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Read HERE Dominic
Kelly’s report on prison
staff wellness.

While reviewing a manuscript by Bruce Perham, an Australian behavioral health provider,
on trauma inherent to prison work, I was once again struck by the complex psychological
demands faced by security/custody staff in today’s corrections world. In this article I specifically address complexities involved in custody staff’s dual role as keepers of safety/law enforcement and facilitators of re-entry/ rehabilitation.
Since the criminal justice pendulum has swung towards more re-entry efforts and away
from sheer containment, and since custody are the staff that offenders interact with the
most, custody staff’s job description has expanded. (Similar issues may be faced by probation and parole officers, and to a certain degree by non-custody staff as well.)

True Grit:
Building
Resilience
In Corrections
Professionals
1-day Staff
Training
5-day Instructor
Training

In addition to ensuring safety and securing offenders’ adherence to rules, custody staff are
now tasked with being part of the effort to help “reprogram” offenders’ thinking toward
becoming more prosocial and toward making more constructive choices. This requires the
use of interpersonal skills beyond those needed in traditional custody work, such as good
communication skills. Custody staff’s expected involvement with offenders now may range
from empathetic listening, to giving words of affirmation or encouragement, to engaging in
the application of motivational interviewing techniques or problem-solving strategies. In
short, custody staff are currently expected to operate as both cops and lay counselors, both
law enforcers and mentors.
The intent for promoting such dual professional roles is good. It does make eminent sense
that offenders should be given every opportunity to improve themselves, so there are positive outcomes to their incarceration experience—whether they return to the community or
not.
And at the same time, the expansion of the custody staff’s role increases the complexity of
their work and its psychological burden on them. To understand that, the context in which
custody staff operate needs to be considered.
(Continued on page 2)
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There are two types of danger that shape corrections work, because the possibility that they may happen is everpresent: the danger of violence and the danger of being manipulated by offenders.
Custody staff’s dual professional role is expected to be carried out in a context where the potential for violence and
manipulation is never eliminated. Staff may be assaulted at work, witness violence against others, and might endure
verbal assaults and verbal threats on a regular basis. And they may at times encounter offender manipulation
“games,” or see other staff be taken down through such “games.”
Both the possibility of violence and the possibility of manipulation can result in staff feeling apprehensive around offenders, and wanting to reduce the likelihood of their exposure to these dangers by maintaining their distance—both
physically and psychologically. That is, anticipation of both these types of danger interferes with what it takes to interact with offenders in the lay counselor/mentor role, as this role requires approaching and “connecting” with offenders, not avoiding them.
So, due to their work experiences, in the brains of custody staff, at a “hard-wired,” neurological level, offenders become synonymous with danger, and are perceived to be the “enemy.” Offenders and their reminders can now trigger
in staff cascades of biochemical events (through activation of the Hypothalamus-Pituitary-Adrenal Axis and the Sympathetic Nervous System), resulting in the fight-or-fight response. These are automatic physiological realities that
happen involuntarily, and may be followed by self-protective thoughts and actions. Such reactions can happen at any
time, not only in the midst of a critical incident. Under such conditions, empathetic communication and motivational
interviewing techniques usually take the back seat.
Studies have shown1,2 that about one-third of custody staff meet PTSD criteria on valid screening instruments. That
means that about a third of the custody staff have significant offender-based traumatic triggers. Similarly, having
been manipulated, having witnessed other staff being manipulated, or merely being concerned about that happening,
can cause custody staff to experience anxiety and/or hostility when interacting with offenders.
Yet, the custody staff’s expanded role now includes being supportive to those who trigger fight-or-flight alarms in
their brain.
Asking custody staff to put their physiological and psychological reactions aside, and to be impartially and
objectively available to offenders in a helping role, is a
very complex expectation. It places a considerable
psychological burden on custody staff, especially if
self-regulation and interpersonal skills are not their
strong suit. That is, custody staff are tasked with overriding their apprehensions or frustrations regarding
offenders, and instead building rapport with them
within a professional relationship.
Such behaviors necessitate that custody staff exercise
supreme self-control, superb management of their
emotions and thoughts, and effective processing of
high-stress events on an ongoing basis, if they are to
be able to interact daily with offenders with a clean
slate. It takes a tremendous amount of self-regulation
skills to be able to be genuinely supportive to those
perceived to be “the enemy.”
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(“Professional rapport” with offenders in corrections work refers to a one-way relationship of staff tending to offenders’ needs, while maintaining their own professional boundaries—not disclosing personal information to offenders,
and not looking to them to meet their own personal needs or wants. This type of rapport is unlike the usual relationships in the “free world,” which are based on mutual disclosing, and a degree of mutual dependence and trust. Custody staff’s professional rapport with offenders must be more akin to the relationship of psychotherapists with clients.
Therapists focus on client needs and show empathy, but self-disclose minimally, and do not seek to meet personal
needs or wants through their clients. Maintaining such tight professional boundaries requires self-awareness and selfdiscipline, and adds to the psychological burden of the custody staff’s job.)
And to be effective as law enforcers in addition to mentors, custody staff must interact with offenders as helpers
while also remaining vigilant, on guard, keeping “emergency preparedness plans” at the forefront of their mind at all
times, in case violence does break out or in case they become the target of a “game.”
It is not suggested here that it is impossible for the dual mindsets of self-preservation and supportiveness to co-exist.
