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Psychosocial risks within prison service
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Abstract

We aimed to identify the psychosocial risks that penitentiary police officers face. To do so, we
developed the police stress risk questionnaire—prison (PSrQ-p), a questionnaire for psychosocial
risk assessment at workplace, consisting of 22 items that investigated five macro dimensions: iso-
lation, social image, firearms license, variety of work and roles/responsibilities. We tested this tool
on a sample of 1,346 subjects, and testing is on-going. From the data obtained, we confirmed the

hypothesis of psychophysical and negative social image relative to the isolation experienced by
penitentiary police officers.
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Riassunto

La ricerca-intervento ha avuto come obiettivo I'individuazione dei rischi psicosociali del lavoro del
Corpo di Polizia Penitenziaria. Abbiamo elaborato ad hoc il PSrQ-p, un questionario composto
da 22 item che ha permesso di indagare 5 dimensioni: isolamento, immagine sociale, porto d’armi,
varieta del lavoro e ruolo. Questo strumento ¢ stato testato su un campione di 1346 soggetti e la
sperimentazione ¢ tuttora in corso. Dai dati ricavati ¢ stata confermata I'ipotesi di partenza relativa
ad un isolamento psicofisico e ad un'immagine sociale negativa vissuti dagli operatori del Corpo di
Polizia Penitenziaria.

TAKE-HOME MESSAGE

Marked psychological and physical isolation, a negative social image as well as psychosomatic
suffering are all indexes of specific psychosocial risk among penitentiary police officers.
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INTRODUCTION

Many studies have been conducted both in
Italy and throughout the world concerning
prisoners [1-7], but no data concerning the
discomfort, suffering and isolation felt by
those who are in charge of their custody exist.
This failure prompted the founding of the
Italian Society of Integrated Psychotherapy
tor Social Development (SIPISS) in collabo-
ration with the Ministry of Justice in order
to increase knowledge about the exact nature
of this work environment’s psychosocial risks
[8-12]. The particular frame of reference is
characterised by specific work-related stress
risk factors that heavily affect the workers’
welfare as well as their adoption of unsuitable
and deviant behaviours [13-33]. Previous stu-
dies assumed the existence of a phenomenon
of burnout among police officers [13-19]. Ac-
cording a recent review, organizational stres-
sors are associated with job stress and burnout
in correctional officers within adult correctio-
nal facilities [34]. Specifically, the organiza-
tional structure and climate was significantly
associated with CO job stress and burnout.
'The other categories of organizational stres-
sors including: stressors intrinsic to the job,
role within the organization, rewards at work
and supervisory support showed inconsistent
findings [35-41]. 'The hypothesis in the pre-
sent study is that Burnout syndrome only
affects those workers who provide helpful
support to others, such as doctors, nurses, fire
fighters and teachers [20]; penitentiary police
officers [42-46] cannot be ranked among the
helping professions.

DISCUSSION

We assumed that the investigation’s fo-
cus would shift regarding the factors of
psychophysical isolation and the poor social
image of the police officers. We used an ad
hoc questionnaire to evaluate these two di-
mensions [47-49]. The sample consisted of
1,346 subjects who were surveyed between
March and September 2015. They constitu-
ted a homogeneous group because all of them
worked in prisons within three regions of
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Italy: Veneto, Trentino Alto Adige and Friu-
li Venezia Giulia. The sample included 1,178
men and 168 women aged between 18 and 65
years and with a good understanding of writ-
ten and spoken Italian. The instruments used
in the study were the PSrQ-p questionnaire
and a physical examination. The PSrQ—p eva-
luates the risk of work-related stress in pe-
nitentiary police officers (we will present the
data validation process of the instrument in a
turther paper). The questionnaire was self-ad-
ministered and consisted of 22 randomly ar-
ranged items that allowed us to investigate
the police officers’ perception of five macro
factors: isolation, social image, possession of
firearms, the variety of work and roles/re-
sponsibilities. Each item presents a work si-
tuation and asks them to rate the frequency
of each macro factor’s occurrence. In this way,
it was possible to gain an in-depth understan-
ding of the police officers’ perceptions of their
work environment. The questionnaire used a
five-point Likert scale comprised never, al-
most never, occasionally/sometimes, almost
every time and every time. The five constructs
were chosen on the basis of a thorough li-
terature search and observation carried out
on their work environment. The items were
constructed to represent the five dimensions
as accurately as possible. Finally, to test the
goodness of the questionnaire, a series of re-
liability tests were performed.

