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Anxiety and styles of coping with occupational
stress resulting from work with ‘dangerous’
prisoners 1n prison service officers

Tsirigotis K, Gruszczynski W, Peczkowski S. Anxiety and styles of coping
with occupational stress resulting from work with ‘dangerous’ prisoners in
prison service officers.

Objective: Prisoners categorised as ‘dangerous’ are a category of
prisoners that require and/or force into using special measures of caution,
protection and security. The aim of the study was to examine the intensity
of anxiety (as a state and as a trait) experienced by officers working with
‘dangerous’ prisoners and styles of coping with stress they adopt.
Methods: A total of 40 officers working with ‘dangerous’ prisoners (the
study group, SG) and 60 officers of the security department not working
with ‘dangerous’ prisoners (the reference group, RG) were studied. The
intensity of anxiety was assessed applying the Polish version of ‘State-Trait
Anxiety Inventory’ (STAI); styles of coping with stress were explored
employing the Polish version of ‘Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations’
(CISS) and the author’s own questionnaire. Data were analysed using the
mean, standard deviation, difference testing (the Mann—Whitney U test),
correlation—regression procedure (Kendall’s tau, T correlation coefficient
and forward stepwise multiple regression).

Results: Officers in the SG faced verbal and physical aggression;
nevertheless, scores of officers in both the groups were within the interval
of mean scores for all the studied STAI and CISS variables. Officers in the
SG achieved significantly higher scores on the state-anxiety scale and the
Emotion-Oriented Style (EOS), and lower scores on the Task-Oriented
Style (TOS) and Social Diversion (SD). The correlation-regression
procedure indicated that there were relationships between anxiety and
styles of coping with stress but they differed slightly between the groups.
Conclusions: Officers in the SG feel state anxiety stronger and display a
stronger preference for the EOS than officers in the RG. Officers in the
RG more strongly prefer the TOS and SD. State anxiety is a variable
negatively explaining the TOS in the SG, whereas anxiety as a trait is a
variable explaining the EOS in both the groups. The coping styles of
warders dealing with dangerous prisoners are different and may need
specific psychological counselling and training programmes.
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e Officers in the study group (SG) feel anxiety as a state (X—1), stronger than officers in the reference

group (RG).
e Officers in the SG prefer the Emotion-Oriented Style (EOS).

e Officers in the RG prefer the Task-Oriented Style (TOS) and Social Diversion (SD).

e State anxiety (X—1) is a variable negatively explaining the TOS in officers in the SG.

e Trait anxiety (X —2) is a variable explaining the EOS in both the groups of officers, that is, RG and SG.

e Results of the study seem to suggest the need for psychological and psychotherapeutic support in the
group of officers working with dangerous prisoners or periodic changes of their workplace.
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Limitations

e The sample size may be a possible limitation (but are commonly known the difficulties in obtaining data
from people working in prisons, due to the hermetic workplace of that professional group).

MOTTO: * ... stress is greatest in the tense and
dangerous world of the maximum-security institution’
(Huckabee R.G.).

Introduction

The Prison Service, one of the few institutions
characterised by the hermetic nature of its activities,
is increasingly becoming the subject of research.

Risks faced by that professional group include
direct risks posed by prisoners, emergency actions,
aggressive behaviours of prisoners, situations of
conflict among prisoners that require officers’
response and deviant behaviours of prisoners; a
source of intense stress are the so-called prisoners’
collective actions, that is, prison riots (1-11).

Among individuals imprisoned in organisational
units of the Prison Service, a small percentage of the
population comprises prisoners who should be
isolated not only from the society but also from
other prisoners. Prisoners posing a serious threat to
the society or a serious threat to the security of a
prison or remand centre, commonly referred to as
dangerous, are still a debatable topic in the Polish
penitentiary science.

