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A b s t r a c t
Introduction: the article examines the results of the application of a short-term 

psychological correction program, which includes conflict prevention and the 
development of adaptive behavior skills in difficult communication situations. Aim: based 
on the results of the study, to identify conditions for the effective use of psychological 
programs to overcome stress among prison staff. Methods: the tasks set in the work 
were solved with the help of general scientific research methods within the framework of 
comparative, statistical and logical analysis and empirical methods such as description 
and interpretation of the information. The study involved 80 employees of the security 
department of correctional institutions of the Pskov Oblast, divided into experimental 
and control groups. The trainings were conducted by full-time psychologists of the 
departments. To assess the effectiveness, we used the following methods: “Willpower 
self-assessment scale” by N.N. Obozov, the technique for determining the level of 
neuropsychic stability “Forecast”, and the questionnaire of interpersonal relations in the 
adaptation of W. Shchutz. Results: the analysis of the data with the help of mathematical 
statistics methods has shown that the use of such programs is advisable among employees 
included in the group of increased attention. These may be persons conditionally 
recommended for this type of activity, as well as those who have been subjected to the 
deforming influence of an unfavorable professional environment. A statistically significant 
result for the experimental group of subjects consisted in a change in the indicators on 
the sincerity scale, which can mean an increase in self-esteem, trust in the psychologist 
and the desire to answer the questions honestly. The greatest effectiveness of the training 
was observed when we were implementing the tested program; this is explained by 
increased motivation and responsibility for its results. No practical effect of participation 
in the training was revealed among the personnel who initially had indicators that did not 
require correction. Conclusions: in order to increase the effectiveness of trainings, it is 
necessary that psychologists have personal conscious motivation when they work out 
unique programs that take into account actual needs of correctional staff.

K e y w o r d s : psychological correction program; psychological support of personnel; 
willpower; stress; mental stability; training; group of increased attention.
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Introduction
The effectiveness of penitentiary institutions 

depends on the level of occupational fitness of 
their personnel, who traditionally belong to the 
category of persons with a high level of emo-
tional load and stress. Having reviewed domes-

tic and foreign literature we identify the most 
significant correlates of work stress among 
employees of pre-trial detention centers and 
prisons. Unjustified workload, hypervisibility, 
perception of staff shortage, problems of so-
cial roles, insufficient control, autonomy, lack 
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of support at work or at home, exposure to vio-
lence by convicts were most associated with in-
creased stress among prison security person-
nel. In high-security correctional institutions, 
the main professional stress factors include a 
higher level of violence on the part of prisoners 
and the ratio of employees to convicts, in which 
there is a greater number of prisoners per war-
den [1; 3; 7; 10; 13; 14; 17]. Besides, a multi-
level analysis of the impact of work stress con-
ducted on a sample of 1,800 prison employees 
working in 45 U.S. prisons has shown that the 
assumed control over prisoners, support from 
colleagues and superiors contributed to the re-
duction of professional stress [16].

Staff suitability is based on professional 
qualities, which include individual-mental and 
personal qualities of an individual, necessary 
and sufficient for self-realization in the chosen 
profession. Successful professionalization is 
facilitated by the presence of work experience 
and the desire to perform official duties at a de-
cent level. Numerous studies in different coun-
tries confirm a significant relationship between 
organizational justice and professional perfor-
mance of employees of the law enforcement 
system [18]. Justice can be called one of the 
main principles of the humanistic system of val-
ues and all human life activity. The employee’s 
subjective assessment of the fairness of the re-
lations is a significant factor that affects profes-
sional motivation.

The average image of a candidate whom 
the penal enforcement system wants to see in 
its ranks is an emotionally mature, calm, self-
possessed person from 18 to 40 years old, who 
does not succumb to random mood fluctuations, 
is able to withstand considerable physical and 
emotional loads, flexible in interpersonal interac-
tion, inclined to compromise. E.I. Kokorina stud-
ied the factors contributing to professional and 
psychological suitability of candidates for service 
in the penal system and, according to the results 
of psychological diagnostics at the Military Phy-
sician Board of Occupational Health Facility-12 of 
FSIN Russia in 2016, revealed that about 33% of 
them do not have such qualities [3, p. 447].

