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Abstract 

 Correctional facilities are twenty-four seven run facilities, which need to be staffed at all 

times.  Correctional officers have to deal with adjusting to night shift and the constant changing 

of schedules due to mandatory overtime.  When officers have to work when they are supposed to 

be asleep, their biological clock can produce changes in physiological, psychological and 

behavioral that can then affect attention, reaction time, and be detrimental to officer’s health.   

Few studies have been done on how sleep effects correctional officers and the consequences of 

inadequate amount. The laws on how much an individual can work in a day are insufficient to 

the demands of correctional officers and institution’s polices lack the effectiveness to keep 

officers health and at their best. By understanding how overtime, shift work and long hours can 

affect officers, administrators can be better able to help with the effects it can have on them.  

Recommendations on how effective change in shifts, overtime practices and laws can help in the 

wellness and health of officers is described in this paper and how it can impact the overall 

institutions.  
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Introduction and Statement of Problem 

In corrections, correctional officers are referred to as “the backbone of the prison 

system,” and should be viewed as their most valuable employee (Nink, 2010). However, this is 

far from the truth, correctional officers are developing health problems and disorders due to the 

lack of sleep from working long hours. Sleep deprivation and sleep disorders are a serious health 

problem in America and estimates show that between 50 to 70 million adults suffer from a 

chronic sleep disorders that can lead to poor health (Luyster et al, 2012).  For correctional 

officers’ sleep deprivation, caused by shift work and long hours, is not only a health issue, but it 

raises safety concerns such as on the job injuries, and accidents (James et al, 2017). In the law 

enforcement field, there has been countless studies and extensive attention alcoholism, suicide, 

domestic issues, stress and burnout but the lack of sleep is often ignored and could be considered 

the most common condition that affects officers performance (Moore, 2006). Studies on 

correctional officers and sleep are very hard to come by but looking at other law enforcement 

jobs can give more insight into the lack of sleep as it pertains to shift work and the health 

consequences. 
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Sleep is something that, as humans, we need to get to survive. Sleep is an important part 

in both physical and mental wellbeing.  There are different processes that occur when you sleep 

that promote healthy brain activity and maintaining overall good health (Pacheco, 2020).  Sleep 

deficiency can interfere with these processes. The amount of sleep we need may differ from 

person to person, but the National Sleep Foundation suggests that adults need between seven and 

nine hours of sleep a night (Wheaton et al., 2011).  Getting a minimum of seven hours of sleep 

can be difficult for Americans, with nearly one in three adults sleeping less than seven hours a 

night (Luyster et al., 2012).  Sleep is becoming a luxury than a necessity in today’s society. 

There have been societal changes that are contributing to this turn, longer working hours and 

shift work, later nightlife, increased dependency on technology and way of thinking, “you can 

sleep when you’re dead” (Luyster et al., 2012).  Sleep, for humans, is essential, and is organized 

and consistent every time you sleep. When you disrupt this process, it has major health effects.  

            One may think safety issues in a prison may be fights, drugs or other violent offenses, but 

there may be bigger issues brewing, the health and well-being of the correctional officer.  Sleep 

deprivation can cause many health issues, both short-term and long-term on an individual.  In 

corrections' short-term effects can be the most dangerous to the officer and the safety of the 

institutions due to the lack of sleep.  The activity of humans is based on a 24-hour cycle of the 

day.  The biological clock controls more than 100 psychological processes (Swenson et al., 

2008).  These processes include body temperature, hormone levels, blood pressure and many 

other body functions.  Short-term effects can be lack of awareness, impaired memory, 

relationship stress and greater likelihood of accidents (Brain and Spine, 2015).  Corrections is a 

profession where you need to be alert, aware, and healthy to keep yourself and fellow staff safe.  
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   Turnover rates in corrections are high, leading to excessive sick time and absenteeism 

(Swenson et al., 2008). The employee turnover in institutions can be attributed to different 

aspects of the job such as stress, balancing personal life, pay and benefits and work schedule. 

These can be linked to mandatory overtime. Turnover and retention are both contributing factors 

in the mandatory overtime of correctional officers. In a study done by the Workforce Association 

about the difficulty to retain staff, demanding hours and shift work were a top of the list (Nink, 

2010).  The higher turnover rates cause the remaining staff at institutions, too often work 

mandatory overtime, resulting in those staff working 16-hour shifts (Swenson et al., 2008).  The 

16-hour shifts can sometimes be several days in a row.  Research suggests that prison workers 

get inadequate amounts of sleep between shifts, with over one-half reporting 2 or fewer hours a 

night (James et al., 2017). 

