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CJCA Toolkit: Recruiting, hiring and
retaining qualified staff
Part I: Staff Retention
By Sharon Pette and Michael Dempsey

4) Offer a series of steps to consider within each section.
While the toolkit addresses all
three workforce development areas
(recruitment, hiring and retention),
this initial article focuses attention on
influencing factors and strategies for
retaining qualified direct care staff.
To supplement the toolkit, CJCA
created a Staff Recruitment and
Retention Shared Resource Folder
which offers additional resources
and can be accessed through the link
provided in the toolkit.
Beginning
in March 2019,
CJCA selected
three jurisdictions
through a competitive application
process to participate in the first
Staff Recruitment
and Retention
(SRR) Technical Training
and Assistance
(TTA) cohort.
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The toolkit includes
resources that may
be used to improve
current practices
and, ultimately, to
select and retain
qualified staff.
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n January 2019, the Council of
Juvenile Correctional Administrators (CJCA) published the
“CJCA Toolkit: Recruiting, Hiring,
and Retaining Qualified Staff.” This
toolkit was prepared with support from the Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) through the Center
for Coordinated Assistance to the
States (CCAS). The toolkit offers
juvenile justice facilities and other
social service sectors a framework
for exploring strategies for recruiting, hiring and retaining direct care
staff. The toolkit includes resources
(i.e. examples, templates and tools)
that may be used to improve current
practices and, ultimately, to select
and retain qualified staff. The goals
of the toolkit are to:
1) Share literature on best practices
for recruiting and retaining
direct care staff.
2) Explore factors contributing to
staff retention and turnover.
3) Provide specific strategies for
recruiting, hiring and retaining
competent staff.
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The cohort involves three webinars,
monthly TTA calls with individual jurisdictions (team members), monthly
individual calls with the SRR team
leader, and a team leader collaboration/networking meeting. The goal of
the eight-month program is to assist
jurisdictions in developing a comprehensive workforce development
plan. Sharon Pette, an independent
consultant (Effective System Innovations, LLC), provides the training.
Using lean management techniques
and structured meeting agendas,
jurisdictions will emerge from the
TTA program with a comprehensive
implementation plan to effectively recruit, hire and retain direct care staff.
Over the course of the past two
decades, the issue of hiring and
retaining juvenile justice staff has
received increased attention. As the
body of evidence-based research
has grown, juvenile justice agencies
throughout the nation have embraced
a reformative approach to working
with youthful offenders. Although
data shows the positive impact of
using research-proven treatment
approaches, employing such approaches has created challenges
with hiring and retaining qualified
and competent staff. Traditionally,
the role of a “juvenile correctional
officer” was solely to maintain safety
and security and to control the population. More recently, the role of a
juvenile direct care staff worker has
shifted to include that of a “counselor” who leads youth in developing
skills through role modeling and
mentoring. Many jurisdictions require direct care staff to engage with
youth using a strengths-based approach and varying techniques, such
as therapeutic coaching, interactive

More recently, the role of a juvenile
direct care staff worker has shifted to
include that of a “counselor” who leads
youth in developing skills through role
modeling and mentoring.
supervision and supportive skill
development. As such, juvenile
justice facilities must seek individuals who possess a unique skill set
and whose personality characteristics
and qualifications can foster healthy
coping, living and relationship skills.
Many agencies find themselves
asking, “How do we find qualified
staff?” “How do we know potential
candidates will be a good fit for our
agency/facility?” “How do we retain
these staff members long term?”

The issue and impact
Many social service sectors (e.g.,
child welfare, juvenile justice, health
care, etc.) have struggled with hiring
and retaining adequate qualified staff.
Research studies have estimated
turnover among direct care staff in juvenile justice facilities to be between
20% and 25% per year. (Minor,
Wells, Angel, & Matz, 2011; Wright,
1993, as cited in Mikytuck & Cleary,
2016) One study found that “approximately a quarter of newly hired staff
resigned from state-operated juvenile
correctional facilities within the first
year of being hired and trained.”
(Minor, Wells, Angel, & Matz, 2011,
as cited in Wells, Minor, Lambert, &
Tilley, 2016, p. 1558)

