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ABSTRACT 

 
 Although prison victimization – specifically sexual victimization – is a taboo subject, it is 

receiving more national attention than in the past. Despite the increased attention there is still 

limited research examining public perceptions of prison sexual victimization. The focus of this 

study is to examine media depictions of prison sexual victimization. Specifically, the study 

examines whether the depictions of victimization in the media vary based on gender and the 

media platform on which the television show appears. This research sheds light on the accuracy 

of media depictions as it relates to the scholarly literature as well as examines whether federal 

standards for broadcast influence media representations. A content analysis was conducted using 

three television shows: Prison Break, Orange is the New Black, and Oz. The current study found 

that there are gender differences in number of depictions of prison sexual victimization as well as 

the nature of those depictions. The findings also revealed that shows that are not subject to 

federal regulations display many more representations of sexual victimization than shows under 

federal guidelines. Lastly, the study found that the media more accurately depicts perpetrators of 

prison sexual victimization than victims of such acts
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INTRODUCTION 

 Research shows that media depictions can have a substantial impact on public 

perceptions, particularly for topics that the public has little intimate knowledge about (Gerbner, 

Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1986; Surette, 2011). Since only a fraction of the United States’ 

(hereafter U.S.) population will ever spend time behind bars, media can have a significant impact 

on the public’s perception of what prison is really like. In recent years, the “Don’t Drop the 

Soap” narrative has become a common conception about prison among the general population 

(Levan, Polzer & Downing, 2011). This is the idea that prison is a dangerous environment, 

riddled with acts of sexual assault that are particularly prevalent in prison bathrooms and 

showers where prisoners are most vulnerable. The stereotype urges prisoners to be on guard 

constantly to prevent falling victim to rape or other forced sexual acts (Levan et al., 2011). 

Although this narrative holds some truth, it is important to note that media thrives on 

entertainment and the more dramatized a topic is, the more entertaining it is, and therefore more 

profitable (Surette, 2011). As this narrative continues to persist in an effort to entertain viewers, 

it is important to unveil the accuracy of such depictions and note the impact they may have on 

public perceptions.  

 Television depictions interact and influence much of what we think and do on a macro 

level, including our ideas on beauty standards and even our political preferences (Gerbner et al., 

1986). Thus, the media depictions of issues like prison sexual assault could also greatly influence 

the public’s perspective on the prison experience. It is important to study these depictions and 

determine how accurate they are in order to gage their potential impact on the public. Public 
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perceptions are influential catalysts in the creation of local and national policy; therefore, if 

media depictions do not align well with prison research there could be significant consequences 

to prison policies. The current study uses Gerbner’s (1986) cultivation theory as a framework to 

understand media’s depictions of prison sexual victimization. This research seeks to explore the 

accuracy with which entertainment media depicts prison sexual victimization across gender and 

production networks. By examining the characteristic of such incidents, research can further 

explore what narrative is being given to the public and better understand how that narrative 

impacts perceptions of prison sexual victimization. The current study examines whether prison 

sexual victimization is depicted differently across the genders, hypothesizing that sexual 

relationships involving females are depicted as consensual while situations involving male 

prisoners are depicted as forceful or coercive. The researcher also examines whether difference 

exist between shows that are subject to FCC guidelines versus shows that have fewer restrictions.  
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BACKGROUND 

Media Influence on Public Perceptions 

 Research shows that the average American spends more time watching television than 

they do reading, socializing or participating in extracurricular activities (Robinson & Godbey, 

1999). With so much time being spent observing media, researchers began to explore the impact 

that media consumption has on viewers. In the mid-20th century, George Gerbner and his 

colleagues (1986) developed cultivation theory to serve as a theoretical framework to explore 

media and its influence on the public and its perceptions (Gerbner et al., 1986). According to 

Gerbner, television interacts with most of what we think and do on a macro level. That is, 

television helps to shape our general views on a variety of topics (Gerbner et al., 1986). The 

more the public consumes media, the more it believes that reality closely aligns with media 

depictions.  

 Since Gerbner et al.’s (1986) establishment of cultivation theory, much empirical 

research has been conducted, which finds supports for the theory. Researchers in the field of 

criminology have found that viewing crime related media increases fear of crime, influences 

perceptions of police effectiveness, and even influences juror expectations in criminal trials 

(Callanan & Rosenberg, 2011; Chiricos, Eschholz, & Gertz, 1997; Schweitzer & Saks, 2007). 

Understanding that viewing media can affect public perceptions, it is important to analyze which 

messages viewers are consuming in order to measure the potential influence those perceptions 

could have on policies. It is also essential to note that it is not only news media that influences 

perceptions, but that entertainment media has a significant impact on public opinions as well. 
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 One assumption is that people are able to mentally distinguish fact from fiction, 

specifically in the case of crime media (Dowler, Fleming, & Muzzatti, 2006; Mutz & Nir, 2010). 

For that reason, research has historically focused on news media and its impact on perceptions 

because it was assumed that entertainment media would not be as influential since people know 

that the content is fictitious (Mutz & Nir, 2010). Recent research, however, has acknowledged 

the inaccuracy of this assumption and has begun to focus on the impact that entertainment media, 

such as crime dramas, may have on public perceptions. The literature shows that crime dramas 

can in fact affect political attitudes and policy positions (Mutz & Nir, 2010). For example, 

viewers of torture scenes from a crime drama show were more likely to support torture and even 

sign a petition related to torture (Kearns & Young, 2017). Additionally, depictions of police 

officers in crime dramas have been shown to elicit stronger support for police and increase 

public perceptions of police effectiveness (Donovan & Klahm, 2015). These are prime examples 

of how entertainment television can influence public opinions on criminology related topics.  

It is also important to note that media is able to influence perceptions due to the principle of 

social constructions of reality. This is the idea that opinions, culture, and perspectives are created 

through social interactions and group efforts and that individuals do not develop their social 

codes in a vacuum (Berger & Luckman, 1967). In this situation, media is a group effort 

developed by several minds to influence the perceptions of the greater population. Without these 

interactions, society and culture would not be so easily influenced (Adoni & Mane, 1984).   

 It is also important to examine why viewers are subscribing to crime dramas and how 

their motives for watching may affect their perceptions. According to the literature on media 

consumption, there are several motives as to why viewers consume media, in this instance, crime 

dramas (McQuail, 1984). One motive is information. That is, the viewer wishes to learn more 
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about the criminal justice system (McQuail, 1984). Another is personal identity; the consumer 

seeks to find models that reinforce their present ideals (McQuail, 1984). Social 

interaction/integration is another motive for why some viewers choose to consume crime dramas, 

meaning that they watch in order to gain a sense of belonging or find others they identify with 

(McQuail, 1984). McQuail’s (1984) last cited motive for media consumption is entertainment. 

He argues that some viewers watch television to escape or divert their realities by taking a 

moment to relax (McQuail, 1984). One’s motive for subscribing to certain shows can ultimately 

have an impact on how that media source impacts their perspectives and lives. 

 Of these aforementioned motives, curiosity or information seeking seems to be the most 

popular reason for consuming crime dramas. One study found that 48.9% of viewers cited 

curiosity as their motive for watching crime dramas (Brown, Lauricella, Douai, & Zaidi, 2012). 

Since most viewers cite information seeking as their motive for watching crime dramas it is 

likely that they are relying on the media to inform them about criminal justice related topics. 

This reliance can therefore influence public perceptions, especially if the depictions displayed do 

not accurately mirror reality. Why people chose to watch crime dramas is important to 

examining media’s impact on perceptions. With so many consumers citing curiosity as their 

motive it important to study if the information their receiving is accurate.  

 Although police dramas are more commonplace than prison dramas, there is a limited 

amount of research, which suggests that media can also sway the public opinions of the 

corrections system (Levan et al., 2011). In fact, the public may be more susceptible to influence 

of prison depictions since most viewers have little to no experience with the corrections system 

therefore the topic is outside their present view of reality (Surette, 2011). Several studies show 

that prison film depictions are not well aligned with the reality of the prison experience and 
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could therefore be misleading in influencing public perceptions of prison (Levan et al., 2011; 

O’Sullivan, 2001). These studies however, focus specifically on films, not television shows, so 

notable differences may exist. First, television shows give viewers repeated access to characters 

and story lines whereas movies present a single narrative (Clarine, 2017). This continued 

subscription to a story could have a greater impact on viewer perceptions than films, simply 

because the viewer is consuming more hours of content (Gerbner et al, 1986). Television shows 

must also present an entertaining story every episode and are more inclined to dramatize events 

to maintain viewership (Clarine, 2017). Additionally, television viewers are likely to discuss 

episodes and content on social media, even more than movie viewers, adding to the impact that 

these shows may have on public opinions and perceptions (Clarine, 2017). These differences 

between films and television series underscore the need to further examination of the impact of 

television on public perceptions.  

