify organic 

solidarity as predominant, because the town has moved towards specialization and solidified its 

identity as being primarily a prison town. 

 Karl Marx wrote Grundisse, in which he explores the correlation of the growth of cities 

with the development of industrial capitalism (McLellian 1971:16).   Marx states that there is “no 

such thing as general production” (Kamenka 1983:378).  He goes on to state that production 

always follows a very specific form of production—e.g. agriculture, stock-farming, mining, 

manufacture (p. 378).  Not only is production “particular,” it is also a “social subject” (p. 378).  

There are some areas that are more suited for specific production; such as fertile land, good 

water sources, abundant fish life, good timber, oil, coal, and climate. Thus, an area may develop 

a specialization (p. 379).  “As the market expands” for the needs of the production, then 

“production grows to fill the new area and its division of labor is deepened” (Kamenka 

1983:384). Marx discusses that whole “nations” base their economic exchanges on national 

specialization of production (Kamenka 1983:379).  It has been well documented in the review of 

literature that the primary reason for the acceptance of a prison placement in a community is the 

perception of economic gains for that community.  The primary significance of Grundisse for 

this research project is that Marx identifies a division of labor among places. Thus, introducing 

the concept of specialization of a place, such as a prison town, coal town, college town, as well 

as illustrating a relationship of interdependence between the divisions of labor, further supports 

Durkheim’s work in the Division of Labor (1984; see Figure 1).   
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     Toennies                                       Durkheim           Marx  
 Division of Labor                       Division of Labor                  Division of Labor        
 
 Interpersonal relationships       Social Structural                     Places   
 
 Gemeinschaft                     Mechanical Solidarity  

“close-traditional”               Traditional                                  
 small  group                                Common Sentiment 
                                                     Shared moral value 
 

    Gesellschaft                                Organic Solidarity 
     “Individual self interest”               Specialization 
      large group                                    Interdependence       Interdependence 
      less personal          

 
Figure 1.  List of theorists. 

 
 

Explanation of Theoretical Model  

In combining Toennies, Durkheim’s and Marx’s work (see Figure 2 Theoretical Model), 

we gain a better understanding and explanation for the prison town community. As society’s 

need for additional prisons rises, this need is passed on to the communities or Gesellschafts 

(Toennies). Various communities accept or reject the call for prison selection in their 

communities.  The more a community complies with the need of society by housing prisons, the 

more specialized a community becomes (Marx).  As community specialization develops, a 

community begins to form a community identity recognized both by the members of the 

community and by society as a “prison town.”  Once the identity of being a prison town is 

accepted by the members of the community and society, organic solidarity (Durkheim) is 

enunciated.  This solidarity is exemplified in the unified presentation of their community to 

themselves and others. See Figure 2, Theoretical Model.   
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Figure 2. Theoretical model. 
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Prison Town Culture 

Culture is defined as being “the totality of learned, socially transmitted customs, 

knowledge, material objects, and behavior” (Schaefer 2001 p.65).  One of the best explanations 

of culture was given by Dr. Sharon W. Shaw-McEwen (October 1998), in which she stated that 

“culture for humans is similar to the relationship of water to a fish, with water being the fish’s 

culture.”  In other words, everything in our environment is our culture, and culture is relative to 

our environment.   

A prison town is a unique environment in that the community is dominated or based on 

the existence of the prison within that community.   A composite of prison town culture can 

begin to take shape by examining the existing themes in the relevant prison literature. The 

primary themes within the prison literature are safety/security, escapes, prison/non-prison 

employment, prisoners’ families, children, stress, community/family issues, town image and 

media attention.  

 

Defining Community 

Researchers have produced numerous definitions for the term “community” (see Figure 

3, Community Definition Chart).  Wilson and Baldassare (1996:28) state that community 

“provides the individual with a buffer against adversities and stresses associated with everyday 

life.”  They continue their definition to include that “community provides residents with security 

and safety from ‘outside’.”  Steiner (1929:333) proposes that originally the interpretation of the 

term community was a description “of the natural grouping of people in small local areas, a 

characteristic type of association handed down from the earliest historical times.”  According to 

McMillan (1996:315) “spirit, trust, trade and art” are the main ingredients to defining 
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community.  McMillan (1996:315-316) defines spirit as “a resident perceiving the community as 

a safe environment in which he or she can readily express his or her concerns to other residents.  

He (1996:318) continues by stating that in order to have the freedom to express one’s self, the 

resident must have “paid their dues” to the community.  This is accomplished by the investment 

of “time, energy, and financial commitment” of the resident, prior to their input (McMillan 

1996:318).  “Trust” comes from knowing who within the community has influence and power 

and what the procedures are to bring issues to their attention (McMillan 1996:319).  “Trade” 

involves some form of benefit for the local residents and their involvement in the community 

(McMillian 1996:320-322).  In terms of a prison town, economic exchange derived from the 

presence of the prison(s), whether directly or indirectly would be considered trade.  “Art” is 

defined as the “shared experience” and “story” of community members (McMillan 1996:322).  

McMillan (1996:322) sees “Art” as being essential for the development of a “sense of 

commnity.”  Hillery (1955:111)  

Author(s) Definition 

Wilson & Baldassare (1986) Buffer from outside, security and safety from outside 

Steiner (1929) Natural grouping in a small local area 

McMillian (1986) Spirit safe expression, trust those in power, trade 
benefit, art story/shared experience 

Chavis & Newbrough (1986) 
Membership acceptance, influence-control/voices 
heard, mutual needs exchange, shared emotional ties 
and support, shared history 

McMillian & Chavis (986) 
Influence-control/voices heard, integration and 
fulfillment, shared emotional connection, shared 
history 

Hillery (1955) Social interactions within a geographic area, common 
ties 

Figure 3. Community definition chart. 



21 

indicates that “community consists of persons in social interaction within a geographic area and 

having one or more additional common ties.”  Chavis and Newbrough (1986:335, 337) state that 

“any set of social relations that are bound together by a process that stimulates opportunities for 

membership, for influence, for mutual needs to be met, and for shared emotional ties and 

support” would constitute a community.  By “membership,” Chavis and Newbrough are 

describing an acceptance by local residents of prisoners and their family members as part of their 

town, thus allowing them town services without suspicion (Chavis and Newbrough 1986; 

McMillan and Chavis, 1986:10-11).  “Influence” is defined as residents having their voices heard 

in the decision-making process (Chavis and Newbrough 1986:337; McMillan and 

Chavis1986:11). Economic exchange is meant by the term “mutual needs” (Chavis and 

Newbrough 1986:337) and “integration and fulfillment of needs” (McMillan and Chavis 

1986:13). “Shared emotional ties and support” (Chavis and Newbrough 1986:335, 337) and 

“shared emotional connection” (McMillan and Chavis 1986:9, 13-14) mean that the community 

has a shared history. 

For the purpose of this research, the following definition will be used. A community is a 

place in which a relationship to other people develops or evolves (see Figure 4, Community 

Model).  The people must have a shared history, which they believe is in someway unique, thus 

forming a shared identity based on this uniqueness.  Interdependence is present when residents 

believe they are contributors to the community and when in return, they receive social, 

emotional, and/or economic support.  As a result of their needs being met, a feeling of security 

develops and heightens.  Commitment also develops, creating solidarity among the members, 

thus forming a community.  In Figure 4, each of the concepts presented interacts with the other 

concepts in the formation of the community, as illustrated with directional arrows in Figure 4.    
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Figure 4.  Model of community. 

 

Explanation of Figure 4, Model of Community 

The model of community shows the elements that go into the formation of a 

community, based on established community research.  As noted, the arrows are multi-

directional, indicating interaction and an interdependence between each of the components.   

Development 
of Shared 
Identity

Shared 
History 

Solidarity 

Commitment 

Interde-
pendence 
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Relevant Community Studies 

 The focus of this research is a community member’s perceptions of the impact a prison 

population has on the quality of life in their town.  In order to better understand the implications 

of this research, an historical analysis of relevant community studies and relevant prison 

community studies is presented. 

  Middletown and Coal Town were classic studies that addressed community solidarity, 

which both communities lacked.  An examination of these studies will provide insight to the 

factors found to be associated with a lack of community solidarity (see Figure 7, Research 

Themes in Community Studies).  Relevant themes applicable to a prison town will be used to 

examine community solidarity in Huntsville, Texas.    

 The most recognized community study is the 1929 Middletown: A Study in Modern 

American Culture, by sociologists Robert S. Lynd and Helen Lynd. This sociological (Caccamo 

2000: ix, xii, xvii; Caplow, Bahr, Chadwick, Hill and Williamson. 1982:ix) ethnographic case 

study utilizes an anthropological methodology (Lynd and Lynd 1929:x) with which the Lynds 

were initially unfamiliar.  They received guidance in this methodology from anthropologist Clark 

Wissler (Caccamo 2000:x). This study has been hailed as being the “first to describe the total 

culture of an American community with scientific detachment” (Caccamo 2000:v).   

The second major theme change between the first Middletown and the second is the 

inclusion of family X.  Family X is later identified as the Ball family, of Ball University and Ball 

canning jars (Caccamo 2000:11).  Family X consisted originally of five brothers who began a 

glass business in Middletown in 1887 and as a result became the most wealthy and powerful 

family in Middletown (Lynd 1937:74-101).  This family was the nucleus of the town (Lynd 

1937:77), described as an economic dictator, (Caccamo 2000:17) whom so many felt indebted to, 
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resulting in limited freedoms of choice (Caccamo 2000:92). The Ball family literally touched 

every element of Middletown life. The Balls represented security for the business class (Lynd 

1937:94).  The business class is described as being inclusive and aging (Lynd 1937:98), lacking 

a sense of ‘we’ or solidarity among the group because of their reliance on the Ball family to take 

care of what needs to be done in the town (Lynd 1937:99). 

A comparison between the four Middletown studies reveals that findings on community 

solidarity were consistent.  Robert Lynd was especially concerned about what he saw as a lack of 

community solidarity, which he also refers to as spirit (Lynd 1929:4-5).  When Caplow arrived 

in Middletown to begin data collection for the Middletown III project, the community was 

celebrating its sesquicentennial. Few people showed up for the celebration (Caplow 1982:5).  

Caplow points out that the community lacked reason for solidarity: there was little to bind them 

together in terms of specific community events (Caplow 1982:4-5).  Unlike many single industry 

towns, such as coal towns, mill towns, or prison towns, Middletown was a “factory town” 

(Jensen 1979:2), with numerous major employers such as; Indiana Wire and Steel, Warner Gear, 

and Ball Canning (Connolly 2005:1).  By 1935, half of Middletown’s manufacturing was 

directed towards producing automobile parts (Jensen 1979:4).  Perhaps due to the diversity of 

manufacturing, Middletown lacked a strong sense of community history or a shared community 

identity.  Instead of representing Gemeinschaft Middletown was more representative of 

Gesellschaft as delineated by Toennies (1988).  Toennies describes Gesellschaft (society) as 

being new and tentative, and the people as independent from one another, emotionally distant, 

living in a co-existent public world (Toennies 1988:34, 42-43, 48, 78).  By contrast, he describes 

Gemeinschaft (community) as being traditional, genuine, long-lasting, and being at the center of 

every human association (Toennies 1988:33-34, 65, 69, 77). 
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Middletown was a community that was plagued with divisions based on ambition, power 

and economics. These divisions fostered individualism, isolation, separateness, and economic 

insecurities that prohibited the formation of community solidarity. In Figure 5, the divisions of 

the community of Middletown are presented.   

 
Social Class Divisions:  Working Class, Business Class and Family X. 
 

Areas affected by class divisions:  
 Religion 

   Education 
   Leisure 
   Family life; food, clothing and housework 
   Marriage 
   Parenting 
   Housing 
   Labor 
   Politics 
   Health Care 
   Judicial Justice 
   Charity 

    
Figure 5. Divisions of Middletown: Contributing factors to the lack of community solidarity. 
 
 

Explanation of Figure 5, Divisions of Middletown: Contributing Factors to the Lack of 
Community Solidarity 

The primary division of the community of Middletown is social class.  As a result of 

class division between the two primary groups of working class and business class, numerous 

areas of social life were reported to be affected: religion, education, leisure, family life, marriage, 

parenting housing, labor, politics, health care, judicial justice and charity (Lynd and Lynd, 1929).   

With the inclusion of Family X a new division is introduced, that of needy community and very 

wealthy philanthropist family.  There is a dependent relationship between the community at large 

and Family X. This division is reported by the Lynds (1937) to have impacted all areas of 

community life.   
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Coal Town 

Another well-known ethnographic case study on a community was People of Coal Town 

(1958) by Herman R. Lantz.  This community study examined a coal-mining town from 1800 to 

1956.  The town originated as a farming community.  The population of Coal Town consisted of 

2,300 at the time of study (p. 3) with a sample size of 250 of those residents (p. 6).  Formal and 

informal interviews (p. 6), as well as secondary data from historical and current publications 

about the community were the chosen research methodologies (pp. 4-7).  Lantz began with the 

primary themes of: natives/immigrants, family patterns, prosperity and decline, social class 

structure and life in Coal Town.  As the research progressed, additional themes became relevant: 

violence, authoritarianism, impersonality, psychological fears, economic insecurity and 

corruption (see Figure 6, Divisions of Coal Town), all contributing to a lack of community 

identity and community solidarity.   

Coal Town was a community divided (see Figure 6, Divisions of Coal Town). From the 

onset, Coal Town lacked the ability to form a stable community (p.88), resulting in a lack of 

solidarity among its members.   Primary dividers were between the “natives” (p. 36) and the 

“immigrants” (p. 42).  The natives were born and raised in Coal Town and were perceived as 

belonging in the community.  The immigrants on the other hand, were not seen as belonging, 

much like the immigrating families of prisoners in prison towns.  The natives were divided into 

four groups: those who remained in farming, those who became miners (majority of natives), 

those arriving from the South during the 1920s (newcomers), and those who became merchants.  

The farmers were envious of the economic prosperity of the miners, and merchants looked down 

on the farmers commonly referring to them as the “Hillbillies” (p. 60).   
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The immigrants were primarily from Central and Southern Europe and stayed within their 

own groups in Coal Town (p. 64), with little or no social contact with the natives or ethnic 

groups different from themselves. The immigrants were resented for both their economic 

prosperity and their cultural differences (p. 73).  They were hardworking, easily controlled, and 

willing to work for lower wages (p. 52), placing them in competition for mining positions.  In 

addition there were language barriers and cultural differences, and slow assimilation on part of 

the immigrants (p. 63) all leading to suspicion and resentment from the natives (p. 9).  Cultural 

differences alienated the natives and immigrants from each other, fostering a “lack of identity” 

(p. 113) and solidarity within the community (pp. 86, 89). 

The nature of mining also attracted many individuals who were highly mobile, and had 

no desire to permanently reside in the community (p. 88), further ensuring a lack of solidarity.  

Immigrants saw themselves as temporary workers in the U.S., with plans to make money and go 

back to their homeland (p. 62).  Many of them sent their money out of the community back to 

their homeland (p. 51), causing a negative economic impact on the community.  All of these 

factors fostered “feelings of impermanency, of mobility, of not belonging, of not being a part of 

the community” (p. 68).   
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Natives v. Natives  
Farmers (Ambitious) v. Farmers (Resignation) 
Farmers v. Prosperous Miners 
Merchants v. Farmers  
Farmers v. Merchants  
Native Coal Miner v. Farmer  

 
Natives v. Southern Migrants 

Natives- v. Migrants from the South 
Southern Migrants v. Native  

 
Cultural Divisions 

Natives v. Immigrants 
  Immigrants v. Immigrants 
 

Authoritarianism  
  Company Elites v. Community Residents          
 

Social Class Divisions Among Groups 
  Among Coal Town Natives: Upper class, Middle class, Lower class 

 Among Coal Town Immigrants: Upper class, Middle class, Lower class 
 

Corruption 
 

Figure 6.  Divisions of Coal Town: Contributing factors to the lack of community solidarity. 
 

Explanation of Figure 6, Divisions of Coal Town: Contributing Factors to the Lack of 
Community Solidarity 

 
In Figure 6, the numerous factors contributing to the lack of community solidarity in Coal 

Town are presented.  There exists a wide range of divisions between the groups of Coal Town.  

There are divisions between the native farmers, merchants and coal miners.  There are divisions 

between the natives and migrants of the south.  There are class divisions within both the native 

groups and the immigrant groups.  Coal Town has company elites that are given preferential 

treatment over the community members, thus adding to the community divisions within Coal 

Town.  There are cultural divisions between the natives and the immigrants and between the 

various ethnic groups in Coal Town.  In addition, there is a wide range of corruption that also 

contributes to the lack of formation of community solidarity in Coal Town.  
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From the early foundation of the community, a social class structure existed (p. 212).  

The foundation of this structure was made up of values and sentiments: “controlling others 

through economic power, contempt for differences, envy, resentment of others and 

impersonality” (p. 212).  There existed three class categories of upper, middle and lower in both 

the native and immigrant groups. The immigrant class divisions were associated with levels of 

advancement in assimilation and mining skills (p. 212).   The native class divisions were based 

on positions of status associated with economic earnings.  As is common in single industry 

towns, economic power and control lies in the hands of the industry’s elite, fostering 

authoritarianism (pp. 123-124).   

Violence and fear of violence was a major factor in prohibiting the formation of 

community solidarity in the beginning years of Coal Town.  Community members were afraid of 

the lawlessness, and they feared violent retaliation if they complained (p. 93).  “Fear was 

pronounced,” leading to the avoidance of “social responsibility” (p. 93).  The community 

residents exhibited impersonal relationships in their daily lives and lacked community 

attachment (p. 89), which prohibited consistent law enforcement and fueled political corruption.  

Early and ongoing violence had lingering affects, leaving a legacy of mistrust, uninterested, 

uninvolved, and disenfranchised citizens (pp. 110-114).  

With the arrival of mining a new source of violence was added to the community. 

Violence between labor and management and between competing unions (p. 115), led to violent 

strikes with shootings and killings resulting (p. 117).  Divisions based on union membership had 

a negative impact on personal relationships, leading to distrust among close friends (p. 121) and 

sometimes even family members (p. 122), resulting in “impersonality” (pp. 122, 147), which is 

the lack of personal attachment to others (p. 247). 
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 Feelings of economic insecurity were the norm for Coal town residents.  Economically, 

the residents were vulnerable.  There were strikes, concerns of being fired, concerns of being 

replaced by cheaper laborers, the possibility of the company closing down, fear of getting injured 

and being unable to work, and lack of alternative employment.  The residents were left with 

economic instability and a general feeling of insecurity.   

Psychological fears associated with working in volatile environments such as mining, 

also developed among the community members of Coal Town.  There was the constant and 

increasing fear of the dangers associated with working in the mines (p. 131).  Workers feared 

getting killed in the mines and were even more fearful of getting injured (pp. 131-132).   

Accidents and long-term illnesses such as tuberculosis, asthma, and black death (p. 138) were 

everyday concerns.  Their fears of physical harm developed into a “fatalistic” mind set (p. 133).  

The belief that they probably would not live long fostered a lack of commitment to the 

community, hindering community solidarity. 

Coal Town was a community that had multiple levels of divisions fostering separateness and 

insecurities (see Figure 6, Coal Town Divisions) based on ambition, power, culture and 

economics.  The community divisions, constant economic instability, lack of family cohesion, 

volatile and dangerous work for coal miners (fostering insecurity among residents), and the lack 

of mine owners’ commitment to the community and its people inevitably crushed any possibility 

of community solidarity. 

 

Review of Prison Town Literature 

“Company Town” 

 “A company town is a town built specifically for housing the workers needed” (Duff 
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2002:1), and in the case of a prison town, to house prisoners.  Pre-1900 company towns, with 

their textile and paper mills, coal mines, and factories, sprang up throughout the U.S. and even 

well into the 20th century, bringing sawmills, aluminum production, and other industries with 

them (Duff 2002:1). Currently, a new company town has emerged, that of a prison town. The 

impetus for such changes came as a result of the increase of prison needs, as well as “in response 

to increased difficulty [of existing communities] in attracting other industries” (Huling 2002:5). 

Consequently, the members of communities that already housed one prison have responded 

either by desire or are being “forced to lobby for more prisons, creating a ‘one-company town’ 

scenario over time.” (Huling 2002:5). Because of the specific demands and impact of residing in 

a company town, it should be noted that community solidarity may develop (Rama and Scott 

1999:185; Perry 1991:5). 

 

Housing a Prison  

Logan (1992:580) reminds us that “the mission of a prison is to keep prisoners—to keep 

them in, keep them safe, and the keep them in line” (Brister 1996:8). 

Fabelo (1996:475,478) similarly states that citizens want to be safe, want criminals behind bars, 

but do not want to personally sacrifice tax dollars, etc., for this service, and that we tend to have 

a “not-in-my-back-yard” (NIMBY) attitude about prisons and prison placement.  Moreover, 

according to Carlson (1990:37), “Before a prison is sited and after it is in place, community 

residents are engaged in a process of evaluating its costs and its benefits.”  Consequently, both 

the positive and negative elements need to be reviewed (Robison 1995:69; Breznitz 1994:175). 

After the first facility is accepted, the door is open to similar facilities (Dear 1992:10).   
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Economic growth, it should be noted, is the primary benefit of housing a prison (Gibbons 

1995:383; Young 1998:325; Carlson 1992:57-58; Carlson 1990:36; The U.S. Department of 

Justice 1992:3).  In one study (Young 1998:325), in fact, more than half of the community 

residents (52.4%) reportedly viewed the prison in terms of economic growth. Clearly, 

community members desire the jobs associated with the new prison, as well as the supplemental 

funds that allow for this kind of building in their community (Fraser 2000:776). Additionally, 

findings from the Star Project (1985:30,46) suggest that research distinctly shows that prisons do 

offer significant benefits for the local economy, providing local residents with employment and 

creating revenue in other local businesses.  The topic of community jobs being created as a result 

of purchases by inmates and their families is also presented (Jacobs 1976:624). Thies (2000:1) 

has also concluded that although prisons do offer jobs wherever they are built, “once installed in 

communities, [these] correctional facilities are there to stay, offering a stable source of 

employment for decades to come.”   

 There are exceptions, however, regarding some of the expected areas of the projected 

economic gains. Huling (2002:3), Fraser (2000:783) and Carlson (1992:66) for examples, 

determined that new employees, in general, will reside outside of the prison town and will 

commute; therefore, hurting the economy of the prison town.  Also, as property values increase, 

so does the rate of rent, causing economic hardships on the already-poor local residents (Huling 

2002:3). 

 The gains for a community are not limited to only economics, though. Jacobs (1976) 

continues to examine numerous presented community benefits that would be seen at local 

organizational levels, civic clubs, churches, chambers of commerce, (p. 624).  Population growth 

in the rural area is also seen as a positive (p. 624).  Other benefits from the prison reportedly 
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included weekly Bible readings and other events, including a by-invitation basketball tournament 

at the prison and a gymnasium that was opened for statewide usage and tours (pp. 627-628). 

Also, 23 of the inmates served as umpires in the community’s boys and girls’ softball leagues (p. 

629). 

 

Community Security/Safety Issues 

According to findings from the Star Project (1985:102), nearly half of residents living 

near a prison have concerns regarding personal safety.” Nearly one-fifth of residents surveyed 

viewed safety as a “major” concern, with 89.8% of those saying that they do take security 

precautions (p. 107).  According to Carlson (1992:58), after a prison is located in a community 

“residents report being more concerned about their personal safety and home security than in the 

past.”  Thus, personal safety is an issue of particular concern for residents of prison towns 

(Carlson 1990:36). In addition, in one report residents expressed a newfound development of 

“mistrust of strangers” to the point that stopping to assist someone on the road was avoided 

(Carlson 1990:39) after living in a community with a prison. Hence, a primary concern found is 

that residents who reside in communities where prisons exist consistently “express concerns for 

personal safety” (Druar et. al. 1998:3; Dear 1992:5). 

Not all community members agree about safety issues related to residing in a prison 

town, however. In the Executive Summary from the “A Community Impact Assessment Study 

on Prison Siting,” (1996:2-3), residents of prison towns reported that they did not feel that the 

prison endangered their well being, nor do they perceive themselves as being in any danger as a 

result of the prison being in their community. And according to Young (1998:2), 83% did not 

view the presence of the prison as a threat to their security, while 38.1% thought that the 
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presence of a prison would actually heighten security for the community. In general, research 

findings indicated that a key need for residents of a prison town is to be kept informed (Young 

1998:2; Carlson 1992:64; 1990:38), for if residents experience communication delays their fears 

may increase and safety issues may emerge (Carlson 1992:64; 1990:38). 