Research has shown that staff
turnover can have a detrimental and
costly impact on facility culture,
financial resources and youth outcomes. More specifically:
–– 	Staff departures increase
the risk of serious incidents.
Vacancies can lead to a reduced
staff-to-youth ratio and increase
the risk of youth and staff
injuries.
–– 	High staff turnover increases
stress on direct care staff and
negatively impacts morale.
High staff turnover leads to
frequent use of mandatory overtime, as supervisors attempt to
cover critical vacancies (e.g.,
mandatory posted positions).
Regular use of mandatory overtime promotes staff burnout,
which can reduce morale and
staff’s ability to engage with
youth.
–– 	Decreased therapeutic
interactions result in lessthan-desired youth outcomes
and failure to achieve the
agency mission. Much of the
treatment in a juvenile justice
facility setting occurs in the
context of daily staff interactions with youth. Operating
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with less than adequate staffing
levels or a facility using mostly
temporary staff to cover vacancies can dilute the therapeutic
nature of the staff-to-youth
interaction. Consequently, high
staff turnover can jeopardize an
agency’s ability to achieve its
mission and positively impact
the lives of the youth it serves.
–– 	Staff turnover is financially
costly. High staff turnover forces
an agency to cope with unanticipated expenses such as overtime
costs, workers compensation
claims and legal fees that result
from an increased number of
serious incidents. In addition,
hiring staff is a significant
resource investment (e.g., training, coaching, uniforms), and
losing even one direct care staff
can cost an agency thousands of
dollars. Studies have estimated
that when an employee exits, it
costs an average of $31,000 per
exiting employee resulting from
resources needed for recruiting,
training and onboarding new
staff. (Minor et al., 2011)
Wells et al. (2016) encapsulate
the negative impact of turnover,
saying, “Turnover can undermine
effectiveness by creating personnel
shortages, causing existing staff to be
overworked, hampering staff morale,
destabilizing daily operations, and
hurting the agency’s public image.
... Resources expended in response
to turnover (e.g., processing separations, paying overtime to cover
vacancies, training new staff, etc.)
and turnover intent (e.g., picking
up slack for employees who want
or plan to leave) are resources that

cannot be devoted to either (a) programming and services to promote
offender betterment or (b) improvements in pay, benefits, and work
conditions that might better control
staff turnover.” (p. 1559)

Research
indicates a work
environment
supported by
positive, caring
staff who work
collaboratively can
contribute to lower
turnover rates.

Influencing turnover
Staff turnover can be influenced,
and the strategy includes agency
leaders deciding whether change is
needed; making the commitment
to change including devoting the
necessary resources; understanding the problem by identifying the
root causes of turnover using data;
developing and implementing a
comprehensive change strategy; consistently modeling “the change they
wish to see”; leaders being visible
and regularly interacting with direct
care staff; and staying the course (i.e.
overcoming resistance, maintaining
enthusiasm, etc.).
Agency and Facility Culture:
Creating a healthy agency and
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facility culture is the foundation for
retaining qualified staff. Research
indicates a work environment supported by positive, caring staff who
work collaboratively can contribute
to lower turnover rates.
Denhof, Spinaris and Morton
(2014) highlight the components of a
healthy culture and work environment
to include: Friendly and supportive
forms of interaction among staff
members; respectful communications
between coworkers, and between
higher and lower ranking staff;
respectful interactions between staff
and justice-involved individuals;
reliable, consistent and principled
decision making and follow-through;
and disciplined and exemplary role
modeling by leadership.
Stinchcomb et al. (2009) posit
that agencies most successful in
increasing staff retention share
common characteristics. Some of
these include “a close alignment
between the agency’s mission/vision
and its management practices; clear
expectations and objective performance measures; opportunities for
growth and development; employee
integration through participatory
management; and an organizational
culture that values mutually supportive teamwork, inspiring a sense
of ‘family’ as well as professional
pride.” (p. 77) Similarly, Gregory
P. Smith, author of “Here Today,
Here Tomorrow: Transforming Your
Workforce from High Turnover to
High-Retention,” (2001, as cited in
Stinchcomb et al., 2009) outlines
eight critical elements common to
agencies that experience low staff
turnover (p. 87):
1) A clear sense of direction and
purpose
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“Just as becoming known as a ‘good place to work’ is
appealing to job applicants, it is likewise a source of
personal and professional pride for employees to be
affiliated with such an organization. From pursuing
a common vision to participating in positive
activities, strong interpersonal relationships create
the kind of team that everyone wants to play on. With
mutual concern for everyone’s well-being, the bonds
are forged that can convert a place to earn a living
into a place to establish a lifelong commitment.”
(Stinchcomb et al. 2009, p. 86)

