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Organizational stressors associated with job stress
and burnout in correctional officers: a systematic
review
Caitlin Finney1, Erene Stergiopoulos1, Jennifer Hensel1,2, Sarah Bonato3 and Carolyn S Dewa1,2,4*
Abstract

Background: In adult correctional facilities, correctional officers (COs) are responsible for the safety and security of
the facility in addition to aiding in offender rehabilitation and preventing recidivism. COs experience higher rates of
job stress and burnout that stem from organizational stressors, leading to negative outcomes for not only the CO
but the organization as well. Effective interventions could aim at targeting organizational stressors in order to
reduce these negative outcomes as well as COs’ job stress and burnout. This paper fills a gap in the organizational
stress literature among COs by systematically reviewing the relationship between organizational stressors and CO
stress and burnout in adult correctional facilities. In doing so, the present review identifies areas that organizational
interventions can target in order to reduce CO job stress and burnout.

Methods: A systematic search of the literature was conducted using Medline, PsycINFO, Criminal Justice Abstracts,
and Sociological Abstracts. All retrieved articles were independently screened based on criteria developed a priori.
All included articles underwent quality assessment. Organizational stressors were categorized according to Cooper
and Marshall’s (1976) model of job stress.

Results: The systematic review yielded 8 studies that met all inclusion and quality assessment criteria. The five
categories of organizational stressors among correctional officers are: stressors intrinsic to the job, role in the
organization, rewards at work, supervisory relationships at work and the organizational structure and climate. The
organizational structure and climate was demonstrated to have the most consistent relationship with CO job stress
and burnout.

Conclusions: The results of this review indicate that the organizational structure and climate of correctional
institutions has the most consistent relationship with COs’ job stress and burnout. Limitations of the studies
reviewed include the cross-sectional design and the use of varying measures for organizational stressors. The results
of this review indicate that interventions should aim to improve the organizational structure and climate of the
correctional facility by improving communication between management and COs.
Introduction
Workplace stress and burnout affects between 19% and
30% of employees in the general working population [1-3].
Job stress is the psychological distress or strain that arises
from both individual and organizational stressors in the
workplace [1,4]. Long term job stress can lead to burnout
in the workplace and is characterized by feelings of
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reproduction in any medium, provided the or
exhaustion, cynicism, detachment, ineffectiveness and lack
of personal accomplishment [5]. Both job stress and burn-
out can result in employees with decreased organizational
commitment and associated lower productivity [5]. Over
the past three decades, a large body of research has exam-
ined the factors contributing to job stress and burnout
and there is a growing need to critically examine the
organizational stressors specifically, in order to create
healthy employees and work environments [1,6-8].
Correctional facilities employees are potentially

exposed to a greater number of on the job risk factors
because they house a population against their will with
Ltd. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative
ommons.org/licenses/by/2.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
iginal work is properly cited.
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the mission of “contribut[ing] to public safety by actively
encouraging and assisting offenders to become law-
abiding citizens, while exercising reasonable, safe, secure
and human control” [9]. Front-line correctional officers
(COs) are the employees who are responsible for keeping
the facility safe and secure, maintaining the population
of inmates and helping to facilitate their rehabilitation
[10-12]. Given the nature of correctional facilities and the
service that is provided, the organizations that operate the
facilities are characterized by “strict hierarchies. . .and per-
vasive bureaucrac[ies]” [13]. The organizational structure
of corrections and, consequently, the hierarchical relation-
ship between management and staff can cause stress and
job dissatisfaction [13]. Within correctional facilities (e.g.
prisons, jails), it is estimated that 37% of COs experience
job stress and burnout [2]. This is higher than the esti-
mated 19-30% in the general working population. COs
who experience symptoms of stress and burnout have the
potential to show a lack of motivation and a lack of com-
mitment, resulting not only in decreased organizational
commitment [14], but also in an increase in counter-
productive attitudes and behaviors. Counter-productive
attitudes and behaviors compromise the safety and secur-
ity of the correctional facility as well as inmate rehabilita-
tion. An example of a counter-productive behavior is
aiding and abetting inmates in carrying out criminal be-
havior from within the prison [15].
In recent years, COs have been facing increasingly high

rates of workplace stress [16] which can produce a detri-
mental impact on the safety and security within correc-
tional facilities. It is therefore important to examine the
organizational stressors that are associated with CO stress
and burnout. In their study of police officers, Crank et al.
(1995) reported that examining organizational level stres-
sors was of importance due to “their ability to overwhelm
otherwise beneficial individual-level characteristics” [17].
That is to say that individual-level characteristics can
moderate the effects of job stress, however, even those
beneficial characteristics become less helpful under condi-
tions of enduring or overwhelming organizational stres-
sors [17]. An awareness of the organizational stressors
impacting employee workplace stress and burnout would
enable the identification of organizational interventions
that can more accurately target these areas, thereby redu-
cing stress and burnout [7].
A previous literature review by Shaufeli and Peeters

