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EDITOR’S NOTE

Inmates are tuned in to the level of ownership 
you have for the correctional facility you are 
tasked with running. If they feel a CO is losing 
control, they will immediately take advantage 
of the situation, which can be dangerous for 
both COs and other inmates. The key to the 
successful management of inmates is being in 
control without appearing heavy-handed.

Staff ownership of a correctional facility and 
its rules will lead to fewer challenges from 
the inmate population and less time spent 
negotiating with difficult inmates. It will also 
reduce the opportunity for inmates to find weak 
links in the chain of command.

This eBook reviews key strategies correctional 
officers can immediately implement to ensure 
they are running their facility, including how to 
lower inmate anxiety, how to take control in a 
housing unit, and improving correctional officer 
command presence through defensive tactics 
training.

Stay safe, 

Nancy Perry Editor-in-Chief, Corrections1.com
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MAINTAINING CUSTODY 
AND CONTROL IN 
CORRECTIONAL HOUSING 
UNITS
Inmate management is not possible without 
effective maintenance and management 
of available correctional resources
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By Odetayo Odedere

Major interactions between offenders and 
correctional staff usually take place in the 
housing unit. Here, correctional officers engage 
with inmates. COs intervene, manage and 
resolve issues and conflicts that arise between 
and among inmates.

Most of the time, a prison emergency starts in 
the housing unit. At that point, correctional staff 
and their supervisors need to be able to contain 
the emergency, deactivate it, and restore security 
and order. Once an emergency spreads beyond 
the control of housing unit staff, it can easily 
become a threat to the public.

Major emergencies include inmate escapes, 
hostage situations, fire, inmate death and 
prison riots. Every prison facility will experience 
an emergency; however, a good leader and 
competent correctional staff will prevent the 
emergency from becoming a threat to the public.

Correctional housing unit management
Maintaining the custody and control of 
incarcerated offenders in housing units involves 
developing and implementing a standard of 
operation that encourages a safe and secure 
atmosphere for inmates and correctional staff.

Custody staff should be able to observe inmate 
activities in their assigned cell and housing area. 
Movement of offenders from one area of the 
prison to another should not pose a safety risk 
or risk of escape. All inmates, regardless of age, 
race, physical capability, or crime convicted of, 
should be able to live in their housing unit free 
of threat, harassment, assault, or extortion from 
peers.

Maintaining the custody and control of 
incarcerated offenders in the housing unit 
includes providing for inmate needs and 
••management of inmate welfare. Incarcerated 
offenders have little or no ability to make their 
own decisions. Correctional Housing Unit 
Managers (CHUM) and supervisors must be 
able to meet the needs of inmates assigned to 
their unit in accordance with the department’s 
policy and guidelines. Just like people in the 
community, inmates need personal hygiene 
products, food and essential nutrition, recreation 
activity materials, clothes and other essential 
daily products. It is the responsibility of a good 
CHUM to develop and implement a standard of 
operation that provides inmate requirements.

Maintenance and management of inmate-control 
equipment, tools and other assigned assets 
are important parts of the responsibilities of 
supervisors and housing unit managers.

Detention, custody and control of inmates are 
not possible without:

• Mechanical control and restraint devices like 
cuffs, keys and lock devices;

• Communication devices like radios, 
telephones and intercom paging systems;

• Inmate population and movement control 
systems like electronically controlled doors, 
use of sally port, inmate holding cells, and 
the use of recreation and retention cages for 
high-security inmates.

A good leader must develop a plan and 
procedure for equipment control and 
accountability. In a prison facility, the potential 
for violence is high. Dangerous offenders 
are constantly looking for a way to disrupt 
operations. They engage in activities that pose 
a threat to the safety and security of the facility. 
Broken radios, non-serviceable batons, or locking 
devices that do not work pose a threat to safety 
and security, and it can hinder effective custody 
of inmates and the safety of correctional staff.

To prevent an emergency or a crisis, like an 
escape, deadly assault on staff, or a hostage 
situation, proper maintenance, control and 

A good leader must develop
 a plan and procedure 
for equipment control 
and accountability.

https://www.corrections1.com/products/duty-gear/restraints/
https://www.corrections1.com/products/communications/


accountability of security devices, like control 
keys, restraints, radios and other control station 
equipment must be maintained.