2) Caring management
3) Flexible benefits and schedules
adapted to the needs of the
individual
4) Open communication
5) A charged work environment
6) Performance management
7) Reward and recognition
8) Training and development
To develop an effective culture
change strategy, leaders must look at
each of these areas and determine in
which areas the agency and/or facility is falling short. Agencies must
honestly ask themselves: How are
we currently demonstrating each of
these elements? What can we do to
improve in this area? What specific
steps do we need to take to create a
work environment that reflects these
elements? To better ensure success,
a detailed workforce development
change strategy should address deficiencies in all relevant areas.
Job Satisfaction: Research consistently highlights job satisfaction
as a significant factor influencing a

person’s decision to stay or leave. In
addition, research indicates:
–– 	80-90% of employees leave for
reasons related not to money,
but rather because of job duties, the supervisor/manager,
the work environment and the
agency and facility culture.
(Branham 2005 as cited in
Stinchcomb et al. 2009)
–– 	In a study of 1,000 employees,
researchers found that while
supervisors believe employees
rank good wages as their top
priority, survey data showed
employees listing good wages
as number five. In fact, “employees were more interested in
interesting work, appreciation,
involvement and job security.”
(Kovach as cited in Nink, 2010)
–– 	Job satisfaction has a significant positive relationship with
organizational commitment.
(Lambert 2004 as cited in
Wells, Minor, et al. 2016)
–– 	Staff who are highly satisfied
with their jobs tend to see the

organization in favorable terms
which promotes a stronger bond
with the agency. (Wells, Minor,
et al 2016)
–– 	“Inadequate pay, limited
recognition, and few opportunities for professional growth
and promotion are associated
with increased dissatisfaction
in correctional staff … yet this
dissatisfaction did not significantly predict turnover.” In
other words, it may be common
for direct care staff members to
be dissatisfied with their work,
be disengaged while at work
and still choose not to leave the
organization. (Minor et al. 2009
as cited in Mikytuck & Clearly
2016)
Matz et al. (2013, as cited in
Wells et al., 2016) corroborate other
research studies that indicate a staff
member’s intent to leave can be reduced by promoting job satisfaction,
implementing strategies to increase
organizational commitment, providing
staff greater input into decisions and
reducing job stress. Matz et al. (2013)
suggest organizations target improvement efforts at “staff perceptions of
supervision, organizational communication, and coworkers.” (p. 127) The
researchers explain when worker job
satisfaction and a strong organizational commitment are present, staff
“have more favorable perceptions of
the supervision they receive; believe
that expectations and responsibilities
are communicated in a way that stimulates staff motivation and promotes
identification with the agency; and see
their coworkers as reliable, trustworthy, and worthy of confidence.” (Matz
et al., 2013, p. 127) →
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Staff Safety: Research supports
that when staff feel safe, they are
more likely to report feeling connected to the agency’s mission and,
therefore, more likely to remain
in their positions. Staff-to-youth
relationships can have a significant impact on preventing violence
and maintaining a safe work environment. When youth trust staff
members, they are more likely to
respond to verbal de-escalation.
Training and ongoing coaching are necessary to ensure youth
and staff safety. Training topics to
consider included, but not limited
to: Adolescent brain development,
trauma-informed care, positive
youth engagement strategies, situational awareness, de-escalation,
appropriate use of force, restraints,
defensive disengagement, cognitivebehavioral treatment interventions
and behavior management. Feeling
competent in one’s skills allows staff
to more effectively serve youth and
allows staff to feel safe in their work
environment.
Structured programming also
promotes a safe work environment.
Reducing idle time by keeping youth
engaged in programming will reduce
incidents of assaults. Many jurisdictions have found that offering
additional physical activities have a
profound positive impact on facility
safety. These activities also provide opportunities for staff to build
connections with young people.
Similarly, building positive trusting
relationships with coworkers and effective communication also ensures
consistency and fairness in staff
responses to youth.
High staff turnover threatens
relationships and, consequently,

negatively impacts team cohesiveness. Staff turnover can add stress
to the personal and professional
lives of staff; challenge staff’s ability to serve as positive role models;
and hamper staff’s ability to build
trusting relationships with youth.

