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Introduction 
Research on correctional officer suicide remains sparse. 
The available literature identifies the need for occupation-
specific interventions to address suicidality among 
correctional officers that consider both individual and 
contextual risk factors.1 This report will highlight recent 
resilience-focused approaches to help mental health 
providers promote and support effective life skills 
strategies among correctional officers. 

To learn more about correctional 
officers and suicide prevention, 

click the link to access this issue 
brief: Barriers and Opportunities 

for Suicide Prevention Among 
Correctional Officers: An Issue 
Brief for Clinicians 

Importance of Understanding 
Correctional Officer Culture 
To provide meaningful support, mental health providers who work with correctional officers should develop a 
deep understanding of the culture in which correctional officers work. Here are some key considerations: 

• Impact of High-Stress Environment: 
Correctional officers face frequent workplace danger 
and conflict and work in a high-stress environment.2-7 

• Peer Relationships and Reluctance to Seek Help: 
Correctional officers often rely heavily on their peers 
for emotional support and may be reluctant to seek 

3,8,9 help outside of their peer group. 

• Job Expectations: Correctional officers can struggle 
to meet workplace expectations related to workload, 
time management, and working effectively with the 
incarcerated population.7,8,10 

• Secondary Survivors: The term “secondary 
survivors” acknowledges the significant, yet often 
overlooked, impact the suicidal behaviors of 
incarcerated individuals can have on correctional 
officers. Witnessing suicide attempts, managing the 
aftermath of suicidal behavior, and the need to be on 
alert to identify suicidal behaviors in others can lead to 
feelings of helplessness, guilt, anxiety, unresolved 
grief, and stress among correctional officers.6,8,11-15 

A Voice From the Field: 
Secondary Survivor Guilt 
Rick Field, a retired correctional 
administrator, reports that officers 

often experience feelings of guilt 
when a colleague dies by suicide. 
Field explains that officers may 

feel guilt for not seeing warning 
signs of emotional distress in 
their colleague. 
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Clinical Development Plan: Guidance for Providers 
Partnering With Correctional Officers 

Why This Matters 

Understanding the occupational culture in correctional settings helps mental health providers build a strong 
therapeutic alliance with correctional officer clients by enabling providers to show empathy and respect for the 
officers’ experiences. A strong therapeutic alliance can help providers develop more effective and tailored life 
skills interventions with officers in the therapeutic context. 

Quick Tips 

Seek to Understand 

Explore correctional officer culture. Learn about the nature of corrections work. Understand the 
unique values, risks, beliefs, and language in the profession. It may be beneficial to visit a few 
correctional facilities and witness first-hand the environmental conditions correctional officers face 
in their daily work.7,9,16 

Build Partnerships 

Collaborate with local and state correctional officer peer support programs to gain a better understanding 
of correctional officer culture. Peer support networks can offer providers important information about the 
complexity of correctional work and the unique culture and nuances of each facility.7,9,16 

Build Trust 

The culture in correctional institutions relies on mutual trust and respect between officers and 
incarcerated individuals, as well as among incarcerated individuals. It is important that mental health 
providers work to develop trust with officers and emphasize maintaining officers’ privacy. Officers need 
to trust that the information they share with a provider will be kept confidential within professional and 
legal guidelines, and that it will not be intentionally used against them.7,16 

Respect Differences 

Correctional officers are more likely to feel safe and understood when their unique identity is 
acknowledged and respected. Recognize the multiformity of trauma responses and officers’ 
backgrounds. The simple act of acknowledging each officer’s unique background can go a long way 
toward building trust and confidence in the therapeutic alliance. 7,9,16-18 
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Promote Safety 

Due to the stigmatization of help-seeking behaviors in correctional officer culture, getting correctional 
officers to engage in a therapeutic relationship can be challenging. Create a therapeutic environment 
in which correctional officers can feel physically and emotionally safe while also respecting 
correctional officer culture. A sense of safety can support collaboration and resilience.8,9 

Enhance Family Collaboration 

If the officer is open to it, promote and participate in maintaining open lines of communication with the 
correctional officer’s family or trusted supportive friends. Family members and close friends are often 
the first to observe personality changes and the negative effects of correctional work in their loved one 
or friend.7,9,16 

Be Inquisitive 

Be transparent, inquisitive, and ask direct questions. Correctional officers place a high value on clear 
and effective communication. They regularly deal with complex behaviors and often receive 
inconsistent messages from both fellow staff and incarcerated individuals. Asking direct questions 
while in session with an officer is a great way to build trust, confidence, and credibility, which are 
essential to the therapeutic relationship.7,9 

