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�  TRAINING

Revisioning staff training

Are we training  
our staff to fail? 

Emotional 
intelligence skills 

need to be taught to 
the younger recruits 

who are addicted 
to social media, 
but also to the 

older staff who are 
socialized into the 

paramilitary culture.

By John A. Shuford,  
MBA, Ed.S.
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Staff orientation and in-service training have 
greatly improved in recent years; e-learning and 
cognitive behavior intervention training have been 

an important part of this. Yet, we are still experiencing a 
crippling situation with high turnover and staff burnout. 
Staff report leaving their positions mainly because of 
issues with other staff, poor supervisors and a feeling 
that management cares more about filling positions than 
about staff well-being.1 All three of these are the result of 
poor relationships, and the quality of these relationships 
is a key factor in the quality of the work culture. It is 
said that staff do not leave organizations, they leave their 
supervisors.2 When relationships improve, staff retention 
improves, and relationships are impacted by people 
skills, which are called “soft skills.” Daniel Goleman, in 
his book “Emotional Intelligence,” calls these soft skills 
“emotional intelligence” and this may be a critical factor 
in reducing turnover, i.e., teaching our staff emotional 
intelligence skills or raising what is called their “EQ,” 
which is the emotional intelligence equivalent of IQ.3 We 
are in the people business, so emotional intelligence skills 
are critical, and we don’t do well in teaching these skills.4 
The question must now be asked, are we training our 
staff in all the areas necessary to be successful or are we 
training them to fail?

Updating staff training
Our staff training design came from the military and 

how they train. The purpose of military training is to 
break down the recruits’ self-esteem and re-socialize 
them into a new way of thinking, i.e., an “us vs. them” 
mentality where the “them” is the enemy and must be 
killed. When they do come in daily contact with and 
are supervising the enemy, they may abuse them as we 
saw what happened at Abu Ghraib. The question must 
be asked if this method is also appropriate for work in 
corrections where the goal is security and rehabilita-
tion. In an on recruit FBI training, it states that classic 
stress training has proven to be not only ineffective, but 
to actually be counterproductive. Because this type of 
training undermines and damages self-esteem, it results 
in low motivation and poor performance, and is one of 
the primary reasons for attrition of adult learners. What 
benefits it shows are short lived. When department of 
corrections (DOC) recruits leave the training academy 

and the fear induced by the instructors is gone, perfor-
mance deteriorates due to the continuing low self-esteem 
and motivation.5 

Traditionally, training instructors were “trained to 
grab trainees’ attention by letting them know that the 
instructors were in charge, and if trainees did not conform 
quickly to the routine, more discipline problems would 
occur. This type of interaction between instructors and 
trainees is no longer effective and creates unnecessary 
stress for trainees.”6 Moreover, it is less effective with 
the younger (post-baby boomers) generations, who do 
not accept the “do as I say” approach that older genera-
tions did.7,8 In a recent study of a DOC training academy’s 
curriculum, one of the major recommendations was to 
“replace elements of the paramilitary methodology with 
adult-learning principles and learning techniques condu-
cive to an educational environment.”9 Of those recruits 
who quit training, many cited the paramilitary approach 
as the primary reason.10 The study also stated that “the 
paramilitary training methods of the past are obviously 
disconnected from the public and community service mis-
sions of law enforcement agencies today.”11 

Since relationships are key to staff 
retention, training needs to cover 
teamwork skills, work culture and 

communications among staff. 

In 2011 (updated in 2018), the National Institute of 
Corrections published the Instructional Theory Into 
Practice (ITIP) Toolkit; A Guide for Working with Cur-
riculum Developers. This is a significant step forward 
in transitioning from the classic stress training model to 
the adult learning model. It actively engages participants 
in the training process, is more experiential and is more 
learner focused rather than just content driven. Some 
DOCs, like Wyoming, are using this model with great 
effectiveness.

