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FROM THE DIRECTOR'S DESK 

It is not often that you get to read a detailed, well thought out, and candid article from the trenches 
about correctional administrators' efforts to promote staff wellness at their agencies. 

The article published here by William Young is exactly that.  

Please read it a couple of times and reflect on how you can take William's input and apply it to your 
agency's efforts in order to increase the probability that your staff wellness program will be a true 
and enduring success. 

Caterina  Spinaris

By William Young © 2021

T here is a new trend, a new 
talking point, that is taking the 

correctional world by storm. Jail 
Administrators and Prison 
Executives from all over the 
country are assembling leadership 
teams and think tanks and are 
organizing Zoom calls and 
attending retreats and training 
sessions all in the name of “Officer 
Wellness.”  

As a frontline worker, as an active 
correctional officer, I am happy to 
see such a push to protect the 
mental health and wellbeing of my 

brothers and sisters that are silently 
suffering from the sustained weight 
of wearing the badge.  I am 
ecstatic that leadership is learning 
that correctional officers are at a 
higher risk of completing suicide 
than police officers are.1 It’s 
encouraging for me to hear one of 
the higher-ups regurgitate 
information from an article they 
read about PTSD (Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder) and the alarming 
percentage of correctional officers 
that present diagnosable 
symptoms (34.1%) compared to the 
general public (3.5%).2   

I am relieved that the emotional 
corrosion that occurs from 
prolonged exposure to the 
correctional environment is finally 
being acknowledged and 
addressed.   

Or is it? 

In my humble opinion, there is no 
greater cause, no mission more 
important than providing the 
proper information, training, and 
resources necessary for an officer 
to survive this profession with their 
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head, their heart, and their 
household intact.   

That’s why this movement needs to 
be more than another meaningless 
memo or an online module 
assigned to, in my opinion, an 
already overworked and 
underappreciated population of 
people.   

Addressing the “wellness” of your 
staff is not about retention.  It’s not 
about eliminating mandatory 
overtime (although that would be 
nice).   

It’s about salvaging the existence of 
those that are willing to die for your 
agency's mission. It’s about giving 
back to your staff that have nothing 
left to give. It’s about showing 
appreciation.  It’s about fulfilling an 
obligation that you have as an 
agency to protect those that serve 
under your administration. 

Addressing the “wellness” of your 
staff will not be an easy task for you 
to complete as the correctional 
culture does not afford for such 
things to flourish. That is why I 
would like to say that, if you tackle 
this particular problem in the same 
manner as you have tackled 
problems in the past, your “staff 
wellness” program, your initiative, 
will fail.   

There are multiple factors that 
could contribute to the failure of 

such a program. For the sake of this 
article, let’s dive into five reasons 
your wellness program is going to 
fail. 

Reason for Failure #1:  
If the Frontline Doesn’t Trust You 

An obvious obstacle to the success 
of your wellness program is that 
your subordinates, your staff, do 
not trust you. So, when you 
approach them with an idea or you 
implement a new program or 
policy, they are going to wonder 
why, they are going to search for a 
motive, they are going to try and 
read between the lines, they are 
going to do what you trained them 
to do. See, correctional officers are 
trained by you, by the agency you 
represent, to be untrusting, to be 
cynical. They are taught in the 
academy that the inmates are 
going to lie to them and try to take 
advantage of them. They are taught 
that if they let their guard down it 
could cost them their lives. They 
are taught to be paranoid and 
hyper-vigilant (and call it officer 
safety). 

Another contributing factor to the 
front line’s mistrust of 
administration is the lack of 
consistency and follow through 
when it comes to issues that are 
most important to staff. Staff do not 
feel as if their concerns are being 
heard by their administration. 
Conversely, administration does 

not feel as if staff appreciate their 
attempts to address their concerns. 
This feeling creates great strain on 
the relationship between the two 
parties, and, if left to fester, it could 
seriously affect the overall morale 
of the facility.   

That being said, the focus of your 
“wellness” program is to address 
the feelings of the officer on the 
front line. This means that at this 
point your feelings, your 
perceptions, do not matter, not in 
this context. I know that 
traditionally, relationships are a 
two-way street, but this one can’t 
be.  Not right now. 

