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As I was putting on my uniform, my beautiful wife approached me and questioned me about 
how the clean dress shirts that were just washed ended up in the kitchen.  She said some-
thing about the shirts getting wrinkled, and I, being the well-adjusted Correctional Officer, 
overreacted.  I grabbed the shirts, put them on a hanger and hung them up, professing to 
her that I didn’t care about the wrinkles or the laundry. 
 
I told her that I didn’t care about the shirts because I haven’t worn them in over a year.  And 
I haven’t wore them in over a year because I haven’t really worn anything in over a year 
save for my uniform and a pair of shorts that I sleep in (when I actually sleep that is). 
 
I wanted to tell her that at that particular point in time I didn’t care about the laundry or the 
mortgage payment or the continuous curfew violations by my teenage son.  I wanted to tell 
her that I care just as much about the laundry as I do about what we eat for dinner, which is 
not at all.  I will eat whatever she wants whenever she wants.  There is no need to ask. 
 
I wanted to tell her that I didn’t care about the laundry because I had had a bad day at work.  
I wanted to tell her that I had to deal with a situation at work that scared the crap out me.  I 
wanted to tell her that I was pretty sure that all hell was going to break loose and all I could 
think about was getting home safe.  I wanted to tell her that I didn’t care about the shirts 
because I knew that when I returned to work I was going to have to deal with a potentially 
dangerous situation that had been brewing for a couple of days.  I wanted to tell her that I 
couldn’t care about the laundry because mentally, I was still inside.  

See, I couldn’t explain to her that I was still processing the events that took place earlier in 
the day, and that I was digesting the fact that I will have to face this same issue tomorrow, 
and the day after that and the day after that. Maybe, I couldn’t explain it to her because she 
wouldn’t understand.  Or maybe I couldn’t explain it to her because I would have to admit 
out loud to another human that I was scared.         
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This thought process, this practice of isolation and wall building, is not only extremely unfair to my lovely wife, it is 
also extremely counterproductive when it comes to repairing myself emotionally. 
 
So, now what? 
 
We all take the job home with us.  At some point in our career something will happen that we won’t be able to shake 
off.  Just knowing that this will eventually happen is very powerful.  Think of it as preparing for a storm.  When we 
hear that severe weather is coming, we gather the batteries and the flashlights, and inventory the canned goods.  We 
turn on the local AM station and make sure that our cell phones are charged.  This is the same thing.  I’m letting you 
know, right now, at this very moment, that a storm is coming.  The clouds are rolling in, the temperature is dropping, 
and there will be rain. 
 
Surviving the storm can be as easy (or as difficult) as finding an effective way to disconnect from the job.  I’m not talk-
ing about the old “leave work at work and home at home” cliché because that doesn’t work.  I’m suggesting that you 
find a healthy coping mechanism to purge all of the negativity that you encounter on a daily basis.   
 
Some officers go directly from work to the gym.  Some officers volunteer at the local food pantry.  Some officers men-
tor and coach at-risk youth.  For me, it’s my garden.  I love to grow tomatoes.  I plant the seeds in February, transplant 
them to bigger pots in April, and put them outside in the garden the weekend after Mother’s Day. For me, my garden 
is the antithesis of a correctional facility.  You have to be gentle and nurturing and careful and patient.  Okay, maybe 
it’s not that different after all, but that’s a topic for another article.  The point is to engage in an activity that has little 
or nothing to do with corrections, so that you can let your guard down and take your mind off of the job for a while. 
Once you are disconnected from the job, the tough part begins.  You must then reconnect with the “free world.” 
 
One of the by-products of Corrections Fatigue is self-inflicted isolation, both inside and outside of the facility.  We 
build walls inside because we spend the majority of our shift alone in a housing unit full of offenders, engaging in   
superficial conversation about the weather or the playoffs or the latest homicide.  We build these walls to protect 
ourselves, our personal information, and our families.  It is a necessity. 
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Staying Well:  

Strategies for Corrections Staff, 2nd Ed.  
by Caterina Spinaris, PhD, LPC 

More than 37,000 sold! Available at desertwaters.com 
 

CHAPTERS: The Toll of the Job; Corrections Fatigue; Taking Your Life Back; Profession-

al Boundaries; Families in Corrections; Psychological Trauma; Depression; Moral Injury; 

