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DETENTION WITH DIGNITY 
 

 
More than three decades of experience in some of the most difficult correctional environments in the United States 
have demonstrated the demands of leading through institutional violence, staffing shortages, organizational crises, 
political scrutiny, operational failures, natural disasters, and significant reform. Correctional institutions rarely fail 
overnight; they deteriorate gradually through weakened accountability, inconsistent leadership, operational 
complacency, poor communication, cultural fragmentation, and normalized dysfunction. Likewise, meaningful reform 
cannot be achieved through slogans, temporary initiatives, or politically convenient soundbites. Sustainable reform 
requires disciplined leadership, operational consistency, measurable accountability, professional development, 
workforce investment, and an organizational culture committed to safety, professionalism, and continuous 
improvement. 
 
At the center of this approach is "Detention with Dignity," a principle that applies equally to those entrusted to 
institutional custody and the correctional professionals who operate these facilities safely each day. Safety and dignity 
are not opposing concepts; institutions are safer when professionalism, accountability, structure, communication, and 
respect are embedded in their culture. Experience in large county jail systems further demonstrates that institutional 
knowledge, combined with reform-minded leadership and modern operational practices, can transform even the most 
challenged correctional systems. 

Leadership Must Be Visible 

Correctional institutions cannot be managed effectively from conference rooms alone; leadership must remain visible 
during difficult tours, emergencies, staffing shortages, disturbances, operational failures, and periods of uncertainty. 
Staff quickly recognize whether leaders understand front-line realities, and they build credibility through consistent 
presence, fairness, communication, competence under pressure, and a clear connection to daily operations. Strong 
correctional leaders do more than issue directives—they set expectations, reinforce accountability, mentor future 
leaders, support staff development, and build systems that promote professionalism, because when leadership 
disconnects from operations, institutional culture can rapidly deteriorate. 

Organizational Culture Determines Institutional Success 

Every correctional institution has a culture, and leadership must determine whether it will actively shape that culture 
or allow it to control the institution; toxic cultures commonly develop through the following conditions: 

• Inconsistent accountability. 
• Favoritism. 
• Lack of leadership development. 
• Weak supervision. 
• Operational inconsistency. 
• Failure to support staff. 
• Normalization of poor practices. 

Once dysfunction becomes normalized, morale declines, staff disengage, supervision weakens, violence increases, 
and institutional safety suffers; however, correctional professionals perform best when they understand expectations, 
trust leadership, and believe organizational systems are fair and consistent. Reversing this decline requires a 
deliberate commitment to culture transformation based on the following principles: 
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• Leadership consistency. 
• Operational discipline. 
• Mentorship. 
• Training. 
• Transparency. 
• Accountability 
• Professional standards that apply equally to everyone 

The Workforce Crisis in Modern Corrections 

One of the greatest threats facing corrections today is the nationwide staffing crisis affecting virtually every level of 
operations. Chronic understaffing has normalized mandatory overtime, fatigue, burnout, and organizational 
exhaustion, requiring correctional professionals to work extended hours under high-stress conditions with limited 
recovery time and creating serious safety concerns for staff, incarcerated individuals, and the public. When these 
shortages persist, institutions shift from structured, professional correctional practices to survival mode: emergency 
response and supervision weaken, violence increases, morale and retention decline, liability exposure grows, and 
catastrophic failures become increasingly likely. 

For too long, many agencies have responded by repeating the same failed recruitment strategies while lowering hiring 
standards in a desperate bid to fill vacancies. Lowering standards without simultaneously strengthening training, 
mentorship, leadership development, accountability systems, and organizational culture only deepens institutional 
instability. The profession requires a two-pronged workforce strategy focused equally on operational staffing needs 
and long-term workforce sustainability. 

First, agencies must address immediate operational realities through: 

• Competitive compensation. 
• Staffing stabilization. 
• Safer working conditions. 
• Modern scheduling practices. 
• Leadership accountability. 
• Realistic deployment models. 

Second, correctional agencies must invest in their employees with the same level of commitment traditionally devoted 
to inmate rehabilitation and reentry initiatives. Historically, corrections have failed to make this same investment in 
their workforce, to the detriment of both employees and society. 
 
Correctional officers are asked to work inside highly stressful environments while facing violence, trauma, fatigue, 
mandatory overtime, emotional exhaustion, and enormous public scrutiny. Yet many agencies provide little structured 
preparation for career development, educational advancement, emotional wellness, leadership growth, retirement 
planning, or life after corrections. 
 
Reentry systems are built for incarcerated individuals because investment, education, structure, accountability, and 
opportunity are recognized as factors that reduce recidivism and create safer communities. The same philosophy 
should apply internally to the correctional workforce. 

Correctional professionals should have access to: 

• Continuing education. 
• Leadership mentoring. 
• Wellness support. 
• Financial planning. 
• Retirement preparation. 
• Career development. 
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• Opportunities for professional growth. 

