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Abstract

Staff are critical for the proper functioning of a prison; empirical research into the forces that

affect salient organizational attitudes of staff, such as organizational commitment, is equally

important. A survey instrument measuring affective commitment and personal (i.e. gender,

tenure, age, and educational level), job (i.e. perceived dangerousness of the job, job variety,

and supervision), and organizational variables (i.e. instrumental communication and input into

decision-making) was completed by 322 employees in two prisons in southern China. The

results of ordinary least squares regression showed that job and organizational variables of

perceived dangerousness of the job, job variety, supervision, instrumental communication,

and decentralization explained 54% of the variance in the dependent variable organizational

commitment and were much stronger predictors than personal characteristics. Among the

significant variables, decentralization had the largest sized effect, followed by perceived job

dangerousness, job variety, and instrumental communication. Except for the organizational

variable of perceived supervision quality, the job and organizational predictors of affective

commitment for these Chinese prison staff appear to mirror those typically found for staff in

US prisons.
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The attitudes and behaviors of prison staff are critical for the success (or failure) of a
prison. Organizational commitment is a particularly important staff attitude. High levels
of commitment among prison staff are typically associated with positive organizational
outcomes, such as increased organizational citizenship and heightened job performance.
On the other hand, low levels of commitment are often linked with negative outcomes
for an organization, such as increased turnover intent/turnover, absenteeism, and staff
burnout (Camp, 1994; Hogan, Lambert, & Griffin, 2013; Lambert, Edwards, Camp, &
Saylor, 2005; Lambert & Hogan, 2009; Lambert, Hogan, & Griffin, 2008; Lincoln &
Kalleberg, 1990; Stohr, Self, & Lovrich, 1992).

Organizational commitment refers to an employee’s level of psychological attachment
to the employing organization (Allen & Meyer, 1990), his or her psychological identifi-
cation with the organization, acceptance of the organization’s values and goals,
intention to remain a member of the organization, and willingness to put forth effort
to help the organization be successful (Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982). Meyer and
Allen (1991) distinguished three forms of organizational commitment—affective,
continuance, and normative—each form corresponding with a particular psychological
state of mind. Affective commitment refers to an employee’s ‘‘emotional attachment to,
identification with, and involvement in the organization’’ (Meyer & Allen, 1991, p. 67).
Continuance commitment refers to the investments an employee makes in the organiza-
tion, such as pension plans and non-transferable job skills, which results in continued
organizational membership because the employee perceives the price of leaving the
organization as too high (Allen & Meyer, 1990; Jaros, Jermier, Koehler, & Sincich,
1993). Normative commitment, also known as moral commitment, refers to an
employee’s beliefs and values formed prior to and after joining the organization
(Allen & Meyer, 1990), or as Wiener (1982) stated, ‘‘the totality of internalized norma-
tive pressures to act in a way which meets organizational goals and interests’’ (p. 421).
Allen and Meyer (1990) distinguished the psychological states associated with the three
forms of organizational commitment stating, ‘‘employees with strong affective
commitment remain because they want to, those with strong continuance commitment
because the need to, and those with strong normative commitment because they feel that
they ought to stay’’ (p. 3).

The current study focused on the affective form of organizational commitment for sev-
eral reasons. First, as Mercurio (2015) contends, affective commitment goes to the core
essence of organizational commitment. Second, according to Allen and Meyer (1990),

the most prevalent approach to organizational commitment in the literature is one in which

commitment is considered an affective or emotional attachment to the organization such

that the strongly committed individual identifies with, is involved in, and enjoys membership

in the organization (p. 2).
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Third, affective commitment is the most common form of organizational commitment
studied, including among correctional staff (Lambert, Hogan, & Jiang, 2008; Mathieu &
Zajac, 1990; Mercurio, 2015; Meyer et al., 2012). Fourth, compared to continuance and
normative commitment, affective commitment typically shows stronger associations with
salient work outcomes such as lower absenteeism, reduced turnover/turnover intent,
higher engagement in organizational citizenship behavior (i.e. going above what is
expected), and better work performance (Mercurio, 2015; Solinger, van Olffen, &
Roe, 2008). For example, Lambert, Kelley, and Hogan (2013a, 2013b) observed that
for US prison staff, job burnout had no association with normative commitment, a
positive association with continuance commitment, and a negative association with
affective commitment. Unless otherwise noted, henceforth, the term commitment
refers to affective organizational commitment.