 Since it is proposed that media have an influence on viewers’ perceptions, it is important 

to investigate whether media depictions of prison sexual victimization align with the research on 

this topic. That is, is the information being consumed congruent with reality? Prior research 

shows that media depictions of the criminal justice system often misrepresent reality to its 

viewers (Surette, 2011). For example, crime dramas often depict law enforcement officers as 

being highly effective and efficient at closing cases, when in reality, many cases go unsolved and 

the investigations take much longer than depicted in entertainment media (Donovan & Klahm, 

2015).  Additionally, media often depicts forensic science as simplistic and the key to solving 

every case, when in reality much of the technology displayed has yet to be engineered and the 

collection of evidence is much more difficult than depicted (Willing, 2004). Studies have found 

that these misrepresentations have even influenced jury decisions in some cases (Schanz & 
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Salfati, 2016). Jury members expect to see evidence presented in a manner consistent with what 

they see on shows like CSI, leading to what is now known as the CSI effect (Willing, 2004). This 

is a clear example of how viewers with no prior knowledge of the topic could be misinformed by 

criminal justice related media and ultimately influence by their consumption of it. Drawing from 

these studies, the current study seeks to fill a gap in the literature and answer some of the 

questions remaining about prison television shows and their accuracy in depiction. 

 Broadcast standards. When referencing the impact that media has on viewer 

perceptions it is also important to note the standards and regulations placed upon certain 

networks. According to the FCC government website, federal law prohibits “obscene, indecent, 

and profane broadcast” (Federal Communications Commission, 2017). Obscene content is 

established under a three-prong definition: (1) it must appeal to an average person’s prurient 

interest, (2) depict or describe sexual conduct in a patently offensive way; and (3) taken as a 

whole lack serious literary, artistic, political or scientific value (Federal Communications 

Commission, 2017). Obscene content is not protected under the First Amendment. Indecent 

content portrays sexual or excretory organs or activities in a way that does not meet the three-

prong test for obscenity. Lastly, profane content is any “grossly offensive” language that is 

considered a public nuisance (Federal Communications Commission, 2017).  

 What is considered obscene, indecent or profane is subjective but ultimately decisions are 

made based on the commission’s judgments. Any scene considered to be obscene is prohibited 

from broadcasting while any scene deemed indecent or profane is limited to the hours of 

10:00pm to 6:00am when children are assumed not to be viewers (Federal Communications 

Commission, 2017). Any network found in violation of these standards is at risk of losing a 

station license, paying a fine or receiving a warning. Satellite networks and third party streaming 
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sites like Netflix and HBO are not subject to the FCC regulations. The current study 

hypothesizes that due to such standards and regulations, shows that are not subject to FCC 

regulations will have a greater number of depictions of sexual victimization than network 

television shows under the supervision of the FCC.   

Prevalence of Prison Sexual Victimization 

 The Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) uses a uniform definition of sexual victimization to 

document incidents in U.S. prisons (Rantala, 2018). This definition includes four different 

categories: nonconsensual acts, abusive sexual contact, staff sexual misconduct, and staff sexual 

harassment. Nonconsensual acts are the most serious and include genital-to-genital contact, 

mouth-to-genital contact, genital-to-anal contact, and object penetration (Rantala, 2018). 

Abusive sexual contact includes intentional touching either directly or through clothing of 

genitalia, anus, breast, inner thigh, or buttocks (Rantala, 2018). Staff sexual misconduct is 

classified as any consensual or nonconsensual behavior of a sexual nature including, intentional 

touching of genitalia, anus, groin, breast, inner thigh, or buttock that is unrelated to job duties, 

completed attempted, threatened or requested sexual acts, as well as occurrences of indecent 

exposure, invasion of privacy or voyeurism (Rantala, 2018). Finally, staff sexual harassment 

includes repeated verbal comments or gestures of a sexual nature (Rantala, 2018).      

  According to the most recent BJS report on sexual victimization in prison and jails, 4% 

of state and federal prison prisoners experienced at least one act of sexual victimization (Beck & 

Berzofsky, 2013). About 2% of prisoners reported that their victimization involved another 

prisoner, 2.4% reported staff sexual misconduct and .4% reported both an incident that involved 

staff and another prisoner (Beck & Berzofsky, 2013). Other studies have found that as many as 

21% of prisoners have experienced sexual victimization while incarcerated (Struckman-Johnson 
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& Struckman-Johnson, 2006); however, those studies do not represent a national sample. 

Differences in prevalence estimates may be due to differences in sample size or the 

operationalization of variables. Nonetheless, although rates of sexual victimization vary across 

jurisdictions, it is clear that sexual victimization occurs in prisons and the presence of legislation 

aimed to end it indicates that it is ongoing problem. For this reason, it is important to study how 

the issue is presented to the public and how citizens may be impacted by such images.   

 Sexual assault in prison has gained much attention in the last two decades, among 

corrections scholars as well as politicians. In 2003, the U.S. Congress enacted the Prison Rape 

Elimination Act (PREA) in an effort to better understand the extent of prison sexual 

victimization. The policy requires the federal government to track rates and trends of prison 

sexual victimization in an effort to collect a comprehensive database. Every year since the policy 

was enacted, the BJS has been responsible for collecting such data. These reports include 

information on prisoner-on-prisoner sexual assault as well as staff involved sexual misconduct 

(Beck & Berzofsky, 2013). The policy was enacted in an effort to address issues like staff 

deployment, prisoner placement, and resource allocation, thereby improving the safety and 

security of U.S. prisons (Dumond, 2003). With continued emphasis on prison sexual assault and 

continued data collection, the goal is to eradicate sexual assault in prisons. 

Prison Victimization 

 Prison is an environment unlike any other; when prisoners arrive to prison, they 

immediately have to find methods to adapt to the depriving environment. Two theories have 

traditionally been used to explain how prisoners adapt to prison. First, deprivation theory asserts 

that the unique depriving prison environment is what alters a prisoner’s behavior, beliefs, and 

norms (Gover et al., 2008). Prison is known for stripping people of their autonomy as well as 
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their possessions, safety, and privacy (Sykes, 1958). These unique circumstances can help 

explain why some prisoners act out and victimize others. In a struggle for resources and 

autonomy, some prisoners transgress against others in order to cope with the pains of 

imprisonment. Thus, the deprivation framework focuses on the effect of the prison environment 

on behavior.  

 The second theoretical framework is importation theory, which proposes that a prisoner’s 

behavior and lifestyle within prison is based on their personal experiences and individual 

characteristics that they bring in with them (Irwin & Cressy, 1962). That is, prisoners import into 

prison characteristics, beliefs, and attitudes that influence how they adaption to the prison 

environment. Whereas the deprivation framework focuses on the prison environment, the 

importation framework emphasizes the importance of individual-level characteristics impact on 

adaptation. These theories explain what institutional factors and individual characteristics 

influence adaptation, particularly misconduct (i.e., offending). Although primarily used to 

explain misconduct, these theories have also been used to explain who is at risk of experiencing 

victimization in prison. 

 Risk factors of perpetration. There are prisoners who are more likely to be perpetrators 

(or offenders) while incarcerated. Drawing on both the deprivation and importation frameworks, 

numerous studies have identified those most at risk of offending in prison. For example, 

prisoners who are single with unstable support systems are more likely to be perpetrators of 

violent misconduct while incarcerated compared to other prisoners (Copes, Tewksbury, & 

Dabney, 2011). Additionally, prisoners convicted of crimes such as assault, robbery, and other 

violent crimes are more like than those convicted of property crimes to continue their violent 

behaviors during incarceration (Sorenson & Davis, 2011). Black prisoners and those with gang 
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affiliations are also more likely to be perpetrators of violent acts during incarceration than 

prisoners of other races or those without group affiliations (Sorenson & Davis, 2011; Tewksbury 

& Connor, 2014). These studies focused on misconduct in general, not sexual misconduct 

specifically; however, the literature on sexual misconduct does do not differ tremendously in 

reference to who is likely to be a victim and a victimizer. 