(2000) has detailed some of the organizational stressors
that COs face [18]. This review, however, organized their
results by type of facility rather than type of staff. In
addition, more recent research has highlighted several
new organizational stressors that were not mentioned in
this review.
Cullen et al. (1985) have noted that COs need to be

conceptualized as unique from other employees within
correctional facilities since COs “work in an unusual social
setting and have an unusual technical task” [4]. In
addition, a recent meta-analysis of work-related stress in
COs, by Dowden and Tellier (2004), called for a more
detailed analysis of job position as it may play a significant
role in moderating the effects of job stress [19]. In support
of this hypothesis, studies have demonstrated that differ-
ent types of correctional employees have varying levels of
job stress and burnout [19-22]. For example, COs have
higher levels of job stress than both supervisory COs [22]
and employees who work in non-custody positions within
the correctional facility [20]. Correctional employees are
also exposed to different organizational stressors within
the correctional facility. Studies have found differences be-
tween COs and other correctional employees on measures
of role strain, perception of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards,
job satisfaction [23] and organizational commitment [24].
More recent research on CO stress has indicated several

organizational stressors that were not previously examined
by Shaufeli and Peeters (2000) including, but not limited
to, organizational climate, resources, rewards and quality
of supervision [18]. Given the differences in experienced
job stress and burnout, interventions may need to be em-
ployee group specific and address different areas of the
organization depending on the targeted employee group.
Since they presented an aggregate review, the results pre-
sented by Schaufeli and Peeters (2000) may have been
confounded by the use of studies that combined various
correctional employees in their samples [18].
The purpose of this paper is to review the scientific litera-

ture on job stress and burnout in COs employed in adult
correctional facilities in order to examine organizational
stressors that are related to CO job stress and burnout.
This paper fills a gap in the organizational stress literature
among COs by focusing on a specific group within the fa-
cility and examining organizational stressors that were not
previously identified. This review marks the first step to
identifying the areas within correctional organizations that
can be targeted by interventions in order to promote a
healthy and productive workplace for COs.

Background
COs and the facilities they work in
Within correctional facilities, COs have the primary re-
sponsibility of maintaining safety and security within the
walls of the institution by closely monitoring, supervising
and managing the inmates [10-12]. COs also have the task
of aiding offender rehabilitation, preparing them for re-
entry into society and ultimately contributing to the
prevention of recidivism [10,11]. Despite consensus in the
literature on the role of COs, numerous terms are used to
describe this position. They include: corrections officers
(North America and New Zealand) [10-12], agentes pene-
tenciarios (Brazil) [25], prison officer (Britain, Australia
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(22), Finland) [26,27], surveillants (France) [28], personnel
de interior y vigilancia (Spain) [29]. For the purposes of
this paper, CO will encompass all of these terms.
Types of correctional facilities include prisons and

jails, all of which have varying levels of security ranging
from minimum to medium to maximum [30]. In coun-
tries like the United States, prisons are operated by ei-
ther the state or federal government and are used to
house offenders who have received a sentence of over
one year due to their commission of a more serious
crime [31]. Jails in the United States, on the other hand,
are operated by municipal governments and are used to
house offenders who are awaiting trial or those who have
committed less serious offences and have a sentence of
less than one year [31]. The United States also has a
two-tiered correction system where facilities are oper-
ated by the government, mentioned above, as well as by
for-profit private companies.
In countries like France and South Korea all prisons

and jails are operated by the federal government [32,33].
Prisons and jails, similar to the United States, are used
to house offenders who have received longer sentences
due to the more serious nature of their crimes and short
stay offenders who have committed lesser crimes re-
spectively [32,33].

Stress and burnout
Stress is the psychological strain or distress resulting
from exposure to unusual or demanding situations,
known as stressors [4]. Occupational stress, specifically,
is the response to organizational stressors in the work-
place environment that pose “a perceived threat to an
individual’s well-being or safety” [1,4]. In addition to
organizational factors, individual level factors have also
been implicated in stress outcomes, both as contributing
factors as well as moderators of stress [17].
Long term stress can lead to burnout which is concep-

tualized as a “psychological syndrome in response to
chronic interpersonal stressors on the job” [5] which
arises due to an imbalance between the demands placed
on individuals and their ability to cope [34]. This syn-
drome is characterized by feelings of exhaustion, cyni-
cism, detachment, ineffectiveness and a personal lack of
accomplishment [5].

Stressors associated with stress and burnout
A large body of literature has pointed to the multiple fac-
tors that have been implicated in stress and burnout
among the general working population. Specifically, stress
and burnout stem from a combination of individual
risk factors and organizational stressors. Organizational
stressors such as work overload, role conflict, under-
promotion and level of participation interact with individ-
ual factors such as personality and family problems to
create mental and physical ill health in employees [1]. Job
stress can also result from an imbalance between the
demands placed on individuals and their ability to cope
[35] or an imbalance between employees’ efforts on the
job and the subsequent rewards they receive [36].
Cooper and Marshall’s (1976) model of job stress con-

ceptualizes five categories of workplace-specific sources
of stress within an organization [1]. This model has been
applied to a wide variety of employees including: social
workers [37], police, nurses and firefighters [38]. The
five categories of job stress as specified in this model are
used to conceptualize organizational stressors in the
current literature review.
The first category, stressors that are intrinsic to the

job, describes factors that increase the difficulty and
complexity of the duties that workers, in this case COs,
must perform. In addition, this category also describes
the factors that make a workload too heavy for the em-
ployee to handle [1,39,40].
The second category is role within the organization

and is used to reflect role ambiguity and role conflict
[1]. Role ambiguity arises when the duties and expecta-
tions placed on the employee are unclear [4,41,42]. Role
conflict occurs when there are conflicting demands
placed on the employee [1]. Among COs, this can be
seen through the expectation to exercise professionalism
within a bureaucratic correctional system where COs do
not have the authority to do so [4]. For example, COs
must often maintain security through informal interac-
tions with inmates that may not comply with the written
rules of the correctional facility [4].
The third category of work-specific stressors is career

development which is used to encompass the factors
affecting the future of an employee within an organization
like promotion, job security and ambition [1]. The fourth
category, relationships at work, describes the interactions
that occur between the employee and their subordinates,
co-workers and supervisors [1].
The organization’s structure and climate, the final

category, is used to describe how the structure of
the organization affects the employee. Examples of
organizational structure include employees’ degree of
decision latitude, organizational politics and communi-
cation between the organization and staff [1].

