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AAuutthhoorr’’ss  NNoottee:: Opinions or points of
view expressed in this article repre-
sent a consensus of the authors and
do not represent the official position
or policies of the U.S. Department of 
Justice. 

Correctional agencies are los-
ing money, losing good
employees and jeopardizing
officer and public safety due

to work-related stress. An NIJ-funded
study1 to examine the causes and
effects of stress on probation and
parole officers found, surprisingly,
that most of their work-related stress
stems, not from physical dangers,
but from high caseloads, overwhelm-
ing paperwork and excessive dead-
lines. The study also found that
developing a stress reduction pro-
gram can be an effective solution that
can save money and enhance officer
and public safety.

The Study
To identify the nature and scope of
probation and parole officer stress,
researchers reviewed published and
unpublished materials on stress and
related topics, selected nine stress-
reduction programs for study, and
talked with personnel at various lev-
els of the American Probation and
Parole Association. Researchers also
conducted telephone interviews with
individuals from five of the nine pro-
grams and conducted in-person inter-
views at the other four.

PPhhyyssiiccaall  ddaannggeerrss  ooff  tthhee  jjoobb.. Proba-
tion and parole officer work can be
dangerous. According to surveys 
performed in four states (New York,
Pennsylvania, Texas and Virginia),
between 39 percent and 55 percent of
officers have been victims of work-
related violence or threats.2 The
types and levels of stress vary with
the nature of the work. For example,
parole officers who work in a faci-
lity or community setting may be 

concerned for their own safety as
well as the public’s. Their work may
have become even riskier because
offenders on probation and parole
commit more serious crimes than in
the past, and more offenders have
serious drug abuse histories and
show less hesitation in using vio-
lence.3 However, “danger on the job”
was not cited as one of the three
major sources of stress.

TThhrreeee  mmaajjoorr  ssoouurrcceess  ooff  ssttrreessss.. Offi-
cers cited high case loads as the most
common stress factor, followed by an
overwhelming amount of paperwork
and excessive deadlines.

• High caseloads: The average
supervision caseload of a proba-
tion officer is very high — 139. 

• Paperwork overload: Manage-
ment information systems may
help to reduce the load, but offi-
cers still face an enormous
amount of paperwork. 

• Deadline pressure: Too many
unexpected or uncontrollable
deadlines create undue stress
and frustration.

OOtthheerr  ccaauusseess.. Many officers cited
their supervisors as a source of
stress. Researchers found that 87
percent of probation officers in one
survey disliked their supervisors
mainly because their supervisors did
not recognize their achievements or
appreciate their hard work.4 Few
advancement opportunities and low
salaries were other reasons given.
For example, the median salary for
probation officers and correctional
treatment specialists in 1999 was just
over $36,0005 and $39,000 in 2004.6

Some officers cited low morale stem-
ming from feelings of failure when
blamed for offender misconduct and
lack of public safety. Others said they
got discouraged because they had
limited options for imposing sanc-
tions or offering rehabilitation to
offenders.

How Do Officers Cope?
Probation and parole officers use a
range of methods to relieve on-the-job
stress.

RReeaaccttiivvee  mmeetthhooddss.. Some officers
take extra sick leave — mental health
days — simply to relieve the pressure. 
Others take sick leave to cope with
stress-related health problems such as
lower back pain or headaches. Some
request transfers; others apply for
early retirement.

PPrrooaaccttiivvee  mmeetthhooddss.. Most officers
cited physical exercise as the most
positive way to relieve stress. Others
mentioned discussing cases with fel-
low officers, using religion, venting and
talking to relatives.

Stress-Reduction Program
To address on-the-job stress, 

researchers recommend a stress-
reduction program that can improve
staff performance, enhance officer and
public safety, and help save money. A
stress-reduction program is designed
to help prevent and relieve correctional
officers’ work-related stress. It can be
structured in three basic forms:

• In-house programs, which con-
sist of a separate unit within or
operated by the correctional
agency;

• External arrangements, which
involve regular use of a private
service provider; and 

•  Hybrid programs, which com-
bine elements of both in-house
and external structures.

The program can provide the follow-
ing benefits:

• Reduce recruiting, screening
and training costs associated
with replacing employees, due
to high turnover among proba-
tion and parole officers.

•   Improve production by increasing
morale and reducing backlogs or 
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stressful overload schedules of 
backup employees covering for 
co-workers on sick leave.

• Increase safety for staff and pub-
lic by not being forced to dele-
gate difficult and risky tasks of 
seasoned officers to rookies.

To create an effective stress-
reduction program, agency admini-
strators should consider the following
when planning or expanding a pro-
gram.

SSeelleecctt  ttaalleenntteedd  aanndd  ddeeddiiccaatteedd  ssttaaffff
wwiitthh  wweellll--ddeevveellooppeedd  iinntteerr--  ppeerrssoonnaall
sskkiillllss.. The quality of the staff is the
backbone of the program. Administra-
tors will need to decide whether to
hire professional staff or train in-house
staff. Outside professionals do not
need training, but unlike in-house staff,
they may not be very familiar with pro-
bation and parole issues.

SSeellll  tthhee  pprrooggrraamm  ttoo  aaddmmiinniissttrraa--
ttoorrss.. Agency administrators must
demonstrate concern for employee
welfare and support the program.
Involve middle managers and line
supervisors who must grant permis-
sion for employee participation, which
could count toward mandated train-
ing. Obtain the support of unions that
could make or break a program at the
management level.

EEnnssuurree  ccoonnffiiddeennttiiaalliittyy.. Peer sup-
porters and employees must establish
the same confidentiality that exists
between licensed mental health practi-
tioners and clients.

AAsssseessss  eeffffeeccttiivveenneessss.. Evaluate 
a program to assess if it needs
improvement. Evaluation should be
built into program design and plan-
ning. In an outcome evaluation, the
most compelling evidence is reduced
stress.7

PPrroovviiddee  aaddeeqquuaattee  ffuunnddiinngg.. Allow
for one-time start-up costs. Minimize
expenses by securing in-kind contribu-
tions and recruiting university profes-
sors as evaluators. Seek free resources
and use any available experienced
practitioners to help plan and evalu-
ate.

RReedduuccee  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnaall  ssoouurrcceess  ooff
ssttrreessss.. Individual agency managers
should coordinate with the stress
reduction program staff to identify and
reduce any controllable agency-based
sources of stress.

Outlook
When asked to describe his level of
stress, one officer said: “Yes, I take
mental health days. I use them, and I
get in trouble a lot, but it’s a case of
self-preservation.”8 Agencies can use a
stress reduction program to help this
officer and others like him. Findings
from this study indicate that such 
programs show great promise for
reducing correctional officer stress,
reducing agency cost and improving
public safety. Agency administrators
can construct the most effective pro-
gram for their agencies by tailoring
various program elements to their
needs.
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