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Summary/Conclusions 

This study was undertaken to ex-
plore the idea of role conflict ex-
perienced by probation and parole 
officers. The article notes that pre-
vious researchers had regarded 
“role conflict” as inherent in proba-
tion and parole work and is often 
attributed to inconsistencies” in the 
way offenders are supervised.  
This study noted that there is little 
empirical data regarding role con-
flict. In an effort to explore officer 
roles, this study looked at agency 
philosophy, officer role orientation, 
and supervision tasks, using the 
c a t e g o r i e s  o f  “ a u t h o r i t y /
enforcement” to represent a more 
law enforcement  philosophy, and 
“assistance” to represent the case 
worker philosophy.  

Caveat: The information presented here is 

intended to summarize and inform readers 
of research and information relevant to 
probation work. It can provide a framework 
for carrying out the business of probation as 
well as suggestions for practical application 
of the material. While it may, in some in-
stances, lead to further exploration and 
result in future decisions, it is not intended 
to prescribe policy and is not necessarily 
conclusive in its findings. Some of its limita-
tions are described above.  

Although the study indicates that offi-
cers tend to assume a certain role in 
approaching their work, there is little 
research to indicate that probation offi-
cers (PO’s) operate exclusively out of a 
“law enforcement” role or “case worker” 
philosophy. 
 
This study was designed to determine 
how an agency’s philosophy and a PO’s 
role impact the approach to supervision.  
The researchers purposely chose pro-
grams in two states that supervise 
higher risk probationers on intensive 
supervision programs (ISP) using 
clearly differing philosophies: Georgia 
was known as a “get tough” program 
and Ohio was known to have a treat-
ment philosophy. A non-random sample 
of 16 ISP officers were selected from 
Ohio and 15 ISP PO’s were selected 
from Georgia. Each PO completed the 
Authority/Assistance questionnaire to 
determine their attitude toward author-
ity, enforcement, and assistance. They 
were then provided five cases in which 
they had to assign supervision tasks. 
They could choose from “control” tasks 
(e.g., EHM, jail) or  “support” tasks (e.g., 
talk with client’s family, assist client in 
recognizing problems) to manage the 
offenders’ behavior.  
 
The PO’s responses to the measures, 
as well as the philosophy of their 
agency, were analyzed.  Regarding atti-
tude, the researchers found that the 
Georgia officers scored significantly 
higher on authority and enforcement 
measures than the Ohio sample. Also 
the Georgia sample selected more con-
trol-oriented tasks for the supervision of 
the five cases than the Ohio officers. 
However, they noted that a PO’s prefer-
ence for the case worker role does not 

inhibit their selection of “control” tasks 
and vice versa. In other words, most 
officers were not 100% control or 100% 
support; they employ both tasks. The 
researchers also discovered “an organ-
izational philosophy of treatment and 
service seems to be more instrumental 
in producing support tasks with clients 
than is the officer’s personal role prefer-
ence.” In other words, role identity is 
important but doesn’t influence supervi-
sion approaches as much as the 
agency’s philosophy. 
 

Practical Applications 

 

√ Review your department’s philoso-

phy. Does it reflect the type of su-
pervision the district wants to pro-
vide? Does your mission or vision 
statement need to be updated to 
include EBP? 

√ The ability to seamlessly use control 

and support can be difficult but very 
effective. If you tend to rely heavily  
on one style over another, try part-
nering with a peer that is more 
closely associated with a different 
role. Staff cases together, discuss-
ing how supervision responses  
might be used from the law enforce-
ment, case worker, or resource bro-
ker perspectives. 

√ Strive to match your role and re-

sponse to the clients’ risk/needs. 
√ Expand your pool of possible be-

havior responses by reviewing the 
lists developed for the TVBC pro-
ject. Also, network with other dis-
tricts to discover additional ideas. 

√ More information on supervision 

roles and Colorado Probation can 
be found on Judicialnet in “J/AISP 
Officer Survey & Interview Summa-
ries & Recommendations.” 
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The Officer’s Role and Response 

Limitations of Information 

The sample is limited by the small 
number of participants, and results 
should be generalized cautiously.  
The study included all of the inten-
sive supervision (ISP) officers in 
one location and only 25% of all 
ISP officers in the other location. 
Also, this study  focuses on two 
philosophical roles (law enforce-
ment and case worker). Colorado 
Probation is using a three-role 
model: law enforcement, case 
worker, and resource broker. 
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