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Abstract  

Purpose: The prison system is a complex structure in which staff members monitor the prison 
population with the aim of preventing and coping with possible emergency events. To examine how 
prison staff conceive plans to manage these events, the present study focuses on the qualitative analysis 
of critical events and the related coping strategies and conclusions drawn from each episode.  

Method: By drawing on 563 narrative forms completed by prison directors and prison officer 
commanders from all over Italian prisons, four coding families have been identified (the emergency 
event itself, strategies adopted to manage this event, knowledge gained from this event, and possible 
improvements to prevent future emergency events) as well as specific categories for each of them. 
Frequency and chi-square analyses were conducted to identify the differences in occurrences in each 
coding family and among categories for the type of emergency event.  

Results: The findings revealed significant differences both in the occurrence of different types of 
emergency events and in the way each type of event is managed, as well as in the specific knowledge 
gained from the experienced event and possible improvements to prevent future emergency events.  

Conclusions: According to the data collected, it seems fair to assume that the management of 
emergencies in prisons is not a problem that concerns a linear mode of intervention but includes 
several factors—personal, structural, procedural, and relational factors—which together influence the 
effectiveness of coping with emergencies. The results have been discussed according to the relevant 
literature on the topic. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. The Penitentiary Institution in Italy 

Among the political and social debates of particular importance in the Italian context lies the 

issue of penitentiaries, which provide a setting that the public tends to ignore as if they were a 

world far from society (Levenson, 2001; Wilson & O’Sullivan, 2004) until an emergency event 

brings public attention back on it. However, a prison is a small society that reflects the models, 

processes, and problems of the context in which it is placed (Beckford et al., 2005; Cloward, 

1960; Dikötter & Brown, 2018). 

What is common to all prison systems is they rely on coercion and inmates do not have a chance 

to voluntarily exit (Skarbek, 2020). Nevertheless, there are many differences between prisons 

around the world, starting with the main function that the prison system promotes. According 

to Skarbek (2020), the same governance needs that exist throughout society also occur in 

prisons, so each prison reflects in a small way what is happening in society. In Italy, since 1975, 

the penitentiary system complemented its control function with the constitutional function of 

social reintegration of the detainee, providing inmates with treatment and rehabilitation 

activities aimed at their social integration with the outside world. Rehabilitative treatment is 

implemented mainly through education, work, cultural, recreational, and sports activities, as well 

as facilitating contacts with the family and the outside world. 

Penitentiary institutions in Italy are under the Department of Penitentiary Administration 

(DAP), and include several structures pursuing different functions:  

- The Surrounding House, where people awaiting trial or those sentenced to sentences of less 

than five years (or with a residual sentence of fewer than five years) are detained. 

- The House of Imprisonment, is the institution used for the expiation of sentences of greater 

magnitude. 

- The juvenile penal institution, is used for the detention of minors (over 14 years old, up to 25 

years old). 

- The Residences for the Execution of Security Measures (REMS). 

The penitentiary institution consists of a multitude of actors and social groups working 

alongside the prison population, playing different roles and pursuing different objectives, 

divided into five areas: security, pedagogical, health, administrative accounting, and secretarial 

(Ministero della Giustizia, 2005). The first area, security, includes the most professional figures 
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present in Italian prisons, the prison officers. Nonetheless, the average prisoner-to-agent ratio 

is 6:1, differing greatly from the European one (6:2) (Council of Europe Annual Penal Statistics, 

2018). The role of prison officers is to ensure order and security, application of restrictive 

personal freedom measures, and participate in the observation and re-educational treatment of 

detainees (Prison Law: Norme sull’ordinamento penitenziario e sulla esecuzione delle misure 

privative e limitative della libertà, 1975); commanders are the top leaders of the Italian prison 

police. 

Other outstanding figures are directors and deputy directors, carrying out various functions, 

including the management and territorial coordination of prison administration, and control and 

monitoring of results and objectives achieved (Prison Law, 1975). Directors also coordinate and 

control the performance of a penitentiary institution’s activities, decide on suitable initiatives 

for projects in the institution, and provide instructions to staff. 

1.2. Emergencies in the penitentiary context 

Within the penitentiary system, professionals monitor inmates by referring to a legislative 

component, specific skills, and individual characteristics, to prevent any possible emergency and 

manage and mitigate their consequences (Frese & Keith, 2015; Konda et al., 2012; Roosevelt, 

2003). An emergency is a complex situation (due to human error, organizational failures, or even 

external events) possibly leading to serious consequences and requiring rapid and qualified 

intervention. From a psychological perspective, an emergency is an interactive situation 

characterized by a threat, leading to emotional activation and a search for available resources to 

make a rapid decision to cope with the critical issues (Sbattella & Tettamanzi, 2013). 

In prisons, the types of emergencies can vary, among them rules violations and prisoner riots 

with episodes of physical or verbal aggression, refusal of prescriptions, damage, and threats 

(Jacobs, 1974; Lyman, 1989; Ross & Richards, 2002). Specifically, types of aggression among 

inmates include reactive aggression (impulsive, affective, or hostile), characterized by a 

spontaneous lack of control that occurs with little or no thought; and proactive aggression 

(premeditated, predatory, or instrumental) (Babcock et al., 2014; Weinshenker & Siegel, 2002), 

characterized by a planned violent response. The risk of aggression can increase in case of 

substance dependence or psychopathy diseases (Boles & Miotto, 2003; Cima et al., 2008; 

Gottfredson et al., 2008). 

Other types of emergencies include strategic and exploitative threats and hunger or thirst strikes; 

particularly, it emerges how inmates can act "instrumental" behaviors as a need to draw attention 

to themselves or diversions to escape from a reality considered intolerable (Buffa, 2011). These 
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actions can be forerunners of hunger and/or thirst strikes, namely voluntary behaviors without 

medical justification, which overall constitute an alternative form of communication with the 

penitentiary institution, to send a message or receive a reply when contextual conditions make 

it difficult or useless to verbally communicate (Maffei, 2003.). 

Ultimately, extreme emergent events can be self-harm and even suicide, which may affect both 

the prison population and personnel (Clemmer, 1958; Dikötter & Brown, 2018; DiIulio, 1987; 

Hassine, 1996; Jacobs, 1974). Literature suggests that detainees tend to commit suicide more 

frequently in the first days and weeks of detention, due to the impact of the prison environment 

and the shock resulting from it, which would take on the meaning of “main precipitating factor 

towards the self-suppressive gesture”. Moreover, the research highlighted a relation between 

suicidal events and the crowding of penal institutions (Buffa, 2008). Prolonged exposure to 

these events triggers work-related stress that may lead to burnout or other long-term 

pathological conditions (Dowden & Tellier, 2004). 

1.3. Reason’s model as a theoretical framework 

According to Reason’s (2000) “Swiss cheese model of system accidents”, a detailed analysis of 

the conditions leading to failures is essential for discovering systematic and recurrent errors and, 

thus, identifying improvements applicable to the whole system. Taking a systemic perspective 

allows us to acknowledge that “the error is not the monopoly of a few unfortunate people” 

(Reason, 2000), thus overcoming a “scapegoat” logic. This paves the way to identifying the 

latent factors that affect recurring patterns of errors, namely, the same set of circumstances that 

can cause similar mistakes, regardless of the people involved. 

Reason suggests that complex organizations can be metaphorically seen as a form of Swiss 

cheese with many holes. Although the presence of holes in any “slice” does not normally lead 

to a negative result, when the holes in many layers align, a trajectory of accident opportunities 

may lead to failures. An important protective factor that complex organizations—such as the 

penitentiary system—may rely on to face possible failures, is reflection on the critical issues 

faced over time and learning from how they have effectively managed these issues (Schippers 

et al., 2013). 