 Risk factors of prison victimization. According to the literature on prison victimization, 

some prisoners are more likely to be victims in prison (Copes et al., 2011). Sex has been found to 

be significantly related to victimization risk (Copes et al., 2011; Dumond, 2003). Males are more 

likely to be victimized compared to females. Additionally, younger prisoners are at a greater risk 

of victimization than older prisoners are. Those who are physically weak or small, those with 

mental illness, and those with no gang affiliation are shown to have an increased risk of 

victimization (Copes et al., 2011; Dumond, 2003). These prisoners are vulnerable to attacks 

because they are physically unable to defend themselves from offenders or perceived as being 

weaker.  

 Additionally, White prisoners are more likely to be victimized than Black prisoners, 

single prisoners are at a greater risk for victimization than married prisoners and those serving 

time for non-violent crimes are also more likely to suffer victimization than those incarcerated 

for violent offenses (Hensley, Tewksbury, & Castle, 2003; Wooldredge & Steiner, 2012). 

Furthermore, in male facilities, homosexuals, transgendered people, or those overtly effeminate 

are often targeted due to their subscription to unconventional gender norms (Copes et al., 2011; 

Dumond, 2003). These prisoners are sometimes even housed separately in order to protect them 

from victimization (Copes et al., 2011). Offenders who violate the prisoner code and those who 
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have previously been assaulted are also at risk of victimization within prisons (Copes et al., 

2011; Dumond, 2003; Hensley et al., 2003).  

 Administrative (or prison level) factors have also been shown to influence misconduct 

and therefore victimization within prison facilities. For example, the architecture and structure of 

a facility can influence the behavior of prisoners (i.e. misconduct), therefore affecting the rates of 

victimization within the prison (Morris & Worrall, 2010). The architecture of a prison impacts 

the amount and type of contact prisoners have with each other and in turn influence misconduct. 

Morris and Worrall (2010) found that reports of misconduct were higher in campus-style 

facilities than in telephone pole-style designs.  

 Research also shows that the amount and type of prison programming can impact 

victimization rates in prisons. Langan and Pelissier (2001) found that the presence of drug 

treatment programs helped reduced misconduct, and therefore victimization, among participants. 

However, the literature on the effect of educational programming depends on the type of 

victimization being studied. Programming typically reduces the risk of physical victimization but 

increases the risk of property victimization (Huebner, 2003 & Steiner & Wooldredge, 2008). 

Attending programs places prisoners in proximity of correctional staff, which reduces the risk of 

victimization, however, it also takes prisoners away from their belongings, thereby increasing the 

risk of theft. Some studies found that participants of such programs victimize more frequently 

than those who do not participate while others found a negative relationship between educational 

programs and misconduct (Clark & Rydberg, 2016; Lahm, 2009). These prison level factors are 

also important to account for in addition to individual level factors that may contribute to 

victimization. The current study will include data on facility type.  
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 Risk factors of sexual victimization. The literature on prison sexual victimization shows 

that the risk factors for sexual victimization mirror that of physical victimization. For instance, 

victims of sexual victimization in prison are more likely to be young, new to prison, white, and 

homosexual or bisexual (Hensley et al., 2001; Sorensen & Davis, 2011; Tewksbury & Connor, 

2014). Although much of the research focuses on the characteristics of prisoner-on-prisoner 

violence it is important to note that prison staff members also perpetrate acts of prison sexual 

victimization (Beck & Berzofsky, 2013). Meaning that prison staff, in addition to prisoners, 

sometimes leverage their power or authority over other prisoners in order to gain sexual contact 

(Struckman-Johnson et al., 1996), while other times prisoners manipulate staff into sexual 

relationships (Worley, Marquart, & Mullings, 2003). According to one study, there are three 

types of prisoners who may initiate a sexual relationship with a prison staff member: heart-

breakers, those who seek emotional bonds; hell-raisers, those who start relationships to cause 

problems within the facility; and exploiters, those who seek to gain contraband or excitement 

through inappropriate relationships (Worley et al., 2003). However, within the current body of 

literature there is scant available data describing which types of staff members are most likely to 

participate in sexual acts with prisoners.    

 Consequences of sexual victimization. Sexual victimization in prison comes with its 

own set of deleterious consequences, which is one reason it is important to examine prison 

victimization. For instance, victims of prison sexual victimization may face many personal 

hardships after being victimized. Victims are likely to experience depression, anxiety, and 

posttraumatic stress symptoms (Dumond, 2003; McGuire, 2005). Victims may also experience 

social isolation, particularly in male prisons since many victims of sexual assault are then labeled 

“punks” and become outcasts among their fellow prisoners (McGuire, 2005). These 
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repercussions as well as the initial or subsequent assault(s) may induce suicidal thoughts and 

ideations due to sense of fear or helplessness (Dumond, 2003). At the institutional level, trauma 

from or fear of sexual assault can lead to a more violent prison in general, as victims, potential or 

real, may lash out in an effort to protect themselves from future attacks (Struckman-Johnson & 

Struckman-Johnson, 2000). Additionally, at a more macro-level, prison sexual assaults pose a 

public health risk as well since is promotes the spread of HIV and STIs (Dumond, 2003; 

McGuire, 2005). The consequences of prison sexual assault are numerous and damaging to both 

the individual and the institution.   

Gender Differences in Prison 

 For decades, criminological research has focused almost exclusively on male offenders, 

and the research on victimization follows suit with that trend. Within the corrections literature, 

that vast majority of research has also focused on male prisoners. This is primarily due to the fact 

that males make up 93% of the prison population (Carson & Anderson, 2016). However, recent 

interest in feminist theory and gendered pathways to crime, have shown that men and women’s 

pathways to crime and offending are different. More recently, the gender-responsiveness 

literature has focused on gender differences in the adaption to prison. Comparative studies 

conducted in the 1960s and 1970s find support for the idea that men and women operate 

differently even in the prison setting (Giallombardo, 1966; Hefferman, 1972; Ward & 

Kassebaum, 1965). Research in the field of criminology has taken steps toward studying female 

populations but the literature is still quite scarce. 

 The current literature on gender differences supports that there are significant differences 

in trends of misconduct between males and females. For example, men have a higher median rate 

of misconduct as compared to women with men having three and women only two (Craddock, 
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1996). Men who were classified as rule breakers also tend to have longer sentence than female 

rule breakers (Craddock, 1996). Additionally, women who had previously been incarcerated had 

fewer rule infractions their second time in prison, where men with prior prison records had more 

(Gover, Perez & Jennings, 2008). Men and women also differ in their pathways to prison. 

Research shows that there is substantial evidence that physical abuse, sexual abuse and mental 

illness are more common in female offenders than male offenders and that those traumatic events 

differently in women and men and could therefore contribute to differences in prison misconduct 

(Gover et al., 2008; Loucks & Zamble, 2001).  

 Men and women’s relationships in prison have also been found to be substantially 

different. Its been shown that women in prisons crave more significant interpersonal 

relationships than men which leads to the formation of psuedofamilies and in many instances 

consensual homosexual relationships between prisoners (Greer, 2000; Huggins, Capeheart, & 

Newman 2006). Men however are more likely to join prison gangs in search of interpersonal 

relationships and their sexual relationships are much more taboo (Fleisher & Decker, 2001; 

Sharbek, 2011). Although men do participate in homosexual relationships as well the nature is 

typically more forceful or coercive in nature (Struckman-Johnson et al., 1996).  

 Additionally, while male and female prisoners share similar risk factors, the types of 

victimizations they are most likely to experience differ. For example, the most common form of 

victimization in both male and female facilities is theft; the second most common form of 

victimization differs by gender. That is, the second most likely for a men is being threaten or 

harmed with a shank while the second most likely for women is being slapped, hit, kicked or 

bitten (Wolff & Shi, 2009). Women were also found to be more likely than men to report prison 

victimization to prison officials (Wolff & Shi, 2009). Given the gender differences outlines in the 
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literature, the current study investigates how sexual relationships among men and women are 

depicted in prison television shows. 