Prisoners categorised as the so-called dangerous
are a category of prisoners that require and/or force
into using special measures of caution, protection and
security. The category of a dangerous prisoner has
been present in the Polish penitentiary system since
the early 1990s but it was only in 2004 that
recommendations were issued on how custodial
sentence should be served by convicts posing a
serious threat to the society or a serious threat to the
security of a penal institution. They emphasised that
officers to be assigned to work with dangerous
prisoners should be those who will be capable of
fulfilling that task; hence, such who are professionally
trained, have appropriate personality predispositions,
expertise and ability to manage in extreme situations.
Officers to be assigned to work with dangerous
prisoners are those having appropriate psychophysical
predispositions, high professional qualifications and
competences and well-tested ability to manage
in situations of danger. Moreover, personnel working
with dangerous prisoners is obligated to regularly
participate in various kinds of training, courses,
workshops and practical exercises (12). Currently,
the legal act regulating requirements to be met by an
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officer in order to work with dangerous prisoners
is Instruction No. 15/10 of the Director-General of
the Prison Service of 13 August 2010; other acts
governing that issue include the Executive Penal
Code, Regulation of the Minister of Justice of 31
October 2003 and Order No. 43/2010 of the Director-
General of the Prison Service of 13 August 2010.

The profession of a Prison Service officer
(or Correctional Officer), as the profession of a public
officer within other services, is among those that rank
highest as risky, dangerous and thus stress-inducing
professions. Public officers are very often exposed
to stress, long-term states of tension as well as
physical and mental exhaustion (13-15). But there
are some concerns, for example safety or perceived
dangerousness, more important for prison service
officers than others (16). It is estimated that 37%
of prison officers experience job stress and this is
higher than the estimated 19-30% in the general
population (17).

While analysing contemporary problems of the
penitentiary system, it can be observed that there has
been an increase in the number of stressful situations
in the work of prison personnel in the last few years.
That is especially noticeable in prisoner—officer
relations, that is, in the highest risk group that
comprises, first of all, warders working with
dangerous prisoners. Those situations include, among
others: increasing threat of violence, aggression of
prisoners both on the premises of penitentiary units
and outside prison walls, threatening calls, terrorising
of family members, corruption proposals. As an
inseparable element of work with dangerous
prisoners, all the specified stress-inducing and other
situations create many problems and become a source
of occupational stress to those officers. Regrettably,
fear and anxiety about health and life of one’s own and
those closest to one sometimes become impossible to
overcome by officers, which results in their resignation
from the job (1-5,18,19).

A concise and accurate definition of occupational
stress states that occupational stress is tension caused
by stress-inducing factors present in the work
environment or connected with one’s pursued
career (11). In this study, work, occupational or job
stress is defined as the psychological discomfort or
tension that results from exposure to stressors in the
workplace environment (17,20,21). Selye (22) stated
that the Greeks, as usual, had a word for stress, that
is, wovog (ponos), which means toil: the man fights to
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restore normalcy. Therefore, it is important to try and
develop for oneself appropriate forms of releasing
stress and its negative effects while functioning
properly in stressful situations. The term ‘forms of
release’ is used interchangeably with the term ‘style
of coping’ by many authors. A style of coping is
presented as a set of strategies or ways of coping,
available to and characteristic of an individual, a part
of which is applied in the process of coping with a
specific stressful situation (23). Coping is constantly
changing cognitive and behavioural efforts to
manage specific external and/or internal demands or
stressful situations that are appraised as taxing
personal resources (24). In turn, effects of stress
may depend, to a much larger degree, on coping with
stress rather than a stress-inducing factor; thus, issues
connected with human activity aimed at coping with
stressful events seem to be crucial (25).

Terms that are vital in this study are anxiety and
coping with stress.

Anxiety as a state is presented as a subjectively,
consciously perceived feeling of apprehension and
tension accompanied by activation of the autonomic
nervous system; it is a complex emotional response
comprising a subjective, non-specific feeling of tension
and threat. In turn, anxiety as a trait is presented
as a relatively constant pattern or acquired disposition
to perceive objectively non-perilous situations as
threatening and readiness to respond to them with
inadequately intense anxiety; it is an individual,
relatively constant disposition to respond with
anxiety and perceive a situation as threatening (26,27).

A style of coping with stress is presented as a
relatively constant individual predisposition to use
specific forms of coping in a stressful situation
(28,29).