1.4. The present study 

The study presented below stems from the need of the Department of Penitentiary 

Administration of understanding the functioning of management practices in emergencies. 

Based on Reason’s (2000) model, factors of interest in emergency management in detention 
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settings were identified, taking into consideration the characteristics of the Italian detention 

context. 

1.4.1. Aims 

Our first research question was about understanding the main factors that played a role in 

enhancing the occurrence of critical events in prisons, in the eyes of prison managers (namely, 

prison directors and prison officer commanders). Assuming that prisons are complex 

organizational systems, we adopted Reason’s (2000) conceptualization to identify the latent 

factors related to different domains of organizational life which could lead to emergencies. To 

the best of our knowledge, no studies have applied this model to the prison context; thus, this 

study may contribute to the literature by highlighting a dynamic framework for understanding 

emergencies in the penitentiary system. Furthermore, few studies have analyzed prisons from 

an organizational perspective. Thus, assuming that qualitative methods may better capture the 

complex nature of these workplaces and applying Copes et al.’s (2000) suggestion to prioritize 

these methodologies to focus on the understanding of specific processes, we adopted a 

qualitative method to offer an in-depth analysis of key factors and a description of how each 

may contribute to the likelihood of a critical event in prisons. 

The second research question involved the relationship between critical events and the possible 

strategies to cope with them. Failures and errors are stressful events, and the way organizations 

appraise and manage them may lead to worse or milder consequences (Farnese et al., 2020; 

Frese & Keith, 2015). The error management approach assumes that human errors can never 

be completely prevented, and prevention should be complemented with effective coping 

strategies to manage the situation once a failure has occurred. Effective error management 

implies the early detection of criticalities and latent errors, competency in recovery and 

communicating with teammates, and, afterward, learning from errors and implementing 

improved or new practices (van Dyck et al., 2005). Therefore, in this study, we focused on the 

strategies taken by staff to deal with stressful events, aiming to highlight the most adopted 

mechanisms and to gain further knowledge on how they specifically relate to different types of 

critical events. 

Third, according to the hypothesis that national context may affect specific processes and 

dynamics (Schaufeli & Peeters, 2000), we further aimed to contribute to the knowledge on 

emergency management in prison, focusing on the Italian context, which is underrepresented 

in the literature (Farnese et al., 2017, 2018). 
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2. Materials and Methods 

This study analyzed narratives regarding critical events faced by prison directors and prison 

officer commanders from prisons all over Italy; drawing on the critical interview method 

(Flanagan, 1954), participants were asked to think about a concrete emergency they faced in 

their professional experience over the previous 5 years. They were asked to describe, in paper-

and-pencil format, a) two critical events they had thought of and b) what they had learned from 

these events. All participants provided written consent. 

2.1. Procedures 

Forms were collected over a year and a half (October 2016—February 2018) during several 

training sessions on emergency management, with different groups of participants that, overall, 

represented the whole management level of the Italian prison system. The researchers were part 

of a team of trainers and one of them, at the beginning of each session, proposed participants 

to fill out the form to better understand their representation of emergencies in their work 

context and to reflect with them on these critical experiences. The narratives of the episodes (N 

= 563) were transcribed. 

2.2. Analyses 

Adopting a quantitative content analysis technique (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Riffe et al., 2019), 

we followed two steps. In the first step, two team members separately encoded the narratives 

to identify the relevant sections and recurring themes. A systematic comparison was performed 

to reach a consensus, disagreements were solved through discussions, and in cases of 

disagreement a third team member was involved (Levitt et al., 2017). 

The two coding team members identified two main families within the first question (the critical 

event description): “Critical event” and “Crisis management strategies” and two main families 

within the second question (lessons learned): “Learning” and “Improving”. 

“Critical event” represents a set of linked events that led to an emergency. Respondents could 

report the critical event that most affected their professional experience, discussing an event 

that led to the beginning of an emergency as well as the conditions underlying the critical 

situation. “Crisis management strategies”, relates to the coping actions—whether effective or 

not—adopted to solve the critical event. “Learning”, concerns all aspects that have been learned, 

namely, lessons to remember when managing this kind of emergency in the future; 

“Improving”, refers to the actions that have been taken for granted, which are worth recalling 

or can be implemented in the future. For each coding family, researchers identified the main 

dimensions and specific categories emerging from the narratives. 
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In the second step, to highlight possible patterns of relations among categories, Chi-square 

analyses were conducted to test for differences among each coding family and for differences 

across the dimensions included in each coding family. Coding and statistical analyses were 

performed using ATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development GmbH (version 5). 

3. Results 

3.1. Critical Events 

The “Critical event” family includes all those conditions that are the basis for an emergency; 

such an event is the pivot around which the whole event revolves and determines the type of 

management strategy to put into action (Ghaddar et al., 2008; Trounson & Pfeifer, 2017). 

Critical events are influenced by how the staff manage them and by organizational strengths or 

weaknesses. Consequently, these events and the resulting stress hurt the effective functioning 

of the whole prison organization (Dowden & Tellier, 2004). 

In the “Critical event” coding family, seven dimensions emerged: organizational issues, 

structural problems, breach of rules, medical matters, individual discomfort, self-harm, and 

suicide. The dimensions and the categories identified for each of them are described in the 

following subparagraphs and summarized in Table 1 (For narratives examples see 

Supplementary Table S1; for categories description Supplementary Table S2). 

3.1.1. Organizational issues 

All the cases originating from internal events within the prison—such as the workload of staff 

and prisoner placement and transfer—have been grouped in the “organizational issues” 

dimension (Dowden & Tellier, 2004; Gould et al., 2013; Lambert et al., 2010; Mahfood et al., 

2013). Among these events, the most frequent difficulties concern “organizational problems”, 

such as bureaucratic and time pressures in communication and work performance, which cause 

the staff to act immediately, without being prepared in advance, and make personal sacrifices, 

thus leading to increased workload or stress level (Dabney, 2010; Violanti & Aron, 1995). Other 

categories are related to the integration activities of inmates and the employment or 

management of personnel. In these dimensions, an emergency arises during the intervention, 

feeling that there are not enough skills and expertise (Bennett & Dyson, 2014; Ramluggan, 

2013). The chi-square test showed statistically significant differences in frequencies among 

categories (X2 (16, N = 100) = 133.580, p < .001; Table 2). From the analysis of residues, it 

emerged that the most common scenario is the “organizational problems” category. It can be 

hypothesized that choosing to report generic problems rather than specific events is related to 
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the importance of these situations at the outset of emergency events, often at the beginning of 

the chain of errors (Reason, 2000). 

3.1.2. Structural problems 

“Structural problems” concerns all categories that result from the inadequacy of the workplace. 

It relates to workplace safety, highlighting failures to cope with external factors (e.g., an 

earthquake, a gas leak, the presence of mice) and in performing effective joint intervention of 

internal and external professionals, such as authorities or maintenance services. It also relates to 

the physical security of prisons, being insufficient or obsolete architectural aspects (e.g., housing 

conditions, or rescue devices) are a main cause of emergencies (Shaw, 2019; United Nations 

Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015). Within this dimension, there are no statistically significant 

differences between the emergencies. 