 

Working for the Prison 

Contributions to the local economy are the major reason for prison acceptance (Fraser 

2000:776; Carlson 1990:36).  As one prison community resident puts it; “there are jobs and the 

town is better off,” but “it’s also harder to live here and it’s scarier” (Carlson 1990:41).  If the 

production work or other types of work done by prisoners is seen as competing with non-prison 

employment opportunities, though, this creates some economic problems for the collective 

community (Gloster 1999:2).  In examining the proposition of accepting a prison, Druar, 

Carrington, and Goyder (1998:2-3) found that nearly 70% believed that the prison would 

eventually bring about new jobs and increase local revenues.  Moreover, in examining the Texas 

prison system, the primary reason for acceptance of a prison in any location was the hope of 

work (Brister 1996:8). 

To the contrary, however, researchers (Huling 2002:1; Western Prison Project 2002:1-2) 

have noted that the employment promises do not always materialize for the prison town and that 

the economic benefits may be less than projected. As evidence, findings from the Western Prison 

Project (2002:1) indicate that 40% of those who will be employed by the prison will be residents 

of the local community, whereas Huling (2002:3) found only 20% are local hires.  Those 

individuals moving to the area as a result of prison employment will not live in the town of the 

prison, but will live in surrounding areas that they believe are safer with more resources (p. 2).  
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 Still, those who do secure employment at the prison will face numerous challenges.  

Jacobs and Retsky (1975:8), in examining the occupation of those working in the prisons, found 

that there is a very high turnover rate for prison guards, especially the “new guards.”  Typically, 

being a prison guard is not an occupation of choice, “individuals do not grow up aspiring to be 

prison guards” (Jacobs and Retsky 1975:9; 1980:187).  Also associated with the job of a prison 

guard is stigma, isolation, difficult and sometimes long hours, no upward mobility, the work is 

“routine and boring” (Jacobs and Retsky 1975:10-13).  Then there also are the issues of riots, 

inmates holding him or her hostage, responsibility of escapes, potential loss of employment, 

reliance upon the cooperation of inmates, “uncomfortable temperatures,” (p. 18) and a “fear” of 

inmates (p. 22).  To make matters even more complex, the community view concerning the 

status of a prison guard is one that is unfavorable (p. 12).  Even other employees within the 

prison structure (non-guards) view the status of prison guard as unfavorable (p. 18).  Not 

surprisingly, the results of one study (Osofsky and Osofsky 2002:364) indicate that prison work 

is not only emotionally draining, but also very difficult.  The prison guard carries out the “dirty 

work” for society in general and the prison systems in particular (Crouch 1980; Jacobs and 

Retsky 1975:5 cite Hughes 1958). 

Fraser (2000:784) asserts that the men and women who work at the prison are “immersed 

in one of the most oppressive, stressful environments imaginable.”  Numerous researchers 

(Crouch 1980:187-189; Crouch and Alpert 1982:159; Sykes 1980:225-246; May 1980:138-149) 

agree with Fraser, describing what seems like an endless list of work related difficulties that 

every correctional employee must contend with, adjust to, or resign.  Fraser (2000:784) points 

out that the impact of working with prisoners doesn’t end at the prison gates, many times it finds 

its way into the homes of the prison employees. 



36 

Correctional employees express deep concerns about their relationships with their family 

members.  They question their effectiveness as a parent, with high reports of juvenile delinquent 

behaviors among the children of correctional officers (Fraser 2000:783-786).  They work long 

hours to compensate for low pay and inability to separation from their work many times leads a 

lack of compassion at home, leading to marital problems (Fraser 2000:783-784).  With all of 

these issues, alcoholism (p.784) and domestic violence (p. 789) is a noted community problem in 

prison towns.  In one prison town, a family court mediator reports that the child custody and 

divorce rate almost doubled in one year after the prison arrived (p. 785). 

 

Safety at Work 

As Brister (1996:8) points out, safety is one of the major functions of the prison system, 

including the safety of society, workers within the prison system and other inmates.  The concern 

of personal safety has been addressed by several researchers (Druar, Carrington, and Goyder 

1998:3, 6; Brister 1996:8; Star Project 1985:1; Schafer 1993:1-5; Fraser 2000:776).  Despite 

efforts by prison officials to ensure the confidence of community members concerning the issue 

of safety, some residents are not convinced (Druar 1998:3).  Druar (1998:3) found that nearly 

30% of residents mentioned the issue of safety as a primary issue.   

 Osofsky and Osofsky (2002:36) states that “prison work is clearly emotionally draining 

and exceedingly difficult,” as well as potentially dangerous “correctional officers reported being 

more likely to experience serious accidents, physical assault and assaults with a weapon.”  Those 

working with maximum security report “life-threatening illness or injury, severe human suffering 

and sudden violent death” (Osofsky 2002:36).  Crouch (1980:187-189); May (1980:138-149); 

and Fraser (2000:784) agree with Osofsky (2002), acknowledging numerous difficulties faced by 
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prison employees in their everyday interactions within the prison system.  Despite the attempts to 

assure the safety of prison employees, working in a prison is a hazardous job.  As one teacher, 

employed by the prison system states, “I should feel safe, but I don’t” when addressing prison 

security (Fraser 2000:775). 

 

Escapes 

Whenever you have a prison, the issue of escape is an inevitable one.  One of the top 

concerns of communities is prison escapes (Druar, Carrington and Goyder 1998:3; Carlson1990: 

36-42).  Historically prison escapes have been noted.  For example, Brister (1996:2) mentions 

one of the main problems with the early Texas prisons as being numerous escapes.  Druar et al. 

(1998:3) found that prison escapes were in the top three major concerns of the residents 

surveyed, Shichor (1992:73) and the U.S. Dept. of Justice (1992:9) agrees, noting that the 

primary concern by community residents, regarding prison escapes, are that the locals may be 

harmed. Carlson (1992:64; 1990:40) found that residents were not only fearful of escapes, but 

also had concerns about not being informed of escapes properly, noting that “residents want 

immediate information” about escapes.   

When prison escapes have occurred, communities have been impacted.  An example of 

impact is found in the Star Project (1985:59), noting that between 1976 and 1984, 72 prisoners 

escaped Dade Correctional Institution, Florida.  Of the 20 prisoners that escaped between 1982 

and 1984, eight were never caught (p. 59).  At the Hillsborough Correctional Institution, there 

were 92 prison escapes between 1977 and 1984 (p. 62).  Of the 22 escaping between 1982 and 

1984, nine were never caught (p. 62).  The Brevard Correctional Institution had 30 escapes 

between 1976 and 1984, with two engaging in car thefts after escaping  (p. 56).  Of the six 



38 

prisoners that escaped between 1982 and 1984, three were never caught (p. 56).  Interestingly, 

according the to Star Project (1985:111) 25% of residents living near Dade Correctional 

Institution mentioned that inmates had escaped from the prison, but 4/5 of those mentioning the 

escapes did not perceive those escapes as a security threat to themselves or their families. 

Residents have responded in a variety of ways when confronted with a prison escape; some 

residents left town until escapees are captured, while some obtained weapons for protection, the 

standard response was to take some form of additional measures to protect ones’ self and family 

(Carlson 1990:38).  Carlson (1990:38) also notes that during escapes, anxiety among corrections 

and law enforcement is very high, noting that the potential for the situation to involve hostages is 

an elevated concern during extended searches for escapees.  Carlson (1990:38-39) cites 

numerous behavioral responses in the community during actual escapes, ranging from staying 

indoors; restricting the activities of the community children; preparing weapons for defense.  

One prison town resident noted their experience as being similar to being a “captive in your own 

town” (after two female prisoners escaped) (Times 1993:B-4).  Even upon recapture, the 

community members report a hesitance to relax (Carlson 1990:40-41). The literature clearly 

indicates community concerns surrounding the issue of prison escapes are prevalent, even though 

Thies (2000:2) points out that actual prison escapes are rare events.  The conclusion that must be 

drawn is that the issue of prison escapes is a very prevailing concern to the community (Carlson 

1990:41). 

 

Prisoners’ Families 

 One issue of concern among community residents considering or already housing a 

prison is that of inmates’ families (Carlson 1990:39; Fraser 2000:786; Thies 2000:2-3; Shichor 
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1992:74-75).  Residents have concerns about community interactions with prison visitors, and 

particularly the families of the inmates (Carlson 1990:39).  There is also a stigma associated with 

inmates’ families (Thies 2000:3).  Citizens may view the relatives of inmates as contributing or 

being directly or indirectly responsible for the behaviors of the incarcerated family member.  The 

families of prisoners come under scrutiny due just by the fact that they are the family members 

of a convicted criminal.  Communities are also concerned about the economic impact the 

prisoners’ families would have on their community. Many times residents may object to prison 

placement in their community because they fear the impact of trying to accommodate a large 

number of inmates’ families moving into their community (Thies 2000:2; Fraser 2000:786).  

Some of the concerns of community residents include overburdening social services resources, 

increases in domestic violence, child abuse and neglect from inmates’ families (Thies 2000:2; 

Fraser 2000:786,789).  In addition, Fraser (2000:781-782) found specific community concerns to 

include the need for road construction, increasing law enforcement, expanding the school 

system, all resulting in additional tax burdens.  Plus, as Thies (2000: 2) points out, with the 

increase of inmates’ families living in the community there’s a concern that a “prison culture” 

may develop, as in the case of Walla Walla, Washington, a noted prison town community, with a 

well developed prison culture. 

 

Children 

 Children whose parents are incarcerated experience significant negative societal 

behaviors, some of which identified by Fritsch (1981:83,85-86) include; hostility, 

aggressiveness, drug and or alcohol use, running away from home, truancy, various disciplinary 

problems, delinquent behaviors, as well as societal withdrawal.  In addition, there is the issue of 
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social stigma, shown to correlate with the above behaviors (Fritsch 1981:87). In regards to 

parental incarceration, children are not only having to deal with the absence of their parent but 

also the fact that the parent is in prison, fostering the negative behaviors of the children of the 

incarcerated (Fritsch 1981:87).  Some of the families of the incarcerated will relocate to be 

geographically closer to their incarcerated family member, making the behavioral issues of their 

children a community concern. 

Community residents have expressed concerns regarding possible impact on children. One 

researcher (Druar 1998:6) found community respondents were significantly more likely to 

oppose the prison, as well as reporting higher concerns about safety issues if they had children 

living at home.  Another illustration of heightened parental concern is noted by Carlson 

(1990:39) in an interview with one woman; she described the fear associated with a prison 

escape, when both her children slept with her, and she slept with a loaded gun. 

In some instances, the residents are not necessarily afraid of a prison per se, but are more 

concerned with the primary issue about the type of prisoners housed in that prison and the 

security issues presented (Courthouse Journal 2001:1).  Sexual predators in particular are an 

issue (Courthouse Journal 2001:1-2; Perntky 1996:294-298) for community members. There is 

particular concern about placement of prisons in relations to areas where children are present 

(Courthouse Journal 2001:2).   

Due to concerns about prison sitings in communities, a task force was asked to examine 

this issue (U.S. Dept. of Justice 1992:17).   Their conclusions led to the Florida legislature 

passing the Correctional Reform Act of 1983, in which state government can override local 

government in the site selection of any correctional facility (p.17).  As a result a siting criteria 
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was developed which states specifically that “the site should be two miles or more from present 

or future public or private schools (p.18). 

 

Stress  

There are numerous stressors associated with housing a prison in a community.  Since 

most of the communities that have prisons are rural and/or in need of economic stimulation, the 

additional stress of housing a prison can be particularly challenging. The decision of whether to 

house a prison in a community can be a starting point for stress. Carlson (1992: 67) notes that the 

public attitudes do not seem to change over time, in fact they stay very consistent with their 

original feelings concerning the presence of the prison as being either beneficial or not. 

Breznitz (1994:168-170) identifies stress as the result from the perception that individuals 

have no control over the events in their lives, one such source of stress can be the place of 

employment.  In working for the prisons, there are challenges fostering stress for the prison 

guards and prison administration as well as the prisoners (Lombardo 1981:109, 159-160; Coyne 

1997:1-11; Stojkovic 1995:64-79;  Osofsky and Osofsky 2002:358-368).   Guards are in a double 

bind because the stress that they take into their daily lives they may blame on their work 

environment in the prison, yet without the work they would have economic stress. Lombardo 

(1981:109,159-160) notes that correctional officers experience stress as a result of having to 

“perform multiple duties.” Officers perceive themselves as alienated from other officers within 

the work setting since most of their interaction is with inmates, (Lombardo 1981:162-163) 

alienated from administration (p.167) and left with the feeling that he is on the same level in 

terms of power, as the prisoners (p.162) with little choice in occupation (pp.163-164).  One of 

the most stressful jobs is working in maximum-security prisons and death row in particular 
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(Brister 1996:359-369).  Lombardo (1981:164) further describes the role of the correctional 

officer as one that is “laden with fear, mental tension, uncertainty, isolation, inconsistency” as 

well as “boredom,” factors that will impact the community life outside of the prison. 

 All of the stresses that exist within the prison system eventually impact the community.  

Gloster (1999:1-3) believes that prisons can create stress for children in areas that are already 

stressful environments.  The additional families associated with prisons can create stress for 

community residents (Druar, Carrington, and Goyder 1998: 3), in terms of services needed, 

taxation and interactions.  Some residents may be so stressed over the prison presence in their 

community that many decide not to live in the community that houses the prison and so they 

relocate and then commute to their employment at the prison, adding further stress to their lives 

(Carlson 1992: 66).  Huling (2002:6), meanwhile, has observed that the stresses associated with 

living in a prison town lead community members to experiencing “increased rates of divorce, 

alcoholism and substance abuse, suicide, health problems and family violence.” 

 

Community/Family Concerns 

Druar, Carrington and Goyder (1998:4-5), Shichor (1992:81-82,84), and the U.S. Dept. of 

Justice (1992:10,18) did not believe that the community had enough say in the prison matters on 

siting.  As a result of feeling left out of the decision-making process, respondents report that they 

have developed a distrust of their “political representatives” (Druar et. al. 1998:4-5).  

Community involvement is vital for community crime prevention, such as escapes, assaults and 

other forms of violence from inmates (Crawford 1994:497). Community involvement typically 

involves members with power within the community and those who have already served on 

previous community committees (p.510).  Crawford (1994:510), U.S. Dept. of Justice (1992:10), 
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and Shichor (1992:81-82,84) all conclude that it is vital that residents be permitted to have a 

voice in the decision-making process for the well-being of both the community and the success 

of the prison. 

 

Town Image 

Town image is a consistent concern of prospective prison communities. Residents are 

concerned about how others will view their town. Residents cite the appearance of the facility 

detracts from the appearance of the local community (Dear 1992: 11), therefore making the issue 

of appearance of the prison (Young 1998: 324-325) a major concern of some of the local 

residents.  In addition to the general appearance of the prison, one of the top five concerns is the 

potentiality that the town will develop an identity of being a prison town  (Druar, Carrington and 

Goyder 1998: 2).  In the Washington County, Oregon, July 27, 1999 Minutes, the community 

expressed concerns with the overall negative impact a prison would have on their community 

image (p.1).  Some concerns from residents can escalate to the point that they may choose to 

leave the area (U.S. Dept. of Justice 1992:10). 

Economic concerns are associated with the issue of town image. Community residents 

are concerned that the town would no longer have visitors as a result and their tourism would 

decline (Lillston 1998:4; Huling 2002:5).  The commitment of allowing a prison into a 

community has serious repercussions.  As Carlson (1992:60) notes, communities need to be 

aware that when residents decide to accept a prison in their community, “they are in effect giving 

the community for corrections use.”  

In addition, communities are concerned about not receiving more prestigious business 

offers in the community because of the presence of the prison (U.S. Dept. of Justice 1992:10; 
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Huling 2002:5), which in turn can lead to an acceptance of future prisons (Huling 2002:5). 

Continued acceptance of additional prisons lend itself to the development of a community 

dependent on prisons for its existence, as one resident puts it “this is prison county USA, where 

everyone and his brother works for the prison” (Fraser 2000:775). “With 10,000 inmates already, 

a fed. Prison on the way and a talk of a women’s prison” (Fraser 2000:775) a prison town image 

has solidified.   

Community solidarity may be a possible plus for a town as a result of a prison town 

image.  Nearly 30% of residents in one study believed that the prison would contribute to a 

“sense of community” among locals (Druar 1998:2). 

 

Executions 

One of the most difficult and sensitive topics in a prison town that houses a death house 

is that of execution.  There is a very structured process involved in an execution.  For an 

execution to take place there are “execution teams” (Osofsky 2002: 360), these teams are 

community residents.  Some respondents indicate a great struggle (Osofsky and Osofsky 2002: 

360-369; McLin 2000: 137-161) between what one values and believes verses their sense of duty 

and feelings of “guilt” (Osofsky and Osofsky 2002: 367) that has to come about as part of the 

process of involvement with executions. Some team members “discuss executions with their 

clergy, and stressed how biblical references and their religious beliefs are important in helping 

them deal with their work on the Execution Team” (p. 367).  One team member interviewed 

stated that he “had to make sure it was all right between me and God” (p. 363).  Another 

respondent stated that “if it ever becomes easy, there’s something very wrong with me” (p. 362).  

One warden concerned over the process said that “one man says when another man will die,” 
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continuing, he stated that “only God should have that role” indicating the difficulty with this 

issue (p. 362).  One executer that has orchestrated several executions says that he believes that if 

others had to see it they might change their direction of support (p. 359), indicating the extreme 

difficulty involved in carrying out the process. “The impact from working even one execution 

can be great” (p. 367).   

 

Media Attention 

The issue of media attention and the affects concerning the portrayal of prisons have been 

examined by numerous researchers (Travis 1983:13-14; Fabelo 1996:477-478; McLin 

2000:141,144-145; U.S. Dept. of Justice 1992:7-8,13-14).  Fabelo (1996:475,477) states that the 

“mass media have made crime a virtual reality in our lives” and as a result this may lead the 

public to feel unsafe even if crime decreases. Before we had the media technologies of today, we 

developed our sense of safety by our individual experiences in relationship to crime, today we 

experience it vicariously through the dramatization and recreation of the media, creating the 

feelings of victimization (p. 477). 

Allegations that the media has presented community prisons in a negative light, was one of 

the findings of a United States Department of Justice (1992:7-8) study, showing that even though 

the presence of a correctional facility did not negatively impact the communities, the media 

coverage framed the facility in a negative light.  Fabelo addresses that the media needs to present 

the prison and prison construction in more positive terms.  The media holds part responsibility of 

creating a sense of heightened awareness to the potential dangers of crime, including the 

potential for prison escapes, even if such instances are unlikely to occur (Fabelo 1996:475). 



46 

Not only is the prison highlighted by the media, but individual groups of prison employees 

have also felt the sting of the media.  Correctional officers are particularly concerned about the 

way in which the media portrays them (Osofsky 2002:362).  The predominant image is one of 

correctional officers misusing force, the officers perceive themselves as only using force as a last 

resort and as their duty when every other alternative fails (Griffin 1999:20-21).  The other side of 

this issue of concern is that some affiliated newspapers may even present only positive 

information to encourage communities to accept a prison (Jacobs 1976:627).  Either way, the 

media is seen as having an impact on a prison community. Figure 7 presents the relevant 

community/prison studies and identifies the various themes of each study used in this research.   

 

Explanation of Figure 7, Research Themes in Community Studies 

 Figure 7 allows for the examination of which themes are presented in which study, as 

well as demonstrating theme prevalence and relevancy to this research.  

 

Summary 

Chapter 2 offered an examination of the theoretical considerations of this research.  Various 

definitions of community were examined in the literature, and a definition for was given for use 

in this study.  The terms company town and culture were also defined.  Selected relevant works 

of theorists; Toennies, Durkheim and Marx were explained, forming a theoretical model for this 

study.  Also in Chapter 2 was the presentation of relevant research on prisons.  Studies of various 

communities either housing or considering housing a prison population expressed concerns 

involving; community safety and security issues, issues of working for the prison, safety 

concerns for prison employees, escapes of prisoners, prisoners’ families relocating in their 
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Figure 7. Research themes in community studies. 

 
community, impact on children, stress, family impact, town image concerns, executions in their 

town, and negative media attention.  For a detailed examination of each authors’ contribution to 

this review of literature section, see Appendix D. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter 3 presents the methodology of this study and includes the research site, 

limitations of the study, a detailed explanation of the instrument, method of data gathering, 

sample and data analysis.  The research questions will be identified and explained in this chapter. 

 

Research Methodology 

Qualitative methods of research (Lofland & Lofland, 1995) are applied in a naturalistic 

and inductive manner in this study.  Unlike deductive research, which consists of an inquiry to a 

problem, based on a theory, consisting of variables, which will be empirically tested to determine 

whether or not the theory used for prediction is correct or not, inductive research is conducted by 

the process of gathering specific bits of data, which are the words used by the participants in the 

study, and then examined for patterns and emerging themes, resulting in the contextual findings. 

Qualitative research attempts to disclose subjects’ perceptual realities concerning specific social  

I chose phenomenological research methodology for this study because the focus of the 

research is centered upon the beliefs and opinions of the participants of the study.  

“Phenomenological study describes the meaning of the lived experiences for several individuals 

about a concept or the phenomenon” being studied (Creswell 1998:51,55).  Epistemological 

assumptions, which are at the foundation of the phenomenological approach, include the 

following: informants are experts on their own lives, knowledge is contextual and relational, and 

subjective data is valid (pp. 55, 75-76). 
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Research Site 

 The research site is the community of Huntsville, Texas, which houses one of the largest 

prison populations in the world.  According to the Huntsville/Walker County Chamber of 

Commerce, the Texas Department of Criminal Justice is the area’s primary employer, employing 

7,007 (Chamber of Commerce 2004). The second-biggest employer is Sam Houston State 

University (SHU) with an employment figure of 2,419, followed by the Huntsville Independent 

School District (HISD) with 1,100 employees (Huntsville Chamber of Commerce, 2004). 

Eighty-one residents were interviewed as to their perceptions of impact due to prisons 

residing in their community.  This community currently has nine prisons, with seven operational 

(Chamber of Commerce 2004).  The town’s population is 35,078 and the county’s population is 

61,758 (Chamber of Commerce, 2004).  The prisoner capacity is 13,868 according to the Tours 

to Explore Huntsville, Texas, a publication of the Huntsville/Walker County Chamber of 

Commerce.   

 

Research Questions 

A. Based on the findings in the review of literature, several research questions 
developed.  The following research questions are answered in this research 
project: 

B. Is there an expression of community cohesion/solidarity among the community 
members in Huntsville, Texas? 

C. What are the perceptions of community members concerning issues of security 
and safety for those employed within the prison system and do those perceptions 
reflect community solidarity? 

D. What are the perceptions of community members concerning non-prison 
employment opportunities and do those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

E. What are the perceptions of community members concerning the issue of 
community safety in regards to housing a large prison population and do those 
perceptions reflect community solidarity?   
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F. What are the perceptions of community members concerning the impact on the 
community children and do those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

G. What are the perceptions of community members concerning possible stress 
associated with housing a large prison population (such as dealing with local 
executions, prison escapes, riots, and prison violence against community members 
working with prisoners) and do those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

H. What are the perceptions of community members of their towns’ image and do 
those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

 

Instrument 

An open-ended, semi-structured interview instrument was constructed (see Appendix B) 

based on themes found in the review of prison literature. The primary themes presented 

throughout the literature were work issues, safety, concern about children, stress, community 

image, benefits, community identity, and community cohesion (see Figure 7, Research Themes 

in Community Studies).  Based on the prevalent themes throughout the literature, the instrument 

for this research was constructed to ensure that each of those themes were addressed in more 

than one of the questions asked. The following questions were asked of the participants: 

Community cohesion/solidarity was addressed in the following questions:  

• Huntsville is associated with one of the largest prison populations.  Do you 
believe that fact influences how others view your town? 

• How do you feel about the media attention? 

• What image would you like Huntsville to project? 

• What could be done to improve Huntsville’s image? 

• If you were to give advice to communities considering housing a large prison 
system in their town, what would it be? 