Prison officers are worried about inmate violence,
overcrowding, prison gangs; as confrontations and
inmate violence are relatively common, prison
officers often work in a very stressful and
dangerous environment. The fear of being assaulted
or witnessing violent incidents among inmates is a
constant source of stress for officers (1).

The average rates of divorce and stress-related
illnesses (i.e. heart disease, hypertension, heart attacks
and ulcers) for prison officers were unusually high,
and the average life span of prison officers (59 years)
was 16 years lower than the national average (16).

It is well documented that prison officers have
a greater prevalence of anxiety, hypertension,
psychosomatic disorders and behavioural reactions
(e.g. drug abuse) (3).

As a result of one of the few research projects on,
among others, prison service officers, it was observed
that, as compared with other professional groups
(among others, police officers, municipal guards,
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firefighters), the studied prison service officers have
strong personal and social resources to cope with
occupational stress. A total of 75% of subjects fell into
the group with ‘better’ strategies, that is, using mainly
task-oriented strategies. Furthermore, results of that
study indicated that Prison Service officers, more
commonly than employees in other professional
groups, use strategies of searching for instrumental
support. They also more commonly than, for example,
police officers or firefighters search for emotional
support in stressful situations. On the other hand, they
less commonly than others cope with stress by
adopting emotion-oriented and avoidant strategies (30).

Due to the hermetic workplace of that professional
group, such research is more often conducted among
other services such as the Police (cf. 31,32) or Fire
Service (cf. 3,13). One should realise, however, that
those services, despite their shared professional
categorisation, actually perform different tasks
which, in turn, generate different stressors.

Therefore, there is no research on anxiety
experienced and styles of coping with stress used
by Prison Service officers working with prisoners
assigned the status of ‘dangerous’, that is, the very
front-line prison (or correctional) officers.

The aim of the study was to examine the intensity
of anxiety (as a state and as a trait) experienced by
officers working with dangerous prisoners and
manners of coping with stress they adopt.

Material and methods
Participants

A total of 40 officers, warders working with
‘dangerous’ prisoners (the study group, SG) and 60
officers of the security department not working with
‘dangerous’ prisoners (the reference group, RG) from
the same correctional institution in central Poland
were studied; the RG was well matched in terms of
the socio-demographic characteristics to the SG,
from a population of 73 warders. The participation
was voluntary and there were no refusals. The
intensity of experienced anxiety was assessed using
the Polish version of ‘State-Trait Anxiety Inventory’
(STAI) by Spielberger, Gorsuch and Lushene, as
adapted by Spielberger, Strelau, Tysarczyk and
Wrzesniewski (27); while styles of coping with stress
were explored by means of the Polish version of
‘Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations’ (CISS) by
Endler and Parker, as adapted by Szczepaniak,
Strelau and Wrzes$niewski (29). Moreover, officers
working with dangerous prisoners filled in a
questionnaire form containing a section of basic
socio-demographic data and questions concerning
their work.

299


https://doi.org/10.1017/neu.2015.31

Tsirigotis et al.

Measures

The STAI is a tool designed to examine anxiety
understood as a transient and situation-determined
state of an individual as well as anxiety understood as
a relatively constant personality trait. The STAI
consists of two subscales: one (X —1) that serves to
measure anxiety as a state (occupational profiled in
this work) and the other (X —2) designed to measure
anxiety as a trait (27).

The CISS questionnaire is meant for diagnosing
styles of coping with stress. It contains statements
concerning various behaviours that can be displayed
by individuals in stressful situations. Scores are
presented on three scales: TOS, EOS, AS — Avoidant
Style. The latter can take two forms: DS — Distraction
Seeking and SD (29).

In order to examine relationships between
anxiety and styles of coping in stressful situations
a correlation—regression procedure was applied.