Looking at this from a frontline 
perspective, I liken the relationship 
between administration and staff to 
an unhealthy marriage. An 
unhealthy marriage where one 
party (administration) has cheated 
on the other party (staff). In the 
beginning you were trusted, but 
after possibly years of unfulfilled 
promises, being absent, and 
mandatory overtime, we have 
grown tired and no longer believe 
your rhetoric. But, fortunately or 
unfortunately for you and for us, we 
have decided to stay, to give you 
another chance to regain our trust.   

So, how do you regain that trust?   

Staff want you to validate their 
concerns and value their 
contributions. And the best way to 
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do that is to interact with them, in 
person, in their place of business. 
Being available and visible on a 
consistent basis will show staff 
that you care in a way that an email 
or an anonymous survey cannot. 
Sure, it’ll be uncomfortable at first, 
and staff are going to wonder what 
you’re up to, but after a few tours, 
after taking the time to talk with 
your staff, they’ll open up - a little.  
Maybe. 

Secondly, give your staff an outlet 
to vent and provide input. It is a 
terrible feeling, especially in this 
environment, to feel like what you 
do and who you are doesn’t matter. 
Having a safe and open option to 
express concerns, even unpopular 
ones, can make a huge difference 
when it comes to morale. If the 
frontline officer believes that he/
she is being heard and believes 
that their administration values 
their input, he/she will undoubtedly 
perform their job at a higher level 
than an officer that feels otherwise. 
A happy employee is a productive 
employee. 

Thirdly, we are trained as officers 
that, especially in this environment, 
keeping your word is important. It 
is drilled into our heads. If we tell 
the inmates we’re going to check 
on something for them, we’d better 
follow through. You do not want to 
be known as the officer who 
doesn’t keep his word. So, a good 
way to regain the trust of your staff 

is to do what you say you’re going 
to do. If you send out an email that 
says you’re going to hold a staff 
appreciation day, then hold a staff 
appreciation day. If you plan on 
hosting an awards ceremony, you 
have to host that ceremony. Sure, 
things come up that make 
facilitating such things difficult, but 
you’re leading a group of officers 

that have to come to work no 
matter what. There are no snow 
days or surprise meetings. There is 
no working from home due to a 
global pandemic. Regardless of the 
day or the date or the current state 
of the outside world, your 
correctional officers hold the line 
without fail. Trying to get them to 

understand why you had to cancel 
an event is futile. They won’t 
understand. In fact, for them, the 
cancelation will just be another 
example of you not caring about 
them. 

Reason for Failure #2:  
If You Choose the Wrong People  

I think it’s natural for a person to 
want to surround themselves with 
people that they are comfortable 
around, people they trust, and 
people that they enjoy working 
alongside of. This may work when 
planning an awards ceremony or 
conducting a PREA audit, but it’s 
not going to work here, in this 
capacity, not with a subject as 
serious as a staff wellness program. 
Your “Go-To” people may not be the 
right people to go to in this 
scenario as they are almost 
certainly so far removed from the 
front line that they no longer know 
or appreciate the needs and 
concerns of the front line.   

For example, selecting the same 
Sergeant that spearheads your sick 
leave committee (and every other 
committee) to sit as the chair of 
your “wellness” committee will 
most likely limit the success of the 
program you are trying to create. 
When it comes to this subject, it is 
imperative that you choose people 
that truly care about the mental 
health, wellness, and overall morale 
of the staff you are trying to save.   

“PTSD  
(Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder):  

percentage of 
correctional 
officers that 

present 
diagnosable 

symptoms (34.1%) 
compared to the 

general public 
(3.5%)”
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You want people on your “wellness” 
committee that are passionate 
about it, that are driven to help, 
that have a personal connection or 
experience with depression or 
anxiety or suicide. You want an 
individual, regardless of their rank, 
that feels called to care.   

So, how do you choose the right 
people for your “wellness” 
committee? 