Market Yourself 

Market your skills in providing positive psychological support to members of correctional communities. 
Identify respected members of the correctional community who can share information about your 
services with their peers.7,9 
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Life Skill Strategies to Consider When Working With 
Correctional Officers 

Why This Matters 

Mental health providers can play a vital role in supporting healthy coping mechanisms among correctional 
officers. They can also encourage correctional officers to communicate openly with each other, which can 
enhance their mental well-being and support positive help-seeking behaviors. Mental health providers can 
significantly enhance resilience among correctional officers by encouraging life skills that promote change, 
focusing on areas of wellness that are in the officers’ control. Providers can encourage or model positive 
behavior and provide mindfulness training. 7,19 

Cognitive Life Skills 

Strategy: Creating Self-Awareness 

Approaches 

• Identify Negative Thoughts: Correctional officers face a 
range of stressors that contribute to negative thoughts. 
Officers may have thoughts like, “I can’t talk about my A Voice From the Field: 
stress; they will think I’m weak. They’ll make fun of me.” Negative Thoughts 
Offer to help officers identify intrusive negative thoughts, Rick Field has observed that, as 
beliefs, and cognitive distortions.2,7,8,10,20 

officers approach mid-career (10-

15 years in a correctional setting) 
• Challenge Negative Thoughts: Encourage officers to 

they may begin to experience 
reframe their negative thoughts and emotions and develop 

increased negative thoughts and strategies for moving out of negative emotional states or 
thought processes. Support officers in developing more struggle to manage their emotions. 
balanced, rational, and realistic ways of thinking.7,9,21 Field stresses the importance of 

teaching officers coping skills such 
• Promote a Strengths-Based Approach: Use a strengths- as identifying and managing 

based approach. Focus on leveraging correctional officers’ 
negative thought patterns when 

strengths, positive attributes, and problem-solving abilities 
they arise. 

in therapy sessions to build officers’ confidence and 
resilience in difficult situations.9,22 

Correctional Officer Resilience: Promoting Life Skills Strategies Among Correctional Officers 7 



Strategy: Developing Problem-Solving Skills 

Approaches 

• Develop Resourcefulness: Support officers’ capacity to see a range of potential solutions to problems. 
Approaches might include increasing mental health literacy, working to destigmatize help-seeking, and 

22-24 supporting officers’ motivation to make positive changes. 

• Promote Critical Thinking: Enhance officers’ ability to analyze complex situations and assess risks 
effectively. Building the capacity to think logically and independently can help officers recognize and 
challenge negative thought patterns that may heighten their emotional responses during critical 
incidents. Thinking strategically can help officers manage stress and respond effectively to complex and 

25,26 unpredictable situations.

• Set Goals: Help officers break large problems into smaller, manageable goals. This can reduce 
feelings of being overwhelmed and assist officers in making steady progress toward overcoming the 
challenges they face in correctional settings.25,27 

Strategy: Managing Stress Effectively 

Approaches 

• Provide Education on Stress: Connect officers to psychoeducational materials that address how 
stress affects the body and mind. Emphasize the importance of self-care and offer practical tips for 
managing stress in high-pressure work environments. Provide evidence-based therapeutic 
interventions that can assist officers in effectively managing stress. Don’t be afraid to test out new 
techniques. There is no one size fits all.9,28 

• Offer Emotional Regulation Techniques: Provide officers tools for recognizing and managing their 
emotional responses to stress. These tools might include exercise and visualization, both of which can 
help mitigate the impact of high stress situations.29,30 

• Promote Mindfulness: Mindfulness practices can benefit correctional officers by supporting their 
awareness of their internal states and environment. Examples of effective mindfulness exercises 
include breathwork, body scans, and walking meditation. Practicing mindfulness can improve mood, 
reduce stress hormones, and boost overall resilience.29,31,32,52 
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Behavioral Life Skills 

Strategies: Building a Healthy Lifestyle 

Approaches 

• Get Adequate Sleep: Correctional officers are shift workers 
who may have irregular schedules. Help officers understand 
the importance of prioritizing sleep and encourage them 
to develop a healthy sleep routine. Reducing voluntary 
overtime shifts can help officers develop good sleep habits, 
which can improve their resilience and ability to handle 
stressful situations.7,25,33-36 

• Pay Attention to Fuel and Movement: There is a strong 
connection between physical fitness, heathy eating habits, 
and resilience. Encourage officers to explore developing a 
workout routine, eating a healthy diet, and staying hydrated 
throughout the workday. Creating routines centered on 
healthy living may help build confidence and reduce 
stress.10,23,25,31 

