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ge : j very year, correctional officers from

BREEEE ocross the country gather at a monu-
___________ ment in Judiciary Square in Washington,
ID.C., to honor our brothers and sisters
who have fallen in the line of duty,” says John Carr, clinical
supervisor of the Rhode Island Department of Corrections’
(DOC) Stress Unit. “But a little-known fact is that correc-
tional officers are three times more likely to commit sui-
cide than they are to be killed on the job.”

In fact, Rhode Island’s Stress Unit owes its existence to
the suicide of a local police chief 13 years ago. Several
months after his death, a stress program was formed for
correctional and law enforcement officers in the area. From
that initiative, the Rhode Island DOC’s Stress Unit evolved.

Correctional officers, much like pelice officers, operate
in a work environment that is characterized by unusually
high levels of stress. Although a great deal of research has
been conducted concerning the causes and consequences
of stress for law enforcement officers, there have been few
examinations of the correctional environment. The existing
studies of correctional officer wellness identify a number of
factors, both environmental and organizational, that are
potential stressors. These include, but are not limited to:

¢ Inmate demands and manipulaticn

s Low pay

s Overtime

¢ Poor public image

¢ Problems with co-workers

¢ Role ambiguity

¢ Role conflict

¢ Rotating shift work

¢ Threat of inmate violence
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¢ Understaffing

¢ Unrealistic supervisor demands

The consequences of stress are varied and can include
both physical and emotional symptoms. Correctional offi-
cers may become vuinerable to a variety of siressrelated
illnesses, including cardiovascular disease, high blood
pressure and gastroenterclogical problems.

Emotional problems also can surface, such as increased
irritability, feelings of tension and depression. Addictive
behaviors such as substance abuse, gambling and overeat-
ing may emerge as well. These problems can cause or exac-
erbate existing family problems. According to Francis E.
Cheek’s 1984 book, Stress Management for Correctional Offi-
cers and Their Families (American Correctional Associa-
tion), the average divorce rate among correctional officers
is higher than that of law enforcement officers and is more
than the national average as well.

Carr’s father spent his entire career in law enforcement
and corrections. He died at the age of 54. “1 feel that is too
young, since [ am 57 years old,” says Carr.

According to Cheek’s book, the average life span of a
correctional officer is 59 years. if this holds true today, the
life expectancy rate for correctional officers is significantly
less than that of the general public and also is less than
that of law enforcement officers.

Beyond the toll on the individual, occupational stress
also is costly for correctional institutions. Officers suffering
from stress-related medical or mental ilinesses can greatly
impact budgets. The financial losses incurred may include
high staff turnover and the resultant loss of human
resource recruitmernt and training investment, overtime,
sick leave, early retirement due to job-related stress, and
workers’ compensation claims arising from avoidable
injuries suffered or caused by a distracted employee.
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in 1994, the US. Congress authorized the Law Enforce-
ment Family Support (CLEFS) program through Title XXI of
the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Assistance
Act. This legislation authorized the exploration of methods
to ameliorate the harmful effects of stress experienced by
officers and their families. The National Institute of Justice
(N1J), the research, evaluation and development arm of the
U.S. Department of Justice, was designated to award grants
to state and local agencies and organizations o support
research, demonstration and evaluation projects on stress
intervention methods.

A year later, NII published Developing a Law Enforce-
ment Stress Program for Officers and Their Families, which
explored state-of-the-art practices for preventing and
reducing the effects of police and family stress. Since the
publication of this report four years ago, NIJ has solicited
grant proposals from law enforcement and correctional
agencies and the organizations representing these officers
(i.e., unions or membership associations) to develop or
examine a variety of subjects related to the causes, effects
and solutions for job-related stress for officers as well as
their families. To date, 24 grants have been awarded to cor-
rectional and law enforcement agencies and affiliated orga-
nizations.

The demonstration and training grants have included
work in the following areas:

e Critical incident stress debriefing and management

(CISD/CISM) techniques

e Peer support services

¢ Development of police psychological services referral

networks

e Provision of police chaplaincy services

e Provision of rookie stress inoculation counseling

¢ Police organizational change and well-being

¢ Development of stress management training methods

e Development of train-the-trainer stress education pro-

grams

Grantees are now developing and demonstrating innov-
ative stress treatment and training programs for officers
and their families. Some also are researching the nature
and causes of officer stress, as well as effective methods
for its early detection. Through the NiJ-funded work of the
grantees, knowledge is advancing in several key and previ-
ously understudied areas:

The development, implementation and coordination of
services. We will have a greater understanding of the feasi-
bility and impact of expanding services to families, inchid-
ing services traditionally offered only to officers.

The feasibility and efficacy of various program
elements/strategies. We are developing knowledge on vari-
ous program elements, such as mandatory vs. voluntary
approaches; peer support vs. professional referrals; rates
of use of various kinds of services (e.g., hotlines); the tim-
ing of interventions (e.g., during recruit training, in-service
or following crisis); and the targetf of interventions {e.g.,
recraits, family members, supervisors).

