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ABSTRACT

The profession of prison officers, along with other uniformed services, is one of
the occupations with a higher psychosocial risk (Basińska, 2013). Prison officers
are more vulnerable to occupational stress than many other occupational groups
(Langan-Fox, Cooper, 2011). The purpose of this study was to assess the psychological
burden resulting from the nature of work among prison officers. The study involved
227 prison officers working in the security division, aged between 25 and 56.
The questionnaire study included questionnaires on mental workload (including
COPSOQ II, NAQ Bullying Measurement Questionnaire, OLBI Occupational Burnout
Questionnaire, DASS-21 Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale, inmate aggression
questionnaire) and coping with workload (DERS Emotional Regulation Difficulty Scale,
SPP-25 Stress Measurement Scale). A significant relationship between aggression,
directed by inmates, and the occurrence of depression in officers has been shown.
Officers characterized by better emotion regulation in terms of self-awareness and a
sense of meaningfulness of their work cope better (at the emotional level) with inmate
aggression. Their sense of meaningfulness in their work provides a buffer against
negative consequences from exposure to inmate aggression. In addition, role clarity,
i.e., the degree of clarity of responsibilities and the demands and goals placed on
officers by management, the support of co-workers and good leadership quality, were
shown to be significant predictors of high job satisfaction and low job burnout.
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INTRODUCTION

The Polish Prison Service is a hierarchical organization operating under
a strict chain of command. The profession of a prison officer, akin
to other uniformed services, is characterized by an elevated risk of
psychosocial strain, as well as increased exposure to occupational stress and
burnout (Basińska, 2013; Piotrowski, 2010; Langan-Fox, Cooper, 2011).
Furthermore, employment in the penitentiary system entails adverse physical
working conditions, which may have a detrimental impact on officers’ health.
In Poland, eligibility for this position is restricted to individuals with no
criminal record, Polish citizenship, and at least a secondary level of education.
Additionally, candidates must meet specific professional qualifications and
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demonstrate both psychological resilience and physical fitness required for
service in armed formations.

The nature of a correctional officer’s work, constant interaction with
inmates, and the necessity of strict adherence to regulations make this
profession particularly stressful (Basińska, 2013). Officers face daily
threats, significant occupational and social pressure, as well as challenging
environmental conditions. The heightened risk associated with this
profession stems from multiple factors. Key sources of stress in correctional
work include (Piotrowski, 2010; Taxman & Gordon, 2009; Lambert et al.,
2010):

• excessive workload,
• aggression from inmates,
• role conflict and role ambiguity,
• limited influence over decision-making,
• inadequate communication among staff,
• inconsistent or unclear directives,
• authoritarian supervisor-subordinate relationships,
• work-family conflict.

The occupational stress experienced by correctional officers arises not
only from direct interactions with inmates but also from procedural
factors (Tewksbury & Higgins, 2006). Both the authoritarian nature of
the institution and the requirement for constant availability contribute to
significant psychological and physical strain. Correctional officers work
in a shift system and are frequently required to report for duty even on
their scheduled days off (Piotrowski, 2014). Additional challenges include
the strict enforcement of regulations, insufficient substantive support from
supervisors, and unclear communication regarding expectations and duties
(Pomiankiewicz, 2010; Wells, 2003). The work environment is characterized
by rigorous evaluation and a highly critical approach from superiors (Machel,
1997; Przybyliński, 2005; Piotrowski, 2014).

Correctional officers maintain direct contact with inmates, exposing them
to numerous risks, including (Machel, 1997; Ray, 2001):

• physical injuries or even loss of life resulting from interventions, firearm-
related incidents, or security training exercises,

• involvement in extraordinary events involving inmates, such as pursuit
operations,

• exposure to infectious diseases, including HIV,
• witnessing inmate suicides,
• witnessing violence among inmates,
• witnessing the death or severe injury of a colleague.

Additionally, correctional officers frequently perform their duties in
adverse physical conditions, such as extreme temperatures, unfavorable
weather conditions, and limited access to natural light (Machel, 1997). The
presence of these risk factors makes correctional officers more susceptible
than the general population to both physical and mental health deterioration.
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The purpose of this study was to assess the psychological burden resulting
from the nature of work among prison officers.

METHODS

Participants

The study involved 227 prison officers working in the security division, aged
between 25 and 56. All participants had at least five years of experience
working as correctional officers. They were employed in penitentiary units
across Poland.

Psychological Tests

The Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire COPSOQ II (Pejtersen et al.,
2010, adapted by Baka, 2019) assesses psychosocial risks in the workplace,
including job demands, work organization and content, interpersonal
relationships and leadership, human-work interaction, and work-related
values.

The Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ) (Einarsen & Hoel, 2001,
adapted by Warszawska-Makuch, 2007) measures workplace bullying at the
organizational level.

The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OLBI) (Demerouti & Bakker, 2008,
adapted by Baka & Basińska, 2016) assesses occupational burnout.

The Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21) (Lovibond &
Lovibond, 1995) is a screening tool for assessing the severity of anxiety,
depressive symptoms, and stress levels over the past week.

The Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS) (Gratz & Roemer,
2004, adapted by Czub, 2012) examines six different types of difficulties
in emotion regulation: non-acceptance of emotional responses, difficulties
in goal-directed behavior, impulse control difficulties, lack of emotional
awareness, limited access to emotion regulation strategies, and lack of
emotional clarity.

The Resilience Measurement Scale (SPP-25) (Ogińska-Bulik & Juczyński,
1998) measures psychological resilience, understood as the ability to cope
with challenging life events.