 Although all sexual activity in prisons is considered misconduct and illegal, this study 

seeks to make a distinction between “consensual” sexual acts, coercive sexual acts, and forced 

sexual acts. According to the 2013 BJS report, about half of all staff-prisoner sexual misconduct 

was classified as a ‘willful” activity, meaning not coerced or forced, and half is categorized as 

“not willful” (Beck & Berzofsky, 2013). A majority of consensual staff-prisoner sexual contact 

happens between male prisoners and female staff members and typically includes other 

nonsexual gesture such as additional privileges (Beck & Johnson, 2012; Owen & Moss, 2009). 

 For prisoner-to-prisoner sexual misconduct, it is also important to note that situational 

(consensual) homosexuality is often observed among male and female heterosexual prisoners, 

due to institutionalization and the deprivation of opposite sex partners (Hensley, 2000). 

However, the literature also reveals that in non-consensual circumstances, male heterosexual 

prisoners were more likely to be forced (or threatened with force) into sexual acts (Beck & 

Berzofsky, 2013). Because, in male facilities sexual relations are discussed in terms of power 

and desire to display extreme forms of masculinity (Man & Cronan, 2001; Sykes, 1958).  

 In female facilities, consensual sexual acts are considered acceptable and have become a 

part of the culture in many institutions (Belknap, 2007). However, case studies on female 

prisoners revealed that femmes – more feminine prisoners subscribing, whether temporarily or 

not, to homosexuality – often coerce more masculine lesbians into sexual acts (Alarid, 2000). 

Thus, although coercive and maybe even forceful sexual acts do occur in female facilities, 

consensual acts are more common throughout the literature. Based on these findings, the current 
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study hypothesizes that male prison depictions of sexual victimization will be forceful or 

coercive in nature while female prison depictions will be consensual or coercive. 

 Overall, the literature shows that sexual relationships in prison are complex and 

complicated and concern a myriad of factors (Struckman-Johnson, Struckman-Johnson, Rucker, 

Bumby & Donaldson, 1996). Some relationships are consensual in nature (just not under the 

law), some are coercive through the use of threats of rumors or other manipulative type 

behaviors, and some are forceful physical assaults. The current study will examine media trends 

in these depictions of sexual acts and expose any perceived gender differences.   

Current study 

 Drawing on cultivation theory and prison victimization literature, the current study 

examines how sexual assaults in prison are depicted in the media. The current study seeks to test 

the following hypotheses:  

1) Shows on network television channels will depict sexual victimization less frequently 

than shows on Netflix and HBO, which are not subject to FCC regulations;  

2) There will be more portrayals of sexual victimization in male prison shows than female 

prison shows;  

3) Depictions of female prison sexual victimization will mostly be shown as mostly 

consensual or coercive while male depictions will be forceful and sometimes coercive. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Data and Sample 

 The unit of analysis for the current study is incident or reference to sexual victimization 

in prison. In order to collect these data, three prison genre television shows, operationalized as a 

show where more than 50% of the content takes place in a prison, were selected to create a 

diverse sample of episodes and subsequent incidents/references. The shows were selected to 

represent both male and female prison populations as well as shows subject to FCC regulations 

and those that are not subject to such guidelines. After accounting for such criteria the shows 

Prison Break, Orange is the New Black1, and Oz, were selected for analysis. The final sample 

consists of four hundred and fifty-four incidents or references of sexual victimization. 

 Prison Break is a FOX television show that first premiered in August of 2005. Ninety 

episodes spanning five seasons have since aired on FOX. The show follows a group of male 

prisoners as they attempt to escape a maximum-security facility. As this show airs on network 

television it is subject to FCC guidelines including limits on profanity and indecent content. 

 Oz is another American television drama that focuses on the lives of male prison 

prisoners. The show aired its first episode on HBO in July of 1997 before going on to produce 

fifty-six episodes over 6 seasons. Oz is not subject to FCC regulations as it is shown on HBO. 

The final show selected to analyze was Orange is the New Black. Netflix aired its first season of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Only one female prison show was selected because the only other United States based show 
that met the criteria was unavailable to stream or purchase. Other female based prison shows did 
not fit the guideline for this project 
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the show in July of 2011 and has since released six seasons of the comedy-drama. Orange is the 

New Black depicts the stories and lives of female prisoners in a minimum-security federal prison.    

Dependent Variable 

 The dependent variable for this study is type of sexual victimization. Sexual victimization 

in this study is defined using the BJS’ uniform definition. For this project, any sexual act whether 

consensual or not, is considered misconduct because it is a violation of prison rules. The 

dependent variable is conceptualized based on several factors. First, the victimization was 

categorized as either an actual incident or a reference to sexual victimization. Next, the 

characteristics of the referenced or incident were coded in detail according to the schema 

developed for the content analysis. The location of the victimization, the number of witnesses, 

the time of day, the role of correctional staff and other related factors were all accounted for in 

each incident or reference shown in the episodes. The schema is further explained below in the 

analytical procedure section as well as Appendix 1.     

Independent Variables 

 The independent variables for this study are gender and subjection to Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) standards. Gender is dichotomized as either male or female 

as recorded by the researcher during viewing of the shows. FCC regulation subjection was also 

observed as a binary variable in whether the show was subject to such standards or not. Federal 

law prohibits “obscene, indecent, and profane broadcast” (Federal Communications 

Commission, 2017). These standards prohibit or limit sexual content, derogatory language and 

offensive behaviors. Any scene considered to be obscene is prohibited from broadcasting while 

any scene deemed indecent or profane is limited to the hours of 10:00pm to 6:00am when 

children are assumed not to be viewers (Federal Communications Commission, 2017). Prison 
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Break, one of the shows analyzed in the current study is subject to such regulations while Oz and 

Orange is the New Black are not held to such standards due to their off-network distribution.    

Analytical Procedure 

 In order to analyze the incidents and references of sexual victimization a content analysis 

schema was created to collect and organize the necessary data points. The schema includes 

characteristics of the victim(s), characteristics of the perpetrator(s), details of the setting, and 

characteristics of the victimization. Personal characteristics include race (White, Black, Hispanic, 

Asian, Indigenous, Pacific Islander, other, unknown), age (under 30, 30-50, over 50, unknown), 

gender (male, female, other, unknown), and body type (ectomorphic, mesomorphic, 

endomorphic, unknown). As well as height (perpetrator is taller than victim, victim is taller than 

perpetrator, victim and perpetrator are about the same height, unknown/unclear), prison status 

(prisoner or staff), length of sentence (new to prison/less than 1 year or veteran prisoner/more 

than 1 year), and group affiliation (explicit gang/pseudo-family involvement, implicit 

involvement, or no involvement). Additionally, mental health status (diagnosed mental illness, 

undiagnosed mental illness or no mental illness), controlling offense (violent, property or public 

order which includes drug offenses), sexual orientation prior to incarceration (heterosexual, 

homosexual, or bisexual), and living situation (in a cell, in a bunk style dormitory, segregation 

for punishment, or segregation for protection) were also accounted for during the data collection 

process. All variables are coded nominally.  

 Variables regarding the setting include level of the facility (maximum, medium or 

minimum), location within the prison (perpetrator’s cell, victim’s cell, their shared cell, 

bathroom/showers, indoor common area or outdoor common area), time of day (before or after 

lights out), the role of staff members in the incident (not present, victim, perpetrator, observed 
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and stopped incident, observed and did nothing, or observed and joined in on victimization), the 

number of witnesses (none, 1-2, or more than 2) and whether the victim and perpetrator live 

together. When coding references the researcher noted the setting of where the alleged incident 

took place or will take place based on the characters comments, not the location where the 

conversation occurred. Characteristics of the victimization include whether or not the scene 

depicts an actual incident or references sexual victimization, whether the victimization is 

consensual, coercive, or forced, the nature of the sexual contact (oral sex, touching, or 

intercourse/sodomy) and the type of weapon used, if any. Appendix 1 further displays the 

variables in the schema. Schema variables were selected based on the literature on prison sexual 

victimization to ensure validity. Victim, perpetrator, and victimization characteristics from the 

episodes were analyzed based on how closely they mirror the results from actual prison samples 

found in previous studies.  

 A test of interrater reliability was first conducted to ensure that all data are collected 

correctly. For the initial round of testing, one episode from each series was selected for review. 

