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Abstract:  The  aim of this article is to present prisons as institutions with traumatogenic 
potential in the experiences of prison officers. It was assumed that the specific nature of the 
isolation environment, permanent exposure to stress, and contact with persons deprived of 
liberty could lead to symptoms of psychological stress and occupational trauma. The research 
aimed to identify the main sources of stress and traumatic experiences of officers and ways 
of coping with them, as well as to assess the available institutional support. The study used 
a  qualitative method of in-depth interviews. Twenty individual interviews were conducted 
with officers serving in various departments of penitentiary units (including security and 
penitentiary). The empirical material was analyzed using a thematic approach (Braun, Clarke, 
2006), which made it possible to identify key categories describing the experiences of the 
respondents. The results indicate that prisons are perceived as high-risk environments for 
traumatization, where the dominant stress factors are chronic emotional tension, exposure 
to aggression and self-harm among inmates, the pressure of responsibility, and a  sense of 
lack of influence over the organization of work. Respondents also point to psychological 
effects such as sleep disorders, excessive alertness, and emotional exhaustion. At  the same 
time, they reveal significant shortcomings in the institutional support system, including 
limited access to psychological assistance and insufficient preventive measures on the part 
of employers. The results confirm that prisons should be treated as institutions that generate 
specific traumatic stress, requiring a  comprehensive organizational response.
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Introduction

Penitentiary institutions are one of the most complex and demanding areas of 
state functioning, both in legal, organizational, and social terms. As  a  specific 
form of a  total institution, prisons are characterized by strict regulation of space, 
time, and interpersonal relationships. Although much attention is devoted in the 
literature to the impact of the isolation environment on persons deprived of their 
liberty, its impact on prison officers, who are at the center of daily interactions 
with inmates and are under pressure to maintain security and order in the facility, 
is analyzed much less frequently.

Contemporary research indicates that working in a prison involves exposure to 
chronic stress, contact with aggression, confrontation with self-aggressive behavior, 
and the burden of responsibility for the lives and health of others. These factors 
can lead to the development of stress-related disorders, including post-traumatic 
symptoms, burnout, and somatic problems. For this reason, prisons are sometimes 
described as environments with traumatogenic potential, not only for inmates but 
also for prison staff.

The article addresses the issue of traumatic experiences among officers 
employed in units subordinate to the Regional Inspectorate of Prison Service in 
Olsztyn. The  aim of the research is to identify which situations, relationships, 
and working conditions are perceived  by officers as mentally stressful and how 
they cope with the stress they experience. The  analysis is based on twenty in-
depth individual interviews, which enabled the reconstruction of the subjective 
perspectives of the respondents and captured a broad spectrum of their experiences.

Traumatic Experiences and Occupational Trauma

Traumatic experiences in the work of prison officers are an important area of 
analysis, as the specific nature of the penitentiary environment increases the risk 
of both direct and indirect psychological stress. In order to understand how trauma 
can manifest itself among officers, it is necessary to look at the basic definitions 
of trauma, its professional forms, the mechanisms of secondary traumatization, 
and the cumulative nature of stress in penitentiary work.

Trauma is the result of a  rare, unexpected injury, shock, or pain (Steuden, 
Janowski, 2016). It  is associated with experiencing an event (stressor) that the 
human body is unable to cope with, despite its resources (protective factors). 
Such events include, among others: risk of death, significant threat of death, 
exposure to serious injury or risk of injury, exposure to sexual violence or threat 
of sexual violence (DSM-5). The  traumatic effect of a  stressor occurs not only 
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when an individual is directly exposed to a  traumatic event, but also when they 
are an observer of a  stressful situation, indirectly experience it through receiving 
information about the death of a  loved one, or as a  result of frequent or intense 
exposure to unpleasant details of traumatic events (APA, 2013). 