“… the greatest
retention challenge
is not how to reduce
turnover. Rather,
it is how to create
such a deep, unified
commitment to the
organizational vision
that employees
will be reluctant to
sever that bond.”
(Stinchcomb et al.
2009)

Therefore, it is critical that agencies
provide staff with the information,
tools and support needed to ensure a
safe environment for youth and staff.
More specific information regarding
this topic can be found in the CJCA
Toolkit.
Staff Health and Wellness:
Staff health and wellness are critical
factors influencing staff retention.
Juvenile justice direct care staff
are frequently exposed to traumatizing events, such as restraining
youth, observing violent assaults
between youth, physically intervening during youth fights and youth
suicide attempts. This trauma can be
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exacerbated by additional stressors,
such as mandatory overtime, internal
investigations of policy violations
and completing administrative tasks.
Exposure to such layers of trauma
and stress can lead to secondary
trauma, post-traumatic stress, compassion fatigue and burnout for direct
care staff. Agencies must acknowledge and respond to this reality.
Dr. Chris Branson, a national
expert in trauma, has conducted
studies to examine the impact of
trauma on juvenile justice staff.
During the 2018 CJCA Leadership
Institute meeting, Dr. Branson offered practical guidance to agencies
when working with staff exposed to
workplace trauma, which included
tips, such as:
1) Relieve staff of their post immediately following a serious
incident such as a suicide
attempt or an assault to allow
them time to decompress.
2) Follow up with staff to ask
how they are doing and what
they need, as part of formal
debriefing procedures. The
debriefing process should be
available to all staff, not just
those directly involved in the
incident.
3) Include the impact of trauma
on youth in pre-employment
training; the impact of trauma
on staff; specific skills for
responding to youth; and skills
for staff to manage their own
stress and trauma.
4) Create peer support groups and
offer voluntary meetings for
direct care staff to gather to
practice skills related to their
own trauma (e.g., recognizing
signs of trauma, knowing what
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their own triggers are, steps to
working with their trauma).
5) Consider engaging a mental
health clinician who specializes in trauma and who may be
contacted immediately following the event to provide staff
support.
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Education, training and stress
management programs can all help
mitigate the negative impacts of
work stress. Creating a healthy work
environment begins with educating staff during new employee
orientation training (and ongoing)

on compassion fatigue, stress and
burnout, vicarious/secondary trauma,
signs and symptoms, the associated risk factors and ways to seek
support. Doing so sets the self-care
expectation from the beginning and
allows employees to develop a plan
to prevent burnout.
Creating a staff health and
wellness committee which meets
regularly to discuss challenges and
develop solutions to managing stress
and maintaining a work-life balance
have been shown to impact staff
wellness. Examples of self-care
strategies include:

–– Contracting
	
with a local gym
for discounted rates for its employees or allowing staff to use
facility exercise equipment after
work hours.
–– 	Teaching staff cognitivebehavioral techniques to assist
in changing staff responses and
reactions to youth behaviors.
–– 	Offering compressed work
schedules to allow staff several
consecutive days off (i.e. four
10-hour days per week). An
alternative schedule can reduce
stress and provide staff the
personal time necessary to fully
engage in work. In addition,
from an agency perspective,
this alternative schedule offers
greater flexibility in creating
shifts and work assignments —
that is, a facility can have more
staff in the facility to engage
youth and increase supervision
without having to increase the
total number of staff.
–– 	Placing a limit on the number
of overtime hours permitted
(e.g. maximum of four hours
per day or week) since overtime
is a significant contributor to
burnout.
Staff Recognition: Recognizing and celebrating staff and team
achievements can influence job
satisfaction. Whether the agency is
recognizing staff performance, years
of service or a specific achievement,
public acknowledgment and showing appreciation can be a protective
factor against job burnout. These
acknowledgments can be conveyed
through a formal ceremony, facility or administrator meetings or
through an agency newsletter. →
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Agencies may choose to hand out
awards (e.g., pens, T-shirts, water
bottles) to groups of employees or
to individual team members. They
may also choose to recognize teams
for meeting an agency’s objective
(e.g., lowest utilization of overtime,
fewest altercations in the program,
decreased rate of isolation or for
exemplary behavior demonstrating
a commitment to the agency mission.) Acknowledging the ways in
which staff contribute to the agency’s
mission benefits employees and the
entire organization. A number of staff
recognition strategies are offered in
the CJCA Toolkit.
Generational Differences:
While we are all unique individuals,
research indicates there may be common characteristics associated with
specific generations. Facility leaders
must acknowledge and adjust for
these differences when developing a
workforce development strategy. For
example, a Gallup study found:
–– 	“Millennials don’t want annual
reviews — they want ongoing
conversations. The way millennials communicate — texting,
tweeting, Skype, etc. — is now
real-time and continuous. Annual reviews no longer work.”
(Clifton, 2016);
–– 	“Millennials don’t want to fix
their weaknesses — they want
to develop their strengths.”
(Clifton, 2016) Therefore,
agencies should minimize
weaknesses and maximize
strengths when possible; and
–– 	“Millennials view their work
as serving a bigger purpose and
therefore ask themselves, ‘Does
this organization value my
strengths and my contribution?

