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Background

The nature of work conducted by public safety personnel
(PSP) increases the risk of experiencing potentially
psychologically traumatic events (PPTE), which can lead
to emotional and behavioral disturbances that impede
occupational functioning'. Some groups identify a subset
of PPTE as critical incidents; however, there is substantial
diversity regarding which PPTE constitute a critical event
for which groups of professionals?. The diversity may
help explain their disparate mental health outcomes
associated with activities designed to mitigate the impact
of PPTE on PSP A pan-Canadian study with PSP indicated
that 54.6% of correctional workers screened positive for
one or more mental health disorders, a rate statistically
significantly higher than the diagnostic rate in the general
population. The same study indicated correctional workers
were the most likely to screen positive for three or more
different disorders®. A subsequent study evidenced most
correctional officers (COs) working within prisons (i.e.,
57%) also screened positive for one or more mental health
disorders®.

All PSP face unique occupational challenges that can
impact their mental health and challenge their ability
to cope. Mental health symptoms among COs appear
impacted by multiple factors, such as the physical condition
of prisons®, safety concerns®, shift work’, bullying, and/
or harassment®, as well as the compounding stress from
seemingly innocuous tasks, like paperwork®. Occupational
stressors also impact factors other than mental health,
such as individual absenteeism or low job satisfaction,
and organizational factors such as financial costs™™".

A significant gap in programming exists to mitigate the
occupationally-related mental health challenges facing
COs. The Mental Health Commission of Canada has
partnered with the Correctional Service of Canada (CSC)
since 2015 to implement mental health training programs
for correctional workers. The programs are intended to
promote well-being by reducing the stigma of mental health
and teaching skills for stress management. By 2019, almost
80% of CSC employees had participated in at least one
training program®; nevertheless, CO’s continue to report
mental health symptoms at rates that warrant immediate
attention. Mitigating the occupationally-related mental
health challenges facing correctional workers may require
a diverse set of ongoing programming and additional
research, all tailored to the unique needs of Canadian COs.




Introduction to AMStrength Initial

Trounson et al.® developed the Advanced Mental Strength and
Conditioning (AMStrength) program as a psychoeducational
training program for COs and then adapted the Australian-
based program for a Canadian context™ The pre-employment
program is designed to teach CO recruits how to identify
and manage their mental health using specific coping skills.
The seven 2-hour modules of the AMStrength program use
an interactive approach designed to encourage trainees to
become active learners™ Trainees are expected to practice
identifying their mental health status and using appropriate
skills during the training program to support the long-term
goal of successfully applying the material during their
careers.

The AMStrength program uses an eclectic approach that
includes evidence-based techniques and perspectives from
acceptance and commitment therapy, cognitive behavioral
therapy, dialectical behavior therapy, health psychology,
and positive psychology™®. The AMStrength is a training
component of CSC’s Employee Mental Health Training
Program. Other component includes an initial version
for all new CSC employees, a refresher training, and an
information session for the family members/relatives.

Evaluating AMStrength Initial

and Future Directions

Published clinical evaluations of the AMStrength training
program with CO recruits are not available to date.
The program materials do not include citations which
makes identifying the foundational rational for specific
components difficult. More research is warranted to inform
wide-scale delivery of AMStrength to CO recruits who are
completing the Canadian Correctional Officer Training
Program (CTP).

Future independent researchers must evaluate and
optimize the AMStrength program for Canadian COs and
correctional workers more generally. Potential evaluation
methods include (@) an experimental design assessing
effectiveness with pre- and post-AMStrength measures;
or (b) a systematic content review and Delphi content
examination. An experimental design can directly assess
program effectiveness regarding intended outcomes, which
is a critically important step, but would require significant
resource investments. A systematic content review and
Delphi offers an arguably faster and less costly interim
alternative to examine the AMStrength components and
inform probabilistic training impacts. We recommend
researchers engage in both swift and in-depth evaluations.
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