Prison officers are a  professional group highly exposed to work stressors: 
physical danger, aggression, interpersonal conflicts, as well as contact with 
inmates exhibiting self-aggressive behavior or mental crises (Kinman, Clemens, 
2022; Viotti, 2016; Finney et  al., 2013). Such an environment is conducive to 
the development of occupational trauma, i.e., psychological injuries related to 
the performance of official duties, which can be either one-off (e.g., a  serious 
incident) or chronic. Research shows that approximately 59% of prison staff report 
experiencing so-called “critical incidents,” and as many as 44% of them show 
symptoms of PTSD related to these events (Jaegers et  al., 2022). Polish research 
on stress in the Prison Service confirms these observations. In  addition, a  study 
on sources of stress among prison staff points to, among other things, excessive 
workload, autocratic management style, tense interpersonal relationships, and 
contact with prisoners as psychogenic factors at work (Poklek, 2013). Sekułowicz 
(2019) points out that prison officers experience moderate levels of burnout, with 
depersonalization being one of the strongest dimensions of this syndrome; factors 
such as anxiety, low levels of social support, and inadequate strategies for coping 
with difficult experiences contribute to the risk of burnout and the emergence of 
various physical and mental health disorders among officers.

Psychological and rehabilitation literature distinguishes several forms of 
occupational trauma that may occur in prison officers. 

The first is primary trauma, also known as direct trauma. It  refers to real, 
personal, traumatic experiences, such as aggression and physical violence, 
assaults by inmates, or other critical incidents that an employee experiences while 
on duty. Constant exposure to these stressors can lead to PTSD (post-traumatic 
stress disorder). James and Todak (2018), after examining 355 prison staff, found 
that 19% of them met the criteria for PTSD. This result is comparable to data on 
war veterans. Risk factors include exposure to critical incidents and unclear job 
responsibilities, while protective factors include satisfaction with assigned tasks 
and positive relationships with coworkers and supervisors (Ellison, Jaegers, 2022). 
In  another study of prison guards conducted  by Jaegers and colleagues (2019), 
more than half (53.4%) scored high on PTSD symptoms, and burnout was found 
to be a significant predictor of these symptoms. Polish penitentiary literature also 
documents specific traumatic events in the work of officers. Basiński and Basińska 
(2004) describe situations of violence both on the part of inmates and within the 
staff, which can lead to acute stress reactions, post-traumatic stress disorder, or 
prolonged emotional disorders. 

Another type of trauma is related to emotional stress that arises as a  result 
of contact with people who have experienced trauma (e.g., inmates sharing their 
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experiences with an officer, listening to accounts of self-harm by prisoners). This 
phenomenon is called secondary trauma (shared experience). The  concept of 
secondary traumatization is described  by Figley (1995) in the context of people 
working with trauma victims, but it also applies to professionals in penitentiary 
environments: officers often react emotionally to the suffering of prisoners. 
The  effects of secondary traumatization can manifest themselves in symptoms 
similar to PTSD: intrusive memories, emotional avoidance, hypervigilance, and 
chronic emotional exhaustion. McCann and Pearlman (1990) argue that significant 
changes occur in the belief system and worldview of a person who empathically 
engages with another person’s trauma. Researchers refer to this process as 
vicarious trauma or compassion fatigue. King and Oliver (2022) argue that prison 
officers may experience symptoms consistent with VT, e.g., through empathetic 
relationships with inmates, exposure to their stories of violence or self-destructive 
behavior, and through the “normalization” of trauma in the penitentiary institution. 
Research shows that STS (secondary traumatic stress) and VT are correlated with 
burnout (Malkina-Pykh, 2017). In  the context of the prison system, symptoms 
resulting from shared trauma may be exacerbated  by a  lack of formal mental 
health support, limited access to psychological assistance, and an organizational 
culture in which expressing vulnerability is often perceived as risky or unacceptable.

There is another, non-clinical term used in the literature on uniformed services 
(e.g., military, police, prison officers) to describe chronic psychological difficulties 
resulting from repeated exposure to high operational stress, fatigue, or stress. It is 
called Operational Stress Injury (OSI) and includes PTSD, depression, anxiety, and 
other conditions. It is a concept used to understand the long-term consequences of 
working in a penitentiary environment (Fusco et al., 2021; Ricciardelli et al., 2024).

One of the key mechanisms negatively affecting the mental health of prison 
officers is cumulative trauma, i.e., the consequence of multiple, repeated stresses 
of low or moderate intensity, which over the years can lead to significant 
psychological strain. Cumulative fatigue in uniformed services personnel results not 
only from initial crises, but also from everyday work stress (Schwartz, Allen, 2024).