• If you could change anything about Huntsville, what would it be? 

• If there anything that you would like to add to this interview that I haven’t asked 
you? 
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Work issues were addressed in the following questions:  

• Do you or any member of your family work for the (Huntsville, Texas) prison 
system?  

• Do any other members for your family work for the (Huntsville, Texas) prison 
system? 

• Tell me about your job (or family member). 

• How long have you/family worked for (Huntsville, Texas) prison system? 

• Do you/family have direct contact with prisoners? (if yes, probe). 

• Have there been any physical attacks or threats made against you? (if yes, probe). 

• Have any attacks been made against co-workers in your presence? (if yes, probe).   

• If you weren’t working for the (Huntsville, Texas) prison system, what other work 
would you be doing? 

• Are there adequate job opportunities outside of the (Huntsville, Texas) prison 
system? (if yes, probe).  (if no, probe) Would you like to see that changed? 

• What changes would you like to see made in employment? 

Safety was addressed in the following questions: 

• What type of security (in Huntsville/Walker County) do you have? 

• Does the community of Huntsville/Walker County have any special procedures 
for safety from the prisoners? (if yes, probe) What are they? 

• Are you concerned about the presence of prisons in your community? 

• Do you worry about prison escapes? (probe if yes or no). 

• Have there ever been, to your knowledge, a prison escape? (if yes, probe). 

• Riots? 

• Do you feel you have adequate protection (in Huntsville, Texas)? (probe). 

Impact on children was addressed in the following questions: 

• What impact do you believe the (Huntsville, Texas) prisons have on your 
children? 



52 

• Have your children (if appropriate) ever expressed concerns about the (Huntsville, 
Texas) prisons? (if yes, probe) Tell me about it. 

• How do the children in the community feel about the prisons/prisoners? 

• Do you believe your/the children understand what is happening? (question 
pertains to executions).  How does that affect them? 

Stress was addressed in the following questions: 

• Do you believe the residents of Huntsville have certain areas of stress that other 
communities don’t? (if yes, probe)  Tell me what they are. 

• What types of stress do you and your family face? 

• How do you and your family deal with the stress? 

• What could help you and your family with your stress? 

• How do you feel about executions in this town? 

• What is the mood of the community when there is an execution? 

• How does your family deal with what is happening (executions)? 

• Do you believe the children understand what is happening (executions)? 

• How does that (executions) affect them (children)?  

Community image was addressed in the following questions: 

• Huntsville has one of the largest prison populations.  Do you believe that fact 
influences how others view your town? 

• How do you think other communities view Huntsville? 

• What image would you like Huntsville to project? 

• What could be done to improve Huntsville’s image (if appropriate)? 

• If you could change anything about Huntsville, what would it be? 

• How do you feel about the media attention? (probe when appropriate). 

• How do you feel about executions in this town? 

Community identity was addressed in the following questions: 

• How do you think other communities view Huntsville? 
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• What image would you like Huntsville to address? 

• How do you feel about the media attention (given to Huntsville, Texas)? 

This semi-structured interview guide ensured that the researcher addressed the coverage 

of specific issues presented by the research topic. Yet, the semi-structured format allowed 

flexibility.  The questions did not need to be asked or answered in any specific order. This 

structure allowed the respondents the freedom to add to the interview questions as well as the 

opportunity to elaborate. 

 

Method of Data Gathering 

This research is a qualitative study (Lofland and Lofland 1995; Marshall and Rossman 

1999:15; Borg and Gall, 1989:385-397).  In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted on 

eighty-seven purposefully (Locke, Spirduso, and Silverman, 2000:100) selected community adult 

residents of Huntsville, Texas. Individuals were selected based on their availability, willingness 

to participate, and community membership. On occasion, the snowball (Biernacki and Waldorf 

1981:141-163) method of contact was used, in which referrals from one resident to other 

community residents were used.  Qualitative data gathering allowed me to use the interview 

guide as a foundation for gathering data, much like a checklist to ensure coverage of specific 

research issues. This format of research allows for an in-depth examination into the research 

subject. 

 I decided to divide the research site into three general location types: 1) government 

buildings (e.g.. court house, city planning office, public schools administration, county health 

department, city police station, chamber of commerce, etc…),  small businesses and community 

churches;  2) the community university; students, faculty and staff;  3) commonly frequented 
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community areas such as Wal-Mart, Dairy Queen and McDonalds Restaurant, and a café and an 

ice cream shop located on the town square.  Roughly, about one-third of research participants 

came from each of the above general locations.  

I began my interviews at the Huntsville, Texas Court House.  I chose this location 

because it is located in the center of town. It is within walking distance from the Walls Unit 

(prison), or which many refer to as “the death house.”  Upon entering the courthouse I examined 

a list of posted employees and chose the county judge for my beginning point.  I contacted the 

judge, and he was willing to be interviewed.  After completion of my first interview, the judge 

referred me to several of his colleagues, of which I contacted immediately for interviews.  I 

continued conducting interviews until a saturation of data (Creswell 1998:56), my interview 

count concluded at eighty-seven. 

All participants signed permission statements allowing for the voluntary interviews and 

the audiotaping of these interviews (see Appendix C). In addition to allowing participants the 

opportunity to read the permission statement, I also read the permission statement aloud to each 

participant and obtained his or her oral consent on tape (see Appendix A). In addition, each 

participant was given a copy of the permission statement for their own records. The taped 

interviews ranged from twenty-five minutes to two hours and forty-five minutes, with an average 

interview time of approximately one hour and fifteen minutes. Each respondent was asked 

specific questions (see Appendix B). In addition, an opportunity for each subject to interject 

individual concerns that were not listed as part of the interview schedule was provided and 

encouraged. 
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Description of Sample 

 The open-ended, semi-structured interviews were conducted on eighty-seven selected 

members of the community, six of which were not audible due to technical problems associated 

with taping. Those people interviewed in the community included adult and juvenile judges, the 

director and several personnel of the Chamber of Commerce, the superintendent of schools, the 

director of Community Planning, psychologists, criminologists, business owners, prison 

personnel, families of prison personnel, families of prisoners, religious leaders (including prison 

ministers), policing personnel, university personnel, a city accountant, city personnel, public 

school teachers, university students, professors, administrators, prison museum personnel, 

community health-care providers, community business owners, and numerous others throughout 

the Huntsville community. 

The respondents’ ages ranged from 18 to 65 years of age. Of the participants, 35 were 

female and 46 were male. The length of time in which the subjects reported to have lived in 

Huntsville varied from fewer than six months to all of their lives.  These variables are examined 

in analysis when applicable.  Due to the fact that identification of some respondents is possible 

when coupled with specific variables, confidentiality was the determining factor in decisions of 

statement inclusion in write-up.  One example is that Huntsville had one female judge, who was 

a respondent in this study, therefore making anonymity impossible using the variables 

occupation and sex an issue when using direct quotes.  Other illustrations include the fact that 

there is only one school superintendent in Huntsville, one director of Walker County Health 

Department, and one director of Community Planning, all respondents in this study.   
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Data Analysis 

The data were transcribed from the taped interviews, yielding about a thousand pages of 

interview text. Subsequently, with the data transcribed, the usage of a qualitative data-analysis 

program, Version 5. 0 of a program named Atlas/ti (Scientific Software Development, 2004).  

Atlas/ti allows for a variety of contextual search tools rather than simply keyword searches.  

Atlas/ti will be implemented to assist in determining themes throughout the data. In turn, upon 

completion of data analysis, consistent themes will emerge related to the specific concerns of this 

community in regard to housing a large prison system. This data analysis was used to better 

determine the perceived impact on the solidarity within the community. 

 The data was analyzed via a qualitative content analysis, as previously mentioned. 

Content analysis is a set of procedures designed to extract themes and meaning from a large 

amount of textual information. Content analysis has a long history in the social sciences, with the 

development of specific methodologies dating back over 50 years (e.g., Berelson 1952, Kracauer 

1952).  In the past two decades, a wide variety of computer tools have been developed to assist 

qualitative researchers in their work. It should be noted that computer programs are only tools in 

qualitative content analysis. They can help organize the information contained in the interviews, 

but deriving meaning from that organization is not a task that can be automated. Rather, the 

derivation of meaning requires thought and integration from a researcher who is knowledgeable 

about the substantive area. The process of qualitative content analysis involves text formatting, 

reading, the use of specialized computer software to organize the results, the derivation of 

themes, and drawing conclusions.   
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Determining Solidarity 

 Solidarity is determined by examining participant’s responses to each of the specific 

research questions asked of them concerning their community.   If participant’s responses were 

positive, supportive, defensive and or protective of the community and or its members, then 

solidarity was determined to exist. 

 

Reliability and Validity 

 In any empirical study, issues of reliability and validity are important.  In quantitative 

research, the methods for assessing reliability (e.g., test-retest, internal consistency) and validity 

(e.g., predictive validity, concurrent validity) are addressed numerically and result in reliability 

and validity coefficients.  Conversely, in qualitative research such coefficients do not apply, but 

the concepts of reliability and validity are no less important (Denzin & Lincoln 1998:27).  

Furthermore, in quantitative research the terms reliability and validity are most often used to 

refer to a particular measurement or assessment device, whereas in qualitative research the entire 

set of methods used to draw conclusions, including data collection, processing, analysis, and 

summarization are considered.  That is, we need to consider not only if the interview guide is a 

reliable and valid instrument, but if the methods of data processing, analysis, and summarization 

are reliable and valid (Denzin & Lincoln 1998:29-32, 88-90, 276-278).   

 Reliability in qualitative research refers to the same general constructs as it does in 

quantitative research.  That is, to what extent are the conclusions based on the data repeatable or 

replicable.  For this reason, a test and retest methodology was utilized to ensure reliability.  An 

additional researcher analyzed and or checked the data separately from my analysis for 

reliability.  After completion, both my findings and the general findings of the independent 
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analysis were compared for consistency.  Any discrepancies between the findings will be 

examined for reliability and were addressed for possible re-examination of data and inclusion in 

final report.   

In the current study, reliability is also addressed by the thorough description of the 

methods employed and the decisions made along the way so that another researcher could 

replicate the results by using the same data and making the same decisions.  While another 

researcher may not have made identical decisions in the research process, the fact that the 

process by which conclusions were drawn will be thoroughly described means that the results 

will be replicable and therefore can be termed reliable.   

 A definition of validity that has been often cited in qualitative research is that “an account 

is valid or true if it represents accurately those features of the phenomena, that it is intended to 

describe [or] explain” Hammersley (1987:69).  In the current study, two methods were used to 

organize the interview data and develop themes.  The data was examined by (a) the Atlas/ti 

computer program, and (b) through visual inspection.  Given the different characteristics of these 

two methods, this determined if simple keyword searches, contextual search tools, and human 

observation, respectively, produce consistent conclusions.  Those conclusions or themes that are 

identified through both methods were emphasized, those that result from only one of the methods 

will be discussed conditionally.  By comparing the results from each of the two methods, the true 

meaning of the information contained in the data can theoretically be determined (Patton 

2001:88; Denzin & Lincoln 1998:4; Marshall & Rossman 1989:146). 

 

Summary 

Chapter 3 presented the methodology of this study. The chapter included the research 
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site, limitations of the study, research questions, a detailed explanation of the instrument, method 

of data gathering, sample and data analysis.   
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

This chapter contains a description of the results of the current study.  First, the sample 

will be described in terms of age, length of residency, gender, prison affiliations, and occupation.  

Then, the results of the qualitative analysis as they relate to each of the six research questions (A 

through F) is presented.  Within each of the six research questions, differences based on 

respondents age, gender, length of residency, and occupation is examined.  Next, the results of 

the qualitative analysis as they relate to the emerging themes reflecting community solidarity is 

identified and described.  Finally, all aspects of the interview text are analyzed in relationship to 

the presenting themes of community solidarity. The chapter ends with a summary.   

 

Sample Description 

The final sample consisted of 81 individuals.  Descriptive statistics for the sample 

consisted of means and standard deviations for age and length of residency, and frequencies and 

percentages for gender, prison affiliations, and occupation.  Table 1 presents descriptive statistics 

for age and length of residency.  The sample ranged in age from 18 to 65, with a mean of 33.65 

years.  The individuals had lived in the area between 0 and 62 years, with a mean of 13.24 years.  

Table 2 presents the frequencies and percentage for gender and prison affiliation.  The majority 

of the sample was male (56.8%).  Only four individuals (4.9%) worked in the prison themselves, 

but 25 (30.9%) had family members working in the prison, and ten (12.3%) had friends working 

in the prison.  Combining these three variables indicated that 39 individuals (48.1%) either 

worked in the prison themselves, or had family or friends working in the prison.  In addition, two 

respondents indicated that they had family members who were currently incarcerated.   
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 Table 3 contains a description of the student status and occupations of the sample.  

Thirty-three individuals (40.7% of the sample) were currently attending the university.  The most 

common occupation was restaurant worker (6.2% of the sample), followed by university 

professors (4.9%), other university personnel (4.9%), and small business owners (4.9%).  There 

were substantial percentages of chamber of commerce workers (3.7%), police officers (3.7%), 

and ministers (3.7%).  Also of note was the inclusion of two judges, the director of city planning, 

the director of the chamber of commerce, director of the county health department and the 

superintendent of public schools.   

 In the qualitative analyses that follow, each research question is examined in terms of 

general findings for the entire sample, or the relevant subset of the sample.  Then, differences 

based on age, gender, occupation, and length of residency will be addressed.  To perform the 

comparisons based on age, gender, and length of residency, two groups were formed for each 

variable.  Based on the median value for age of 27 years old, a “young group” (less than 27 years 

old; n=39) and an “older group” (27 years old and older; n=40) were formed.  For gender, the 

responses for males (n=46) will be compared to those of females (n=35).  Based on the median 

length of residency of seven years, a “short residency” group (individuals in residence for seven 

years or less; n=39) and a “lengthy residency” group (individuals in residence for more than 

seven years; n=41) were formed.  For occupation, the responses of the individuals in white-collar 

occupations were examined separately because these individuals are likely to have a high degree 

of influence in terms of community management.  These individuals were selected on the basis 

of the match between their self-reported occupation and the definition of white-collar workers 

provided by Beeghley (1978), who stated that white-collar workers were: “public officials, such 

as politicians and administrators; managers of businesses; the professions, such as doctors and 
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lawyers; teachers and intellectuals; and specialists of various sorts, such as technicians…and 

civil servants” (p. 33).  Beeghley (1978) further stated that “The skills these people [white-collar 

workers] sell generally do not involve manual labor” (p. 33).  Based on this definition, 24 of the 

81 individuals in the current sample were placed in the “white collar” group.  Although this is 

not a comparison of two occupational groups, but rather a comparison of white collar employees 

to all others (with the others consisting of blue collar workers, students, unemployed individuals, 

and others), the term occupation will be used for simplicity to refer to this variable.   

 

Research Question A: Security and Safety of Prison Employees 

General Findings 

 Those respondents who had a personal connection such as a friend or family member 

who worked in the prison, who worked in the prison system themselves, or both, formed the 

primary basis for answering this research question.  In total, there were 38 (46.9% of the total 

sample of 81) such individuals.  Table 4 presents a summary of their opinions regarding the 

question of safety and security of prison employees.  Although eight (21.1%) of these individuals 

did not have an opinion either way, the majority (55.3%) thought that the security and safety of 

prison employees were adequate.  By and large, these opinions were based on the existence of 

procedures designed to ensure safe working conditions.  For example, one respondent noted the 

large number of prisoners, but then stated that “we also have about half that many…employees 

of the prison system…of course most of those are correctional officers of one kind or another.”  

Another respondent provided a specific example of a procedure designed to ensure the safety of 

female employees: “when the women came in, they [the prisoners] had to stand to facing the 

walls, when they thought women were going to come down the hall, they had to turn and face the 
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wall, they weren’t even allowed to look at them.”  The policy that guards do not carry guns in 

certain areas of the prison was appreciated by one respondent who stated that: “I know they [the 

prison guards] don’t carry guns, so I mean it would be that they [the prisoners] wouldn’t have 

weapons.”  Another respondent referred to a response unit that was in place to increase security: 

“They have, from what I understand, like a swat team type situation. If they are ever put into 

danger, immediately, then the swat team kicks in.”  The majority opinion that the prison 

employees were safe was summarized by one respondent: “I think it’s safe to say that in Texas, 

security is job one.”   

 Despite the fact that most respondents felt that safety and security procedures were 

adequate, a substantial percentage (n=8; 21.1%) did not feel this way.  Most of these individuals 

pointed to specific incidents that made them feel that prison employees may be at risk.  One 

respondent recalled an incident involving female office workers: “they did have…somebody 

break out, that took the women hostage in the offices.  That was a worry for me.”  Other 

respondents indicated that security in some areas of the prison were fine, but not in all areas.  

One relayed a memory of a situation in which a female prison worker had been injured and 

stated: “I think it [security] was looser at that particular school, than some of the other ones.  She 

was in an area kind of away from everyone else.”  Interestingly, one respondent felt that the lack 

of weapons in most areas of the prison, a policy that was an indication of safety for the 

respondent cited in the previous paragraph, compromised the safety of prison workers, stating: 

“they have…3 weapons on each picket, and…[there] wasn’t [any] way an inmate could get to it, 

but [if] you work on the inside, you’re at the mercy of no protection whatsoever.”  Another 

respondent indicated that she knew a female prison worker who was “on a constant basis of not 

physical abuse, but mental abuse…you know [with inmates] yelling and screaming at her.” 
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Group Differences 

 Table 5 contains crosstabulations of opinions regarding the safety and security of prison 

employees by (a) gender, (b) age group, (c) occupation, and (d) length of residency.   The overall 

finding is that the majority of the respondents felt that prison employees were secure and safe 

from incidents related to the prison.  In addition, there appear to be three potential trends.  First, 

males  (66.7%) were more likely than females (47.8%) to view the prisons as being safe for 

employees. Females were more likely to give no opinion concerning issues of prison safety and 

security, with 26.1%, compared to males 13.3%).  Second, older respondents may be somewhat 

more likely to be concerned for the safety of prison employees (30.4% compared to 14.3% of 

younger respondents), while younger respondents appear to be more likely to have no opinion 

regarding the safety of prison employees (35.7% compared to 13.0% of older respondents Third, 

respondents in white collar occupations appeared to be less likely to have no opinion regarding 

the safety of prison employees (0.0%) compared to non-white collar workers (30.8%).  Because 

they were less likely to have no opinion, white collar workers were more likely to think that the 

prison might be unsafe for employees (33.3% compared to 19.2% of non-white collar 

employees) and to think that it is safe for employees (66.7% compared to 50.0%) of non-white 

collar employees).  Thus, the results appear to be that white collar employees were more likely 

than non-white collar workers to have formed an opinion one way or the other regarding issues 

of safety for prison employees.   

 

Prison Employee’s Security and Safety 

 As noted above, the majority of the respondents felt that prison employees were secure 

and safe from incidents related to the prison.  Even those in the minority who did not feel that 
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prison employees were entirely safe and secure typically tried to make the case that their feelings 

were due to random, infrequent, or even one-time events.  The fact that none of these events 

would ever occur if the prison was not there was apparently lost on the respondents.  This 

appears to be a form of denial or a subconscious blindness to the danger to the employees that 

accompanies working with the dangerous population of prisoners.  If the respondents had been 

asked a question like “Would the employees be safer if they did not work at prison but rather 

worked in an office somewhere, or in a fast-food restaurant?” then they might have had to face 

the fact that prison work is potentially dangerous.  Without such a blunt and transparent question, 

however, they were free to continue to tell themselves that prison employees were safe and 

secure.  This may be a demonstration of community solidarity in that the respondents were 

ignoring a potential negative aspect of the prison.   

 

Research Question B: Non-Prison Employment Opportunities 

General Findings 

 The sample employed in the current study was split with respect to their opinions about 

the non-prison employment opportunities in the area.  Specifically, Table 6 indicates that 35 of 

the respondents (43.2%) indicated that non-prison employment opportunities were inadequate, 

29 (35.8%) indicated that they were adequate, and 17 (21.0%) had no opinion.  It was clear from 

the responses that the major employers in the area were the prison system and Sam Houston 

University.  One respondent stated that there were: “Two places to work in Huntsville: The 

prisons and the university” while another noted that: “if you don’t work for the prison or college 

it’s hard to find a job.”  Others appreciated the balance offered by jobs at the university, as one 

stated that: “Huntsville, and…Walker County are a little better off maybe than some other 
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counties might be, because we have the university.  And the university then, is a balance, it gives 

another option.”   

 A strong theme was existence of a gap between the prison and university on the one 

hand, and service-oriented jobs on the other.  One respondent indicated that: “to me like outside 

of the prison is just either there’s wealthy people, you got the banks and all that, the wealthy 

people, and then there’s just like fast food, like little shops like this” while another said that 

“other than the prison, “everything else is service oriented, working in the mall, or Wal-Mart 

or…doctors, lawyers, things like that.”  Another respondent noted that: “all the fast food places, 

all the…stores are really deriving they’re, not producing, well, they’re, they’re just living off of 

the wealth that is produced through other basic industries that are based in the county.  That’s the 

way it works.”  Many of the respondents were dissatisfied with the types of jobs available 

outside of the prison system and the university.  One stated: “I guess you can go apply at the 

restaurants and stuff” while several others noted the existence of jobs at Wal-Mart.  When asked 

where residents who didn’t work at the prison would work, one respondent stated: “it would 

probably be some kind of service jobs where they’re like I guess at a store, or a restaurant type of 

thing.”   

 Several of the respondents acknowledged that the prison provided many employment 

opportunities to the community, but at the same time were not happy with the quality of these 

jobs (e.g., “because you’re talking about fairly low wage jobs”), or indicated that the ready 

availability of these jobs was a deterrent to individual occupational development.  For example, 

one stated that the prison employment opportunities are “kind of a catch-all for those people that 

say “Well, I can’t do this, I can’t do that, I can’t do the other sometimes, so let’s just hey, let’s 

just go out here and [work at the prison].”  Another stated: “I think there are a lot of people at the 
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prison system who are security guards who have a lot more potential than that but there’s just no 

opportunities for them here and in the surrounding areas at all.  So, it seems like a lot of the 

young kids today, I mean that’s all they have as far as getting a job, and so it keeps people from 

going out and getting a better education to better themselves when there’s nothing here for them 

to do.”   

Several of the respondents indicated that the existence of the prison as such a large 

employer decreased job opportunities in other areas.  One respondent stated that: “They’ve been 

trying to get more industry, but…it’d be hard…because the prison system has grown 

dramatically since we were first involved in it.”  Another indicated that: “I know many of my 

friends, as soon as they got out of high school, they went to work for the state, for the prison or 

some facet of the prison system, because it employs so many people, and there’s just nobody else 

that can compete with that in this area.”  Several respondents noted that bringing in smaller 

businesses would help bridge this gap.  One respondent noted that efforts are being made to 

achieve this goal: “it’s one of our goals to bring in some other small manufacturing [and] 

distribution type processing facilities, and we work on that constantly because we do see a need 

to diversify the local economy.”  Another noted: “Well, it would be good if we could get more 

industry in here, some type of industry that could give people better paying jobs, different jobs.”   

 There also appeared to be an interesting tension between those affiliated with the 

university as either employees or students and those who had grown up in Huntsville and were 

more likely to work in the prison system.  One respondent stated that: “it’s really, it’s really 

difficult to get a job in this area cause there’s so many students here” while another noted that 

“they [local residents] have to compete with the college, and the college students who come in, 

and then leave, and come back.”  Another stated: “if you try to get a job three or four weeks 
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before school starts, you’re going to get a job anywhere.”  Some residents seemed outright 

resentful of the academic culture as one stated: “all of the teaching jobs are taken by professor’s 

wives, in the public school system, and then the jobs at the university, you know there aren’t that 

many available for anyone who’s not a Ph.D.  And all that’s really left is the prison system.”  On 

the other hand, some students were dissatisfied with the job opportunities because: “it’s always 

been real hard to get a job for me out here.  Everybody’s already hired for the school year, and 

they don’t want to hire you because you’re going to be gone for Christmas, and gone for 

summer.  They want somebody who’s here all through.”  One individual noted that it was not a 

good idea for students to work for the prison system because the prison “is not flexible with 

them, for their class schedules, and grades drop immediately.”   