The episodes were chosen based on the title of the episode and the likelihood that an incident 

would occur in said episode. If an incident or reference of sexual assault was not coded in the 

episode the raters were instructed to watch the next episode in the series. At the end of round one 

of the rating process six data points were coded and a Kappa coefficient of below .50 was 

achieved. Inconsistencies were then discussed among raters and the coding sheet was revised 

accordingly. For example, the height variable was adjusted to measure the relationship between 

the perpetrator and the victim, instead of trying to code the actual height, in inches, of each 

individual person. The “other offense” variable was completely removed after discussion as well 

as “history of misconduct.” The “other offense” was found to be unnecessary and difficult to 
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code and history of misconduct could be accounted for through the use of other variables and 

was therefore removed from the schema as well.  

 The second round included another six data points from three episodes. This round 

yielded a Kappa coefficient of .82, which met the threshold of .80 cited as the point of substantial 

agreement and therefore concluded the test of interrater reliability (Viera & Garrett, 2005). Any 

lingering questions among the raters were considered, including changing the “number of 

witness” variable from an interval to a nominal scale variable. The reliability testing process 

helps ensure that the single rater watching the rest of the episodes codes reliably, as to yield the 

most useful and dependable results. From here, the researcher watched each episode of each 

season of the aforementioned shows. Each incident or reference to sexual victimization was 

recorded and categorized based on the developed schema.   
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RESULTS  

Descriptive results  

 Perpetrator characteristics. Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for perpetrators 

across all shows. This initial analysis showed that across all three shows 52.5% of perpetrators 

were male, 76.2% were White, 11.2% Black and the rest were unidentifiable or coded as “other.” 

Additionally, the sample of perpetrators was a majority “middle aged” (between 30 and 50 years 

old) at 59.7%, followed by 33.7% young (under 30), then 4.2% over 50 and 2.4% unknown.2 

Additionally, 33.3% of perpetrators had no group involvement at the time of the incident, and 

37.9% demonstrated some form of group/gang involvement. Affiliation was unknown in 12.1% 

of cases and the remaining 16.7% includes staff perpetrators whose involvement was coded as 

“not applicable.”  

 In the sample, 83.3% of perpetrators were prisoners with the highest percentage being 

veteran prisoners (48.6%). 26.3% were new to prison and in 8.4% of cases the prisoner’s status 

was unknown. The remaining 16.7% of perpetrators were classified as prison employees. In 

many cases, the controlling offense of the perpetrator was unknown (32.4%) but in cases where 

it was known 27.1% were incarcerated for violent offenses, 15.0% for public order offenses, 

including drug offenses, and 9.3% for property offenses. The remaining percentage of 

perpetrators was prison staff, and therefore controlling offense was not applicable.

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Unknown responses come from references that were coded where the perpetrator was unknown 
and therefore descriptive characteristics could not be coded. 
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 Across all shows, 60.8% of perpetrators were classified as mesomorphs, 20.9% as 

ectomorphs and 16.7% as endomorphs. The remaining 1.5% was unknown. Height was also 

analyzed with the perpetrator being taller than the victim in 41.2% of cases. About 26 percent of 

the time the victim was taller than the perpetrator, 22.5% the victim and perpetrator were about 

the same height and 9.9% of the time it was unknown.  
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	   	  Table 1. Descriptive statistics of perpetrators across shows 
Variable                % 
Sex  

Male 52.5 
Female 47.5 

Race  
Black  11.2 
White 76.2 
Other 12.6 

Age  
Under 30 33.7 
30-50 59.7 
Over 50 4.2 

Group/Gang Involvement  
No Group Involvement 33.3 
Group Involvement 37.9 

Perpetrator Status  
Staff 16.7 
Prisoner 83.3 
New to Prison 26.3 
Veteran Prisoner 48.6 

    Mentally Ill 9.6 
Controlling Offense  

Violent Offense 27.1 
Property Offense 9.3 
Public Order Offense 15.0 

Physical Characteristics  
Mesomorph 60.8 
Ectomorph 20.9 
Endomorph 16.7 
Same Height 22.5 
Perp Taller than Vic 41.2 
Vic Taller than Perp 26.4 

 

 Victim characteristics. Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for victims across all 

shows and revealed that 95.8% of the time only one victim was involved in the 

incident/references and that 74.4% of victims were white while 12.3% were black and the rest 

were identified as “other” or unknown. Across all shows, 50.3% of victims were male and 49.7% 
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were female. As for age, 46.3% of the victim sample was under 30 while 48.9% were middle age 

(between 30 and 50 years of age) and only 3.5% were over 50. In the remaining 1.3% of cases 

the age was unknown  

 Furthermore, 49.6% of victims were not gang or group affiliated while 20.5% showed 

either implicit or explicit group involvement. The remainder of the sample was those whose 

status was unknown or were employed by the prison (7.7% and 22.2%, respectively). A majority 

of the victims in the sample were prisoners (77.6%) and 22.5% were prison employees. 24.7% of 

victims were new to prison while 46% were veteran prisoners, meaning they were incarcerated 

for more than one year. Additionally, 7% of cases the status of the prisoner was unknown and the 

remaining 22.2% of victims were classified as prison staff. 

 The mental health status of the victims was also documented for each incident or 

reference of sexual victimization within the shows. The most common controlling offense 

amongst victims was violent crime at 30.2%, followed by public order crimes at 20.3% and 

property at 4.0%. In 23.3% of cases the controlling offense was unknown and the remaining 

22.2% if victims were prison employees. The sexual orientation of the victims was also recorded 

during the coding process. Analysis shows that 59.7% of the sample was heterosexual outside of 

prison, 11.2% homosexual, 9.7% bisexual and 19.4% unknown. However, this sample is gender 

inclusive and therefore different from the general literature. Additionally, 53.5% of the victims 

were classified as mesomorphs, 30.8% as ectomorphs and 15% as endomorphs. The remaining 

0.7% consisted of unknown cases.  
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of victims across shows 
Variable                  % 
Race  

Black  12.3 
White 74.4 
Other 13.3 

Sex  
Male 50.3 
Female 49.7 

Age  
Under 30 46.3 
30-50 48.9 
Over 50 3.5 

Group/Gang Involvement  
No Group Involvement 49.6 
Group Involvement 20.5 

Perpetrator Status  
Staff 22.5 
Prisoner 77.6 
New to Prison 24.7 
Veteran Prisoner 46.0 

    Mentally Ill 14.5 
Controlling Offense  

Violent Offense 30.2 
Property Offense 4.0 
Public Order Offense 20.3 

Sexual Orientation  
Homosexual 11.2 
Heterosexual 59.7 
Bisexual 9.7 

Physical Characteristics  
Mesomorph 53.5 
Ectomorph 30.8 
Endomorph 15.0 

  

 Setting characteristics. Lastly, Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics for the setting 

sexual victimization occurred across all shows. First, there were almost an equal number of 

actual incidences of sexual victimization (51.1%) as there were references to victimization 

(48.9%). A majority of the references were discussions of past victimization (48.2%), followed 
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by discussion of future possible victimization (35.6%), and lastly jokes about sexual 

victimization (16.2%).  

 Additionally, across all shows, 32.2% of sexual encounters were classified as forced, 

20.7% as coercive, and 47.1% as consensual. Meaning that in general, more than half of all cases 

were nonconsensual in nature. The nature of the sexual contact was also recorded and showed 

that 33.9% of contact was touching (including handholding, genital touching and hair caressing). 

17% of contact was kissing, 14.5% oral sex and 32.6% intercourse (including sodomy and 

female-to-female sexual contact other than oral sex). Across all shows rarely was a weapon used 

during sexual victimization. In only 4.2% of cases was a weapon used to force sexual contact.  