In Poland, the specific nature of the prison system increases the risk of 
cumulative burdens. According to information provided  by the Supreme Audit 
Office (NIK), sources of stress include the structure of prisons: excessive internal 
violence, insufficient number of officers, overcrowding, inadequate security, and 
organizational burdens (NIK, 2025). In addition, research by Bargiel-Matusiewicz 
and Stelmachowska (2016) indicates a link between stress and self-efficacy, which 
may exacerbate the experience of chronic tension. In  the long term, cumulative 
trauma can lead to sleep disorders, burnout, and deterioration of mental and 
physical well-being. According to research by Sygit-Kowalkowska, Piotrowski, and 
Hamzah (2021), over 40% of Polish prison officers report symptoms of insomnia. 
Seeking support, on the other hand, acts as a  buffer that reduces the impact of 
insomnia on burnout among prison officers.
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Traumatization mechanisms in prisons do not operate in a  vacuum – they 
are deeply embedded in the organizational structure, institutional culture, and 
support resources. Research on work engagement among Polish prison officers 
shows that coping strategies (e.g., active coping, avoidance) and organizational 
conditions (type of penitentiary unit) have an impact on their subjective well-being 
(Sygit-Kowalkowska et  al., 2021). Furthermore, Sekułowicz’s (2019) research 
on burnout indicates that low levels of social support – both formal (training, 
psychological assistance) and informal (interpersonal relationships) – increase 
the risk of burnout and traumatic symptoms. In  the context of prevention, it is 
also worth noting that interventions supporting the mental well-being of prison 
officers (e.g., training, crisis support programs, psychotherapy) are analyzed in 
terms of their effectiveness: meta-analytic studies show that interventions based 
on cognitive-behavioral therapy, mindfulness, or stress management can bring real 
benefits (e.g., reduced burnout, improved mental health), but so far they have not 
been sufficiently implemented (Owusu-Ansah et  al., 2025).

The theoretical analysis presented here shows the multidimensional nature 
of the psychological burdens that may affect prison officers. Existing studies, 
both Polish and international, indicate that law enforcement officers are a  group 
particularly vulnerable to traumatic experiences, and at the same time often 
have limited access to adequate forms of institutional support. At  the same time, 
knowledge about the specific nature of these experiences in the Polish penitentiary 
system remains insufficient, especially in qualitative terms, which would allow 
us to capture the subjective perspective of officers and the complexity of their 
work in a high-risk environment. Therefore, an attempt was made to empirically 
examine how officers perceive their own experiences of stress and trauma, 
what situations they consider to be the most stressful, how they cope with the 
psychological consequences of their service, and how they assess the availability 
and effectiveness of the support offered by the institution. 

Research Methodology

The research was qualitative in nature and was designed to gain an in-depth 
understanding of the experiences of prison officers exposed to stress and traumatic 
situations. Individual in-depth interviews (IDI) were used, which allow for the 
reconstruction of subjective meanings, ways of interpreting professional reality, 
and strategies for coping with mental stress. The interviews were conducted based 
on a  semi-structured scenario covering issues related to daily duties, particularly 
stressful incidents, perception of risk and safety, coping strategies, and assessment 
of institutional support.

The collected material was analyzed using the thematic approach according to 
Braun and Clarke (2006), which allows for the identification of recurring categories 
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and patterns of meaning in the narratives of the respondents. The analysis process 
included: reviewing the empirical material, initial coding, constructing themes, 
reviewing and refining them, and creating a  coherent analytical narrative. This 
approach made it possible to capture the complexity of the officers’ experiences 
and the multidimensional nature of stress and traumatization in the penitentiary 
environment.

The research was conducted in accordance with ethical principles, including 
voluntary participation, anonymity, personal data protection, and ensuring 
participants’ right to withdraw from the study at any stage. The  interviews were 
conducted in conditions that guaranteed confidentiality and comfort during the 
conversation.

Research Objectives

The main objective of the research is to identify experiences of stress and traumatic 
situations at work among Prison Service officers, as well as ways of coping with 
psychological stress and an assessment of the institutional support available.

Specific objectives include:
	 1.	 Identifying the main sources of occupational stress for officers.
	 2.	 Recognition of traumatic experiences.
	 3.	 Analysis of coping strategies used by officers in crisis situations and in their 

daily professional activities.
	 4.	 Assessment of the forms and availability of institutional support, including 

psychological assistance, training, and stress prevention systems.
The implementation of these objectives provides insight into the psychosocial 

functioning of prison staff and enables the diagnosis of needs in terms of support 
and prevention.