There was also an indication that having employment opportunities available from the 

prison lent stability to the job market.  One respondent stated: “a lot of the other communities 

back over the years that have seen the ups and the downs in the economy, we’ve stayed very 

stable…as a result of the job base here [being] related to the state jobs.”  Another noted that: 

“There is a stability in the economy if you want to call it that, at the lowest level, in the sense 

that the prison system’s not [going to] have cycles yet, about boom and bust, and, course I don’t 

think they could ever have boom, but at least you’re not [going to] have bust, a certain level of 

payment is [going to] be continuing in town for a long time, and probably increase.”  A third 

stated: “When times are bad, they’re not nearly as bad here.  When times are really booming, 

maybe they’re not really as good here, but staying kind of in the median is not a bad place to be.”  

  

Group Differences 

 Table 7 presents the crosstabulations between opinions about non-prison employment 
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opportunities and (a) age group, (b) gender, (c) occupation, and (d) length of residency.  As can 

be seen, there do not appear to be differences between the “White Collar” and the “Not White 

Collar” groups and their opinions of non-prison employment opportunities. The factor of age 

indicates differences between groups.  The younger respondents report more dissatisfaction with 

non-prison employment opportunities than older respondents.  Twenty (51.3%) of the younger 

group report “inadequate”  non-prison employment opportunities while 15 (37.5%) of the older 

respondents agree.  Younger respondents 11 (28.2%) report “adequate” non-prison employment, 

with 17 (42%) of older respondents in agreement.  Older respondents express more satisfaction 

in the non-prison employment opportunities within the community than are the younger 

respondents in this study.  Perhaps this finding is an indication that with age comes the 

possibility of increased individual economic stability, and consequently community economic 

stability.   

The examination of gender shows that 19 of the 46 males (41.3%) indicated that non-

prison employment was “adequate,” while another 19 (41.3%) claimed that opportunities are 

“inadequate,” with the remaining eight (17.4%) had no opinion.  There were some differences in 

opinions between the genders.  When compared to the male responses, only ten (28.6%) of the 

35 females, agreed that there are “adequate” non-prison employment opportunities, giving a 

12.7% difference between the genders.  However females 16 (45.7%) report “inadequate” non-

prison employment opportunities, which only show a 4.4% difference when compared to males.  

Basically, these findings indicate that males, are more satisfied with non-prison employment 

opportunities than females in this community.   

Length of residency indicated some differences, with 18 (46.2%) of the short residency 

group of 39 reporting non-prison employment opportunities as being “inadequate” while 16 
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(39.0%) of the 41 lengthy residency group conquer.  Also, the lengthy residency group 17 

(41.5%) report non-prison employment opportunities as being “adequate,” compared to the short 

residency group 12 (30.8%).  The findings indicate that the longer one lives in this community 

the more likely they are to be satisfied with the non-prison employment opportunities. 

Overall, when asked about non-prison employment opportunities within this community, 

none of the groups report a majority as being content.  It appears that the responses were based 

more on individualistic experience and not a reflection of any major group differences. Many 

indicated that they would like to see some industry come into the town.  There were obviously 

strong feelings about non-prison employment opportunities.     

 

Non-Prison Employment Opportunities and Community Solidarity 

 The respondents appeared to feel that the prison and the prison system offered 

employment opportunities that filled a gap between the high-level jobs (such as jobs at the 

university or other professional occupations) and low-level jobs (such as service jobs and “mall 

jobs”).  Thus, despite the potential danger and lack of high wages for prison jobs, they were 

certainly appreciated.  In addition, there was some resentment associated with the dynamic 

between jobs and the university in that students apparently received a large number of jobs to the 

detriment of local residents, making prison system jobs all the more crucial.  The benefit to the 

financial situation of local residents brought about by the existence of prison system jobs appears 

to be one primary reason for the generally positive attitudes of the residents toward the prison 

system.  Even those who did not work for the prison themselves, or who did not have family or 

friends who worked for the prison, appreciated its contribution to their economy, which is a 

manifestation of community solidarity.   
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Research Question C: Community Safety 

General Findings 

 There was no consensus in any area of the current study as strong as that related to 

community safety, as shown in Table 8: Only five (6.2%) of the respondents indicated that they 

had any significant concern for community safety.  While three respondents (3.7%) did not offer 

an opinion, the remaining 73 (90.1%) indicated that they felt that the community was safe from 

threats.  There were a variety of reasons for this sense of safety which will be addressed in this 

section, but first the responses of the five individuals who showed some concern for community 

safety will be described.   

One of the respondents with a concern for community safety also indicated that this was 

not the fault of the prison employees or procedures.  This respondent stated that “they [law 

enforcement personnel] did pretty good to protect the people in that area” but also stated that “we 

still have to worry about a prisoner escaping and somebody coming in killing me.  You know, it 

happens, it will happen.  If they do, I mean, they’ll kill you.  It’s…as if they’re on death row and 

they get out, like this last prisoner did.  So, it is a problem for me, for the prisoners to escape, and 

it’s a lot of worry.”  Two other respondents who felt concern for community safety provided 

simple reasons.  The first stated that: “it’s scary you know thinking that they might be out in my 

backyard but eventually they’ll be caught or found” while the second stated that it “just scares 

me like somebody might kill you or something.”   

The final two respondents with community safety concerns seemed to attribute this to 

prison personnel or procedures.  One of these indicated some concern for safety because a recent 

escape took place “close to where I was stayin’ once before, and I was kind of scared there” but 

stated that if the prison would have “more tight security around the jailhouse, and you know on 
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the outside and everything so if anybody tries to break out, they can you know, catch ‘em.”  

Another felt that the community was not safe, and when asked what could be done about this 

responded: “I don’t see any kind of programs in town that says, or any kind of meeting, 

community meetings or anything like that to prepare people in a community if a prisoner breaks 

out, maybe steps you could follow to protect yourself or…your property or whatever, I don’t see 

them, I don’t know, you’d think that they would be at least send out like a news letter or have 

community meetings or something to prepare people for it, because when it happens, nobody 

seems to know what to do.”   

 As noted, the vast majority of respondents felt that the community was safe.  The most 

common reason for this feeling of security was the fact that prison escapees were generally 

believed to flee the immediate area quickly in order to avoid capture.  Respondents stated that “I 

don’t think they ever stay in Huntsville that long.  Huntsville’s not where they want to stay, so 

they’re always heading to high ground” and “We’ve always felt like if anyone escaped, this is 

the place they’re leaving, they’re not staying around here” and “if I was a prisoner, the last place 

I would want to be is in Huntsville, because about half of the population actually lives here the 

whole year, you know, they’re usually prison guards.”  One respondent stated emphatically: “I 

can’t imagine anybody trying to stay here in Huntsville when they break out, they would want to 

get away from here!”  Another common reason for feeling that the community was safe was 

because of the large number of law enforcement personnel activated in such cases.  One 

respondent stated that” “if a criminal escapes, I know that the sheriff and the police and the 

constables, and the Texas Rangers, and the DPS and the fire department, and EMS are gonna be 

out there looking around” while another stated that “you have so many different police forces 

here…you have the city police, you have the prison guard population, you have state police, you 
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have university police.”  Overall, the respondents seemed to be more interested than concerned 

with escapees: One respondent demonstrated a feeling of safety by stating that “if there’s a jail 

break, you’re more, somebody that’s been here a long time, they’re more apt to go out and see 

what they can see than they are to stay away from it” while another noted that “there’s more 

curiosity than worry, you know, just oh wow when are they gonna catch him?”  

 One additional point regarding potential threats due to escapees deserves mention.  

Although most individuals felt that the community was safe, some did provide indications that 

this was not universally the case.  Specifically, several respondents indicated that they were more 

concerned when death row inmates escaped.  One respondent stated that “I guess the only time 

anyone may have been afraid was this last time, the had one of the ones from death row escape 

and of course, they had nothing to lose if they’re on death row, if they were to kill somebody 

else, it wouldn’t affect their sentence” while another stated that “there may be a death row 

inmate out on the loose and maybe trying to find some way to get out of Walker county.”  A 

third respondent stated that concern was high when the “Death row inmate…escaped, 

and…everybody on that side of town was apprehensive…the people that live out there…they 

were apprehensive that the inmate might show up, I can guarantee you they were very 

apprehensive.”   

 In terms of danger associated with riots as opposed to escapees, the respondents generally 

felt that community members would be safe but did express concern for prison employees.  

Representative statements expressing this sentiment included: “the riots are inside the walls, it 

wouldn’t have any affect on the general public whatsoever,” “I’m not worried about the riots 

affecting me some, it’s gonna affect people inside the prison, but as far as my personal safety, 

I’m not worried.” and “not [concerned] for my own safety of course, it is for those people who 
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work there and for the people period who are in there, I think that any time you have a riot 

people get hurt at times, and so, that’s sad, but as far as my own safety, no I’m not worried about 

that.”   

 

Group Differences 

 Table 9 shows the crosstabulations between concern for community safety and (a) age 

group, (b) gender, (c) occupation, and (d) length of residency.  Despite the fact that there were 

only five individuals who indicated significant concern for community safety, there are some 

indications of differences between groups.  First, females appeared to be slightly less likely to be 

unconcerned (82.9%) than males (95.7%).  Second, there was a tendency for individuals who had 

short durations of residency to be unconcerned (97.4%) compared to those with lengthy periods 

of residency (85.4%).  Interestingly, this trend is in the opposite direction as several of the 

comments provided by the respondent such as “When I first moved here, it bothered me more 

than it does now,” “when I first moved here, [it scared me] a little bit, but actually, whenever 

there has been any incidents, uh, I feel sort of safe being close because those prisoners are going 

to go out of Huntsville, you know instead of staying in,” and “when I first moved here it was a 

big deal, and now it’s not that big a deal.”  The fact that individuals in the short residency group 

were not more concerned than those in the lengthy residency group could be due to the fact that 

escapes have decreased in recent years.   

 

Community Safety and Community Solidarity 

 As noted above, there was a broad consensus that the community was safe from prison-

related incidents.  Any area in which there is such a strong consensus is somewhat suspect.  
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There appear to be “community myths” associated with certain aspects of the prison that 

contribute the strong feelings that the community is safe.  This primarily relates to the notion that 

Huntsville might actually be safer because of the close proximity of the prison resulting from the 

notion that any escaped prisoner would quickly flee the area, making “ground zero” a 

particularly safe place.  The respondents were more or less oblivious that any escaped prisoners 

would be likely to have to steal a car, or perhaps would be desperate enough to take hostages 

from the community in order to facilitate their escape.  Comments making this point were so 

common that it seems likely that somewhere along the line this notion was purposefully 

perpetuated, perhaps by the prison administration or some similar organization.  In any case, the 

belief in this myth is a strong indication of community solidarity.  The use of such myths that 

minimize the negative aspects of the prison may be a mechanism by which community solidarity 

can be achieved.   

 

Research Question D: Impact of the Prison on Children 

General Findings 

 Table 10 presents the overall findings regarding the respondents’ perceptions of the 

effects of the prison on children in the community.  Nineteen (23.5%) of the respondents did not 

have an opinion about this aspect of the prison.  Only ten of the respondents (12.3%) thought that 

the prison had a predominantly negative effect on the children.  Those that did have a negative 

opinion regarding the effect of the prison on children typically indicated that this was because of 

the physical risk to children.  One respondent indicated that: “I think that it, it probably makes 

Huntsville less safe for children to be out, and you know, I don’t think you can probably give 

them as much freedom as you could in a town where there weren’t any prisons.  It’s too 
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dangerous,” while another stated that “I know one time an inmate escaped and was hiding under 

a trailer of my friends, and you know, that kind of scares you as a kid.”  The other common 

reason respondents had negative opinions of the effect of the prison on children related to an 

increase awareness of the underside of society that children can’t readily grasp or shouldn’t be 

forced to see, as indicated by these responses: “having a high concentration of convicts in this 

area tends to make kids aware of worse sides of life,” and “it could warp the mind of a child 

actually, seeing these people ‘Mom why aren’t these people allowed to leave?  Why can’t they 

go to McDonald’s like we can?  Why can’t they go to Wal-Mart?’  And as a young child 

growing up I don’t think that they would understand that.”   

 Twice as many respondents (24.7%), however, indicated that they thought the prison had 

a positive effect on children.  Typically, these responses related either to a valuable life lesson, 

such as “Made her realize in general that there is a price to be paid” or specifically to teaching 

the children that prison is not where they want to end up, such as “my eighth grade field trip, we 

went to a prison, so I mean, it probably teaches them, you don’t want to go there,” or “They 

probably know that if they do something wrong then they either go to prison or juvenile 

delinquent center.”  In addition, several respondents indicated that prisoners played an active role 

in this by going to schools or other groups to speak to children; one respondent stated that: 

“when I was in Union High, they did have prisoners come and talk to us, to encourage us to stay 

on the right track, so I would say positive in that aspect.”  Finally, some respondents indicated 

that having the prison in the area led to an opportunity to discuss social issues that would 

ordinarily not come up, such as one respondent who stated that: “it gives us parents more 

opportunity to discuss what prisons are because our kids see it everyday and they question us 

about it.  So I think we probably talk to our kids more about what a prison is and why people end 
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up there and I think our kids are probably better educated as to what prisons are and why people 

go there because we’re in this community.”   

 Other respondents indicated either that the prison would have no effect on children or that 

it would have a mixed effect.  Six respondents (7.4%) saw both positive and negative effects of 

the prison.  One stated: “I think we can use it to teach them lessons about value systems, but I 

think they’re also aware of the negative influence in the community as far as, just a sense of the 

negative energy in the community.”  The most common response, however, was that the prison 

would have no effect on the children, which was the opinion of 26 (32.1%) of the respondents.  

These respondents seemed to feel that growing up with the prison caused the children to largely 

ignore it.  One respondent stated: “It never bothered me really as a child, like I said, we lived 

right next door to it, it’s just a part of everyday life,” while another stated that “I think in this 

area, when you grow up with it, I don’t think I actually realized what prison was all about, (can’t 

understand)….I never realized what a prison was all about….just everyday life, mom and dad 

don’t talk about it because they don’t want you to worry about it, it doesn’t affect the child at all 

as far as I’m concerned.”   

 Opinions regarding the potential effects of executions on children were more negative.  

Those respondents who had an opinion on this felt that this would be frightening for children, as 

indicated by one respondent who stated that “if they see it, you know maybe on the news, it will 

probably scare them.”  Another respondent indicated that this effect could be particularly bad if 

the child’s parents do not address the issue openly, stating “they’ll probably become scared, um, 

if it’s not explained to them, what’s going on, I’m sure.”  However, not all respondents believed 

that this would be particularly bad for children, with one stating “I would think that being a child 

and seeing, knowing someone was going to be executed at 10:00 in your home town would be 
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kind of a frightening thing, but uh, I imagine they become desensitized just like everyone else to 

it, and that it loses its affect after a while,” while another stated that “I know one of my sons is 

very much opposed to capital punishment and another would take less a rigid side of this issue, 

but uh, it’s made them think.  It’s given them uh, something to, to think about,” indicating that 

having executions so nearby could stimulate both thought and discussion.   

 

Group Differences 

 Table 11 presents crosstabulations between perceptions of the impact of the prison on 

children and (a) age group, (b) gender, (c) occupation, and (d) length of residency.  There was a 

relationship between perceptions of the effect of the prison on children and age, with younger 

respondents 25.6% (10/39) stating that they saw “no effect” with 40.0% (16/40) of the older 

respondents agreeing.  Also, younger respondents 33% (13/39) were more likely than older 

respondents 12.5% (5/40) to give “no opinion” to the question of impact of the prisons on 

children, the reason typically given is that they lacked contact with community children and did 

not have children of their own.  In the case of gender differences, females 40.0% (14/35) were 

slightly more likely than males 26.1% (12/46) to indicate “no effect” on the children.   

Both white collar 37.5% (9/24) and not white collar 29.8% (17/57) report perceptions that 

the presence of prisons have no effect on the community children.  There did appear to be a 

relationship between perception of the effect of the prison on children and length of residency.  

While 17.9% (7/39) of those in the short residency group felt that the effect would be negative, 

only 7.3% (3/41) of those in the lengthy residency group felt that way.  Conversely, 43.9% 

(18/41) of those in the lengthy residency group felt that there would be no effect, only 20.5% 

(8/39) of those in the short residency group felt that way.  It appears that opinions regarding the 
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effect of the prison on children were more negative for individuals who had not lived in the area 

for an extended period of time, but that opinions improved with increased length of residency.  

  

Impact of the Prison on Children and Community Solidarity 

 As noted above, more respondents felt that the prison had a predominantly positive effect 

on children than felt that it had a predominantly negative effect.  Putting aside the issue of 

community safety (discussed above), the fact that more of the Huntsville residents felt that it was 

actually positive for their children to have a prison in close proximity than felt that it was bad 

may be a manifestation of denial.  While it is potentially true that some children might be “scared 

straight” or that children might become more sensitive to the plight of the downtrodden, this may 

be an example of residents distorting reality in order to have a positive view of the existence of 

the prison in their community.   

 

Research Question E: Stress Related to the Prison 

General Findings 

 Table 12 shows the results of the analysis of stress related to the existence of the prison 

system.  Over one-third of the respondents (n=30, 37.0%) indicated that they did not feel that the 

prison introduced any additional stress into the community.  An additional ten respondents 

(12.3%) did not offer an opinion regarding community stress.  The remaining 41 respondents 

(50.6%) did feel that the prison introduced stress into the community.  There were several 

different sources of this stress, the most common of which was job-related stress (27.2%), 

followed by stress regarding prison escapes or released inmates in the community (11.1%).  

Small numbers of respondents indicated that there was stress associated with the media (3.7%), 
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the economy in general (3.7%), or stress not related to a specific cause (4.9%).  Responses 

related to each of these sources of stress will be described next, followed by suggestions from the 

respondents on how to reduce the level of stress in the community.  Lastly, group differences 

related to the presence or absence of community stress due to the prison will be explored.   

 The most commonly cited source of stress related to the prison involved employment 

within the prison system.  Most of these responses related to stress associated with direct 

dealings with inmates.  One respondent stated that being a prison guard was “pretty rough 

because there was a lot of verbal abuse from the convicts” while another stated that “they [prison 

guards] take a lot of abuse.”  Other responses were related to the psychological effects of 

working with prisoners.  One respondent stated that “I think that they tend to have a little bit 

more of a negative view of people in general because they are surrounded by so many people 

who are in hardship and I think that in, in my opinion, and it’s very limited, is that they might 

have…not…as much self esteem in their own families as others might, because they see…so 

much negativity.”  Another respondent stated that “Some of them are not…psychologically able 

to take that kind of…stress day by day by day, people trying to give them a hard time and people 

trying to play little games on them.”  One respondent stated that “my husband doesn’t talk about 

his job, and when they train the guards, that’s one thing that they try to instill in them, that you 

can’t work here and take it home with you everyday because it will affect your family, and my 

husband adhered to that…I’m sure he is stressed…about some of it, but…it doesn’t affect our 

family because he doesn’t let it, because he’s trained not to.”   

Other respondents indicated that the work itself, rather than the interactions with the 

inmates, was responsible for stress.  For example, one respondent stated that “our units here are 

so short-handed, they’re fixing to have to go…to 12 hour shifts.  They don’t have the man 
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power, they’re just…begging for people.”  Another stated that “when there’s problems inside the 

prison they lock it down and your spouses or whatever can get stuck there for days at a time, so it 

can be stressful and you gotta worry about them working there.”   

 The second most common reason given for stress associated with the prison related to 

potential or actual escapes, or the presence of former inmates in the community.  Regarding 

escapees, although this did not appear to be a big concern, one respondent indicated that “With a 

prison escape, we may have just a little more stress than normal, but still there’s not a great deal 

of stress,” while another stated that stress was low “Unless there’s a break out, because you don’t 

know what way they’re going.”  Another respondent communicated apprehension about recently 

released inmates in the area when: “you see the prisoners on release day, and they’re just 

walking down the street, they have their bags over their shoulders and you just see a whole 

crowd of them walking down the street, they’re free.  You know, that kind of makes you feel a 

little uneasy at times.”   

 Small numbers of respondents indicated that stress was due to either the media or 

economic factors related to the prison.  Regarding the media, one respondent stated that “I guess 

the biggest stressor here we have is…media, when we have an execution…I drove through road 

blocks, you know going home and back, you know everyday, you know, have them looking 

under my car,” while another stated that executions brought “swarms and swarms of…camera 

t.v. people and all that were in the community, you couldn’t even get down through the streets.”  

Regarding the economy, one respondent indicated that “we have some areas of Huntsville that 

really are very low SES that, there are places without running water and there are places without 

air conditioning and I think some of that is a result of people with few options.”   
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 Many of the respondents, even those who did not indicate that they felt that the prison 

brought stress to the community, provided suggestions for decreasing stress.  Many of these had 

to do with counseling or psychological services.  One respondent stated indicated a need for 

“different kinds of counseling, group counseling and otherwise,” while another stated: “a good 

idea would be possibly counseling sessions before their shifts go on.”  Some respondents felt that 

these services should be extended to the families of prison workers as well, as one stated: “I 

guess I would make it mandatory for them to have psychiatric evaluations because, that’s a pretty 

stressful job, and always being surrounded by criminals and never knowing if something is going 

to happen…they would need some kind of help dealing with that.  And their family too, because 

their family when they come home, they affect the people around them, if they’re affected at 

their work.”  However, there were some indications that counseling services might not be 

effective.  One respondent stated: “they’re not going to be a group of people that are going to go 

and talk about their problems and talk to each other.  I don’t see that they would want say the 

university to form a group to help them.  I think that’s something that the people that I know, 

they tend to be like a lot of law enforcers, they find weaknesses, they don’t want to show it.”  

Other suggestions included moving the prisons outside of town, increasing community 

participation and awareness, better systems of tracking prisoners when they were on work 

release, religious-oriented activities, and educating the public on topics such as the non-violent 

nature of most trustees and the positive aspects of the prison system such as rehabilitation.   

 

Group Differences 

 Table 13 presents crosstabulations between whether or not the prison system brought 

stress into the community and (a) age group, (b) gender, (c) occupation, and (d) length of 
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residency.  There was some indication that older respondents (55.0%) were more aware or 

concerned about stress than younger respondents (43.6%).  Males and females did not appear to 

differ in this regard.  White collar workers appear to be more concerned about stress (66.7%) 

than non-white collar workers (43.9%).  However, the strongest relationship was between length 

of residency and concern about stress: Over half (51.3%) of short-term residents were 

unconcerned about stress related to the prison, compared to less than one-fourth (24.4%) of long-

term residents.   

 

Prison-Related Stress and Community Solidarity 

 In a somewhat rare demonstration (for the current study) an awareness and expression by 

the respondents of negative consequences associated with the existence of the prison, the 

majority did acknowledge that there was stress in the community associated with the prison.  

Many individuals indicated that this stress was probably minor, but nevertheless acknowledged 

that it existed.  The most frequently noted source of this stress was associated with the prison 

employees.  The respondents often indicated an appreciation for the prison guards in terms of 

keeping the community safe.  In any case, this could be a manifestation of community solidarity 

in that community members were concerned about the mental health not only of the prison 

employees but also the community members as a whole.  

 

Research Question F: The Town’s Image 

General Findings 

 Table 14 presents descriptive statistics for the respondents’ perceptions of the town’s 

image.  Overall, 43 of the 81 respondents (53.1%) commented that the town or area was known 
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either for the prisons (n=24, 29.6%) or for the executions (n=19, 23.5%).  No individual felt that 

the town’s primary image was something other than the prison or the executions, although 38 

individuals (46.9%) did not offer an opinion.  In terms of the image that the respondents would 

like the town to have, the most frequent response was as a university town (n=19, 23.5%), 

followed by as a normal small town (n=16, 19.8%).  Other individuals were proud of the image 

of a prison town and hoped it would continue (n=5, 6.2%), or that it should be known as a safe 

place (n=4, 4.9%) because of the prisons.  This section will explore these perceptions in detail.   

 There is no question that the respondents are aware of the reputation of their town.  

Representative responses included: “whenever I say, you know I go to school in Huntsville, they 

don’t know there’s even a college here, they’re like ‘Oh where all the prisons are,’ so we’re 

definitely known for prison town,” “everybody knows where Huntsville’s at, just because it’s 

the, we lead executions in the United States.  So, uh, Huntsville is definitely renowned for the, 

for their inmate population,” “Prison City U.S.A,” or the “Death Row Capital of the World.”  