Following the self-administration of the
PSrQ-p, physical examinations were con-
ducted on 210 police officers. Between April
and May 2015, physicians visited the police
officers with an interview protocol designed
specifically for this research. The protocol is
comprised of several parts, with differentiated
assessments for each section. It investigates
the police officers’ alcohol and smoking ha-
bits, the age of onset and the average consu-
mption of the substance. The survey on the
presence of neurological, thyroid and cardio-
vascular diseases was confined to a ‘Yes’ or
‘No’ answer and a description of the disease
if present. The assessment continued with a
business risk profile, where 13 items represen-
tative of exposure to certain risk factors were
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evaluated. It used a three-point Likert scale:
low, medium and high. The analysis of the
environment and the task confirm our initial
hypothesis concerning the physical and men-
tal isolation that causes general psychological
distress. An important element is the geo-
graphical origin of the workers. They often
come from other geographical areas, and for
organisational and economic reasons, they
prefer to live in the barracks located within
the prison walls. Living away from home may
produce resentment and tensions that inevi-
tably negatively affect their labour and the re-
lationships with their colleagues. They spend
the entire day at work, and that their leisure
time also occurs within the prison walls cau-
ses them physical and mental suffering due
to their excessive isolation from the outside
world. This situation is aggravated by the pre-
sence of an unhealthy microclimate characte-
rised by high levels of humidity, insufficient
light, disturbing noises and odours, etc.

'The hypothesis concerning social image was
validated by the dichotomy between the
outside world (which is good) and the insi-
de world of the prison (which is evil), which
affects the police officers’ public image. The
stereotype of the bad jailer is well known,
and work inside the prison takes on enough
of a negative connotation to be considered a
task that no one wants to do and that is so-
cially undesirable. The data reveal widespread
psychosomatic unease, which is also demon-
strated by the high number of workers with
medical prescriptions, leading to a high rate
of absenteeism[50].

Specifically, 54% of the smokers consume

between 10 and 20 cigarettes a day, and 10%
of the workers are affected by cardiovascular
diseases. The police officers complain of an
unhealthy microclimate characterised by dirt
and dust (56%), unpleasant odours (49%), in-
sufficient light (43%) and disturbing noises
(41%). Another finding is the obesity of the
workers. Their body mass indexes (BMI) are
more than double the average BMI for se-
dentary occupations (51% are overweight).

The first part of this intervention was pre-
sented at a conference of SIPISS and Italian
Penitentiary Administration “Working in the
Italian Penitentiary System”, held in Padova
on 19 January 2016 in the form of a paper en-
titled “Work in prison administration’, where
SIPISS along with the local prison admini-
stration presented a law proposal to the Se-
cretary of Justice to set up a medical facility
within the penitentiary for the police officers.

CONCLUSION
Marked psychological and physical isolation,

a negative social image, psychosomatic sufte-
ring and high rates of obesity are all indexes
of specific psychosocial risk for this work en-
vironment. These findings reveal the negative
effect of the working conditions on the police
officers’ welfare and on their adoption of un-
suitable and deviant behaviours. Exposure to
these risks is behind the high rates of absen-
teeism, along with cases of suicide and acts of
delinquency. These events are regularly cove-
red in the news, negatively affecting the social
image of penitentiary police officers.

References

1. Mencacci C, Clerici M, Scarone, S. Linee guida per la gestione dell’assistenza psichiatrica nelle carceri.
American Psychiatric Association. Milano: eds. Masson; 2002.

2. Associazione Antigone. Le prigioni malate. VIII rapporto nazionale sulle condizioni di detenzione. Roma:

eds. Dell’Asino;2011.

3. Atkinson W. Stress: risk management’s most serious challenge? Risk Management. 2004;51(6): 20-24.
4. Barling J, Kelloway K, Frone R. Handbook of Work Stress. California: Sage;2004.

5. Moller L, Stover H, Jurgens R, Gartherer A, Nikogosian H, editor. World Health Organization. Health in
prisons: A WHO guide to the essentials in prison health. Copenhagen, Denmark: World Health Organi-

26



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

Journal of Health and Social Sciences 2016; 1,1: 23-28

zation; 2007.