Substance Abuse; Corrections Staff Suicide; A Spiritual Solution; Moving Forward 
 

 

“The AOCE General Membership voted to purchase 1,000 copies of the Staying Well book. We then mailed the book to 
each individual staff member’s home, so they and their families could read it. I have received great feedback from both our 
Officers and Non-Custody staff. It has helped many of them in starting the process of healing. If they don’t know what’s 
happening with them or how to fix it, they will remain stagnant or falter. The book is worth the money even if it only helps 
one staff member. Here in Oregon, it has helped MANY and will continue to help many more for YEARS to come.”  

~Sgt. Michael Van Patten, President, Association of Oregon Corrections Employees  

http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=5167


 

 
 

Unfortunately, we also build walls on the outside of our facility.  The feeling of isolation is just as real at home as it is 
at work.  We do not talk about the job or our feelings or our stress because we know that “normal” people don’t    
understand what we do.  I can feel myself becoming frustrated or angry at “normal” people for the way they see the 
world.  I get frustrated with them because they have not been exposed to all of the horrific things that I have been 
exposed to over the years.   They are living and laughing and smiling and oblivious to it all.  My jealously leads to frus-
tration, which leads to withdrawal, which leads to isolation, which leads to a deep and dark rabbit hole that we’ve all 
stuck our head in at some point. 
 
Look, these “normal” people may not know what it’s like to restrain a naked offender that has just flooded his cell 
after smearing feces all over the walls, but they do know you, and 
they love you, and they want to help you.  So, have a conversa-
tion with your friends and family.  Give them a tour of your facility.  
Educate them.  Trust them.  Talk to them. Be honest about how 
the things that you are exposed to at work affect you.  Explain to 
them that you may need some time to unwind and/or blow off 
some steam when you get home after work. 
   
Correctional Officers, tear down those walls!!! 
 
And after that, go help with the laundry!  Do the dishes, or walk 
the dog, or hang up that family photo that your spouse has been 
bugging you to hang up for 3 months.   

Go live and enjoy your life and your time outside of your facility! 

 

2017 National Symposium on Correctional Workers Health  

The National Corrections Collaborative (NCC) offered a very important event in St. Louis, MO, on August 17—the Na-
tional Symposium on Correctional Workers Health. The Symposium featured the following speakers:  

Lisa Jaegers, PhD OTR/L, Assistant Professor, Saint Louis University;  Mazen El Ghaziri, PhD, MPH, RN, Assistant Pro-
fessor, University of Massachusetts Lowell;  Martin Cherniack, MD, MPH, Professor of Medicine, University of Con-
necticut Health Center;  Paula L. Grubb, PhD, Work Organization & Stress Team, National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health;  Angela Moore, PhD, Division Director, Justice Systems Research Division, National Institute of Jus-
tice;  Caterina Spinaris, PhD, LPC, Director, Desert Waters Correctional Outreach;  Maureen Buell, Correctional Pro-
gram Specialist, National Institute of Corrections;  Scott Semple, Commissioner, Connecticut Department of Correc-
tion;  Henry Atencio, Director, Idaho Department of Correction;  Katherine Minnich, Deputy Director, Human Re-
sources, California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation;  Colette Peters, Director, Oregon Department of 
Corrections;  Zach Erdman, Operations & Policy Manager, Oregon Department of Corrections;  Jeffrey Carson, Super-
intendent, Medium Security Institution, City of St. Louis Division of Corrections;  Robin Edwards, Correctional Program 
Manager, City of St. Louis Division of Corrections;  Ann Jacobs, Director, Prisoner Reentry Institute, John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice;  Natasha A. Frost, PhD, Associate Dean and Professor, Northeastern University;  Laurie Leitch, PhD, 
Director, Threshold GlobalWorks. 

