
 

  

 

      

  

      

Communicating Behind Bars:  A Guide for 
Prison Inmates, Family and Friends 



1 
 

 

 

Foreward 

 

 

άThis course will expose all of you to the benefits of effective communication skills, and 

hopefully influence some of you to develop a positive direction in your lives. It is ineffective for 

you to simply wait for your parole date to come around. Grasp the opportunity now and 

remember that God helps those that help themselves. I promise you that this course has helped 

me. Having no sense of direction and boredom is our intellectual enemy. ά 

--- Roberto Eltonello, author of ! CƛǎƘŜǊƳŀƴΩǎ bŜǘ 

 

άThis guide was designed so that inmates could learn how to become effective communicators. 

Imagine... What if you could defuse tension and create accord in even the most volatile 

situations - just by changing the way you spoke? Wow! I wish there was a guide available when 

I was incarcerated during my 5 ½ years of incarceration in the BOPΦέ 

--- Jorea McNamee-Blount, author of Getting Ahead: An Ex-/ƻƴΩǎ DǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ DŜǘǘƛƴƎ !ƘŜŀŘ ƛƴ 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ 
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Introduction to Communication 

Communication is a social skill that has been around since the existence of humankind.  

History shows that communication has many forms that have evolved from symbols and 

pictures to speaking and writing in different languages.  It is reasonable to say because of 

communication, humans successfully worked together to create the world as it exist today.  

Closely tied to communication is the environment or surroundings which shape the 

communication process.  As a person interacts with others, he or she adjusts their attitudes and 

behaviors to adapt to their environment.  It is important to note, most environments are 

organized as a hierarchy system designed with rules and regulations.  For instance, in a 

workplace environment, communication is exchanged in a professional and respectful manner.  

The environment is the workplace, management staff, customers, and co-workers.  In schools, 

communication is informative and encouraged between students and teachers for the benefit 

of educating and learning. The environment is the school, administrative staff, teachers and 

other students.  As for those who are incarcerated, the environment is the prison facility, staff, 

and inmates. The communication process in prison is often more complicating than most 

settings. This is mostly due to restrictions on inmate interactions.  Furthermore, hierarchy 

systems exist in almost all societies and are necessary to establish order and provide an 

organized communication process.  With this guide, a person can learn techniques to better 

communicate in the prison environment.  Ultimately, the goal is for an inmate to learn coping 

techniques to avoid conflict with others and placement in the SHUΩǎ (Special Housing Units).   

Communication involves both verbal and non-verbal exchanges with others.  The basic 

communication process consists of the person sending the message, intended message, 

method (written, phone, face to face), understood message, person receiving the message, and 

feedback.  When an individual wants to communicate ideas, he or she must consider who they 

are talking to in order to effectively communicate.  The audience could be a 

group of people or an individual.  For example, an inmate will speak with a 

parole board in a different tone and format compared to a casual 

conversation with a relative.  Inmates also communicate differently with one 

another compared to how they communicate with correctional officers and 

other prison staff.  Once one understands his or her audience, they can then 

decide how to explain the idea so the person receiving the message 

understands.  Next in the communication process is the method of communication.  This is how 

the communicator is going to convey the conversation or message.  There are many different 

methods of communication.  Phone, email, letter, and face to face are the most common 

methods of communication.   Once the receiver interprets the message, he or she responses by 

providing feedback.  It is during feedback that miscommunication is identified.  The person 

responding to the conversation will ask for clarification.   
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Below is a basic flow diagram to help visualize the communication process.  It begins 

with the flow of communication from the person starting the conversation to the person 

receiving the message and responding.  In this diagram the person starting the conversation is 

the correctional officer.  The method of communication is face to face and the person receiving 

the message is an inmate.  This diagram is set up to illustrate how the process of 

communicating works.  It is important to note that communication is not complete unless 

feedback is provided.  Remember, feedback can be both verbal and/or nonverbal and the 

purpose of feedback is to inform the person talking that the conversation or message is 

understood. 

Diagram of basic communication process: 

 

 

Intended 
message

Method of 
communication

Understood 
message

Feedback
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Communication Barriers and Interruptions 

 Barriers in communication often occur from the beginning of a conversation when the 

sender (correctional officer, inmate, or family member) conveys the intended message.  