When studying the issues of professional 
suitability of a specialist, it is necessary to take 
into account the individual data of a person, 
their motivation and appropriate professional 
training.

According to Article 17 of Federal Law 197-
FZ of July 19, 2018 “On the service in the pe-
nal system of the Russian Federation and on 
amendments to the Law of the Russian Fed-

eration “On institutions and bodies executing 
criminal penalties in the form of imprisonment”, 
citizens who are “able to perform official duties 
of an employee by their personal and business 
qualities, physical fitness and health status” 
can enter the service. Establishing the compli-
ance of these qualities and personality traits of 
the candidate with the approved requirements 
is the main task of professional psychological 
selection. A.M. Rakov notes that the employer’s 
refusal to hire a candidate protects the candi-
date from the psycho-emotional load that is too 
much for them, and protects society from the 
negative consequences of professional insol-
vency of the future employee. At the same time, 
this selection ensures legal validity of the ap-
pointment of the most suitable candidate to the 
position, determines the qualities and charac-
teristics that should be taken into account and 
monitored in the process of professional devel-
opment [1, p. 104].

In recent decades, two approaches to the 
criteria of professional psychological selection 
have remained unchanged:

1. Identification and screening of candidates 
with extremely unfavorable socio-psychologi-
cal, individual-psychological or psycho-physi-
ological characteristics (selection according to 
the minimum requirements).

2. Identification and selection of candidates 
for the service who meet the requirements for 
professionally important qualities as much as 
possible (selection according to the maximum 
of requirements) [1, p. 108].

To ensure the effectiveness of the service, 
the second approach is the optimal one. It gives 
the opportunity to choose the best of the candi-
dates undergoing the selection procedure. But 
such an approach is possible to implement in 
institutions where there is no urgency of staff-
ing, no staff turnover, and a significant number 
of candidates want to enter the service there.

Currently, objective circumstances dictate 
the implementation of the first approach in 
the selection of candidates for the service in 
the penal system; the first approach is aimed 
at preventing professional breakdown among 
personnel. These conditions lead to the recruit-
ment of persons who, according to the results 
of professional and psychological selection, fall 
under the wording “conditionally recommend-
ed”. The leadership of the Federal Penitentiary 
Service of Russia focuses on the need for time-
ly prevention of destructive phenomena among 
the personnel of institutions and bodies execut-
ing punishments [8, pp. 3–4].
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The discrepancy between individual psy-
chological qualities and specific labor require-
ments in the penal system contributes to the 
emergence of mental overstrain in young em-
ployees and, as a result, various psychosomatic 
disorders and diseases. This leads to dissatis-
faction with the official position and the chosen 
profession.

The phenomenon of job satisfaction is as-
sociated with many positive results, such as in-
creased labor productivity, organizational com-
mitment, reduced professional burnout, and 
reduced staff turnover. Studies in the United 
States, Europe and China convincingly show 
that indicators of working environment factors 
explain a greater share of variance in the indi-
cator of job satisfaction than personal charac-
teristics such as gender, term of office, religion, 
marital status, age and level of education. The 
participation of correctional personnel in de-
cision-making and the diversity of professions 
had significant positive associations, while oc-
cupational hazard had a significant negative re-
lationship with the indicators of satisfaction with 
the performed official activity [11–13].

Psychologists in correctional institutions 
should promote successful adaptation of em-
ployees. The set of psychological impact tools 
contains programs aimed at changing non-
adaptive individual psychological qualities of a 
person. Psychological correction technologies 
help an employee to become aware of their usu-
al ineffective ways of responding and, based on 
the conscious and experienced personal mate-
rial, to form the ability to solve their problems 
more effectively, adapt and realize themselves 
in professional activities and personal life [9, p. 
38].