3.1.3. Breach of rules 

The “Breach of rules” dimension includes episodes of all deviant behaviors expressing the active 

and intentional purpose of violating shared norms (e.g., physical, or verbal aggression, rejection 

of directions or prescriptions, damage, threats, and protests). Almost all these episodes are 

carried out by inmates, yet in a few cases by officers. Protests are the most represented critical 

events. Additionally, episodes of interpersonal aggression are prominent critical events, usually 

described without any indication of their causes while violations such as objects’ concealment 

or narcotics’ possession take place because of the culture of exchange and extortion shared by 

inmates (Buentello et al., 1991; Skarbek, 2014). These violations are usually carried out to obtain 

benefits from other inmates such as being protected within the prison walls (Gundur, 2018). 

Other deviant behaviors are against the organization, such as the damage caused to facilities, 

the refusal to take prescriptions, and the exertion of demonstrative behavior towards the 

organization (Crewe et al., 2014). 

Finally, some narratives relate to an unintentional breach of rules, that nonetheless lead to 

emergency episodes (such as traumatic accidents) that involve prison officers, both directly in 

their management, and in-directly as a witness. (Harrell, 2011; Spinaris et al., 2012). 

The chi-square test shows statistically significant differences in frequencies among these 

categories (X2 (18, N = 205) = 207.161, p < .001; Table 2). From the observation of residues, 

“prisoner protest” is the most frequent category in this dimension. 
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3.1.4. Medical matters 

This dimension includes categories concerning “medical matters”, such as epidemics, the need 

to go to the emergency room, and prisoner illnesses, that is all medical emergencies or acute 

physical health conditions. Also, cases of deaths of prison staff due to natural causes during 

working hours have been included, representing an unexpected tragic event affecting the work 

life. Whereas the mental and physical pathologies of a chronic nature (which represent the 

routine practices of the prison health sector that do not involve participants) have been 

excluded. Among the categories reported, there were statistically significant differences (X2 (3, 

N = 26) = 22.923, p < .001; Table 2). Analyzing the residues, in accordance with a recent prison 

health study (Semenza & Grosholz, 2019), the severe illness of prisoners is the most statistically 

frequent event quoted in the narratives. 

3.1.5. Individual discomfort 

The dimension “individual discomfort” involves episodes of pain reported by prisoners (and, 

in a few cases, by prison staff), including family-related problems. For prisoners, confinement 

involves discomfort and stress, as they must adapt to confinement, accept being away from their 

spouses and children and deal with legal issues. These categories are mostly represented by 

prisoners’ demands concerning their well-being needs and personal problems, which are often 

intertwined with psychological discomfort and physical distress (Bonner, 2000). This leads 

people to make repeated requests for movements, telephone contacts or meetings, and 

clarifications of their legal position. Regarding the detention condition, the negative feelings of 

prisoners are often projected onto the prison officers, who, for their part, should dissolve the 

psychic tension and try to break the vicious cycle of aggression in which the line between 

“perpetrator” and “victim” becomes blurred (Hemmens & Marquart, 2000). Narratives 

highlight that the restriction of freedom and the consequent pathologies seem to affect not only 

individuals who have committed a crime but also those who are called to contain, control, and 

rehabilitate them (Maslach et al., 2001; Schaufeli, 2006). 

Within this dimension, there are statistically significant differences between the categories 

reported (X2 (5, N = 66) = 33.091, p < .001; Table 2), being the personal distress of prisoners 

the most frequent critical, event and psychological discomfort due to homicide being the least 

frequent. 

3.1.6. Self-harm 

The “self-harm” dimension includes all the categories concerning hunger or thirst strikes, self-

injury, or strategic and exploitative threats. These acts are mostly used to receive attention and 
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express distress and are mainly adopted by foreign inmates due to language difficulties in 

showing their discomfort. Protests reflect the choice to take a risk rather than be subjected to 

injustice by authorities (Scanlan et al., 2008). Moreover, Italian prisoners often carry out self-

harm to obtain benefits that are not provided (Laws & Crewe, 2016). Recently, scholars 

conceptualized harmful conduct towards oneself and other people simultaneously as “dual 

harm” (Slade, 2018), misconduct due to a dysregulation of emotions (Hemming et al., 2020; 

Roberton et al., 2012). Indeed, these self-harm behaviors endanger the life of the individual 

who, from being the subject of the protest, then becomes a victim (Biggs, 2007; Siméant & 

Traini, 2016; Stern et al., 2010). 

In this dimension, statistically significant differences among the categories emerged (X2 (3, N 

= 78) = 35.538, p < .001; Table 2), with self-harm and hunger strikes being the most represented 

emergencies. 

3.1.7. Suicide 

In this dimension, all the narratives concerning suicides, suicide attempts, or threats are 

collected; it is worth noting that such events may be related to either prisoners or staff members. 

These dramatic episodes are prominent stressors because they are high emotionally demanding 

events. Moreover, they are often perceived as unexpected behavior, whose signals are 

complicated to catch early, and difficult to prevent. Suicide is such a shocking event that can 

even become a causal precursor of the suicide of someone else; the intensity of their pain can 

lead to consider emulating the suicide that they heard about (the Werther effect). Prison staff, 

in the role of the containment and care of prisoners, are subjected to these stressors that can 

damage their psychophysical well-being or trigger harm mechanisms, toward others or 

themselves (Ghaddar et al., 2008; Trounson & Pfeifer, 2016). Studies have reported an increase 

in suicides in the areas surrounding local people who commit suicide, especially if the news is 

unexpected and sensationalized (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010; Phillips, 1974). The frequencies 

among categories do not show statistically significant differences in their occurrences. 

Overall, within the “Critical event” coding family, Breach of rules (n.205) and Organizational 

issues (n.100) were the most represented dimension, followed by behaviors expressing deep 

emotional discomfort (Self-harm n.87; Individual discomfort n.66; Suicide n.56), whereas 

Structural problems (n.32) and Medical matters (n.26) are the least represented dimensions 

(Table 1). Their different weight in the narratives suggests that respondents, from their 

managerial perspective, interpret emergency events as mainly affected by organizational factors 

and processes that are under their direct responsibility and are often latent causes of subsequent 

critical issues (Table 2). 
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Table 1. Dimensions and Categories for “Critical Event” coding family. 

Dimensions Categories Frequency Total 

Organisational issues Workload 4  
 Institute closure 3  
 Confused intervention 6  
 Staff employment 6  
 News spread 2  
 Prisoner integration 11  
 Chain investigation 1  
 Indult and release 2  
 Non-Intervention 2  
 Request denial 4  
 Work news 7  
 Organisational problems 30  
 Being together issues 12  
 Prisoner displacements 2  
 Staff displacements 2  
 Office relocation 1  
 Transfer of prisoners 5 100 

Structural problems Environmental emergency 12  
 Structural emergency 20 32 

Breach of rules Physical aggression 32  
 Verbal aggression 11  
 Staff verbal aggression 9  
 Barricade 8  
 Property damaging 11  
 Evasion 8  
 Detainee/Staff management 1  
 Fire 15  
 Threats 9  
 Objects concealments 5  
 Drugs possession 6  
 Prisoner’s protest 46  
 Staff protest 5  
 Prisoner withholding of instructions 19  
 Staff withholding of instructions 6  
 Prisoner's disappearance 1  
 Attempted evasion 6  
 Rules violation 2  
 Breach of licenses 5 205 

Medical matters Staff death 2  
 ER or hospitalization 3  
 Prisoner physical illness 17  
 Epidemic risk 4 26 

Individual discomfort Individual discomfort 8  
 Problematic prisoner 24  
 Staff individual discomfort 5  
 Homicide 1  
 Family problems 10  
 Detainee’s demands 18 66 

Self-harm Self-harm 34  
 Self-harm threat 9  
 Hunger strike 31  
 Thirst strike 4 78 

Suicide Prisoner suicide threat 14  
 Prisoner suicide 15  
 Staff suicide 9  
 Prisoner attempted suicide 10  
 Staff attempted suicide 1  
 Prisoner suicide intent 7 56 

Total   563 
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Table 2. Chi-square statistics for cases within each Critical Event. 