Post and interview for the 
positions, like you do for all of your 
other positions with one exception. 
As an administrator you may be out 
of the loop, unfamiliar with your 
staff, and that’s okay. Your role, 
your daily routine does not always 
afford you the opportunity to 
mingle, to meet everyone that 
works in your building. And, 
because of that, you should 
remove yourself from the 
selection process of your 
“wellness” committee and appoint 
a person that has their finger on the 
pulse of your facility. 

Lastly, make sure to offer up the 
position to everyone regardless of 
rank. Interview officers and 
corporals and civilians and 
sergeants and whoever else may 
express interest. Leave no stone 
unturned when it comes to staffing 
this committee.   

Reason for Failure #3:  
If There Will Be No Follow-through 

Implementing an effective 
“wellness” program will take time, 
and the solutions to the surfacing 
issues will be as complex and 
diverse as the needs of the people 
your program will serve. 
Understand that this conversation, 
the creation of a mental health and 
wellness program inside of a 
correctional institution is counter-
cultural, most certainly against the 
grain, and because of that, because 
of the push-back that you and your 
leadership team may receive, it 
may become too laborious to 
follow through. 

That’s why your point person has to 
be passionate about the emotional 
survival of staff. If the chair of your 
committee is only participating to 
pad their resume for a potential 
promotion they may become bored 
or frustrated with the process, and 
then this will be just another 
project that dies in committee. 

Mental Health is a messy 
conversation. When you open up 
the floor for this type of discussion, 
you’ll soon realize how broken your 
staff is.  That can be scary and 
intimidating and overwhelming. So 
much so that you may be tempted 
to table the whole thing for another 
time.   

The other reason that there may be 
no follow-through is because stuff 
happens. We may come to work 

with a plan and within minutes 
everything changes. Look at the 
last twenty months. I remember 
receiving an email in early February 
of 2020 from my administration 
declaring that staff’s mental health 
and wellness was going to be the 
number one focus moving forward, 
and then, thirty days later, the 
entire planet was caught off guard 
by the Coronavirus. Stuff happens.   

Our population is unpredictable. 
The environment is unstable. Most 
days, most of us are operating on 
instinct, and are only doing the 
things that we absolutely need to 
do to retain the little bit of control 
we do have. When you’re 
prioritizing and pooling resources 
to get through a pandemic, a riot, a 
rash of overdoses, it’s easy to lose 
focus and forget about the 
extracurriculars, like a “staff 
wellness” program.   

Unfortunately for you, your staff 
doesn’t care about any of those 
things. They want results from your 
“staff wellness” program. They want 
to see, they want to know, they 
want you to show them that they 
are a priority. 

So, what can you do? 

Make your “wellness” program a 
priority.  Everyone reading this 
article has attended a meeting that 
is considered mandatory or too 
important to skip or not hold on a 
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regular basis. And that’s a good 
thing. Do the same with this. Make 
this part of the routine. Make this 
mandatory.   

And then communicate. Let your 
staff know what’s happening.  Post 
updates and send emails to your 
facility detailing the progress of 
your program. 

I said earlier that a big part of an 
officer’s reputation inside is related 
to their ability to keep their word. 
Inmates and staff will learn and 
determine whether or not an officer 
is trustworthy over a period of time 
based on repeated examples of 
officers doing or not doing what 
they said they were going to do. 

We can’t just “speak about it;” we 
have to “BE about it.”  We are 
expected to follow through 
because we have to be trusted, and 
because that is what we were 
trained to do, by you. In this 
profession, a person’s word means 
everything. Let me throw in a 
common cliché for clarity. If actions 
speak louder than words, in this 
world, your inaction about your 
proposed staff wellness program 
will be deafening. 

Reason for Failure #4:  
If You Don’t Really Care 

This reason, me suggesting that 
some of you may not really care, is 
not just some throwaway statement 

from a disgruntled frontline officer. 
Me suggesting that deep down you 
may not really care is me simply 
asking you to look inward and ask 
yourself, “Do I really care?” 

Caring sounds easy. People talk 
about caring all the time. But in this 
business, this profession, we 
become hardened. We distance 
ourselves from human emotion. We 
don’t do this because we want to. 
Emotional numbing is a side effect 
of working in this environment.   