World Health Organization. Mental health promotion in prisons: Report on a WHO meeting. The Ha-
gue, Netherlands: World Health Organization; 1998.

Sbraccia A, Vianello F. Tensioni e transizioni: Uno sguardo sul sistema penitenziario del Veneto. Associa-
zione Antigone (a cura di) Settimo rapporto sulle condizioni di detenzione in Italia; 2010.

Moller L, Stover H, Jurgens R, Gartherer A, Nikogosian H, editor. World Health Organization. Health in
prisons: A WHO guide to the essentials in prison health. Copenhagen, Denmark: World Health Organi-
zation; 2007.

Baudino M. La polizia penitenziaria tra sovraffollamento carcerario e burnout: il dibattito interno. Rivista
di criminologia, vittimologia e sicurezza. 2014;8(2):104-119. Italian.

Beehr T' A, Newman JE. Job stress, employee health, and organizational effectiveness: a facet analysis,

model and literature review. Personnel Psychology. 1978;31:665-699.

Bossche, S, van den and Houtman ILD. Work stress interventions and their effectiveness: a review, Report
for stress impact. Hoofddorp: TNO Work and Employment;2004.

Pasculli L. Re-education and military punishment (Rieducazione e Pena Militare). Padova: University of

Trento;2006. Italian. [cited 2016 Jan 19]. Available from: http://ssrn.com/abstract=1720406.

Briner R B, Reynolds S.The costs, benefits, and limitations of organizational level stress interventions.

Journal of Organizational Behavior. 1999;20:647- 664.

Dowden C, Tellier C. Predicting work-related stress in correctional officers: a meta-analysis. ] Crim Justi-
ce. 2004;32:31-47. doi: 10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2003.10.003.

Griffin ML. Gender and stress: a comparative assessment of sources of stress among correctional officers. J

Contemporary Crim Justice. 2006;22(1):4-25.

Lavigne E, Bourbonnais R. Psychosocial work environment, interpersonal violence at work and psycho-
tropic drug use among correctional officers. Int ] Law Psychiatry. 2010;33:122-129. doi: 10.1016/j.
ij1p.2009.12.005.

Cullen FT, Link BG, Wolfe NT, Frank J. The social dimensions of correctional officer stress. Justice Quar-
terly. 1985;2(4):505-533. doi: 10.1080/07418828500088711.

Bourbonnais R, Jauvin N, Dussault J, Vezina M. Psychosocial work environment, interpersonal violen-
ce at work and mental health among correctional officers. Int ] Law Psychiatry. 2007;30:355-368. doi:
10.1016/j.1j1p.2007.06.008.

Maslach C, Schaufeli WB, Leiter MP. Job burnout. Annual Revue of Psychology. 2001;52:397-422. doi:
10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.397.

Lambert EG, Hogan NL, Altheimer I. An exploratory examination of the consequences of burnout in
terms of life satisfaction, turnover intent, and absenteeism among private correctional staff. The Prison
J. 2010;90(1):94-114. doi: 10.1177/0032885509357586.

Schaufeli WB, Peeters MCW. Job stress and burnout among correctional officers: a literature review.Int ]

Stress Manage. 2000;7(1):19-48. doi: 10.1023/A:1009514731657.

Gerstein LH, Topp CG, Correll G. The role of the environment and person when predi-
cting burnout among correctional personnel. Crim Justice Behav. 1987;14(3):352-369. doi:
10.1177/0093854887014003006.

Carlson JR, Thomas G. Burnout among prison case workers and corrections officers. Journal of Offender

Rehabilitation. 2008;43(3):19-34.

Neveu JP. Jailed resources: conservation of resources theory as applied to burnout among prison guards. J
Organ Behav. 2007;28:21-42. doi: 10.1002/job.393.

Kienan G, Malach-Pines A. Stress and burnout among prison personnel. Crim Justice

Behav.2007;34(3):380-398. doi: 10.1177/0093854806290007.

Bunce D, Stephenson K. Statistical considerations in the interpretation of research on occupational stress

27



Journal of Health and Social Sciences 2016; 1,1: 23-29

27.
28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.
37.
38.

39.

40.