It is not only important to address the teaching meth-
ods of training, but also the content of what is being 
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taught to new recruits. Since relationships are key to 
staff retention, training needs to cover teamwork skills, 
work culture and communications among staff. All too 
often, teamwork is not directly covered, work culture 
is almost never covered and communication skills are 
usually covered in interpersonal communication (IPC), 
which normally deals with staff-inmate communications. 
Topics normally included are: inmate management, 
officer safety, security, practical skills, history and 
development of corrections, ethics and professionalism, 
criminal justice systems, laws, rights, investigations 
and special populations.12 None of these deals with 
emotional intelligence, which includes: self-awareness, 
managing emotions, motivating self and emotional 
self-control, recognizing emotions in others (empathy), 
social awareness and developing and managing relation-
ships. These skills are key to cooperation, teambuilding, 
supervision and leadership, which are key to develop-
ing a healthy work culture, and as the NIC “Resource 
Guide for Newly Appointed Wardens” states, “Do not 
underestimate culture; it drives everything.”13 For many 
professions, these skills are not necessary, but they are 
critical in corrections where relationships can turn a 
problem situation into a dangerous crisis. Emotional 
intelligence skills need to be taught to younger recruits 
who are addicted to social media, but also to older staff 
who are socialized into the paramilitary culture.

Focusing on relationships
Since one of the goals of corrections is to “correct” or 

rehabilitate, this should be an area that receives consider-
able emphasis in staff orientation and in-service training.14

With all the day-to-day contact correctional officers 
have with inmates, they are in a prime position to play a 
meaningful role in rehabilitation. It is disappointing that 
a study of 43 state correctional agencies found that only 
58%  of agencies covered rehabilitation with an aver-
age of 3.83 hours and 44%  taught cognitive-behavioral 
interventions for an average of only 3.24 hours.15 This is 
especially significant because staff being involved in the 
rehabilitation or behavior change process gives staff more 
meaning to their jobs and thus, greater job satisfaction, 
which clearly is linked to staff retention. A 2018 report 
on turnover in the Maryland DOC recommended staff 
training programs designed to shift correctional officer 
ideology from punitive to restorative/rehabilitative, and 
therefore, “training academies should include extensive 
training in rehabilitative tasks and skills.”16,17 Viewing 
correctional officers’ job as a human service profession 
would help build officer professionalism.18 Further, when 
inmates have access to effective rehabilitation programs, 
the staff’s fear of victimization can be greatly reduced, 
thus reducing their stress level.19 

Arguably, the most important training area for re-
lationships is the preparation and ongoing training 
of supervisors, who are key to staff job satisfaction. 
“When it comes to employee retention, there is no one 
more influential than the immediate supervisor.”20 Good 
supervisors, “even in bad organizations, have a greater 
probability of keeping workers happy, productive, and on 
the job.”21 

“The impact of supervisors goes beyond establish-
ing effective interpersonal communications. That is 
necessary, but it is not sufficient. Good supervisors have 
rapport with and praise for their staff. Even more im-
portantly, they care about their employees and strive to 
meet their needs. This is especially critical for today’s 
new employees — who are not as likely as their older 
predecessors to tolerate ‘assembly line’ treatment where 
workers are viewed as replaceable parts in a bureaucratic 
machine.”22 

“Ninety-five percent of the reasons people leave are 
preventable. Of that 95% , more than 70%  of the reasons 
are related to factors that are controllable by the direct 
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supervisor.”23 One of those factors is empowerment, that 
supervisors replace supervisor control with self-control.24

All too frequently, new supervisors are promoted 
without any training and maybe within the first year they 
receive minimal training on what the tasks are, but not 
how to be a supervisor. Part of the reason for this is that 
with high turnover, the training academy may be focused 
on orienting new officers and less on staff development 
trainings. This is unfortunate, because poor supervision is 
a key factor in turnover and effective supervisor skills are 
vastly different from traditional correctional officer skills. 
In one study, it was the number one reason COs reported 
for resigning.25 Training new supervisors in leadership 
skills will go a long way to improving supervision in the 
institution, and with it, transforming the work culture, mak-
ing it a more appealing organization to potential recruits.