The importance of commitment has led to a growing number of studies that
have explored its predictors for staff in Western prisons. Past research on several
public and private prisons, mainly in the US, has examined the relationship between
commitment and personal characteristics (e.g. age, gender, and tenure), job character-
istics (e.g. job variety, quality of supervision, perceived dangerousness of the job),
and organizational characteristics (e.g. input into decision-making, instrumental com-
munication, organizational support) (Garland, McCarty, & Zhao, 2009; Griffin,
Armstrong, & Hepburn, 2005; Griffin & Hepburn, 2005; Lambert & Hogan, 2009;
Lambert & Paoline, 2008; Lambert, Paoline, & Hogan, 2006; Rogers, 1991). These
studies have provided important information regarding the antecedents and effects of
commitment for Western prison staff.

While considerable research exists on commitment for staff in Western prisons, espe-
cially in the US, there has been a paucity of research regarding the antecedents and
effects of commitment for prison staff in non-Western nations in general, and China in
particular (Wong, Ngo, & Wong, 2002). Comparative criminologists have clearly
demonstrated the important influence of cultural variations (Jiang, Lambert, &
Jenkins, 2010; Liu 2009, 2016). Existing research on commitment in Chinese business
organizations suggests that the predictors of commitment may be different for Chinese
workers compared to workers in Western countries (Gamble & Huang, 2008). For
example, Chinese workers tend to view themselves from a collective perspective—as
organizational members—and tend to hold traditional values such as respect for
hierarchy, loyalty, duty, and reciprocity (i.e. pao), and an emphasis on interpersonal
relationships (i.e. , guanxi) and reputation (i.e. , mianzi or face). These differ-
ences in values may relate to differences in the predictors of commitment for Chinese
prison staff compared to those for staff in Western prisons. On the other hand, prison
staff in both China and the West must deal with inmates being held against their will.
The major goal for most prisons, whether in the West or in China, is to operate a secure,
humane, and safe facility. As such, regardless of cultural values, the predictors of com-
mitment for Chinese prison staff may be similar to those typically found for staff in
Western prisons.

The current study was undertaken to examine (1) the predictors of commitment for
Chinese prison staff and (2) how these predictors compare to those typically found for
staff in Western prisons. In other words, the main goals of this study were to determine
the degree to which the predictors of prison staff commitment from the well-established
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Western research apply to staff in Chinese prisons. To accomplish this goal, the current
study investigated the relationships of several personal, job, and organizational charac-
teristics with commitment for staff in two Chinese prisons and compared the findings
with those typically found for staff in Western, particularly US, prisons.

Literature review

Predictors of prison staff commitment

Based on past studies mainly involving Western prison staff, particularly those in the
US, the predictors of commitment can be placed into three general categories—personal
characteristics, job characteristics, and organizational characteristics (Lambert, 2004;
Lambert & Paoline, 2008). Personal characteristics are factors that are individual to a
particular person, such as age, educational level, gender, and tenure in current position.
Past studies have typically found these and other personal characteristics to be either
weak or insignificant predictors of commitment for US prison staff—particularly when
job and/or organizational characteristic variables are included in the analysis (Lambert,
2004; Lambert & Hogan, 2009; Lambert e al., 2008; Lambert & Paoline, 2008; Rogers,
1991; Stohr, Lovrich, Monke, & Zupan, 1994). Similarly, prior studies among staff in
Chinese community corrections agencies typically show that personal characteristics fail
to predict employee attitudes toward the police, capital punishment, crime control, law
and legal system, community corrections, commitment, and job satisfaction (Jiang, 2015;
Jiang, Lambert, Xiang, Jin, Shi, & Zhang, forthcoming; Jiang, Lambert, Zhang, Jin, Shi,
& Xiang, 2016).

Job characteristics relate to a particular job or position (Lambert & Paoline,
2008). Job characteristics tend to be limited in scope within an organization and
may affect some positions or areas more than others. Perceptions of job danger,
job variety, and supervision quality are three commonly used job characteristics in
the literature.

Perceived job danger refers to employees’ perceptions of the risk of injury, death and
others forms of victimization while at work (Cullen, Link, Wolfe, & Frank, 1985).
Among US prison staff, those who feel in danger at work tend to be less committed
(Lambert & Hogan, 2010; Lambert et al., 2013a).

Job variety refers to the degree of variation of job duties (Lambert, 2004). For US
prison staff, job variety is generally positively associated with commitment (Lambert &
Hogan, 2010). No research on the relationship between job variety and commitment for
Chinese prison staff could be located.