Test Statistics 

 

Organisational 

issues 

Structural 

problems 

Breach of 

rules 

Medical 

matters 

Individual 

discomfort 

Self-harm Suicide 

Chi-Square 133.580b 2.000f 207.161a 22.923g 33.091d 35.538c 13.857e 

df 16 1 18 3 5 3 5 

Asymp. Sig. 0.000*** 0.157 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.017* 

3.2. Crisis Management strategies 

The second coding family refers to “crisis management strategies”, namely, all the forms of 

intervention, whether decisional or practical, that the staff carries out to deal with an emergency. 

The gauging of an effective management strategy is the most delicate phase because the pursuit 

of finding the best solution must be combined with security criteria and available resources. 

Further, this is the most demanding phase for the implementation of problem-focused strategies 

because, at the same time, prison officers are also facing a critical or traumatic event (that 

requires emotion-focused strategies) and are often under time constraints, having to take 

immediate responsibility for managing the emergency (Trounson & Pfeifer, 2017). 

Five categories concerning the operational strategies implemented by prison staff have been 

identified, referring to an interaction with the individual—staff member or inmate—who caused 

or experienced the critical event (dialogue and listening); in the case of medical issues, the 

request for intervention of health care professionals and doctors (medical intervention). Other 

strategies concern the swift application of protocols and well-rooted practices (immediate 

intervention), the intervention of prison directors, law enforcement, or other institutional 

figures (intervention of authority), or the collaboration between different professionals within 

the prison, such as educators, psychologists, and interpreters (cooperation). The occurrences of 

these different management strategies have been analyzed about each type of critical event 

(Table 3) and described below. 
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Table 3. Categories for the “Crisis management strategies” and occurrences in each Type of 

Critical Event 

Crisis management strategies 

 Cooperation Dialogue and 

listening 

Intervention of 

the authority 

Immediate 

intervention 

Medical 

intervention 

Organisational issues 45 17 26 17 6 

Structural problems 13 3 27 7 0 

Breach of the rules 38 68 71 88 17 

Medical matters 6 4 5 7 8 

Individual discomfort 44 21 10 15 5 

Self-harm 24 34 21 13 15 

Suicide 17 15 7 16 7 

Total 187 162 167 163 58 

3.2.1. Strategies for managing organizational issues 

“Cooperation between subjects and areas” is the most used strategy to cope with organizational 

issues. It focuses on individual treatment and detainee re-education. Cooperation within the 

staff is fundamental for the recovery of inmates because different professionals look at inmate 

problems from different perspectives and can adopt the most appropriate form of intervention 

for the specific person and circumstance. Work experience depends largely on the structural 

and social arrangements of the organization. A rigid organization can often be oppressive and 

inhibit the work of prison officers; because they have to cope with complex situations but have 

no freedom to make decisions, their performance may decrease (Shane, 2013). The literature on 

the management of organizational problems in the prison context is rather sparse, and the 

results of the various existing studies are inconsistent (Gould et al., 2013; Trounson & Pfeifer, 

2016). However, from our narratives, a systemic perspective for managing complex 

organizational issues emerges. The strategies for managing organizational issues show 

significantly different occurrences (X2 (4, N = 111) = 38.324, p < .001; Table 4). 
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Table 4. Chi-square statistics among Critical Event (CE) categories and among categories of 

each of the other Coding families. 

 

 

Organisational 

issues 

Structural 

problems 

Breach of 

rules 

Medical 

matters 

Individual 

discomfort 

Self-harm Suicide 

CE* Management  Chi-Square 38.324b 26.480f 57.397a 1.667g 48.526d 12.953c 8.000e 

Strategies df 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 

 Asymp. Sig. 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.797 0.000*** 0.012* 0.092 

CE*Learning Chi-Square 8.353b 10.273e 17.759a 2.000f 23.667d 8.634c 10.273e 

 df 5 4 5 3 5 4 4 

 Asymp. Sig. 0.138 0.036* 0.003** 0.572 0.000*** 0.071 0.036* 

CE*Improving Chi-Square 9.263b 16.824f 17.611a 4.857g 16.957d 4.351c 6.091e 

 df 5 4 5 3 5 5 5 

 Asymp. Sig. 0.099 0.002** 0.003** 0.183 0.005** 0.500 0.297 

3.2.2. Strategies for managing structural problems 

These strategies concern situations where the intervention of the professional alone is not 

sufficient because different roles, responsibilities and authority are needed, for instance when 

upper-level decisions or coordination with other areas of intervention are needed (e.g., health 

care institutions, fire departments, or other institutions). Security strategies include respect for 

hierarchies, the use of necessary equipment and resources in each specific situation, and 

cooperation with law enforcement agencies outside of the prison (Shaw, 2019; United Nations 

Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015). The chi-square test confirms that “intervention of the 

authority and law enforcement” is the most used strategy to manage emergencies due to 

structural factors (X2 (4, N = 50) = 26.480, p < .001; Table 4). 

3.2.3. Strategies for managing breach of rules 

In this dimension, “immediate intervention” is the most used approach to deal with violations. 

Since this intervention is strongly associated with aggressive or damaging actions, prison 

workers are the first to arrive and work towards the containment of the emergency. Despite the 

number of studies on prison organizations, few of them have focused on the acts of aggression 

by inmates towards prison workers (Williams & Porter, 2016).  
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The formal support by authorities and negotiating processes through dialogue and listening are 

further strategies often applied to cope with breach of rules emergency episodes. The chi-square 

test confirms that the differences in the choice of management strategies are statistically 

significant (X2 (4, N = 282) = 57.397, p < .001; Table 4). 

3.2.4. Strategies for managing medical matters 

Consistent with the issue, the more common approach in this dimension concerns the “medical 

intervention” category, which is used whenever the urgent help of medical personnel is required. 

Nonetheless, no statistically significant differences emerged among the management strategies 

categories; therefore, it seems that events concerning health problems are managed in different 

ways and with multiple strategies (Table 3), depending on the situation. 

3.2.5. Strategies for managing individual discomfort 

In the “individual discomfort” dimension, the most commonly used crisis management 

strategies related to the “cooperation between subjects and areas” category, allowing us to 

evaluate the case-by-case specific needs of the individual and prevent the precipitation of 

discomfort (Hemming et al., 2020). More rarely, “medical intervention” is required unless these 

events also entail acts of self-harm or prisoners’ pathologies. The chi-square test shows that 

emergencies related to individual discomfort are managed in significantly different ways (X2 (4, 

N = 95) = 48.526, p < .001; Table 4). 