Emotional intelligence is especially important for 
supervisors. A 2017 study found that “small increases in 
leader emotional intelligence correlated with significant 
increases in the job satisfaction of prison employees.” And 
went on to state, “If correctional leaders want to retain 
qualified staff, increasing the leaders’ levels of emotional 
intelligence through training and hiring practices can help 
accomplish this goal.”26 One quality of emotional intelli-
gence is the amount of care the supervisor shows for their 
staff. A 2010 report states that “employees who reported 
higher levels of care from immediate supervisors had 
higher levels of job satisfaction.”27 In that report, care is 
defined as “interest in one’s life outside the scope of work. 
This would include such things as asking questions about 
family, activities outside of work and general concern for 
overall employee well-being.”28 This may be counter to 
many current prison cultures where staff getting together 
outside work is discouraged for fear of over-familiar-
ization and where last names and titles are used, which 
depersonalizes relationships. 

Creating a healthy work culture
High levels of staff turnover are destructive to staff 

cohesion, not to mention the negative impact on secu-
rity and the rehabilitation of inmates. As veterans leave, 
our staff become less and less experienced, which can 
increase turnover and it becomes a vicious downward 
spiral. As the labor recruiting pool becomes smaller and 
smaller, some systems lower their hiring standards out 

of necessity. Many agencies have attempted to improve 
retention by improving morale. What is important, as 
stated in the 2017 National Institute of Corrections’ 
“Resource Guide for Newly Appointed Wardens,” is to be 
aware if you are addressing a symptom or the cause. “For 
example, if an agency is plagued by low morale, throw-
ing parties or implementing other initiatives designed 
to ‘cheer people up’ is unlikely to be successful without 
addressing the reasons that morale is so poor.”29 On April 
8, 2019, the New York City Department of Correction 
opened its George Motchan Wellness Center for staff, 
which provides a gym, counseling services, meditation 
and religious worship.30 This is excellent for those who 
utilize it, but it only addresses the symptom — stress. It 
does not address the cause of the stress. It is not a sys-
temic solution, one that addresses the work culture and 
relationships among staff. 

What employees state they want 
is a good work/life balance, trust, 
feeling valued and appreciated, 

decision-making authority, a 
good relationship with the boss 

and meaningful work (career 
development opportunities).

The only way to create systemic change is to change 
attitudes, which can best be accomplished through the 
training academy; policies alone will not do it. Policies 
are a necessary but insufficient component of an effective 
culture change effort. Policies will create top-down condi-
tions, but the engine for change must come from the staff 
themselves and that can only be accomplished through 
staff development training, including orientation, in-
service and supervisor trainings. Currently, far too many 
training academies are focused on filling positions rather 
than developing staff. To change this, more funds need to 
be allocated to the training academy to allow it to expand 
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its training options in order to 
focus on staff needs. 

What employees state 
they want is a good work/life 
balance, trust, feeling valued 
and appreciated, decision-
making authority, a good 
relationship with the boss 
and meaningful work (career 
development opportuni-
ties).31,32 Frequently, agencies 
see increasing wages and 
benefits as the answer to low 
staff morale. The mindset of 
administration is that em-
ployees rank good wages as 
their top expectation, while 
employees do not rank it in 
the top five items of value. 
A fair compensation plan is 
important, but it does little 
to improve retention.33 “The 
lure of money is powerful. 
But once employees are mak-
ing relatively competitive wages, the intrinsic drive to 
feel needed, valued, and appreciated become a stronger 
motivator.”34 Agencies that do the best job of retention 
nurture a cohesive, family-oriented culture that main-
tains a steadfast commitment to the organization and to 
each other, like a family with a heartfelt dedication to 
the best interests of each member.35 Increasing wages 
may be a useful component in improving recruitment, 
but to improve staff retention, the training academy 
would be a better investment.36 However, more money 
alone will not bring the desired results without changing 
the content and style of training. 