Interestingly, many of the respondents seemed to have a sense of humor about this, evidenced by 

comments such as: “I said ‘Well I’m from Huntsville,’ and they said ‘Well how long were you in 

for?” or “a lot of people think ‘Well, why were you living in Huntsville? Was your dad in 

prison?” and “they’ll say something like…if you say you’re from Huntsville, ‘Oh, did they let 

you out for the weekend?’ or ‘Did you escape?’”   

 Several of the respondents did not think that the reputation as a prison town was a 

negative thing.  One stated: “You know the prison’s not a bad thing, we’re trying to be the major 

location for it, but I mean they’re doing a good thing.”  Another stated that “we’re proud of our 

prison system” while a third noted that “we’re helping the community by educating and housing 

the criminals of Texas.  That this is an important process of law enforcement, and that Texas 
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definitely serves the public.”  The prevailing view, however, was that being known as a prison 

town was not welcomed.  One respondent stated “I think it has a bad image, I have fought for 20 

years to get the prison from being the focus of Huntsville, you know cause people don’t even 

know that San Houston’s here really, if you say Huntsville, they think of Johnny Cash” while 

another stated “Huntsville is sometimes, sometimes it’s part of popular culture that um, you 

know when a person says “Huntsville”, sometimes it clicks, that “Oh yeah, that’s where all the 

executions and things happen”, or “That’s the big prison community”, so it kind of has a 

negative effect on, on the school, or the town as a whole. 

 In terms of the image that the town would like to project, the university was the most 

frequently noted factor.  One respondent stated: “I’d like Huntsville to be seen as um, a family 

oriented, cultural, you know, culturally educated place, because we have this university, and it is 

a nice, family community, and it’s a friendly town” while another noted that: “The image I’d like 

this town to project is more of an image of a center of learning, a progressive town coming 

together.”  Other individuals seemed to desire a more diverse image.  One listed the following 

positive aspects of Huntsville: “we’ve also got San Houston [University] that’s been here a 

number of years, we’ve got an excellent university…we’ve got a budding arts 

community…we’re right here in the San Houston National Forest, so we’ve got…I believe it’s 

the Lone Star trail, cuts right through Walker county, it’s a big hiking trail…Lake Connor, Lake 

Livingston, so we’ve got fishing.”  Another noted that “I would like for San Houston, the work 

that’s being done here, to be…noted more, and I mean we have a lot of…historical kinds of 

places, I think more emphasis could be placed on that, there are a number of writers and such 

around…to the extent that they write about us, eventually maybe some of those things will be 

noticed.  I would like our whole town to have a more uh, intellectual kind of attitude…we have a 
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little community theatre.  That’s been exiting.  Huntsville has a lot of cultural opportunities.  We 

don’t have the quantity that you find in places like Houston, but we have an awful lot of things to 

do.”   

 In terms of how the image of the town could be changed, there were a variety of 

opinions.  Many respondents thought that aggressive advertising or marketing efforts might have 

an effect.  One stated: “If we had more…publicity about the other things, the other assets that 

Huntsville.. Our university is a good university, we have uh, a lot of historical information, 

there’s museums…parks, there’s a state park here…we have a lot of recreation.”  Another noted 

that “well maybe we could emphasize the good instead of the bad more.  You know, the good 

educational, cultural, historical things about Huntsville that are very nice.  And maybe we could 

downplay the prisons just a little bit more.”  A third stated that: “Maybe doing a program that 

prison towns are not…focused only on prisons, that…we do have other items in the town…also 

to see some of the positive aspects of what the prison system is doing, not just…well we execute 

people here, yes this is true, but we also have…schools, like the Wyndham school district is one 

of the largest school districts, and that educates prisoners.”  One very thoughtful response was: 

“one of the things…about eight years ago they were gonna…have a new program to go out and 

recruit tourists and people and businesses, and they were gonna call it ‘Escape to 

Huntsville’…and I told them…you know that’s the last thing you want, I mean, find any other 

logo, get rid of the prison logo, get rid of the prison rodeo that was here for a while, which also 

made us identified with it.  Sell the town on, on other things.”   

 There were some responses that indicated that the image of the town may already be 

changing.  One respondent noted that “we’ve gone light years away from where we were, I think 

we were only known as the prison town, and now people tend to say something to the effect of 



87 

um, ‘Uh, you’re the place with the huge statue.’, or ‘You’re the home of Sam Houston,’ 

or…something else that lends itself to a lot more…optimism, and I think that that has really 

turned around, and I’ve heard that from many, many of my citizens who’ve said ‘I’ve always 

been teased about it being a prison place, that’s not what they’re saying to me anymore.’ 

Nevertheless, there were indications from some respondents that they had more or less 

accepted the town’s reputation and didn’t feel that much could be done about it.  One stated: “I 

don’t know really, probably just more of a college town instead of you know, being known so 

much for the prisons, but that will never happen” while another stated that “with the media thing, 

I mean, that’s nothing we can control, that’s the nation.  I mean, you know, if they can get a 

story, they’re gonna go for it.  You know, and if they can juice it up, they’ll go for that too.”  A 

third noted that “I think the picture of Huntsville’s been way gone many years ago. It’s what it is, 

it’s gonna be that way.”  Other responses with this tone were: With the way the town’s attitude 

is, I don’t see it adjusting much.  I mean it has gone a lot, it used to be completely dry county, 

and the bars close at 12 still, I mean it’s still really strict atmosphere in this town, I think that has 

a lot to do with the prisons and all the things that are changed because of the prison atmosphere 

is here,” and “there’s not too much that really could be done.  I guess, because of the prison, 

that’s what people always want to focus on” and “I mean the prisons are here, they’ve been here, 

and there’s, I mean everybody already knows, I don’t think there is anything that really could be 

done.”   

 

Group Differences 

 Table 15 presents crosstabulations between a dichotomized town’s image variable (i.e. 

stated that the town’s image was primarily related to prisons or executions, or did not) and (a) 
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age group, (b) gender, (c) occupation, and (d) length of residency.  In terms of age, older 

individuals were more likely (65.0%) to explicitly state that the town’s image was defined by 

prisons or executions than younger respondents (41.0%).  There were no substantial differences 

between males and females, and only a slight indication that white collar workers were more 

likely to explicitly state that prisons or executions defined the town’s image (66.7%) than were 

non white-collar workers (49.1%).  However, there was a strong tendency for individuals who 

had been residents for a lengthy time period to hold this opinion (68.3%) compared to those who 

had been residents for a shorter period of time (38.5%).   

 

The Town’s Image and Community Solidarity 

 Perhaps the greatest indications of community solidarity (or at least consensus in views) 

came with respect to the image of the town or the image of the town that the community 

members wished for.  Most of the respondents were aware or believed that their town was 

primarily known for the prisons or the executions.  Even among these, however, there were 

indications that they did not think that this was a negative perception, or that it necessarily had to 

be a negative perception.  In addition, there were indications of a certain level of acceptance of 

this aspect of others’ perceptions of the town as something that could not be changed, and that 

that was alright.  Some of the respondents appeared to believe that their town was not necessarily 

known as a prison town or a place where executions took place, potentially indicating a degree of 

denial about the outside world’s perception of their town.   

 

Community Solidarity 

 One of the purposes of the current research project was to examine community solidarity 
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in Huntsville.  Solidarity was defined previously in the Introduction as a supportive, defensive, 

or protective feeling toward the community, wherein individuals act to allow the community to 

continue to exist and prosper. After analyzing the interview text, seven broad areas of solidarity 

were extracted: unqualified community pride, defensiveness against the media, what will be 

termed qualified community pride (i.e. an acknowledgement that the community has problems 

but that these are more than offset by the positive aspects of the community), denial, 

perpetuation of community myths, normalization, and economic benefits.  The purpose of this 

section is to describe the seven themes of solidarity, define the operationalization and then 

examine each theme’s representation throughout the data.  Since all 81 (100%) of the 

respondents indicated one or more theme of solidarity in their responses to the research 

questions, it is therefore obvious to state that community solidarity is reflected within this 

research sample.  This part of the data analysis specifically addresses the frequencies or strength 

of community solidarity of the respondents (N=81).  In this stage of data analysis, all aspects of 

the interview text are analyzed in relationship to the seven themes of community solidarity.   

Since the student population composed 40.7% of the sample, students will also be 

examined for strength of solidarity as a separate category (see charts 17 & 18). This analysis will 

be in addition to their inclusion in the total population analysis (chart 16).  Since some of the 

students indicated they were employed (n=15) and other students did not indicate employment 

(n=18), two separate analysis of students will be conducted and then examined for differences 

between the two groups. Table 17 contains a cross-tabulation of research questions and solidarity 

themes using only the student population that indicated employment.  Table 18 contains a cross-

tabulation of research questions and solidarity themes using only the student population that did 

not indicated employment. 
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Key Words/Terms Used for Analysis 

 Statements alone are not always enough for research analysis.  It is also the context of 

which the statement was made that allows for analysis.  Several statements may be similar in 

content, yet when examined within context may have a different connotation.  Therefore, it is the 

examination of the context within which these statements are made that directs the analysis for 

understanding.  The research questions were specifically and directly asked and answered.  After 

the seven types of solidarity were identified, the data was then re-examined to determine the 

strength of the solidarity.  To examine the data in its entirety, key words and or terms were used 

and then a contextual examination of the data was made to determine analysis.  This allowed for 

analysis of conversation pertaining to the research questions. This fostered a more relaxed and 

free-flowing of expression of each of the participants.  In some cases respondents contradicted 

their earlier responses to the research questions. 

 For Security and Safety of Prison Employees the following keys words and or terms were 

used to locate and identify possible data for analysis: work/safe, prison work, guard, CO, 

correctional officer, prison employee(s).  Key words and or terms used in analysis for non-prison 

employment were: work, job(s), employment, business(es).  Key words and or terms used in 

analysis for community safety were: safe, secure, security, fear, danger, harm, scared, escape(s) 

riots.  Key words and or terms used in analysis for children were: child, children, kid(s).  Key 

words and or terms used in analysis for stress were: stress, stresses, stressors, stressful.  Key 

words and or terms used in analysis for town image were: town image, town, prison(s), prison 

town, image, community, Huntsville.  Once the key word(s) and or terms were identified, then 

the context with which the term(s) or words were used and solidarity was determined.  Each 
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statement was analyzed for placement within the seven community solidarity themes.  Each of 

the seven community solidarity themes are thoroughly identified, defined and explained.   

 

Solidarity through Unqualified Community Pride 

 Most of the respondents made statements regarding their feelings of pride in the 

Huntsville community.  Statements such as “I think this is a nice community” and “Huntsville is 

sort of a well kept secret, it’s a very nice community” were common.  One respondent stated that 

Huntsville is: “a community rich in history…people from all over the world come to seek 

educational opportunities, so we’re not just a little hick town, you know, we’re a small town rich 

in history and…opportunity” another stated that “it’s a nice place to live, it’s a safe place to live” 

and another stated that Huntsville is “a safe…good place to raise children, and live…and there’s 

lots of things here in Huntsville…good things.”  Other respondents demonstrated pride while at 

the same time indicating that the community may actually want to keep this a secret: “We don’t 

want anybody to know, we like it the way it is, it’s a nice community.  It’s nice and small.”  

 Many of the indications that there is a sense of pride in the Huntsville community came 

from the section of the interview guide relating to the image that the respondents wanted the 

town to project.  One respondent had moved to Huntsville and reported that: “I grew up in 

Houston…most of these folks [people from Houston] think that Huntsville’s a 

beautiful…historical town…they like to come here and see the history, and now we have the 

Houston monument, and that brings a lot people here, but I think there’s a lot of history here 

besides prison, you know, that people come for.”  One stated: “I’d like Huntsville to be seen 

as…a family oriented…culturally educated place, because we have this university, and it is a 

nice, family community, and it’s a friendly town.”  Another respondent stated: “We’re here for 
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you, we’ll stand by you.  You live here, we belong to you, we belong to us,” clearly 

demonstrating a sense of solidarity.  

 Table 16 contains a crosstabulation of the community solidarity themes and the research 

questions of the proposed study.  To create this table, each interview was re-examined and coded 

with respect to whether or not each theme appeared in material relevant to each research 

question.  The theme of community solidarity identified as “unqualified community pride” 

shows the highest frequencies exhibited was associated with the category of town image, with 53 

(65.4%) of respondents expressing unqualified community pride. The issue of community safety 

had 30 (37.0%) of the respondents stating unqualified community pride and finally.  The topic of 

non-prison employment opportunities saw nine (11.1%) of the respondents indicating 

community solidarity using unqualified community pride.  Associated with issues of safety and 

security of prison employees, eight (9.9%) responded with unqualified community pride, and six 

(7.4%) for each of the topics of children and stress.   

 Tables 17 and 18 contains a crosstabulation of the categories of the community solidarity 

themes and the research questions of the proposed study in regards to “employed students,” and 

“non-employed students.”   The theme of community solidarity identified as “unqualified 

community pride” shows the highest frequencies exhibited was associated with the category of 

town image, with 11 (73.3%) of  “employed students,” (see chart 17) and eight (44.4%) of  “non-

employed students” (see chart 18) respondents expressing unqualified community pride. The 

issue of community safety had four (26.6%) of the “employed students,” and six (33.3%) of the 

“non-employed students,” stating unqualified community pride.  Finally, the topic of non-prison 

employment opportunities saw 0 (0.0%) of the “employed students,” and two (11.1%) of the 
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“non-employed students,” respondents indicating community solidarity using unqualified 

community pride.   

 

Solidarity through Normalization 

In addition to highlighting the advantages of their community, as exemplified by one 

respondent: “ten years ago, Huntsville was named the number one small town in Texas, one of 

the top ten in the whole country,” not only attempting to normalize the town but actually accent 

the community as superior.  Many residents also added comments to illustrate how “normal” the 

community is.  One resident stated: “I don’t think it’s [Huntsville] that much different than 

anywhere else.”  Another respondent adds: “I can’t say that we’re any different from other 

communities in our society.”  While another describes Huntsville as being “Mayberry” 

(indicating a small friendly type community) with a community population that are “like normal 

people.”  When the topic of executions was addressed, responses such as: “it’s not a big deal,” 

and “we try not to let it affect our daily lives,” and “I just go on with my business,” reflected an 

attempt to downplay the attention and indicate that the town goes forward with its daily life 

unaffected. In fact, when the topic of execution was addressed, many respondents stated that they 

had no idea one was going on unless they heard it on the news or noticed the increase in traffic.  

When asked about the mood of the community during an execution, one respondent stated: “It’s 

normal, the day is normal, everyone goes about their business as normal,” while another states: 

“it’s just part of the routine, nobody dwells on it” and “I just go on with my business.”  Even the 

prison industry itself was normalized, with one respondent saying: [prisons] “are really no 

different than any other business.”   Obviously, housing nine prisons and leading the 

industrialized world in executions, all within the confines of one mid-size community, is not a 
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normal occurrence in our society. Therefore, an attempt to normalize the town, prisons, 

executions, and the residents themselves indicates community solidarity.    

The theme of community solidarity identified as “normalization” (see chart 16) shows the 

highest response of community solidarity associated with the theme of normalization was the 

topic of stress, with 33 (40.7%).  The topic of children saw 30 (37.0%) of respondents and town 

image had 26 (32.1%) expressing solidarity using normalization. Finally, there were frequencies 

of six (7.4%) for safety and security of prison employees, and 21 (25.9%) normalizing their 

community safety. 

Tables 17 and 18 contain a crosstabulation of the categories of the community solidarity 

themes and the research questions of the proposed study in regards to “employed students,” and 

“non-employed students.”  The theme of community solidarity identified as “normalization” 

shows the highest response of community solidarity associated with the theme of normalization 

was the topic of stress, with six (40.0%) “employed students,” and seven (38.8%) of 

“unemployed students.  The topic of children saw 0 (0.0%) of “employed students,” and four 

(22.2%) of “non-employed students.”  Respondents and town image had six (40%) “employed 

students,” and two (11.1%) “unemployed students” expressing solidarity using normalization.  

Finally, there were frequencies of one (6.6%) for “employed students,” and zero (0.0%) for 

“unemployed students,” for the safety and security of prison employees, and one (6.6%) 

“employed students,” and four (22.2%) of “unemployed students,” normalizing their community 

safety. 

 

Solidarity through Defensiveness about Media Coverage 

 Many of the responses relevant to solidarity were related to the town’s image, and most 
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of those involved some aspect of the media coverage of events in Huntsville.  Specifically, many 

of the respondents felt that the media presented an inaccurate view of the city and people of 

Huntsville.  Respondents seemed to be troubled that the media never covered anything in 

Huntsville except the executions.  Statements such as “they [the media] believe that this is the 

town of Huntsville,” “Huntsville is a really pretty community and a nice community and I think 

it’s the media…tends to accentuate the negative with the death chamber and executions and all,” 

and “if you look at Channel 13 or Channel 11 and they have a map of Texas and Huntsville is 

highlighted, more than likely it’s because there’s a prison break or execution or something.  

That’s the only time we’re on [television]” were common.   

Other respondents indicated that the media could and should focus on other aspects of 

Huntsville.  One respondent noted that: “If they [the media] really came to Huntsville and did an 

in depth story about how many people volunteer to do things for unfortunates and abused, 

downtrodden, and whatever else, they might be surprised about what Huntsville does.”  Several 

respondents indicated that the media has made it seem as though it were the citizens of 

Huntsville themselves that condemned and executed the prisoners, but one stated: “that person 

[the prisoner being executed] is in here for a reason…we didn’t as a community seek that kind of 

condemnation on him, I mean the court or whatever, we’re just a repository of it” while another 

noted that: “Huntsville is portrayed as some kind of blood bath town…trough the media…people 

have to realize, we have absolutely no say in what goes on.  That is between the corrections, and 

the state of Texas, and the governor, and the higher courts.”  The feelings of the people of 

Huntsville toward the media were summed up nicely by one respondent who simply stated of the 

media merely that “They’re idiots.” 
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The theme of community solidarity identified as “solidarity through defensiveness about 

media coverage” (see chart 16) shows response frequencies of the topic of town image had the 

largest display of defensiveness against media coverage, with 51 (63.0%) of respondents 

indicating solidarity.  The topic of stress had 18 (22.2%) of the respondents stating solidarity 

through defensiveness against media coverage.  The issue of children had 11 (13.5%), and five 

(6.2%) concerning community safety and finally, one (1.2%) for non-prison employment 

opportunities. 

Tables 17 and 18 contain a crosstabulation of the categories of the community solidarity 

themes and the research questions of the proposed study in regards to “employed students,” and 

“non-employed students.” The theme of community solidarity identified as “solidarity through 

defensiveness about media coverage” shows response frequencies of the topic of town image had 

the largest display of defensiveness against media coverage, with five (33.3%) of  “employed 

students,” and ten (55.5%) of “non-employed students,” indicating solidarity.  The topic of stress 

had two (13.3%) of the “employed students,” and four (22.2%) of “non-employed students,” 

stating solidarity through defensiveness against media coverage.  The issue of children had two 

(13.3%), of the “employed students,” and one (5.5%) of “non-employed students.”  

 

Solidarity through Qualified Community Pride 

 Respondents who indicated solidarity through qualified community pride were more in 

touch with both the negative and positive aspects of Huntsville that those cited in the previous 

section on unqualified community pride.  They were likely to acknowledge the negative image of 

the town, but then immediately respond that those images were not as important as the positive 

aspects.  One stated: “when something that large [the prison system] comes to a community it 
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concentrates all types of movement, and…parking becomes a problem, traffic signals have had 

to be put up where they used not to be and things of that nature, so it just depends on where its 

located, but again, all of that can be a positive part of the community.”  Another indicated that 

the prisons and executions provided a mechanism by which Huntsville could promote itself by 

stating that: “It’s unfortunate that other people see the media and they…look at Huntsville as 

only prisons, but…it opens up opportunity to promote the other things and to be known, that 

Huntsville’s even here and it exists.”   

Another noted that anyone bothering to really get to know Huntsville might have an 

experience like this: “When they get here and they’ve ventured throughout the community and 

they look at different aspects of it, they see that we’re not just all about prisons and that we are 

truly a very beautiful community…with some very caring individuals in it, so…[the] immediate 

reaction might be that they might see us you know, in a different light because of the prisons, but 

certainly not once they experience our community.”   

 Some of the indications of qualified community pride arose from comparisons to other 

places to live as opposed to outright statements of the quality of Huntsville.  Houston, being the 

closest large city, was most often the target of such comparisons.  One respondent stated: “I lived 

in Houston part of the time, and I think in many ways there’s more stress living in Houston than 

there is Huntsville…in fact, I’m living here partially because there’s less stress, as far as the 

traffic and the incidents.  I mean, you can go to Houston and have more problems than you can 

in Huntsville” while another joked that: “when we decided to leave the big city [Houston] and 

come here, my husband’s family was appalled…and they kept saying, ‘You’re moving to a town 

that’s full of prisoners,’ and my answer to that basically was the majority of prisoners in that 
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town [Huntsville], are in prison…The majority of the crime makers in Houston are walking on 

the streets.”   

The theme of community solidarity identified as “qualified community pride” (see chart 

16) shows response frequencies of the topic of town image had the largest display of community 

solidarity through qualified community pride with 51 (63.0%).  the topic of stress had 11 

(13.5%) of the respondents stating solidarity through qualified community pride.  The issues of 

community safety and children each had eight (9.9%).  There were six (7.4%) for non-prison 

employment opportunities and five (6.2%) concerning the issue of safety and security of those 

employed by the prison. 

The theme of community solidarity identified as “qualified community pride” (see Tables 

17 & 18) shows response frequencies of the topic of town image had the largest display of 

community solidarity through qualified community pride with 11 (73.3%) of “employed 

students,” and seven (38.8%) of “unemployed students.”   The topic of stress had 0 (0.0%) of 

“employed students,” and one (5.5%) of “unemployed students” stating solidarity through 

qualified community pride.  The issues of community safety and children each had 0 (0.0%) of 

“employed students,” and one (5.5%) of “unemployed students.”  There were two (13.3%) 

“employed students,” and one (5.5%) of “non-employed students for non-prison employment 

opportunities.  Concerning the issue of safety and security of those employed by the prison, one 

(6.6%) of “employed students,” and 0 (0.0%) of the “non-employed students.”   

 

Solidarity through Denial 

 The primary manifestation of denial in the current study related to a perception by many 

or most of the respondents that there was any danger associated with the prison system, either 
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with respect to the safety of prison employees or the safety of the community.  While some 

individuals did admit to concerns about the prison employees and, to a less extent, to the 

community as a whole, these were concerns held by the minority of respondents.  To individuals 

who do not live in close proximity to a prison, this is likely to sound like a denial of the 

“obvious” dangers associated with either working in a prison or living near one.  Even those 

individuals who were able to admit to some concerns for prison employees or the community 

were frequently quick to minimize those concerns.   

The theme of community solidarity identified as “denial,” (see chart 16) shows the 

highest solidarity among the seven themes of community solidarity. The topic of community 

safety had by far the largest response of any topic within any of the seven themes of solidarity, 

with 80 (98.7%) of respondents denying community safety as an issue of concern for residents. 

The issue of stress had 59 (72.8%) of the respondents denying either it’s existence or impact.  

The topic of children being negatively impacted by the presence of so many prisons within the 

community was denied by 58 (71.6%) of the respondents.  Concerns about the topic of safety and 

security of those employed by the prison was denied by 37 (45.7%) of the respondents.  The 

denial of non-prison employment opportunities being a problem saw 33 (40.7%) of the 

respondents.   The topic of town image saw 19 (23.4%) respondents denying a negative impact 

related to either housing a large prison population or being recognized as being a “prison town.”   

The theme of community solidarity identified as “denial,” (see Tables 17 & 18) shows 

the highest solidarity among the seven themes of community solidarity. The topic of community 

safety had by far the largest response of any topic within any of the seven themes of solidarity, 

with both “employed” (15) and “non-employed students” (18) reporting 100% of respondents 

denying community safety as an issue of concern for residents. The issue of stress had 13 
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(86.8%) of “employed students,” and 12 (66.6%) of “non-employed students,” denying either its 

existence or impact.  The topic of children being negatively impacted by the presence of so many 

prisons within the community was denied by nine (60.0%) of “employed students,” and five 

(27.7%) of “non-employed students.”  Concerns about the topic of safety and security of those 

employed by the prison was denied by five (33.3%) of the “employed students,” and two 

(11.1%) of the “non-employed students.”  The denial of non-prison employment opportunities 

being a problem saw six (40.0%) of “employed students,” and five (27.7%) of the “non-

employed students.”   The topic of town image saw three (20.0%) of “employed students,” and 

six (33.3%) of “non-employed students denying a negative impact related to either housing a 

large prison population or being recognized as being a “prison town.”   