 Lastly, close to half of the data come from maximum-security facilities (54.8%), while 

44.7% come from minimum-security facilities. Location within the institution was also noted and 

showed that 8.8% of incidents took place in the victim’s cell, 9.5% in the perpetrators cell, 

11.7% in a cell shared by the perpetrator and the victim, 7% in the bathroom/showers, 38.3% in 

indoor common areas, 6.8% in outdoor common areas, 7.3% in closets and 10.6% in unknown 

locations. 
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the setting across shows  
Variable % 
Media Depiction (n = 454)  

Reference 51.1 
Incident 48.9 
Joke 16.2 
Discussion of Past Victimization 48.2 
Discussion of Future Victimization 35.6 

Type of Sexual Victimization  
Forced 32.2 
Coercive 20.7 
Consensual 47.1 
Touching 33.9 
Kissing 17.0 
Oral Sex 14.5 
Intercourse 32.6 
No weapon 95.8 
Weapon 4.2 

Incident Location  
Maximum Security 54.8 
Minimum Security 44.7 
Victim's Cell 8.8 
Perp's Cell 9.5 
Vic/Perp Shared Cell 11.7 
Bathroom 7.0 
Indoor Common Area 38.3 
Outdoor Common Area 6.8 
Closet 7.3 

      

 Depiction by TV show. When looking at individual shows it is important to note that 

Orange Is The New Black had the most cases of sexual victimization, making up 51.5% of the 

sample. Oz closely followed, composing 42.5% of the sample. Prison Break only made up 5.9% 

of the sample. 
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Table 4. Depictions by show   
Variable % 
Orange Is The New Black 51.5 
Prison Break 5.9 
Oz 42.5 

	   	   

Bivariate results  

 Next, bivariate relationships were examined using crosstabulations and Pearson Chi-

Square statistics. According to Table 5, the female show were more often depicted consensual 

sexual acts where the male shows displayed more forced and coercive sexual acts. Additionally, 

there were no stark differences in location of incidents except for the fact that perpetrators and 

victims shared cells more often in the male shows than in female show. Conversely, in the 

female show there were more incidents that occurred in an outdoor common area or closets 

compared to the male shows. Most acts took place before lights-out; however, more 

incidents/references took place after dark in the male depictions than the female depictions. 

Additionally, the female show had more incidents of sexual victimization than references 

whereas the male shows had more references than incidents. There are no significant gender 

differences found in the type of reference used, the nature of the victimization (i.e. touching, 

intercourse, oral sex etc.) or the presence of witnesses and/or correctional staff. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 27 

	  
	  	   	  	   	  	  

Table 5. Crosstabulations for Setting by Gender of Show 
  Male Female  X^2 
Forced 90 56 

18.270*** Coercive 47 47 
Consensual 83 131 
Victim's Cell 23 17 

77.856*** 

Perpetrator's Cell 19 24 
Vic./Perp.'s Shared Cell 49 4 
Bathroom/Shower 12 20 
Indoor Common Area 87 87 
Outdoor Common Area 3 28 
Closet 5 28 
Before Lights Out 165 207 16.307*** 
After Lights Out 29 9 
Perp. And Vic. Live together  54 7 46.676*** 
Perp. And Vic. Do Not Live Together 84 117 
Incident 107 127 1.443 
Reference 113 107 
Joke 22 14 

7.801 Discussion of Past Victimization 54 53 
Discussion of Future Victimization 38 41 
Touching 72 82 

3.991 Oral Sex 34 32 
Intercourse 79 69 
Kiss 31 46 
No Witnesses 99 121 

6.635 1-2 Witnesses 40 44 
3 or More Witnesses 39 45 
No Correctional Staff Present 102 108 

26.381*** 

Perp. Is Correctional Staff 27 49 
Vic. Is Correctional Staff 45 53 
Staff Witnessed and Intervened 13 6 
Staff Witnessed and Did Nothing 4 10 
Staff Witnessed and Joined In 0 1 

 

 Perpetrator characteristics were also analyzed in addition to setting characteristics at the 

bivariate level [Table 6]. Results show that across genders male shows had slightly more Black 

perpetrators than the female show, but that the female show had more perpetrators in the “Other” 
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category (including Asian and Hispanic) than the male shows. As for age, a majority of the 

perpetrators in the female show were considered young -- appearing to be under 30 -- while most 

of the perpetrators in the male shows were middle age -- appearing to be between 30 and 50 

years old.  For both genders a majority of the perpetrators were prisoners but there was a higher 

number of staff perpetrators in the female depictions than the male depictions.  

 Moreover, a majority of the perpetrators were not mentally ill although the male shows 

had a higher number of mentally ill perpetrators than the female show. When considering the 

perpetrators controlling offense, in the male shows, violent offenders made up a majority of 

perpetrators while public order offenders were the majority in the female show. There are 

significantly more homosexual perpetrators in the female depictions than the male depictions. In 

the female show there was an equal amount of feminine perpetrators as masculine perpetrators 

but in the male show, masculine perpetrators were the majority. Additionally, in the male shows, 

most of the time the perpetrators was taller than the victim but in the female show, the victims 

was most often taller than the perpetrator. Lastly, a majority of the perpetrators, across gender 

were mesomorphs.   
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Table 6. Crosstabulations for Perpetrator Characteristics by Gender of Show 
  Male Female X^2 
One Perpetrator 116 227 0.66 
More Than One Perpetrator 4 7 
White 171 175 

35.230*** Black  33 18 
Other 8 41 
Under 30 23 130 

120.333*** Between 30 and 50 181 90 
Over 50 5 14 
Group Involvement 89 83 52.486*** 
No Group Involvement 63 88 
Prisoner 193 184 8.370* 
Staff 26 50 
New to Prison 61 58 15.245** 
Veteran Prisoner 106 115 
No Mental Illness 159 222 45.305*** 
Mentally Ill 35 9 
Violent Offender 117 6 

182.328*** Property Offender 23 19 
Public Order Offender 1 67 
Heterosexual 81 73 

115.465*** Homosexual 3 96 
Bisexual 37 26 
Masculine 174 91 76.835*** 
Feminine 24 91 
Perp. Taller than Vic. 110 77 

44.235*** Vic. Taller than Perp.  27 93 
Vic. And Perp. Same Height 57 45 
Ectomorph 31 64 

84.263*** Mesomorph 174 102 
Endomorph 8 68 

  

 Victim characteristics were also analyzed in addition to setting and perpetrator 

characteristics at the bivariate level [Table 7]. Results show that there were more people who 

belonged to the “other group” in the female show than in the male shows. As for age, a majority 

of the victims in the female show were considered young while in the men’s shows, most of the 
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victims were middle age, which is similar to the perpetrator make up.  For both genders a 

majority of the victims were prisoners. Additionally, most the victims in both gendered shows 

were not involved in a group/gang. 

 Furthermore, a majority of the victims were not mentally ill although the male shows had 

a higher number of mentally ill victims than the female show. When considering the victim’s 

controlling offense, in the male shows, violent offenders made up a majority of victims while 

public order offenders were the majority in the female show. There were significantly more 

heterosexual victims in both male and female shows. In the female show there were more 

feminine victims than masculine ones, while the opposite is true for the male show depictions. 

Lastly, a majority of the victims, across gender were mesomorphs.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 31 

	  	   	  	   	  	     
Table 7. Crosstabulations for Victim Characteristics by Gender of Show  

  Male Female X^2 
One Perpetrator 217 218 11.424** 
More Than One Perpetrator 17 2 
White 177 161 

25.985*** Black  32 24 
Other 10 47 
Under 30 59 151 

67.622*** Between 30 and 50 149 73 
Over 50 10 6 
Group Involvement 34 59 18.637** 
No Group Involvement 122 103 
Prisoner 169 174 0.103 
Staff 48 54 
New to Prison 67 45 8.768 
Veteran Prisoner 93 116 
No Mental Illness 157 210 43.857*** 
Mentally Ill 52 14 
Violent Offender 118 19 

142.987*** Property Offender 8 10 
Public Order Offender 7 84 
Heterosexual 157 114 

78.153*** Homosexual 6 45 
Bisexual 2 42 
Masculine 146 57 83.391*** 
Feminine 59 124 
Ectomorph 58 82 

32.804*** Mesomorph 145 98 
Endomorph 17 51 
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DISCUSSION 

 Research shows that media substantially influences public perception. In particular, 

criminological research shows that criminal justice related media influences perceptions of the 

justice system and its agents. The current study examined how prison sexual victimization is 

depicted in television shows and whether there are gender differences in how it is depicted. It is 

important to reiterate that all sexual contact in prisons is considered illegal, so although contact 

may have been coded as consensual all contact in prison is considered victimization because of 

the coercive nature of prison. Stated differently, because of the nature of prisons and the unique 

power dynamics that exists, prisoners are not free to fully consent.   