The role of the training academy in corrections needs 
to change in order for it to have the desired impact. 
Currently, “the long-held tradition of (veteran staff) 
telling new employees to forget everything they learned 
in training and pay attention to how it is really done 
here” undermines the credibility of the training academy 
and any attempts to make improvements. 37 One way 
to decrease this gap between training and custody is to 
improve the value of training to existing staff. One annual 
refresher (often redundant) training is not enough and 

must be revised and augmented with skill building and 
career development training opportunities that staff have 
reported desiring. One study reported that the lack of 
career development was the most influential reasons for 
employees resigning.38 Another important step in decreas-
ing the gap is revising and expanding orientation training 
from a focus on position replacement to career-oriented 
training with an emphasis on not just the tasks of the job, 
but how to do the job effectively, i.e., using emotional 
intelligence skills. 

Research strongly states that factors related to emo-
tional intelligence are hugely important, but we have 
largely ignored this as a focus in our staff training.39,40 
Within the first year of employment, 25  of staff are as-
saulted by inmates and after 5 years only 3%  are.41 What 
staff learn with experience is the psychological skills to 
do the job effectively. Providing these skills in orienta-
tion would have a significant impact on staff retention 
and safety. However, it may seem necessary to onboard 
new staff as quickly as possible due to staff shortages, but 
if this is all you do, it is a myopic strategy that will not 
improve staffing. 
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In a 2018 article on “Creating a Correctional Officer 
Academy” in Federal Probation, it recommends basic 
orientation needs to be at least 300 hours.42 (Note: the 
article doesn’t mention soft skills, emotional intelligence, 
teambuilding or work culture, which would likely add 
more hours.) Of the 44 state training academies surveyed, 
only 12 (27% ) met that 300-hour threshold. An equal 
number had less than 200 hours.43 By comparison, South 
Africa trains new recruits for 1,056 hours. Increasing the 
length of orientation will allow new important subjects to 
be covered without compromising existing content areas. 
If we also revise our teaching style to one that is engag-
ing, empowering and sometimes fun, we will be on the 
right path. 

Implementing new training
In terms of content, training staff in emotional intelli-

gence is not at all impossible and can be accomplished in 
as little as two or three days. There are models that have 
proven very effective, one of which is the Teambuilding 
Attitude Conflict Transformation (TACT) training. We 
must remember, however, that emotional intelligence is 
less about specific skills and more about attitude; so, a 
new way of teaching must be incorporated. The TACT 
training model is based on certain building blocks that 
facilitate this process. A foundation of affirmation, respect 
and caring must be established in the first session. This 
can be accomplished by engaging participants in expe-
riential interpersonal exercises and not by lecture. The 
participants need to feel that the trainer respects and cares 
about them as a group and individually and is not just 
“doing their job.” With this foundation, the participants 
will feel a sense of safety built on trust, connection and 
community, which is the second building block. This 
sense of safety is critically important for many reasons. 
Participants will comfortably let their barriers down and 
be more open to seeing themselves honestly, be more 
open to new ideas and information without being defen-
sive, and connect with others in a positive, reinforcing 
community with a strong bond. This connection crosses 
department boundaries improving cooperation and collab-
oration. Individuals now feel connected and relationships 
that have been conflicted often are repaired. 

The sense of connection to others is one of our basic 
human needs.44 A frequent and undesirable consequence 

of working in the field of corrections is developing a 
feeling of disconnection from self and others. The high 
divorce rate is indicative of staff being disconnected from 
their partners because of not feeling comfortable sharing 
with them what happens at work every day, also bringing 
their “work attitude” home. The feeling that others in the 
community do not understand corrections and may not 
even respect the profession, only adds to the feeling of 
isolation and disconnection. Finally, the highly stressed 
environment of prison and the “us vs. them” culture 
encourages staff to disconnect from their own emotions 
so they can be “professional.” The high rates of PTSD, 
depression, suicide, addiction and absenteeism all have 
in common a feeling of isolation or not being connected 
to others.45 There may also be a significant problem with 
moral injury, which can be misdiagnosed as PTSD (31%  
of security staff) or depression (30%  of all staff).46,47 
Although it has not been researched in corrections, the 
military has researched it and found that it is a significant 
contributor to suicide.48 Psychologically, this chronic 
stress and disconnection cause decreases in the immune 
system, emotional management (pre-frontal cortex), em-
pathy, memory and in cognitive processing.49 