 

Solidarity through the Perpetuation of Community Myths  

The predominant myth among the community members was that the town was actually 

safer than it would be without the prison system.  This perception of increased safety was related 

to three beliefs: (a) the presence of a large number of law enforcement personnel, (b) the myth 

the prisoners are likely to immediately flee the immediate vicinity after an escape and (c) the 

belief that the presence of the prisons serves the community by being a source of crime 

prevention.   With respect to the presence of a large number law enforcement personnel, it is true 

that there are a lot of police, sheriff, and prison guards in the area, and, other things being equal 

this would make Huntsville safer.  But other things are not equal: there is a prison in Huntsville.  

So, the assumption that the additional law enforcement personnel more than offsets the existence 

of the prison is a myth that demonstrates a degree of community solidarity.  With respect to the 

notion that prison escapees are likely to immediately flee the area, it does not incorporate the fact 
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that the escapees are likely to need some form of transportation or may not immediately leave the 

area in an effort to confuse their pursuers.  As far as the presence of prisons being a constant 

reminder of punishment of law-breakers and therefore serving as a deterrence to crime, it could 

be debated that the presence could actually desensitize its residents toward incarceration. These 

are indications that the community is demonstrating a solid front against the possibility that the 

prison makes the community less safe.  

The theme of community solidarity identified as “community myths” (see chart 16) 

shows the largest response category was in response to the issue of community safety with 48 

(59.3%) of respondents indicating solidarity using the theme of community myths.  The issue of 

children saw 22 (27.2%) of respondents stating that prisons had a positive affect. Finally, four 

(4.9%) associated with the town image and two (2.5%) in response to safety and security of those 

employed by the prison.  

The theme of community solidarity identified as “community myths” (see Tables 17 & 

18) shows the largest response category was in response to the issue of community safety, with 

six (46.6%) of “employed students,” and seven (38.8%) of “non-employed students,” indicating 

solidarity using the theme of community myths.   The issue of children saw three (20.0%) of 

“employed students,” and one (5.5%) of “non-employed students,” stating that prisons had a 

positive affect. Finally, three (20.0%) “employed students,” and one (5.5%) of “non-employed 

students,” associated with the town image. 

 

Economic Solidarity  

 Most of the respondents made reference to the fact that the town enjoyed economic 

stability due to a long history of housing prisons in the community.   In fact, one respondent even 
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attributed the wealth of some to the prison system:  “some of the richest people here made their 

wealth on the back of prison leasing.”  For the most part, the prisons are recognized as being the 

“main employer” in the community, providing a “stable economy” for the town.  The most direct 

economic impact associated with the prisons is the employment opportunities for locals. Jobs 

within the prison system are reported to be to be plentiful.  One respondent claimed that there 

were “four hundred employees [within the prisons] needed” [in this particular community] 

immediately.   Respondents were straightforward about the economic significance of the 

presence of prisons in the community. One respondent stated: “you want to eat and that’s what 

everyone considers first.”  While another respondent stated: “families get jobs through the 

prison, so the impact is that children get to eat.”  No one in this study wanted the prisons to 

close.  In fact, many respondents indicated a concern about the findings of this study and any 

potentiality of prison closings.  Throughout the data, there exists a noted economic solidarity 

among the respondents.  Perhaps one respondent sums it up best by stating that the prison system 

is “a cash cow” for the community. 

The theme of community solidarity identified as “economic solidarity” (see chart 16) 

shows the largest category was town image, with 31 (38.3%) respondents stating economic 

solidarity.  The issue of stress associated with housing the prisons was responded by 17 (21.0%) 

with economic solidarity. The topic of non-prison employment opportunities had 16 (19.7%) 

indicating economic solidarity.  The issue of children saw 12 (14.8%) of respondents stating the 

prison had economic benefits for the community children.   Finally, there were frequencies of 

eight (9.9%) associated with community safety and four (4.9%) in response to safety and security 

of those employed by the prison. 
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The theme of community solidarity identified as “economic solidarity” (see Tables 17 & 

18) shows the largest category was town image, with seven (46.6%) of “employed students,” and 

four (22.2%) of “non-employed students,” stating economic solidarity.  The issue of stress 

associated with housing the prisons was responded by five (33.3%) of “employed students,” and 

three (16.6%) with economic solidarity. The topic of non-prison employment opportunities had 0 

(0.0%) “employed students,” and two (11.1%) of “non-employed students,” indicating economic 

solidarity.  The issue of children saw three (20.0%) of “employed students,” and 0 (0.0%) of 

“non-employed students,” stating the prison had economic benefits for the community children.   

Finally, there were frequencies of 0(0.0%) for “employed students,” and five (27.7%) of “non-

employed students,” associated with community safety and 0 (0.0%) of both “employed and non-

employed students,” in response to safety and security of those employed by the prison. 

 

Summary 

The majority of the respondents felt that the safety and security of prison employees were 

adequate, although there were three potential group differences: older respondents may be 

somewhat more likely to be concerned for the safety of prison employees than younger 

respondents, males thought the prison work environment to be safer than did females, and 

respondents in white collar occupations appeared to be less likely to have no opinion regarding 

the safety of prison employees than others.  Regarding non-prison employment opportunities, 

opinions were highly variable although slightly more individuals felt that there were not 

adequate opportunities than that there were adequate opportunities, with gender, age and length 

of residency illustrating differences.  Males were more likely than females to believe there were 

adequate non-prison employment opportunities. Older respondents were more satisfied with non-
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prison employment opportunities than younger respondents. Also, the longer one lived in the 

community the more likely they were to view non-prison employment opportunities as adequate.  

The strongest trend in the current study was that the community of Huntsville was safe, primarily 

because of safety procedures in place and the fact that escapees would be likely to vacate the 

Huntsville area quickly.  In terms of group differences, females appeared to be slightly less like 

to be unconcerned than males, and individuals who had short durations of residency were more 

likely to be unconcerned than those with lengthy periods of residency.  In terms of the effect of 

the prisons on children, many respondents felt that the effect would be positive (due to a 

deterrent effect) or both positive and negative.  Group differences emerged, with older residents 

and females both more inclined to believe that the prisons had no effect on the community 

children.  In addition, length of residence also indicated that the longer one lived in the 

community the more likely the respondents were to report that the prisons have no effect on 

children.  In terms of community stress due to the prison, slightly more than half of the 

respondents did believe that the prison introduced stress into Huntsville, most of which was due 

to work-related causes.  There was some indication that older respondents were more aware or 

concerned about stress than younger respondents, and that white-collar workers were more 

concerned about stress than non-white collar workers, but the strongest trend was that short-term 

residents were less concerned about stress related to the prison than long-term residents.  Finally, 

with respect to the town’s image, it is clear that the respondents were aware of the reputation of 

their community as a “prison town.”  Respondents would prefer that their town be known for the 

university, or as a normal small town.  Older individuals were more likely to state that the town’s 

image was associated with prisons or executions than younger respondents, and a small 

indication that white-collar workers were more likely to feel that prisons or executions defined 
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the town’s image than non white-collar workers.  In addition, there was a large difference 

between individuals who had been residents for a lengthy time period, who would likely discuss 

Huntsville’s image of a prison town, and individuals who have been residents for a shorter period 

who were less likely to do so. 

 Respondents’ feelings of solidarity regarding the community of Huntsville were typically 

associated with one of seven themes: (a) unqualified community pride, (b) normalization (c) 

defensiveness against the media, (d) qualified community pride, (e) denial, (f) community myths 

and (g) economics.  Unqualified community pride was demonstrated by the multitude of 

respondents who emphasized positive characteristics of Huntsville.  Normalization was exhibited 

by respondents attempting to normalize the existence of several prisons and executions within 

the community.  Defensiveness against the media was widespread, with a large number of 

respondents indicating that the media was unfair and one-sided in that they rarely, if ever, 

examined Huntsville unless an execution was imminent.  Qualified community pride was 

demonstrated by respondents who acknowledged some negative aspect of Huntsville (often 

related to the prison system) but then quickly pointed to some positive aspect that offset the 

negative characteristic.  Denial was demonstrated thorough a lack of acceptance that there were 

dangers associated with the prison.  The perpetuation of community myths were demonstrated 

through the myth that having the prison in close proximity actually made the area safer, either 

because of the large number of law enforcement personnel or because prison escapees were 

likely to immediately flee the Huntsville area or as a tool for crime prevention. Economic 

solidarity was demonstrated by the acknowledgement and appreciation by respondents for the 

economic support received by the prison system and an awareness of economic dependence for 

the community. 
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 Clearly, throughout the data, respondents have illustrated community solidarity.  Even 

when respondents were discussing community issues and concerns that they felt needed 

improvement, community solidarity was still presented.  There was a tendency of all the 

respondents in this study to protect, defend and support their community.   

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Sample Age and Length of Residency (N=81) 

 Min Max Median Mean SD 

Age in Years 18 65 27.00 33.65 12.78 

Length of Residency in Years 0 62 8.00 13.24 14.08 

 

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Sample by Gender and Prison Affiliations (N=81) 

Demographics Percentage 

Male 56.8 
Gender 

Female 43.2 

Yes 4.9 
Work in Prison 

No 95.1 

Yes 30.9 
Family Member(s) Works in Prison 

No 69.1 

Yes 12.3 
Friend(s) Work in Prison 

No 87.7 
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Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics for Sample Student Status and Occupation (N=81) 

Student Status and Occupation Percentage 

Yes 40.7 
Student 

No 59.3 

Restaurant worker 6.2 

University professor 4.9 

Other university personnel 4.9 

Small business owner 4.9 

Chamber of commerce worker 3.7 

Police officer 3.7 

Minister 3.7 

Accountant 2.5 

City employee 2.5 

Judge 2.5 

Administration 2.5 

Director of city planning 1.2 

Church custodian 1.2 

Office worker 1.2 

Director of chamber of commerce 1.2 

Director of health department 1.2 

Psychologist 1.2 

City Personnel 1.2 

Superintendent of public schools 1.2 

Print shop supervisor 1.2 

Occupation 

Did not provide occupation 46.9 
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Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics for Research Question A: Safety and Security of Prison Employees (n=38) 

 Percentage 

Felt that Safety or Security were Inadequate 23.7 

Felt that Safety and Security were Adequate 55.3 

No Opinion 21.1 

Note. These statistics are based on those individuals (n=38) who are affiliated with a prison 
employee (as a friend or family member) or who work in the prison.   
 

Table 5 
 
Crosstabulations for Research Question A: Safety and Security of Prison Employees by Age 
Group, Gender, Occupation, and Length of Residency 
 

 Unsafe for 
Employees 

 
No Opinion 

Safe for 
Employees 

Younger Respondents (n=14) 14.3% 35.7% 50.0% 

Older Respondents (n=23) 30.4% 13.0% 56.5% 

Males (n=15) 20.0% 13.3% 66.7% 

Females (n=23) 26.1% 26.1% 47.8% 

Not White Collar (n=26) 19.2% 30.8% 50.0% 

White Collar (n=12) 33.3% 0.0% 66.7% 

Short Residency (n=14) 21.4% 28.6% 50.0% 

Lengthy Residency (n=23) 21.7% 17.4% 60.9% 

Note.  Percentages are within each row.   
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Table 6 

Descriptive Statistics for Research Question B: Non-Prison Employment Opportunities (N=81) 

 Percentage 

Inadequate Non-Prison Employment Opportunities 43.2 

Adequate Non-Prison Employment Opportunities 35.8 

No Opinion 21.0 

 

Table 7 
 
Crosstabulations for Research Question B: Non-Prison Employment Opportunities by Age 
Group, Gender, Occupation, and Length of Residency 
 

 Inadequate No Opinion Adequate 

Younger Respondents (n=39) 51.3% 20.5% 28.2% 

Older Respondents (n=40) 37.5% 20.0% 42.5% 

Males (n=46) 41.3% 17.4% 41.3% 

Females (n=35) 45.7% 25.7% 28.6% 

Not White Collar (n=57) 43.9% 21.1% 35.1% 

White Collar (n=24) 41.7% 20.8% 37.5% 

Short Residency (n=39) 46.2% 23.1% 30.8% 

Lengthy Residency (n=41) 39.0% 19.5% 41.5% 

Note.  Percentages are within each row.   
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Table 8 

Descriptive Statistics for Research Question C: Community Safety (N=81) 

 Percentage 

Concerned about Community Safety 6.2 

Unconcerned about Community Safety 90.1 

No Opinion 3.7 

 

Table 9 
 
Crosstabulations for Research Question C: Community Safety by Age Group, Gender, 
Occupation, and Length of Residency 
 

 Concerned No Opinion Unconcerned 

Younger Respondents (n=39) 7.7% 0.0% 92.3% 

Older Respondents (n=40) 5.0%) 7.5% 87.5% 

Males (n=46) 4.3% 0.0% 95.7% 

Females (n=35) 8.6% 8.6% 82.9% 

Not White Collar (n=57) 7.0% 1.8% 91.2% 

White Collar (n=24) 4.2% 8.3% 87.5% 

Short Residency (n=39) 2.6% 0.0% 97.4% 

Lengthy Residency (n=41) 7.3% 7.3% 85.4% 

Note.  Percentages are within each row.   
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Table 10 

Descriptive Statistics for Research Question D: Impact of the Prison on Children (N=81) 

 Percentage 

Prison has a negative effect 12.3 

Prison has no effect 32.1 

Prison has a positive effect 24.7 

Prison has both positive and negative effects 7.4 

No opinion 23.5 

 

Table 11 
 
Crosstabulations for Research Question D: Impact of Prison on Children by Age Group, 
Gender, Occupation, and Length of Residency 
 

 
 
 

Negative

 
 

No Effect 

 
 

Positive 

Positive 
and 

Negative 

 
No 

Opinion 

Younger Respondents (n=39) 12.8% 25.6% 20.5% 7.7% 33.3% 

Older Respondents (n=40) 12.5% 40.0% 30.0% 5.0% 12.5% 

Males (n=46) 13.0% 26.1% 21.7% 6.5% 32.6% 

Females (n=35) 11.4% 40.0% 28.6% 8.6% 11.4% 

Not White Collar (n=57) 10.5% 29.8% 24.6% 8.8% 26.3% 

White Collar (n=24) 16.7% 37.5% 25.0% 4.2% 16.7% 

Short Residency (n=39) 17.9% 20.5% 25.6% 7.7% 28.2% 

Lengthy Residency (n=41) 7.3% 43.9% 22.0% 7.3% 19.5% 

Note.  Percentages are within each row.  
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Table 12 

Descriptive Statistics for Research Question E: Stress Related to the Prison (N=81) 

 Percentage 

No 37.0 

Yes 50.6 

Media 3.7 

Job-Related  27.2 

Escapes or Released Inmates 11.1 

Economy 3.7 

Not Specified 4.9 

No Opinion 12.3 

 

Table 13 
 
Crosstabulations for Research Question E: Stress Related to the Prison by Age Group, Gender, 
Occupation, and Length of Residency 
 

 No Yes No Opinion 

Younger Respondents (n=39) 48.7% 43.6% 7.7% 

Older Respondents (n=40) 27.5% 55.0% 17.5% 

Males (n=46) 34.8% 54.3% 10.9% 

Females (n=35) 40.0% 45.7% 14.3% 

Not White Collar (n=57) 43.9% 43.9% 12.3% 

White Collar (n=24) 20.8% 66.7% 12.5% 

Short Residency (n=39) 51.3% 41.0% 7.7% 

Lengthy Residency (n=41) 24.4% 58.5% 17.1% 

Note.  Percentages are within each row.   
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Table 14 

Descriptive Statistics for Research Question F: The Town’s Image (N=81) 

 Percentage 

Current Image  

Prisons 29.6 

Executions 23.5 

No Opinion 46.9 

Ideal Image  

University Town 23.5 

Normal Small Town 19.8 

Prison Town 6.2 

Safe Place 4.9 

No Opinion 45.7 

 

Table 15 

Crosstabulations for Research Question F: Town Image by Age Group, Gender, Occupation, 
and Length of Residency 

  No Opinion Prisons or Executions 

Younger Respondents (n=39) 59.0% 41.0% 

Older Respondents (n=40) 35.0% 65.0% 

Males (n=46) 43.5% 56.5% 

Females (n=35) 48.6% 51.4% 

Not White Collar (n=57) 50.9% 49.1% 

White Collar (n=24) 33.3% 66.7% 

Short Residency (n=39) 61.5% 38.5% 

Lengthy Residency (n=41) 31.7% 68.3% 

Note.  Percentages are within each row.   
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Table 16 
 
Crosstabulation for Themes of Solidarity by Research Questions (N=81) 
 
 
 
 
Research Question 

Unquali- 
fied 

Commun-
ity Pride 

 
 

Normal-
ization 

Defensive-
ness 

Against 
Media 

 
Qualified 
Commun-
ity Pride 

 
 
 

Denial 

 
Commun- 

ity  
Myths 

 
 

Eco- 
nomics 

A: Safety and 
Security of  
Prison Employees 

11.1% 7.4% 0.0% 6.2% 45.7% 2.5 % 4.9% 

B: Non-Prison 
Employment 11.1% 0.0% 1.2% 7.4% 40.7% 0.0% 19.7% 

C: Community 
Safety 37.0% 25.9% 6.2% 9.9% 98.7% 59.3% 9.9% 

D: Children 7.4% 37.0% 13.5% 9.9% 71.6% 27.2% 14.8% 

E: Stress 7.4% 40.7% 22.2% 13.5% 72.8% 0.0% 21.0% 

F: Town Image 65.4% 32.1% 63.0% 63.0% 23.4% 4.9% 38.3% 

 
 
Table 17 
 
Crosstabulation for Themes of Solidarity by Research Questions- Employed Students (n=15) 
 
 
 
Research 
Question 

Unquali- 
fied 

Commun-
ity Pride 

 
 

Normal-
ization 

Defensive-
ness 

Against 
Media 

 
Qualified 
Commun-
ity Pride 

 
 
 

Denial 

 
 

Commun-
ity Myths 

 
 

Econom-
ics 

A: Safety and  
Security of  
Prison Employees 

0.0% 6.6.% 0.0% 6.6.% 33.3% 0.0 % 0.0% 

B: Non-Prison 
Employment 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 13.3% 40.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

C: Community 
Safety 26.6% 6.6% 0.0% 6.6% 100.% 40.% 0.0% 

D: Children 0.0% 0.0% 13.3% 0.0% 60.0% 20.0% 20.0% 

E: Stress 0.0% 40.0% 13.3% 0.0% 86.6% 0.0% 33.3% 

F: Town Image 73.3% 40.0% 33.3% 73.3% 20.% 20.% 46.6% 
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Table 18 
 
Crosstabulation for Themes of Solidarity by Research Questions- Non-employed Students  
(n=18) 
 
 
 
Research 
Question 

Unquali-
fied 

Commun-
ity Pride 

 
 

Normal-
ization 

Defensive-
ness 

Against 
Media 

 
Qualified 
Commun-
ity Pride 

 
 
 

Denial 

 
Commun- 

ity  
Myths 

 
Eco- 

Nomics 

A: Safety and  
Security of Prison 
Employees 

0.0% 0.0.% 0.0% 0.0.% 11.1% 0.0 % 0.0% 

B: Non-Prison 
Employment 11.1% 5.5% 0.0% 5.5% 27.7% 0.0% 11.1% 

C: Community 
Safety 33.3% 22.2% 0.0% 11.1% 100.% 38.8.% 27.7% 

D: Children 0.0% 22.2% 5.5% 5.5% 27.7 5.5% 0.0% 

E: Stress 0.0% 38.8% 22.2% 5.5% 66.6% 0.0% 16.6% 

F: Town Image 44.4% 11.1% 55.5% 38.8% 33.3% 5.5% 22.2% 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 One broad research question was presented in Chapter 1: Is there an expression of 

community cohesion/solidarity among the community members of Huntsville, Texas?  Six sub-

questions were offered related to:(a) issues of security and safety of prison system employees; 

(b) non-prison employment opportunities; (c) community safety; (d) the impact on the 

community children; (e) community stress; and (f) the towns’ image.  The current chapter 

contains a discussion of the results presented in Chapter 4.  First, the seven expressions of 

community solidarity uncovered in the interview data are summarized.  Second, the relationships 

between these expressions of solidarity and the theoretical model presented in Chapter 2 (Figure 

2) are examined.  Third, the implications of these relationships for prison towns are described.  

Fourth, recommendations for future research are presented.  The chapter ends with the 

conclusions from this study.   

 

Summary of Community Solidarity Themes 

This research project began with the research question: Is there an expression of 

community cohesion/solidarity among the community members of Huntsville, Texas?  In order 

to explore this research question, six sub-questions were developed: 

1. What are the perceptions of community members concerning issues of security 
and safety for those employed within the prison system and do those perceptions 
reflect community solidarity? 

2. What are the perceptions of community members concerning non-prison 
employment opportunities and do those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

3. What are the perceptions of community members concerning the issue of 
community safety in regards to housing a large prison population and do those 
perceptions reflect community solidarity?   
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4. What are the perceptions of community members concerning the impact on the 
community children and do those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

5. What are the perceptions of community members concerning possible stress 
associated with housing a large prison population (such as dealing with local 
executions, prison escapes, riots, and prison violence against community members 
working with prisoners) and do those      perceptions reflect community 
solidarity?  

6. What are the perceptions of community members of their towns’ image and do 
those perceptions reflect community solidarity? 

 Seven community solidarity themes were identified in Chapter 3 as a result of the 

analysis of the interview data based on the research questions.  The first theme was unqualified 

community pride, and throughout the interviews, examples of how the residents emphasized the 

positive aspects of the Huntsville community were found.  The second expression of community 

solidarity was through the normalization of having so many prisons, inmates, and executions 

within the community.  The third community solidarity theme was termed defensiveness against 

the media.  Residents were frequently resentful of the fact that the vast majority of media 

coverage of events in the Huntsville area related to the prison to the exclusion of other, more 

positive occurrences.  The fourth theme related to what was termed qualified community pride, 

by which it is meant that individuals acknowledged the negative impact of the prison, but 

minimized its importance by pointing to the positive aspects of either the prison system or 

Huntsville generally.   

The fifth theme was denial, exemplified by the respondents who completely dismissed 

any negative consequences of having such a vast prison system embedded in their community.  

The sixth theme was the perpetuation of community myths, and primary among these was the 

widely expressed view that having the prison in close proximity actually made the area safer, 

either because of the large number of law enforcement personnel or because prison escapees 

were likely to immediately flee the Huntsville area.  The seventh and final theme was economic 
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solidarity, which was demonstrated by residents’ maximization of the positive economic impact 

of the prison (primarily through the addition of a large number of employment opportunities).  

This positive economic impact was seen by the residents as more than compensating for any 

negative factors associated with the prisons.  Through these seven mechanisms, the residents of 

Huntsville showed a strong tendency to protect, defend and support their community, 

components of community solidarity.   

 

The Theoretical Model and Community Solidarity in Huntsville 

Figure 2 in Chapter 2 presented the theoretical model of community solidarity 

synthesized from past research.  The model begins with a societal need: prisons to house 

dangerous individuals and individuals whose actions have been deemed by society to warrant 

incarceration.  Previous research in this area has clearly illustrated the overwhelming need of 

society for increased prison placement, with the prison population tripling over the past three 

decades and no decrease expected (e.g., Gido, 2002, pp. 1-4; Martin, Champion & Gibney, 2002, 

pp. 176-178).  This societal need is subsequently passed to communities, because naturally 

prisons have to go somewhere.  In this sense, the need for prisons is no different from any other 

societal need (e.g., when the need for food is passed to the communities most capable of 

producing it).  In any case, the community of Huntsville was given the opportunity to develop an 

extensive prison system, and they have accepted this opportunity and the responsibility that goes 

along with it.   