Supervision quality refers to an employee’s perception of the quality of supervision
(e.g. guidance, direction, support) provided by the organization (Lambert, 2004).
Quality supervision can provide employees a positive experience that can strengthen
their affective bonds with the organization, an outcome typically found in research
with US correctional staff (Lambert, 2004). Compared to the West, guanxi (interper-
sonal relationship) appears to be more important in Chinese culture in general and in
organizational culture in particular. Employees’ trust in their leaders has been found to
play an important role in strengthening commitment in existing research in Chinese
business organizations (Gamble & Huang, 2008).
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Organizational characteristics refer to how an organization arranges, manages, and
operates (Lambert, 2004; Oldham & Hackman, 1981). Input into decision-making and
instrumental communication are two important organizational characteristics. Input
into decision-making refers to the degree to which employees have control and input
over the tasks and order of their jobs. Allowing employees a degree of input regarding
their jobs sends them a message that they are competent, valued, and trusted. Again, no
empirical research on the relationship between input into decision-making and commit-
ment among Chinese prison staff has been found. In the US, most studies report that
input into decision-making is associated with higher levels of commitment among prison
staff (Lambert & Hogan, 2010; Lambert et al., 2006; Stohr et al., 1994).

Instrumental communication refers to the ‘‘degree to which information about the job
is formally transmitted by an organization to its members’’ (Agho, Mueller, & Price,
1993, p. 1009). Employees want and need to know what is expected of them (Berkman &
Neider, 1987). Effective downward communication helps employees to be clear about
their job duties, the rationale for these duties, the procedures for carrying out these
duties, and how their job performance will be measured. Instrumental communication
increases the likelihood than an organization will have more satisfied and committed
workers (Lambert, Hogan, Barton, & Clarke, 2002; Price &Mueller, 1986). Instrumental
communication has been found to have a positive effect on commitment for prison staff
in the US (Lambert et al., 2002; Lambert & Paoline, 2008).

The current study hypothesized that personal characteristics would not be significant
predictors of commitment for Chinese prison staff, but job characteristics and organ-
izational characteristics would. Specifically, as perceived, job danger typically makes
employees feel less comfortable on the job; this variable was hypothesized to be nega-
tively associated with commitment for Chinese prison staff. This study also hypothesized
that the positive relationship between job variety and organizational commitment that is
typically found for US prison staff would also exist for their Chinese counterparts.
As previously found, quality of supervision was predicted to show a significant positive
relationship with commitment for Chinese prison staff. Finally, two organizational char-
acteristics—input into decision-making and instrumental communication—were
expected to be positively related to affective commitment for Chinese prison staff.

Prisons in China

In order to place the current study in context, a brief overview of Chinese prisons is
needed. Chinese prisons are closed institutions. Until recently, they did not allow out-
siders, including both Chinese and foreign scholars, access to them. As in the US, China
has both prisons and jails. Chinese jails hold individuals who are awaiting trial, transfer
to prison, or have been sentenced to less than one year. Jails (i.e. detention centers) in
China are overseen by the Ministry of Public Safety (Hill, 2006; Shao, 2011). Prisons in
China hold offenders who have committed serious crimes and have received sentences
longer than one year (Wu, 2003). Chinese prisons are under control of the Bureau of
Prison Administration in the Ministry of Justice.

Shao (2014) indicated that there are 680 prisons in China, including 35 female prisons and
31 juvenile prisons (i.e. reformatories), holding approximately 1.7 million inmates, including
about 90,000 females and 10,000 juveniles. These prisons are operated either by the central
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government or the local government. Chinese prisons, except those holding female or juven-
ile inmates, are typically classified based on length of sentence. Levels of restriction for
prisoners are also associated with their sentence lengths (Hill, 2006; Wu, 2003).

China has approximately 300,000 prison staff. China’s inmate to staff ratio of 5.7 to 1
is slightly higher than that found in the US (5.1 to 1), England (4 to 1), Japan (3.3 to 1)
and Germany (3 to 1) (Hu et al., 2015). While Western prison staff are typically classified
based on their positions (e.g. custody, educational, vocational, treatment, support, man-
agement/administrative), Chinese prisons do not have such clear division of labor. The
job duties of Chinese prison are typically decided and assigned at an individual level
rather than by a general position (Hill, 2006; Wu, 2003). Chinese prison staff, therefore,
often play multiple roles such as rule enforcers, educators, and factory managers (i.e.
overseeing inmate labor) (Jin, 1997). As Hill (2006) noted, ‘‘. . . in China, there is no
distinction between custodial staff and other prison staff’’ (p. 24). Furthermore, all
Chinese prison staff are uniformed police officers. As all police officers are part of the
Chinese civil service system, so too are all Chinese prison staff. To become a prison staff
member, one must first pass a civil service exam and a background check.