Does this organization give me
the chance to do what I do best
every day?’” (Clifton, 2016)
Readers are encouraged to
explore additional information
regarding generational differences in
the CJCA Toolkit.

Using data to drive change
To be successful, agencies and
facilities must devote the resources
necessary to gather accurate data
related to facility/agency culture and
staff retention. Creating meaningful performance metrics that are
regularly reviewed allows agencies
to identify trends and effectively
respond to these issues. Simply put,
data serves two main purposes:
–– 	Helps us understand the problem by uncovering the root
causes contributing to the issue.
–– 	Allows us to track progress and
determine whether the solutions
or strategies they have implemented are having the desired
effect.
As previously mentioned, surveys
(exit, stay and culture climate) and
focus groups are excellent methods
for gathering information from staff
members about the work environment and retention. Examples of
measures related to retention and
culture that agencies may consider
are provided below, although a more
extensive list can be found in the
CJCA Toolkit.
–– 	Retention and turnover rates by
job title/classification (broken out by voluntary versus
involuntary);
–– 	Percentage of candidates who
successfully completed new
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Acknowledging the
ways in which staff
contribute to the
agency’s mission
benefits employees
and the entire
organization.
employee orientation and are
employed 6- and 12-months following training completion;
–– 	Data from culture climate surveys, such as:
• Percentage of direct care staff
report overall satisfaction
with their job;
• Percentage of direct care staff
indicating a specified level of
organizational commitment;
• Percentage of direct care staff
indicating a positive relationship/team feeling with
coworkers;
• Percentage of direct care staff
indicating they feel supported
by their managers (e.g.,
responsive to their needs,
managers are supportive and
encouraging, staff are kept
informed in a timely fashion);
• Percentage of direct care staff
reporting they have the tools
they need to effectively interact with and supervise youth;
and
• Percentage of direct care staff
reporting they fear for their
safety.
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Juvenile justice leaders must
understand the correlation between
staff wellness and retention including the role that staff health and
wellness plays in the overall work
environment as well as incidents
of youth violence. In addition, staff
must understand the power of the
staff-to-youth relationship. This
relationship is a significant factor
in how staff respond to the negative
youth behaviors, thereby influencing
the use of restraints and isolation,
and ultimately shaping the work
environment.
Creating a healthy culture
requires continuous efforts on
behalf of all leaders and staff.
Leaders must be genuinely committed to changing the culture

and must lead by example. Russo
et al. (2018) remind us, “Maintaining a high-quality workforce
requires long-term commitment
to organizational issues that affect job satisfaction and improve
retention.” When embarking on
changing culture, it is essential that
leaders look openly at agency deficits and develop a detailed change
management work plan. Additionally, agencies must use data to
determine underlying root causes
and to regularly monitor changes in
the culture.
This article is the first in a twopart series. Part 2 will be published
in the next issue of Corrections
Today and will focus on recruitment
strategies and hiring practices.

Additional guidance may
be requested by contacting
Sharon Pette directly at
sharon@rapidesi.com
or via the website
www.rapidesi.com.

Sharon Pette is a
consultant and owner
of Effective System
Innovations (ESI), LLC.

Mike Dempsey is the
executive director
of the Council of
Juvenile Correctional
Administrators.

ACA wishes you and
your family a peaceful
holiday season and a
happy new year.
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