Outcomes of stress and burnout
Within the general working population, long term stress
and burnout in the workforce can result in a negative
overall mood [6], physical ill health, job dissatisfaction
and increased substance abuse [1]. Occupational stress
can also result in a decrease in organizational commit-
ment and avoidance behaviors at work, such as absen-
teeism and sick day use [6]. In addition, burnout can
cause lower productivity and ineffectiveness at work [5].



Table 1 Selection criteria

Inclusion Criteria

Yes Diagnosis (one of the following must be checked off as a ‘yes’)

□ □ Burnout (shows symptoms as determined by a valid
psychometric measurement and/or biomedical measure)

□ Stress (shows symptoms as determined by a valid psychometric
measurement and/or biomedical measure)

Correlation (both must be checked off as a ‘yes’)

□ □ Must measure correlates of stress and/or burnout

□ Correlates must be organizationally-based

Outcome (must be checked off as ‘yes’)

□ □ Description of the how the stressor is correlated to job stress or
burnout

Exclusion Criteria

Yes Sample Population (any of the following are grounds for
exclusion)

□ □ A group that does not consist of front line correctional officers

□ A group not employed in an adult correctional facility (ie.
juvenile detention center, juvenile correctional facility, treatment
facility, community corrections, probation office, parole office)

No Outcomes (the following is grounds for exclusion)

□ □ Describes offender outcomes, prisoner mental health, prisoner
stress

□ No outcomes about the sample population

Type of article (any of the following are grounds for exclusion)

□ □ Non peer-reviewed article

□ Book review

□ Editorial

□ Dissertation
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Among correctional employees, stress and burnout can
also lead to negative personal, social and work outcomes.
However, these effects are more pronounced in this popula-
tion when compared with the general working population,
in part attributable to higher rates of stress and burnout
[16]. In correctional staff, work stress and burnout have
been shown to be associated with decreased life satisfaction
[14], internal withdrawal [13], inability to cope with trau-
matic experiences [13], decreased physical health [43] and
increased substance use [13]. A decrease in positive social
interaction and relationships [14] and an increase in work-
family conflict [43] may also be related to correctional em-
ployee stress and burnout. From an organizational stand-
point, correctional employee stress and burnout manifests
itself in decreased job involvement [44], lower job satisfac-
tion [44], reduced organizational commitment [19], nega-
tive safety outcomes [43], an increase in turnover [14],
increased absenteeism [19] and higher use of sick days [43].
This paper fills a gap in the organizational stress li-

terature among correctional officers by systematically
reviewing the way in which organizational stressors are
related to CO job stress and burnout in adult correc-
tional facilities. In doing so, the present review identifies
the areas that organizational interventions can target in
order to reduce CO stress and burnout.

Methods
Literature search
Four electronic databases were used in this systematic
review: Medline, PsycINFO, Criminal Justice Abstracts
and Sociological Abstracts. All searches were conducted
on May 31, 2012. This study used existing literature and
therefore, did not involve living subjects. Consequently,
it did not require Research Ethics Board review. The
search strategies, as outlined in the Appendix, included
key terms such as correction officer, prison guard, job
stress and burnout. All searches were limited to results
from 1999 to 2012, in order to yield the most current
studies that have not appeared in previous reviews [18].
Using selection criteria developed a priori, presented in
Table 1, raters CF and ES independently screened the
resulting titles, abstracts and full text articles.

Eligibility criteria
In this review, job stress was defined as the “psychological
discomfort or tension” [4] that results from exposure to
organizational stressors in the workplace environment [1].
Burnout was defined as the subjective experience that
results from chronic stressors from the workplace and is
characterized by feelings of exhaustion, cynicism, detach-
ment, ineffectiveness and a personal lack of accomplish-
ment [5]. The studies resulting from the database searches
were screened on the basis of (a) diagnosis of stress or
burnout using a validated measure, (b) description of the
organizational correlates of job stress or burnout (with or
without a validated measure), (c) study sample of COs and
(d) employment within an adult correctional facility. Stud-
ies in English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, Greek,
Polish and Croatian were eligible for inclusion. This review
does not break down findings based on facility type due to
the small number of included studies and some evidence
that the environmental differences in correctional facilities
do not have a significant impact on CO job stress [19].
Studies were excluded on the basis of (a) lack of empir-

ical data, (b) solely a description of offender outcomes, for
example organizational stressors that impact inmate
stress, and (c) solely a description of non-organizational
correlates of stress, for example studies examining the re-
lationship between age and stress. Studies were also
excluded if they used a sample of correctional employees,
in addition to front-line COs, and did not separate them
out in the analysis of their results. Examples of correc-
tional employees who are not front-line officers include,
but are not limited to: supervisory correctional officers,
case managers, medical staff, industry staff, food service
workers, supervisory staff, wardens and treatment officers.



Table 2 Organizational classification of stressors

Organizational classification Stressors

Intrinsic to Job Work overload

Overtime

Training

Overcrowding

Participation

Skill Utilization

Professional worth

Work-related tasks outside of the facility

Limited resources

Understaffing

Daily tasks

Role in Organization Role problems

Rewards Perceived intrinsic rewards

Salary

Opportunity

Supervisory Relationships
at Work

Negative interaction with supervisors

Perceived supervisory influence

Leadership issues

Quality of supervision

Supervisory support

Organizational Structure
and Climate

Organizational support

Organizational justice

Organizational climate

Administrative strengths
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After titles were screened according to the eligibility
criteria, relevant abstracts were retrieved and screened
using the same criteria. Full-text articles were then
retrieved and evaluated based on the inclusion and ex-
clusion criteria outlined in Table 1. The four electronic
database searches revealed a total number of 313 articles
for examination, excluding duplicates.