Additionally, it’s hard to truly care 
about someone or something that 
doesn’t directly affect you. If you’re 
removed from the front line, if you 
made it out of the trenches by way 
of a promotion, you may not care 
as much about the needs of the 
front line as you once did. I’m not 
suggesting that you are actively 
disregarding or downplaying the 
needs of the front line, I’m just 
saying that because you are no 
longer me, your focus has shifted 
and you now have a different set of 
concerns that consume you.   

Another reason that you may not 
care about creating and 
maintaining a “staff wellness” 
committee is that you were never 
me. Some administrators have 
come up through the ranks and 
some have not. If you have not, it 
may be difficult to fully understand 
the pressure that your staff is 
under. Because you have never 

carried the keys, because you have 
never been punched in the mouth, 
because you have never had to roll 
a seizing inmate into the rescue 
position to stop her from choking 
to death, you are only able to 
imagine what repeated exposure to 
those events can do to a person.    

That’s not to say that your 
experience and education makes 
you unqualified to lead, it's just that 
coming from the outside may make 
it more difficult to empathize with 
your officers. 

Lastly, you may not really care 
about a “wellness” program 
because well, you just don’t 
believe in this whole mental 
health thing. From time 
immemorial, the unofficial motto in 
corrections when it comes to 
dealing with trauma has been “suck 
it up, buttercup.” As mental health 
concerns were not addressed when 
you were coming up through the 
ranks, you had to find other ways to 
survive, deal with, and process (or 
not process) the trauma you were 
exposed to. And because you had 
to do it, because you believe that 
you are “fine,” you feel like 
everyone should be fine as well. 

This is what scares me about the 
correctional approach to the “staff 
wellness” initiative that is sweeping 
across the nation right now. This is 
not just a program or a tactic to 
reduce overtime and retain staff. 



CORRECTIONAL   
OASIS

Page 6  
December  2021  

This is not about free hot-dogs and 
Secret Santa gift exchanges. The 
focus cannot just be how staff 
interact and engage while inside 
the facility because the effects of 
this job are felt far beyond the walls 
and the wire. The things that we 
see and say and have to do 
compromise us when we are out of 
uniform as well. The focus of a 
“wellness” program has to be 
saving the lives of your staff. It has 
to be saving the marriages of your 
staff. It has to be providing 
information, support, and 
resources that ensure that staff are 
leading a fulfilling and engaging life 
outside. 

So, what can you do? 

There is no magic pill when it 
comes to the wellness of your staff 
so talk to them, see what they 
need. Don’t send out an 
anonymous survey; talk to them. 
And if you don’t understand, do 
whatever it takes to understand. 
Research what working in this 
profession can do to a person.  
Read my books, When Home 
Becomes a Housing Unit and The 
Nothing That Never Happened, and 
subscribe to publications like the 
Correctional Oasis.   

And then thank your staff for the 
difficult and demanding job that 
they do. Show them gratitude.  
Show them that you are trying to 
help them. 

Reason for Failure #5:  
The Culture of Toughness 

The last reason I’ll offer as to why 
your “wellness” program is going to 
fail could have been number one 
on the list. Our final obstacle to the 
success of staff wellness programs 
is the correctional culture and the 
way we celebrate and glorify 
toughness.   

When officers enter this profession 
they try to assimilate with their 
peers. They watch how the 
veterans interact with the inmates 
and how they handle situations. 
They talk to them and listen to their 
war stories. I remember being 
enamored by the veteran staff’s 
ability to handle the screaming and 
the bleeding and the unresponsive 
inmates without the slightest 
indication that anything they saw 
affected them in any way. 

So, I followed suit. 

I now know that staff behave that 
way because we believe that to 
behave any other way would be 
professional suicide. The 
perception is that showing 
weakness in any capacity inside of 
a correctional institution is 
unacceptable, and makes an officer 
an easy target for staff and inmates 
to exploit. This perception is 
developed for a couple of reasons. 
See, initially we were not told that 

this profession can and does 
affect us in a negative manner. We 
are trained to defend ourselves 
physically but not emotionally. We 
are shown CPR/First Aid, 
Spontaneous Knife Defense, PPCT, 
among other skills to handle the 
calls we will be responding to. But 
we were never shown how to live 
life after those calls. And because 
we were never told that this 
environment will fundamentally 
change who we were prior to 
pinning on the badge, we never 
knew we needed to look out for 
that change.    