 The shift schedules and mandatory overtime are both contributing factors to sleep 

deprivation. While rates of turnover and retention are only growing, this should not provide 

departments a reason to force their officers to work extended shifts, day after day.  There is no 

federal law or state law that specifically says, how many hours individuals can work in a given 

period of time.  Many of the policies, by the state's Departments of Corrections, say when you 

can get forced and when you cannot or are ineligible.  The problem is that many of these places 

will claim “institution needs,” meaning they will and can force you to work whether or not you 

are eligible to.  In Wisconsin’s Department of Corrections Additional Hours of Work policy 

(200.30.102, 2020), stipulates 11 principles stating when an officer is ineligible to be forced for 

another consecutive shift. However, it states at the end “In the event of an insufficient number of 

employees at the start of the shift or an unavoidable or emergency situation, the protection 

principles identified are eliminated and employees are ordered using the order list within their 
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classification.”  This means that officers can get ordered whenever the institution deems 

necessary. Addressing these issues and answering questions such as “how many hours in a row 

should officers work?’ and “how much time off do officers need to rest and recuperate 

properly?” are needed to effectively find the best way to keep officers safe and performing at 

their best (Vila, 2009). To be effective at their jobs, correctional officers need to be alert, and 

awake, by giving officers policies and laws that protect them, the institutions will be a safer 

place.  

 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this research is to make officials look at the health of correctional officers 

and how overtime policies are driving sleep loss and unhealthy lifestyles. Understanding how 

sleep deprivation can affect correctional officers both physically and mentally, and what can be 

done to ensure their safety, is important for institutions to maintain a good workforce. Safety is a 

main concern in a correctional facility and when officers and sergeants are forced into working 

long hours, for multiple days, safety issues arise. When officers are extremely tired and fall 

asleep on the job, many things can go wrong. Additionally, the research will analyze a few 

states’ Departments of Corrections policies on overtime, and how to reexamine them to make 

them better for officers.  Policy makers need to understand the implications of how sleep can 

affect correctional officers. Showing departments how damaging it is to their staff’s health, 

physically and mentally, when forced for long hours, is key to changing the current trend of 

forced overtime.  

Methods of Approach 
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The method of approach for this research paper will utilize secondary research and 

empirical evidence gathered from scholarly sources, journals, and internet sources, regarding the 

effects of sleep deprivation and how sleep affects correctional officers. The research will also 

examine policies that focus on overtime from multiple states. By looking at secondary research, 

not only from the field of corrections but from the law enforcement field it can provide a better 

understanding of the effects of sleep on officers. Law enforcement and corrections may be two 

different working environments, but they have one area in common that is significant to this 

research, shift work (Bulman, 2012).  By using different studies, it can provide different sets of 

data to look at, in order to understand the research question. Having data on shift schedules and 

correctional officers can help understand how sleep is affected by shifts. For this topic, the 

research focuses on correctional officers but with the lack of information, the research will use 

careers that resemble the correctional officer’s job and schedule such as police officers. Both of 

these can help understanding correctional officers because they are similar, officers have to deal 

with shift work and corrections are similar to policing.  

Contribution to the Field 

This paper can contribute to the field of, not only corrections, but other law enforcement 

agencies on the effects of lack of sleep and how to maintain a healthy workforce. The review of 

the health effects of sleep, both physical and mental, and reviews of policies will give 

departments and agencies an understanding of how sleep affects an individual, especially their 

own officers. Health programs are also a major way for officers to maintain health but as well as 

get help. With the amount of overtime officers receive and the health problems that can arise 

officers need programs in their institutions they can turn to for help. Many states have programs 

such as Kempro, in Wisconsin, that are websites that allow you to get advice and read articles 
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about topics. This is a useful program but what programs need to be implemented are where the 

officers can face to face talk with someone, on topics they need help in.  

  

  

  

 

Section II 

Literature Review 

         Law enforcement’s job, whether a police officer or correctional officer, is inherently 

risky (Pearsall, 2012). Correctional officer’s job is stressful, dangerous, and linked to many 

negative health and wellness outcomes (James, 2017).  Officers deal with the constant threat of 

violence and stress of the job, but one of the greatest dangers to officers and their job 

performance is fatigue (Pearsall, 2012).  Officers have demanding schedules, and often work 

rotating or different shifts as well as overtime. Fatigue, resulting from shift work is linked to 

many on-the-job injuries, accidents, and poor health (James, 2017).  With correctional officers, 

the high levels of stress impact the sleep of officers and affects the body’s ability to cope with 

stress (James, 2017). Insufficient sleep can have a devastating effect on the body, and for 

correctional officers the demanding job contributes to the lack of sleep (Rosenberg, 2019). 