It IS possible, especially in work environments where there is not a lot of violence. However, having these two mindsets, and switching from one to the other according to situational demands, is hard to do. It takes above average skillfulness, motivation and tenacity to be able to pull it off, especially in the long run.
One way to address these issues is to provide training to staff that emphasizes self-regulation and interpersonal skills,
and maintaining professional boundaries. Administrators can begin to address these matters at the hiring/screening
stage, selecting candidates that demonstrate a proclivity for skillful self-management and communication. Such selection of new staff needs to be followed with training on self-regulation and interpersonal skills, and professional
boundary setting.
If this dual-role difficulty is not acknowledged at the administrative level, and if staff are not supported and trained
regarding their complex job roles, it is likely that some may deal with this job requirement by simply “going through
the motions,” only paying lip service to the expectation that they function in a supportive role toward offenders. Others who experience negative interactions with offenders (including violent incidents or manipulation attempts) may
pull back, opting to operate along the containment part of their job only. Such behaviors are understandable, when
the neuropsychology of traumatic/high-stress
reactions is taken into consideration, and coupled
with the lack of “emotional intelligence” skills
training.
Given the complexity of what custody staff are
asked to do, it is critical to validate staff’s dilemma (self-preservation vs. helpfulness), and provide officers with support and ongoing specialized
training on how to fulfill both of their key job requirements in today’s corrections world—and
how to do so well.
I thank Brent Parker for reviewing an earlier version of this article and for providing thoughtful
comments and suggestions, which were incorporated in the article’s final version.
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When Home Becomes a Housing Unit
By Corporal William Young
You look at the clock on the microwave and let out a huge sigh. You sigh because you only have twenty minutes until
it’s time to throw on your uniform and head to work. You sigh again and make your way back to the couch. It’s a
beautiful comfortable oversized sectional that allows you and your entire family to spread out on the rare occasion
that you and your entire family are all home together at the same time. The remote control is missing as usual but
that’s okay. You’re not really concerned with what’s on, you just want to sit there and stare at the TV for twenty
minutes before you have to go.
At some point during one of the commercial breaks, six or seven minutes after you sat down, your teenage son ascends from his basement bedroom with several days’ worth of dishes. He takes them into the kitchen and tosses
them into the sink that your wife just finished cleaning. Before he makes it back to the basement your wife looks up
from her laptop and tells him that he needs to go back into the kitchen and wash the dishes that he just threw in the
sink. Instead of complying, instead of just walking back into the kitchen and cleaning up after himself, he starts an
argument with his mother.
You heard the exchange. She asked him to clean up his dishes and he decided to be a teenager, and eight minutes
after you sat down, the argument about the dishes turns into yelling about the dishes. You try hard to focus on the
images on the TV, but you can feel your blood start to boil. You tell yourself not to freak out. You tell yourself that
you are just going to sit here for twelve more minutes until it’s time to start getting ready. You tell yourself that, but
nine minutes after you sat down, you are pulled out of your semi-catatonic state and you EXPLODE.
You raise your voice and start issuing verbal commands like you are clearing a dayroom full of inmates. You ignore
the details of the argument because the details are not important to you. What’s important to you is that your twenty minutes of peace and quiet has been interrupted. You order all parties involved to explain the source of the problem knowing full well that you don’t really care what the source of the problem is. You half-heartily listen to both
sides of the argument and treat all parties involved like they are guilty, because to you they are. They are guilty of
disrupting your quiet time.
Ten minutes after you sat down the argument has become a fight. It becomes a fight because your wife calls you out
on the way that you are handling the situation. She says that you are acting like she is on the same level as your teenage son. She says that you always do this. She says that you never back her up when she disciplines the kids.
(Continued on page 5)
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Eleven minutes after you sat down you’re up off of the couch and you’re in full CO mode. You respond to her screaming, but your responses are emotionless, generic, and calculated. Your tone is calm and condescending. You stand
stoic while she loses her mind. She glares at you and tells you to stop talking to her like she was an inmate.
Now you get mad. But you don’t get mad because she’s wrong. You get mad because everything that she said about
you is right.
You’re mad because instead of enjoying twenty minutes on the couch before work, you’re locking horns with the love
of your life because YOU didn’t react appropriately to the situation. You glance at the clock on the microwave, and
now you’re mad because you’re not going to have enough time to finish this argument. You’ll have to walk away
from the fight and leave things unresolved because it’s time to go to work.
So, forty-one minutes after you attempted to sit down and enjoy some TV, you climb into your truck and head to work
thinking about all of the stupid things you said to your wife. You feel like you probably should have called in sick so
you could have stayed home and begged for forgiveness. But you didn’t, and now you get to think about it for the
next sixteen hours.
Sixty-seven minutes after you sat down on your beautiful comfortable oversized couch, you pull into your facility’s
parking lot on the verge of tears wondering why you act the way that you do. You wonder if this argument is the one
that will push her over the edge. You grip the steering wheel and close your eyes. You want to text her. You want to
send her a quick message to let her know that you realize you screwed up and that you love her and you’ll work on it.
You want to but you don’t. You don’t send the message because you know she won’t respond and that will make you
feel worse than you already do.
Now what? Well, this would be a great time to follow that excellent advice given to you by a veteran officer shortly
after you started your career. Just leave work at work and home at home, and you’ll be fine. Right? WRONG!
(Continued on page 6)