3.2.6. Strategies for managing self-harm 

The most used approach to managing self-harm critical events refers to the practices related to 

“dialogue and listening”. This strategy can be used on several occasions because it is 

fundamental for case-by-case assessment. For instance, when self-harm situations are perceived 

as acts of manipulation and blackmail, this can affect prison staff responses and lead to collective 

negative feelings (Ramluggan, 2013). Other strategies often adopted are listening among 

colleagues (e.g., in ad hoc meetings) to update, resolve internal conflicts, find a response to 

organizational problems, and complement the lack of skills of some teammates (Council of 

Europe, 2014). Respondents reported several practices with reflexive aims (e.g., meetings to 

discuss an event and think about the best way to proceed), mediation aims (e.g., in the case of 

role conflicts), or skill development (e.g., the sharing of information to make some people aware 

of the operational methods of intervention; Trounson & Pfeifer, 2016). Other important 

strategies are related to cooperation among different professionals, which may offer tailored 

support, and call for the intervention of higher authorities.  
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The chi-square test confirms that the differences in the choice of management strategies are 

statistically significant (X2 (4, N = 107) = 12.953, p < .001; Table 4). 

3.2.7. Strategies for managing suicide and suicide attempts 

Strategies for coping with this disruptive critical event mainly include collaboration between 

different areas of intervention and professionals, to achieve individualized support. Also, 

interpersonal collaboration through listening and dialogue seems to be an important factor for 

enhancing unity within the working group and the feelings of support provided by operators to 

prisoners as well as the social support existing among the prisoners themselves. The chi-square 

test shows that the strategies for coping with suicides significantly differ and that “cooperation 

between subjects and areas” is the most frequently adopted strategy (X2 (4, N = 62) = 8.000, p 

< .001; Table 4). 

3.3. Lessons from critical events 

After describing emergency events, participants were asked to highlight what they learned from 

them. The analysis of their reflections led to the identification of two coding families, one 

(“learning”) related to what they have learned from the experience, the other (“improving”) 

related to the competences that could be implemented in the future to enhance emergency 

management effectiveness. 

For both coding families, six categories were taken into account: awareness of each individual’s 

problems (attention); ability to involve the families of inmates and staff in taking care of inmates’ 

needs (caring); accountability and commitment of staff and their willingness to cooperate to 

pursue institutional aims (collaboration); development of procedural and emotional skills, above 

all through training, to implement prevention; prompt intervention through technical and 

nontechnical skills (e.g., communication); and staff management abilities (staff abilities). These 

are the main competences that participants assessed as possible strengths or weaknesses in 

managing critical events. Detailed occurrences of competences are shown in Tables 5 (Learning) 

and Table 6 (Improving). These six categories have been analyzed, referring to each of the seven 

types of critical events both for learning and for improving. 
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3.3.1. Learning 

Table 5. Categories for “Learning” and occurrences in each Critical Event 

Learning 

 Collaboration Intervention Prevention Attention Caring Staff abilities 

Organisational issues 11 5 7 5 2 4 

Structural problems 10 4 3 4 0 1 

Breach of rules 22 11 22 14 15 3 

Medical matters 4 4 3 0 0 1 

Individual discomfort 12 8 1 12 1 2 

Self-harm 14 7 4 11 5 0 

Suicide 8 1 8 3 2 0 

Total 81 40 48 49 25 11 

3.3.1.1. Learning from structural problems 

Collaboration seems to be a response to the difficulties and can help to overcome the closure 

attitude of prison staff, brought about by a “procedural” vision (Reason, 2000; Shane, 2013). 

Indeed, the critical events concerning structural problems highlight how collaboration, on these 

occasions, is considered a competence of remarkable importance (X2 (4, N = 22) = 10.273, p 

< .05; Table 4). 

3.3.1.2. Learning from breach of rules 

The analysis of the narratives has shown the need for specific prevention work, for those events 

that are more difficult to manage (Harrell, 2011; Spinaris et al., 2012). Participants focus their 

attention on training and stress prevention. This is the case when stress spills over into both 

family and work life, with dramatic consequences for the individual and their family, colleagues, 

and prisoners (Roberts & Levenson, 2001). 

The chi-square analysis within the critical event “breach of rules” confirms that collaboration 

and prevention are considered the most important lessons from emergency events (X2 (5, N = 

87) = 17.759, p < .01; Table 4). 
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3.3.1.3. Learning from individual discomfort 

The critical events concerning the individual discomforts of inmates and prison staff highlighted 

how collaboration and attention are important dimensions learned from such events (X2 (5, N 

= 36) = 23.667, p < .001; Table 4). Specifically, attention relates to the ability to deal with each 

personal discomfort as unique, where individual cases deserve the same attention as other 

critical events that may occur in the prison environment. Moreover, attention also relates to the 

early detection of behavior escalation, which can aid in the implementation of a swift 

intervention, avoiding a dramatic outcome (Hobbs & Dear, 2000). 

3.3.1.4. Learning from suicide 

In this case, as already highlighted for the breach of rules, the training of staff in stress 

management skills can be of the utmost importance for both suicide prevention and in coping 

with the emotions arising from such an event (Hemming et al., 2020; Lucchetti, 2014). Within 

the narratives included in “suicide”, the differences that emerged among dimensions are 

oriented towards collaboration and prevention (mainly through training) (X2 (4, N = 22) = 

10.273, p < .05; Table 4). 

3.3.1.5. Learning from other types of critical events 

When describing the other types of critical events (organizational issues, medical matters, and 

self-harm episodes), participants related to the six possible competencies gave them similar 

relevance. Indeed, the chi-square analysis did not show significant differences. This result 

suggests that reflecting on these critical events, participants learned that all of them were 

important competencies that had played a role in managing these emergencies. 

3.3.2. Improving 

Table 6. Categories for “Improving” and occurrences in each Critical Event. 

Improving 

 Collaboration Intervention Prevention Attention Caring Staff ability 

Organisational issues 9 11 21 10 9 16 

Structural problems 0 3 10 2 1 1 

Breach of rules 13 18 30 10 13 11 

Medical matters 1 6 5 2 0 0 

Individual discomfort 4 8 16 10 8 1 

Self-harm 7 6 7 9 6 2 

Suicide 5 5 10 5 6 2 

Total 39 57 99 48 43 33 
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3.3.2.1. Improving from structural problems 

To manage structural problems, it seems necessary to act preventively by limiting the occurrence 

of errors and using specific procedures to contain their effects (Roosevelt, 2003; Stern et al., 

2010). This can also be done by monitoring the stress of prison operators (Nieuwenhuijsen et 

al., 2010), the existence of evacuation protocols, or direct access to rescue devices (Shaw, 2019; 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015). Therefore, prevention strategies seem to be 

the most represented dimension that should be improved to solve “structural problems” (X2 

(3, N = 26) = 22.923, p < .01; Table 4). 

3.3.2.2. Improving from breach of rules 

Regarding prevention, the need to provide documents of good practices for the identification 

of signs of suicidal acts and gestures of self-harm emerged (Council of Europe, 2014). 

Additionally, identifying the escalation of such behavior can help prison staff to implement early 

interventions that avoid dramatic outcomes. To prevent these critical events, training is the main 

tool: narratives underline the importance of acquiring specialistic skills for the management of 

psychiatric inmates, mediation techniques to mitigate internal conflicts among inmates, and 

communication techniques both horizontally, between different areas of operation, and 

vertically, between managers and administration (Trounson & Pfeifer, 2017). Also, for this type 

of critical events, prevention seems to play an important role to improve (X2 (5, N = 95) = 

17.611, p < .01; Table 4). 

3.3.2.3. Improving from individual discomfort 

In situations of individual discomfort, a stigma regarding mental disorders still exists, among 

both inmates and officers (Bennett & Dyson, 2014; Ramluggan, 2013). To deal with these 

emergencies, preventing emergencies seems to be the main competence to manage these 

emergency events (X2 (3, N = 26) = 22.923, p < .01; Table 4). 