• Limit Harmful Substances: Avoid or limit the use of 
potentially harmful substances like alcohol, caffeine, and 
tobacco as their use can impair officers’ overall health and 
mental clarity, affecting officers’ ability to address workplace 
hazards. Help officers recognize the risks of substance use 
and how it can affect mental well-being. Emphasize healthy 
mechanisms for coping with stress.25,28,31,37 

Ideas for Action: 
Flexible Scheduling 
Administrators in correctional 
settings should be mindful of the 
impact that forced overtime can 
have on officers. Lack of sleep 
can negatively affect officers’ 
resilience and ability to sustain 
healthy habits. 

A Voice From the Field: Substance Misuse 

According to Rick Field, officers often experience increased levels of adrenaline and cortisol as a 
result of the need for hypervigilance on the job, as well as exposure to violence and the ongoing 
threat of being the target of a violent act or having to respond to a violent incident. Officers may 

experience a sharp rise in adrenaline multiple times in a shift and it can take hours for adrenaline 
levels to decrease. This can lead to sleepless nights, sometimes many in a row. 

Sometimes officers use alcohol in an attempt to offset the effects of the adrenaline spikes. While 
alcohol may seem to help officers fall sleep, it can also disrupt sleep, causing drowsiness the next 
day. This can lead to the use of caffeine, sometimes in excess, to power through a work shift. The 
cycle of sustained adrenaline, lack of sleep, alcohol consumption, and caffeine use can lead to 
difficulty controlling emotions as well as reduced mental capacity and clouded judgment. This can 
result in officers violating departmental policy and receiving disciplinary actions, which can cause 
additional stress. 
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Strategies: Promoting Healthy Habits 

Approaches 

• Spiritual Resilience: There is a positive relationship between spirituality and workplace satisfaction. 
Support spiritual growth as a protective factor. Spiritual growth can promote resilience and a sense 

31,38 of purpose. 

• Self-Compassion: Self-compassion has a significant positive association with well-being. Explore 
practical approaches to helping officers develop self-compassion. Creating a culture of compassion 
for self and others has been shown to be related to decreased stigma around mental illness.39-41 

• Lifelong Learning: Foster a commitment to lifelong learning. Encourage officers to take professional 
development courses or read materials that encourage personal growth and curiosity. This can 
help them maintain mental sharpness, which can enhance emotional problem-solving skills 
and resilience.7,31 

Strategies: Seeking Work-Life Balance 

Approaches 

• Create Boundaries: Help officers learn how to set 
healthy boundaries between their work and personal 
lives. Encourage them to identify their limits and pay 
attention to their feelings. Setting clear and effective 
boundaries can help officers develop, build, and 
maintain resilience in the workplace. 7,31 

• Encourage Work-Life Balance: In one study, officers 
identified life balance as a product of accepting 
personal limitations and maintaining psychological 
distance from the job. Motivate officers to engage in 
activities outside of work that promote relaxation and 
joy, such as spending time with family and friends, 
seeking adventures, and engaging in hobbies.2,7,15,25,31 

• Promote Stress Management: Help officers prioritize 
reducing stressors outside the workplace such as 
excessive spending and debt. Officers with debt 
may find overtime shifts becoming a necessity for 
financial survival.7,6,42 

Ideas for Action: 
Affirm Pride 
According to Rick Field, an officer’s 
job may represent a larger part of 
their personal identity than their 
connections with family and friends or 
activities outside of work. Providers 

can affirm officers’ pride in their work 

as a source of strength and a 

motivation to strengthen connections 

with their family and friends. 
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Social Life Skills 

Strategies: Building Interpersonal Communication Skills 

Approaches 

• Enhance Conflict Resolution Skills: Conflict in the workplace 
affects correctional officers’ overall health. Encourage officers to 
remain calm in stressful situations. Remind officers to focus on Ideas for Action: 
shared goals and use negotiation during conflicts to de-escalate Promote Compassion 
and remain safe. Use role playing in therapy sessions to model Use role playing in therapy 
conflict de-escalation strategies and help officers practice how 

to model and encourage 31,43,44 they could use these strategies in the workplace. 
compassion in officers 

who may struggle with • Encourage Empathy and Emotional Intelligence: Help officers 
showing compassion in understand the importance of practicing empathy for incarcerated 

individuals struggling with mental illness. Officers’ capacity to interactions with colleagues 

empathize and express compassion may be diminished or or incarcerated individuals 
weakened over time as a result of their exposure to conflict and who are experiencing stress. 
violence and they may lose touch with their compassion as a 
survival mechanism.7,31,40 

• Support Nonverbal Communication Awareness: Positive 
and appropriate nonverbal cues can help officers establish and 
maintain authority, convey empathy, and de-escalate conflicts, helping 
them feel more confident and safer in the correctional setting. Assist 
officers in recognizing verbal and nonverbal emotional cues. Allow 
officers to practice their nonverbal communication awareness in the 

45,46 safe space of the therapeutic enivornment.

