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Background  

For years, Durham residents have learned of inhumane conditions within the Durham County Detention 

Facility (DCDF). We have learned this through first-hand experience, news coverage, hundreds of letters, 

and conversations with current and former inmates. In order to corroborate this knowledge, the Durham 

Jail Investigation Team proposes an independent, community-led investigation of conditions in DCDF, 

including face-to-face surveys with inmates.  

Survey research is a useful method for exploring and quantifying the characteristics, experiences, and 

behaviors of a large group. Surveys can be used to collect information by standardized procedures so that 

every individual is asked questions in more or less the same way and, if the survey is designed correctly, 

without bias. Surveys are particularly useful when only anecdotal evidence is available to describe a 

phenomenon that needs to be further quantified in order to determine its consistency, severity, and 

pervasiveness in a population. Depending on the sample of individuals surveyed, the data collected through 

surveys can be representative of a larger population (i.e., the jail population).  

In a wide variety of organizations, surveys are used to gain an accurate assessment of users’ experiences, 

identify unmet needs of the population served, prioritize and tailor quality improvement efforts, and track 

improvements over time. Surveys are also instrumental in communicating an organization’s work to outside 

interests such as funders and other stakeholders. For example, at the federal level, the United States has 

used survey data of prison and jail inmates collected by the Bureau of Justice Statistics to inform 

correctional policy and procedures for over four decades.  

We propose to collaborate with survey experts and correctional researchers at the University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill and community stakeholders (including current and former DCDF detainees) to 

refine and administer a survey to 100 DCDF inmates, with the aim of quantifying and validating the 

problems brought to light through the Durham Jail Investigation Team’s formative research into inmate 

letters, DCDF policies and reports. Survey data will be available for use by DCDF administrators, the Durham 

community, and other parties interested in learning about the inmates and conditions inside DCDF. 

 

Objectives 

 With input from Durham County leadership, refine and finalize the Durham County Detention Facility 

Inmate Survey instrument and Data Collection Protocol (Appendix A).  

 Train Durham community members in non-biased quantitative interviewing techniques, based on 

training modules developed by the UNC Center for AIDS Research and used by the UNC Criminal Justice 

Working Group. 

 Administer the Inmate Survey Instrument to 100 randomly selected DCDF inmates.  

 Analyze survey results and present via oral and print media to DCDF administration, Durham city 

officials, and interested community members. 
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Scope  

We conducted content analysis of 363 letters received from DCDF detainees to identify significant areas of 

concern to explore in the survey. The following are areas of concern identified in detainees’ letters and our 

proposed methods for assessing them in the survey: 

 

Area of concern Inmates have described… The survey instrument contains… 

Food and hunger Lack of adequate nutrition provided to 

them at DCDF 

6 questions about food, hunger, special 

dietary needs, and use of commissary to 

purchase food 

Income, money, and 

fees 

Difficulty accessing the supplies they 

needed for living in DCDF, and financial 

hardship from the high cost of 

commissary services 

9 questions about inmates’ commissary 

accounts, income during and prior to 

incarceration, and access to commissary 

items 

Lawyers and the legal 

side 

Limited contact with legal services and 

delays in legal proceedings while 

confined in DCDF  

6 questions about court visits, legal 

contact, and pressure in plea deals 

Communication with 

the outside world 

Significant barriers to communication 

with family and friends outside of DCDF 

12 questions assessing inmates’ contact 

with others outside DCDF via phone, 

mail, and in-person visitation 

Religious freedom Struggling to adhere to religious 

practices while detained at DCDF 

4 questions about inmates’ religious 

identification and experiences of 

religious discrimination at DCDF 

Medical issues Being denied medical care they needed 

and charged considerable fees for 

minor medical services at DCDF 

16 questions about inmates’ health 

status, access to health care in prison, 

and the cost of health care in DCDF 

Understanding your 

time in the detention 

facility 

Receiving insufficient information from 

DCDF regarding policies, procedures, 

and their rights as detainees 

8 questions about the adequacy and 

methods of communication within DCDF 

Safety, security, and 

relations with 

detention officers 

Numerous incidents of maltreatment 

and discrimination by DCDF staff 

15 questions about harassment, 

violence, and discrimination at DCDF as 

well as the grievance process 

Recreation and 

programs 

Limited access to recreation and 

programs within DCDF 

8 questions assessing quality and 

inmates’ access to programs and 

services within DCDF 
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Timeframe  

The timeframe of the survey will be highly dependent on the extent of the complications we encounter 

during the phases of the process.  The following is an estimate of the survey timeframe anticipating 

minimal complications or delays: 

Survey Phase Description of Work Start and End Dates 

Phase One Refine and finalize the Durham County Detention 
Facility Inmate Survey instrument and Data 
Collection Protocol 

10/3/16 – 10/14/16 

Phase Two Train Durham community members in non-biased 
quantitative interviewing techniques 

10/17/16 – 10/28/16 

Phase Three Administer the Inmate Survey Instrument to 100 
randomly selected DCDF inmates 

10/31/16 – 12/2/16 

Phase Four Analyze survey results and present via oral and 
print media 

12/5/16 – 12/16/16 

 

 

Project Resources  

The survey does not require that any funding or supplies be provided by DCDF or by the city or county of 

Durham. Drawing from its internal and human resources, the Jail Investigation Team is able to provide the 

minimal supplies required to administer the survey. The following is a list of resources the JIT plans to 

provide for the survey: 

    
 Survey Phase 

 
Description of Work 

Anticipated Costs 
to DCDF / Durham 

Phase One Meeting space, volunteer effort, photocopies of survey instrument, 
writing materials 

$0.00 

Phase Two Meeting space, volunteer effort, photocopies of survey instrument, 
writing materials 

$0.00 

Phase Three Volunteer effort, iPads for survey administration (affording 
immediate data entry and increasing standardization of survey 
administration), backup photocopies of survey instrument and 
writing materials 

$0.00 

Phase Four Meeting space, volunteer effort $0.00 

 Total  $   0.00 
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Key Stakeholders  

Other kinds of fact finding, like internal reports and expert inspections, can at best capture a snapshot of 

the jail or an idealization of its policies. Only inmates themselves can speak to the day-to-day realities of 

living in DCDF. The proposed survey is a vehicle for conveying inmates’ voices and knowledge so that the 

community as a whole can be better accountable for its correctional institution. As such, the survey project 

is a collaborative venture of the following key stakeholders: 

 
Durham community        

 
Durham Jail Investigation Team; Current and former DCDF detainees 

DCDF administration TBN 

Durham county 
Human Relations 
Committee 

TBN 

 

Monitoring and Evaluation 

The Jail Investigation Team will conduct a weekly review of survey data to ensure that surveys have been 

completed and data are interpretable. Data collectors will complete a field report at the completion of each 

visit to DCDF describing the number of surveys conducted and any incidents or deviations from the study 

protocol, which will be reviewed by leadership and discussed during weekly conference calls with all data 

collectors. 

After 100 surveys have been administered, the Jail Investigation Team will produce descriptive tables 

showing the number of inmates selecting each answer choice on each question. The team will also conduct 

bivariate analyses to determine whether answers to some questions vary by inmate characteristics such as 

race, gender, age, or income. Finally, the team will write a final report summarizing the survey results and 

discussing implications for DCDF and the Durham Community. Each product will be published so that it is 

available to stakeholders and the public. 

 

Approval Signatures  

 

     

[Name], Durham community 
member 

 [Name], DCDF administration  [Name], Durham County 
Human Relations Committee 

 