According to a study by Polish colleagues 
[15], in which they analyzed the role of person-
ality, organizational factors and strategies for 
overcoming stress in the formation of job sat-
isfaction, social sensitivity is a predictor of a 
positive attitude of correctional officers, cor-
rectional and rehabilitation personnel and ad-
ministration toward their work. This personal 
quality is closely related to the development of 
reflection in an adult. And the strongest predic-
tor they studied was the motivation of leadership 
and power, since in correctional institutions its 
implementation by staff is easily achievable, as 
well as legally, psychologically and pedagogi-
cally justified.

American psychologists also point out the 
importance of social control in prison life. Thus, 
the satisfaction of prison staff with their work 

in it depends on the control they exercise over 
prisoners, as well as the exercise of authority 
over them. The irony of these conclusions lies 
in the fact that those factors that positively cor-
relate with the satisfaction with the work of pris-
on staff have opposite consequences and, ac-
cordingly, a negative correlation with the vector 
of perception of the conditions of serving a sen-
tence by convicts [12].

Methods
The analysis of the practice of psychological 

work in the penal system shows that the most 
relevant psychological correction measure for 
the prevention of professional burnout is train-
ing employees in methods of conscious psy-
chological self-regulation, including autogenic 
and ideomotor training, neuromuscular relax-
ation, techniques of sensory reproduction of 
images, elements of suggestion, etc. [10, pp. 
157–158]. Despite the proven importance of 
organizational factors in reducing occupational 
stress, penitentiary psychologists can hardly 
influence the variables of the working environ-
ment.

At the All-Russian Symposium of Psycholo-
gists held at the Academy of FSIN Russia in 
2019, it was noted that penitentiary psycholo-
gists of the territorial bodies of FSIN Russia 
should not only report, but also analyze the ef-
fectiveness of the influence of psychological 
correction programs on the personality of em-
ployees of the penal system and convicts [7, p. 
129].

In order to introduce psychological tools for 
the prevention of undesirable mental states 
and correction of employees’ personal quali-
ties, psychologists at the Directorate of FSIN 
Russia in the Pskov Oblast in the period from 
December 2019 to March 2020 implemented 
a short-term program of psychological cor-
rection, including conflict prevention and the 
development of skills and abilities of adaptive 
behavior in difficult communication situations. 
According to the results of the program, it was 
supposed to increase psychological stability of 
the psycho-emotional state in the personnel of 
territorial correctional institutions in the region.

In the course of the work, the following tasks 
were addressed:

– identification of personal qualities and 
conditions that require corrective action. For 
this purpose, psychological tests were selected 
and the diagnosis of the level of severity of the 
studied characteristics was carried out;

– development of a short-term program for 
psychological correction by selecting training 
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methods that can be implemented among em-
ployees of the penal system in correctional in-
stitutions;

– testing of the program by conducting train-
ing in an experimental group of employees;

– repeated testing of the studied personal 
characteristics of the respondents from the ex-
perimental and control groups and statistical 
processing of the results obtained.

In total, 80 male and female employees from 
four correctional institutions of FSIN Russia in 
the Pskov Oblast took part in the study of the 
effectiveness of the program. The experimen-
tal and control groups consisted of 40 people of 
mixed gender composition, since the functional 
responsibilities of the respondents did not take 
into account these differences.

Before participating in the training events, 
the personnel were tested using the following 
techniques: “Willpower self-assessment scale” 
by N.N. Obozov, assessment of neuropsychic 
stability “Forecast” developed at Saint Peters-
burg Military Medical Academy and the inter-
personal relations questionnaire (Fundamen-
tal Interpersonal Relations Orientation, FIRO) 
adapted by W. Shchutz.

Results
According to the results of the correlation 

analysis of the input testing indicators for all re-
spondents, reliable relationships were revealed 
between the auxiliary scale that assesses sin-
cerity L and the scales of willpower (r=0.27; 
p<0.01) and neuropsychic stability (r=0.29; 
p<0.01). This suggests that employees who 
have mental qualities required for the service in 
the penal system are more inclined to control 
the information they receive and position their 
behavior as socially approved.