Desert Waters’ Inspirational Posters
This set of three laminated
inspirational posters (11”x17”
and 21”x36”) is intended to
remind staff of principles that
promote Corrections Fulfillment—the ABC’s of Self-care,
the Big 7 Dimensions, and Positive Climate Promoters.
The posters are designed to be
placed in strategic staff areas,
such as classrooms, offices and
break rooms, to remind staff
of the basics of self-care and
of ways to promote a positive
workplace climate.
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I’m not going to tell you that we need to “leave work at work and home at home” because, to me, that is that most
ridiculous advice that one officer can give to another officer. What I am going to tell you is that you can’t expect a
spouse to stick around for very long if you treat them like an inmate. I can tell you that, if you continue to be overly
aggressive in group settings, your friends are going to stop inviting you to their get-togethers. And I can almost guarantee that if you snap at your kids every time they come to you with a question, they will stop asking you questions,
and you will spend a lot of Christmas’s alone wondering why your children don’t come around to visit you anymore.
Look, as Officers we need to understand and recognize that Corrections Fatigue is real, and that it plays a huge part
in the way we deal with “normal life” situations. Because we are in a constant state of hypervigilance and because we
are emotionally and psychically drained, we may not react appropriately to arguments about the dishes or the discussion about what we want for dinner.
We also have to have realistic expectations of those around us. Teenage sons are going to argue with their mothers
about doing the dishes, and mothers are going to shout at their teenage sons for arguing with them about the dishes.
So, just because we are tired and stressed and institutionalized does not mean that we can say and do whatever we
want to whoever we want. So, no, we don’t talk to people outside of work like we talk to inmates, because, honestly,
at times we show more respect to the inmates than we do to those closest to us.
Lastly, be open and honest with those that you love the most. Communicate your stressors, your fears, your dreams,
and your desires. Without communicating they will never understand the sacrifice that you make for them on a daily
basis.
So, when you feel yourself getting worked up, take a couple of deep breaths, and think about what you’re going to say
before you say it. If you can’t do that, maybe you should put a TV in your bedroom, and hang out there before you get
ready for work.

