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Preface

This report includes a review of stress
theory and stress concepts and their ap-
plication in an empirical occupational
study. The aim of the study was to clarify
the relationships between work stressors
and also the stress reactions of working
people. The report covers a third part of a
study concerning the work conditions,
stress and health of prison personnel. This
study is one of several carried out by the
Institute of Occupational Health, Helsinki,
to clarify the possible psychic and social
risk factors of health in work life. The
Institute’s director general Jorma Ranta-
nen, MD, and scientific director Sven
Hernberg, MD, have been active in pro-
moting this field of research.

The Prison Department of the Finnish
Ministry of Justice and the Finnish Min-
istry of Finance initiated this research
project concerning prision personnel. Matti
Ylikoski, MD, from the Ministry of Fi-
nance and Kaarina Suonio, MA, ML, Kari
Vanhala, PhD, and Martti Paloheimo, MD,
from the Prison Department, played im-
portant roles in the planning of the study.
The cooperation of the prison personnel,
as the subjects of the study, was a pre-
requisite for the total project.

Helena Hénninen, PhL, from the Insti-
tute of Occupational Health, was the re-
sponsible scientist during the planning of
the first phases of the study. She has given
me valuable advice and support. Mailis
Olkkonen (earlier Senne), MA, worked as
a member of the research team and took
care of much of the practical work in-
volved in the data collection and han-
dling.

Part of the study material is based on

data from a health examination carried out
by the mobile field clinic of the Institute
of Occupational Health under the leader-
ship of Ann-Lis Backman, MD, who also
offered useful suggestions for the corre-
sponding parts of the text.

One of the basic discussions about pre-
paring this report was carried out with
Prof R Olavi Viitam#ki, who offered many
encouraging and useful suggestions. As-
sistant professor Valde Mikkonen, PhD,
and docent Raimo Raitasalo, PhD, read
the entire manuscript and offered con-
structive criticism, which I highly appre-
ciated during the revision of the manu-
script.

Discussions at various stages with docent
Esko Kalimo, PhD, Kari Lindstrém, PhlL,
and my colleagues, especially Pekka Huuh-
tanen, PhL, and Terhi P6yhénen, MA,
have provided me with great support.
Erkki Nenonen, MA, gave invaluable help
with the data processing Prof Veijo Virsu,
PhD, played an important role by con-
structively pressing me to finish the work.

Ms Arja Metsikko did an important part
of the whole by drawing the figures, Ms
Iris Ovalo by {yping the manuscripts,
Donald Neville, BSc, by correcting the
language, Prof Matti Rissanen, PhD, by
checking the language, and Georgianna
Oja, BA, by preparing the manuscript for
publication.

I wish to offer my deepest thanks to all,
as well as to the Institute of Occupational
Health for its supportive attitude towards
research work.

The study was financially supported by
the Finnish Ministry of Finance.

Espoo, 22 October 1980
Raija Kalimo
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I. Introduction and objectives

STUDY BACKGROUND

Research on stress has come to be one of
the ways man uses to determine those
factors in his living environment that
have an effect on his well-being. In this
work, the main focus has long been on
the physical and biological aspects of
man’s environment as possible sources of
disease agents and other health risks. The
realization that these factors could ex-
plain only a part of the health problems
of man has resulted in a widened per-
spective of the range of environmental
health risks.

Another trend of health research has
led to the same perspective. It is a change
in the conceptualization of health and ill-
ness. The more that health disturbances
have been seen as processes rather than
as things that man either has or has not,
the more his own role in the development
of health disturbances has been stressed.
These trends of thinking have led to an
emphasis on symbolic stimuli, subjective
experiences of the environment, and the
resulting psychophysiological states as
possible determinants of a lowered level
of well-being. Stress theory has increas-
ingly been applied in the analysis of this
process.

Work life is one of the environments of
man which is of interest from this new
point of view. The emphasis on work as
a possible source of stress can be drawn
from the great role that work plays in
the lives of adults. Work environments
vary greatly as sources of experiences,
depending on the quality of work and the
work environment itself and on the many
different ties work has with other phases
of life. Work done in closed institutions has
certain special characteristics in any of
these aspects.

In spite of active research on the struc-
ture and function of closed institutions in
various countries, relatively minor atten-
tion has been paid to the well-being of

the personnel in these institutions. The
personnel, however, play a crucial role in
affecting many people’s lives.

Only a few descriptive studies have
been carried out in prisons. Analytical
studies with a theoretical basis are scarce.
Prison personnel, working in coercive total
institutions among people deviating from
the accepted social norms, are, however, an
important target for a study on health and
its work-related determinants.

Prison personnel as an object of study

In fulfilling its goals, the prison has two
tasks that are contradictory in many re-
spects. The first is to maintain safety and
order, and the second is to try to improve
the social and individual resources of the
prisoners so that they may manage better
as members of society. Prison personnel
are in a central position in the accomplish-
ment of the social function of the prison.

The relative importance of the two
tasks of prisons has not been agreed upon.
These tasks are at least somewhat con-
troversial. If a conflict arises between the
tasks, safety and order is usually pre-
ferred. This preference is reflected in the
structure of prison personnel. The largest
group is the guarding staff, whose main
task is the maintenance of security and
order. The tasks of the teaching and nurs-
ing personnel are characterized by reha-
bilitative functions. The tasks are not,
however, completely separated in practice.
Some overlapping is a common situation,
but it is based mostly on unofficial prac-
tical matters instead of formal rules. The
difference between official rules and un-
official practice causes conflict in staff
roles.