Definitions 
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Sleep deficiency: An inadequate amount of rest that occurs is either because of shortened sleep 

durations and/or sleep fragmentation.  Sleep deficiency may also be referred to as insufficient 

sleep or sleep insufficiency (Suni, 2021).  

Fatigue: A feeling of a lack of mental or physical energy.  Fatigue frequently overlaps with 

excessive daytime sleepiness, cognitive impairment, and other symptoms of sleep problems 

(Suni, 2021).  

Micro sleep: A very short lapse into sleep.  Typically lasts for just a few seconds and are 

associated with excessive daytime sleepiness (Suni, 2021).  

Shift work: A job that requires working schedules that differ from standard 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 

workday.  Shift work often involves working in the evening or overnight (Suni, 2021).  

         Little research has been done on correctional officers and sleep but the research on shift 

work and long hours, shows the negative impact it can have (James, 2017).  Sleep deficiency and 

fatigue are plaguing the correctional officer and new studies have many of the sleep disorders go 

undiagnosed and untreated (Pearsall, 2017). 

Research on Correctional officers and sleep deprivation and what needs to be addressed 

The correctional officer’s job carries with it the inherent danger of physical injury as well 

as mental stress.  Scholars found that among stress levels, demanding shift work, extended hours, 

poor pay and benefits and insufficient staff and resources, stress increases (Ferdik & Smith, 

2017).  Stress and burnout among law enforcement officers, whether correctional officers or 

police have been extensively researched (James, 2017).  What the criminal justice field has not 

researched is how sleep deprivation affects correctional officers. Sleep deprivation and sleep 
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disorders are major issues in today’s world and correctional officers can be affected more than 

others.  Researching how correctional officers are affected by sleep and the effects of sleep loss 

can be quite difficult.  When looking at sleep, there is more research done in the law enforcement 

profession overall, and this can help with looking at how sleep may affect correctional 

officers.  Like correctional officers, police are also exposed to physically demanding working 

conditions, shift work and inconsistent sleep patterns (Ferdik & Smith, 2017).  Correctional 

officers and police officers may have very different working environments but overall, they have 

similar job stressors, shift work and scheduling that can be used in researching and 

understanding the effects of sleep on correctional officers. 

The correctional system is composed of different types of settings ranging from 

penitentiaries, jails, and prisons to community corrections, holding facilities, camps, and medical 

and geriatric prisons.  All these facilities are responsible for the education, nutrition, health, 

security, custody, discipline, and welfare of the inmates housed there, twenty-four seven. This 

constant need for security results in shift scheduling and working night shift for some 

officers.  There have recently been two studies done on shift work and sleep disorders that focus 

on law enforcement.  These studies can give valuable insight into correctional officers as well. 

The Police Foundation conducted a study in 2011 that found, by working ten-hour shifts 

departments can improve morale and reduce costs (Bulman, 2012).  The officers who worked 

ten-hour shifts saw certain benefits that officers who worked eight-hour shifts and twelve-hour 

shifts did not. The ten-hour shifts allowed officers significantly more sleep, worked less overtime 

and had a higher quality of life.  Those that worked a traditional eight-hour shift averaged less 

sleep at night and worked more than five times more than those on ten-hour shifts (Bulman, 

2012).  The constant changing of schedules, which can change regularly for officers, and 
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working night shifts, have led many officers to have sleep disorders. Many of these sleep 

disorders remain undiagnosed.  In the United States there are some fifty to seventy million 

people that have undiagnosed sleep disorders (Rajaratnam et al., 2011).  Many of these disorders 

have other health and safety risks involved with them, especially in the correctional 

environment.  The second study that was done, focused primarily on sleep disorders, and found 

that forty percent of those involved in the study screened positive for at least one sleep disorder 

(Rajaratnam, et al., 2011). This study specifically looked at what sleep disorders there were and 

the prevalence in the profession.  Of those who screened positive, 33% screened positive for 

obstructive sleep apnea (OSA), a common disorder (Pearsall, 2012).  A major issue that is linked 

to OSA is obesity, and a third of the participants had a BM of 30 or higher.  Obstructive sleep 

apneas can be associated with other diseases such as hypertension, cardiovascular disease as well 

as an increase in car accidents. Another disorder, insomnia, also has adverse effects to one’s 

health such as depression, hypertension and can lead to absenteeism and loss of productivity 