3.3.2.4. Improving from other types of critical events 

Also, when reflecting on how to improve in managing the other types of critical events 

(organizational issues, medical matters, self-harm episodes, suicide), participants considered all 

the possible competencies were similarly important and could play a role in managing these 

types of emergencies. Indeed, the Chi-square analysis did not show significant differences (Table 

4). 

Considering both lessons learned and key competencies to implement, findings highlight that 

some types of emergencies (structural problems, breach of rules, individual discomfort) need 
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specific competencies to be managed, whereas other types need several competencies, 

presumably to enact based on the specific situation or in an integrated way. 

4. Discussion 

This study aimed to explore critical events in prisons, investigating whether and how latent 

factors contribute to their existence and the possible strategies adopted to cope with these 

events; findings showed how the emergencies may be extremely different, requiring multiple 

management strategies, which can play a key role in the effective handling of the critical 

situation. 

Regarding the types of critical events that emerged from the analysis, two of the seven coded 

dimensions—organizational issues and structural problems—were related to the typical latent 

factors that Reason (2000) identified as the main causes of accidents and emergencies. Indeed, 

participants mentioned inadequate skills, a lack of resources, and slowdowns for bureaucratic 

reasons, as the prominent elements of critical events. These elements, overall, refer to 

organizational constraints, which have been acknowledged in the literature as major stressors in 

work-life (Kaluza et al., 2020; Pindek & Spector, 2016). Two further dimensions—breach of 

rules and self-harm—are related to procedures; nonetheless, they express prisoners’ intentional 

violations of norms. They depict counterproductive behaviors (Fox et al., 2001; Singh, 2019) 

both against the organization (e.g., damage to objects) and against persons (e.g., self-harm). 

Through these behaviors, conflicts in the workplace are expressed, especially when actors have 

asymmetric power relationships, because of perceived unfairness or situational constraints 

(Hershcovis et al., 2007); role ambiguity is enhanced among prison staff, who have two 

conflicting demands to meet simultaneously, facilitating prisoners’ education in terms of the law 

and guaranteeing order and safety (Schaufeli & Peeters, 2000). Thus, these events represent an 

emotion-based response of inmates to cope with stressful conditions (Fox et al., 2001), which 

in turn paves the way for higher perceived stress among prison staff. Further consideration can 

be made regarding people with psychiatric disorders who are incarcerated; although the 

collected data is not sufficient to make a specific analysis on the issue, it should be acknowledged 

that people with psychiatric disorders are at greater risk of enacting suicidal or aggressive 

behavior. Previous studies have shown possible links between suicidal, self-harming, and 

aggressive behaviors in psychiatric inmates, particularly in the presence of comorbidities 

(Blaauw et al., 2000; Bruno et al., 2018; Facer-Irwin et al., 2019; Ferraro et al., 2018; Sorge & 

Saita, 2021). These studies have focused more on the presence of disorders such as PTSD 

(Facer-Irwin et al., 2019) and addiction behaviors (Frisone, 2021; Stojadinovic, 2020; Williaams 
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et al., 2005). It is also important to include within emergency management in detention settings 

the psychopathological aspects, as studies investigating the link between the presence of severe 

mental disorders and the risk of recidivism at the end of the detention period show mixed results 

(Baillargeon et al, 2019; Begun et al, 2016; Cloyes et al., 2010; King et al., 2018; Visher et al., 

2014), and integrating these considerations within emergency management procedures in the 

detention setting can be useful both in the immediate support of detainees and in the long-term 

detention pathway to help them with return into society as well. 

Most of the dimensions—medical matters, individual discomfort, self-harm (again), and 

suicide—are related to different degrees of emotional stressors, that is, to highly demanding 

relations with inmates because they strongly affect the emotional sphere. These dimensions can 

be considered similar to the “demanding social contacts” factor that scholars (Schaufeli & 

Peeters, 2000) have highlighted as a notable source of stress among prison officers and to the 

relational factors (e.g., conflicts and a lack of support) included in many work-related stress 

models, starting from Karasek’s (1979) demand-control model. However, what participants 

stated in their narratives is a much more demanding facet of their professional life, as they have 

to deal with stressful but short-lived events, the impact of which can even compromise their 

mental health (Hemming et al., 2020; Schaufeli & Peeters, 2000) due to their severity and their 

understanding. 

Overall, considering the relevance of the type of events participants acknowledged as 

“emergencies”, the most recurrent were organizational issues due to inefficiencies, malpractices, 

and failures in managing the ordinary work-life in prison, and the breach of rules, that is when 

actors (mainly prisoners) alter routines using violations. Thus, the critical events they told root 

in widespread and manifold factors that boost the possibility for an emergency to arise. In other 

words, they are “holes” in the procedures that weaken the capability of a complex system –as 

prisons are– to apply ordinary procedures and create unexpected situations, often resulting in a 

serious emergency (Reason, 2000; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). 

Regarding crisis management strategies, most are related to prompt intervention by prison staff 

or other actors. Thus, our findings are in line with literature that identifies recovery as one of 

the main dimensions of the error management process, allowing people to cope with critical 

events once they happen by mitigating their negative consequences (Frese & Keith, 2015; van 

Dyck et al., 2005). 

In addition to these operational strategies, however, there are other relational strategies, 

listening, and cooperation among teammates. Listening seems to play a role in the management 
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of most emergencies, especially when emotions are involved. For instance, individual 

discomfort and personal problems seem to be faced on a case-by-case basis through dialogue 

and understanding of the causes of such discomfort and the overall condition of the subject or 

assisting with support, containment, or disciplinary measures (Bosworth et al., 2005; Miller, 

2011). Conversely, when dialogue fails, there may be an escalation of discomfort that can lead 

to nonconservative behavior (Hobbs & Dear, 2000). Through listening, it is possible to 

understand the conditions of the subject and contextualize the situation that leads to self-harm 

behavior, used as a bargaining chip (Scanlan et al., 2008). Indeed, listening is a key strategy in 

negotiation situations in the case of inmates’ manipulative behavior to overcome conflict and 

avoid negative consequences. This may often be sufficient and conclusive because, as explained 

in their narratives, in many cases, the prisoner just wanted to be understood and supported 

(Bosworth et al., 2005). Communication is acknowledged as an important skill in understanding 

the real problem, looking beyond the exhibited behavior (Frese & Keith, 2015; van Dyck et al., 

2005), yet in these narratives, the aim of communication is not so much to ask for teammate 

support as it is to interact with prisoners or for inter-organizational communication, allowing 

for systemic control over critical events. 

Directors and commanders also highlighted some lessons they learned reflecting on the critical 

events they experienced (collaboration, intervention, prevention, attention, caring, and staff 

management), which as well represent the pivotal competencies to develop for improving in the 

future. It is worth noting that in some cases these are capabilities aimed at preventing 

emergencies from occurring (prevention) and coping with them in case of occurrence 

(intervention). In other cases, they are capabilities that allow the prison professionals to interpret 

the context and to detect the presence of signals, even when they are weak (Weick & Sutcliffe, 

2001). Overall, the richness of these categories expresses their ability to reflect on the critical 

event, seeking not only to recover it, but also to understand the interplay among the several 

factors and the several strategies to cope with them, and learn for the future. Drawing from 

Reason (2000), we could say they are aware they work in and lead, complex organizations 

composed of multiple actors and factors. To stem emergencies seems to be necessary to make 

the latent factors more evident through reflexivity, as well as to activate several strategies to 

downplay their effects. 