Statistical analysis

The statistical analysis of received scores applied
descriptive methods and statistical inference methods.
In order to describe the mean value for quantitative
traits, the arithmetic mean (M) was calculated, while
the standard deviation was assumed to be the
dispersion measure. The conformity of distributions
of quantitative traits with the normal distribution was
assessed using the Shapiro—Wilk test. Due to the lack
of conformity of distributions of dependent variables
with the normal distribution, the statistical processing
of received results used non-parametric statistics;
the Mann—Whitney ‘U’ test to examine inter-group
differences and Kendall’s ‘tau’ (t) correlation
coefficient to examine relationships between the
studied variables; forward stepwise multiple regres-
sion was applied too. For all the analyses, the
maximum acceptable type I error was assumed at
o = 0.05. Asymptotic two-sided test probability p
was calculated and p <0.05 was considered statisti-
cally significant. The statistical analyses were
performed by means of the Statistica PL 10.0 for
Windows statistical package (33).

Results

As already mentioned, the SG of officers was
examined by means of the author’s own question-
naire. A majority of them are aged 30—40 (70%) and
married (75%). Thus, it can be assumed that they are
mostly mature, socially stabilised people with the
so-called life experience necessary especially in such
jobs. A majority of them (95%) are believers, out of
whom 50% are non-practising and 45% are practising.
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The level of education also gives grounds for
optimism as only 10% have secondary education with
no maturity exam and 35% have higher education.

As for the course of their work in the security
department, it can be noted that before they started
working with dangerous prisoners they had already
worked in ordinary security departments and at least
half of them had been working with dangerous
prisoners for more than 3 years.

Most of the studied officers in the SG (90%) believe
that work in the Prison Service is more stress-inducing
than work in other jobs; no-one answered ‘no’; only
10% of officers stated that it was hard to tell.

In turn, when comparing work with dangerous
prisoners and work with ordinary prisoners, 80% of
officers stated that it is more stress-inducing; no-one
answered ‘no’.

When assessing risk carried by work with
dangerous prisoners, 90% of officers regarded them
as an increased-risk prisoner group; no-one answered
they are not.

It seems to be a natural consequence of the above
to state that work with dangerous prisoners poses
greater threats than work with ordinary prisoners
(90%); no-one stated it does not.

When answering a question about risks they faced
in their work with dangerous prisoners, they listed
many: verbal aggression (45%), in the form of a
threat (15%), insult (35%), attempted blackmail
(15%), assault (15%) and others." It stems from
those statements that risks posed by dangerous
prisoners are real rather than merely subjectively felt.

Their attitude to psychological help seems to be
interesting, particularly in connection with coping
with stress: 40% stated they need it; 1/4 (25%)
decided they rather do not; and 35% did not know;
on the other hand, no-one stated that they definitely
do not need it.

The above observations are not without
importance for results received further in the study.

Scores of officers in both the groups are within the
interval of mean (or average) scores (with few
exceptions) for all the studied STAI (Table 1) and
CISS (Table 2, Fig. 1) variables.

Table 1 compares scores of officers in both the
groups in the STAI (the Mann—Whitney U). Both the
groups achieved higher scores on the state anxiety
(X—1) than trait anxiety (X—2) scale. In the case of
both the variables, higher scores were obtained by
officers in the SG; they achieved statistically
significantly higher scores on state anxiety (X-—1;
p = 0.004).

! The sum of percentages may exceed 100% because one officer
could meet several types of threats.
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Table 1. Comparison of scores (mean + SD) achieved in STAI by both officer groups

Variable Mean SG SD SG Mean RG SD RG U p
X—1 (State Anxiety) 5.700 1.280 4.900 3224 1261.500 0.004
X—2 (Trait Anxiety) 4.350 1.725 3.983 2.038 1554.000 ns (0.197)
RG, Reference Group; SG, Study Group; STAI, State-Trait Anxiety Inventory.

Table 2. Comparison of scores (mean + SD) achieved in CISS by both officer groups

Variable Mean SG SD SG Mean RG SD RG U p
TOS 4.950 1.371 5533 1.641 1564.500 0.03
EOS 4.150 1.696 3.467 1.867 1312.500 0.01
AS 5.600 1.368 5.750 1.810 1743.000 ns (0.834)
DS 5.900 1.857 5.683 1.909 1669.500 ns (0.485)
SD 5.200 1.549 6.067 1.666 1323.000 0.006

AS, Avoidant Style; CISS, Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations; DS, Distraction Seeking; EQS, Emotion-Oriented Style; RG, Reference Group; SD, Social Diversion;

SG, Study Group; TOS, Task-Oriented Style.

