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Improvement of the jail workplace and retention of jail employees are ongoing critical  
issues for jail and local government leaders. Progress, reform, and daily operations rely 
on quality employees. Yet, the question needs to be asked: Are jail leaders soliciting input, 
listening, and acting to address concerns raised by their employees? Merriam-Webster 
defines listening as “to hear something with thoughtful attention…” Seems basic, right? 
But listening is often a low priority in our workplaces.

LISTENING
to Your Employees: 

ADVICE FROM EMERGING LEADERS
susan w. MccaMPbeLL, cJM
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• Provides positive reinforcements, 
engages in employee recognition.

• Resilient.
• Respectful, understanding, 

open-minded.
• Sensitive, compassionate, forgiv-

ing of errors.
• Supports their staff.
• Teacher.
• Well-organized.

 In terms of the organization itself, 
the positives seen were:
• Clear policies and procedures.
• Connected to other agencies.
• Employee benefit package, free 

meals for staff, fair compensation.
• Inmate programming.
• Outreach to the community.
• Use of solid industry practices.
• Working together to achieve com-

mon goals.

 Although we can congratulate 
ourselves on these positives, there is 
always more work to be done.

Weaknesses and Challenges
Even though many of the identi-

fied organizational and leadership 
weaknesses are the antithesis of 
strengths, the level of detail pro-
vided by emerging leaders was 
striking and should provoke consid-
eration in the reader.

Weaknesses seen in leaders were 
cited as:
• Absence of transparency.
• Failure to accept criticism.
• Failure to seek input.
• Lack of shared vision.

• Staffing (vacancies, recruiting, 
attrition, retention, and rotation of 
duties).
While this is an undeniably 

discouraging list, the way in which 
a leader chooses to address these 
challenges will ripple through the 
organization, impacting morale and 
the employees’ commitment to their 
organization.

None of the thoughts from these 
emerging leaders is new informa-
tion. The positives and negatives 
presented in this article are to inform 
jail leaders, and perhaps serve as 
a place to start discussions in their 
own organization.

Strengths of Leaders
Interestingly, there is often 

little to no dollar costs associated 
with embracing or expanding the 
strengths that emerging leaders 
identify and value. Among these 
leadership attributes are:
• Allows others to have ownership.
• Approachable.
• Courageous.
• Creates family-like relationships, 

establishes camaraderie, gets 
to know their employees, cares 
about their employees.

• Direct and transparent.
• Empowering, motivational, and 

inspiring.
• Ethical.
• Future-oriented, progressive, and 

innovative.
• Invests in staff, committed to 

grow the next leaders from 
within.

• Knowledgeable, educated, 
experienced.

• Listener.

“If we keep doing what we’re doing, we’re  
going to keep getting what we’re getting.”

—Stephen Covey

Feedback from NJLCA Graduates
Unique advice for jail leaders on 

how to listen comes from the gradu-
ates of the National Jail Leadership 
Command Academy (NJLCA) in 
Huntsville, Texas. (For  information 
on NJLCA, visit http://nationaljail 
academy.org). Periodically, these 
emerging leaders provide valuable 
feedback when discussing their 
agency’s leadership.

Because “what happens in 
Huntsville stays in Huntsville,” this 
article does not identify specific 
classes. Interestingly—and of con-
cern—these issues have remained 
essentially the same over the past 
11 years with all 38-plus graduat-
ing classes. If there are changes in 
the opinions over the years, issues 
are less focused on operational 
issues and more focused on staffing 
(recruitment, retention, and train-
ing), how staff are treated, genera-
tional conflict, accountability, and 
communication.

As part of their classwork, NJLCA 
participants read A Leader’s Legacy 
(by Kouzes and Posner). When 
they finish, they are asked to iden-
tify the strengths, weaknesses, and 
challenges of their organization. 
Participants often struggle to iden-
tify five strengths of their jail; ironi-
cally, they find it less challenging to 
list their jails’ weaknesses.