Assessment of methodological quality
An 8-item quality assessment checklist was developed
a priori to assess the methodological quality of the
included studies adapted from a previous checklist used
by Stergiopoulos et al. (2011) [45]. Assessment questions
examined study design, methods, measurements, ana-
lysis and data presentation. Methodological quality was
independently assessed by raters CF and ES. Any dis-
crepancies with regards to the ratings were discussed
and agreement was reached between both raters. Studies
meeting all assessment criteria were rated as “excellent”
while studies that met at least 4 out of the 8 criteria
were rated as “good” as outlined in Additional file 1.

Stressor classification system
Five main categories of work stressors were outlined in
Cooper and Marshall’s (1976) model of work related
stress [1]. These broad categories have been used to
conceptualize organizational stressors in a broad range
of literature on occupational stress [38,46,47] and were
adopted as the stressor classification system for this re-
view. The five categories of work stressors in Cooper
and Marshall’s model are stressors intrinsic to the job,
role in the organization, career development, relation-
ship at work and organizational structure and climate
[1]. For the purposes of this paper, the classification
rewards at work will simultaneously replace and encom-
pass the original category career development. It has
been shown that the term “organizational rewards” is
more able to accommodate for not only career develop-
ments, like salary, but also other rewards specific to the
job, including intrinsic rewards like pride [8]. In
addition, relationships at work has been narrowed in this
paper to supervisory relationships at work in order to re-
flect the importance, as evidenced by the literature
included in this review, of COs' relationships specifically
with supervisors. Table 2 lists the five categories used in
this paper and the resulting classification of the various
stressors identified by the included studies.

Results
The systematic search of four electronic databases, Med-
line, PsycINFO, Criminal Justice Abstracts and Sociological
Abstracts generated a total result of 313 articles, excluding
duplicates. The two raters independently screened all titles
and abstracts and reviewed 137 full-text articles. The inter-
rater reliability between CF and ES was 0.67. Of the 137
full-text articles reviewed, 129 articles were excluded
mainly due to (a) COs from adult correctional facilities
were not a uniquely identified group (e.g. case workers or
juvenile facility COs); (b) lack of a validated stress or burn-
out measure, (c) lack of any empirical data, (d) non-
organizational correlates of job stress; (e) outcomes that
were not for COs. In addition, there were six studies that
the authors were unable to locate, despite their efforts to
contact the corresponding authors of the papers and the
publishing journal. Figure 1 outlines the process of inclu-
sion and exclusion.

Methodological quality
Eight studies met all the inclusion criteria and were sub-
sequently assessed for methodological quality. One study
that met all the eligibility criteria received a rating of
“excellent”. The remaining seven studies met at least
50% of the assessment criteria and received ratings of
“good”. There were no studies that received a rating of
“fair” due to meeting less than 50% of the assessment
criteria. As such, based on the methodological quality,
all 8 of the studies were included.



Non-front line correctional officers (n=67) 
Lack of validated stress measure (n=18) 

Lack of empirical data (n=9) 
Non-organizational correlates (n=14) 
 Non-adult correctional facility (n=12) 

Offender outcomes (n=3) 
Unable to find (n=6) 

Citations identified through 
database search (n = 530) 

Total studies screened  
(n = 313) 

Unique studies after 
duplicate removal (n = 313) 

Excluded based on title 
(n =86) 

Abstracts retrieved 
(n =227) 

Excluded based on abstract 
(n =90) 

Full-text articles retrieved 
(n = 137) 

Full-text articles excluded 
(n = 129) 

Studies assessed for quality 
(n = 11) 

Excluded based on 
quality (n = 0) 

Excellent
(n = 1) 

Good
(n = 7) 

Studies included 
(n = 8) 

ID
S

cr
ee

ni
ng

Q
ua

lit
y 

as
se

ss
m

en
t

Figure 1 Literature search results and inclusion–exclusion process.
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Characteristics of included studies
This systematic review included studies from 1999 to 2012,
as a previous literature review examined the literature on
CO stress and burnout prior to 1999 [18]. Six of the
included studies originated from the United States and the
remaining two from South Korea and France. The eight
included studies were all cross-sectional with samples
mainly consisting of male Caucasians with high-school level
education employed in adult correctional facilities; both
prisons and jails. All correctional facilities were public rather
than private (Table 3). Table 4 outlines the organizational
stressors examined by each of the eight included studies.
Table 3 Demographic variables

Reference Country Facility type Av
ag

Armstrong & Griffin (2004) United States
of America

Maximum
security facility

35

Moon & Maxwell (2004) South Korea Prison or jail N/

Castle & Martin (2006) United States
of America

County jails 38

Griffin (2006) United States
of America

State prisons 34

Neveu (2007) France Level 1 33

Castle (2008) United States
of America

County jails 38

Taxman & Gordon (2009) United States
of America

Level 2: low-medium
security

43

Summerlin, Oehme,
Stern & Valentine (2010)

United States
of America

N/A N/
Stressors intrinsic to the job
Three of the included studies demonstrated that stres-
sors intrinsic to the job were associated with job-related
stress. The stressors identified in this category were:
working overtime, inmate overcrowding, levels of staff-
ing, training, tasks within and outside of the correctional
facility and resources available.
Moon and Maxwell (2004) studied work overload,

using a validated measure that examined COs' percep-
tions about the difficulty and complexity of demands at
work [40]. Examples of these items include number of
assignments, types of tasks and the expectations of the
erage
e