Leaders and supervisors must regularly conduct 
the inspection of their housing unit, supervise 
safety and custody drills, and maintain order and 
cleanliness of the unit.
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Inmates are tuned in to the level of 
ownership you feel for the correctional 
facility you are tasked with running

DON’T 
BE A GUEST
HOW TO TAKE CONTROL 
OF INMATE HOUSING UNITS 
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Inmates are tuned in to the level of ownership 
you feel for the correctional facility you are 
tasked with running place the respondent in a 
socially defensive position, as they must fill the 
social cue to answer the question. As you walk 
into a housing unit, a simple “How are you?” or 
“Who’s winning the game?” can set that tone.

Pay attention to where you fit in during a social 
interaction the next time someone initiates a 
conversation with you. If they ask you a question 
and you respond, are you in a position of social 
offense or social defense? If you answer the 
question and follow up with a question for the 
initiator, are you now more even on the social 
scale?

Social hierarchy is often defined on a 
microcosmic level by who is asking the 
questions and who is answering them. This 
can be seen more plainly in news interviews 

and criminal investigations, or when a teen 
comes home and dad asks, “How was school 
today?” In initiating a conversation, you become 
the owner of that conversation. When you do 
so in a correctional setting, you shore up your 
ownership of any housing unit you walk into, 
adding to your level of authority.

Own your job duties
Ownership in a correctional setting goes beyond 
conversations between staff members and 
inmates. When chain of command and unity 
play an integral part of effecting staff control of 
a facility, it is important that corrections staff 
members take ownership when enforcing facility 
rules.

Command staff periodically see enforcement 
of a rule fall short or stop completely. They will 
task shift supervisors with renewed efforts to 
get the facility back on track. When directives are 
handed down the chain of command to reinforce 
rules, inmates count on the housing officers to 
hesitate in their enforcement efforts.

There is a marked difference between telling 
the inmates in a housing unit that the sergeant 
wants all cell property put away in lockers and 
telling the inmates that you want all cell property 
put away in lockers. Inmates know very well 
where changes in enforcement come from, 
but that doesn’t stop them from testing your 

Staff ownership of a correctional facility and its rules will lead to fewer challenges from the inmate population.

Inmates pay close attention 
to the level of ownership 
you take when you enforce 
facility rules. 
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commitment to that enforcement. When you 
take full ownership of your duties, regardless 
of where the order originated, you will curb that 
inmate testing.

As a classification officer, I was ordered by 
the classification sergeant to move an inmate 
from one housing unit to another. He had 
received information from a shift supervisor that 
prompted the move. I stood at the inmate’s door 
and told him to roll up his belongings and be 
ready to move. The inmate asked me who made 
the decision. I told him my supervisor made the 
decision and he didn’t have a choice. The inmate 
demanded to speak with the classification 
sergeant before he moved.  

This scenario could have gone much differently 
had I taken ownership of the command. Inmates 
don’t need to know at what level decisions are 
made. I learned to lead with full ownership 
of an order in future incidents. The answer to 
whose decision it is to execute an order falls 
directly on the staff member giving the order to 
an inmate. You tell the inmate, “I’m moving you 
to another housing unit.” When they ask who 
made the decision, you can simply say, “This is 
my decision.” You’re not lying. You have decided 
to follow orders to move this inmate to another 
housing unit.  

You can always point inmates to your facility’s 
appeal process. In the end, the inmate may 
have an opportunity to plead his case with your 
supervisor, but not because he demands to talk 
to the sergeant in order to follow your direct 
orders.

Another tactic inmates use when challenging 
your commitment to enforcement is fishing for 
your opinion on the rule you are enforcing. You 
can prevent this by stating you are not employed 
to like or dislike rules. Inmates will ask your 
opinions in many situations. If you want to 
engage in an opinion conversation for the sake 

of comedic relief of institutional tension, you 
can always change a fact into an opinion. For 
example, “It is my opinion you will get a write 
up if you don’t lock down for count,” or, “It is my 
strong opinion that it may rain tomorrow.” 