Characteristics of the Study Group

Twenty prison officers serving in various types of penitentiary units took part 
in the study. The  selection was deliberate, taking into account the diversity 
of professional experience, the type of tasks performed, and length of service. 
The aim was to obtain as broad a  spectrum of perspectives as possible.

The structure of the study group is as follows: 
	a)	 gender: the majority were men (n = 14), women (n = 6);
	b)	 age: participants represented various age groups, ranging from 24 to 52 

years old;
	 c)	 length of service: officers with several years of experience (min. 3 years) for 

persons who have served for more than 25 years;
	d)	 departments of service: security department (n = 12), penitentiary department 

(n = 8).
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Results

Perception of Prison as a High-Risk Environment

An analysis of the statements made by the officers surveyed clearly indicates that 
the prison is perceived as a place of constant danger, requiring constant vigilance, 
quick reactions, and high mental resilience. This risk is both direct, related to 
the possibility of physical violence, and indirect, resulting from the psychological 
burden associated with observing the behavior of persons deprived of liberty, their 
emotional crises, or the use of manipulative interpersonal strategies to achieve 
their goals. A sense of danger is an inherent part of everyday prison practice, and 
its constant presence influences the way officers construct their professional role, 
their relationships with inmates, and their approach to security. The  respondents 
emphasize that the atmosphere of uncertainty and the possibility of conflict escalation 
are a permanent feature of the penitentiary environment. As respondents indicate:

You never know when things will get out of hand. Even during a  routine 
inspection, an attack or intimidation attempt may occur. You seem to be getting 
into this daily routine, but just when you think you’ve got everything under control, 
suddenly something unexpected happens. Suddenly, a  convict who was fine becomes 
like a wild animal that you have to tame. (F4)

Sometimes you’re just scared, for yourself, for your life. When you have children 
waiting for you, you think to yourself after such an incident – is it all worth the 
effort? Time passes and you hide those fears. Until the next operation. (F9)

Even minor, seemingly insignificant tensions can, according to officials, lead 
to a  crisis situation. The  need to constantly monitor the moods and behavior of 
inmates reinforces the sense of vigilance:

Sometimes a  small provocation is enough to cause a  conflict. You have to be 
constantly vigilant. (F2)

It’s not a  cushy job, it’s an amusement park with roller coasters. Sometimes 
when you get into a carriage, you can’t get out because the seat belts hold you tight. 
Sometimes you feel like you’re going to fall out, that it’s all over, even though you’ve 
checked the fastenings several times. There is no certainty here. The robber will sweet-
talk you, and when you turn your back, he’ll stab you in the back because he didn’t 
like something. (F15)

The experiences of the respondents indicate that risk perception is strongly 
related to the specific nature of the department in which they serve. Security 
officers, who have the most direct and physical contact with inmates, identify 
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their working environment as particularly demanding, both in terms of physical 
hazards and emotional pressure:

We see various forms of aggression every day. What may seem like a  normal 
situation to some people is a potential threat to us. (F8)

In the security department, it is difficult to predict which inmates may behave 
aggressively. You must react immediately. (F5)

In turn, penitentiary officers, despite the fact that their work does not usually 
require physical intervention, point to psychological risks and the stress resulting 
from working with people in emotional crises, with mental disorders, or engaging 
in self-aggressive behavior:

Physical violence is not the only problem. When you see a delinquent with cuts, 
who plays with a  razor blade on his body with such precision that many a  surgeon 
would envy him, and he smiles while doing so, you wonder where the limits are. 
It  leaves a  mark on your psyche, these images appear in your head, and there are 
more of them, and they are worse. (F14)

Contact with people in mental crises requires a great deal of attention. Any lapse 
in concentration can have serious consequences. (F13)

These statements indicate that although the type of risk varies between 
departments, its intensity and impact on mental functioning remain equally 
significant.