A direct correlation between neuropsychiat-
ric stability and the main indicators of the FIRO 
methodology – “Inclusion” (r=0.35; p<0.01) 
and “Affection” (r=0.35; p<0.01) – was signifi-
cantly manifested. Mentally stable employees 
are able to participate in a wide range of inter-
actions with various groups and remain unaf-
fected. The more valuable and significant an 
employee feels himself to be, the higher their 
resistance to various influences of subjects of 
interpersonal interaction. Behavior that corre-
sponds to the need for emotional connections 
in groups indicates the establishment of friend-
ly relations and differentiation between group 
members. Such people strive to create and 
maintain a sense of warm emotional relation-
ship. However, these personal characteristics 
can provoke the establishment of off-duty rela-

tions of staff with convicts, as well as difficulties 
in transferring employees to other departments 
in the interests of the service.

The short-term program for correctional and 
developmental classes “Reduction of negative 
emotional states of employees of the security 
department in the performance of official du-
ties” (hereinafter – the program) developed 
by O.V. Potapova, head of the psychological 
laboratory of Correctional Colony-4, at the first 
stage included exercises aimed at removing 
blocks and creating comfortable, positive re-
lationships in the group. At the second stage, 
classes were held to develop the skills of con-
fident, effective communication in the service, 
develop the skills to analyze one’s own condi-
tion, search for a positive way out of various 
situations. The third stage of the training was 
focused on the formation of self-confidence, 
emotional stability, determination and self-con-
trol in the participants when communicating 
with convicts. The exercises were aimed at re-
ducing aggressiveness and developing strong-
willed stability. The final stage of the program 
was devoted to teaching the skills of focusing 
on the reactions of one’s own body and working 
out various ways of self-regulation.

The training activities were implemented in 
January – February 2020 by full-time psycholo-
gists of correctional institutions, who also pro-
cessed the results of initial and control testing. 
Statistical processing of the results was carried 
out by the Department of Psychology and Child 
Development Support at Pskov State University 
with the use of SPSS Statistics software.

In general, according to the results of the 
study using the Wilcoxon signed-rank test, the 
short-term program had no significant effect on 
willpower and neuropsychic stability of those 
participating in the training (40 people). This 
result can be explained by fairly high estimates 
of these indicators that do not require correc-
tion among the majority of respondents who 
entered the service after successfully passing 
psychological tests. The average values on the 
willpower self-assessment scale in the experi-
mental group were 7.8±1.6 sthenes, in the con-
trol group – 6.8±1.9 sthenes. However, among 
the seven participants with relatively low test 
results from 4 to 6 sthenes, after completing 
the program, five showed an increase in the 
arithmetic mean from 5.14 to 6.29 sthenes.

Almost all the results obtained using the 
“Forecast” technique indicate that penal of-
ficers have good or sufficient neuropsychi-
atric stability. The average values before the 
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implementation of the program were about 6 
sthenes, and the difference in subsequent con-
trol measurements did not exceed 1 sthene.

However, a significant difference was re-
vealed in the measurements for the auxiliary 
indicator L (the scale of sincerity). An empirical 
value of -3.218 was obtained, with the signifi-
cance level of the criterion p<0.001. Low values 
on this scale indicate that the subject honestly 
answered questions and was self-confident.

Thus, after the implementation of the Pro-
gram in the experimental group, there was a 
change in the indicators on the sincerity scale 
from 5.53±1.9 to 4.5±2.1 sthenes, which may 
mean an increase in self-esteem and the desire 
to answer the questions honestly. Such results 
are possible with an increase in the trust in the 
psychologist and a decrease in the desire of 
respondents to appear better than they really 
are. Often, high indicators on this scale among 
law enforcement officers indicate increased 
requirements for their behavior rather that the 
unreliability of the results.

Modern science knows only isolated cases 
of experimental verification of lie scales for 
the reliability and validity of measurements. 
In particular, A.Yu. Myagkov mentions a study 
by N.M. Bradburn and S. Sudman (1979), who 
tried to answer the question whether the scale 
of the need for social approval really measures 
exactly the latent variable for which it was cre-
ated at the time. As a result of the validation ex-
periment, they came to the conclusion that high 
scores on the test results are shown not only by 
respondents who are really inclined to social 
desirability, but also by people who have high 
moral standards and strictly follow convention-
al norms in everyday life. The authors summa-
rize that, consequently, the deception scale to 
a greater extent shows actual personal charac-
teristics of individuals, the specifics of their life-
style, consciousness and behavior, rather than 
the subjects’ inclination to distort the answers 
to the given questions [6, p. 66].