A custom-developed questionnaire on challenging situations related to
inmates assesses various forms of aggression displayed by inmates toward
correctional officers. The questions address verbal aggression (e.g., insults,
shouting, ridicule), non-verbal aggression (e.g., offensive gestures), physical
aggression (e.g., pushing, threatening with a knife, property damage), as well
as the use of threats.

RESULTS

To assess the relationship between psychosocial work conditions, job
satisfaction, and occupational burnout, a multiple regression analysis was
conducted using the stepwise method. The values of the Variance Inflation
Factor (VIF) for the predictors included in the models did not exceed 1.5.
The data presented in Figures 1 and 2 indicate that role clarity, i.e., the
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degree of understanding of the scope of responsibilities, as well as the
requirements and goals set by management, support from colleagues, and
(good) leadership quality, are significant predictors of high job satisfaction
and low occupational burnout. It is worth noting that the relationships
between these work resources and job satisfaction are stronger than those
with burnout. Furthermore, a significant relationship was found between
workplace bullying and occupational burnout (the relationship between
bullying and job satisfaction was found to be statistically insignificant:
β = −0.015). The presented models explain 42% of the variance in
job satisfaction and 17% of the variance in burnout. Additionally, high
psychological resilience is associated with higher job satisfaction (r = 0.166,
p < 0.05).

Figure 1: Multiple regression model analyzing the relationships between psychosocial
work conditions (COPSOQ: role clarity, social support from colleagues, quality
leadership) and mobbing (NAQ) with job burnout (OLBI).

Figure 2: Multiple regression model analyzing the relationships between psychosocial
work conditions (COPSOQ: role clarity, social support from colleagues, quality
leadership) and job satisfaction (COPSOQ).

The conducted correlation analysis revealed a relationship between
aggression from inmates and depression (DASS) among officers (r = 0.296;
p < 0.001). A moderation effect analysis was performed using the PROCESS
macro (Hayes, 2018; model 1; bootstrapping with 5000 resamples;



The Mental Burden Resulting From the Nature of the Work Performed Among Prison Officers 95

variables were standardized before being introduced into the model). This
analysis verified the role of emotional awareness. The interaction effect
between inmate aggression and emotional awareness deficits was statistically
significant (B = 0.157; p < 0.05), indicating that among individuals with
higher levels of emotional awareness deficits, the relationship between
aggression and depression is stronger. The analysis of the conditional effects
based on the moderator values showed that for individuals with high and
moderate scores on emotional awareness deficits, the relationship between
inmate aggression and depression is significant (B = 0.451; p < 0.001
and B = 0.286; p < 0.001, respectively). However, in the group of
participants with low scores on emotional awareness deficits (i.e., those with
high emotional awareness), the relationship between inmate aggression and
depression is not statistically significant (B= 0.121; p= 0.239). This suggests
that officers with better emotional regulation in terms of self-awareness are
better able to cope with aggression from inmates.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, correctional officers acknowledge that they often experience
both verbal and non-verbal aggression from inmates. The analysis of the
results indicates a significant relationship between exposure to aggression
and the occurrence of depressive symptoms within this professional group.
Officers with better emotional regulation skills, particularly in terms of self-
awareness, cope more effectively with the emotional challenges posed by
inmate aggression. A key protective factor is also the sense of meaningfulness
in their work – individuals who perceive their work as valuable are
better equipped to manage difficult situations, helping them minimize the
negative effects of stress. The clarity of role, meaning the degree to which
officers understand their duties, goals, and the expectations of leadership,
is also crucial for job satisfaction and preventing burnout. Additionally,
support from colleagues and high-quality leadership contribute to better
psychological well-being. The findings of this study could serve as a basis
for developing preventive programs aimed at improving the mental health of
correctional officers.
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ryzyka psychospołecznego [Emotions in the Workplace in Professions with High
Psychosocial Risk]. Polskie Forum Psychologiczne [Polish Psychological Forum],
18(1), 81–92.

Czub, T. (2012). Opis Kwestionariusza trudności w regulacji emocji – DERS/
PL [Description of the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale – DERS/PL].
Poznań: Instytut Psychologii Uniwersytetu im. Adama Mickiewicza (unpublished
manuscript).

Demerouti, E., Bakker, A. B. (2008). The oldenburg burnout inventory: a good alter-
native to measure burnout and engagement. W: Stress and burnout in health care,
Halbesleben, J. (eds.), Hauppage: Nova Sciences, 65–78.

Einarsen, S, & Hoel, H. (2001). The Negative Acts Questionnaire: Development,
validation and revision of a measure of bullying at work. Paper presented at the
9th European Congress on Work and Organisational Psychology: Globalisation-
Opportunities and Threats. Prague.

Gratz, K. L, Roemer, L. (2004). Multidimensional assessment of emotion regulation
and desregulation: development, factor structure, and initial validation of
the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale. Journal of Psychopathology and
Behavioral Assessment, 26(1), 41–54.

Hayes, A. F. (2018). Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional
Process Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach (Methodology in the Social
Sciences). New York, NY: The Guilford Press.

Lambert, E. G., Hogan, N. L., Altheimer, I. (2010). An exploratory examination
of the consequences of burnout in terms of life satisfaction, turnover intent, and
absenteeism among private correctional staff. The Prison Journal, 90(1), 94–114.

Langan-Fox, J, Cooper, C. (2011). Handbook of Stress in the Occupations.
Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar.

Lovibond, S. H., Lovibond, P. F. (1995). Manual for the Depression Anxiety Stress
Scales, 2nd. ed., Psychology Foundation.
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