(Rajaratnam et al., 2011).  Shift work disorder is a disorder that affects those who work night 

shift and rotating shifts.  Of those officers who work those shifts, 10% suffer from shift work 

disorder.  Police and correctional officers work extended shifts and long work weeks, and any 

can develop these disorders as well as other sleep related issues.  It has been hypothesized that 

fatigue, which is from reduced and quality of sleep as well as undiagnosed sleep disorders, may 

play a significant role in police officer’s unintentional injuries and fatalities (Rajaratnam et al., 

2011). 

Physical health effects of loss of Sleep Deprivation 

There are many different health effects that can happen to an individual when you do not 

get enough sleep.  Some of these health issues can be short-term or long-term, lasting 
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effects.  Short-term effects can be lack of alertness, impaired memory, relationship stress, quality 

of life and greater likelihood of accidents (Brain and Spine, 2015). A major issue with sleep loss 

is the drastic effects it can have on an officer’s mental performance. Fatigue, caused by sleep 

deprivation, can reduce vigilance, attention, concentration, and decision making 

significantly.  By missing just one hour of sleep your level of alertness can be impaired.  As you 

sleep less, your judgment becomes poor. Interpreting events can be impaired, and your ability to 

make sound judgments, assess situations accurately and act wisely all weakened. Judgment on 

how much sleep you need also changes. Those who start think they have adapted to six or seven 

hours of sleep instead of eight, gradually and continually go downhill in mental alertness and 

performance tests (Peri, 2014).  Maintaining good judgment and alertness is important in 

corrections. Fatigue also has an effect on communication skills and memory. These are all major 

issues when working in a correctional facility. Not only does fatigue reduce decision making, it 

also affects problem solving as well. Inadequate sleep makes officers, problems solving abilities 

go down and find it difficult and struggle with multi-tasking.  Fatigue can lead to officers 

experiencing “micro sleep,” where an officer may drift into sleep from seconds to minutes. 

Sleeplessness can have other signs than just micro sleep, officers can experience blank staring, 

difficulty keeping eyes open, head bobbing and being unable to remember previous activities 

(Swenson et al., 2008).  Correctional officers must be able to judge situations and act 

accordingly.  When you overreact to a situation or underreact it can impact not only you but 

everyone around you and can cause serious problems in your job duties.  The lack of sleep on 

your memory can affect your ability to think, remember and to process information. It is 

important to sleep enough for your brain to organize itself.  Sleep helps the brain commit the 

information from the short-term memory to the long-term memory (Rosenberg, 
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2019).  Sufficient sleep is essential for memory recall and just one night of sleep can improve 

memory.  Not getting enough sleep, whether just one night or weeks have a significant effect on 

the ability to focus and ability to access higher-level cognitive functions (McKay, 

2014).  Cognitive functions can include many different aspects, but they are not all impacted by 

sleep at the same degree.  The prefrontal cortex is a part of the brain that is especially vulnerable 

to lack of sleep.  The prefrontal cortex is responsible for many higher-level cognitive functions 

and those who suffer from lack of sleep will show deficits in tasks that require logical reasoning 

and complex thought (Sleep, Performance, and Public Safety, 2007).  Not only does sleep have 

an impact on your ability to focus, it also plays a critical role in learning (Peri, 2014).  As you 

lose sleep your concentration, creatively, and problem-solving skills suffer (Watson and 

Cherney, 2019).  This makes it more difficult to learn efficiently (Peri, 2014).  In corrections 

policies and procedures are constantly changing and a correctional officer must learn them 

quickly.  Learning and problem-solving are major aspects of being a correctional officer and 

when those abilities are impaired, performance on the job declines. 