Relative to many other occupations in China, prison staff have greater job security.
While their pay is higher than some non-governmental occupations, the pay is lower
than many other civil servant occupations (Hu et al., 2015; Wang & Kong, 2006). In
addition to making less money in general, Chinese prison staff have a more challenging
and dangerous work environment than staff in most other occupations. Similar to staff
in Western prisons, these staff deal with inmates who, compared to the general popula-
tion, have lower educational levels, higher rates of mental health and substance abuse
problems, and are more likely to be antisocial. Some inmates can be hostile and even
violent towards prison staff. According to Sun (2015), over the past decade, 129 Chinese
prison staff died and 1160 staff were injured due to prison violence.

Historically, Chinese prisons have been placed far away from highly populated areas.
Since 1978, when a new era of economic reforms began, China has gradually built some
prisons nearer to cities. Despite this change, most Chinese prisons are still located far
from cities, often in desolate areas where inmates, staff, and staff’s families are isolated.
On the plus side, this isolation likely increases communication and interaction between
prison administrators and line staff. On the minus side, because these staff live in such
close proximity to inmates’ dormitories, they must be ready for any prison emergency
that arises at any time during and after their scheduled shifts. Chinese prison staff work
approximately 12 hours per day compared to most other Chinese civil servants, who
typically work about 8 hours (Hu et al., 2015; Wang & Kong, 2006; Xing, 2014).

What is not known at present is how the personal, job, and organizational charac-
teristics are associated with commitment among Chinese prison staff. The current study
was undertaken to help answer this question.

Method

Participants

In 2015, staff at two prisons in southern China were surveyed to measure their percep-
tions of different aspects of the workplace and their level of commitment. One prison
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housed approximately 1500 male inmates and employed 280 staff. The other prison
housed about 700 female inmates and employed 160 staff.

Both prisons had similar organizational structure, including seven offices, one service
center, and multiple districts. The seven offices are administration, prison management,
parole and discipline, budget and accounting, personnel, audit, and labor and produc-
tion. Each office has its own unique functions, although they are expected to work
together. A district is a subunit of the prison that consists of a certain number of
inmates. All districts have the same organizational structure and functions. Within
each prison, inmates are classified into different levels of supervision, including highly
intensive or maximum, intensive, medium, and minimum. The nature of offenses, length
of sentence, and performance within the prison are the primary criteria for inmate
classification.

In order to compare findings from this current study with those found in the US, this
study adopted a US survey instrument as its first questionnaire draft. The survey was
translated from English to Chinese and retranslated back into English by bilingual
scholars who earned doctoral degrees in the US. The questionnaire was then extensively
discussed and pretested with the prison human resource department officer and
prison staff. These discussions and pretests were used to discover whether there were
any issues concerning interpretation of questionnaire items and to obtain comments
about the survey, including meaning, context, and wording. The final version of the
questionnaire was administered to all available staff in the prisons, except for top
administrators.

For both prisons, the staff who worked in different sections of the prison were con-
sidered teams. Teams held daily and weekly meetings. Surveys were conducted during
the team meetings. Then, all survey participants were informed of the purpose of the
study. They were also told that (1) the survey participation was voluntary, (2) all
responses would be anonymous, and (3) the data would be used for decision-making
but the individual level data would be kept confidential. The demographic characteristics
of the all the staff respondents from both prisons are presented in the first part of
Table 1.

For the first prison, which employed 280 staff, 205 completed surveys were returned, a
response rate of approximately 73%. For this prison, about 67% of respondents were
men and 33% had a bachelor’s degree or higher. The typical respondent had worked in
his or her current position for 6.5 years and was 45 years old. In terms of rank, 7% were
a staff member (i.e. similar to a new/probationary person in a US prison), 47% were a
senior staff member (i.e. similar to a non-probationary person in a US prison), and 42%
were a principal staff member (i.e. similar to a senior person in a US prison), and the
remaining 4% held supervisory or other ranks.

For the second prison, which employed 160 staff, 117 completed surveys were
returned, a response rate of approximately 73%. For this prison, 10% of respondents
were men and 43% had a bachelor’s degree or higher. The typical respondent had
worked in his or her current position for 6.6 years and was 45 years old. In terms of
rank, 13% were a staff member, 44% were a senior staff, and 41% were a principal staff
member, and the remaining 3% held supervisory or other ranks.