This is your house
Staff ownership of a correctional facility and 
its rules will lead to fewer challenges from 
the inmate population and less time spent 
negotiating with difficult inmates. It will also 
reduce the opportunity for inmates to find weak 
links in the chain of command. Maintaining that 
ownership as a matter of operational baseline 
creates an environment where staff works more 
effectively while dealing with difficult inmates 
and new institutional rules.

About the author
Zohar Zaied is a background investigator assigned to the 
Corrections Division at the Mendocino County Sheriff’s 
Office in Northern California. He served 16 years as a 
deputy and supervisor at the Mendocino County Jail, 
including a post in the Gangs and Classification unit and 
the Home Detention and Work Release programs.

When you take full 
ownership of your duties, 
you will curb inmate testing.



TO IMPROVING 
CORRECTIONAL 
OFFICER 
COMMAND 
PRESENCE 
THROUGH 
DT TRAINING

Staff can gain confidence in their 
techniques and skills when they train in 
realistic, dynamic environments

6 STEPS
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By Sheldon Best

It is often said that the purpose of defensive 
tactics (DT) training is control. While that 
statement is 100% accurate, it is also 
incomplete. Regardless of the system your 
agency trains in, all DT programs train multiple 
use of force options to overcome various levels 
of resistance. These tactics are an invaluable 
part of an officer’s toolbox, and their importance 
cannot be overstated. However, DT training can 
also accomplish another important objective 
often overlooked: the development of command 
presence in correctional officers.

Like many of the skill sets required of officers, 
command presence is a “soft skill” that is hard to 
measure. We know it when we see it and we can 
identify the behaviors, mannerisms and language 
we want staff to display, but developing a 
legitimate command presence is not easy.

We have all worked with officers who can take 
control of an inmate housing unit and ensure a 
smoothly running shift by their mere presence. 
Likewise, we have all seen officers who have 
no command presence and housing units 
immediately turn into a free-for-all when they 
are on duty. The second officer needs to quickly 
address issues as they arise and establish 
themselves as an authority figure on the unit. 
The first officer has command presence that 
may deter misconduct in the first place, which 
makes for a safer shift for everyone.

One trait that leads to command presence that 
can be developed in our staff is confidence. 
Through training, insecure staff may begin to 
develop confidence that can readily develop into 
command presence.

The level of confidence a staff member displays 
can often directly influence the climate in which 
they work. The confident officer makes it clear 
they are maintaining surveillance of their area 
because they want to know exactly what is going 
on. It is their house, and they take ownership 
of it. Insecure staff may perform the same 
routine, but their body language displays neither 
confidence nor authority. They are not the hawk, 
but the mouse and their surveillance appear 
based on nothing more than fear for their own 

safety. Inmates are quick to identify the staff in 
charge and the staff who are afraid and conduct 
themselves accordingly.

Staff gain confidence in their techniques and 
skills when they train in realistic, dynamic 
environments. Exposure to uncomfortable 
situations in a controlled environment enables 
staff to learn to manage and then overcome their 
discomfort. Expanding their skill set often leads 
to more confidence in officers, which directly 
translates into a command presence.

Trainers must address each officer as an 
individual, recognize the limits of personal ability 
and proficiency, and then push staff out of 
their comfort zone. Only when they are pushed 
outside of their comfort zone – but not into their 
panic zone – can staff truly develop.

Here are six steps to improving staff confidence 
through defensive tactics training:

1. Base training on real incidents
Make your training realistic by basing scenarios 
on actual incidents (without openly criticizing 
or embarrassing anyone who may have 
been involved). Staff need to understand the 
applicability of the skills they are training. If 
scenarios are far-fetched or unrealistic, staff are 
less likely to take the training seriously and grow 
from the experience.

2. Maintain the intensity of training
Make your training dynamic by practicing 
techniques at the highest level of intensity 
possible for each officer. Staff need to 
understand how techniques work, how body 
mechanics come into play, dynamic movement, 
transfer of force and all the elements of 

Like many of the skill 
sets required of officers, 
command presence is a “soft 
skill” that is hard to measure.
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any technique that make it effective. These 
elements cannot be appreciated when training is 
conducted at low-intensity levels in slow motion.