Percentage
male

Racial
majority

Average
tenure

Average
education level

.6 76.7% Caucasian 4 years
or less

N/A

A 77.3% N/A N/A Post-secondary

72.4% Caucasian 7 years High school or
equivalent

.5 75.3% Caucasian 4 years
or less

High school or
equivalent

.5 87% N/A 8 years High school or
equivalent

72.4% Caucasian 7 years High school or
equivalent

.44 68% Caucasian 6.9 years High school or
equivalent

A N/A N/A N/A N/A



Table 4 Organizational stressors and outcomes
Reference Sample Stress/Burnout instrument Stressors Outcomes

Armstrong
& Griffin
(2004)

3,794 COs Five items (Crank, Regoli, Hewitt & Culbertson, 1995) Role problems (6 items, Hepburn & Knepper, 1993) Job stress

Perceived intrinsic rewards (6 items, Mottaz, 1981)

Quality of supervision (7 items, Saylor 1981)

Organizational support (3 items, Eisenberger et al., 1986)

Moon &
Maxwell
(2004)

318 COs Work stress (5 items) (Cullen, Link, Wolfe & Frank, 1985) Work overload (5 items, validated) Job stress

Supervisory support (5 items, validated)

Castle &
Martin
(2006)

373 COs Occupational stress (6 items) (Cullen, Link, Wolfe & Frank, 1985) Working overtime (1 item) Job stress

Prison Social Climate Survey Adaptation (5 items) (Saylor, 1983) Inmate overcrowding (1 item)

Levels of staffing (1 item)

Training prior to employment (1 item)

Role problems (5 items, not validated)

Opportunity for promotion (not reported)

Salary (1 item, annual salary)

Supervisory support (6 items, Cullen et al. 1985)

Administrative strengths (10 items, Saylor, 1984)

Griffin
(2006)

2,576 COs Five items (Crank, Regoli, Hewitt & Culbertson, 1995) Quality of supervision (7 items, Saylor 1981) Job stress

Organizational support (3 items, Eisenberger et al., 1986)

Neveu
(2007)

707 COs Maslach Burnout Inventory – Human Service Survey (MBI-HSS:
22 items) (Dion & Tessier, 1994, Maslach, Jackson & Leiter, 1996)

Participation (3 items, validated) Burnout

Skill utilization (4 items, validated)

Professional worth (4 items, validated)

Castle
(2008)

373 COs Job stress scale and general stress scale (Dowden & Tellier, 2004) Role problems (5 items, not validated) Job stress

Opportunity for promotion (not reported)

Supervisory support (not reported)

Administrative strengths (not reported)

Taxman &
Gordon
(2009)

1,231 COs Three items (Peters, O’Connor & Rudolf, 1980) Organizational justice (13 items, Sweeny & McFarlin, 1997) Job stress

Summerlin
et al.
(2010)

133 COs Operational Police Stress Questionnaire (PSQ-Op: 20 items) and
Organizational Police Stress Questionnaire (PSQ-Org: 20 items)
(McCreary & Thompson, 2006)

Levels of staffing (1 item, PSQ-Org, McCreary & Thompson, 2006) Job stress

Daily operational tasks (PSQ-Org, McCreary & Thompson, 2006)

Work-related activities outside of correctional facility (PSQ-Org,
McCreary & Thompson, 2006)

Style of leadership (PSQ-Org, McCreary & Thompson, 2006)
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quality of work. The authors found that workload was
significantly associated with stress. Working overtime,
measured with an unreported measure, on the other
hand, was not significantly associated with any kind of
stress, neither general nor occupational [42]. Similarly,
inmate overcrowding, measured by examining the daily
number of the inmate population, within a facility was
also not a significant predictor of either occupational or
general stress [42]. It is worthy to note, however, that
the study acknowledged that this result was surprising
and may not be typical due to the fact that 60% of the
COs used in the sample stated that the facility was oper-
ating at or under capacity [42].
Levels of staffing and their effect on job stress resulted

in inconsistent findings. One study, using a validated
measure, indicated that levels of staffing were signifi-
cantly negatively associated with levels of COs' stress
[48]. Another study, that examined levels of staffing by
looking at the average daily population of inmates, how-
ever, showed that understaffed facilities did not have a
significant impact on CO's stress [42]. Again, it is worthy
to note that over half of the COs sampled in this study
reported that the facility was not operating over capacity
and therefore may have impacted this result.
Among COs, training prior to employment is seen as a

way to prepare them for the situations that they might
face within the correctional facility [42]. Pre-job training,
using a measure that was not reported, was also shown
to be significantly positively associated with general
stress but not occupational stress [42]. However, the
authors note that this was an unexpected finding that
may have been confounded by the fact that there was no
indication as to the amount of training that their sample
of COs received before employment [42].
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COs have responsibilities both inside and outside of
the correctional facility. Inside a correctional facility,
their daily operational tasks, characterized as profes-
sional responsibilities outside of inmate supervision, in-
clude things like completing paperwork and addressing
negative comments from the public. CO professional du-
ties outside of the correctional facility include activities
like escorting inmates to court hearings. One study,
using a validated measure with items such as “Too much
computer work”, indicated that daily operational tasks
are not significantly associated with job stress. On the
other hand, duties occurring outside, measured by vali-
dated items such as “Dealing with the court system”, of
the correctional facility were a significant predictor of
job stress [48].
The study by Summerlin et al. (2010) revealed that

42.1% of COs experienced high levels of stress when
they did not have the resources necessary to perform
their job optimally [48]. The resources outlined in this
study were also measured using a validated measure and
included items like “Lack of resources” and “Inadequate
equipment”, and were demonstrated to have a significant
impact on COs’ job stress [48].