The survey instrument used in this study was completed by 322 staff in two
prisons. For the combined data set, the overall response rate was 73%, about
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46% were men, and 37% had a bachelor’s degree or higher. The typical respondent
had worked 6.5 years in his or her current position and was 44 years old. In terms of
these personal characteristics, the only significant difference between the respondents
of the first and second prisons was gender (Chi-square¼ 103.58, p� .01). As such, a
dichotomous variable representing the prison where the participant worked was
included to control for any differences between the two prisons in the multivariate
analysis. The first prison employed more staff than the second, but the response rates
were similar; 64% of those who responded were from the first prison, and 34% were
from the second prison. The participants appeared to be representative to the overall
staff population of the two prisons based on personal characteristics. Finally, the
high number of female participants was partially the result that one prison housed
female adult inmates, and, as such, that prison employed a higher percentage of
women. In addition, Chinese prisons tend to employ a greater percentage of
female staff than US prisons.

Variables

Dependent variable

The dependent variable in the current study was the affective form of organizational
commitment and was measured by five items from Mowday et al. (1982). The items and
their response options are presented in Appendix 1. The items had a Cronbach’s alpha of
.85. Exploratory factor analysis was conducted, and the commitment items loaded on a
single factor. The responses to the five items were summed together to form an additive
index measuring commitment.

Independent variables

The personal characteristics studied were prison, gender, tenure, age, and educational
level. For how these variables were coded, see Table 1. The job characteristic vari-
ables studied consisted of summed indexes for perceived dangerousness of the job, job
variety, and perceptions of supervision quality. Three items from Cullen et al. (1985)
were used to measure perceived dangerousness of the job. Three items adapted from
Curry, Wakefield, Price, and Mueller (1986) were used to measure perceived job
variety. The variable perceptions of supervision quality were measured by five
items that were based on items from Teas (1981). The Cronbach alpha values for
the dangerousness, variety, and supervision indexes were .93, .85, and .81, respect-
fully. The two organizational characteristics consisted of summed indexes for instru-
mental communication and input into decision-making. The items for these two latent
variables are also presented in Appendix 1. The four items measuring instrumental
communication were adapted from Curry et al. (1986). Input was measured by three
items adapted from Curry et al. (1986). The Cronbach alpha values for the commu-
nication and input indexes were .88 and .93, respectively. The items and response
options for the job and organizational indexes are presented in Appendix 1. Finally,
the items for the job and organizational variables were entered into exploratory factor
analysis, and the items loaded on the expected factors, indicating unidimensionality of
the index measures.
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Analytic plan

The analysis begins with a presentation of the univariate descriptive statistics. Next, four
multivariate regression models are presented. Model 1 examined the effects of personal
characteristic variables in an effort to assess how much variance of commitment they
explain as a group. Model 2 investigated the effects of the job characteristic variables on
commitment so as to determine how much variance they account for in Chinese prison
staff commitment. Model 3 analyzed the effects of the organizational variables on com-
mitment so as to determine how much variance they account for of the commitment
variable. Model 4 included all the independent variables to determine the effects on
commitment when the shared effects of personal, job, and organizational characteristics
are taken into account.

Results

The univariate statistics for the variables are reported in Table 1. The mean and median
values for the non-dichotomous variables were very close to one another, suggesting that
they were normally distributed. Normality was also indicated by the skewness and kur-
tosis statistics, which were in the acceptable range. For the index variables, the Cronbach
alpha values, a measure of internal reliability, were .81 or higher, which is viewed as
good.

Four models in Table 2 were estimated using Ordinary Least Squares regression with
commitment as the dependent variable. Multicollinearity and other regression-related
issues were checked for the four models in Table 2. Multicollinearity did not appear to
be a problem in any of the regression equations. The variance inflation factor (VIF)
scores ranged from 1.01 to 1.72 across the four models. In addition, the issues of outliers,
influential cases, normality, linearity and homoscedasticity of residuals, and independ-
ence of errors in the regression models were tested (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013).

For Model 1, the R-squared value was .04, which means that the personal charac-
teristic variables accounted for only 4% of the observed variance in the commitment
variable. Among the personal characteristics, age was the only variable to have a stat-
istically significant effect, with older staff reporting higher commitment. In Model 2, the
job characteristic variables accounted for approximately 35% of the variance of the
dependent variable. Perceived dangerousness of the job had a significant negative
effect, and job variety and perceptions of quality supervision each had a significant
positive effect on commitment. In Model 3, the two organizational characteristics
explained about 46% of the variance in the dependent variable. Both instrumental com-
munication and input had significant positive effects on commitment. Finally, the entire
group of independent variables explained about 55% of the observed variance in the
dependent variable in Model 4. None of the personal characteristics in this model had a
significant effect. Perceived dangerousness continued to have a significant negative effect
on commitment, which means that increases of feeling at risk at work were associated
with lower commitment. Job variety continued to have a significant positive effect, which
means that higher perceptions of variety of the job were related to greater commitment.
In the full model (i.e. Model 4), however, perceptions of supervision quality had a
non-significant effect, which means that while controlling for the effects of the other
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independent variables, the supervision variable had little effect on commitment. Both
instrumental communication and input continued to have a significant positive effect on
commitment, even when personal and job characteristics were added to the regression
analysis. In other words, increases in these two organizational characteristics tended to
result in raised commitment to the organization. Based on the standardized regression
coefficients (i.e. the b column in Table 2), the magnitude of the effects of the independent
variables can be ranked. Among the significant variables of Model 4, input into decision-
making had the largest sized effect, more than twice that of the other variables, followed
by perceived dangerousness of the job, job variety, and then instrumental
communication.