In the next section of Figure 2, the model distinguishes between communities in which 

the prison is or is not the primary industry.  This distinction has implications for subsequent parts 

of the model.  In the case of Huntsville, the community was small enough that the introduction of 
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a large prison system resulted in that prison system becoming the primary industry.  Had this not 

been the case (i.e. if Huntsville had been a much larger community with various major economic 

alternatives, or if the prison system had been introduced into a large metropolitan area), then the 

model predicts that no division of labor related to the prison would have developed, or would 

have developed on such a small scale so as to be overshadowed by divisions of labor relevant to 

the primary industry.  However, in Huntsville’s case the prison became the primary industry and 

employer.  As the economic dependency of the community on the prison grows, the community 

reacts by providing what the prisons need: specialized labor.   

The specialization of the labor force is shown in the figure to be the source of the 

development of the community identity related to the prison.  In the case of Huntsville, the 

community identity is a result of both internal and external factors.  Internally, the community 

members recognize that they benefit from this prison in their community, either directly or 

indirectly, as illustrated by the data.  Externally, due to the labor force specialization, individuals 

considered to be outsiders (i.e. non-residents) begin to recognize the dominance of the prison 

industry in the community.  Residents of Huntsville also observe the dominance of the prison 

industry, and become increasingly aware of the image of their community to non-community 

members.   

As a result of these internal and external forces, community identity forms among the 

community members.  Once a community identity is established then community members have 

a shared interested that fosters solidarity.  Due to the type of industry dominant in Huntsville, 

prisons, there is an implied negative connotation within the greater society.  The members defend 

and protect the community from outsiders or non-community members.  Whether directly or 

indirectly, they realize they benefit from this prison industry and they will protect it in order to 
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keep their community economically intact, in addition to protecting their own decision in living 

in a community that specializes in prison industry.  The community members realize that if the 

prisons were no longer in the community, they would not have the prosperity they now enjoy on 

a community level.  In the case of Huntsville, they realize that without the prisons, they would 

become a “college town” which is acceptable for appearance, but not strong enough 

economically to sustain the community at the level to which they have become accustomed.  In 

addition, many of them have family and friends that are associated with the prisons and they 

want to protect their economic stability on an individual level.  The solidarity that the residents 

of Huntsville exhibit is therefore motivated by both a desire to have a strong community and a 

desire to prosper individually.   

The primary purpose of the current study was to examine community solidarity within 

this chosen community and to facilitate the development of a deeper understanding of this final 

stage of the model presented in Figure 2.  It is not necessarily the case that this would happen, as 

resentment and dislike of the prison system could have developed instead of solidarity, as the 

literature review clearly demonstrated.  The remainder of this section of Chapter 5 is focused on 

understanding how each of the seven community solidarity themes fits in the framework 

diagramed in Figure 2.   

The first community solidarity theme was unqualified community pride.  The residents of 

Huntsville, like residents of other communities across the Nation, care for their community.  The 

residents see their community as a reflection of themselves.  This is a manifestation of 

community identity as shown in Figure 2.  Community identity is not necessarily a positive thing 

in all communities (i.e. a community could identify itself as negative), but in the case of 

Huntsville the identity within the community concerning itself, is quite positive.  The role that 
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unqualified community pride plays in the formation of community solidarity is as a precursor to 

community solidarity, or as a necessary condition for the development of community solidarity.  

That is, the community has formed an identity of being a “prison town”, and because this identity 

is seen as largely positive (i.e. the residents are proud of their community), the stage is set for the 

development of community solidarity.  In some other town, the development of identity might be 

negative (perhaps manifested in “community shame”), and this would not facilitate the 

development of community solidarity.  The fourth community solidarity theme, qualified 

community pride, probably acts in much the same was as unqualified community pride in that it 

is the result of a positive conceptualization of the community’s identity.   

The second community solidarity theme identified in Chapter 5 was normalization.  

Huntsville has faced a somewhat unusual task that many other communities in our society have 

not: trying to normalize the specialization of labor that has developed due to the existence of the 

prison system to outsiders, as well as perhaps to themselves.  The community members are 

constantly reminded from outsiders that their community is not normal and of course the 

implication may be that the residents themselves are also not normal.  With hundreds and 

sometimes thousands invading this community with high profile executions, they are reminded 

of their towns’ primary industry.  The attention that the community receives is a reminder that 

what defines Huntsville to outsiders is the prison system.  Attempts to normalize this situation, 

that is, to come to believe that there is nothing out of the ordinary in the town receiving attention 

because of the prison system and the executions, aids in the development of community 

solidarity.  If the residents of Huntsville believed that what defines their community was an 

abnormal thing, then unqualified community pride (the first theme described above) would 
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probably not be a dominant emotion, and the flow from unqualified community pride to 

community solidarity would not exist to the extent that it does in Huntsville.   

The third community solidarity theme is defensiveness against the media.  The media is 

seen by residents as the primary reason that their community gets the type of recognition that it 

gets (i.e. negative reports related to the prison system or the executions).  The media is viewed as 

the ultimate outsider and for the most part, as an enemy of the community.  Residents see the 

media as instrumental in the development of the town identity.  It is the media that draws 

attention to this community and in the process has aided in the identification of it as a prison 

town.  The cohesiveness needed to guard or protect the community against the media develops 

through the establishment of the prison town identity.  This shared dislike for the media fosters 

the development of community cohesiveness.  In order for residents to have a sense of identity as 

a group, there must be some unity outside the group which facilitates the development of 

Huntsville’s identity and thus the need for solidarity, and the media takes on this role.  It is the 

very existence of the media, and the perception of them as “the enemy” that fosters community 

solidarity.  It creates a sense of “we-ness” among community members against the outsiders, 

with the media playing that role.   

The fifth community solidarity theme was denial.  Despite the actions of normalization 

and defensiveness against the media (which facilitate unqualified and qualified community 

pride), the fact that there are negative effects of having a prison system could destroy unqualified 

and qualified community pride.  However, to destroy unqualified and qualified community pride, 

the negative effects of the prison must exist in the perceptions of the community members.  By 

denying the very existence of the negative effects of the prison, therefore, unqualified and 

qualified community pride is facilitated.  In addition, if you deny that the prisons are a problem 
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to the community, you don’t have to address the issue of prisons in the community because there 

is no issue to address.   

The sixth community solidarity theme was the perpetuation of community myths.  The 

community myths act as a means to ease the community members’ misgivings of housing 

prisons in their community.  It is a mechanism used primarily for self-protection against 

concerns they may have, which are logical concerns when housing a prison.  After the 

community myths are continued from generation to generation a reality is created which in itself 

fosters community solidarity.  This also explains why the myths were repeated using very similar 

terminology among interviewees.   

The community myths in Huntsville are very similar to children’s fairy tales.  In these 

fairy tales, children are often taught various lessons or given warnings in a way in which they 

were able to comprehend.  These community myths are like children’s fairy tales in that the 

former are used to convey the message that there is no need to worry because prisoners want to 

get out of the town and won’t stay around to cause residents any problems.  In addition, the 

adults tell themselves that the presence of prisons will not have an adverse affect on the children 

of the community.   

The seventh community solidarity theme identified in Chapter 5 was economic solidarity.  

One factor that solidifies the community is their understanding and acceptance of the towns’ of 

the realization that there is an economic dependency on the prison system.  Residents 

comprehend and openly express the widely held understanding that the community’s economic 

success exists primarily due to the support of the large prison system.  This understanding acts as 

a solidifier for the community.  They see themselves as benefiting directly (through personal 

employment) and indirectly (through the employment of friends and families, and through the 



124 

existence of more stores, restaurants, and so forth because the community is thriving) because of 

the existence of prisons in their community.  With so many communities struggling for survival 

in an ever-changing economic world, security is found for these community members and they 

recognize and express this.   

In summary, each of the seven community solidarity themes is interpretable within the 

theory represented in Figure 2.  Unqualified community pride was discussed as the manifestation 

of community identity what that identity is seen as positive, and qualified community pride 

likely acts in the same way.  Normalization of the prison system and its impact facilitates the 

positive interpretation of the community’s identity that is necessary for the development of 

unqualified and qualified community pride, fostering solidarity.  Viewing the media as a unified, 

negative outside group facilitates the recognition by community members that they themselves 

are a group which again is necessary for the development of community solidarity.  Denial, 

while not typically viewed as a positive state of mind, does in this case foster a positive 

community perception, which of course is necessary for unqualified and qualified community 

pride, the positive manifestation of community solidarity.  The perpetuation of community myths 

serves to make the community members feel safe and secure despite the potentially negative 

impact of the prison system, and has been passed on from generation to generation, resulting in 

the entrenchment of community solidarity.  Finally, the economic benefits provided by the prison 

system, whether direct or indirect, are a valuable source of community solidarity in that the 

residents of Huntsville have come to understand that their well-being is dependent not only on 

their personal financial situation (which may itself be positively affected by the prison), but on 

their community’s financial situation.   
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Through these seven mechanisms, the residents of Huntsville showed a strong tendency 

to protect, defend and support their community.  Not a single interviewee expressed the opinion 

that Huntsville would be better off without the prison system.  Even those who were willing and 

able to discuss some of the negative features of the prison system still felt that the positive 

impacts outweighed the negative ones.   

 

Limitations of Study 

There were several limitations in the current study.  First, the current study was cross-

sectional, offering only a snapshot of community solidarity in Huntsville.  As will be discussed 

below (in the section on Recommendations for Future Research), longitudinal research studies 

may be able to capture the dynamics of the development of community solidarity that were not 

observed in the current study.  Second, the focus of the current study was on only one small part 

of the model contained in Figure 2.  While the decision to primarily focus on that portion of the 

model relating to community solidarity was intentional, examinations of other parts of the model, 

with research questions focused on those areas, would be helpful.  A third limitation of the 

current study was that it focused on a single community.  Examinations of other communities 

may produce different results regarding the efficacy of the model in Figure 2.   

 

Implications 

On a macro level, the information gathered from this study can be used to evaluate future 

prison sites-both by prison officials as well as the communities themselves.  This information 

can also be used to aid community leaders in facilitating community solidarity or understanding 

why solidarity isn’t viable under certain circumstances.  On a community level, for the residents 
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of Huntsville, Texas, this study can assist them in understanding the dynamics of their 

community.  Throughout the interview data, specific community issues concerning Huntsville 

were examined.  The responses of the community members can be used to foster a better 

understanding of specific needs, issues and concerns of this particular community.  With this 

understanding comes an opportunity for community leaders and prison officials to assist the 

residents of this community in meeting their community needs and addressing their concerns.  In 

addition, other prison town communities can use this study to serve as a model for their own 

community assessment.   

In addition, the current study made two primary contributions to the discipline.  First, the 

current study showed that the portion of the model shown in Figure 2 is a viable model for 

understanding community development.  As noted above, the current study focused on a 

particular part of the model, and consequently the support for the model is restricted to that 

portion.  Nevertheless, the conceptualization of community development shown in that part of 

the model that was the focus of the current study provided an effective framework for 

understanding the development of community solidarity in Huntsville.  Second, the current study 

showed that qualitative approaches to understanding community development can produce 

interesting and informative results.  The best understanding comes from a combination of 

quantitative and qualitative research approaches, but the qualitative component is sometimes 

undervalued by researchers.  Enhancing the status of qualitative approaches would benefit the 

discipline.   

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Several recommendations can be made for future research in this area.  First, an 
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examination of other prison communities with the framework employed in the current study 

would be useful.  Each community is different, and it would be interesting to determine which of 

the community solidarity themes that emerged from the interviews conducted in the Huntsville 

area would similarly emerge in other prison communities.  Some of the themes may be general 

and apply to many or all prison communities, while others may be specific to Huntsville.   

 Second, it would be interesting to perform a longitudinal study of the development of 

community solidarity.  In the current study, the prison system has been the dominant industry in 

Huntsville for decades, and therefore the view of community solidarity that was examined was in 

a well-developed, mature form.  Tracking changes in feelings of community solidarity from the 

very beginning of the process would allow for an expanded understanding of this concept.   

 Third, a study of potential changes in the expression of community solidarity at 

opportune times would be helpful in understanding the potential ebb and flow of the residents’ 

perceptions.  For example, a study of the residents’ perceptions immediately after a prison escape 

might show an increase or decrease in various areas of community solidarity.  Another opportune 

time might be immediately before and after an execution.  Determining the extent to which the 

residents’ perceptions change as a result of events such as these might shed further light on the 

nature of community solidarity.   

 

Conclusions 

Due to the type of industry in their town, that of prisons, they also know there is a 

negative societal impact.  After all, Huntsville is not an “auto industry town” like Detroit, or a 

“candy town” like Hershey, Pennsylvania.  It is a prison town.  It is a place that houses some of 

societies’ worst individuals: killers, rapists, and so forth.  Even though they enjoy the economic 
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benefits, there is a price they feel they have to pay.  They are identified with their town and the 

primary industry there, so community solidarity develops to protect themselves and their 

community members.  They have a common struggle as a community against outsiders.  They 

must defend themselves and their community against people who do not understand because they 

are not part of this community.   
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 PRIOR INTERVIEW STATEMENT 
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Statement to be read to each participant: The purpose of this research is to gain insights to the 
possible impact of having a large prison population in one area.  Our interview will be 
confidential in that your identity will only be known to me.  I request at this time that I be 
allowed to audiotape our interview for accuracy.  Each tape will be assigned a number for 
research purposes.  The tape will be transcribed at a later time for analysis.  Your participation 
is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time without repercussions. 
 
If participant allows taping, then his/her oral acknowledgment and agreement will be taped at 
the beginning of each tape.  Ex: I want to thank you again for allowing me to tape this 
interview.  I will then read the confidentiality statement above again on tape and verbally 
check respondent for understanding. This allows the individual to hear the information at least 
twice and to orally respond to their understanding on tape.  If respondent does not permit 
taping, then the interview process will involve note taking only. 
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INTERVIEW GUIDE 
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Work/Safety 
 
How long have you lived in Walker County? 
 
Do you or any member of your family work for the prison system? (If obvious, skip). 
 
Do any other members of your family work for the prison system? (If yes, probe for more 
information). 
 
Tell me about your job (or family member). 
 
How long have you/family worked for prison system? 
 
Do you/family have direct contact with prisoners?  (If yes, probe) tell me about it. 
 
Have there been any physical attacks or threats made against you? (If yes, probe) tell me 
about it. 
 
Have any attacks been made against co-workers in your presence? (If yes, probe further). 
 
What type of security do you have? 
 
Does the community of Huntsville/Walker County have any special procedures for safety 
from the prisoners? (If yes, probe) What are they? 
 
Are there any problems in Huntsville/Walker County that concern you? (If yes, probe). 
 
If you weren’t working for the prison system, what other work would you be doing? 
 
Are there adequate job opportunities outside of the prison system? 
(If yes, probe) tell me about them.  (If no, probe) Would you like to see that changed? 
 
What changes would you like to see made in employment? 
 
Are you concerned about eh presence of the prisons in your community?  
 
Do you worry about prison escapes? (probe if yes or no). 
 
Has there ever been, to your knowledge, a prison escape? (If yes, probe) Tell me about it. 
 
Riots? (If yes, probe) 
 
Do you fee you have adequate protection? (Probe if yes or no)  
 
 
 



133 

Children 
 
What impact do you believe the prisons have on your children? 
(If no children in immediate family) children in the community? 
 
Have your children (if appropriate) ever expressed concerns about the prisons? 
(If yes, probe)  Tell me about it. 
 
How do the children in the community feel about the prisons/prisoners? 
 
 

Stress 
 
Do you believe that the residents of Huntsville have certain areas of stress that other 
communities don’t?  (If yes, probe)  Tell me what they are? 
 
(Probe) What types of stress do you and your family face? 
 
(Probe) How do you and your family deal with the stress? 
 
(Probe) What could help you and your family with your stress? 
 
 

Community/Family 
 
Huntsville is associated with one of the largest prison populations.  Do you believe that fact 
influences how others view your town? 
 
How do you think other communities view Huntsville? 
 
How do you feel about executions in this town? 
 
What is the mood of the community when there is an execution? 
 
How does your family deal with what is happening? 
 
Do you believe your children understand what is happening? 
 
How does that affect them? 
 
How do you feel about the media attention? (Probe when appropriate). 
 
What image would you like Huntsville to project? 
 
What could be done to improve Huntsville’s image (if appropriate)?  
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If you were to give advice to communities considering housing a large prison system in their 
town, what would it be? 
 
If you could change anything about Huntsville, what would it be? 
 
Is there anything that you would like to add to this interview that I haven’t asked you? 
 
Thank you for your time. 
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CONSENT FORM 
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The purpose of this research is to gain insights to the possible impact of having a large prison 
population in one area.  Our interview will be confidential in that only the researcher will 
know your identity.  All documents will reflect an assigned number, for storage and analysis 
reasons.   
 
 
I ______________________________ give my consent to be interviewed.  I have read the 
above information and understand that my participation is voluntary and that I may terminate 
the interview at any time without repercussions. 
 
 
 
Signature                                                                  date  
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SUMMARY TABLES



138 

 
Table A1 
 
Summary of “Company Town” 
 
   
Author(s) Title Summation 
   
   
Duff (2002) Twentieth Century Company 

Towns: The Model Towns of 
Millinocket, Maine and 
Lynch, Kentucky 

A town built specifically for housing the workers needed to extract the natural 
resources in the region to convert the resources into a product. 

Huling (2002) Building a Prison Economy 
in Rural America: Invisible 
Punishment: The Collateral 
Consequences of Mass 
Imprisonment 

A prison town becomes an undesirable location for other businesses.  This 
leads future additions of prisons, thus allowing for the development of an 
economically dominating or growth industry of a prison town. 

Perry (1991) Coal Company Towns in 
Eastern Kentucky, 1854-1941 

Characteristics of company towns; cramped housing, identical cheap housing, 
emergence of solidarity, powerful company creating decision-making issues, 
company towns created in what were previously noted as being sparsely 
populated areas. 

Martin & Kinnon 
(1999)  

Labor Earnings in One 
Company Town: Theory and 
Evidence from Kazakhstan 

The impact of domination in a one company town. 
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Table A2 
 
Summary of “Housing a Prison” 
 
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

Breznitz & 
Shlomo 
(1994) 

Stress in the Prison 
of Its Success 

Literature 
Review 

Being involved in the decision making process is important when determining 
whether to house a prison or not.  Non-involvement can lead to stress for 
community citizens. 

Brister 
(1996) 

Changing of the 
Guard: A Case for 
Privatization of 
Texas Prisons 

Literature 
Review 

Brief overview of the history of the Texas prison system.  Primary focus is on 
issues of safety and privatization of prisons. 

Carlson 
(1990)  

Prison Escapes and 
Community 
Consequences: 
Results of a Case 
Study 

Case Study Carlson notes that before a prison is sited and after it is in place, community 
residents evaluate its benefits and costs. The focus was on safety (escapes) and 
economics. 

Carlson 
(1992) 

Doing Good and 
Looking Bad: A 
Case Study of 
Prison/Community 
Relations 

Case Study Carlson addresses that, for the most part, the residents of Clallam Bay tolerate the 
prison in their community, but resent being uninformed of happenings within the 
prison. Prior to construction; Residents believed that the construction of the 
prison would bring jobs to residents.  Leaders presented with only the positive 
aspects of housing a prison. 

Chavis & 
Wandersman 
(1990) 

Sense of 
Community in the 
Urban 
Environment: A 
Catalyst for 
Participation and 
Community 

Two 
Longitud-
inal Studies 

Residents reporting having the power necessary to influence the town were more 
likely to become involved in the decision making process. Address the need to 
give members of society who do not generally participate in community decisions 
(for example, lower socioeconomic statuses) the opportunity to become involved. 
 

(table continues)
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Table A2 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Fabelo 
(1996) 

Whatever is Next 
after the Prison-
Building Boom 
Will Be Next for 
Texas 

Literature 
Review 

Fabelo notes that the public is being manipulated by politicians, media, special 
interest groups by creating a heightened awareness to the potential dangers of 
crime, even if the crimes are unlikely to occur. Citizens do not want to sacrifice 
for criminals.  There can be community deterioration due to prison location. 

Fraser (2000) An American 
Seduction: Portrait 
of a Prison Town 

Case Study Fraser examines the reasons that the town voted to house another prison in their 
community: already had a prison, additional jobs, supplemental funds, leaders 
endorsed prison, local industries would benefit economically. Community 
concerns: traffic, undesirables would move into their community, security, 
decrease in property value, transit workers, working conditions at prison, family 
relationship issues, juvenile delinquency concerns, safety issues/escapes. 

Gibson & 
Pierce (1995) 

Politics and Prison 
Development in a 
Rural Area 

Literature 
Review 

Support for Pendleton Prison: economic gain, employment and business, during a 
recession, focus on facility already existed, overcrowding of Pendleton, existing 
facilities in Oregon (demand or need). 

Huling 
(2002) 

Building a Prison 
Economy in Rural 
America 

Literature 
Review 

Huling notes that even though rural communities are promised economic growth 
as a result of a prison built within the community, this often does not happen. 

Jacobs 
(1976) 

The Politics of 
Corrections: 
Town/Prison 
Relations as a 
Determinant for 
Reform 

Case Study During early stages, in order to gain acceptance from the local community, 
community officials addressed benefits: local organizations (civic clubs, 
churches) would receive benefits, the prison offered community members tours 
of the site after construction, economic growth after completion (inmate 
expenditures in town averaged $2500 a month; family members of inmates made 
purchases in the local; the prison created 200 jobs for local residents, the 
construction of the prison resulted in a population growth in the rural area, 
allowing local residents to use the grounds for fishing, basketball, religious 
services, college classes; inmates provided the local community with the 
following services: served as EMT’s, and children's softball Jacobs notes that 
prison construction is viewed unfavorably in urban areas because such areas do 
not want to increase crime 

(table continues)
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Table A2 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Lilliston 
(1998)  

Prison on the 
Prairie 

Survey Study 92% of the residents of Jo Daviess County, Illinois opposed the construction of a 
prison within their community, but their concerns had no impact on the decision 
to construct the facility near the Bluff Nature Preserve 

Robinson 
(1995)  

The Great Texas 
Prison Caper 

Case Study Examination of the positive and negative aspects Construction of construction 
expansion of existing prison company in facilities.  Prison locations are based on 
evaluating positive and negative impacts. Communication and cooperation is 
essential for success. 

Schafer 
&Ziser 
(1993) 

Prisons: Partners 
with the 
Community 

Case Study According to Schafer and Ziser, prisons do benefit local economies of the towns 
where they are constructed. Using North County Correctional Facility as an 
illustration, Schafer and Ziser examine ways of gaining community support for 
prison construction. 

Shichor 
(1992)  

Myths and Realities 
in Prison Siting 

Literature 
Review 

Communities have several concerns: inmates escaping/ harming locals, concerns 
of inmates’ visitors harming local residents, concerns that relatives of inmates 
would move into community and create further problems within community, 
would not produce the economic benefits that promised, locals not having any 
voice in the decision to build the prison. 

Young 
(1998) 

Rethinking 
Community 
Resistance to 
Prison Siting: 
Results from a 
Community Impact 
Assessment 

Telephone 
Survey 

The respondents viewed the housing of a prison as an economic asset to the 
community if the local residents played a role in the decision making process.  
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Table A3 
 
Summary of “Community Security/Safety Issues” 
 
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

Carlson (1992)  Doing Good and 
Looking Bad: A 
Case Study of 
Prison/Community 
Relations 

Case Study Carlson notes an increase in crime as a result of the prison siting in 
Clallam Bay. Residents have been concerned over the lack of direct 
information when there is a prison escape. 

Carlson (1990) Prison Escapes and 
Community 
Consequences: 
Results of a Case 
Study 

Case Study Carlson states that “before a prison is sited and after it is in place, 
community residents engage in a process of evaluating its costs and 
benefits.” Two primary issues are safety (escapes) and economic 
gains. 73% reported that they were concerned about the safety of 
local residents during escapes.  Safety concerns led to many 
purchasing weapons for protection. 65% report increased home 
security. Children discussed the possibility of prisoners escaping. 
52% felt the prison poised a danger to the community. Those who 
did not have family members working for the prison were more 
likely to perceive the prison as a danger.  

Druar, Carrington, & 
Goyder (1998) 

Community 
Reactions to the 
New Prison for 
Women in 
Kitchener 

Mail Survey Nearly 30% mentioned safety concerns. 40% noted that prisoners’ 
families would move in (concern). Nearly 30% feared escapes.  