Events such as this Symposium legitimize and highlight the now established fact that occupational stressors in correc-
tions undermine the health of corrections employees. These stressors can range from sleep deprivation to exposure 
to traumatic incidents. Such events also help bring together those who work to advance research findings in this area 
by studying both causes and interventions, and who seek solutions to help improve the lot of the corrections work-
force. Thank you NCC, and thank you, Ann Jacobs, for your hard work pulling this Symposium together! 
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MANAGING STRESS 
 
What is stress? 
Stress is a response to the highs and lows of everyday life. Stress levels naturally go up and down over time depending 
upon the events of the day. If you have high levels of stress over a period of time, your brain will let you know 
through the onset of anxiety symptoms.  
 
Life events that cause high levels of stress 

Death of family member/close friend 
Accidents, health conditions, ageing, mental health conditions 
Addictions, alcohol, drugs (prescription and illicit), gambling 
Unemployment, bankruptcy, homelessness 
Childhood or adulthood trauma 
Family relationship difficulties 
Workplace relationships, bullying, harassment 

 
Comment 
Sometimes people have stressful events occur in several areas of their lives at the same time. Everyone has a stress 
threshold, and sometimes the smallest event can be the “last straw” that pushes you over the edge. 
 
The warning signs of high stress levels (anxiety symptoms) 

Not sleeping or interrupted sleep 
Hyperventilating, shortness of breath, sweating, fainting, feeling nauseous 
Agitation about going to work or to social functions 
Increasing number of sick days—not being able to make yourself go to work 
Grumpy, short tempered, angry 
Not eating or overeating, increase in alcohol consumption/drug use 
Social withdrawal, isolation 
More tension in family relationships and lack of communication 
Increased feelings of worthlessness and being self-critical 
 

The role of addictive behaviours 
I see a lot of people who struggle with addictive behaviours. Largely around alcohol, drugs (prescription and illicit) 
and, to a lesser degree, gambling and computer use. Most people acknowledge they engage in addictive behaviours 
as a way of managing stress/anxiety or altering their “depressive” or “down” feelings, that is, as a way to have a break 
or time out from these moods. Generally, people increase these activities when under high stress, while they concur-
rently decrease all the things they need to do to deal with stress productively. 
 
“I would come home from work and tell myself to go to the gym. I knew I should do that, but it was easier to have a 
drink or two. Of course, once I started, I would never get to the gym and I would keep drinking. I hated my life and I 
hated me, and the alcohol just temporarily took that away. 10 years down the track I am an alcoholic and I still 
hate myself.” 
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Managing Stress and Dealing with Trauma—Part 3 
An Australian Perspective 

 
By Bruce Perham 

(Continued on page 5) 



 

Comment   
These are very poignant words and in a nutshell capture the issue. If you become overly reliant on addictive behav-
iour, it will side track you from dealing with the emotional issues you face. What happens over time is that people 
continue to avoid the painful issues and low mood/thoughts about themselves and fill the void with addictive behav-
iours. I saw a guy recently who has downed 15 stubbies a night (more on weekends) for 20 years. He quickly declared, 
“My wife told me to come to counselling as she was going to leave me if I didn't. My life is f....ed, it always has 
been. The good thing about the alcohol is I can’t even remember what was so f....ed about it.” There are several 
morals here, but I wish to highlight one. The longer you utilise addictive behaviours to cover emotional pain, the hard-
er it will be to work through the emotional pain when you try to stop the addictive behaviours. The best way to deal 
with alcoholism is not to become an alcoholic, but instead to face your emotional pain! 
 
Stress reducing activities 
If you wind up, you have to wind down! 

Exercise—swimming, walking, running, cycling, gym, golf, team sports 
Yoga, relaxation, meditation, mindfulness 
Holidays, travel, camping, gardening 
Socialising, lunches, BBQ, family events, hobbies/interests 

 
There is overwhelming evidence that these stress reducing activities are critical in living a balanced life. 
 
Comment 
Obviously there is a wide range of activities that lower stress and every individual has their own preferences. It is de-
sirable and almost essential that these enjoyable stress-lowering activities become permanent fixtures in our lives. 
We should do them whether our stress levels are high or low and no matter what. The temptation is to cease these 
activities when stress goes up or mood goes down, which is the worst thing you can do. 
 
Comment 
As I stated before, life is unpredictable and life events will happen that will place you under stress, and this has to be 
responded to. As a generalisation, if the stress is present for long periods of time, people tend to cease doing their 
“stress management” activities. They stop communicating what they are feeling, and withdraw from the world with a 
sense of being overwhelmed, a failure. Once in this state, denial can set in, and the person can find themselves an 
inch away from a meltdown. 