Table 2 and Fig. 1 show the subjects’ CISS scores.
It can be observed that the ‘profiles’ of styles of
coping in difficult situations are similar in both the
groups of officers: officers in both the groups have
more or less equal preferences for specific styles
of coping, taking into account scores for each style.
The only difference concerns the two forms or
‘components’ of the AS, that is, DS and SD. Those
styles (DS and SD) ‘switched their positions’ in the
rank order: DS ranks first in the SG and third in the
RG:; and vice versa: SD ranks third in the SG and first
in the RG. The other styles of coping with stress have
the same positions in both the groups, in the order
beginning with the first: AS, TOS and EOS.

However, irrespective of the similarity of the
‘profiles’ of coping, there are statistically significant
differences in specific styles. Officers in the SG
obtained higher scores on the EOS (p = 0.01) while
officers in the RG - on the TOS (p = 0.03) and SD
(p = 0.006).

Along with the intensity of experienced anxiety
and preferred styles of coping with stress,
relationships between anxiety and styles of coping
seem to be an equally important issue. Tables 3 and 4
show correlation coefficients (t, Kendall’s tau)
between scores on the STAI and CISS scales for
officers in the RG and SG, respectively.

It can be observed that there are statistically
significant correlations between scores of the subjects
on the STAI scales and their scores on the CISS
scales, although they are slightly different in each
group of officers.

In officers in the RG, state anxiety (X — 1) correlates
positively with the EOS (0.390, p = 0.001), AS
(0.265, p = 0.04) and DS (0.326, p = 0.01) being a
form of the AS. In turn, trait anxiety (X —2) correlates
positively only with the EOS (0.458, p = 0.001).
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Fig. 1. Scores achieved in Coping Inventory for Stressful
Situations (CISS) by both officer groups.

Correlations are slightly different for officers in the
SG. State anxiety (X—1) and trait anxiety (X-2)
correlate negatively with the TOS (-0.724, p <0.001
and —0.593, p = 0.006, respectively) and SD (-0.433,
p =0.05 and -0.496, p = 0.02, respectively), and
positively with the EOS (0.604, p = 0.005 and 0.726,
p <0.001, respectively).

Regardless of the observed correlations, it was
decided to examine variables that best explain
preferred styles of coping with stress by means of
forward stepwise multiple regression where
independent  variables  (explanatory  variables,
predictors) were two types of anxiety (state, X—1;
trait, X—2) and dependent variables (criterion
variables, response variables) were specific styles of
coping with stress (TOS, EOS, AS, DS, SD) for each
group separately. Both the anxiety variables (X—1,
X-2) were introduced into each consecutive
regression equation. Eventually, they remained in
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Table 3. Correlation coefficients between RG officers” scores on STAI and CISS scales

Variable TOS EOS AS DS SD

X—1 (State Anxiety) —0.040 0.390 0.265 0.326 0.054
ns (0.760) p=0.001 p=1004 p=001 ns (0.682)

X—2 (Trait Anxiety) 0.011 0.458 0.221 0.239 0.061
ns (0.935) p = 0.001 ns (0.090) ns (0.065) ns (0.642)

AS, Avoidant Style; DS, Distraction Seeking; EQS, Emation-Oriented Style; RG, reference group; CISS, Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations; STAI, State-Trait Anxiety

Inventory; SD, Social Diversion; TOS, Task-Oriented Style.

Table 4. Correlation coefficients between SG officers” scores on STAI and CISS scales

Variable TOS EOS AS DS SD

X—1 (State Anxiety) —0.724 0.604 —0.124 0.1905 —0.433
p<0.001 p = 0.005 ns (0.600) ns (0.421) p =005

X—2 (Trait Anxiety) —0.593 0.726 —0.049 0.276 —0.496
p = 0.006 p<0.001 ns (0.837) ns (0.238) p=0.02

AS, Avoidant Style; CISS, Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations; DS, Distraction Seeking; EQS, Emotion-Oriented Style; SD, Social Diversion; SG, study group; STAI,

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory; TOS, Task-Oriented Style.