Comments by Instructor Candidates about Desert Waters’ Course
“From Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment™”(CF2F)
Printed with permission.
 I have taken many classes in my 18 years as a corrections officer. This is one of the best classes I have taken. The

instructor was passionate and got the class involved. This was geared towards staff and that is something our department does not usually do. I look forward to going home and helping my fellow staff along the path to correctional fulfillment. I only wish that this class would have been offered sooner in my career but at least now we can
help younger staff from going down the same path. ~ KJ, Supervisor
 Thank you for the open delivery and positive delivery of information that directly relates to my position and work

environment. This material will not only help my “work life” but more importantly my life at home with my family.
~AH, Counselor
 Very informative class, You have definitely devoted a lot of time to this cause and it shows. Was very nice to be

supported. ~JB, JJS
 Very good training especially because it was for corrections staff for once. Opened my eyes to not only other staff

issues but mine as well. I personally got a lot out of this course and I know my classmates & co-workers did as
well. ~ Anonymous
 I felt it was a great training, very relevant to my profession and much needed. ~ Anonymous
 The material is valuable to our agency. I’m looking forward to sharing with my co-workers. ~ Anonymous
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Not an Island
By the Old Screw
Reprinted from the June 2006 issue of the Correctional Oasis.
There is a saying that no man or woman is an island. It seems though that when we become Correctional Officers expectations change. It’s almost like we are supposed to go from one day being “normal,” sensitive people to the next
being tough, independent, cold, unfeeling. The unspoken expectation is that we must become macho persons that
never need support and don’t need anything to help keep our sanity. Over the years I have watched people struggle
with this switch. Some have managed to cope successfully and some have not.
As a result of the macho image they carry around, some staff come to believe that it is wrong to seek counseling or to
take anything prescribed to help deal with the day-to-day stresses.
Problems can start out with just not feeling right. You find yourself getting unusually grumpy with the spouse and
kids. As time goes by you feel less and less about anything or anyone. Is this something you can cure yourself? The
answer is, “Not very likely.” These changes sometimes wind up costing you your marriage, your job and, yes, sometimes even your life.
The problem is that you are scared to talk to anyone about how you’re feeling. You don’t believe your wife or best
friend will understand what you are going through. You don’t think you can talk to the brass because you’re afraid
they will think less of you and look down on you. The same applies to your fellow staff. And you think it will make you
less of a person to talk to a mental health provider or to listen to
your doctor who may want to prescribe something that will help
keep you less stressed.
There are also stories going around that if you talk to a shrink you
won’t get out of his or her office before s/he calls your boss. This is
not the way things work, but who are you to argue with all the rumors?
Shrinks are not bad people. They will sit you down and tell you
what they can and can’t do. They will let you talk and talk and talk.
There is no criticism about what you tell them. They’re just trying
to help you understand what is going on with you. Yes, sometimes
they will suggest you take something to calm you down. Yes, I have
talked to a couple, and have found on the whole that they can be
very helpful. No, I didn’t mention it at work, and I worked for a
number of years afterward.
Some people just have a chemical imbalance and their body needs
help. Does this make you a lower-class citizen and unfit for the
job? Of course not! Does taking care of yourself in a healthy way—
by using prescribed medications—mean you are a smart person?
I believe so!
(Continued on page 8)
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Sometimes we joke that divorce is a requirement for working at DOC. Only years after corrections work cost me one
marriage did I finally start to realize that, No, I couldn’t handle it all by myself. No, drinking is not the answer, even
though I tried that route too after my divorce.
A person may go through their agency’s EAP for help, or may go through organizations like Desert Waters to find
someone they can trust to reach out to for help. If a person wants to only blow off steam, they can call Desert Waters.
No names given or requested.
Of the many hundreds of staff I have worked with over the years, I have seen very few who could handle the stress
and strain on their own. The rest could have used professional mental health help, but unfortunately didn’t seek it. Do
I think any less of them for it? No. But I am sorry that they held back, as it sometimes cost them everything.
Your life matters. And your family deserves to have you happy and healthy. So if you’re experiencing the blues, don’t
be bullheaded. Reach out for help.
Take CARE,
The Old Screw
The Old Screw has been a DWCO volunteer since 2005. He has worked in penitentiaries in the state of Missouri, Kansas, and Colorado. Over the years, the Old Screw has written many articles for the Correctional Oasis, and was a peer supporter on DWCO’s Corrections Ventline.