While not reported in Table 2, a fifth regression model was estimated using only the
job characteristics and organizational characteristic variables. The R-Squared for this
model was .54. When comparing the R-Squared valued of .54 to the R-squared value of
.04 for the model with only the personal characteristics, work environment variables
were much stronger predictors of commitment than were the personal characteristics

Table 2. Ordinary least squares regression results with commitment as the dependent variable.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Predictor variable B SE B b B SE B b B SE B b B SE B b

Personal characteristics

Prison �.47 .72 �.04 .50 .53 .05

Gender �1.18 .69 �.12 �.74 .49 �.07

Tenure .02 .06 .02 .02 .04 .03

Age .11 .05 .14* .03 .03 .04

Educational level .10 .62 .01 .36 .43 .04

Job characteristics

Dangerousness �.43 .06 �.35** �.25 .05 �.20**

Job variety .59 .08 .36** .27 .07 .16**

Supervision .20 .06 .17** .01 .05 .01

Org characteristics

Instr communication .18 .07 .12** .22 .07 .14**

Input into DM .90 .06 .64** .72 .07 .50**

F Value 2.41* 56.11** 136.40** 39.93**

df 5,316 3,310 2,316 10,303

R-Squared .04 .35 .46 .55

Adjusted R-Squared .02 .35 .46 .53

Note: In Model 1, only the personal characteristic variables were included as independent variables. In Model 2, only

the perceptions of job characteristic variables were included as independent variables. In Model 3, only the percep-

tions of organizational characteristic variables were included as independent variables. In Model 4, personal charac-

teristics, job characteristics, and organizational characteristics variables were included as independent variables of

commitment. The number of participants was 322.

B: unstandardized regression coefficient; SE B: standard error of the regression slope (B); b: standardized regression

coefficient; Dangerousness: perceived dangerousness of the job; Supervision: perceptions of quality supervision; Inst

Communication: instrumental communication; DM: decision-making; df: degrees of freedom.

*p� .05; **p� .01
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among the surveyed Chinese prison staff. Finally, as an additional control for the
respondents’ prison, Model 4 was estimated for staff from the first prison only and
then again for only the staff from the second prison. Similar results were observed.

Discussion and conclusion

This study is the first to investigate the antecedents of commitment among Chinese prison
staff. Its major contribution was determining whether predictors of affective commitment
for staff in Chinese prisons mirrored those typically found for staff in Western or whether
cultural differences could trump the effects of the work environment. With one exception,
our findings show that the predictors of commitment for Chinese prison staff appear to
mirror those found for staff in Western prisons, particularly staff in US prisons. To be
more specific, this study found that: (1) Chinese prison staff’s perceptions of job variety,
instrumental communication and input into decision-making had significant positive
associations with commitment; (2) Chinese prison staff’s perceptions of job danger had
a significant negative association with commitment; (3) the impact of these job and
organizational factors differed in the size of their of their effect on commitment for
these staff; (4) the effect size of the job and organizational variables on commitment
was far greater than the effect of personal characteristics; and (5) input into decision-
making, an organizational variable, had the largest sized effect on commitment. Our only
unexpected finding was that the job variable perceived supervision quality had a non-
significant association with commitment for these Chinese prison staff.

These findings warrant further discussion. First, in the full multivariate analysis, none
of the personal characteristics had a significant effect on commitment. This finding
mirrors what typically is found for staff in Western prisons as well as for staff working
in Chinese community corrections agencies. Thus, as typically found for US prison staff,
for these Chinese prison staff, job, and organizational variables had larger sized effects
on commitment than personal characteristics (Jiang et al., forthcoming; Lambert, 2004;
Lambert & Hogan, 2009; Lambert & Paoline, 2008; Stohr et al., 1994).