Fatigue, which is a lack of mental focus can also affect an officer's abilities (Suni, 

2021).  Fatigue in officers can also affect their motor skills, reaction times, and coordination. A 

more serious issue is when officers suffer from severe fatigue. Severe fatigue can cause “night 

shift paralysis,” where offices are aware of their surroundings but are not able to respond in a 

timely manner. (Swenson et al., 2008). Being alert and able to problem-solve quickly are major 

aspects of being an effective correctional officer and is an essential part of the job.  Incidents in 

an institution can happen on a moment’s notice and as an officer you must be prepared to act 

right away.  The impact of sleep loss can cause accidents due to problems with balance, reflexes, 

and motor skills being impaired. Sleep deprivation can result in cognitive and motor performance 
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that are comparable to those who are induced by alcohol (Luyster et al., 2021). Research is 

starting to reveal how sleep loss and poor-quality of sleep can lead to an increase in errors in the 

workplaces, decreased productivity and accidents that cost both lives and resources.  Many of the 

major accidents that have happened throughout the years have been ruled by investigators, that 

sleep deprivation was a significant factor, including the 1979 nuclear accident at Three Mile 

Island, 1986 nuclear meltdown at Chernobyl, the grounding of the Exxon Valdez oil tanker and 

the explosion of the space shuttle (Sleep, performance, and Public Safety, 2007).  For 

correctional officers’ accidents at work can have major safety concerns.  A study done by James 

et al, (2017) found that prison employees suffered greatly from sleep-related health issues that 

could have major significance in their ability to perform their job and to maintain prison and 

personal safety. 

Sleep deprivation is not only affecting the workplaces but those who drive the highways 

in our nation, are also in grave danger.  Correctional officers are regularly mandated to work 10-, 

12-, and 16-hour shifts, day after day and expected to drive home after each shift.  Long shifts 

and other factors that cause insufficient sleep can have safety consequences on our 

highways.  Drowsy driving accounts for thousands of crashes, injuries, and fatalities each year 

according to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (Brain and Spine, 2015).  The 

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration estimates that fatigue, alone, is responsible for 

100,000 auto crashes and 1,550 crash-related deaths each year (Peri, 2014).  Drowsiness can 

slow reaction time as much as driving drunk, which leads to severe accidents (Peri, 2014).  The 

National Sleep Foundation survey revealed that 60% of adult drivers, about 168 million people, 

say they have driven a vehicle while feeling drowsy in the past year, while one-third have 

actually fallen asleep at the wheel.  This becomes a problem for correctional officers who work 
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only shifts and are only getting a few hours of sleep before they must come in for the next 

shift.  When correctional officers work long shifts, sometimes 16 hours, they are still required to 

report for their regular shift on time, leaving officers with very little time to sleep.  In one 

particular study of correctional officers, they found that 85% of the officers have driven while 

drowsy and 39% have fallen asleep at the wheel at least once (James et al., 2017).  States such as 

Wisconsin, have policies stating you only need six hours between when you can work.  This six 

hours does not include your drive home or back to work as well as time to get ready for work or 

eat. This makes officers have to choose what is important, getting much needed sleep or time to 

spend eating. It becomes a difficult decision when officers are working 16 hours day after 

day.  A study done by James et al., found that over half of the officers participating in the study 

reported only getting 2 hours or less of sleep per night while on their working nights.  This plays 

a significant role in officers not only staying awake on the job but driving to and from the 

institutions they work at. 

There are many short-term, physical, health effects that can greatly impact correctional 

officers such as lack of alertness, memory issues, ability to focus and can affect your 

mood.  When sleep is lacking in an individual, even by as little as an hour and half, your level of 

alertness can be affected (Brain and Spine, 2015).  A correctional officer’s job is to observe 

inmates during their shifts. They need to be alert and ready to respond when something goes 

wrong.  The lack of sleep can also affect an individual’s memory and ability to focus.  Being able 

to process information quickly is a vital part of a correctional officer’s job. 

         Short-term effects of sleep loss can be reversed if the individual can get enough sleep on 

a regular basis, but when you continue to receive inadequate sleep there can be long-term 

effects.  The impact of poor sleep is much greater than people may think, it can have deep 
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consequences for long term health.  Research has revealed that individuals who constantly failed 

to get enough sleep are at an increased risk for many chronic diseases (Sleep and Disease Risk, 

2007).  The lack of sleep on a regular basis is associated with diseases such as high blood 

pressure, heart attack, heart failure, stroke, obesity, diabetes, depression, lower sex drive and can 

affect appearance.  These are just some of the physical health effects of sleep deprivation.  Many 

of these conditions can lead to shortened life expectancy and diminished quality of life.  Poor 

sleep is associated with a lower life expectancy, data from three studies reveals that sleeping five 

hours or less per night increases mortality risk by roughly 15% (Sleep and Disease Risk, 

2007).  The life expectancy for the average American today is about 79 years old. The average 

life expectancy for a correctional officer is 20 years less at 59 years old(Grohs, 2016).  This 

impart is due to the many diseases associated with the job as well as the stress that occurs. Sleep 

plays a major role in both the physical and mental aspects of the health of correctional officers. 