Learning is the last step of the error management process (Frese & Keith, 2015), allowing one 

to reflect on the factors that determined critical events and to improve these conditions to avoid 

failure repetition in the future. The categories that emerged thus may represent either weakness 
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factors, which made the management of the event more difficult, or strength factors, which 

helped to solve the emergency and should be improved to boost organizational preventative 

measures (2000). 

5. Conclusions 

The error handling process has two components: avoiding the occurrence of errors and creating 

systems that can tolerate them and mitigate their dangerous effects (Roosevelt, 2003). For this 

reason, it is appropriate to take a systematic approach that aims to achieve a comprehensive 

management program to reach different targets (Heron & Reason, 1997; Petkov, 2015): the 

individuals, the team, the task, and the institution as a whole, rather than a “person approach”, 

which directs most of its efforts towards making individuals less fallible (Stern et al., 2010). For 

complex organizations, the search for security should not just prevent and isolate emergencies 

but also make the system solid and resilient to address human and operational risks (Reason, 

2000). 

According to Trounson and Pfeifer (2017), few studies have aimed at identifying the responses 

of prison staff when trying to manage critical events in the workplace; moreover, previous 

research has neither specifically focused on direct questions about the experience of penitentiary 

agents nor used tools specifically developed for the prison setting. This research has allowed us, 

for the first time in Italy, to have access to a unique sample, directors, and commanders from 

all over Italian prisons, who are ultimately responsible for the management of all aspects of the 

prison reality, including critical events. 

Our study offers some important observations. First, operating in environments characterized 

by restrictions on freedom, the staff is exposed to emergencies daily, although they have well-

established practices and routines for dealing with these issues (Karasek, 1979; Konda et al., 

2012; Patterson, 2001; Schaufeli & Peeters, 2000); monitoring work-related stress and reducing 

psychosocial risk factors involve considering the well-being of the whole organization (Barling 

et al., 2005; Fox et al., 2001; Mayhew, 2001; Nieuwenhuijsen et al., 2010). 

Moreover, the management of emergencies in prisons seems not to be a problem that involves 

a single style of intervention, but it includes several factors that interact in influencing the 

effectiveness of emergency management. Thus, drawing on Reason’s (2000) model, we 

recommend the regular monitoring of latent factors and their analysis through a systemic 

perspective, routinizing reflexive practices (e.g., team debriefings and information sharing of the 

knowledge gained). Participants identified training as a booster for prevention; not only for 

knowledge updating and development of operational skills but also to nontechnical skills (e.g., 
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teamwork and the solving of conflicts), which play a pivotal role in the management of critical 

events (Mishra et al., 2009). 

It also seems necessary to act on the individual level to favor the development of resilience 

factors and strategies for managing the stress caused by an emergency, thus also preventing 

negative attitudes that may arise among staff due to a lack of knowledge, not feeling prepared 

for certain events (Bennett & Dyson, 2014; Ramluggan, 2013). 

Overall, it seems necessary to examine emergency intervention at two levels: the preventive 

level, which considers the availability of personnel, skills, and structural resources, and the 

operational level, which provides for the use of the resources mentioned. Necessary for both 

levels are a horizontal collaboration with other institutions and associations and a vertical 

collaboration with the prison administration itself. 

This study also has several limitations that need to be mentioned. First, it relies on loose 

narratives which differed in length and in deepening, and their interpretation may have given 

rise to interpretation bias, for instance, because some coding families were interconnected or 

because some narratives referred to specific issues that we could not discuss or explore in more 

detail with participants. Moreover, because of the data collection context, it was not possible to 

analyze the emergency events according to the different types of prisons, which could be done 

in future studies. Furthermore, penitentiary contexts are somewhat different in mission, 

procedures, and organizational culture in different countries, so further studies can contribute 

to their generalization in other countries. Future studies can also investigate the perspective of 

the other professionals involved in the management of prison emergencies. 
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Supplementary Materials: 

Table S1: Narratives from prison 

[#131, Prison director] 

I was informed in the afternoon that a foreign prisoner was late from external work, in a bar 

near the Town. Even though the Department activated its security checks, it wasn’t possible to 

track down the prisoner who, after 12 hours, was declared a fugitive. This resulted in further 

inspections and more intensive searches, but by then the escape had occurred. With regard to 

the dynamics, the prisoner also had plenty of time to organise things. The way we manage 

inmates external work didn’t allow us to avoid what happened. 

We felt fear, disappointment, helplessness. We felt regret anyway, although it was an escape 

happened outside the prison. 

I believe that the constant dialogue with the educational area can allow the director to assess 

more clearly the situations, even predictable ones, according on to the tendency of the inmate. 

Both well-knowing the inmate and external control should always be a continuous process 

governed by multidisciplinary discussion. If different professional areas work in sealed 

compartments, it is impossible to identify those individual indicators that would give rise to a 

gauge other than the one actually gave. This requires a great commitment and effort to 

overcome established practices, the habit of working alone for certain areas. When the criticality 

occurs, the responsibility lies with everyone. 

[#215, Police commander] 

The prisoner, desperate because having been left by his wife after his arrest, decided to commit 

suicide and cut his throat with a razor blade. Being saved in extremis, he came back from 

hospital terribly distressed and showed strong signs of atrocious suffering, so that all of us kept 

a very high level of attention. We also alerted the two cellmates, who did nightshifts to monitor 

the inmate. The greatest problem was morning him during the walking in the yards. 

The meetings followed one another, to develop the best strategies to avoid the worst. The 

prisoner was assigned to the teacher of the lecturing class, in order to keep him busy in the 

morning, to push away the idea of dying and to get him more involved in the visits. 

At first, we felt very frustrated, but in the end, we were satisfied with the final result related to 

the proper involvement of the various operators, who felt a team; and also, for the positive 

response we received from his cellmates who, despite not having been trained for this, 

immediately understood the importance of their role in that situation. 
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At the end of this story, I’ve the growing awareness of the need for a high level of attention and 

for the necessary involvement of all the staff, who must feel part of the group, always and in 

every critical situation. 

[#292, Police commander] 

It’s 4:00 p.m. on a Friday afternoon. The office is about to close, and almost all the staff have 

left, when we receive a request for an urgent relocation from a detainee who has caused a fight, 

assaulted the staff and self-harmed. It became necessary to decide what it could be done, since 

the resolution can’t be postponed to Monday: too much time would pass. But it’s not easy: the 

only location where the detainee could be assigned is an institution from which he was already 

been moved but is the only one with the adequate health care facilities. We already know that 

difficult in accommodation will occur, but he can’t stay in the current institution: he is too 

disliked by his peers and the staff members also frown on him; therefore, it would be put to 

solitary confinement. The doctor, whom we would like to confront, does not respond. We 

decide on the transfer, pointing out the need for adequate accommodation to the receiving 

institute, which we explain the reasons for the choice. 

it is hard to figure out what is the right thing for the detainee, a sense of responsibility is 

important. It is also necessary to consider the reactions of operators when confronted with 

difficult cases, for example: concern for the receiving office (sudden heavy burden). I felt 

loneliness. And not full satisfaction in the decision taken 

To better manage situations like this, we should better integrate institutions and resources. 

Caring for the person: what methods, what responses in dealing with critical issues. 

[#292, Police commander] 

A detainee of Bulgarian nationality repeatedly tried to ask for help to understand his legal 

position and the certainty of being released. He was a worker in the section, with a good 

relationship with his peers, and the legal position of an applicant on appeal. Once the council 

chamber on appeal was signed, the conviction was confirmed but the President of the panel 

used the 90-day time limit and requested an extension for filing. The prisoner asks for 

explanations for the delay to his companions, to the prison police staff, he seeks certainty, but 

has difficulty making himself understood with the language. One day, after his work, he locks 

himself in his room and hangs himself from the window grates. 