Table 5. Stepwise multiple regression of RG officers’ scores (STAI and CISS scales)

Dependent variable: Emotion-Oriented Style (EQS)

Coefficient of multiple regression (R = 0.657)

Coefficient of determination (R = 0.432)

Corrected determination coefficient (Adjusted R =0412)
Significance of the regression equation A2, 57) = 21.678; p<0.0003
SE of the estimate: 7.503

Variables B SEof B Standard B (p) SE of B(p) t(57) p
X—1 (State Anxiety) 0.213 0.151 0.219 0.155 1.411 ns (0.163)
X—2 (Trait Anxiety) 0.482 0.151 0.682 0.214 3.189 0.002

CISS, Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations; STAI, State-Trait Anxiety Inventory.

each regression equation but only in few cases turned
out to be significant explanatory variables for a
specific style of coping with stress.

Table 5 shows that trait anxiety (X —2) appeared to
be a significant explanatory variable for the EOS
(B =0.482, p = 0.02) for officers in the RG; those
variables were also positively correlated in the
correlation analysis.

Table 6 shows that, in the SG, state anxiety (X—1)
proved significant, but with a negative sign, for
the TOS (fp =-0.675, p =0.02) and correlation
between those two variables was also negative. In
turn, trait anxiety (X—2) appeared a significant
explanatory variable for the EOS (f = 0.657,
p = 0.02); the correlation analysis also indicated
positive correlation between those variables.

Discussion

Since literature offers a scarce number of studies into
relationships between anxiety experienced by officers
working with dangerous prisoners and styles of
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coping with stress they adopt, it will be difficult to
refer to results of other studies.

Unlike results of some other studies (cf. 7), this
study indicated that officers in the SG fell victim not
only to verbal but also physical aggression of
prisoners; this is consistent with other research
results (cf. 1,2).

Based on received results of the study, it can be
stated that experienced state and trait anxiety does
not necessarily differ in its intensity from that felt by
the general population, although security department
officers perform especially difficult tasks, which is
particularly the case for the SG officers. However,
some other studies showed that prison officers suffer
from anxiety (34-36). Maybe the experience of
occupational stress is more strongly attributed to the
levels of anxiety experienced by prison officers than
to their experiences of critical incidents alone (4).

It does not seem to be coincidental that anxiety felt
by officers in the SG is more intense than anxiety felt
by officers in the RG: direct contact and work with
prisoners assigned the ‘dangerous’ status is a stronger


https://doi.org/10.1017/neu.2015.31

Prison officers, anxiety and coping with stress — dangerous prisoners

Table 6. Stepwise multiple regression of SG officers’ scores (STAI and CISS scales)

Dependent variable: Task-Oriented Style (TOS)

Coefficient of multiple regression (R = 0.725)

Coefficient of determination (/2 = 0.525)

Corrected determination coefficient (adjusted R = 0.469)
Significance of the regression equation A2, 37) = 9.400; p<0.004
SE of the estimate: 5.909

Variables B SE of B Standard B (p) SE of B (B) t(37) p
X=1 (State Anxiety) —0675 0.270 —0.809 0323 -0.497 0.02
X=2 (Trait Anxiety) —0.062 0.270 —0.084 0.364 —0.231 ns (0.820)
Dependent variable: Emotion-Oriented Style (EOS)
Coefficient of multiple regression (R = 0.728)
Coefficient of determination (R = 0.530)
Corrected determination coefficient (adjusted R = 0.475)
Significance of the regression equation A2, 37) = 9.594; p<0.001
SE of the estimate: 6.272
Variables B SEof B Standard B (p) SE of B (B) t(37) p
X=1 (State Anxiety) 0.088 0.269 0.113 0.344 0328 ns (0.746)
X=2 (Trait Anxiety) 0.657 0.268 0.946 0.387 2.444 0.02
Table 7. The rank order of coping styles of both groups Slight differences between the TOS and AS and thus,
it can be stated that those results correspond with
Rank SG RG . . . .
results received in other studies (30) on security
1 DS* (5.900) SD* (6.067) officers. Preferring the TOS to EOS by prison officers
2 AS* (5.600) AS* (5.750) was found also in another study (38), however, the
3 ?8; E5§Dg; ?g; :562: scores on both styles were found to be lower than
4 4.95 55 . . .
those in our study; police (not prison) officers also
5 EOS (4.150) EOS (3.467) Y> P ( p )

AS, Avoidant Style; DS, Distraction Seeking; EQS, Emotion-Oriented Style;
RG, Reference Group; SD, Social Diversion; SG, Study Group; TOS, Task-
Oriented Style.