Obesity is a major issue in the United States today and around the world.  Obesity is also 

a major health problem in corrections because of the safety implications it can have in an 

institution, and the health issues that it leads to. There have been several studies that have linked 

insufficient sleep to weight gain and the amount of sleep you get in a night can greatly impact 

your body mass (Sleep and Disease Risk, 2007).  Those who habitually sleep less than 6 hours of 

sleep are more likely to have a higher-than-average body mass index than those who sleep 8 

hours.  Six hours of sleep or less is also significant in a study done in 2004, where those who 

slept less than 6 hours a day were almost 30 percent more likely to become obese than those who 

slept seven to nine hours (Peri, 2014).  A reason for this weight gain is the chemicals in your 

body, which send signals to your brain telling you, you are full, are off balance (Watson & 

Cherney, 2019).  This chemical imbalance makes you more likely to overindulge when eating, 



22 

 

even when you have had enough.  Not only does the lack of sleep affect the chemical messages 

to your brain but there are hormones that can become out of sync as well.  Recent research has 

found that there are links between sleep and the peptide hormones that regulate appetite (Peri, 

2014). Sleep affects the levels of two hormones, leptin, and ghrelin, which control the feelings of 

hunger and fullness (Watson & Cherney, 2019).  The flux of these two hormones can explain 

things such as nighttime snacking, overeating at night as well as the cravings for height fat, high-

carbohydrate food (Peri, 2014).  Ghrelin stimulates hunger, while leptin triggers the 

hypothalamus to lower your appetite, allowing your body to go into fat storing mode.  When 

sleep time is shortened the leptin hormone decreases, and the ghrelin hormone elevates, making 

you overeat (Peri, 2014).  Cortisol is another hormone in the body that can be heightened by lack 

of sleep.  Cortisol is a stress hormone that can result in anxiety, stress and frustration and often 

contributes to emotional eating and poor nutritional habits (Rosenberg, 2019).  Overtime, sleep 

deprivation can negatively impact the body’s hormones as well as its metabolism and eating 

habits.  Lack of sleep makes you tired, and tiredness often leads to unhealthy cravings, 

overindulgences, along with a decrease in stamina and physical activity can lead people to 

become obese. Along with hormones and chemicals out of sync, restrictive sleep can affect the 

body’s method to process glucose (or blood sugar), which cells use for fuel and the amount of 

insulin the body produces (Rosenberg, 2019). Insulin is also a hormone that helps transfer 

glucose from the blood to the muscles, fat and liver and other cells (Pacheco, 2020). This process 

allows the glucose to be used for energy. A short-term sleep restriction study found that a group 

of healthy subjects who had their sleep eat from 8 to 4 hours per night, produced glucose more 

slowly than they did when permitted to sleep 12 hours (Sleep and Disease Risk, 2019).  The lack 

of sleep can affect how the body reacts to insulin and cause glucose levels to rise, which puts you 
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at risk of Type 2 diabetes (Pacheco, 2020).  Many individuals with type 2 diabetes experience 

poor sleep quality or insomnia. Diabetes is a disease that can greatly impact your life and 

sleeping less than five hours a night can increase the likelihood of getting this disease (Pacheco, 

2020).  

         A contributing factor to obesity is lack of physical fitness.  The lack of sleep may make 

an individual feel exhausted and too tired to exercise.  Overtime reduced physical activity can 

make you gain weight due to not burning enough calories and building muscle mass. Obesity, 

and not being physically fit is not only a physical health problem for the individual officer but 

can be a safety issue in an institution. Obesity can then lead to other health problems such as 

cardiac issues, high blood pressure and hypertension.  Because obesity limits an individual’s 

physical activity and lung capacity, it makes it more difficult to respond effectively and safely to 

an emergency (Wright & Northrup, 2011). 