Generally, individuals do not think about how to effectively communicate thoughts or ideas.  

They just say what they need to and assume that is the end of the conversation.  However, 

effective communication is more involved.  There are many reasons why a person can make 

mistakes in communicating their thoughts or ideas.  Knowing and understanding who you are 

talking to is a very important factor in how your message is received.  The channel or method 

used to send a message is important also.  There are potential for interruptions and/or barriers 

when using different methods of communication such as, phone calls, writing letters, and face 

to face interactions.  All these methods of communication can influence the tone of the 

message and how the message is interpreted by the person listening.   Here are some tips on 

how to avoid barriers in communication. 

¶ Understand/know who you are speaking with ς consider if the person you are talking to 

has any knowledge of the subject. 

¶ Choose the best method of communication to send ideas ς Consider if the person you 

are talking to can hear well over the phone or if noise is a problem with talking face to 

face.  If sending a letter, use familiar words the person reading the letter will 

understand.  

¶ Listen ς if the person you are talking to interprets the message wrong, try to understand 

why they did not comprehend your message correctly.   

¶ Try to relate to the person and explain the message so they will understand your 

conversation.  Feedback is a very important process of communication so keep that in 

mind when dealing with miscommunication.  

Effective communication occurs when one clearly communicates a message to another 

person and that message is clearly understood.  The interaction between prison guards and 

inmates is a daily occurrence.  Therefore, it is crucial for inmates to know how to send the right 

message to avoid miscommunication and/or conflict. The relationship between inmates and 

prison guards is a significant social interaction that has an impact on the everyday life of 

inmates. In order for an inmate to establish effective communication with a prison guard, 

inmates should first consider and try to understand ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ 

and how he or she perceives the inmate. 
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Understanding Correctional Officers 

Prison guards have a general idea of what signs to look for in a potential confrontational 

and/or violent situation with inmates.  Their main purpose in the 

prison system is to manage inmates.  This includes escorting 

inmates throughout the prison and counseling inmates on 

policies and procedures.  Some other important aspects of a 

ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎ Ƨƻō are to inspect ƛƴƳŀǘŜΩǎ living area or 

cell for illegal items.  They have the responsibility of patrolling all 

areas of the prison.  Because of the nature of the job, 

correctional officers are going to handle each situation with 

caution.  If a guard believes an inmate is a threat or is showing 

signs of aggressive behavior, they will respond according to 

prison procedure.  A prison inmate should be aware of the trigger signs or body language a 

guard considers as aggressive or dangerous behavior.  These are some of the visible signs of 

extreme behavior a prison guard may look for when dealing with inmates.   

¶ Escalating voice - voice changes from normal to loud 

¶ Angry facial expressions- Red face, tense facial muscles 

¶ Behavior changes from normal behavior  

¶ Intense eye contact - starring with an angry look 

¶ Rolling eyes 

¶ Turning away from the conversation 

¶ Shrugging shoulders  

¶ Hand gestures-throwing up gang sides or making derogatory 
gestures with hands 

¶ Slouchy stance ςStanding with hands in pockets, slouching against the wall 
 
 

At any moment a guard feels uncomfortable and he or she has observed these signs the 
inmate is considered as a threat.  If an inmate is in a situation with a guard who believes the 
inmate is a threat, the inmate should stop and think about the visible message they are sending 
and correct their behavior before the situation escalates.  If the situation has arrived at this 
point, mostly the inmate is already in trouble.  However, the inmate can stop the situation from 
becoming more of a problem by focusing on relaxing and remain CALM.  It is necessary to stop 
and think about the situation an avoid reacting any further.   If it is too difficult to control anger, 
take deep breaths and focus on not allowing the situation to take control.  Instead, the inmate 
should take control of their thoughts.  Focus on relaxing and maintain control.  ! ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 
thoughts are their own and no one can take that away or out of his or her control.  So, 
controlling your own thoughts and knowing you can change the way you perceive a situation is 
a rewarding feeling.  Make this a goal and practice self control of your emotions to avoid 
miscommunication and conflict with prison guards.   