In their responses, NJLCA partici-
pants acknowledged the challenges 
facing jails, including:
• Crowding, separation, and popu-

lation management.
• Inmates with mental illness.
• Physical plant and aging facility 

infrastructure (capital improve-
ments, maintenance, technology, 
and new construction).
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• Micro-management; Monday-
morning quarterbacking; lack of 
delegation.

• No establishment of legacy.
• No priority to learn about line 

staff or their needs.
• No trust; broken promises.
• Poor change-management tech-

niques; doesn’t accept change.
• Poor communications.
• Poor interactions among leaders 

and line staff.
• Surrounding self with “yes” 

people.
• Unapproachable.

 Organizationally, deficiencies 
were noted as:
• Absence of accountability for 

supervisors.
• Absence of alignment of staff 

actions to policies.
• Generational conflict; perceived 

immaturity of newer employees.
• Inconsistencies among shifts and  

supervisors; tension among shifts.
• Ineffective inmate behavior 

management; lack of inmate 
programming.

• Insufficient or lack of community 
involvement, nor meeting com-
munity needs.

• Lack of equipment.
• Lack of leadership develop-

ment, training opportunities, and 
mentoring.

• Lack of support from local 
government.

• Lack of upward mobility.
• Litigation.
• Low morale, officer complacency.
• Pay issues, mandatory overtime.
• Public perception of the jail.
• Recruitment.
• Unapproachable supervisors.

Message to Leaders
Commit to listening to employees 

and emerging leaders. Of course, 
none of these challenges is new nor 

Resources

Core Competencies for Jail 
Leaders

www.cipp.org/core-competencies.
html

The Stay Interview: Manager’s 
Guide to Keeping the Best 
and Brightest

Richard P. Finnegan
American Management 

Association, 2015

Leading Change
John P. Kotter
Harvard Business School Press, 

1996

A Leader’s Legacy
James M. Kouzes and Barry A. 

Posner
Jossey-Bass, 2006

The Leadership Challenge
James M. Kouzes and Barry A. 

Posner
Jossey-Bass, 2012

Root Cause Analysis to 
Improve Jail Safety: Getting 
Past Blame

Susan W. McCampbell and 
Mary E. Earley

Center for Innovative Public 
Policies, Inc., 2019

www.cipp.org

Jump Start Your Jail’s 
Leadership Development

Susan W. McCampbell
Center for Innovative Public 

Policies, Inc., 2019
www.cipp.org

Resource Guide for Newly 
Appointed Wardens, Second 
Edition

Jeanne B. Stinchcomb and 
Susan W. McCampbell

U.S. Department of Justice, 
National Institute of 
Corrections, 2017

is this the first time reading them. 
The challenge is to do something.

For emerging leaders, your mis-
sion is to become better leaders, 
not to replicate the concerns you 
have articulated with your current 
leadership.

Most strategies to improve the 
jail workplace cost little or nothing. 
These include:
• Abandon micromanagement.
• Accept the responsibility to be a 

role model.
• Be forward-looking; seek and 

embrace the future.
• Be visible and engaged.
• Communicate effectively and 

often.
• Embrace collaboration with stake-

holders and the community.
• Empower staff through actions, 

training, and opportunities.
• Facilitate teamwork and don’t 

accept anything else.
• Hold self and other leaders 

accountable.
• Keep your word; require others to 

do the same.
• Show authentic demonstration 

of interest, concern, and involve-
ment with employees.

• Solicit and use employee input.
These approaches cannot be dis-

cussed and implemented in a month 
or even in a year. These require 
a high level of trust among those 
engaged in improvement. What are 
the alternatives? As Stephen Covey 
notes: “If we keep doing what we’re 
doing, we’re going to keep getting 
what we’re getting.”

Susan W. McCampbell, CJM, is 
President of the Center for Innovative 
Public Policy, Inc., a Florida-based com-
pany specializing in public policy consult-
ing since 1999. She is also President 
of McCampbell and Associates, Inc. In 
2018, she was awarded the Frances R. 
“Dick” Ford Distinguished Service Award 
by the American Jail Association for her 
service to the corrections profession. 
For more information about the core 
competencies, contact Ms. McCampbell 
at susanmccampbell@cipp.org.