The narratives of officers particularly highlight the cumulative nature of 
stressful experiences which, even if they are not acute or spectacular, generate 
a  growing sense of burden when they are repeated on a  daily basis. Constant 
readiness and the inability to completely “switch off” after work are characteristic 
elements described by the respondents:

A person never completely disconnects from work. Even after work, you analyze 
situations that could have gone wrong. (F7)

After several years of service, I  noticed that these small tensions accumulate. 
Every day leaves some kind of mark. (F10)

It’s not like something dramatic happens every day. Sometimes it’s even quiet. 
But this calm is only apparent, because you know that something could happen at any 
moment. This constant tension doesn’t leave me even after work. (F12)

The worst thing is that your mind never rests. Even when I  return home, I  am 
still on duty, responding to every sound, every phone call. It’s hard to switch off 
completely because your body and mind are used to being constantly alert. (F3)
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Every day is similar, but that’s precisely the problem. These little situations, 
minor conflicts, raised voices – they add up. After years, it becomes such a  burden 
that you don’t even remember where it started. (F17)

This sense of “constant service” is one of the key features that distinguishes 
working in penitentiary institutions from other professions that require availability.

The statements made  by officers also reveal clear differences resulting from 
their length of service. Those with less experience emphasize the high level of stress 
at the beginning of their careers, mainly due to a  lack of risk assessment skills:

At first, every alarm seemed like a  crisis. Now I  can assess the situation better, 
but vigilance never disappears. (F1)

When I started, I was afraid of almost everything, although of course I didn’t let 
it show. Here in the criminal world, you have to be strong and tough. Now I  know 
which situations are really dangerous. (F11)

Officers with many years of experience perceive risk in a more analytical way, 
although this does not mean that the burden is any lighter. Years of experience 
provide them with tools to interpret inmates’ behavior more accurately, but it does 
not eliminate the sense of danger:

Experience teaches you to predict inmates’ behavior, but you can never be 
100% sure. (F20)

After twenty years of service, I  have learned to observe small signs that may 
indicate a problem. (F17)

In this way, the statements of officers confirm that regardless of the length of 
service, the perception of prison as a high-risk environment remains a constitutive 
element of their work, affecting both their behavior and mental well-being.

Analysis of respondents’ statements indicates that the perception of prison 
as a  high-risk environment is multidimensional. It  covers both physical and 
psychological hazards, as well as the need for constant readiness, awareness 
of cumulative stress, and the importance of professional experience in risk 
assessment. All officers emphasize that a  sense of danger is an integral part of 
their job, which requires them to be constantly alert, flexible, and able to cope 
with crisis situations.

Key Sources of Traumatic Experiences, Stress, and Emotional Strain

The experiences of officers indicate that the main sources of stress and trauma in 
prison work can be divided into three categories: physical threats, stress resulting 
from the behavior and emotional states of inmates, and organizational and 
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relational factors in the work environment. All these elements, although different 
in nature, form a  complex system of stressors that accumulate over time and 
affect the mental well-being and professional functioning of officers.

The most common source of stress is situations in which officers must 
intervene in response to aggressive or unpredictable behavior. This applies in 
particular to security officers who perform their duties in residential wards, in 
cells, during transport, or during rapid interventions:

Even a  simple walk around the ward can end in a  scuffle. All it takes is for 
someone to be irritated or want to force something. (F5)

There were situations when an inmate grabbed something sharp and you had to 
react literally in a  second. (F8)

The respondents emphasize that some incidents are impossible to predict, as 
inmates may react impulsively, under the influence of emotions or psychoactive 
substances smuggled into the facility. The  need for a  quick, decisive response 
causes a high level of physiological arousal and chronic tension.

Statements made  by officers from the penitentiary department, as well as 
some members of the security department, point to another category of stressors 
related to direct contact with the mental suffering of inmates. Officers repeatedly 
witness suicide attempts, self-harm, or behavior indicating a deep emotional crisis 
among incarcerated individuals:

The hardest thing is to watch someone destroy themselves. The  feeling of 
powerlessness, helplessness, of not being able to influence his behavior and change 
his beliefs is difficult and burdensome. We had a  boy here, a  long sentence, a  very 
long one. Too long for him to handle. He couldn’t take it anymore. He couldn’t accept 
the fact that he would end up as a  beggar, so he put his name on the list of those 
hanged. It’s brutal, but it happens within these walls. Not everyone can bear the 
weight of responsibility for their crimes. Not everyone knows how to look, cut off, 
and comprehend. (F15)

I  saw a boy who was trying to hang himself for the second time. You can’t just 
forget about it. (F13)

It is precisely these situations that are often reported as the most psychologically 
stressful, because they involve emotional conflict: on the one hand, officers have 
a  duty to respond professionally, while on the other, they are confronted with 
human tragedy and suffering.