Strategies: Maintaining Positive Relationships With Incarcerated Individuals 

Approaches 

• Model Positive Behaviors: Officers are in a position of authority and leadership in the correctional 
setting. Encourage correctional officers to model behaviors like respect and emotional regulation 
to promote these behaviors in incarcerated individuals. This can help officers build confidence, 
establish consistent expectations for conduct, enhance mutual respect, and reduce conflict in the 
correctional environment. 23 

A Voice From the Field: Promoting Resilience 

Rick Field recommends helping officers strengthen and maintain healthy relationships with 
coworkers and incarcerated individuals. He says this is an essential component of developing 
resilience in a work atmosphere with frequent conflict, challenges, and threats of violence. 

Field believes that providers should be prepared to offer guidance to officers on ways officers 
can navigate the daily challenges they may face over the course of a career that may last thirty 
years or more. 
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• Develop Emotional Regulation Skills: Encourage officers to develop effective emotional regulation 
skills to manage anger. An ability to manage their own anger can help officers maintain safety and 
professionalism and improve interactions with incarcerated individuals.47 

• Build Trust With Incarcerated Individuals: Creating a collaborative environment can help build trust 
between correctional officers and incarcerated individuals. Building trust promotes safety and helps 
correctional officers manage stress and build resilience by creating a more predictable, respectful 
environment where cooperation is more likely, and conflict is reduced. 22 

Strategies: Building Supportive Relationships 

Approaches 

• Engage in Peer Support Programs: Encourage 
correctional officers to participate or organize a peer 
support group in which they can share experiences, 

Ideas for Action: 
provide each other with mutual support, and enhance 

Encourage Active Listening their ability to work as a team. Peer support programs 
Motivate officers to be fully provide correctional officers a safe place to talk with 

peers who understand the unique stress of the job. present with loved ones by 

These programs can help officers process traumatic practicing active listening 
experiences soon after they happen, which can techniques, sharing feelings, 
reduce the risk of long-term emotional distress and and expressing gratitude. 
suicide.2,6,9,15,25,44 

Expressing gratitude has been 
shown to be a protective factor • Prioritize Time With Family and Friends: Help 
for suicide. officers schedule time to spend with family and 

friends. Family difficulties and a sense of being a 
burden to family are significantly associated with 
suicidality. Increasing time with friends and family can 
decrease the likelihood of experiencing 
PTSD.15,27,31,34,44,53 

• Practice Understanding and Patience With Colleagues: Encourage officers to 
strengthen their own self-care so they are better able to offer compassion to others 
and be emotionally and physically present for colleagues who are experiencing 
distress. Demonstrate ways officers can offer emotional support to colleagues 
during difficult times. Increased compassion can help everyone in the workplace 
maintain resilience.2,7,25,34 
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Strength Behind the Badge: 
Promoting Trauma-Informed Approaches to 
Building Resilience Among Correctional Officers 
This section focuses on building awareness of trauma-informed approaches to supporting resilience 
among correctional officers. 

Approaches 

• Understand the Basics of Trauma: Provide officers with training and psychoeducation about trauma, 
including its definition, various types (e.g., childhood, PTSD, incarceration-related trauma), and how it can 
affect behavior. This may help officers recognize trauma-related responses (e.g., fight or flight) among 
incarcerated individuals and in themselves.5,9,15,21,23,44,48,49 

• Acknowledge Vicarious Trauma Responses: Educate officers about vicarious trauma, which can result 
from repeated exposure to the trauma of others. Help officers identify vicarious trauma early and normalize 
identifying and acknowledging trauma responses. Encourage officers to recognize subtle signs of distress 
(e.g., body discomfort, heightened emotions) among incarcerated individuals and themselves and help 
officers improve their ability to respond to their own needs.3,6,15,31,50,51 

• Prioritize Officer Well-Being: Educate officers about the benefits of self-care and active mental health 
help-seeking. These behaviors can support officer well-being, help officers manage their trauma 
responses, and prevent PTSD or burnout. Literature on correctional officer resilience shows a strong 
correlation between self-care and resilience.7,25,28,49 