3. Victories must be earned
Never let your officers win their encounters, 
make them EARN their victories. Make them 
choose proper force options. Have them apply 
techniques dynamically and effectively. Make 
them conduct proper threat assessments and 
respond accordingly. If trainers and role players 
“give up” too readily, staff may not be prepared 
when they encounter real resistance.

4. See every error as a growth 
opportunity
Do not allow your staff to quit because they ‘lost’ 
their scenario. When staff stumble, they must 
not be allowed to give up. Use every error as an 
opportunity to grow and learn so that officers 
can perform better next time. Slow things down 
if you need to, take a short tactical pause, or 
restart your scenario entirely, but DO NOT allow 
the scenario to end until your staff have found 
their way to victory. Give them the guidance and 
feedback they need but be sure that they win the 
encounter.

5. Focus on success
Staff safety and survival is your goal. Focus on 
the staff and play to their strengths. No matter 
how many attempts it takes, acknowledge 
when they have succeeded. They will berate 
themselves more than you ever could, so focus 
on their successes. The more they focus on 
successes in training, the more likely they are to 
repeat those same behaviors on duty. The more 
emphasis you put on their failures, the more 
THOSE behaviors will be on their mind.

6. Recognize that everyone has their 
own pace
Don’t expect miracles overnight. No trainer, 
supervisor, or mentor can turn incompetence into 
excellence in one training session. Recognize 
that success is defined differently for every 
officer you train. Some will come in at full speed 
and move right into high-level simulations, while 
others will come in barely able to walk and talk 
at the same time. Success might be as simple 
as an officer making an effective radio call or 
applying restraints properly. If they completed a 
task they struggled with when they started, you 
have succeeded. Granted, it’s a small success, 
but a success, nonetheless.

Correctional facility policies are often written 
with specific behaviors in mind. Likewise, lesson 
plans should be written with specific training 
goals and learning objectives in mind. The goals 
of performing techniques, using equipment, and 
assessing and responding to threats are generally 
easy to articulate. The goal of staff development 
and empowerment is equally important and 
should not be forgotten. As a soft skill, it is hard 
to measure and may not be an articulable training 
objective, but it should be a goal that we strive to 
achieve in every session.

About the author
Captain Sheldon Best, a Marine Corps veteran, has been 
with the Wisconsin Department of Corrections since 2004. 
He has held the ranks of correctional officer, sergeant and 
psychiatric care supervisor. He trains multiple disciplines 
including professional communications, use of force, 
impact weapons, electronic control devices and tactical 
team operations.

Trainers must address each officer as an individual, recognize the limits of personal ability and proficiency, and then push staff out 
of their comfort zone.
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By Zohar Zaied

You come into briefing and the sergeant is 
handing out assignments. You have been 
running housing units for the past three days and 
your patience meter is a little low.

The sergeant points at you and says, “Take 
Control.”

This will be a break from the trenches. Someone 
jabs you and asks if you’re on light duty. You 
grab your backpack, loosen your keepers and 
head to Control to start your shift.

Respond to calls wisely, even when 
you’re busy
You get your briefing and settle in, getting ready 
to respond to calls for movement from housing 

deputies, nurses, lawyers in the lobby and the 
rest of your team. There are four arrestees 
pacing around in safety cells, four sleeping in the 
sobering cell and countless arrestees in holding 
cells, waiting to be processed from a busy Friday 
night.

It doesn’t take long for the first call to come in, 
an arrestee in a crowded holding cell. You listen 
to the list of demands and the familiar responses 
crop up in your mind as you take a look at the 
monitor to make sure the guy is not in need of 
life-saving measures.

“Hey, I’ve been here for two hours already, 
why can’t you guys tell me what’s going on?” 
Two hours! You’re lucky. I don’t even know your 
name. “I want to call my lawyer, but no one is 
answering.” It’s Saturday, your lawyer is fishing. 