         Cardiac problems are another effect of not only obesity but sleep deprivation.  A single 

night of inadequate sleep, in those who already have existing hypertension can cause elevated 

blood pressure throughout the next day (Brain and Spine, 2015).  When you sleep, your body 

recovers from the day as well as keeping your heart and blood vessels healthy.  A good night’s 

sleep also affects blood sugar, blood pressure and inflammation levels.  Sleep plays a vital role in 

your body’s ability to heal and repair blood vessels and the heart (Watson & Cherney, 

2019).  Simply, those who do not get enough sleep are more likely to get cardiovascular 

disease.  Working in corrections is a stressful job, add in lack of sleep, and it can put an 

unnecessary strain on your heart.  Getting five to six hours of sleep has been linked to elevated 

risk of hypertension (Rosenberg, 2019).  Sleep helps to regulate hormones in our body and the 

lack of sleep amplifies the effects of stress.  The effect of long-term sleep deprivation has been 
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linked to increased blood pressure, higher heart rate and inflammation that strains your heart 

(Rosenberg, 2019).  This train can lead to even more serious problems.  Sleep deficiency can 

cause deadlier issues such as heart attacks and strokes. During sleep, your blood pressure 

generally reduces thus, lacking sleep can lead to a higher daily blood pressure, which increases 

the risk of heart attack and stroke (Pacheco, 2020).  Doctors and research believe these deadlier 

diseases may be true because when you don’t get enough sleep, it may disrupt parts of the 

brain.  More specifically, the parts that control the circulatory system or cause inflammation that 

can cause the development of a blood clot (Rosenberg, 2019). 

         There are many different signs to be aware of that can be a sign of sleep deprivation, 

excessive sleepiness, yawning, irritability, and daytime fatigue (Watson & Cherney, 2019). As 

society changes, it is becoming more difficult to prioritize sleep but there are ways to get your 

health back in order. The most basic treatment for sleep deprivation is getting more sleep. Sleep 

needs to be priority number one in our lives. It is essential for our survival and quality of 

life.  Other ways to get your sleep back on track are going to bed at the same time every night, 

avoid heavy meals 2 hours before bedtime, and refrain from using electronic devices before bed, 

and exercise regularly but not close to bedtime. These are just a few recommendations to get 

your sleep back on track. For a correctional officer, these recommendations can be difficult. 

Correctional officers deal with constant stress every day, and sleep and maintaining a healthy 

lifestyle can add to that stress. 

Wellness and Health Programs 

“Wellness is good business,” said by Kerry Kuehl, when talking about the corrections 

field.  Wellness in corrections is essential (Hedger, 2018).  Kerry Kuehl, MD., Dr. P.H., M.S, is a 
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professor of the Human performance Laboratory, Division of Health Promotion and Sports 

Medicine at Oregon Health &Science University and has done research in many U.S professions, 

including firefighters, professional athletes, and correctional officers (Hedger, 2018).  In his 

studies on correctional officers, he found that corrections have the highest worker compensation 

claims and lower life expectancy, with the top cause being sleep deprivation.  The effects of 

sleep deprivation extend into other aspects of an officer’s physical health such as weight gain, 

stress, obesity and many more.  Kuehl’s solution is to establish wellness programs in facilities 

(Hedger, 2018).  By implementing a program that can help staff, it can be an investment from a 

financial standpoint to an officer’s performance (Hedger, 2018).  

         Many wellness programs that departments have are employee assistance programs 

(EAPS).  Employee assistance programs are there to offer professional services to assist in 

addressing anything from productivity issues to helping staff resolve personal issues such as 

health, martial, family, legal, emotional, and many other life problems (Brower, 2013).  Internal 

programs, such as employee assistance programs are housed within agencies and can be readily 

available for officers. In Wisconsin’s Department of Corrections, they offer an internal employee 

assistance program called Kepro.  Kepro is an employee work/life wellness website to help an 

employee or family member find information on personal and work/life issues (Kepro).  The 

Kepro program allows staff to read articles on various topics as well as find counselors and legal 

advisors.  In addition to employee assistance programs, many agencies and departments also 

offer peer support programs.  Peer support programs focus on aiding officers following incidents, 

but as they have progress many have expanded to day-to-day difficulties on and off the job 

(Brower, 2013).  Institutions have staff who are trained in peer support and are there for fellow 



26 

 

employees when needed.  Many of the peer support team members receive training in basic 

counseling skills and social support (Brower, 2013).  