Employees who believe their organization is invested in their future are more likely to remain committed, act 
professionally under stress, and strengthen institutional culture. Because human behavior is shaped by environment, 
opportunity, leadership, structure, accountability, and culture, correctional systems should apply these principles to 
both incarcerated individuals and the workforce. The purpose of corrections should extend beyond incarceration to 
promote institutional safety, reduce recidivism, support safer communities, and enable successful reintegration 
whenever possible. Systems that emphasize rehabilitation, education, structured reentry, professional staff 
development, and meaningful opportunity demonstrate that accountability and human dignity can coexist and help 
prevent correctional institutions from becoming places of hopelessness for those in custody or those who serve them. 

Accountability Must Be Measurable 

Correctional organizations cannot improve what they fail to measure. Although data alone cannot solve institutional 
problems, leaders need reliable operational intelligence to make strategic, not reactive, decisions, and accountability 
should promote stability, consistency, safety, fairness, and professional growth—not merely punishment. Modern 
correctional leadership therefore requires: 

• Staffing analytics. 
• Deployment analysis. 
• Operational benchmarks. 
• Compliance tracking. 
• Performance measurement. 
• Transparent accountability systems. 

Leadership Development Is Essential 

One of the greatest challenges facing modern corrections is the shortage of experienced, prepared leaders. To 
promote organizational stability, consistent supervision, and cohesion, correctional agencies must identify and 
develop future leaders well before vacancies occur, recognizing that leadership development is an essential, long-
term investment in institutional strength and continuity, which includes: 
 

• Crisis management. 
• Communication. 
• Emotional intelligence. 
• Constitutional operations. 
• Organizational accountability. 
• Staff wellness. 
• Direct supervision principles. 
• Operational Decision-Making. 
• Modern Correctional Practices 

Leadership During Crisis 

True correctional leadership often emerges in moments of crisis. 

Correctional systems have faced events that have fundamentally tested institutional resilience, operational 
leadership, and human endurance. Extended power losses and other critical infrastructure failures can create 
extraordinary operational and safety challenges inside a correctional environment. Maintaining institutional order, 
communication, staff coordination, and continuity of operations under those conditions requires constant leadership 
presence, rapid decision-making, adaptability, and trust among staff. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic presented an unprecedented global challenge for correctional systems. No leadership 
manual existed for managing correctional institutions through the first worldwide pandemic of the modern era. No 
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textbook fully prepared leaders for navigating fear, uncertainty, staffing shortages, illness, death, isolation, operational 
instability, and the emotional toll placed upon correctional professionals during that period. 

Correctional officers and staff continued reporting to work every day despite concerns about their own safety and their 
families' safety. It required empathy, communication, visibility, emotional intelligence, reassurance, adaptability, and 
the ability to maintain institutional stability while staff experienced fear, exhaustion, grief, and uncertainty. 

These experiences reinforce that correctional leadership is ultimately about people. Although policies, procedures, 
technology, and operational plans are critical, institutions endure crises because of the workforce's commitment, 
professionalism, and resilience. Leaders who remain visible, transparent, calm, and supportive during difficult periods 
build confidence and create organizations capable of withstanding challenging operational conditions, while the 
lessons learned from such crises continue to shape effective approaches to workforce sustainability, leadership 
accountability, staff wellness, institutional preparedness, and organizational resilience. 

Reform Requires Collaboration 

Meaningful correctional reform cannot occur through enforcement measures alone; it requires collaboration, staff 
buy-in, clear accountability, and measurable operational expectations among the following stakeholders: 
 

• Custody staff. 
• Executive leadership. 
• Mental health professionals. 
• Medical providers. 
• Labor organizations. 
• Compliance officials. 
• External oversight entities. 
• Operational subject matter experts. 

The Future of Corrections 

The future of corrections depends on professional leadership, operational transparency, workforce sustainability, 
modern accountability systems, meaningful staff development, and organizations willing to move beyond outdated 
practices. Although the profession faces significant challenges, they are solvable: 
 

• Staffing shortages. 
• Mental health crises. 
• Workforce burnout. 
• Increasing violence. 
• Organizational fatigue. 
• Evolving constitutional standards. 
• Increasing public scrutiny. 
•  

The institutions best positioned for future success will be those that commit to decisive, forward-looking action in the 
following areas: 
 

• Invest in people. 
• Modernize operations. 
• Support staff. 
• Strengthen accountability. 
• Reduce recidivism. 
• Create cultures rooted in professionalism, safety, consistency, and dignity. 

 
Correctional leadership must move beyond fear, politics, and reactionary management to build professional 
organizations capable of sustaining safety, accountability, dignity, and operational excellence under the most difficult 
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conditions—leaders must act now, commit the necessary resources, and drive the lasting change their institutions, 
employees, and communities deserve. 
 
This bulletin was authored by Ron Edwards, Corrections Risk Control Consultant, who is available to assist our 
correctional facility clients and may be contacted at redwards@jamontgomery.com. 
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