Positive communication from the 
control tower can set the tone for the 
rest of the facility 

HOW CONTROL OFFICERS CAN

LOWER INMATE 
ANXIETY AND 
INCREASE 
FACILITY SAFETY
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“When am I going to court?” Same schedule. Has 
been for decades now. “Why can’t I go now?” First 
come, first served. Maybe less drinking in public 
next time. “I need some toilet paper in here!” I 
haven’t perfected teleportation, my friend. Can’t 
help you there.

You could verbalize any of the above responses 
and maybe get a laugh out of the other arrestees 
in the holding cell. You’ll get the guy on the other 
side of the intercom off your back. He may not 
bug you again and you can continue with your 
duties. The arrestees in that holding cell will get 
the message you’re not there to help them with 
their trivial needs. You will have set a sarcastic 
tone in that cell, which may carry over from the 
arrestees to the next staff member who contacts 
them.

The guy in holding will leave you alone, but his 
concerns, being very real to him at that moment, 
will keep him upset and his anger will fester. 
Eventually, he may be the guy in the holding cell 
who tears the phone off the wall or punches 
another arrestee. It won’t be your report.

Booking staff may have to tackle the angry 
arrestee and do what they can to safely move 
him to a padded cell. You won’t have to write the 
crime report and testify in court about the broken 
phone, or the guy who got punched and taken to 
the hospital. You probably won’t have to be on 
the transport detail to the hospital. Your partners 
will handle everything. You’re just opening doors 
and answering calls.

Make time to help your team
Control officers are often very busy focusing on 
keeping inmates in the right places within a jail 

or a prison, keeping staff safely on the move, and 
generally keeping an overall eye on the security 
of the facility. A control officer doesn’t normally 
have much time to spare for chats. But we get 
little breaks in the action periodically. What if 
during those breaks we took the time to address 
a concern, or commiserate with an arrestee that 
it’s just not fair those lawyers don’t work on the 
weekends?

When you run a control center, you have regular 
contact with many inmates in a large area 
of your facility, sometimes the entire facility. 
You often broadcast announcements to entire 
housing units. In your regular contacts with other 
staff members and with inmates, you have the 
ability to help determine the tone for that shift.

When responding to inmates who initiate your 
intercoms, you can blow them off for non-
emergency requests and agitate the inmates 
with sarcastic remarks, or you can choose to 
use calming responses, a caring tone and just 
a little bit of empathetic feedback. Remember, 
your response will not affect you much, but what 
you say and do when you are assigned to Control 
will affect your partners who are in contact with 
inmates all shift.

Small efforts pay big returns
When an inmate calls you from her cell, do you 
answer professionally, or do you say, “What do 
you want?” When you announce a lockdown 
in a housing unit, are you firm in your tone, or 
are you barking angry orders? If you know that 
inmate Smith is calling, do you ever ask, “What’s 
going on, Mr. Smith?” All these little details 
add up to set a tone in your facility that affects 
behavior in inmates. Since the control officer is 
communicating with many inmates regularly, 
these details end up affecting the general safety 
of your facility.

The next time a mental health patient calls you 
from his ad/seg cell and asks you what day it is, 
tell him what day it is. Tell him you’re going to 
try to check up on him later, and then check up 
on him later. This will take all of 15 seconds per 
contact. If you have other calls coming in, tell 
him you have to go, but say, “Have a good day, 

What you say and do when 
you are assigned to Control 
will affect your partners who 
are in contact with inmates 
all shift.
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man.” You may reduce his stress level a little with 
some brief, but much-needed, positive human 
contact. Just as important, you may reduce the 
possibility this inmate will go to his window and 
yell obscenities or bang on the window four 
hours, irritating other inmates and generally 
making your floor officer’s job harder.

If an agitated arrestee contacts you from a 
holding cell with demands and questions, try 
to address some of his needs, and if you can’t 
address the questions and demands, take the 
extra 20 seconds to let him know why you 
can’t. Do this with empathy, even if he is angry 
and spiteful. Your response may or may not 
de-escalate the arrestee. However, the other 
arrestees in the holding cell with him will hear you.