To be continued in the October 2017 issue of the Correc-
tional Oasis. 

Bruce Perham is a Mental Health Social Worker, Family, 
and Narrative Therapist who offers services in Australia 
through the Employee Assistance Provider Optum. He 
developed the training program “Managing Stress and 
Dealing with Trauma,” and delivered it to Prison Officers 
in Melbourne's four high security prisons. This paper pre-
sents Bruce’s observations and conclusions that stem 
from these trainings. Published with permission. 
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Psychological Capital: 
A Positive Strengths-based Tool for Developing Who You Are  

and Who You Can Become—Part 1    
 

By John Eggers, Ph.D. 

When people are suffering from stress, they do not believe they have adequate resources to handle taxing events 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). They feel anxious because they do not think that they have what it takes for them to tack-
le the demands of the stressful situation they are facing. That is, they do not believe they have the “Psychological 
Capital” to deal with their circumstances effectively. 
 
Tapping into their Psychological Capital, also known as PsyCap, may be one of the critical resources employees can 
learn to use to cope with stressful conditions at work, such as the field of corrections. (PsyCap may also benefit the 
individual that has been placed in jail, prison, or community corrections.)  
 
Most of us have heard of economic capital (what you have; money, home, vehicles, etc.), human capital (what you 
know), social capital (who you know). Now we have psychological capital (who you are, and who you can become). 
 
This article is a brief introduction to the concept of Psychological Capital based on Luhans’ work on PsyCap (2002a, 
2002b) and on Snyder’s (2000) Hope theory. 
 
The primary creator and developer of PsyCap was Fred Luthans, now a retired Professor from the University of Ne-
braska-Lincoln. I had the privilege to develop a working relationship with Dr. Luthans while he was with UNL. He men-
tored me on the subject of PsyCap, and assisted me with PsyCap materials when I was employed at the National Insti-
tute of Corrections. 
 
In his work on positive organizational behavior, Luthans suggested that the organization behavior field of research 
and practice needed a more proactive approach that focused on employee strengths, rather than trying to only work 
on defects (deficits, negative aspects) of people. Luthans proposed that PsyCap has four components: Hope, Self-
efficacy, Resiliency, and Optimism (Luthans 2002a, 2002b). 

Luthans’ definition of PsyCap is: “an individual’s 
positive psychological state of development 
characterized by: (1) having confidence 
(efficacy) to take on and put in the necessary 
effort to succeed at challenging tasks; (2) mak-
ing a positive attribution (optimism) about suc-
ceeding now and in the future; (3) persevering 
toward goals and when necessary, redirecting 
paths to goals (hope) in order to succeed; and 
(4) when beset by problems and adversity, sus-
taining and bouncing back, and even beyond 
(resilience) to attain success ((Luthans, et al., 
2007, p.3). 

(Continued on page 7) 
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Let us now take a look at each of the four components of PsyCap: Hope, Efficacy, Resilience, and Optimism—which 
together form the acronym HERO. 
 
HOPE: 
The concept of “hope” in Psychological Capital theory is not used in the traditional way, as, for example, “I hope the 
sun comes out, so we can go to the beach.” Hope, as defined in Hope Theory (Snyder et al., 1991), is a “cognitive set 
that is based on a reciprocally derived sense of successful: (a) agency (goal-directed determination) and (b) pathways 
(planning of ways to meet goals).” (p.570) 
 
Goals are the targets that give guidance to our behavior. We have two types of goals, approach goals and avoidance 
goals. Approach goals are things we want to do or achieve. Avoidance goals are things that we do not want. Types of 
avoidance goals may be things along our goal path that we need to stay away from as we pursue our approach goals. 
On the whole, approach goals are perceived as positive and avoidance goals are perceived as negative in nature. 
 