In any case, the change in the indicator un-
der consideration is a positive result, since it 
indirectly shows a decrease in mental stress 
among correctional officers.

In the indicator of neuropsychiatric stabil-
ity, its main psychophysiological correlates are 
of great importance, they include the strength 
and balance of nervous processes, the speed 
and accuracy of a complex visual-motor reac-
tion, the tone of the sympathetic division of the 
autonomic nervous system, the value of the 
cardiointerval [4, p. 4]. It is almost impossible 

to influence them in the short term. Therefore, 
in order to change the psychological correlates 
of neuropsychic stability, which include think-
ing, beliefs, worldview, etc. a longer period and 
qualitatively different development technolo-
gies are required.

During the experiment, the changes in inter-
personal relationships were studied using the 
FIRO questionnaire. According to the results, 
two indices were formed: “Volume of interac-
tions” and “Inconsistency of interpersonal be-
havior”.

The normal functioning of an individual re-
quires a balance in three areas of interpersonal 
needs between the individual and the people 
around them. Therefore, the respondents’ pre-
ferred intensity of contacts was studied, as well 
as the gap between their own behavior and the 
behavior they require from others; the increase 
in this gap provokes internal conflicts and frus-
tration in the field of interpersonal relations.

There was no significant influence of the 
short-term program on the characteristics 
within and between individual areas of inter-
personal needs of all those participating in the 
training (40 people).

When considering the results of the program 
on 20 employees of the experimental group 
with the initial values of the “Inconsistency” 
index over 5 points (the probability of internal 
conflict), a decrease in the average values of 
the indicators from 7.25 to 5.25 points (by 28%) 
was revealed. However, in the control group, 
among employees with initial values of the “In-
consistency” index over 5 points (22 people), 
the average indicator also decreased from 6.5 
to 5.1 points (21%). Perhaps the change in these 
characteristics is not related to the practical ef-
fect of employees’ participation in the training.

In the course of the program, there was the 
strengthening of the interrelationships of will-
power and neuropsychic stability indicators in 
the experimental group (r=0.4; p<0.01). This 
indicates that the exercises within the program 
potentially influenced the personal character-
istics under consideration. The relationship 
between the sincerity scale and the “Required 
inclusion” scale of the FIRO technique was re-
vealed. The higher the need to be noticed and 
heard, the more open the employee is in an-
swering questions and the more trusting the 
employee is in their relations with the psycholo-
gist. Also, the alarming relationship between 
the indicators of neuropsychic stability and the 
need for differentiation and close emotional re-
lationships has disappeared.
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During primary statistical processing of the 
results of the experiment, a hypothesis was 
made about the influence of personal and pro-
fessional qualities of the trainer psychologist 
on the effectiveness of the program [5, p. 95]. 
Therefore, the results obtained during the ex-
periment in Correctional Colony-4 were inves-
tigated, because the short-term program of 
correctional and developmental training under 
consideration was developed by the staff psy-
chologist of this very institution.

In this division, according to the indicators 
of the willpower scale, all participants from the 
experimental group (10 people) after the train-
ing showed an increase in the average values 
from 7.3±1.5 sthenes to 8.6±0.7 sthenes; in 
the control group (10 people) almost every-
thing remained unchanged: 6.8±1.2 vs. 6.9±1.2 
sthenes.

According to the indicators of neuropsychi-
atric stability in the experimental group, all re-
spondents showed an increase in the average 
values from 6.4±0.5 to 6.9±0.3 sthenes; prac-
tically nothing changed in the control group: 
6.3±0.5 vs. 6.4±0.7 sthenes. The sincerity in-
dex in the experimental group improved from 
5.1±0.9 to 3.3±1.3 sthenes; it worsened from 
4±1.1 to 4.6±1.1 sthenes in the control group.