“The Faces of Change”

Book Review by Caterina Spinaris
Retired Colorado Department of Corrections Warden Susan Jones, PhD, recently published the book “The Faces of
Change: The Women Wardens of Colorado.” In it, she tells the candid stories of five women wardens (including her
own), who broke new ground in Colorado’s Department of Corrections. Dr. Jones based her material on interviews
with these women wardens and also on her own personal experiences and knowledge of Colorado corrections.
The stories are written in a comfortable and informal manner, helping the reader get to know these five women as
they tell their stories of tenacity, hard work, hard choices, courage, innovativeness, confronting opposition, and
“getting back on the horse” after disappointments and setbacks.
In her conclusion, at the end of all five women’s stories, Dr. Jones states: “Each of these women changed a part of
their Department, but as a group, they changed the course of the system. The institutional memory of bureaucracies
can be very short lived. Many current employees may not have ever heard the names of some of these women, but
they are all working in an environment that was affected by the choices these women made. Wally, Mary, Donice,
Joanie, and Susan overcame obstacles; and through their work, they removed many barriers. What they did mattered
to the future of this Department and to the employees who came behind them. These stories provide valuable information about the people in the middle of this changing system—a vital part of the history of he corrections system.”
Dr. Jones wrote this book because she did not want this unique part of Colorado’s corrections history to be lost or forgotten. With this volume, she achieved her goal of commemorating these pioneers’ sacrifices, struggles and successes.
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It’s My Job, NOT My Life!
By Anonymous Corrections Professional—Part 2
Continued from the Feb 2018 issue of the Correctional Oasis.
Why Should Correction Agencies Care?
 Officers are not effective when they are preoccupied by their own personal problems
 Stressed out officers can harm themselves and/or others. For example, they are more likely to engage in uses of
force, which can result in injuries
 We can have the best trained officers in the world but they can’t do as much for the department if they are
suffering from burn out, PTSD, stress, reckless behavior
 We should want officers to be productive during their working years and be able to retire whole, not broken
Institutional Consequences
 Compromised institutional safety when officers are “broken”
Greater inmate violence and general disorder
Lack of Corrections 101
 Increased costs
Violent incidents
Workers compensation and disability
Overtime due to sick leave
Burnt out CO’s
 Greater stress contamination to other staff
 Reduces effectiveness of the correctional facility operations
What is Mid-Career and why do we care about it?
 No longer new/entry level, not senior/late career (generally with 10 or more years of professional experience)
 Midcareer is a flexible category, defined partly by age, partly by time on the job.
 During the mid-career phase, officers start to count down the years left before retirement instead of thinking
about how many years they have served to date.
Why is Mid-Career Challenging?
 Job satisfaction is U-shaped over time and is at a low during mid-career years
More interpersonal conflict occurs
Peers become competitors for limited promotions
The promotional process can turn friends into enemies
Family commitments increase
Caring for children, aging parents
Parkinson’s Law: Expenses rise to meet income
 Seeking to find ideal work/life balance
Sometimes you have to say no to OT
 Questioning the meaning of your work
 Questioning your contribution to your agency and society
 Thinking about retirement as a way out of the stress, but you have too many years left to do to even think about
retirement
 Depression
(Continued on page 10)
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 Mid-career is when the greatest proportion of stress and substance abuse occur
 You develop unhealthy coping mechanisms