First, we think about setting a goal. Once we determine that the goal is doable, realistic, and specific, we set the goal. 
What occurs next with respect to hope is the engagement of agency or willpower to achieve the goal. We assess our 
current situation in relation to the desired situation (the goal we want to achieve). With our diagnosis showing that 
there is distance between where we are currently and where we want to be, we experience cognitive dissonance 
(disharmony) in our system. This creates a stressor, as we want consonance (harmony) in our system. The plus here is 
that the dissonance causes us to want to close the distance between our current status and our ideal self or conditions
(achieved goal). Dissonance about this gap creates the agency (willpower) to close the distance and return our system 
to consonance or harmony. When we encounter obstacles along our goal path, we need to resort to “waypower,” or 
pathways of thinking and creating alternative plans to meet our goal.  

Let us now look at willpower and “waypower.” 

Agency or willpower, the second piece of hope theory, functions as the motivational piece of Hope theory and “it is 
the perceived ability to use pathways to reach desired goals” (Rand et al, 2009, p. 324). Agency thinking involves state-
ments such as, “I know I can do.” This type of thinking assists people to move forward on their path, especially when 
obstacles are encountered. Agency differs from self-efficacy, another component of PsyCap, in that, “agency reflects 
the intention to act rather than simply perceiving the ability to do so” (p. 324). 
 
The third factor of hope is “waypower,” your ability to generate multiple pathways with which to achieve your goal. 
This is particularly important, should your initial path be blocked in some way. Essentially, it is about coming up with a 
contingency plan to achieve your goal. For example, should a tree fall over the highway you’re taking to work, you will 
have to stop and come up with an alternative route to get to work. It is a good idea to think strategically about how 
you will handle challenges as they present themselves on your goal path. We all need a meta-strategy, or strategy for 
our strategy. A person with a high degree of hope should be able to create new routes to the goal when the original 
path is blocked. When we are faced with obstacles on our goal path, we must summon our reservoir of contingencies 
to create a “work-around” to achieve our goal. 
 
According to Snyder (2000), when willpower and waypower are used together, the outcome is a continuation of goal-
directed thinking or hope. 
 
In summing up hope, we can look at the following formula: 
Hope = Goal + Willpower (agency or motivation) + Waypower (pathway thinking). 

To be continued in the October 2017 issue of the Correctional Oasis. 
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Guard vs. Officer 
 

By Susan Jones, Ph.D. 
  

 Anyone who works in corrections knows that most corrections officers are insulted when they are referred to 
as “guards,” even though this is the term most often used in the media.  This change in the job title has been pursued 
because the duties of this position have changed.  The work of the corrections officer has evolved from being just a 
keeper of the keys to a person who is expected to manage complex correctional facilities and situations, and to model 
pro-social behavior to inmates. 
 

During the 1990s, corrections professionals began an all-out assault on the label of “guard” when the Ameri-
can Correctional Association ratified a policy in January 1999 regarding the term.  In that policy, ACA committed to 
promoting the term correctional officer in all of their publications and communications (ACA, 2014).  It was hoped that 
this policy would help to improve the professional status of corrections work in ways that would improve staff reten-
tion, benefits and salaries.   

 
The fascinating thing about the evolution of the term—from guard to corrections officer—is that now there 

appears to be a shift back to guard in some agencies.  The process is similar to the movement from the labels of con-
vict to inmate.  I have worked with many prisoners who took great pride in being called a convict, as if that meant that 
they were more honorable than the other inmates.  I even worked with staff that would affirm which prisoner was an 
inmate and which was a convict.  The message was clear: the convict garnered more respect.   

 
I was surprised to see this same type of dialogue play out in front of me when I was visiting a western state 

correctional system.  I was able to talk to an officer who was adamant that he was a prison guard, not a corrections 
officer.  This person was heavily involved in the corrections officer union and explained that the union was taking a 
stance that the line staff should be called guards.  It was very clear to me that this stance was a matter of honor; that 
the belief was that there was more honor in being called a prison guard than a corrections officer. 

 
This conversation shocked me.  I had retired from another system, where the mere mention of a guard was 

cause for distress.  Now I saw first-hand a group of corrections employees who were embracing the term as if being 
called a corrections officer was an insult.   

 
As I travel throughout this country and talk to many different corrections employees, I reflect upon this con-

versation and wonder about the meaning of these terms.  Will there be a shift back to the term guard?  Or perhaps the 
bigger question is: “Did we ever really shift to the term ‘corrections officer?’”  The media certainly never got on the 
bandwagon and embraced the term.  I even heard our own Governor use the term “guard” in a public event.   