Choose to set a positive tone from 
control
When you speak positively with an inmate in a 
group setting, remember you are broadcasting 
a level of care other inmates will hear and you 
may reduce some of their anxiety, even when 

you are not speaking with them directly. When 
you rise above the anger and spite directed at 
you and you respond with professional calm, you 
are taking away the agitated inmate’s reasons 
(however unreasonable) to intensify his behavior.   

Imagine being the booking deputy who checks 
up on a cell full of arrestees after the arrestees 
have had positive contact with the control 
officer. The arrestees would be slightly less edgy 
because the tone of positive staff contact has 
already been set and can easily translate from 
one staff member to another. Control officers 
can easily create that positive tone with very little 
effort by just being mindful of how they speak 
when answering calls all shift.

About the author
Zohar Zaied is a background investigator assigned to the 
Corrections Division at the Mendocino County Sheriff’s 
Office in Northern California. He served 16 years as a 
deputy and supervisor at the Mendocino County Jail, 
including a post in the Gangs and Classification unit and 
the Home Detention and Work Release programs.

When you speak positively with an inmate in a group setting, remember you are broadcasting a level of care other inmates will hear.



More on Corrections1 

MANAGING INMATE DISTRACTIONS 
DURING YOUR WALK-THROUGHS
When you keep moving past potential 
distractions, you broadcast your intentions 
to maintain the safety and security of your 
housing unit

HOW TO USE INMATE HABITS TO 
YOUR ADVANTAGE
Inmates get involved in many learned habits in 
a correctional setting – here’s how COs can use 
those habits to their advantage

CASE STUDY: PRE-ARREST OPIATE 
DIVERSION PROGRAM
If a person commits a low-level crime to support 
an opiate addiction, they can avoid arrest

WHAT LAW ENFORCEMENT NEEDS 
TO KNOW ABOUT DRUG DIVERSION
What can police do to address the problem?

ABOUT THE SPONSOR
Tyler Technologies is a leading provider of end-to-end information management solutions for 
local governments. Our Tyler Corrections™ software is a single-solution platform that delivers fully 
integrated criminal justice and best-in-class jail software. It provides the most current technology and 
robust features to automate business processes and securely share information with the courts, law 
enforcement and other justice agencies.

Product Deals
CORRECTIONS CORRECTIONS CORRECTIONS

Newsletter Training Videos

 Additional Resources on Corrections1.com

INMATE MANAGEMENT 16

https://www.police1.com/
https://go.lexipol.com/?target=lnk_XVmyYaoFmjJqjHzd
https://www.corrections1.com/officer-safety/articles/managing-inmate-distractions-during-your-walk-throughs-sfbF0oBoZAZNbQKq/
https://www.corrections1.com/corrections-training/articles/how-to-use-inmate-habits-to-your-advantage-XcqXunxFdRhIcd85/
https://go.lexipol.com/?target=lnk_AmgjGmyUcqCCwzy4
https://go.lexipol.com/?target=lnk_AmgjGmyUcqCCwzy4
https://www.corrections1.com/product-deals/
https://www.correctionsoneacademy.com/
https://www.correctionsoneacademy.com/
https://www.correctionsonegrants.com/
https://www.correctionsonegrants.com/
https://www.corrections1.com/profile/subscriptions/
https://www.corrections1.com/profile/subscriptions/
https://www.corrections1.com/product-deals/
https://www.correctionsoneacademy.com/
https://www.correctionsonegrants.com/
https://www.corrections1.com/news/
https://www.corrections1.com/products/
https://www.corrections1.com/videos/originals/todays-tip-gordon-graham/


INMATE MANAGEMENT 17

Learn more about inmate management 
on Corrections1.

CORRECTIONS1

file:C:\Users\Jallen\Lexipol%20LLC\02.TEAM.Marketing%20Private%20-%20Creative%20Files\Lexipol%20New\Media\How%20to%20Buy%20Guides\P1%20How%20to%20Buy%20Body%20Worn%20Comeras\CJIS%20Cloud%20Computing%20Report_20121214.pdf
https://www.policeone.com/
http://www.corrections1.com
https://www.policeone.com/police-products/body-cameras/