In other territorial divisions, the program did 
not have such significant results on the psycho-
emotional state of employees.

Thus, the goal of our study has been achieved, 
the assumption about the effectiveness of the 
program aimed at increasing the psychological 
stability of the psycho-emotional state of the 
personnel has been partially confirmed. There 
is a possibility that if the staff psychologist of 
Correctional Colony-4, who regularly improves 
her professional qualifications, would conduct 
trainings in all correctional institutions of the re-
gion, then the effectiveness of the tested short-
term program for correcting the indicators of 
willpower self-assessment and neuropsychic 
stability among all personnel would be higher 
and statistically significant.

Conclusion
Currently, the main work of psychologists 

of correctional institutions with their personnel 
includes diagnostic procedures when employ-
ing candidates for the service and psychologi-
cal support of professional activities. Although 
psychological correction is one of the main 
regulated activities of psychologists in the pe-
nal system, conducting such events is rather an 
exception to the rules than a daily job. This is fa-
cilitated by the insufficient number of staff psy-

chologists throughout the entire history of the 
creation and functioning of the psychological 
service. According to the authoritative opinion 
of M.G. Debolskii, although the minimum staff 
number of two psychologists in psychological 
laboratories “does not allow conducting psy-
chological support of the work with convicts 
and staff in full, but it makes it possible to ad-
dress the most urgent psychological issues 
that complicate the operational situation in the 
institution” [2, p. 126].

Taking into account the need for an appro-
priate distribution of the working time of staff 
psychologists, we can recommend carrying out 
psychological correction measures among the 
employees with reduced indicators of willpower 
and neuropsychic stability, that is, in a group of 
increased attention.

The results of the experimental implementa-
tion of the program have shown that its effec-
tiveness depends more on the professionalism 
and motivation of the practicing psychologist 
and their interest in its results. Therefore, in 
order to increase the effectiveness of psycho-
logical support for the activities of employees 
of the Federal Penitentiary Service of Russia, 
we can recommend that psychologists under-
go training in additional professional education 
programs. It may be useful to use financial in-
centives for participation in professional skill 
competitions.

In developed foreign countries, the number 
of staff psychologists involved in the psycho-
logical support of employees is significantly 
greater. Programs and strategies are being de-
veloped so as to deal with stress among cor-
rectional officers; during the testing and imple-
mentation of such programs, stress experts 
can provide assistance in adjusting or improv-
ing stress programs. Thus, when implement-
ing this psychological tool in the territory of the 
state of Washington (USA), the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice recommended that several fac-
tors be taken into account in order to make its 
programs effective. For example:

– involvement of talented and dedicated psy-
chologists who will withstand the stress of help-
ing other employees who are experiencing it;

– ensuring the sincere participation of senior 
management, trade union and line managers, 
as well as family members of employees who 
need psychological help and correction of their 
mental states;

– maintaining confidentiality in their work;
– when providing services, the work should 

be done on a system-wide basis and not only 
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after some critical incidents when the situation 
requires analysis;

– training managers to identify employees 
who may be experiencing stress and need psy-
chological advice;

– if necessary, change the position or cor-
rectional institution in such a way as to reduce 
the employee’s stress;

– monitoring program activities and evaluat-
ing their effectiveness in reducing stress and 
improving the efficiency of the unit [14, p. 129].

In 2014, at the 2014 National Symposium on 
Corrections Worker Health in the United States, 
leading experts from health authorities and jus-
tice departments noted that, despite significant 
local efforts and recommended best practices, 
there is no developed universal program for 

prison staff with proven effectiveness and safe-
ty. Therefore, additional research is needed in 
the field of well-being, physical and psychologi-
cal health of employees working with convicts 
[17]. 

Thus, the dissemination of best practices of 
psychological correction activities carried out 
among the staff of correctional institutions is 
possible only when psychologists get acquaint-
ed with the recommended training measures 
and apply them consciously and voluntarily. 
The forced introduction of other people’s devel-
opments cannot provide a guaranteed positive 
result. These events should motivate psycholo-
gists to develop unique programs that take into 
account the real needs of correctional person-
nel.
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