 
Perhaps the bigger question is, “Does the label matter?”  In my career we changed from calling the prisoners 

convicts then inmates then offenders.  The only difference this change in label made was in policy. The prisoners still 
acted the same.   

 
What do you think?  Does the label matter?  Does it affect our self-image or the value of the job that we do?  

Does it affect the ability to do the job?   
 
I would love to have your feedback on this issue. Please email me at sjjcanoncity@gmail.com. 
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Hints for Supervisors 
 

By Anonymous Corrections Line Staff 

This article was printed several years ago in the Correctional Oasis, and we are reprinting it, as it is still relevant.  
 
Much is written about leadership in corrections. Here is input from seasoned corrections officers, as to what they 
need from their supervisors. Many thanks to all of you who contributed your thoughts and suggestions!  

 
My best supervisor:  

a. Pointed out our strengths. 
b. Used our strengths. 
c. Rewarded our strengths. 
d. Trained us regarding our weaknesses. 
e. Was a good listener. 
f. Allowed us to vent and voice our opinion. 

 
************************************* 

 
1. Remember that you were once a CO. 
2. When COs work overtime they are giving up their free/family time. So they should be taken care of as far as duty 
assignment before your normal shift officers. 
3. Work some CO overtime, so that COs can have a little break from all the OT. 
4. Lead by example. 
5. Insure that COs have the tools they need to do their job to the best of their ability. 
6. Check on your officers’ well-being, not only their performance. 
7. Remember that just because you are a Sergeant does not mean that you know everything. There is nothing wrong 
with asking a CO a question. 
8. Never embarrass an officer in front of another officer. 

 
******************************* 

 
1. It is so easy for supervisors to become lazy. They now make their own schedules, have internet, access to the break 
room, telephones, TV. PLEASE do not become lazy. Your COs can't afford to be or they may be risking their life or 
someone else’s. 
2. One of the most respected supervisors I've had was an old Army guy who would come into the mod and ask me, 
“What can I do to help you do your job better?” He said that is the Army way of doing things and it always made the 
troops feel supported. He truly wanted us to have what we needed to do our jobs. 
3. PLEASE respond to your COs’ emails, phone calls, questions, comments, etc. I will take a “No can do” over no re-
sponse at all. 
4. I never ask an inmate to do anything I wouldn't do, i.e. clean up poop/puke, eat moldy food or food that fell on the 
floor. Don't ask your COs to do things you wouldn't do, such as to listen to someone continually threaten them or 
constantly bang on windows. 
5. Please don't call me a f----r, dumbass, piece of s--t, retard or bastard/bitch. I get enough of that from the inmates. 

 
                         ******************************* 
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1. You need to come to the new position with a clean slate for everyone. As we progress through our career we 
have many preconceived notions about our fellow officers. These are formed by our association with them as co-
workers. One must forget all this and start anew.  
2. Lay down your expectations to all the people you supervise, and stay as consistent as possible about your expec-
tations with everyone. 
3. LEAD, LEAD, LEAD! Be prepared to step up and make decisions!!! 
4. Not only do you need to know your job, you need to know mine. The days of saying that you have done my job 
are gone. You will need to stay abreast of the constantly changing workplace, not only of your job but of those un-
der you as well. 
5. Never take the word of an inmate over that of your officers, unless there is other substantiated evidence that 
your subordinates are lying to you. 
6. Never blanket punish your subordinates. Step up and single out your problems. It’s part of being a responsible 
supervisor, no matter who the offending person is. 
7. Be prepared to face YOUR superiors with the issues brought to you by subordinates. Don’t hide issues to make 
your shift look good. 
8. Be personable, approachable, intelligent, and likable. 
9. If all else fails, kick ass and take names!! 

************************************* 
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Some DWCO Products and Services 

TRAININGS 
 Award-winning course: “From Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment™” 
 4-day Instructor Training with certification 
 1-day workshop 

 
 
  5-day “Peer Supporter Training” 

  
   
 “True Grit: Building Resilience in Corrections Professionals” 
 5-day Instructor Training with certification 
 1-day workshop 

 
 
   4-hour workshop: “Corrections Staff Suicide” 
   4-hour workshop: “Professional Boundaries for Corrections Professionals” 
 
           BOOKS  
   Staying Well: Strategies for Corrections Staff 
   Passing It Along: Wisdom from Corrections Staff, Volumes 1 and 2 
   Processing Corrections Work 
 
          CONSULTING 
   On staff wellness issues and interventions. For more information, please contact us.  