Work organization and relations between officers are also a significant source 
of stress. High staff turnover, staff shortages, lack of training, and time pressure 
generate a  feeling of overload:
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Sometimes there are three of us in a  ward where there should be five. This 
causes enormous stress. (F11)

Personnel changes throw you off your rhythm. You come to work and you don’t 
know who you’ll be working with that day. (F6)

For  some participants, relationships within the team are also a  burden, 
especially in situations of conflict or lack of support:

Sometimes I  experience more stress from my coworkers than from the inmates. 
When there is no cooperation, it is difficult to feel safe. (F16)

The world of crime is a  brutal one. And it’s not about the inmates. You have 
some authority over them. It’s about the people you work with. Some people just 
wait for you to slip up, give you dirty looks, throw nasty comments your way, make 
fun of you, and you get the impression that at times it borders on violence. But 
you persevere, you show that you are strong, because otherwise they will eat you 
alive. (F3)

From the perspective of officers, stress in prison work is not a  single 
experience, but rather a  network of overlapping stimuli, ranging from physical 
threats and emotionally stressful situations to tensions arising from the very 
structure and culture of the organization. In  practice, this means that every 
day on duty involves the unpredictability of inmates’ behavior, the necessity of 
confronting human suffering, and the uncertainty resulting from working in an 
unstable environment. It  is not one specific incident, but rather the sum of them 
that creates the distinctive atmosphere of the service. In  such an environment, 
stress is not an episode, but a  constant backdrop that gradually shapes the way 
you think, react, and cope with everyday professional life.

Psychosocial Effects of Working in a Penitentiary

Working in the conditions of constant danger and stress has clear psychosocial 
consequences. The  statements of the respondents reveal both short-term effects 
(e.g., tension, irritability) and long-term changes in functioning, sometimes similar 
to the symptoms of chronic stress or burnout.

Respondents report problems with sleep, increased anxiety, difficulty relaxing, 
and psychosomatic symptoms, among other things:

After a night shift, I  sometimes can’t fall asleep for several hours. I’m constantly 
in a kind of alert mode. (F7)

After major operations, I  feel my body shaking for half a day. (F20)
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Some of the statements also describe phenomena similar to symptoms of 
intrusion or hypervigilance:

Sometimes after work, I  analyze every situation and think about what I  could 
have done differently. It’s mentally exhausting. (F5)

Officers often point out that their work affects their private lives, primarily through 
fatigue, irritability, and difficulty separating their personal and professional lives:

I  come home and I’m so exhausted that I  don’t have the energy to talk. 
The  family feels it. (F17)

At times, I am more alert than I should be, even when walking with my children. 
I  look at these images, hear about what some of them did to children, and I  start to 
feel psychotic. (F3)

According to several respondents, working in a  prison is associated with 
a  sense of social misunderstanding or disapproval of the profession:

People think that we only guard prisoners. And this job is much more difficult. 
Sometimes I  feel misunderstood. (F12)

Those who haven’t worked here don’t know what it’s like inside. They say we 
are brutal, that we treat convicts like subhumans, that we take out our frustrations 
on them, etc. And that we bring all of this home with us, so our wives and children 
suffer. I’m not saying that I don’t know any officers like that, but I  feel like we have 
to explain ourselves for everything. It would be enough for the one who judges here 
to come in and experience one attack from a person convicted of domestic violence. 
And being human for humans disappears. (F20)

Some officers, especially those with longer professional experience, experience 
symptoms of burnout, such as loss of motivation, distancing themselves from 
inmates, or emotional “detachment:”

After so many years, you become a little harder. Otherwise, it would be impossible 
to function. (F10)

Sometimes I  catch myself reacting mechanically, without emotion. (F18)

The accounts presented show that daily functioning in a prison environment 
gradually shapes a specific profile of burdens that go beyond the professional sphere 
alone. Serving in isolation affects how emotions are experienced, the ability to rest, 
and the quality of relationships with other people. Over time, some officers begin 
to experience difficulties in returning to their “normal rhythm” outside the walls 
of the unit, leading to feelings of distance from loved ones and increasing social 
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isolation. Over the years, the intensity of work-related experiences can also result 
in emotional indifference or exhaustion, which become a form of protection against 
an excess of stimuli. These complex changes show that the consequences of service 
are deepening and encompass multidimensional aspects of psychosocial functioning.