The efficacy of specific approaches. Grantees are collect-
ing and analyzing outcome data on a range of specific
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approaches to stress management and reduction; peer sup-
port; critical incident stress debriefings; anger manage-
ment; and stress education. Although most are not careful-
ly controlled outcome studies, they have yielded valuable
information on approaches for dealing with specific
stressors and target populations (e.g., state troopers, cor-
rections personnel, tribal police, smail and large depart-
ments, and university police departments).

Basic understanding of officer and family stress. Several
data sets are being built. These data are coming from sur-
veys, inferviews and focus groups. We currently are devel-
oping a much-needed body of knowledge from a variety of
departments regarding perceived stressors of spouses and
other family members, new recruits, management, female
officers and ethnic minority officers.

In August 1958, the Connecticut DOC won a competitive-
ly awarded grant from NiJ. Funds from this grant are being
used to support the DOC’s “Families, Officers and Correc-
tions” (FOCUS) initiative. Five correctional facilities in
Connecticut, including the state’s maximum security insti-
tution, were chosen to field-test FOCUS.

December 1999 Corrections Today — 71



FOCUS aims to help officers and their families learn how
to better manage stress improve family communication
skills, enhance coping skills and improve parenting skills.
The following components were built into the program to
help achieve these ohjectives:

¢ Introductory FOCUS and conflict resolution training
during academy attendance with conflict resolution
training provided on an annual basis thereafter;

e Workshops for both officers and their family members
to cover a variety of topics related to stress, family
relationships and parenting;

¢ Replicating a support group called Connections that
already existed elsewhere in the state and was specif-
ically designed to deal with the unique stressors of
spouses and family members living with correctional
officers;

e Provision of technical assistance to personnel officers
to help them maximize employee and family partici-
patien in the existing Employee Assistance
Program (EAP);

¢ Enhancement and expansion of EAP to permit a better
response to critical incidents for both officers and
their families, provide services for a greater range of
incidents and include verbal harassment; and

¢ Dissemination of topical information on a variety of
issues through upcoming workshops, available ser-
vices, Connection group meetings and other venues.

Interventions provided by FOCUS are tailered to coin-
cide with certain stages in the officer “career/life cycles.”
The premise is that officers generally follow a specific
career path that requires them tc negotiate several critical
phases, all of which can be stressful. These critical junc-
tures generally include graduation from the academy, eligi-
bility to begin the promotional process, reaching a “career
plateau,” post-critical incidents, reassignment and retire-
ment.
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The interventions provided depend, in part, on the offi-
cer’'s progression through the career/life cycle. For
example, an officer who recently has become eligible for
promotion may receive brochures from FOCUS notifying
him or her of available educational and training opportuni-
ties. Another officer who has been passed over for promo-
tion may receive many of the same brochures in addition
to a list of available support groups or information on how
to obtain EAP assistance.

Thus far, the Connecticut BOC has administered a
presurvey to all correctional officers to determine current
stress levels and to identify potential stressors. This infor-
mation has been used to focus curriculum development for
the workshops in order to better meet the needs of the offi-
cers. Officer and family workshop training began in August.

ConrectionaL OFFicER STRESS

Much attention has been given to the nature, causes
and consequences of police officer stress, but few efforts
have as yet been targeted toward corrections. We now are
catching up and will be for some time. NIJ remains commit-
ted to the field of corrections and to developing the knowl-
edge for evidence-based practice.

NIlJ is completing a complementary, companion docu-
ment to Developing a Law Enforcement Family Stress Pro-
gram for Officers and Femilies. The publication, Addressing
Correctional Officer Stress: Programs and Sirategies, exam-
ines methods to mitigate correctional officer stress. It is
scheduled for release at the end of the year.

To encourage corrections professionals to submit appli-
cations for funding (and thereby increase the number of
correctional officer stress programs), NI} sponsored a
grant writing workshop in May. Forty-seven participants
from 27 jurisdictions attended. The participants included
administrators, researchers, counselors, EAP managers,
and community and institutional correctional officers. As a
result of this workshop, 25 of the 27 jurisdictions submit-
ted proposals for CLEFS funding.

In addition, NlJ has invited researcher Dr. Robert Delpri-
no to its staff as a visiting fellow. Delprino is examining the
similarities and differences between police and correction-
al stress, expanding NIJ's current research portfolio and
assessing the transferability of technology between the two
professional groups. Delprino also will help conduct a
national survey to assess the nature and extent of stress-
related services available to correctional officers and their
families.

NIJ recognizes the extraordinary demands of the
corrections profession and the potential consequences to
correctional officers and their families. It is hoped that this
coliective effort, supported by the CLEFS program, will not
only expand the existing body of knowledge, but also will
serve as a catalyst to heighten discussion about correction-
al officer stress and its effects.

Rebecca Childress, Vincent Talucci and Jennifer Wood are
program managers at the National Institute of Justice, U.S.
Department of Justice. Opinions, findings and conclusions
expressed here are those of the authors and do not neces-
sarily reflect the official positions or policies of the U.S.
Department of Justice.
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