But here’s where it gets a little 
complicated. We do feel a change 
in ourselves over time. But because 
we weren’t forewarned that our 
profession may be a contributing 
factor to that change we look 
elsewhere for a cause, a reason. 
And when we can’t find the root 
cause of our change, we start to 
take our feelings out on those 
around us. We start aiming our 
anger in the wrong direction. We 
become hardened because of the 
trauma that we are exposed to on a 
daily basis.  We start utilizing 
unhealthy coping mechanisms to 
cope such as medication or alcohol 
or sex or Taco Bell. 

So, how can you help a population 
of people that don’t even realize 
they need your help? 
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You also need to provide in-person 
training on emotional survival to 
your staff, like Desert Waters’ 
award-winning course From 
Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment. 
Show them that working in this 
profession has a downside, some 
serious side effects. This training 
needs to be facilitated by someone 
that believes in the message, in this 
movement. Having the same 
person that teaches self-defense 
might not be the same person to 
talk to your staff about emotional 
vulnerability. If you can get the 
right people in your facility talking 
about the importance of having 
and supporting a “wellness” 
program, you will have a much 
easier time implementing said 
program. 

Henry G. Bohn wrote in his 1855 
publication, A Hand-book of 
Proverbs that “The road to hell is 
paved with good intentions,” and I 
agree. Without action, without 
follow-through, intentions to 
address the mental health and 
wellness of staff are meaningless.   

Now is the time to act. You have the 
ability, the power to rescue, to 
salvage, to save the lives of your 
staff by creating a “wellness” 
program that challenges our 
current culture and cultivates an 
environment where staff are 
comfortable to ask for help and are 
confident that they will find it. 

Solutions 

You need to find a spokesperson, 
an individual that is passionate 
about the wellness of staff and has 
the ability to communicate in a way 
that makes staff want to listen. Staff 
aren’t going to be receptive to a 
“wellness” program if you as an 
administrator tell them that it’s 
important, but they will listen to a 
fellow staff member tell them that 
it’s important. They’ll listen because 
they can relate to how the message 
is packaged and delivered. They’ll 
listen to a fellow staff member 
because they are both fighting the 
same fight. 
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@desert_waters_co 
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https://instagram.com/p/CVOb4CsFlLS/
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HOLIDAY MEDLEY 
© 2008 Susan Jones, PhD

Tis the Season…. As we approach the holiday season I encourage you to look around for an opportunity to reach out a 
hand to help others.  During this time of year, it is easy to see the needs in our community. 

Over the river and through the woods…. With the holidays many of us will be traveling either across the state or across 
the nation.  This can be an exciting time of year, but it can also be a dangerous time of year.  Be sure to slow down and 
watch out for others. 

Won’t you lead my sleigh tonight…. Make it a goal this year to be someone’s “answer” to their problems.  Even if you 
feel like your talents have not been appreciated, reach out, take a risk. 

Bearing gifts we’ve travelled afar…. Don’t get so bogged down in overbuying.  This season should not be a time where 
we go into debt to provide our loved ones with everything they want. Think of other ways to provide “gifts.”  Sometimes 
we overlook the gift of our time.  Just spending time with people that matter to you can be better than any material 
possessions. 

Laughing all the way.… no matter what your spiritual beliefs are, don’t forget “joy.”  If we get to January 2nd and have 
not taken time to “smile or laugh” it has been nothing but a time to push through. Work to make sure this is not what 
happens to you. 

Above all… We wish you a merry…..
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GET IT HERE

https://desertwaters.com/product-category/books/
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GET IT HERE
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IN MEMORIAM 

Curtis Byner, Corrections Officer,  Middlesex Sheriff’s Office, MA 

Juan Cruz, Correctional Officer,   Fresno County, CA 

David Romero, Staff member,  FCC Florence 

Rhonda Jean Russell, Corrections Officer,  Blair County, PA 

Quote of the Month 

“If you want to lift 
yourself up, lift up 

someone else.”  

– Booker T. Washington
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