Zen and the Art of Supervising Substance Abusers
Carl Reddick
Working for a government agency and dealing with substance abusing human beings for a living is a strange and complex business. There is no ‘product’ to point to at the end of the day. No surgery has been performed, no building erected, no profit has been made. Change in human behavior is usually a slow process and the results really do take time to measure. The length of time we are talking about revealed itself in startling clarity several years ago at the conclusion of a rape trial. The perpetrator was being sentenced and the judge leaned over the bench. His glasses slipped down his nose a little and his anger was palatable. “Young man”, he said, “I am about to sentence you, but before I do I just want to let you know that, in all likelihood, your parole officer has not been born yet” and with that the judge handed down two twenty year consecutive terms.

Finding balance in the daily work of dealing with marginal people who operate at the edges of society is often overlooked during the routine training offered by most human service agencies. Nowhere is this balance more needed than within the walls of a typical Community Corrections or drug rehabilitation agency. People wiser than your department’s training officer have often said that there is nothing new under the sun. I copied these sayings many years ago. Some are from speeches, one is from a holy card, and the rest just found their way into my notebook. 

In order to understand and apply what you are about to read there is one rule to remember. You must stop identifying your client or your agency as the problem. You must identify the ‘problem’ as the problem. It might help to read the following sayings several times in order for the true meaning to become clear to you. Your interpretation may very well be different than mine, so be it. With that in mind let’s explore some ancient, and not so ancient, wisdom and see if it has any relevance in today’s hip hop world. 

Thank you for everything, I have no complaints whatsoever. Sono, a Buddhist Holy Woman               

This was Sono’s daily prayer while walking through her life. She learned that the ‘problem’ was the problem and that the less of her life she spent blaming others, the more time and quality she could gain for herself. Most of our clients take a rock solid position that they are the victims of society. Increasingly, I am seeing whole probation departments that like to point this error out to the offender but subscribe to it themselves. As I understand it, everyone reading this article applied for their current position. They hoped to be hired or promoted and then, for some, the complaining began. Issues about the truthfulness of offenders, fiscal issues for the agency, colleagues that operate in a style different than you, perceived slights and cliquishness of co-workers are just a few of the common complaints we make to each other. All these complaints can add up in our minds to generate an overwhelmingly stressful and negative experience. Just remember, as Sono did every day, that you hoped for the position in which you now find yourself. Remember what you hoped to accomplish and put your plan into action today. 

Increasingly it is the folks at the edges of an organization that are most in touch, rather than the person who perceives themselves at the center. Thomas Friedman, The Lexus and the Olive Tree

Freidman suggests that the center of the agency is most isolated. This person is usually operating with very dated information. Often they will cling to the methods of operation that allowed them to rise to their current position and not seek out fresh techniques and information. The fringes of a Community Corrections operation are, necessarily, the offenders and the newest staff members. I remember one agency that actually polled the offender population base to determine what they called ‘customer satisfaction’. The results of that poll led to some significant programming changes with in the agency. The newest officers were the most receptive to these changes. The most senior officers thought the poll a waste of time and money. Perhaps they thought so because it challenged the very work they had been doing for the bulk of their careers. Some people have taken to referring to the ‘powers that be’ as ‘the powers that were’. One caution; an effective team member never approaches a superior with a complaint unless she has a viable solution mapped out. That marks the difference between a chronic complainer (see saying #1, above) and an engaged, proactive team member.

God is a comedian playing to an audience who is afraid to laugh: Voltaire, French Philosopher

I especially enjoy this saying. In our profession almost everybody we meet is trying to convince us that what they think and do makes perfect sense. When I go into jails, I always ask the offender “How’s it going?”  Nine times out of ten they respond by saying “Oh, pretty good.” I like to point out to them that they are in jail and that things might not be as rosy as they profess. I can get a little cognitive work done with them at that time if I can just help them understand that if being in jail is ‘pretty good’, I’d hate to see what ‘rotten’ looks like. Sometimes I have difficulty not laughing at the antics of the offender. All of us have ‘Wait-till-you-hear-this’ stories. Many of these stories would make a professional comedian fall down laughing. We cannot be afraid to laugh at the bureaucracy, the offender, or the situations that are often so hilarious. This does not mean that we do not deal with tragedy on a daily basis but it does mean that we have to keep our sense of balance and not be dragged down by our profession. The only guarantee is that tomorrow you will see even more insane behavior than today. Go ahead and laugh, you know who’s putting this all out there for you perusal. 