*AS can take two forms: DS and SD.

stressor and arouses a stronger feeling of threat; as a
matter of fact, we could see that those officers are
objects of physical and verbal aggression of
dangerous prisoners. It is worth noticing, however,
that they significantly stronger feel state rather
than trait anxiety, which means that anxiety felt
stronger by officers in the SG is not a permanent
psychophysical disposition but a state, that is, a
temporary response to an event, for example, a threat
made by a dangerous prisoner. In other studies, a
higher level of anxiety in all prison officers, not only
in such a selected group was found (34-36).

As mentioned above, coping with work-related
stress by prison officers has received limited attention
(14,37), especially the relationship between anxiety
and style of coping with stress; the authors found
very little research exploring coping styles among
prison officers.

When analysing the rank order of styles of coping
with stress (Table 7), it can be observed that officers
in both the groups prefer the AS most, second comes
the TOS and last the EOS; in the RG there are only
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preferred the TOS to EOS (39). Different preferences
with regard to SD and DS in our study may suggest
that officers in the RG cope with stress mainly
through SD, hence using social support, while
officers in the SG seek distraction such as thinking
about other, pleasant things, sleep, etc. while trying
to somehow forget about a difficult issue or escape
from it even for a short time. Irrespective, however,
of the form, officers in both the groups cope with
stress by adopting, first and foremost, the AS: they
avoid thinking about, being affected by or
experiencing a stressful situation. In other words,
the AS is a prevailing style of coping with stress in
both the groups.

When examining differences in adopted styles, it
can be observed that officers in the RG show stronger
tendencies toward taking actions and making efforts
aimed at solving a problem (TOS), for example,
through cognitive transformation or attempts at
changing the situation, than officers in the SG. Data
from another study revealed that a majority of
respondents not working with dangerous prisoners
engaged in problem-focus coping (37). Officers in
the RG also, to a larger degree, seek for SD, which
may perform certain adoptive functions in the form
of using social support. Similar results were received
in others studies (40) where it was observed that
the most common style of coping with stress in
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representatives of uniformed services (in general)
was meeting friends; therefore, the style of coping
with stress prevailing among officers in the RG is
the style commonly adopted by representatives of
uniformed services in general and not necessarily by
officers in the SG. It was found that police officers also
applied SD, for example, by talking to someone about
a stressful event (41). In turn, officers in the SG show
stronger tendencies toward focusing on themselves, on
their own emotional experiences (such as anger,
tension etc.), which is aimed at reducing emotional
tension that arises from a stressful situation.

In the RG, anxiety as a state (X—1), that is, a
temporary emotional response to a situation or event,
and as a trait (X—2), that is, a relatively constant
disposition, are associated with focusing on oneself
and one’s own unpleasant emotional experiences
(EOS). On the other hand, state anxiety (X—1) is
associated with a tendency toward avoiding thinking
about or experiencing a stressful situation (AS), and
in particular with DS such as watching television,
overeating, thinking about something pleasant, etc.
In other words, state and trait anxiety makes officers
in the RG focus on their own emotional experiences
in order to cope with a stressful situation; while state
anxiety makes them try to avoid the stress through
undertaking other, temporarily pleasant, actions.

On the other hand, in the SG, anxiety as a state
(X-1) and anxiety as a trait (X—2) are negatively
correlated with a tendency toward undertaking
actions or tasks in order to solve a problem (TOS)
and avoiding the problem through SD, that is,
seeking for social support (SD). That means that
anxiety makes officers in the SG not undertake tasks
and actions or the so-called interpersonal exchange in
order to cope with stress. In turn, both types of
anxiety are positively correlated with focusing on
one’s own, unpleasant emotional experiences. In
other words, anxiety as a temporary response and
relatively constant disposition causes officers in the
SG not to undertake actions and attempts to solve a
problem (TOS) and to avoid SD in order to solve a
problem.

