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Correctional staff are the forgotten warriors in the dungeons of society that most people keep out of sight and out of mind.  
Keep the following in mind while ministering to correctional staff. 
· Correctional Staff learn to not trust people.

A key component of staff’s training is not to trust inmates. Staff work in dangerous environments (average of one staff person to 85+ inmates). As one officer said “We are alive because the inmates let us.” Their lives and the safety of the whole institution depend on them not getting “conned.” The “conned” staff can end up fired, physically hurt, or even behind bars themselves. 

After a while, the reluctance to trust generalizes to other staff. A few staff learn how to leave some of their mistrust and cynicism at work. Many, however, take it all with them wherever they go. It becomes a mode of survival, a way of life. It shapes their relationships with families, friends, co-workers—just about anyone they encounter.
· Correctional Staff learn to isolate themselves.

Due to the pervasive mistrust, staff members protect themselves by isolating. They keep others at arm’s length. They may have a basic human desire to connect and communicate, but they have learned it can backfire on them. (Rumors, gossip, or careless conversation could result in their personal information being spread all over the facility and beyond.) Again, some staff learn to put these high walls up and then take them down, depending on the situation. Others keep them up the majority of the time. Observe their body language when they are speaking. Does the staff member look at you openly, straight in the eye? Some do, but only through narrow slits, blocking the view into their own eyes. They work hard to stay well-guarded. Sometimes they are so successful at it, they do not even know what their own feelings are. One can imagine what this does to their relationships.
· Correctional Staff tend to mistrust and despise those who befriend inmates.
To staff, inmates are their enemy. Staff experience the ugly side of inmates, which volunteers rarely see. Volunteers do not have body fluids thrown in their face. Volunteers do not go home with ripped outfits and blood on their clothes. Volunteers do not have to be taken to the hospital due to being stabbed, raped, or taken hostage by inmates. Volunteers work with “polite” inmates who may later get in an altercation with other inmates or staff after the volunteers leave the facility. As a result, staff can be angry at volunteers who feel sorry for inmates or who forget about their dark side. To staff, volunteers are being fooled by inmates, are “taken” by inmates’ games. Also, staff often believe that volunteers are “do-gooders”—“Kool-Aid pumping chocolate hearts,” as one officer put it—who are nice to dangerous criminals to feel good about themselves. 

Staff experience so many negative situations, it is hard for them to believe that inmates could ever change for the better. They feel volunteers are wasting their time working with inmates. In some cases they might welcome volunteers as babysitters who help them, as long as the volunteer programs do not require too much staff time and the volunteers are security-minded, on time, and dependable. 

· Correctional Staff take out their frustrations on others.
Due to understaffing and due to the nature of the job, correctional staff are on the go continually. They also have to be hyper-alert, not to miss out on vital information. Stressed, they end up being irritable, grouchy, and negative—even towards volunteers whom they may consider to be a nuisance and a security liability. 
SOME SUGGESTIONS
· Persevere in reaching out to staff lovingly and with patience.
A local prison chaplain leaves candy on officers’ desks as he passes through the facility. It can take up to three years before staff accept new people. 

· Educate volunteers about staff needs.
Volunteers need to know why staff is “cool” toward them. Volunteers need to understand staff’s experience with the inmates, the types of challenges they encounter, the impact of the job on them, etc. The general public need to know what the staff goes through. The media reports little about attacks on corrections officers. 

· Seek ways to support and educate staff, so they understand more about what they are experiencing on the job and how to cope with it.
Getting staff to attend a seminar takes a lot of creativity. (Remember, trust issues are huge. And staff may want to go and hibernate away from people after their shift.) Hosting a “fair,” or a wellness day, or a family fun day are good ideas. Events need to be free of charge and clearly not evangelistic. Once a ministry earns the administration’s trust, they may allow advertising the events in their facilities. 

· Humbly minister to administration.

Administration works under the same spiritual oppression as the line staff do. They also need encouragement, support, and prayer. As administration get refreshed, they can implement attitude changes that impact staff much more than our brief interventions. Again, baby steps are vital. One contact can result in many open doors. Patience and perseverance are key here.
· Establish good ministry boundaries.
Ideally, use one group of volunteers for ministry to inmates and a separate one to minister to staff. Do not mix the two. If you follow these guidelines, the trust level will go up dramatically. DWCO trainings often start with this question from a staff member in the audience. “What do you do with inmates?” They seem to heave a sigh of relief when we tell them that the staff are our focus exclusively.
· Remember: It’s walking the walk, not talking the talk that counts.

Focus on walking your faith walk. Be open to talk about the Lord, cautiously and humbly, only when the subject is brought up by staff. Staff are watching to see to what degree Christians live out their faith. They are extremely cynical, afraid to hope in the existence of love, goodness and ultimate truth. They need to smell the aroma of Christ—repeatedly—before they may become seriously intrigued and interested in exploring spiritual options. C.S. Lewis said it so well. “Preach the gospel at all times and if, necessary, use words.”
· Be careful where you meet with staff.
Initially, it is very difficult to get staff into a church building for meetings. A more neutral setting, such as a hotel or recreation center would be more acceptable to the majority of the staff. 
· Bottom line.
 There is tremendous spiritual darkness around the prisons. It can only be broken through God’s power and by the blood of the Lamb. We need to band together in prayer, collaborating with one another in unity and in the Spirit of the Lord, to see that happen.
Unless the Lord builds the house,
they labor in vain who build it.
Psalm 127:1

WHAT DWCO IS ABOUT

Desert Waters Correctional Outreach  incorporated as a non-profit in Florence, Colorado, in 2003.

We are mental health professionals and other concerned citizens who care about corrections and detention staff and their families. 

Our mission is to increase the occupational, personal and family well-being of corrections and detention staff.

Our services include The Corrections Ventline™, a free anonymous and confidential 24/7 phone and e-mail crisis intervention service for corrections and detention staff and their loved ones.  We also offer counseling and a variety of skill-building workshops, consultations to work teams, motivational talks, and staff retreats. We also publish the educational monthly newsletter, Correctional Oasis.

For more information, please visit our website at www.desertwaters.com

The Correction Ventline™

1-866-YOU-VENT

(1-866-968-8368)

youvent@desertwaters.com
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