Both organizational variables were significant predictors of commitment with input in
decision-making by far having the largest effect on shaping commitment for these
Chinese prison staff. In the past, Chinese staff were allowed little input into organiza-
tional matters or job duties; however, recent social changes in China and increased
educational attainment for many Chinese citizens have increased the likelihood of work-
ers having a voice within their organizations. Employees tend to be more committed
when they perceive having a stake in the organization, and input into decision-making
can enhance this perception (Lambert et al., 2006). This finding appears to indicate that
similar to workers in US prisons (Lambert et al., 2006; Stohr et al., 1994), allowing
Chinese prison staff input regarding their job duties and organizational operations
increases their level of commitment.

The current finding regarding instrumental communication is also similar to that
typically found for US prison staff (Lambert et al., 2002). Instrumental communication
had a significant positive association with commitment for these Chinese staff. Providing
workers with salient information regarding their job duties, procedures for carrying out
these duties, the rationale for these duties, and how their job performance will be
measured makes workers’ jobs easier and helps them be more successful, which, in
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turn, makes them feel more valued and respected, and which, in turn, increases
commitment.

Two of the three job characteristics were also significant predictors. Perceptions of job
dangerousness showed a significant inverse relationship with commitment for these
Chinese prison staff. The perception of working in a dangerous environment likely
causes workers to be on edge, apprehensive, even fearful. These stressful feelings can
negatively impact workers’ attention, concentration, job performance, job satisfaction,
and relationships with their co-workers and supervisors. Over time, this can result in
negative views of the organization and diminished commitment. This finding again mir-
rors what has typically been found for US prison staff (Lambert & Hogan, 2010;
Lambert et al., 2013a).

Job variety also showed a significant positive association with commitment among
these Chinese prison staff, which again mirrors what has typically been reported for US
prison staff (Hogan, Lambert, Jenkins, & Hall, 2009; Lambert & Hogan, 2010). A job
that requires a variety of skills and components is likely more interesting and challenging
for most employees and increases their likelihood of viewing the organization in a more
favorable light. Also, feeling capable of performing different jobs may increase Chinese
staffs’ mianzi or reputation. In turn, this may result in enhanced commitment.

Interestingly and unexpectedly, perceptions of supervision quality showed a non-
significant effect on commitment. This finding is contrary to what typically has been
found in studies of US prison staff (Hogan et al., 2009; Lambert, 2004). Once other
variables are taken into account, supervision might not be important in shaping Chinese
prison staff commitment. Staff may not view supervisors as direct agents of the organ-
ization, and as such, providing quality supervision does not play a direct role in shaping
commitment. A comparison of results from Model 2 and Model 4 in Table 2 revealed
that the supervision–commitment relationship may be mediated by input into decision-
making. This finding suggests that prison staff’s views of supervision quality may depend
on whether their input regarding job-related matters are taken seriously.

As with many studies, the current study has limitations. The current research was a
single study of staff at two prisons located in southern China. Additional studies at other
Chinese prisons are necessary to determine if these findings can be replicated. In add-
ition, the current study utilized a cross-sectional design. Longitudinal studies are needed
in order to demonstrate causal effects of the independent variables. About half of the
observed variance in the commitment measure was accounted for by the personal, job,
and organizational variables. This means that other variables accounted for the other
half of the variance in the commitment variable. These variables need to be identified.
Other job and organizational characteristics should be studied, such job feedback, role
conflict, role ambiguity, formalization, and organizational justice. Due to space limita-
tions on the survey and time constraints of the staff, measuring every dimension of the
prison work environment was not possible. The job and organizational variables mea-
sured in this study were chosen because each has been identified as a salient predictor of
commitment in past studies of Western prison staff. Another limitation of this study is
that no measures of continuance or normative commitment as dependent variables were
included. Future research should examine the nature of the relationship that perceived
job dangerousness, job variety, supervision, instrumental communication, and input into
decision-making has with continuance and normative commitment. Finally, there is a
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need to examine the potential effects or outcomes of affective commitment for Chinese
prison staff, such as decreased absenteeism, turnover/turnover intent, and burnout, and
increased organizational citizenship and life satisfaction as has been reported for US
prison staff (Camp, 1994; Lambert et al., 2008; Lambert & Paoline, 2010).