Fabelo (1996) Whatever is Next 
after the Prison-
Building Boom 
Will Be Next for 
Texas 

Literature 
Review 

Fabelo notes that the deterioration of a neighborhood (meaning 
higher crime rates, etc…) does affect the lives of children residing 
in the community. 

(table continues)
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Table A3 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Fraser (2000) An American 
Seduction: Portrait 
of a Prison Town 

Case Study Residents report extraordinary security measures thirty-three 
escapes in a two-year period.  

Gloster (1999) Ward 8 Prison Oral 
Reading Testimony

Oral Reading Gloster notes that residents of Oxon Cove fear prison escapes, 
looking at the six escapes in a Youngstown, Ohio facility as an 
illustration of what will happen within their community. Gloster 
states that the decision to construct a prison in Oxon Cove/Ward 8 
was made without first considering the concerns of the residents. 

Huling (2002) Building a Prison 
Economy in Rural 
America 

Literature 
Review 

Huling notes that there is a high employment turnover in the prison, 
leading to remaining officers having to take up the slack, creating a 
safety issue for officers. 

Krause (1991) Community 
Opposition to 
Prison Alternative 
and Community 
Corrections 

Impact Study Community sees prison as a trade off. Rewarded with economic 
gains and an increase of crime and after a prison siting.  

Maxim & Plecas 
(1983) 

Prisons and their 
Perceived Impact 
on the Local 
Community: A 
Case Study 

Case Study The study found that respondents who had been victimized (minor 
incidents) did perceive the presence of a prison as posing safety 
concerns.  

Joint Center for 
Environmental and 
Urban Problems 
(1985) 

The 
Socioeconomic 
Impacts of State 
Prison Siting On 
The Local 
Community 

Secondary 
Analysis of 
Crime Data, 
Telephone 
Interviews 

Nearly half of residents living near Dade Correctional Institution 
had concerns regarding personal safety. They did not attribute their 
concerns to the prison. The closer residents lived to the prisons, the 
more concerns they expressed about safety. 

(table continues)
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Table A3 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

U.S. Department of 
Justice (1992) 

An Information 
Brief-Issues in 
Siting Correctional 
Facilities 

Compar-ison 
Study 

The locations housing a prison: did not have a lower quality of life, 
benefited economically, did not have higher crime rates. First 
concern of residents is safety. They fear escapes, not be informed.  
The study concludes that having a prison does not increase crime 
rates that in some instances it can decrease crime. 

Victoria Youth 
Custody Centre 
(1996)  

Executive 
Summary From 
The “A 
Community Impact 
Assessment Study 
on Prison Siting 

Survey Research Residents of prison towns do not feel that the prison endangers 
their well-being.  

Young (1998) Rethinking 
Community 
Resistance to 
Prison Siting: 
Results from a 
Community Impact 
Assessment 

Survey Research 83% of the respondents did not view the prison as a safety risk to 
the community. 38% thought that the presence of a prison would 
actually heighten security.   
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Table A4 
 
Summary of “Working for the Prison” 
 
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

Brister (1996) Changing of the 
Guard: A Case for 
Privatization of 
Texas Prisons 

Literature 
Review 

Brief overview of the history of the Texas prison system strongly 
indicates that the primary interest in prisons has been and continues 
to be economic gain. 

Carlson (1990) Prison Escapes and 
Community 
Consequen-ces: 
Results of a Case 
Study 

Case Study Carlson noted that prior to and after a prison siting, residents 
engage in a process of evaluating its benefits and costs.   

Crouch (1990) The Keepers: 
Prison Guards and 
Contemp-orary 
Corrections 

Interviews and 
Secondary 
Analysis 

Multiple authors contributed various chapters to this work.  The 
almost exclusive focus of this book is on the prison guard.  Crouch 
examines historical changes associated with prisons and the impact 
on the prison guards.  

Dear (1992) Understanding and 
Overcoming the 
NIMBY Syndrome 

Literature 
Review 

This article addresses concerns local residents have in determining 
acceptance of a prison siting in their community.  Opponents argue 
that if the initial facility is allowed, then the community will 
targeted for further sitings.   

Druar, Carrington, & 
Goyder (1998) 

Community 
Reactions to the 
New Prison for 
Women in 
Kitchener 

Mail Survey Nearly 70% believed that additional jobs would result from the 
prison. 60% believed that there would be additional “revenue” for 
the local economy. 

Fraser (2000) An American 
Seduction: Portrait 
of a Prison Town 

Case Study For most of their waking hours, these men are immersed in an 
oppressive, stressful environment.  

(table continues)
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Table A4 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Gloster (1999)  Ward 8 Prison 
Testimony 

Oral Reading Gloster notes that residents of Oxon Cove are concerned that prison 
labor will compete with community jobs, further stating that prison 
siting in Oxon labor is comparable to slave labor. 

Huling, (2002) Building a Prison 
Economy in Rural 
America 

Literature 
Review 

Huling notes that there is a high employment turnover in the prison, 
leading to remaining officers having to take up the slack, creating a 
safety issue for officers. Of the jobs created by the opening of the 
prison, outsiders will occupy over 80% of positions. 

Jacobs (1975) Prison Guard Ethno-graphic 
Study 

The turnover rate for guards is extremely high, particularly for 
“new guards.” No one aspires to seek a career as a guard. 
Community views status of prison guard unfavorable. Other 
employees within the prison system view the status of the guard as 
unfavorable. The tower guard is isolated. To the inmate, tower 
guards represent the community. To the community, the gate 
keeper represents the prison. The distance placed guards and higher 
rankings places the guards in the same position as inmates with a 
respect to power.  

Osofsky, & Osofsky 
(2002)  

The Psycho-logical 
Experience of 
Security Officers 
Who Work with 
Executions 

Interview Study The study indicates that prison work is draining and difficult. The 
correctional officers reported being more likely to experience 
serious accidents, physical assaults and assaults with a weapon” 
than individuals not working as a correctional officer.  It was also 
noted that the guards were more likely to report experiencing life-
threatening illness or injury, severe human suffering, and sudden 
violent death. 

Stojkovic (1995) Correctional 
Administrators’ 
Accounts of Their 
Work Worlds 

Interview Study Over years inmates have gained power while the power of the 
personnel has declined, leading to the development and increase of 
stress for prison administration. 

(table continues)
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Table A4 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Western Prison 
Project (2002)  

Re-Thinking 
Oregon’s Prison 
Build-up: Prison 
and Economic 
Development-A 
False Promise 

Literature 
Review 

Construction of prison is usually handled by non-locals, not staying 
in community after work is completed. 60% of corrections workers 
move in from elsewhere. After the acceptance of one prison, it is 
easier to bring in additional prisons. 
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Table A5 

Summary of “Safety at Work” 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Brister (1996) Changing of the 
Guard: A Case for 
Privatization of 
Texas Prisons 

Literature 
Review 

Brief overview of the history of the Texas prison system. Brister 
notes that the primary function of prisons is to ensure the “safety” 
of society, workers within the prison system and other inmates. 

Crouch & Alpert 
(1982) 

Sex and Occupa-
tional Socializa-
tion among Prison 
Guards: A 
Longitudinal Study 

Longitud-inal 
Study 

This longitudinal study examines the impact of working as a prison 
guard on attitude towards their work.  A gender comparison is 
made and noted differences were found.  Women had a more 
personalized approach to prisoners and resulted in less conflict with 
prisoners. 

Druar, Carrington, & 
Goyder (1998) 

Community 
Reactions to the 
New Prison for 
Women in 
Kitchener 

Mail Survey Nearly 30% mentioned “safety” concerns. 40% noted that 
“prisoners’ families would move in (concern). Nearly 30% feared 
escapes.  

Fraser (2000) An American 
Seduction: Portrait 
of a Prison Town 

Case Study Fraser describes the seduction of the community by enticing them 
with economic gains, particularly with regards to employment.   

Krause (1991)  Community 
Opposition to 
Prison Alternative 
and Community 
Corrections 

Impact Study Community members that favored the construction of a prison in 
their community were seeking economic growth and a prison was a 
way to ensure this.   

Osofsky & Osofosky 
(2002) 

The Psycho-logical 
Experience of 
Security Officers 
Who Work with 
Executions 

Interview Study The study indicates that clearly prison work is emotionally draining 
and exceedingly difficult.  The correctional officers reported being 
more likely to experience serious accidents, physical assaults and 
assaults with a weapon than individuals not working as a 
correctional officer.  

(table continues)
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Table A5 (table continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Schafer & Ziser 
(1993) 

Prisons: Partners 
With the 
Community 

Case Study Interior colors of the prison were chosen to provide a calm 
atmosphere for everyone involved, decreasing the opportunities for 
prisoners engage in violent behaviors. 

Joint Center for 
Environmental and 
Urban Problems 
(1985) 

The 
Socioeconomic 
Impacts of State 
Prison Siting On 
The Local 
Community 

Secondary 
Analysis Study 
of Crime Data 

This report identifies that the construction of prisons in three 
locations in Florida.  Most of the correctional residents living near 
Dade Correctional Institute were not concerned about safety issues 
associated with the prison.  

Zimmer (1987)  How Women 
Reshape the Prison 
Guard Role 

Interview Study This article examines gender differences of prison guards in their 
interactions with male inmates.   
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Table A6 
 
Summary of “Escapes” 
 
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

Brister (1996) Changing of the 
Guard: A Case for 
Privatization 

Literature 
Review 

Brief overview of the history of the Texas prison system. One of 
the top three concerns was “inmate escapes.” According to Brister, 
large and frequent inmate escapes have a prominent place in Texas 
history. 

Carlson (1990) Prison Escapes and 
Community 
Consequen-ces: 
Results of a Case 
Study 

Case Study One reason for opposition to the prison was the residents feared 
prison escapes. Residents were concerned that they would not be 
informed quickly enough to be able to protect their selves and 
family. 73% reported that they were concerned about the safety of 
local residents during prison escapes.  Children in the communities 
expressed concerns about escapes. 

Carlson (1992) Doing Good and 
Looking Bad: A 
Case Study of 
Prison/Community 
Relations 

Case Study Carlson notes an increase in crime as a result of the prison siting in 
Clallam Bay. Residents expressed having been concerns over 
having information when there is a prison escape. 

Druar, Carrington, & 
Goyder (1998) 

Community 
Reactions to The 
New Prison for 
Women in 
Kitchener 

Mail Survey  Nearly 30% of the respondents expressed fears of inmate escapes. 
These respondents expected escapes.  

Shichor (1992) Myths and 
Realities in Prison 
Siting 

Literature 
Review 

Communities have several concerns, one major concern being that 
of inmates escaping and harming local residents.   

(table continues)
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Table A6 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Joint Center for 
Environmental and 
Urban Problems 
(1985)  

The 
Socioeconomic 
Impacts of State 
Prison 

Secondary 
Analysis of 
Recapture Rates 
and Phone 
Interviews 

25% of residents mentioned escapes as a concern, yet 4/5s of those 
did not perceive escapes as a security threat. 

The New York Times 
(1993)  

New Escape 
Heightens Towns’ 
Fears About Prison 

Interviews Synopsis of reactions of community after the escape of two 
prisoners at the Garner Correctional Institution.  The events causes 
some residents to lose sleep, and others to take extras security 
precautions 

Thies (2000) Prison and Host 
Communit-ies: 
Debunking the 
Myths and 
Building  

Literature 
Review 

Members of community may oppose prison construction due to 
myths they may have heard from media and other sources.  Thies 
states that worry about possible escapes is prevalent, but 
unjustified. 

U.S. Department of 
Justice (1992) 

An Information 
Brief-Issues in 
Siting Correctional 
Facilities 

Compar-ison 
Study 

Residents feared inmate escapes and not being informed in a timely 
manner.  
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Table A7 
 
Summary of “Prisoners’ Families” 
 
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

Carlson 
(1990) 

Prison 
Escapes and 
Community 
Consequenc
es: Results 
of a Case 
Study 

Case 
Study 

One of the concerns raised by community 
residents is the issue of prisoners’ families 
relocating, bringing more crime into their 
community.  

Fraser (2000) An 
American 
Seduction: 
Portrait of a 
Prison 
Town 

Case 
Study 

There is a clear division between locals, 
prison employees, and inmate families. 
Inmates’ families stresses the social services 
of the community.  The high school 
administration red flag the inmates’ children, 
expecting trouble. 

Thies (2000) Prison and 
Host 
Communit-
ies: 
Debunking 
the Myths 
and 
Building 
Community 
Relations 

Literature 
Review 

A concern from some residents of prison 
towns, or towns considering acceptance of a 
new prison is that the prison may attract 
undesirable populations, such as prisoners’ 
families, into their community. The concern 
is focused on the potential the increased 
crime rate and development of a prison 
culture. 
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Table A8 
 
Summary of “Children” 
 
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

Carlson (1990) Prison Escapes and 
Community 
Consequen-ces: 
Results of a Case 
Study 

Case Study The children surveyed discussed the possibility of prisoners 
escaping. 52% felt that the prison was dangerous.”  Those having 
family working for the prison were less likely to perceive the prison 
as a danger. 

Courthouse Journal 
(2001)  

The Latest in the 
Violent Sexual 
Predator 
Residential Siting 
Issue 

Organiza-tional 
Newsletter 

Residents are not as concerned about the presence of prisons, but 
do show concern regarding less-secure facilities housing sexual 
predators, particularly in areas where children are likely to be 
present, such as playgrounds, etc.  

Druar, Carrington, & 
Goyder (1998)  

Community 
Reactions to The 
New Prison for 
Women in 
Kitchener 

Mail Survey Of those supporting the placement of a prison in their community, 
45% “had children at home.”  Residents with children were more 
concerned with safety than those residents without children. 
Residents with children were less likely to approve of prison 
placement in their community, than residents without children. 

Fritsch & Burkhead 
(1981) 

Behavioral 
Reactions of 
Children to 
Parental Absence 
Due to 
Imprisonment 

Literature 
Review 

Parental absence due to incarceration does result in problematic 
behavior on behalf of children. 

Gloster (1999) Ward 8 Prison 
Testimony 

Oral Reading Gloster expresses concerns over how the prison will affect the 
safety, and future aspirations of neighborhood children. According 
to Gloster, the children already live in deplorable conditions, with 
the prison only creating additional stressors. 

(table continues)
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Table A8 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Krause (1991) Community 
Opposition Prison 
Alternatives and 
Community 
Corrections 

Impact Study Community involvement for H.S. students was correlated with 
perception of prison acceptance or opposition by students. The 
more involved, the more supportive of a prison. 

Prentky (1996) Community 
Notification and 
Community Risk 
Reduction 

Literature 
Review 

Discusses positive/negative outcomes that occur (in theory) as a 
result of notifying community of sex-offenders residing within their 
community. Prentky suggests that the offenders re-offends because 
of a “hostile” environment. Recommendations: Assessing risk, 
mandatory treatment.  

Osofsky & Osofsky 
(2002) 

The Psycho-logical 
Experience of 
Security Officers 
Who Work with 
Executions 

Interview Study Expressed concerns about the overall well-being of children in 
society. Concerns about social conditions that lead children to 
death row. 

U.S. Department of 
Justice (1992) 

An Information 
Brief-Issues in 
Siting Correctional 
Facilities 

Compara-tive 
Study 

Florida requires prisons to locate a minimum of two miles from 
existing or potential school locations.  
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Table A9 
 
Summary of “Stress” 
 
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

Breznitz (1994) Stress in the Prison 
of Its Success 

Literature 
Review 

Article defines and explores stress associated with housing a prison 
in a community and various coping strategies. 

Brister (1996) Changing of the 
Guard: A Case for 
Privatization of 
Texas Prisons 

Literature 
Review 

Brief overview of the history of the Texas prison system. Attention 
is given to various management-related variables that are visible 
reflections of institutional stress and tension. 

Carlson (1992) Doing Good and 
Looking Bad: A 
Case Study of 
Prison/Community 
Relations 

Case Study Carlson notes numerous stressors for a community associated with 
housing a prison; possibility of escapes, security concerns, fear of 
those visiting the inmates, crime rate increases, community image. 

Coyne (1997) The Long Good-
bye: Mother’s Day 
in Federal Prison 

Observa-tional 
Study 

This article describes in detail the stress experienced by 
incarcerated mothers, their children, and various family members.  

Druar, Carrington, & 
Goyder (1998)  

Community 
Reactions to the 
New Prison for 
Women in 
Kitchener 

Mail Survey Nearly 30% of the respondents expressed fears of inmate escapes, 
indicating community stress.   

Gloster (1999) Ward 8 Prison 
Testimony 

Oral Reading Gloster expresses concerns over how the prison will affect the 
safety, and future aspirations of neighborhood children. According 
to Gloster, the children already live in deplorable conditions, with 
the prison only creating additional stressors.  

Lombardo (1978) Guards in the 
Prison Community 

Literature 
Review 

Lombardo examined the stress that correctional officers experience 
within their work setting.  

(table continues)
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Table A9 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Osofsky & Osofsky 
(2002) 

The Psycho-logical 
Experience of 
Security Officers 
Who Work with 
Executions 

Interview Study The study indicates that “clearly prison work is emotionally 
draining and exceedingly difficult. 

Stojkovic (1995)  Correctional 
Administra-tors’ 
Accounts of Their 
Work Worlds 

Analogue Study Over years inmates have gained power while the power of the 
personnel has declined, leading to the development and increase of 
stress for prison employees 
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Table A10 
 
Summary of “Community/Family Concerns” 
 
    
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

    
    
Crawford 
(1994) 

The 
Partnership 
Approach to 
the 
Community 
Crime 
Prevention: 
Corporatism 
at the Local 
Level 

Literature 
Review 

An examination of community decision 
processes, with attention to groups of 
residents that are typically excluded. Study 
concludes that community has never had 
total control over decision making, 
government has always kept some degree of 
control, particularly in the area of crime 
prevention policy. 

Druar, 
Carrington, 
& Goyder 
(1998)  

Community 
Reactions to 
the New 
Prison for 
Women in 
Kitchener 

Mail 
Survey 

Nearly 30% mentioned “safety” concerns. 
40% noted that “prisoners’ families would 
move in (concern). Over half expressed 
dissatisfaction with the local residents’ input 
concerning the placement of the prison.  

Shichor 
(1992)  

Myths and 
Realities in 
Prison 
Siting 

Literature 
Review 

Communities have several concerns, one 
major concern being that of inmates escaping 
and harming local residents. 

U. S. 
Department 
of Justice 
(1992) 

An 
Information 
Brief-Issues 
in Siting 
Correctional 
Facilities 

Compara-
tive Study 

Florida requires prisons to locate a minimum 
of “two miles” from existing or potential 
school locations due to concerns of safety. 
Not receiving more prestigious businesses 
because of the location of the prison, to 
realtors, not having a voice in the decision-
making process. 
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Table A11 
 
Summary of “Town Image” 
 
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

Carlson (1990)  Prison Escapes and 
Community 
Consequen-ces: 
Results of a  Case 
Study 

Case Study Residents expressed concerns that prisoners’ families would 
relocate, bringing more crime into the community, leading to the 
loss of a certain lifestyle.  

Dear (1992) Understand-ing 
and Overcoming 
the NIMBY 
Syndrome 

Literature 
Review 

Opponents argue that if the initial facility is allowed, then the 
community will be targeted for further sitings,” thus lending itself 
to the development of an undesirable community. There are 
concerns about the appearance of the prison facility, in that it 
detracts from the appearance of the local community. 

Druar, Carrington, & 
Goyder (1998)  

Community 
Reactions to the 
New Prison for 
Women in 
Kitchener 

Mail Survey 40% noted that prisoners’ families would move in, thus the town 
would develop a prison town reputation or image.  

Fraser (2000)  An American 
Seduction: Portrait 
of a Prison Town 

Case Study Fraser explores the gradual development of a prison town image 
and the repercussions of that image. 

Huling (2002) Building a Prison 
Economy in Rural 
America 

Literature 
Review 

Hurling examine a concern that prisons can discourage other 
industries from coming to town. 

Lilliston (1998)  Prison on the 
Prairie 

Survey Study The area had a booming tourist industry, with the general area 
attracting “one million visitors a year.” Residents expressed 
concerns over the possibility that the prison could harm tourism. 

(table continues)
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Table A11 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

Schafer & Ziser 
(1993) 

Prisons: Partners 
With the 
Community 

Case Study Correctional facility wanted to gain acceptance from community. 
The prison was designed not to detract from the appearance of the 
rest of the community, camouflaging any exterior security 
apparatus.  

Joint Center for 
Environmental 
Urban Problems 
(1985)  

The Socio-
economic Impacts 
of State Prison 
Siting On The 
Local Community 

Secondary 
Analysis of 
Crime Data 

This report identifies that the construction of prisons in three 
locations in Florida. Residents expressed concern that inmates are 
openly treated at their community hospital, seeing this as posing a 
moderate community image problem.  

U.S. Department of 
Justice (1992) 

An Information 
Brief-Issues in 
Siting Correctional 
Facilities 

Compar-ison 
Study 

Residents expressed concerns that the prison would deter the 
community from receiving more prestigious businesses and would 
lead to accepting additional prisons into their community.  

Young (1998) Rethinking 
Community 
Resistance to 
Prison Siting: 
Results from a 
Community Impact 
Assessment 

Telephone 
Survey 

Approximately 11% of surveyed residents had concerns about the 
physical appearance of prisons in DC. 
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Table A12 
 
Summary of “Executions” 
 
    
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

    
    
Frienkel, 
Koopman, & 
Spiegel 
(1994) 

Dissociative 
Symptoms 
in Media 
Eyewitness 
of an 
Execution 

Survey/ 
Interview 
Study 

Of the 18 participants, none reported 
experiencing any long-term negative effects 
as a result of witnessing the execution. Many 
reported experiencing short-term effects. 
Two sought professional counseling. Most 
stated that they would not cover such a story 
again, even if assigned. 

McLin 
(2000) 

A Duty to 
Kill: An 
Occupa-
tional 
Perspective 
from the 
Front Lines 
of a Killing 
Institution 

Interview 
Study 

Reasons this executioner supports death 
penalty: Deterrence, safety of other prisoners.  
There are numerous difficulties reported in 
performing his job.  

Osofsky & 
Osofsky 
(2002) 

The Psycho-
logical 
Experience 
of Security 
Officers 
Who Work 
with 
Executions 

Interview 
Study 

The study indicates that prison work is 
draining and difficult. The execution team is 
examined in this research.  
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Table A13 
 
Summary of “Media Attention” 
 
Author(s) Title Sample/ 

Method 
Summary 

Fabelo (1996)  Whatever is Next 
after the Prison-
Building Boom 
Will Be Next for 
Texas 

Literature 
Review 

Fabelo notes that the public is being manipulated by media, by 
creating a heightened awareness to the potential dangers of crime, 
even if the crimes are unlikely to occur. 

Griffin (1999) The Influence of 
Organiza-tional 
Climate on 
Detention Officers’ 
Readiness to Use 
Force  

Survey Research This article examines the different perceptions of detention 
officers’ use of force; that of the officers and that of the media.  

Jacobs (1976) The Politics of 
Corrections: Town/ 
Prison Relations as 
a Determinant for 
Reform  

Case Study In this article the warden’s personal friendship with the editor of 
the town’s only newspaper is explored, indicating a possible 
correlation of decisions of the newspaper to let negative news about 
the prison slide and accent the positive information about the 
prison. 

McLin (2000)  A Duty to Kill: An 
Occupa-tional 
Perspective From 
the Front Lines of 
a Killing 
Institution  

Interview Study Media portrayal of the execution is anti-death penalty.  The media 
is a disruption for those having to carry out the execution orders. 
The media is depicted as a powerful group. 

Travis & Sheridan 
(1983) 

Community 
Involvement in 
Prison Siting 

Literature 
Review 

Article notes that prison location issues have received a great deal 
of media interest.  Each prison facility is noted to have its own 
power structure and media access, which can make prison site 
selection easy or difficult for acceptance.  

(table continues)
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Table A13 (continued). 

Author(s) Title Sample/ 
Method 

Summary 

U.S. Department of 
Justice (1992) 

An Information 
Brief-Issues in 
Siting Correctional 
Facilities 

Compar-ison 
Study 

This study examined the power of the media and public perception. 

Young (1998)  Rethinking 
Community 
Resistance to 
Prison Siting: 
Results from a 
Community Impact 
Assessment 

Phone Survey This article addresses the power of the media to negatively impact 
the perceptions of a community towards the housing of a prison of 
prisons in their vicinity.  
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