Strategies for Coping with Stress

The coping strategies used  by officers are both individual and team-based. 
Respondents’ statements indicate that informal support mechanisms, self-regulation 
techniques, and methods of reducing emotional involvement are most commonly used. 

The most frequently mentioned strategy is talking and sharing experiences 
with other officers. Peer relationships are a key resource for reducing tension:

Talking to someone who has been through the same thing helps the most. 
An ordinary person won’t understand this. (F1)

We have our own ways of supporting each other among colleagues. It’s a lifeline 
after difficult situations. (F14)

Informal bonds within the team become the primary means of cushioning 
the effects of stress. Discussing difficult events together, sharing jokes, or having 
short conversations “behind the scenes” help relieve tension and restore a  sense 
of normalcy after demanding interventions.

The second important area of the strategy involves activities aimed at 
regulating physiological tension. Some officers try to regain their balance through 
sports activities, while others choose longer walks, time spent with their families, 
physical work, or calming techniques. However, they point out that the need to 
“clear one’s head” after duty is so strong that it sometimes requires intense forms 
of effort to shift attention from accumulated emotions to physical activity. Some 
officers use physical activity, such as running, going to the gym, or playing sports, 
as a way to relieve the stress accumulated at work:

Training is the only way for me to cut off stress after work. I push myself to the 
limit so that my body feels it, rather than my head thinking about it. I also go to the 
swimming pool. (F6)

Psychological strategies, based on distancing oneself, rationalizing the situa-
tion, or maintaining “professional indifference,” also constitute an important group. 
Although these mechanisms allow people to function in an environment where strong 
emotions can compromise safety, some respondents emphasize their ambivalent na-
ture. On the one hand, they enable you to maintain control, but on the other hand, 
when used for many years, they can lead to the suppression of feelings, loss of sensitiv-
ity, or the accumulation of difficult experiences that return in moments of weakness:
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I  try not to take anything too personally. This makes it easier to stay calm. (F9)

I’ve developed a  barrier within myself; I  know when I  need to cut off my 
emotions. (F16)

It is worth noting that some officers also look for ways to symbolically 
“separate” work from their private lives, e.g., through short rituals after finishing 
their shift, consciously silencing their phones, or avoiding talking about work at 
home. Although these strategies are used less frequently, they indicate a growing 
awareness of the need to take care of mental hygiene.

All of these strategies serve a protective function, helping to maintain mental 
balance in a  demanding work environment. At  the same time, respondents’ 
statements show that none of these solutions is perfect: they bring relief, but do 
not eliminate the source of stress, and some (especially those based on suppressing 
emotions) can lead to the accumulation of difficult experiences. As  a  result, 
coping with stress in the prison service becomes a  dynamic process, requiring 
constant adjustment and a  search for balance between mental health protection 
and professional commitment.

Institutional Support – Assessment and Perceived Deficits

Statements  by officers show that although the institutional support system 
formally exists, its practical usefulness is sometimes limited. Many prison service 
employees note that access to professional psychological assistance is an important 
element in protecting their well-being, but in reality, opportunities to use it are 
insufficient. Respondents report difficulties in making appointments, long waiting 
times, or an inability to obtain help in emergencies when support is most needed. 
As a result, the psychologist becomes a resource that exists “on paper” but is not 
always actually available:

There is a  psychologist, but it’s difficult to get an appointment, especially in an 
emergency. (F16)

It is important that this assistance exists, but it is often insufficient. (F19)

What kind of help are we talking about? It’s just a  joke. When it’s in the media, 
they suddenly talk about how much support we’re getting. The reality is different. We 
have to deal with this whole mess ourselves. (F20)