Role in organization
Role problems are characterized by role ambiguity and
role conflict. Among COs, role ambiguity arises when
the expectations placed on a CO are clear however the
means by which they are to achieve these expectations
remains unclear [41,42]. Role ambiguity can also be seen
through an increase in misinterpretations of colleagues’
actions due to the fact that COs are often forced to work
alone rather than collaboratively [4]. Role conflict occurs
when COs are expected to act professionally within cer-
tain strict regulations and hierarchies of the correctional
facility however do not have the formal authority to do
so. Often, the management of the inmate population
requires flexibility on the part of the COs as well as the
use of informal social interactions that may not comply
with the written rules and regulations, in order to carry
out their central task of maintaining safety and security
[4,42]. Studies looking at the association between role
problems and CO stress had inconsistent findings. Castle
(2008) measured role problems using a measure that
was not validated that included statements such as
“What I actually do often conflicts with what policy dic-
tates what I do at work” and “My job duties and work
objectives are unclear”. The author showed that role
problems were not significantly associated with job
stress [41]. On the other hand, another study, using the
same measure, indicated that role problems were a sig-
nificant indicator of stress [42]. A third study, using a
validated measure with items such as “One of the pro-
blems here is that it’s never very clear as to who is
responsible for doing different jobs”, also found that role
problems were significantly associated with job stress
[49]. Castle, who did not find a relationship between role
problems and stress, did note some possibly contributing
limitations of their study [41].
In addition to role problems, personal resources

were measured by one of the studies. There are three
characteristics of personal resources: participation, skill
utilization and professional worth. Participation is the
COs’ ability to influence organizational decisions and is
measured using a validated scale with statements such
as “A prison officer is here to keep his mouth shut,
period” [50]. Skill utilization, a CO’s belief that they are
able to use more than a basic skill set to perform their
duties, for example having to creatively problem solve, is
measured using a validated measure and includes items
such as “My skills are recognized and utilized” [50]. Pro-
fessional worth, as measured using validated items such
as “To be a prison guard is a real job”, is the self-esteem
that results from a CO’s professional achievements
within the facility [50]. The study showed that a reduc-
tion in these three personal resources was significantly
related to high levels of burnout, including the symp-
toms of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and
reduced personal accomplishment [50].

Rewards at work
Rewards at work can be both intrinsic and extrinsic. In-
trinsic rewards refer to the personal fulfillment that COs
experience as a result of their efforts. An extrinsic re-
ward is the organizational recognition that COs receive
for their efforts, such as an increase in salary or the op-
portunity for promotion [41,42,49]. A lack of intrinsic
rewards, as demonstrated by one study using validated
items such as “I have the chance to do things that make
use of my abilities”, had a significant association with
CO stress and health problems [49]. On the other hand,
the relationship between the type of extrinsic reward
and its relationship with job stress had differing results.
Two studies indicated that opportunity for promotion,
using a measure that was not reported by the authors,
within an organization was not a significant predictor of
job stress [41,42]. On the other hand, one study deter-
mined that salary, measured using the CO’s annual
salary, was significantly negatively associated with occu-
pational stress [42].

Supervisory relationships at work
Quality of supervision and perceived supervisory support
was measured by four of the included studies. Quality of
supervision is seen through the communication between
supervisors and COs. Communication includes ongoing
feedback on job performance and the ability of COs to
express their opinions, questions and concerns of job-
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related matters to supervisors [49,51]. Perceived super-
visory support is seen through a supervisor’s encourage-
ment of COs to work effectively, to be proud of their
accomplishments in the workplace and to have self-
esteem [40-42]. In addition, supervisory support can also
be seen in COs' perceptions of a supervisor’s emotional
support of the CO, their instrumental support (i.e. extra
resources and assistance to complete tasks) and in low
levels of conflict and hostility between COs and their
supervisors [16].
Quality of supervision, specifically, was examined by

two of the studies. Both studies yielded disparate find-
ings. One study measured this factor using a validated
measure with items such as “I am free to disagree with
my supervisor”. This study showed that a lower quality
of supervision was significantly related to job stress [51].
The second study, using the same scale, however,
revealed that the quality of supervision was not signifi-
cantly associated with job stress [49]. The authors of the
second study state that this result may be due to the im-
pact of increased social support from co-workers and
the subsequent decline in the need for supervisory feed-
back and communication [49].
Supervisory support was measured by four of the

included studies. One study, using validated items that
included statements about negative interactions with
supervisors, indicated that supervisory support was signifi-
cantly related to job stress [40]. A second study, using an
unreported measure, also found that supervisory support
was significantly related to job stress [41]. In a different
finding, one study, using validated items such as “My
supervisors often encourage the people I work with if they
do their job well”, found that supervisory support was
negatively associated with job stress, in other words, as
supervisory support increased, job stress decreased. The
association between these two variables, however, was not
statistically significant [42]. Despite the fact that the au-
thor did not provide an explanation for these findings, it is
worth noting that this study did mention some limitations
including that 60% of their sample reported that the facil-
ity was operating at or below capacity, and that their re-
sponse rate was only 18% [42].
Another aspect of supervisory relationships in the work-

place is style of leadership displayed by the supervisor
which was examined in one study. Leadership styles were
examined using a validated measure that included items
such as “Inconsistent leadership style” and “Unequal shar-
ing of work responsibilities”. The study concluded that
these aspects of a leader’s style were significantly nega-
tively associated with job stress [48].