Similar relationships were found in the general
population: positive correlations of anxiety with the
EOS, and negative correlations of anxiety with the
TOS and SD (29). Paradoxically, the type of
relationships in the general population is more
similar to the type of relationships in the SG
(where an objectively greater risk and subjectively
stronger feeling of situation-related anxiety occur)
than in the RG (where both the variables have a
lower intensity). Therefore, a question arises: did,
nevertheless, officers in the SG develop mechanisms
and strategies of similar effectiveness to those of the
general population?
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Forward multiple regression confirmed a part of
the relationships revealed earlier in the correlation
analysis. In the RG, anxiety as a constant
psychophysical disposition (X—2) makes officers
focus on their own unpleasant emotional experiences
(EOS) in order to reduce emotional tension
connected with a stressful situation. In the SG,
anxiety as a temporary emotional response (X—1)
makes officers not undertake actions aimed at solving
a problem (TOS); on the other hand, anxiety as a
relatively constant disposition (X—2) makes them
focus on their own emotional experiences in order to
rather reduce emotional tension (EOS), which is
actually similar to what is observed in officers in the
RG. In one of the few conducted research studies on
anxiety and styles of coping with stress among
employees of the fire service, emergency medical
service and police prevention branches similar
relationships were found: increased disposition to
respond with anxiety reflected by a higher score on
the trait-anxiety scale is important for more
emotional coping with stress; it can be inferred
from the context that the relationship probably occurs
in the whole studied population and not in a specific
professional group (42).

The issue of positive relationships between anxiety
and the EOS and negative relationships between
anxiety and TOS is interesting; it is very likely that
anxiety as an unpleasant emotion may disturb the
course of cognitive processes (attention, thinking,
etc.). It is possible that an individual who feels
anxiety has to assign more psychological resources
(mental as well as cognitive) to identifying what is
going on in himself or herself and, in consequence,
he or she can use fewer resources to solve a problem.

Another important issue is SD. Officers in the SG
seek for SD less than officers in the RG and, in their
case, SD, as a manner of coping with stress,
correlates negatively with anxiety as a temporary
emotional response (X—1) and constant disposition
(X—2). According to some authors, that style may
perform adaptive functions because individuals, that
is, officers in the RG, use social support. On the other
hand, avoiding that style by officers in the SG may be
an attempt at protecting others, especially the close
ones, against events or information that would
burden or even overburden them.

Therefore, psychological counselling may be
needed, for example, anti-stress activities or
effective therapies mitigating effects of stress that
should be provided to both warders working with
dangerous prisoners and all the other officers of the
Prison Service.

Prison officers, especially the very front-line ones,
may benefit from training programmes aimed at
recognising potential dangers on the job without
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incorporating these concerns as major occupational
stressors; their empowerment would increase their
sense of control and consequently reduce work-
related stress (16).

Recapitulating the above findings one can state
that the studied population of Prison Service officers
working with dangerous prisoners (SG) differs
significantly in parameters of anxiety and styles of
coping with stress from the group of officers not
working with dangerous prisoners (RG). Assessment
of anxiety experiences indicated that officers in the
SG feel anxiety as a state, that is, a temporary
emotional response (X — 1), stronger than officers in
the RG. As for coping with stress, it was observed
that officers in the SG prefer the EOS more than
officers in the RG, while officers in the RG prefer the
TOS and SD more. As for relationships between
anxiety and styles of coping with stress, it was
observed that state anxiety (X—1) is a variable
negatively explaining the TOS in officers in the SG,
whereas rait anxiety (X—2) is a variable explaining
the EOS in both the groups of officers, that is, RG
and SG. Results of the study seem to suggest the
need for psychological and psychotherapeutic
support in the group of officers working with
dangerous prisoners or periodic changes of their
workplace. Understanding the structure and
intensiveness of anxiety (state/trait) experienced by
officers working with dangerous prisoners and styles
of coping with stress they adopt will allow for better
psychological prevention and intervention methods
as well as therapeutic efforts.
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