
COs can say “NO” to inmates 
Source: CCSO COs serving at the CCDOC, 2019 

 
You’re in charge.  Those who are detained at the jail must follow the rules. This 
maintains order and helps to safeguard them. If they want anything outside the rules, 
tell them “No,” which as one officer said, “is a complete sentence!”   
    Say “NO” firmly, maintaining eye contact and strong posture. Say “No - you’ll be OK.” If 
they persist, maybe say: “Don’t beg; you’re an adult.”  Or “We discussed this already; 
accept it because there are consequences for broken rules.”    Speak truth civilly; you’re 
treating them as an adult and speaking about reality.     

 
Written guidance. Detainees get a handbook. Know it. Tell them to refer to it if they ask for things that are covered in 
it.  You’re busy and they have time to read. 
 
When you don’t know what to do. You may not have experience in nor knowledge of how to best handle every 
possible situation. For those serving less than a few years, it’s normal not to know what to do - so ask a team mate or 
superior. Don’t guess.  
   When (not if) you make an error, admit it. It’s better to be suspended for a day than to lose your job, right? 
Honesty = Security. People trust those who seek guidance and who admit their mistakes. Few like or trust those who 
act as if they have all the answers, but then let people down when they don’t know how to handle a situation 
correctly. People can get hurt when pride gets in the way.  
   Don’t lie. Lying is stupid. Honesty is admired and enables discussion on how to handle a situation better next time, 
because you were open about what you didn’t know -- and learned.   
   You can be trusted and valued and effectively manage all types of detainees and situations as you grow in 
experience in your profession. Expect it to take time and effort. You’ll make mistakes as we all do; it’s how we learn.  
 
It’s OK to be scared and cautious. Fear is a form of wisdom -- warning us to be alert and take needed action. But fear 
shouldn’t incapacitate or make you ineffective. You needn’t fear if you know what to do, how to use your training, 
and to rely on your team and superiors.  
     Also, know that God is with you. You represent His authority. He says, “do not fear, for I am with you …. I am your 
God. I will strengthen and help you.” (Isaiah 41) You’re never alone. Lean on Him. 
 
Learn from others. Staff who have been here longer than you are a great resource for information about procedures, 
changes and options. Ask questions of more than one, to gain different perspectives.  
     If ignored, don’t take it personally; that staff may be having a bad day or simply be busy; go ask another. Keep a 
log of helpful pointers and review it often. 
 
Rely on your sergeants and lieutenants. They’ve been through all the stages: new to the job, then learning the ropes. 
They’ve dealt with thousands of detainees and have years - even decades - handling situations and incidents. They’re 
a wealth of knowledge, and they want to help you to do well, to be safe and succeed. Ask for advice. If something is 
unclear, ask for clarity until you understand fully.  
 
Exhaustive, needy detainees Some inmates think that staff are their personal counselors to constantly listen to their 
tales of woe. Even if you have time to listen, this will be emotionally taxing with all the demands of your profession. 
So, if any become exhausting, remember: you’re in charge, and can set boundaries for when they can talk to you and 
for how long – if at all. You could, for example, require that they accomplish some self-help tasks before coming to 
you. Since many are here because they made bad choices, it could be good for them to read how to make wise 
decisions. 
   Perhaps you could suggest that they must first read some self-help material for the day, find a bit that has meaning 
to them, and first privately -- and briefly -- explain to you how that applies to them (not to you or anyone else), and 
how it can help them in the future. If any read the Bible, you could suggest a proverb a day, since there are 31 -- one 
for each day of the month. Maybe some will grasp Proverb 12:1, which says, “Those who reject correction are stupid.” 



Manipulative Detainees  Some detainees try to weaken staff confidence and control 
them by manipulation.  
    Perhaps they confront a CO first with aggression, then share a tale of woe, then give a 
compliment -- designed to keep staff perceptions off-balance.  Their goal is to mentally 
fatigue staff, to gain favors, so be on guard. They’re typically in jail for good reason, and 
it's not to make friends.  

    Give no personal information about yourself or coworkers which might give detainees ways to manipulate you or 
others. Manipulative encounters can result in anxiety, loss of sleep, and impact your job performance due to a lack of 
focus, affecting overall security. This can have dangerous consequences for you and all at the jail.  
     It’s best to address the manipulative behavior directly or it will continue as a constant drain. Some ways to 
address it: disengage (ignore the detainee); say you’re aware of his/her tactics; or issue appropriate discipline. Give 
them direct, respectful orders. Be firm, fair, and consistent to earn their respect as much as is possible and to avoid 
escalation. 
     Manipulative methods will vary, so ask other staff for the tactics they use to defuse manipulation. Skilled 
manipulators know the jail’s rules well and may try to add stress to your job by identifying staff mistakes and pointing 
out or publicizing the errors, trying to rattle staff.  
     Even when staff follow policies and serve well, some offenders may accuse the corrections professional of 
dishonesty or unfairness. Don’t take the bait. Staff who’ve been manipulated or accused by a detainee are saddled 
with stress, anger, and may fear that other staff will view them as incompetent.  
     Sterling reputations are hard to resurrect once tarnished. So, if you’ve been manipulated, as soon as you realize 
it, take it to senior staff for guidance.  Don’t be too proud or embarrassed to do so; that helps no one -- least of all, 
yourself. Trying to cover up the fact that you’ve been conned could set yourself up for more manipulation, possible 
suspension and job loss.  
    Don’t let pride get in the way. God hates pride (Proverbs 6) because it hurts relationships, hurts our growth, and 
keeps us from relying on Him. 

Stay well  To alleviate any lingering impact of confrontations with or manipulations by detainees (anger, 
embarrassment, fear, etc.), melt away the stress by enjoying others and your hobbies. Importantly, talk to seasoned 
staff who can be a great resource; while venting to anyone can help, those with experience of these issues can help 
most, such as Peer Support and your superiors.  

Have courage: you are the authority over inmates.  
From where does your authority come? Ultimately, from God, who loves you unconditionally, forever. His word says: 
   “Everyone must submit to governing authorities. For all authority comes from God, and those in positions of 
authority have been placed there by God. Anyone who rebels against authority is rebelling against what God 
instituted, and will be punished. For authorities do not strike fear in people who are doing right, but in those who do 
wrong. Would you like to live without fear of the authorities? Do what is right...”                        (The Holy Bible, Romans 13) 

Thank you for what you do daily --You’re great! 
 

For more tips, visit: 

www.CorrectionsOne.com - for free videos, like “How to stay in charge of your communication style in Corrections.” 

www.DesertWaters.com - a free monthly e-newsletter of practical guidance to promote well-being of corrections staff. 

mailto:Linda.Ahrens@ccsheriff.org