Hints for Supervisors (continued from page 9)  
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 Life Purpose Can Help Preserve  

Physical Function as We Age 

A recent study1 suggests that having purpose in life can help preserve 
physical strength and mobility as we get older.  

Folk wisdom may have captured the essence of this many, many years ago with the expression “having a spring in our 
step” to describe when we are feeling energetic, confident and purposeful. 
 
The study followed adults 50 years and older who were functioning adequately at baseline. Two sets of measures were 
taken four years apart. Purpose in life was measured by the Purpose in Life subscale of the Ryff Psychological Well-
being Scales. Physical function was measured by grip strength and walking speed. 

Results showed that each one standard deviation increase in purpose in life was associated with a 13% decreased risk 
of developing weak grip strength and 14% decreased risk of developing slow walking speeds 4 years later. Trends were 
stronger for walking speed than for grip strength data. Associations between purpose in life and walking speed were 
maintained even after adjusting for baseline health factors, health behaviors, and depressive symptoms. Moreover, 
each one standard deviation increase in purpose was associated with a modest increase in walking speed, with this 
effect size being equivalent to being about 2.5 years younger. The authors concluded that “a sense of purpose in life, a 
modifiable factor, may play an important role in maintaining physical function among older adults” (p. E2). 
 
So purpose in life seems to act as a protective factor against negative physical effects of growing older. Although the 
mechanism for that is not sufficiently clear at this point, the 
authors suggest that people who enjoy a sense of purpose may 
also take more proactive measures to protect their health—
such as having preventative medical check-ups. They might 
also engage in healthier behaviors than persons who lack a 
sense of purpose, and might have better impulse control (and 
so avoid health-impairing behaviors). It may also be the case 
that having purpose in life may propel us to remain more physi-
cally active, and so stay in better physical shape, than if we 
lacked purpose and goals, and the motivation to achieve them.  
 
In conclusion, we would be well advised to create and nurture 
purpose in our personal lives. Such purpose may consist of 
positive “reasons to get up in the morning,” and the pursuit of 
goals that contribute to the betterment of our own and others’ 
lots—even when we face challenges and adversity. Or perhaps, 
especially when we do so. 
 
1Kim, E.S., Kawachi, I. Ying Chen, Y., and Kubzansky, L.D. 
(2017). Association Between Purpose in Life and Objec-
tive Measures of Physical Function in Older Adults.  
JAMA Psychiatry. Published online August 16, 2017.  
doi:10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2017.2145 
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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. 

 

 

Thank you for blessing  

the mission of Desert Waters!  

Individual donors: Anonymous donors, TC & Joellen 
Brown, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Kevin & Robin Rivard, Harold 
& Carol Severson 
 
Business donors: Elizabeth Gamache, Landshark; 
Janice Graham & Company, P.C. 
 
Special thanks also go to: Cathy Bergquist, John Eg-
gers, Janice Graham, Ann Jacobs, Susan Jones, Gregory 
Morton, Don Meichenbaum, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Brent 
Parker, Bruce Perham, Clayton & Connie Richardson, Beau 
Riche, Diane Rockett, Patti Schniedwind, Rachel Shelver, 
Eleni Spinari, Dave Stephens, Jim Wiseman, Bill Young 

To promote the occupational, personal and 

family well-being of the corrections work-

force through the provision of evidence-

informed resources, solutions, and support.  

 
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 some-
thing you have read in the Correctional Oasis, please   
contact us. 

Many Thanks! 

 

 

Quote of the Month 
 

“Cheerfulness is the best promoter of 
health, and is as friendly to the mind as 
to the body.” 
 ~ Joseph Addison  

IN MEMORIAM 
 

CO Jennifer Hamula  

14 August, 2017 

Colorado DOC 

 

Stephie Hamula 

14 August, 2017 

http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=2237
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=3674