Conclusion 
The strategies proposed in this report are intended to help mental health providers promote life skills to support 
suicide prevention among correctional officers working in a challenging occupational environment. Promoting 
life skills such as emotional regulation, stress management, effective communication, and problem-solving 
helps officers better cope with the complex stressors that have been shown to increase suicide risk among 
correctional officers. By understanding and respecting the culture of correctional officers, providers can more 
effectively build rapport with officers to support them in developing cognitive, behavioral, and social life skills 
for healthy coping and suicide prevention. 
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Resource Guide 
Mental Wellness 

Desert Waters Outreach: Provides mental health support, trainings, research, and resources to promote 
wellness among correctional officers. 

American Community Corrections Institute (ACCI): Provides evidence-based cognitive life skills courses and 
programs. Offers an array of life skills curricula for correctional facilities. 

First H.E.L.P.: The First H.E.L.P. Readiness program is designed to help learners understand stress and the 
possible physical and psychological effects it has on first responders. 

Correctional Officers De-escalation Education (CODE): A training film produced by the National Alliance on 
Mental Illness (NAMI) intended to help officers support individuals with mental illness. 

Working With Traumatized Police Officer-Patients: A Clinician's Guide to Complex PTSD Syndromes in 
Public Safety Professionals (BOOK) 
Description: Rudofossi offers his experience as a police officer, clinician, and researcher. He provides insights 
and tools to help police and fire personnel who experience traumatic stress reactions face the emotional 
challenges confronting first responders in their everyday work life. 
Citation: Rudofossi, D. (2007). Working with traumatized police officer-patients: A clinician's guide to complex 
PTSD syndromes in public safety professionals. Bayswood Publishing Co. 

Resilience 

Training Response Network: Provides enhanced training for law enforcement officers, including correctional 
officers, on various topics related to personal and professional development. These training options are 
intended to guide, motivate, and promote resilience among officers. 

Beyond Us & Them: Evidence-based, 12-week Peace Officer Wellness, Empathy, and Resilience 
(POWER) training program for law enforcement officers. Promotes wellness, empathy, and resilience 
among first responders. 

Corrections One Academy: A first responder training academy that offers trainings to help individuals and 
correctional facilities maintain compliance with industry requirements. 

Warrior's Rest Foundation: Offers peer support teams, workshops, and educational tools to help remove the 
stigma that surrounds job-related trauma, support healthy individuals, and build infrastructure within agencies. 

Boulder Crest Foundation: Offers Struggle Well, a prevention-focused program based on the science of post-

traumatic growth. First responder agencies and military units can participate in 1-, 2-, or 5-day post-traumatic 

growth programs. 

Correctional Officer Resilience: Promoting Life Skills Strategies Among Correctional Officers 17 

https://desertwaters.com/
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https://1sthelp.org/training/
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https://trnpc.com/
https://beyondusandthem.org/our-programs/power-program-for-officers/
https://www.correctionsoneacademy.com/
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https://bouldercrest.org/program/struggle-well/


Struggle Well: Thriving in the Aftermath of Trauma (BOOK) 
Description: Training to help combat veterans battling PTSD understand and achieve post-traumatic 
growth in the aftermath of trauma. 
Citation: Falke, K., & Goldberg, J. (2018). Struggle well: Thriving in the aftermath of trauma. 
Lioncrest Publishing. 

Mindfulness for Warriors: Empowering First Responders to Reduce Stress and Build Resilience (BOOK) 
Description: Provides first responders with practice techniques to help them cope with workplace stress 
and trauma. The book offers first responders and their families hope by introducing practical mindfulness 
tools to help reduce stress, promote emotional regulation, and improve overall health and well-being. 
Citation: Colegrove, K. (2020). Mindfulness for warriors: Empowering first responders to reduce stress and 
build resilience. Mango Media. 

The POWER Manual: A Step-By-Step Guide to Improving Police Officer Wellness, Ethics, 
and Resilience (BOOK) 
Description: Offers practical, research-based strategies to help all members of law enforcement improve 
their wellness, strengthen their ethical commitments, and increase their resilience both on- and off-duty. 
Citation: Blumberg, D., Papazoglou, K., & Schlosser, M. D. (2021b). The POWER manual: A step-by-step 
guide to improving police officer wellness, ethics, and resilience. American Psychological Association. 

Peer Support 

National Institute of Corrections: Guidelines and a webinar developed by community supervision leaders, front-
line officers, and peer team members to support community supervision agencies in creating and maintaining 
peer support programs. 
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