Another area highlighted  by respondents is training to prepare them to 
cope with psychological stress and difficult situations in prison work. Although 
officers regularly participate in mandatory training, it mainly covers technical and 
procedural aspects. Meanwhile, officers’ needs also include developing soft skills: 
coping with stress, regulating emotions, managing tension, and communicating 
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effectively with people in crisis. The  lack of such training means that employees 
often rely on intuition or experience, which is not always sufficient in emergency 
or extreme situations:

We have training, but mainly the mandatory ones. There is a  lack of classes 
concerning our psyche. (F18)

One of the most serious shortcomings, repeatedly mentioned by respondents, 
is staffing issues. Staff shortages directly translate into an increased workload per 
employee and a  sense of responsibility for the safety of the entire department. 
Fewer officers on duty means greater risk and more intense work, which increases 
stress levels and reduces the sense of security. Officers emphasize that larger and 
more stable teams could significantly reduce the workload for employees and 
alleviate the stress associated with daily duties:

Everything would be easier if there were more people. Now the entire burden 
falls on those who remain. (F11)

In the opinion of many participants in the study, institutional forms of 
support could be more systematic and tailored to real needs. Suggestions are 
made regarding the introduction of regular preventive meetings, work supervision, 
group consultations, and the creation of permanent support groups. According to 
officials, these measures would not only help to cope with current experiences, 
but would also serve an important preventive function, allowing tension to be 
defused before it escalates into more serious emotional problems:

There should be a permanent support program, not just reacting after the fact. (F20)

There is a  lack of conversations that would allow you to release what you are 
carrying inside. (F3)

In summary, officers expect support that is more responsive, regular, and based 
on the real needs of the prison environment. Suggestions regarding supervision, 
support groups, and preventive measures indicate a  growing awareness that 
effective assistance should go beyond crisis intervention and include ongoing 
support for employees in their daily professional lives.

Discussion Concerning the Results

An analysis of the experiences of officers employed in units subordinate to the 
Regional Inspectorate of Prison Service in Olsztyn confirms that prisons function 
as institutions with high traumatogenic potential. The results indicate that chronic 
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exposure to physical and psychological threats, the need for constant vigilance, 
and contact with the suffering and aggression of inmates create an environment 
conducive to the accumulation of psychological stress. This picture fits in with 
the concept of the traumatogenic nature of closed institutions, where everyday 
experiences can lead to symptoms of occupational stress and traumatization.

The diversity of sources of stress depending on the function performed 
emphasizes the importance of the context of service in understanding traumatic 
experiences. Security officers, who have direct physical contact with inmates, 
experience immediate and tangible risks, while penitentiary staff more often 
report stress related to observing self-destructive behavior or emotional crises. 
This distinction suggests that the mechanisms of traumatization in prison are 
multidimensional, encompassing both trauma resulting from direct somatic threat 
and psychological stress arising from chronic exposure to the suffering of others.

The results of the study also indicate that stressful experiences are cumulative, 
and that everyday, seemingly minor tensions gradually build up to long-term 
psychological stress. Such mechanisms confirm theoretical approaches to chronic 
occupational stress in penitentiary work, which can lead to the development of 
PTSD symptoms, burnout, or hypervigilance. An important conclusion is that even 
experienced officers, who are better able to assess risk thanks to their seniority, 
remain exposed to chronic emotional stress, which indicates that professional 
experience does not eliminate the traumatic potential of the environment.

An analysis of coping strategies points to the important role of social 
support within the team and self-regulatory mechanisms, but their effectiveness 
is limited  by structural institutional deficits. The  lack of regular psychological 
support, insufficient preventive measures, and staffing problems in penitentiary 
units increase the risk of traumatic experiences accumulating and make it difficult 
to cope with them in an adaptive manner. 

Research findings suggest that prisons are not only environments of high 
physical and psychological risk, but also create a  specific work culture in which 
chronic stress becomes the norm. As a result, officers develop protective strategies 
such as emotional distancing, selective engagement, or intense physical activity, 
which allow them to function in a difficult environment but may also contribute 
to reduced sensitivity and the accumulation of difficult experiences.

In summary, the results of the study confirm that prisons should be understood 
as traumatogenic institutions, and that effective protection of the mental health 
of prison officers requires a  systemic approach: both in terms of prevention and 
individual and team interventions. This points to the need to develop support 
programs tailored to the nature of the prison environment, taking into account the 
multidimensional sources of stress and the specific needs of officers in different 
departments.
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