 There were four key findings identified in this study. First, there were more depictions of 

sexual victimization in the female centered show than in the male centered shows. Second, the 

depictions in the female shows were more often displayed as consensual, while in male shows a 

majority of the sexual contact was forceful or coercive. Additionally, the show that was subject 

to FCC guidelines had significantly less depictions than the shows on Netflix and HBO, which 

are not subject to such regulations. Finally, media depictions of perpetrator characteristics were 

more closely in line with research than victim characteristics. 

 First, there were more depictions of sexual victimization in the female prison show than 

in the male prison show. This finding did not support the first hypothesis, which hypothesized 

that there would be more male depictions than female depictions of sexual victimization. Despite 

the fact that male prisoners are studied more within corrections literature and tend to be the focus 

of the field, the media does a good job of including victimization in female shows as well as



   

 33 

male shows. Second and tied to the first finding, sexual victimization in the female show was 

more often consensual (56%), while depictions in the male shows were more often forceful or 

coercive (62%). This finding supports the second hypothesis. The literature supports that female 

prisoners crave significant interpersonal relationships more than male prisoners which may lead 

to the formation of consensual homosexual relationships (Greer, 2000; Huggins, Capeheart, & 

Newman 2006). Whereas in male prisons, power and masculinity are more of a priority, and 

therefore, forceful and coercive sexual encounters are more numerous than consensual ones 

(Man & Cronan, 2001; Struckman-Johnson et al., 1996). The nature of the sexual encounters in 

both the male and female shows accurately align with the literature.  

 Third, Prison Break had significantly fewer depictions (27) of sexual victimization than 

Oz (193) and Orange Is The New Black (234), supporting the hypothesis that network television 

shows, regulated by FCC guidelines would display fewer incidences/reference of prison sexual 

victimization. Since federal regulations prohibit “obscene, indecent, and profane” broadcasts it 

makes sense that the data support the hypothesis (Federal Communications Commission, 2017). 

It could be argued that Oz and Orange Is The New Black provide more accurate depictions of 

prison life and prison sexual victimization since they are not inhibited by certain rules, they can 

they depict a more accurate and graphic picture of the issue.  

 Additionally, the media more accurately depicted perpetrator characteristics than victim 

characteristics. For example, in the sample, the majority of the perpetrators were violent 

offenders, which aligns with the literature that shows that violent offenders are more like to be 

victimizers than non-violent offenders (Copes et al., 2011; Sorenson & Davis, 2011). The height 

and body shape of perpetrators in the television shows were also congruent with the literature. 

The literature indicates that perpetrators tend to be larger in stature and height than victims 
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(Copes et al., 2011; Dumond, 2003), which corresponds with media depictions in this study. The 

literature also supports that prison gang members have higher rates of misconduct than non-gang 

members, which is congruent with the data (Sorenson & Davis, 2011; Tewksbury & Connor, 

2014). Most of the perpetrators were also middle aged, heterosexual, and mentally stable, which 

also aligns with previous research on male prisoners (Copes et al., 2001; Tewksbury & Connor, 

2014). Literature on female perpetrators is scarcer, however, one case study supports that more 

feminine women, those that are “gay for the stay,” are more often the perpetrators of prison 

sexual victimization against masculine women who were homosexual before becoming 

incarcerated (Alarid, 2000). The data from the current study supports this, as perpetrators across 

gender, were more often heterosexual than homosexual or bisexual.  

 While the media did a better job at presenting perpetrator characteristics than victim 

characteristics, it was not without its faults when depicting perpetrator stereotypes. According to 

the literature, minorities are more likely to be perpetrators than White prisoners, but that was not 

demonstrated within the sample (Sorenson & Davis, 2011; Tewksbury & Connor, 2014). This 

trend could be explainable for Prison Break since most of the cast is White; however, the trend 

persists across shows. Orange Is The New Black as well as Oz have very diverse casts, and 

therefore, had the opportunity to align their depictions with reality presented in the literature.  

Thus, across all shows, White prisoners are shown more often as perpetrators, which does not 

align with the literature. The data also show that in 16.7% of cases, the perpetrator was a staff 

member which does not correspond with the reported rates of staff involved victimization in the 

literature (Beck & Berzofsky, 2013). This could be because in reality, victims are hesitant to 

report victimization involving staff, and therefore, self-reported rates are much lower than the 
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true prevalence of staff-perpetrated incidents. In this case, the media representations may be 

more accurate than what the literature is able to describe.  

 As for victim characteristics, the media accurately depicted race with 74% of victims 

being White, which is congruent with the literature (Copes et al., 2011; Dumond, 2003). The 

literature also shows that most victims are not affiliated with any gang or group, which was 

consistent within the sample (Dumond, 2003). However, the media did not accurately depict 

many of the other characteristics associated with victims of prison sexual misconduct. For 

example, according to the literature, prisoners who are new to prison are more likely to be 

victims of sexual assault; however, that was not demonstrated in the media (Hensley et al., 2001; 

Sorensen & Davis, 2011; Tewksbury & Connor, 2014). In this sample, 46% of victims were 

veteran prisoners. Although the data set counts each incident/reference individually, a prisoner 

may have been victimized as a new prisoner and then continued to be victimized even as a 

veteran prisoner. References to past incidents of victimization did not include an indication of 

when during the current or past incarceration period victimization occurred. Therefore, veteran 

victims may not have necessarily been veteran prisoners at the onset of victimization.  

Additionally, prisoners with mental illness are typically at an increased risk of victimization 

according to the literature (Copes et al., 2011; Dumond, 2003), but that was not reflected in the 

data set. 

 Furthermore, in the sample, only a small portion of the victims were homosexual or 

bisexual prior to incarceration despite support in the literature that shows non-heterosexual 

prisoners are more likely than heterosexual prisoners to be sexually victimized in prisons (Copes 

et al., 2011; Dumond, 2003). Age was also inaccurately depicted within the media. Throughout 

the literature, young prisoners are typically at a higher risk of experiencing victimization, but 
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within the sample most victims were coded as middle age – 30-50 years old – only then followed 

by young prisoners under 30 (Dumond, 2003). These inconsistencies in victim characteristics 

may influence who the public thinks is at risk of victimization – i.e., older people – may be 

viewed as more at risk by the pubic when the literature shows younger persons have the highest 

risk. Overall, the television shows did better job of accurately depicting perpetrators of sexual 

victimization than victims.  

 Although the study demonstrates that there are differences between male and female 

representations of prison sexual victimization and that the media more accurately depict 

perpetrator characteristics than victim characteristics, this study is not without its limitations. 

First, although the Kappa coefficient reached the threshold for reliability, the researcher 

recognizes that only a small number of episodes were coded for the test for inter-rater reliability. 

Future projects should aim to code more episodes in the initial phases to ensure that coding is 

consistent throughout the entire study.  

 Additionally, the researcher notes that although Prison Break did meet the criteria for the 

genre of prison based shows, there were a lot of scenes filmed outside of the prison facility, and 

therefore, the opportunity to showcase prison sexual victimization was limited. However, this 

could have been due to the FCC regulations. Either way it is important to recognize that not 

every episode took place in the prison. The study was also inhibited by the fact that the research 

was unable to gain access to a female prison show subject to FCC. There was only one show that 

fit the criteria, but the researcher did not have access to the show, as it is old and not streamed on 

any major streaming services. This supports that there is a need for further representation of 

female prisoners on network television. The inclusion of a female prison-based show would 
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allow for the examination of whether differences in depictions based on FCC guidelines hold 

regardless of gender.  

 The researcher was also unable to measure some variables that may have been valuable to 

the study. For example, the researcher did not measure length of time the sexual encounter lasted 

during the data collection phase of the study. This information could have been used to calculate 

the total amount of time sexual victimization depicted during each show. Researchers looking to 

replicate this study may consider doing so. Also, consequences of victimization were not 

measured in this study. Per the literature, victims and perpetrators of sexual victimization 

experience physical and psychological consequences from the events (Dumond, 2003; McGuire, 

2005), but this information was not measured in the current study since most incidents depicted 

were references to past incidents. The researcher did not develop a variable that could measure 

administrative, physical or psychological consequences due to victimization, but if future studies 

seek to analyze the impact of sexual victimization they may wish to create such a variable.  