41.
42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

management interventions. Work & Stress. 2000;14:197-212.
Cherniss C. Professional burnout in human service organization. New York, NY: Praeger;1980.

Collins AE Promoting well-being in the workplace: A tailored approach to stress management. Bowl-ing

Green, KY: Bowling Green State University;2004.

Finney C, Stergiopoulos E, Hensel ], Bonato S, Dewa CS. Organizational stressors associated with job
stress and burnout in correctional officers: a systematic review. BMC Public Health. 2013;13:82.

Cooper CL, Marshall J. Occupational sources of stress: a review of the literature relating to coronary heart

disease and mental ill health. ] Occup Psychol. 1976;49:11-28. doi: 10.1111/j.2044-8325.1976.tb00325 .x.

Hepburn JR, Knepper PE. Correctional officers as human service workers: the effect on job sati-

sfaction. Justice Quarterly. 1993;10(2):315-337. doi: 10.1080/07418829300091841.

Robinson D, Porporino FJ, Simourd L. The influence of educational attainment on the atti-
tudes and job performance of correctional officers. Crime Delinquen. 1997;43(1):60-77. doi:
10.1177/0011128797043001004.

Finn P. Correctional officer stress: a cause for concern and additional help. Federal Proba-
tion.1998;62(2):65-74.

Armstrong GS, Griflin ML. Does the job matter? Comparing correlates of stress among treatment and
correctional staff in prisons. J Crim Justice. 2004;32:577-592. doi: 10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2004.08.007.

Dollard MF, Winefield AH. Organizational response to recommendations based on a study of stress
among correctional officers. Int J Stress Manage. 1994;1(1):81-101. doi: 10.1007/BF01857284.

Cox T, Howarth I. Organizational health, culture and helping. Work & Stress. 1990;4:107-110.
Petitti CI. Della condizione attuale delle carceri e dei mezzi di migliorarla. Turin: eds. Pomba,1840.

Enzmann D, Schaufeli DB, Janssen P, Rozeman A, Dimensionality and validity of the burnout measure.

Journal of occupational and Organizational Psychology. 1998;71:331-51.

Grasso L, Clementi C. Il fenomeno del burn-out tra gli operatori di polizia penitenziaria, Rapporto di
ricerca. Alessandria: Ministero della Giustizia;2006.

Ferrari G, Sinibaldi F, Penati V, Girard A. Stressati sul lavoro. La domanda di Assistenza Psicologica nelle
Aziende. Milano: eds. FerrariSinibaldi;2009.

D’Andria P, Quattrone P. Lordinamento del Corpo di Polizia Penitenziaria. Roma: Laurus Robufto,2003.

Di Mauro R. Riflessioni sul tema: Discriminazioni in carcere: la prospettiva di un'agente di polizia peni-

tenziaria. Il reo e il folle. 2003;21:1000-1008. Italian.

Milazzo S, Rizzo A. La percezione delle problematiche lavorative nel personale di polizia penitenziaria.
Rassegna Penitenziaria e Criminologica. 2010;3.39-67. Italian.

Peters KK, Carlson JG. Worksite stress management with high-risk maintenance workers: A controlled
study. International Journal of Stress Management. 1999;6:21-44.

Petitta L, Rinaldi AC, Manno S. Job burnout ed efficacia personale negli operatori penitenziari. Risorsa
Uomo. 2009;15:166-182. Italian.

Prati G, Boldrin S. Fattori di stress e benessere organizzativo negli operatori di polizia penitenziaria. G

Ital Med Lav Erg. 2011;33(3) Suppl B: B33-B39. Italian.

Karasek R, Theorell T. Autonomia e salute sul lavoro. Stress, produttivita e riorganizzazione del lavoro.

Milano: eds. FerrariSinibaldi;2012.

Ferrari G.2016. Work in prison administration. Proceedings of the Italian Ministry of Justice Conference
Working in the Italian Penitentiary System, Padova, Italy, 19 January. Available from: htpp:www.sipiss.it.

Vaernes RJ, Myhre G, aas H., Hommes T, Hansen I, Tonder O; Relationship between stress, psychological
factors, health and immune levels among military aviators. Work & Stress. 1991;5:5-19.

World Health Organization. Preventing suicide in jails and prisons. Geneva, Switzerland: WHO Docu-
ment Production Services;2007.

28