Addictive Behaviors: Substance use/Gambling
Extramarital affairs
Anger and rage
What is the Mid-Life Low?
1
 The mid-life low in human happiness (from the early 40’s to early 50’s) has been documented
 People may experience this emotional downturn all the way from no noticeable change to a state of depression
 Beyond the 50’s age range people usually experience an overall increase in mental wellness (up to the point of a
debilitating illness or death)
 Did you ever notice how the retired officer can’t stop smiling and looks younger?
What causes the Mid-Life Low?
 One theory suggests the downturn is caused by unmet expectations of things we failed to try and/or complete
Run a marathon, restore an old car, finish a degree
Stress related to work or home environment
 The eventual upturn is caused by people abandoning their unmet expectations and becoming comfortable with
who they are and where their life is headed now
 Physical vitality decreases with age, but emotional maturity increases with age
 Future life satisfaction is strongly overestimated when young and underestimated during old age
What does this all mean?
 Most men and women experience some form of the mid-life low
 If it happens, it can be explained, and it can get better over time
 The effects can be minimized if you are willing to work at it
 This can be a great opportunity to change your path and make life better for yourself, your loved ones, and your
colleagues
1

For additional information on the midlife low, visit http://www.nber.org/papers/w23724 and https://voxeu.org/
article/midlife-low-human-beings.
To be continued in the next issue of the Correctional Oasis.

Desert Waters’ Books
Staying Well
Passing It Along, Vol. 1
Passing It Along, Vol. 2

Featuring writings on
corrections staff wellness
and professionalism by
Caterina Spinaris and by
corrections professionals
in the U.S. and abroad.
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Many Thanks!
Caterina Spinaris, PhD, LPC
Executive Director
431 East Main Street, P.O. Box 355
Florence, CO 81226
(719) 784-4727

desertwaters.com
Your gifts are tax-deductible.

IN MEMORIAM
Sgt. Mark Baseman
SCI-Somerset
Pennsylvania Dept. of Corrections
EOW 26 February 2018
Succumbed to injuries suffered
following offender attack

Warden Nick Ludwick
Iowa DOC and Michigan DOC
EOW 31 January 2018
42-year corrections career

Thank you for blessing
Desert Waters’ mission!
Individual donors: Anonymous donors, TC & Joellen Brown,
Jeff & Connie Mueller, Kevin & Robin Rivard, Harold & Carol
Severson
Business donors: Elizabeth Gamache, LandShark Design, LLC;
Janice Graham & Company, P.C.
Special thanks also go to: Cathy Bergquist, Joe Bouchard, Nicole Brocato, Pamela Burt, John Eggers, Rick Field, Elizabeth
Gamache, Kendle Jones, Susan Jones, Lorrie Keller, Stacy Lopez,
Diane Medlock, Katherine Minnich, Greg Morton, Heidi
Mueller, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Brent Parker, Bruce Perham,
Stephanie Rawlings, Beau Riche, Briana Rojas, Jeff Rude, Patti
Schniedwind, Rachel Shelver, Eleni Spinari, David Stephens

DWCO Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in the Correctional
Oasis are those of the authors and do not necessarily
reflect or represent the views and opinions held by
DWCO Board members, staff, and/or volunteers.
DWCO is not responsible for accuracy of statements
made by authors. If you have a complaint about something you have read in the Correctional Oasis, please
contact us.

Quote of the Month
“The single most effective
relaxation technique I know is
the conscious regulation of
breath.”
~ Andrew Weil

To promote the occupational, personal and
family well-being of the corrections workforce through the provision of evidenceinformed resources, solution, and support.