Organizational structure and climate
The structure and climate of an organization are
determined by its administrative strengths: organi-
zational support and organizational justice. Administra-
tive strengths within the organization of corrections
include factors like a clear outline of policies and author-
ities within the institution and the ability to participate
in decision-making. Four of the included studies mea-
sured administrative strengths. One study, using a
validated measure with statements such as “The infor-
mation I get through policies and the administration
helps me perform my job effectively”, indicated that
these factors were significantly related to both occupa-
tional and general stress among COs, with weaker
administrations leading to higher stress [42]. In contrast,
one study examining administrative strengths, using an
unreported measure, was seen to be not significantly
related to job stress, however the relationship was in the
expected direction of weaker administrations related to
higher stress. These results may have been due to their
small sample size [41].
Organizational support for the employee is mainly

perceived by the amount of pride an organization shows
for the work accomplishments of COs. In addition,
organizational support can be seen in policies for equal
treatments that target inequalities based on culture,
gender, race, and so forth. Two of the included studies
reported that organizational support was significantly
negatively associated with CO job stress [49,51]. Both
studies used the same validated measure and included
statements such as “The department takes pride in my
accomplishments at work”. Griffin (2006), also using the
same scale, examined gender differences in the stress
stemming from organizational support and determined
that male COs in particular experienced high levels of
stress when the organization supported equal treatment
policies. This factor was not significantly associated with
female COs’ job stress [51].
Perceived organizational justice was also examined

using a validated measure [15]. According to Taxman
and Gordon (2009), the two aspects of organizational
justice are distributive justice (“the outcome of a deci-
sion or event”) and procedural justice (“the decision
making process that leads to the outcome”) [15]. Their
study indicated that both aspects of organizational just-
ice were significantly related to job stress as well as
organizational commitment among COs [15].

Discussion
Workplace stress and burnout among COs can lead to
unsafe correctional facilities, high turnover rates, high
absenteeism, lower productivity and decreased effective-
ness in the workplace as well as negative personal and
social outcomes like decreased life satisfaction and
work-family conflict. Thus, it is important to acknow-
ledge the organizational stressors that are associated
with CO stress in order to establish organizational
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interventions aimed at preventing and decreasing stress
and burnout.
The results from this review indicate that the organizational

structure and climate had the most consistent relationship
with CO job stress and burnout, a factor not previously iden-
tified in the review by Schaufeli and Peeters (2000) [18].
These stressors include: unclear goals and policies, lack of de-
cision making ability, lack of support from the organization
and lack of organizational justice. Cooper and Marshall’s
(1976) remaining four categories: stressors intrinsic to the job,
role in organization, rewards at work and supervisory rela-
tionships showed inconsistent findings, which is a different re-
sult from Schaufeli and Peeters (2000) previous literature
review [18]. It has been suggested elsewhere in the literature
on organizational stressors among COs that two of these cat-
egories of organizational stressors: rewards at work and rela-
tionships with supervisors, are significantly associated with
job strain and psychological distress [2,16,52]. Despite the fact
that these studies did not measure job stress and burnout dir-
ectly, job strain and psychological distress have been shown
to significantly increase the risk for experiences of job stress
and burnout among employees [5,53]. Future research could
aim to examine the relationship between these stressors, their
impact on job strain and psychological distress and the rela-
tionship with job stress and burnout. In addition, future re-
search should also re-examine the organizational stress
categories of rewards at work, relationship with supervisors,
stressors intrinsic to the job and role within the organization
and their relationship, in order to establish more conclusively
their relationship to job stress and burnout.
In the broader literature on law enforcement personnel

job stress and burnout, it has been indicated that
organizational stressors experienced by COs also affect
police officers, probation officers and parole officers in a
similar way. One review, examining organizational stres-
sors in police officers demonstrated that, similar to COs,
supervisory relationships, such as inadequate supervi-
sion, and organizational structure and climate, such as
organizational justice, significantly impacted police offi-
cer job stress [54]. In addition, police officer stress was
consistently impacted by stressors intrinsic to the job,
role in organization and rewards at work [54]. Another
study also demonstrated that lack of organizational sup-
port, lack of opportunity for promotion and role conflict
also significantly impacted job stress in both COs and
police officers [55]. In parole and probation officers,
similar organizational stressors and outcomes have been
described. Probation officer job stress is demonstrated to
be significantly impacted by supervisory support [56].
Both probation and parole officer job stress and burnout
is impacted by work overload and inadequate resources
[57]. Given the similarities between the various employ-
ees within the law enforcement industry, the results pre-
sented in this paper may be generalizable to other law
enforcement personnel. Future research should continue
to examine similarities and differences between law en-
forcement personnel in order to establish applicability of
interventions across this industry.

Current state of the literature
The studies included in this review had two main
strengths. First, they all used validated instruments to
measure job stress and burnout as well as the
organizational stressors. The use of validated measures
for stress and burnout increases the degree to which
they measure these constructs. Validated measures,
where used, increase the reliability of the results
obtained from the eight included studies. In addition, all
of the included studies used large samples of mainly
male Caucasians which is characteristic of correctional
facilities [41,50]. This increases the generalizability of
the results obtained to the larger population of COs.
There are several limitations of the included studies.

First, all of the studies were cross-sectional in design
and were therefore unable to establish causal relation-
ships between the variables. Second, in addition to not
using the same measure for job stress and burnout, the
studies did not use the same measure or same response
for organizational stressors. In addition, the subjective
nature of the measures allows for self-reporting and re-
call biases in the data obtained. Lastly, the studies used
samples that were mainly male. Therefore, to the extent
that increasing numbers of women serve as COs, special
consideration may be needed for women (Table 2).
It will be useful if longitudinal studies are conducted

and standard objective measures be used in future re-
search examining organizational stressors in COs. In
addition, future research should examine the differences,
if any, between the various types of correctional facilities
in order to determine whether the sources of stress im-
pact employees from different facilities in the same way.