 Future studies should seek to understand the true consequences of media 

misrepresentations. Although results show that there is some congruency between media and 

previous literature, prison sexual victimization depictions are still not completely accurate within 

television. Understanding the effects of these misrepresentations is the logical next step in this 

project. Researchers should seek to examine how viewers and their opinions are impacted by the 

images they consume related to prison sexual victimization. If depictions are shown in a way that 

glamorizes victimization (i.e. consensual sex between staff members and prisoners) it could 

make the population apathetic toward new policies.  

 This research can inform policy on media guidelines and regulations. The current 

regulations do not allow network television shows to display the amount of sexual victim that is 
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actually present in reality and is therefore feeding a false narrative to its viewers. If FCC 

regulated shows were able to depict a more realistic view of sexual victimization viewers may 

develop a more accurate perception of prison life. Thus, changes in regulations may be 

considered so that shows subjected to FCC regulations may be permitted to depict victimization 

in prison in a way that more closely aligns with the research, especially since these shows are 

more readily accessible to the public than those available on HBO and Netflix.  

 Prison sexual victimization is an important issue that is growing in popularity in the 

media. However, it is important to study how the topic is being discussed on television to 

determine what kind of impact it could have on the American public. Research shows that 

viewers are vulnerable to changes in perceptions based on what is depicted in the media, 

especially when the topic is one that people are unfamiliar with (Surette, 2011). The current 

project demonstrates that media representations of sexual victimization differ across platforms 

and may therefore have a differential impact on public perceptions based on which medium 

people subscribe to, whether that is regulated network television or other media outlets. Despite 

these divergences, the study finds that overall the media – specifically HBO and Netflix – depicts 

sexual interactions in prisons in a way that largely aligns with the research.  
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APPENDIX 1- CONTENT ANALYSIS CODEBOOK 
 

Episode: 
Time: 
 
Perpetrator characteristics (if the interaction seems consensual list the more dominant 
partner as the perpetrator) 
 
Number of Perpetrators 
1-One 
2-More than one 
 
Name 
List the perpetrator’s full name, including nickname, if known 
 
Sex 
1-Male 
2-Female  
3-Other (specify) 
4-Unknown/Not mentioned 
 
Race 
1-White 
2-Black 
3-Asian 
4-Hispanic 
5-Indigenous 
6-Pacific Islander  
7-Other 
8-Unknown/Not mentioned 
 
Age 
1-Young (under 30) 
2-Middle Age (30-50) 
3-Old (over 50) 
4-Unknown/Not mentioned 
 
Prison Gang Affiliation 
1-Explicit group involvement  
2-Implicit group involvement 
3-No group involvement 
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4-Unknown 
5-Not Applicable (staff) 
 
Perpetrator Status 
1-Prisoner 
2-Staff 
 
Prisoner Status 
1-New to prison (less than 1 year in) 
2-New to this prison, but been an prisoner elsewhere) 
3-Veteran Prisoner (more than 1 year in) 
4-Unknown/Not mentioned 
5-Not applicable (Staff) 
 
Does the perpetrator show obvious signs of mental illness 
1-Yes, diagnosed (note how its known) 
2-Yes, undiagnosed (note how its known) 
3-No 
4-Unknown/Unclear 
 
Controlling Offense (the crime that control’s their release) 
1- Violent crime  
2- Property crime 
3- Public Order 
4- Unknown/Not mentioned 
5-Not applicable (Staff) 
 
Sexual Orientation before Incarceration 
1-Heterosexual 
2-Homosexual 
3-Bisexual  
4-Unknown/Not mentioned 
 
Masculine or Feminine Mannerisms  
1-I would describe the perpetrator as masculine based on mannerism (list any examples) 
2-I would describe the perpetrator as feminine based on mannerism (list an examples) 
3-Unknown or Unclear 
 
Body Type 
1- ectomorph (thin) 
2- mesomorph (muscular) 
3- endomorph (round) 
4- Unknown/Not mentioned  
 
Height 
1- Perpetrator is taller than victim 
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2-Victim is taller than perpetrator 
3-Victim and perpetrator are about the same height 
4-Unknown/Unclear 
 
Living Situation 
1-Lives in a cell 
2-Lives in a dormitory style housing unit with bunks but no doors 
3-Segregated housing (for protection) 
4-Segregated housing (for punishment) 
5- Unknown/Not Mentioned 
6-Not applicable (Staff) 
 
Victim Characteristics (if the interaction seems consensual list the more submissive partner 
as the victim) 
 
Number of Victims 
1-One 
2-More than One 
 
Name 
List the victim’s full name, including nickname, if known 
 
Race 
1-White 
2-Black 
3-Asian 
4-Hispanic 
5-Indigenous 
6-Pacific Islander  
7-Other 
8-Unknown/Not mentioned 
 
Age 
1-Young (under 30) 
2-Middle Age (30-50) 
3-Old (over 50) 
4-Unknown/Not mentioned 
 
Sex 
1-Male 
2-Female  
3-Other (specify) 
4-Unknown/Not mentioned 
 
Victim Status 
1-Prisoner 
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2-Staff 
 
Prisoner Status 
1-New to prison (less than 1 year in) 
2-New to this prison, but been an prisoner elsewhere 
3-Veteran Prisoner (more than 1 year in) 
4-Unknown/Not mentioned 
5-Not applicable (Staff) 
 
Does the victim show obvious signs of mental illness 
1-Yes, diagnosed 
2-Yes, undiagnosed 
3-No 
4-Unknown/Unclear 
 
Controlling Offense (the crime that control’s their release) 
1- Violent crime  
2- Property crime 
3- Public Order 
4- Unknown/Not mentioned 
5-Not Applicable (staff) 
 
Prison Gang Affiliation 
1-Explicit group involvement  
2-Implicit group involvement 
3-No group involvement 
4-Unknown 
5-Not Applicable (staff) 
  
Sexual Orientation before Incarceration 
1-Heterosexual 
2-Homosexual 
3-Bisexual  
4-Unknown/Not mentioned 
 
Body Type 
1- ectomorph (thin) 
2- mesomorph (muscular) 
3- endomorph (round) 
4- Unknown/Not mentioned  
 
Masculine or Feminine Mannerisms  
1-I would describe the victim as masculine based on mannerism (list any examples) 
2-I would describe the victim as feminine based on mannerism (list an examples) 
3-Unknown or Unclear 
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Living Situation 
1-Lives in a cell 
2-Lives in a dormitory style housing unit with bunks but no doors 
3-Segregated housing (for protection) 
4-Segregated housing (for punishment) 
5- Unknown/Not Mentioned 
6-Not Applicable (staff) 
 
Setting   
 
Type of Facility 
1-Minimum Security 
2-Medium Security 
3-Maximum Security 
4-Unknown/Not Mentioned 
 
Location of Misconduct 
1-Victim’s cell 
2-Perpetrator’s cell 
3-Victim/Perp’s shared cell 
4-Bathroom/Shower 
5-Indoor common area 
6-Outdoor common area 
7-Other, please specify 
 
Time 
1-Before Lights out 
2-After lights out 
3-Unknown 
 
Do the victim and perp live together 
1- Yes 
2- No 
3- Unknown/Not mentioned 
4-Not Applicable (staff) 
 
Number of Witnesses 
1-None 
2-1-2 
3-More than 2 
4-Unknown 
 
Role of the Correctional Staff 
1-None present 
2-Perpetrator 
3-Victim 



	  

 49 

4-Witnessed and stopped misconduct 
5-Witnessed and did nothing 
6-Witnesses and joined in on misconduct 
7-Unknown 
 
Assault Characteristics 
 
Reference or actual incident 
1-Incident 
2-Reference 
 
Reference type 
1-Joke 
2-Discussion of past assault by a victim 
3-Discussion of past assault by perpetrator 
4-Discussion of future assault/fear of assault by possible victim 
5-Discussion of future assault by possible perpetrator (includes threats) 
6-Not a reference, an actual assault 
 
 
Type of assault 
1-Forced (physical violence or threat of violence) 
2-Coercive (offers of protection, other forms of psychological manipulation) 
3-Consensual (2 people both agree to willingly participate in sexual misconduct) 
4-Unknown 
 
Nature of sexual misconduct/reference to 
1-Touching  
2-Oral sex 
3-Intercourse 
4-Other, please specify 
 
Weapon Used 
1-None 
2-Knife/Shank 
3-Rock or blunt object (specify) 
4-Gun 
5-Other, please specify 
 
 