Why are you so worried about the future? You do not even yet understand the present.  P. D. Ospinsky

Ospinsky was a Russian mystic who lived at the turn of the century, the 20th century. Our clients bombard us with their fears that no one will give them a job and that it is just a matter of time until they get busted again. They live life on the ‘what if’ side of existence. Meanwhile, they are destroying their health, their families, and their own communities by their illegal and counterproductive behavior. At the initial group intake meeting, offenders supervised by our agency are advised that they will not be allowed to violate their probation or parole by accident. They will have to violate on purpose. We do a cognitive based intake that explains, and models each condition of probation. We exhaust all questions from the offenders before the session is over. Having said that, I remember one group of six offenders especially well. They were very vocal about the future, they applied their negative beliefs to the information being presented to them. They were subtly guided toward alternative, positive, ways of expressing their situation as new probationers. They reinforced to each other that change was impossible. They were all in jail within 24 hours of the orientation.

There is deep wisdom in the saying ‘One day at a time’. Part of my job is to keep both myself and my offenders from becoming discouraged at the huge effort necessary to complete the task ahead. Often we are dealing with people who are overwhelmed and frightened at the enormity of the task of changing their life from anti-social to pro-social. At one level, I believe, they are trying to get us to agree that change is impossible in their particular circumstance. Ospinsky says to just let that thought go. Just work on the tasks at hand and the future will take care of itself.   

Whether you think you can or think you can’t…you’re right:  Henry Ford, Business Tycoon

Perhaps Ralph Waldo Emerson said it even better when he said ‘A man is what he thinks about all day long’. This is certainly as true of staff as it is of inmates and offenders. How does staff refer to the offender caseload? What do we really believe their chances of making change in their lives truly are? How do we talk about the staff we work with or supervise? There is an inner voice that judges each of our actions. Typically it does not talk about what you think about each piece of information you receive throughout the day. It talks about how you feel about each piece of information, each situation, and each interpersonal interaction. It’s the voice that talks to you about how you feel about your boss or your spouse or your clients. It is up to you to decide that perhaps if you are responsible for your behavior, then you can be responsible for your beliefs. If you are having trouble digesting this piece of information then the very voice I am talking about is speaking to you as you read this sentence 

Now, as I understand it, you have an education and a job and can consider this information in a relatively objective manner. Think about your offenders who are, for the most part, undereducated substance abusing criminals that only associate with their peers. Imagine the difficulty they have in even calming down enough to receive this type of education and you have an idea about how incredibly large the task is ahead for them and for our society.

The act of lying always cost more in the long run than the benefit the lie got for you in the first place: Hari Doss Baba – Hindu philosopher

So don’t be angry or upset when your clients lie to you. They will say “I’m not doing drugs’ or ‘I’m paying my bills on time’.  They are behaving exactly as they see their need to behave. But they are also performing the necessary first step toward change. They have moved from precontemplation to contemplation. That is, they are saying what they think you want to hear. The clients to be cautious with are the ones that say they have no intention of changing and that there is nothing you, the Court, or the United States Cavalry can do about it. 

By lying, clients at least acknowledge what it is they should be doing. This is movement on their part. This is a different conversation than they have with their substance abusing pro-criminal peers. Their job is to convince you that they are complying with conditions that they initially have no intention of complying with. But the benefit of the lie is never worth the life they are carving out for themselves. (see the Ospensky quote, above) Our job is to not take their lie personally. Our job is to model prosocial behavior and let them know that they are in our office in the first place as a direct result of the falsehoods and lifestyle they have been presenting to their families, their communities, themselves, and the people they purport to love.

Everyone is entitled to their own opinions, but not to their own facts:  Senator Patrick Moynahan

I heard former Senator Moynahan speak at the Harvard University graduation this year. He was eloquent and forceful in a way I can only aspire to. Although he was speaking on terrorism, this particular phrase struck me as applicable to Community Corrections work. Most of us confuse our opinions with the fact. Some clients believe there is a conspiracy against them due to their race, social status, or criminal history. Again, they feel very comfortable in the victim role. They also feel comfortable when people yell at them, demand that they do certain things at a certain time and arrest, expel, or scold them. This is the lifestyle they know. What they are uncomfortable with is someone taking the time to ask them how they arrived at certain opinions. Inquiring why they think the future is so bleak or how their life changed to a time when they can only foresee themselves caught up in a criminal lifestyle.

All you have to do during your next interview is ask the offender ‘What did you want to happen just prior to your arrest?’ Help them compare this hoped-for result with the fact that they are sitting in your office with a new conviction and let them explain their world to you. When they get to the part of the story that, in fact, their world makes no sense, help then look for alternatives, treatment, and education. That will bring calmness to you and agitation to them. Yin and Yang. Zen.