Now that the participants have the 
tools and have actually experienced 

the change in culture within the 
training itself, they will naturally 
feel empowered and a sense of 
personal responsibility to make 
changes in their work setting, 

which is the fourth building block.

Once a sense of safety, connection and community has 
been created in the training (the second building block), 
the skills of effective communication and cooperation 
must be taught, which will give staff the sense of hope 
that the working culture can actually be changed. This 
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sense of hope is absolutely necessary in order for old 
established behavioral patterns to change.50 These skills, 
which are taught experientially, include listening, as-
sertiveness, problem solving and conflict transformation 
(resolution and prevention). These emotional intelligence 
skills are the third building block of the training. Now 
that the participants have the tools and have actually 
experienced the change in culture within the training 
itself, they will naturally feel empowered and a sense of 
personal responsibility to make changes in their work 
setting, which is the fourth building block. Surely, they 
cannot change the work culture in the entire prison, but 
they certainly can 
with those with 
whom they work, 
and when enough 
staff experience 
this attitude change, 
work culture trans-
formation gradually 
takes place. This 
process is organic, 
even with staff who 
come to this type of 
training skeptical 
or even defiant to 
change. The result 
of this process is the 
fifth building block, 
which is personal 
transformation. Now 
staff have the attitude, experience and skills necessary to 
transform the work culture in the prison. This personal 
transformation is not temporary as indicated by the Phila-
delphia Prison System where six months post training, 
82%  to 85%  of staff reported using the skills compared 
with traditional teaching strategies showing a 10%  to 
30%  rate.51, 52

Turning over a new leaf
The results of this type of training are remarkable 

when incorporated in basic orientation and in-service 
training. Because the intention of this training model is 
to change attitudes, the impact on staff has been dramatic 
at work with co-workers, supervisors and inmates and 

in their personal lives, especially at home. The TACT 
training methodology above has been serving correc-
tional agencies for over 25 years. TACT trainings have 
helped rebuild an emotionally devastated staff after four 
staff were brutally murdered by inmates in 2017, healed 
damaged relationships between departments, transformed 
and revitalized a dysfunctional training academy, turn an 
anger-prone problem employee into an employee of the 
year, improved the working cultures in numerous prisons, 
reenergized a burned-out 18-year employee, transformed 
a problem supervisor and reduced employee grievances in 
one prison to an all-time low. 

This type of train-
ing model is actually 
an emotional intel-
ligence inoculation 
and can be easily 
learned by staff. It 
can literally raise 
the EQ of an agency, 
department or orga-
nization. It is what 
is missing in correc-
tions and an antidote 
for the current 
staffing shortages. It 
needs to be part of 
an overall strategy 
incorporating policy 
changes empower-
ing staff to improve 

themselves, their work performance, their teamwork and 
the overall culture of the prison. We must address the 
needs of staff, focus on their well-being, or we will lose 
the most valuable asset we have — our employees — 
and the training academy must be a central player in this 
process. The training academy is the vehicle by which 
the desired transformation can occur, and by incorporat-
ing emotional intelligence training in its courses, it will 
greatly enhance its efforts. We need to focus on both the 
needs of the prison and the needs of staff, not just the 
needs of the prison. In the short run, they may differ, but 
in the long run, they are the same.

Additional inform ation about  TACT and supe rvisor 
trainings may be requested by contacting John A. Shuford 
directly at j ohn@ team crs.or g or via www.t eam crs.or g.
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