Despite these limitations, the current findings suggest areas of intervention for Chinese
prison administrators. As previously noted, in the model containing all the independent
variables (i.e. Model 4 on Table 2), none of the personal characteristics were significant
predictors of commitment; however, four of the five of the organizational and job char-
acteristics had significant effects. This is good news for prison administrators. Personal
characteristics are not easy to change. On the other hand, administrators usually have the
ability to alter organizational and job characteristics. Based on the current results, efforts
should be undertaken to seek input from staff on job duties and organizational policies
and procedures. Focus groups with staff should be held to see how staff input can be
increased and how barriers to such input can be eliminated. Input into decision-making
does not bind correctional administrators to institute the suggestions of staff.
Correctional administrators may have more information than staff regarding why a par-
ticular suggested change is not possible; however, prison administrators need to have a
dialogue with staff, especially when recommendations are not made. Also, Chinese prison
administrators should focus on enhancing instrumental communication for staff.
Instrumental communication is crucial for staff to be effective in their jobs. Prison man-
agers and supervisors need to be made aware of the importance of communication flow
and the importance of encouraging the exchange of information. In addition, seeking
feedback from staff on the barriers to instrumental communication could be undertaken
to determine possible areas for improvement (Lambert et al., 2002; Lambert & Paoline,
2012). Finally, instrumental communication also increases job clarity, which has been
found to be a significant predictor of commitment and job satisfaction among staff in
Chinese community corrections agencies (Jiang et al., 2016; Jiang et al., forthcoming).

Efforts should also be undertaken to reduce perceptions of job danger. Working with
convicted offenders carries risks, but there are likely changes which could improve
employees’ perceptions of safety and well-being at work. Additionally, staff should be
asked what job duties and prison areas make them feel at risk. For example, there could
be blind corners or poorly lighted areas which could contribute to feeling at risk.
Furthermore, training should be provided for staff to develop and enhance their job
skills and improve their confidence in being able to handle potentially dangerous situ-
ations (Lambert et al., 2005). Again, focus groups with staff from various posts should
be asked for their input regarding measures to make their jobs more stimulating.
Furthermore, efforts need to be undertaken to increase job variety, such as job enlarge-
ment (i.e. increasing the number of job tasks), job enrichment (i.e. increasing job respon-
sibility and job autonomy), and cross-training for a variety of prison posts (Lambert,
2004; Lambert & Paoline, 2012).

In closing, correctional staff are the most important resource for all correctional facil-
ities, including those in China. There is a vacuum waiting to be filled with studies regard-
ing the possible predictors and effects of commitment—in all of its forms—among
correctional staff in Asian countries and worldwide. Most commitment research to date
is limited to staff working in correctional facilities in Western nations, particularly in the
US. The current study is the first to examine the antecedents of commitment for staff in
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two Chinese prisons. With one notable exception, our findings appear to mirror those
typically found for staff in Western prisons. Job characteristics and organizational char-
acteristics were significant predictors of commitment for these Chinese prison staff and
personal characteristics were either weak or non-significant predictors. Unexpectedly, per-
ception of supervision quality was not a significant predictor. Clearly, additional research
must be undertaken with staff in other Chinese prisons in order to replicate our findings.
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Appendix 1

Affective organizational commitment (Cronbach’s alpha¼ .85): (1) I am proud to
tell people that I work for the (name of the prison system—not provided here at
the request of the prison system); (2) I find that my values and the (name of the
prison system) values are very similar; (3) I really care about the fate of the (name of
the prison system); (4) The (name of the prison system) really inspires the best in me
in the way of job performance; and (5) I tell my friends that this is a great organization
to work for.

Perceived dangerousness of the job (Cronbach’s alpha¼ .93): (1) I work at a dangerous
job; (2) My job is a lot more dangerous than most jobs in the community; and (3) At my
job, there is a real risk of being hurt or injured.

Job variety (Cronbach’s alpha¼ .85): (1) My job requires that I must constantly learn
new things; (2) My job requires that I be very creative; and (3) My job has a lot of variety
in it.

Supervision (Cronbach’s alpha¼ .81): (1) My supervisor tends to talk down to
employees; (2) My supervisor gives me advance notice of changes; (3) My supervisor
looks out for my personal welfare; (4) My supervisor is considerate of those supervised
by asking for their ideas; and (5) My supervisor is friendly and approachable.

Instrumental communication (Cronbach’s alpha¼ .88): How informed are you about
the following aspects of your job—(1) What you need to know to do the job correctly;
(2) What is most important about the job; (3) How the equipment is used; and (4) Rules
and regulations.

Input into decision-making (Cronbach’s alpha¼ .93): (1) When there is a problem,
management frequently consults with employees on possible solutions; (2) I am fre-
quently asked my input into about organizational issues; and (3) Management around
here allows significant employee input into decision-making.

Except for instrumental communication, the above items were answered using a
6-point Likert scale of strongly disagree (coded 1), disagree (coded 2), somewhat dis-
agree (coded 3), somewhat agree (coded 4), agree (coded 5), and strongly agree (coded
6). The instrumental communication items were answered using the following scale: not
informed at all (coded 1), informed very little (coded 2), informed somewhat (coded 3),
informed (coded 4), and very well informed (coded 5).
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