Limitations of the review
Although there are a number of strengths outlined
above, the current review also has limitations. First, six
of the eight included studies in this literature review ori-
ginate from the United States of America. As such, the
results outlined in this paper may not be generalizable
to COs in other countries.
Second, because this review only examined organizational

stressors for COs, the results presented may not be
generalizable to other employees within the correctional
organization. Several studies not included in this particular
review illustrated that regardless of position, there were cer-
tain commonalities between correctional employees such
as exposure to the same environment [58]. On the other
hand, as previously mentioned, several studies also argue
for the fact that there are differences between COs and



Finney et al. BMC Public Health 2013, 13:82 Page 11 of 13
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/13/82
other employees within the correctional facility. For ex-
ample, COs have: less input into administrative decisions
than supervisors [59], increased risk of inmate violence
[60], the central task of inmate supervision [58], routine re-
sponsibilities and the least autonomy [61].
Finally, all of the studies included in this review used

samples of COs who were employed in public rather
than private correctional institutions. It has been noted
that the organizational environment in private facilities
is different from public facilities [61]. As such, the
results obtained may not be generalizable to correctional
officers in private correctional facilities. Similarly, this
review did not examine COs by facility type. Although
the literature suggests that this may not be an important
distinction [19], there may be differences that have not
yet been identified.
It is recommended that future studies conduct com-

parative assessments of: organizational stressors in COs
internationally, across types of facilities as well as differ-
ences in the impact of these stressors across the range of
correctional positions.

Implications for practice
There are at least five groups that are able to benefit
from a mentally healthy workforce: the public, the
employers, the workers and their families and insurance
companies [3]. Within correctional facilities, the inmates
also benefit from a healthy workforce. Reducing worker
stress and burnout has the ability to increase morale,
productivity, efficiency, effectiveness and general well-
being. It also has the potential to reduce early retire-
ment, worker’s compensation claims, on-the-job acci-
dents, civil liabilities for counter-productive behavior
and negative attention from the media [62]. In addition,
as mentioned by the World Health Organization (1998),
benefits of reduced employee stress for the correctional
organization, specifically, include improved security and
safety, positive staff-inmate relationships, retention of
COs, less absence due to illness and greater cost effect-
iveness [63].
Based on the results of the current literature review,

interventions should aim to increase and improve com-
munication between management and staff thereby im-
proving the organizational structure and climate of the
correctional facility and reducing the risk of job stress
and burnout [1,15,64]. Specifically, COs would benefit
from clearly defined goals and guidelines, increased par-
ticipation in decision making, increased sense of support
from the organization and increased organizational just-
ice. Increasing the communication between management
and COs can be accomplished in several ways. First,
management can provide COs with a clearer written de-
scription of the goals and policies of the correctional fa-
cilities [65,66]. Second, organizations can increase the
number of collaborative meetings between management
and COs, thereby facilitating the ability of COs to par-
ticipate in decision making within the organization
[65,66]. Organizations can increase the transparency of
the processes and factors involved in the decisions that
they make thereby increasing the COs' perception of
organizational justice and that all decisions that are
made by management are fair [65,66]. Finally, organiza-
tions can increase the support of the COs by formally
recognizing COs' contributions to the workplace [66].
Future research should examine the effectiveness of
these interventions for reducing job stress and burnout
among COs.

Conclusion
The results of this review indicate that organizational
stressors are associated with job stress and burnout in
COs within adult correctional facilities. Specifically, the
organizational structure and climate was significantly
associated with CO job stress and burnout. The other cat-
egories of organizational stressors including: stressors in-
trinsic to the job, role within the organization, rewards at
work and supervisory support showed inconsistent find-
ings. Future research should continue to examine these
stressors among COs. Given that the organizational struc-
ture and climate was significantly associated with CO job
stress and burnout, organizational interventions should
aim to improve the communication between management
and COs. For example, organizations can increase collab-
orative meetings between management and COs. Redu-
cing CO job stress and burnout can lead to positive
outcomes not only for the individual, but the organization
as well (e.g. decreased absenteeism). Future research
should continue to examine the effectiveness of increasing
the communication between management and COs in re-
ducing job stress and burnout.

Appendix
Search Terms
Database: PsycInfo
Search Terms:
(correction* officer*.mp. or prison* guard*.mp. or exp

corrections officers or exp prison personnel) and (exp
stress or exp chronic stress or exp environmental stress
or exp occupational stress or exp psychological stress or
exp social stress or exp stress reactions or exp distress
or exp organizational crises) limit to “0100 journal” and
yr=”1999-Current”
Database: Medline
Search Terms:
(correction* officer*.mp. or prison* guard*.mp. or

prison* personnel*.mp.) and (exp stress, psychological or
stress* reaction*.mp. or distress*.mp. or organiz* crises*.
mp. or job* stress*.mp. or job* stress*.mp. or burnout*.
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mp. or chronic* stress*.mp. or environment* stress*.mp.
or occupation* stress*.mp. or social* stress*.mp. or
stress*.mp.) limit to yr=”1999-Current”
Database: Criminal Justice Abstracts
Search Terms:
(exp correctional personnel or correction* officer* or

prison* guard*) and (exp stress or exp stress psychology
or exp job stress or exp burnout or chronic* stress* or
environment* stress* or occupation* stress* or social*
stress* or stress* reaction* or distress* or organization*
crises*)
Database: Sociological Abstracts
(su(corrections officers) or all(“prison guard*”) or all

(“prison personnel*”) or all(“correction* officer*”)) and
(all(stress*) or all(burnout*))
Google
correctional officer mental health, international cor-

rectional officer mental health, international correctional
staff mental health, international prison management
guidelines, international prison staff stress management
programs, international correction officer guidelines,
international correction officer, international corrections
employment guidelines, international prison employee
guidelines
Government and International Organizations
National Institute of Justice (U.S. Department of

Justice)
Correctional Services Canada
International Corrections and Prisons Association
World Health Organization
National Institute of Corrections
The Corrections Connection (corrections.com)
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