As total institutions the prisons also
employ personnel other than staff respon-
sible for safety and rehabilitation. The
general features of a closed, total institu-
tion and often aggravated social isolation
are common aspects of the work environ-
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ment of the whole prison staff. A continu-
ous demand for alertness due to the na-
ture of the work is a special characteristic
of prison service. In this field of work, like
in many other types of service occupa-
tions, health, social care, and education,
especially the psychological and social fac-
tors of the work environment are possi-
ble sources of occupational stress and re-
sulting health problems.

On the whole, the stress factors in the
work environment of prison personnel are
thought to be primarily due to the struc-
ture of the organization, leadership style,
work content, and human relations at
work.

An orientating survey on the perceived
weaknesses of the work and work condi-
tions in prisons was carried out in 1972
by the Prison Department of the Ministry
of Justice in Finland. The survey also
dealt with the personnel’s subjective views
of their health status. The results indi-
cated that a considerable number of prob-
lems are perceived in the work conditions.
The high mental load of the work was
the most prominent factor in the evalua-
tions of the personnel. The greatest prob-
lem was the understaffing in comparison
to the number of prisoners. Important
drawbacks were also ambiguous defini-
tions of the tasks and work roles. Respon-
sibility for the security of others was
among the major stressors. The health
status was also perceived as unsatisfac-
tory. The most common health problems
were an excess of perceived strain, ten-
sion, anxiety, and headache. The results
revealed that the health services in prisons,
which are primarily planned for the pris-
oners, were not sufficient for the person-
nel. .

It was hypothesized, on the basis of the
survey, that the work of prison personnel
possibly contains strong sources of stress
and that the health problems might be at
least partly stress-mediated. The possible
sources of stress in work were expected
to be primarily psychological and social.

With this hypothesis as a basis, the Pris-
on Department of the Ministry of Justice
and the Ministry of Finance in Finland
asked the Institute of Occupational Health,
Helsinki, to conduct a comprehensive study
of the health conditions of prison person-
nel and their possible risks at work.

10

Going beyond the practical purposes re-
quired by the Prison Administration, the
study of prison personnel was expected to
offer a possibility to investigate the rela-
tionships between work, stress and health
in a more generalized way in an occupa-
tional field suspected to be highly stress-
ful.

According to these general considera-
tions, a study of the work conditions, job
satisfaction, stress, and health status was
carried out by the Institute of Occupation-
al Health. The descriptive findings of the
study have been reported in Finnish (135,
136) for practical application in occupa-
tional health care and as a basis for
changes to be made in the workplaces.
The analytical part of the study is pre-
sented in this report.

SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The study was expected to provide infor-
mation about the work-related factors that
cause stress and affect health status
among personnel in prisons, a prominent
type of closed coercive institution. Work
in prisons is thought to be stress provok-
ing. Thus it offers an adequate target for
the application of the stress theory in the
study of the relationships between work
and health.

Another aim of this investigation was
to study the feasibility of the general
work-related stress factors and certain
specific features of client-oriented work
in the explanation of stress reactions and
health disturbances.

As individual reactions are known to
vary under exposure to any environ-
mental conditions, the possible interacting
effects, either predisposing or protective,
of individual backgrounds, personality
characteristics, and perceived social sup-
port were also studied.

The relationships between job satisfac-
tion and stress at work have not been
studied to a great extent, and also the
corresponding theory is vague. In this re-
spect the purpose was to study the fea-
sibility of a model in which job dissatis-
faction is considered an intermediary
phase in the development of stress.

Finally, an attempt was made to draw
conclusions about the sources of stress in
work in closed institutions and to discuss



their generalizations to certain aspects of
any client-oriented work in the fields of
health and social care.

To summarize, the overall objective of
the present study was to carry out an ana-
lytical investigation of the relationships
between work, job satisfaction, stress, and
health in a closed institution and to dis-
cuss the findings within the framework of
a psychological theory of stress at work.
For this purpose the following questions
were studied and discussed: (i) What are
the determinants of stress reactions at
work? (ii) What is the relation of stress-
induced health problems to work and the
occupational background? (iii) What is the
role of job dissatisfaction in the develop-
ment of stress at work? (iv) What is the
interactive effect of personality and other
individual factors and social support on
the relationships between work, job satis-
faction, stress, and health?

STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT

In view of the previously described ob-
jectives, the report discusses, first in part
II, the theoretical framework of the study,
covering a conceptual analysis and the
general stress theory. This part also in-
cludes an overview of the sources of stress
at work. At the end of part II the adopted
framework for the empirical part of the
study is presented.

In part III a selective review of relevant
previous findings on occupational stress is
given. This part also includes literature on
the modifiers of stress. Previous studies on
prison personnel are described separately.

Work in prisons is, to a large extent,
client-oriented work. The specific charac-
teristics of various types of client work
are analyzed in the beginning of part IV.
An attempt is made to schematize the cru-
cial dimensions of client-oriented work
that cause similarities and differences in
various fields. The main content of part
IV is a description of prisons and work in
prisons and a presentation of the Finnish
prison organization. This part is written
to highlight the institutional background
of prison work. It is supposed to aid the
understanding of this report by those who
know very little about prisons and those
who are familiar with the general aspects
of prisons and want to know the details
of the Finnish prison organization.

The study population and sample are
characterized in part V. This part also in-
cludes a description of the methods of the
study.

The results are presented in part VI
Summaries of the descriptive results on
work, stress, health and personality char-
acteristics, which have been reported else-
where, are given in the beginning of this
section. The reduction of data is described
on this basis. The main content of this
part of the report is formed of the results
of the multivariate analyses with job sat-
isfaction, stress reactions and health indi-
cators as dependent variables and work
characteristics and individual factors as
predictors. The results are discussed after
the presentation of each analysis.

The general discussion of the applied
theory, methods and results, as well as
conclusions drawn on the basis of the re-
sults, are included in part VII, which is
followed by a summary of the study, part
VIIL