I felt a strong sense of impotence and defeat of justice. If the President had filed the motivations 

and the sentence, the prisoner could have asked for the sentence to become final. Consequently, 
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by applying for early release, free of disciplinary offences, with full benefit granted, he would 

have been released the day before his suicide. The legislation does not consider the human 

implications that sometimes cause irreversible damage. 

I would like to learn to be cooler in the face of such episodes but, despite the various cases of 

suicide I have witnessed, I still feel a sense of suffering and human and professional unease. 

Table S2. Categories description 

Organisational 

Issues 

difficulties, within the organisation, occurring in the day-to-day 

operations of the work. 

 Workload staff shortages, bureaucratic difficulties, lack of 

communication and support, inadequate resources, 

leading to staff overburden. 

 Institute Closure closure of a penitentiary institution for political or 

territorial administration. 

 Confused 

Intervention 

the intervention choice is not appropriate to the 

critical event. 

 Staff 

Employment 

job allocation of staff according to roles and 

competencies and the presence or absence of staff in 

terms of quantity and adequacy. 

 News Spread handling cases of media relevance. 

 Prisoner 

Integration 

difficulties in placing individuals in a restricted 

context, often worsened with foreign detainees for 

language issues. 

 Chain 

Investigation 

sudden search for a linear causality in the genesis of 

an event; involves many figures. 

 Indult and 

Release 

sudden organisation, in the case of granting of 

exemption from punishment, or gradual reintegration 

following release of the individual. 

 Non-

Intervention 

not carrying out the intervention due to 

underestimation of problems or lack of necessary 

resources. 
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 Request Denial refusal of prisoners’ requests, e.g., to meet with family 

members, clarify legal status, grant bonus leave. 

 Staff Request 

Denial 

refusal of staff’s requests, e.g., r reduction of 

workload and granting of relocation. 

 Work News introduction of new working practices for prison 

workers, e.g., issuing new laws or operational 

protocols, involving a change in roles and activities. 

 Organisational 

Problems 

staff problems arising when physical resources or 

skills are lacking or when protocols are too rigid 

 Being Together 

Issues 

lack of contact between detainees or between 

operators and detainees, presence of a self-defensive 

climate. 

 Prisoner 

Displacements 

moving a prisoner from a section to another for 

health or disciplinary reasons or for structural 

problems. 

 Staff 

Displacements 

moving staff from a section to another for health or 

disciplinary reasons or for structural problems 

 Office 

Relocation 

relocation of an administrative department or office 

which also involves resources’ relocation 

 Transfer of 

Prisoners 

transferring a prisoner to another institution or 

location for external activities. 

 

Structural 

Problems 

events arising from external factors or workplace inadequacy 

 Environmental 

Emergency 

consequences of environmental emergencies such as 

earthquakes, floods, hurricanes, etc. 

 Structural 

Emergency 

lack of adequate sections or spaces, equipment 

malfunctioning, buildings collapse due to lack of 

maintenance. 
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Breach of 

Rules 

intentional behaviour aimed at violating shared norms. 

 Physical 

Aggression 

active behaviour by detainees, sometimes towards 

operators, which causes are difficult to identify as 

closely linked to situation 

 Verbal Aggression insults towards operators with the intention of 

disqualifying their role. 

 Staff Verbal 

Aggression 

inappropriate verbal behaviour of operators towards 

other operators or towards detainees. 

 Barricade making an area of the institution inaccessible for a 

demonstrative or blackmailing function. 

 Property 

Damaging 

damage to places or objects for demonstrative or 

blackmailing purposes 

 Evasion not returning from leave or escaping from prison 

 Detainee/Staff 

Management 

issues arising from critical conflict relationships 

between an operator and a detainee. 

 Fire demonstration action for which a fire is set. 

 Threats directed at staff against the organisation with a view to 

obtaining benefits. 

 Object 

Concealments 

exchanging objects with visitors for personal or 

protest purposes 

 Drugs Possession possession of drugs, for use or exchange to obtain 

benefits from other prisoners 

 Prisoners’ Protest individual or group response to denial of requests 

made or blackmail method to obtain benefits. 

 Staff Protest usually of a non-violent nature, used to get the 

organisation’s attention to work-related issues 
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 Prisoner 

Withholding of 

Instructions 

detainee's refusal to follow daily prescriptions, lack of 

compliance with schedules or rules. 

 Staff Withholding 

of Instruction 

refusal of the operator to follow organisational 

prescriptions with the aim of reducing work-related 

discomfort. 

 Prisoner’s 

Disappearance 

disappearance of a detainee who, after meals or an 

outdoor activity, does not answer the call. 

 Attempted 

Evasion 

attempt not to return from leave or escape from 

prison 

 Rules Violation violations in daily life, such as not coming home on 

time from walks, not showing up for assigned work, 

etc. 

 Breach of 

Licenses 

failure to return (on time and within the prescribed 

limits) from an approved permit or special leave. 

 

Medical 

Matters 

covers all situations, emerging or chronic, requiring medical intervention. 

 Staff Death accidental or occupational death of an operator. 

 ER Or 

Hospitalization 

transferring to external places of treatment if the 

intervention cannot take place inside the prison. 

 Prisoner Physical 

Illness 

chronic or minor diseases requiring a medical and 

pharmaceutical  

 Epidemic Risk presence of an infectious disease leading to isolation 

of the patient to secure detainees and officers. 
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Individual 

discomfort 

discomfort, stress and pain of prisoners and operators 

 Individual 

Discomfort 

personal problems concerning the psychophysical 

discomfort generated because of prisoners’ non-

resignation to sentence or distance from their family. 

 Problematic 

Prisoner 

prisoners with a complicated custodial history often 

combined with a medical condition. 

 Staff Individual 

Discomfort 

stress and psychological distress, often work-related, 

leading to addiction, depression, or self-harm. 

 Homicide prisoners or workers who, due to their psychophysical 

alteration, fatally injure another person within the 

institution. 

 Family Problems situations of distress resulting from family problems 

that cannot be resolved due to detention status 

 Detainee’s 

Demands 

requests for help or clarification that fail to be solved 

for bureaucratic reasons resulting in psychological 

distress 

 

Self-harm expression of distress through self-directed aggressive behaviour. 

 Self-Harm self-harming and parasuicidal behaviour 

 Self-Harm Threat threat of self-directed aggressive behaviour with the 

aim of gaining attention, response to requests or 

benefits 

 Hunger Strike attempt at starvation by refusing food for 

psychological or instrumental reasons. 

 Thirst Strike attempt to dehydrate by refusing to drink for 

psychological or instrumental reasons. 
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Suicide engaging in life-denying behaviour 

 Prisoner Suicide 

Threat 

the prisoner threatens to commit suicide, often to gain 

attention or benefits. 

 Prisoner Suicide the prisoner commits suicide, often following a 

distress for detention condition. 

 Staff Suicide a staff member commits suicide, often resulting from 

burnout. 

 Prisoner 

Attempted Suicide 

the prisoner attempts and fails in committing suicide, 

often because of the immediate intervention of staff 

members or other detainees.  

 Prisoner Suicide 

Intent 

the prisoner plans to commit suicide, often for 

individual discomfort or educational problems which 

prevent them from understanding what is happening 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