         Studies on wellness programs are very few, but the Institute of HeartMath assessed the 

impact of the “Power to Change Performance” initiative (Brower, 2013).  The initiative 

investigated the impact of the program on physiological and psychological stress and health risk 

factors on correctional officers (McCraty et al., 2009).  In the study, 75 officers were assigned 

into two groups, experimental and waitlist groups.  In the experimental group, they were given 

techniques to reduce stress, self-regulation skills, enhance health and improve cognitive 

performance (McCraty et al., 2009).  At the end of the research, they found that the program 

helped correctional officers manage stress and had an impact on their mental health (Brower, 

2013).  Overall, the impact of the program found that the experimental group had reductions in 

fatigue, anger, interpersonal sensitivity, and overall psychological distress (Brower, 2013).  Not 

only did they see psychological improvement it was complemented by improvements in 

cholesterol, glucose, hearth health and blood pressure (McCraty, et al., 2009).  These programs 

have seen an improvement in not only correctional officer physical health but mental as well. 

States Overtime Policies and Overview of Overtime 

Overtime refers to hours of work that exceeds the officers normally scheduled working 

hours.  In corrections there are two different types of overtime, voluntary and mandatory, or also 

called involuntary or forced overtime.  Voluntary overtime is the officer voluntarily taking the 

extra shifts whereas mandatory is being told by the supervisor that you have to take the shift or 

face discipline.  The amount of overtime the State Department of Corrections have been paying 

out to its officers has created bad publicity in recent years.  A main message that newspapers 
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tend to focus on is how correctional officers can double their salaries and make more than the 

warden of the institution or in some states more than the governor. These articles send the 

message to the public that there is mismanagement, and something needs to be done to save 

money. What the publications and the public fail to realize is how overtime really works in 

correctional facilities.  The issue that is not addressed in these articles is how there are different 

types of overtime and most correctional officers do not want the excessive amount of overtime 

they are given. In many states, mandatory overtime is a daily occurrence and a significant part of 

a correctional officer’s life.  Overtime plays a critical role in sleep deprivation and the health 

effects of loss of sleep.  A study investigating the effect of involuntary versus voluntary overtime 

found that fatigue and decreased job satisfaction were associated with employees’ working 

overtime involuntarily.  This effect was even more significant for involuntary overtime that had 

no rewards (Beckers, et al., 2008).  Those that voluntarily took overtime with no rewards, scored 

higher on job satisfaction and lower on fatigue.  A different study looked at psychological effects 

of rewards and overtime, and with and without the pressures to work extra hours.  The study 

found numerous negative outcomes of involuntary overtime such as work-family conflict, slow 

recovery, emotional exhaustion, and increased cynicism (Van Der Hurst & Geurts, 2001).  The 

reward that some officers may see, is the amount they can make with overtime and how it can 

affect their salaries. An officer in corrections can choose to make as much as they want if they 

take overtime but can also be forced for overtime too. Whether or not an officer takes overtime 

voluntarily, they may still get forced to work some as well. 

Policies in place do not protect the officers and their health instead they emphasize the 

institution and maintaining a staffed facility. Maintaining a staffed institution is a critical part of 

running a correctional facility, but it has detrimental effects to the officers. Many departments 
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throughout the United States are facing insufficient staff to staff facilities and the staff that are 

left are forced to have to work increased hours, more pressure on their job and increased 

workloads (Sparks et al., 1997).  In Wisconsin’s correctional institutions there are policies in 

place that do not allow an officer to get forced into 16-hour shifts for more than two days in a 

row, but if the institution does not have enough staff to fill positions it will use “institution 

needs,” to bypass policies. Wisconsin’s Additional Hours of Work policy (200.30.102) is an 11-

page policy outlining the different forms of overtime, times when officers can take overtime as 

well as who gets to take overtime first or who gets forced first. Overtime in most departments is 

done on a seniority basis, meaning the officers with the most time get to choose their jobs 

first.  Seniority also affects the forcing of officers as well. Officers with the least amount of time 

get forced first, every day. This policy will force the least senior officers every day, while others 

may not even have to work a single day of overtime in the week. This type of policy is also in 

Michigan’s Department of Corrections in the policy Civil Service Regulation 5.02, Section 

3.A2.d.2.  The policy states that “the employer will assign mandatory overtime by inverse order 

of the lower 50 percent of the shift seniority list for the departing shift on a rotational basis. 

Policies such as this not only hurt the officers, but they can cause low morale in institutions when 

only certain officers are continually getting forced for overtime. Many states throughout the 

United States have similar overtime policies on how they mandate overtime. The other issue with 

overtime is that officers can choose to take overtime when it becomes available. With many 

departments in the recent years vacancy rates have been high and overtime is readily available. 

This in turn allows some to voluntarily take overtime, 16-hour shifts, day after day, causing 

detrimental health effects to the individual. The policies only address how many days in a row an 

officer can get mandated but not how much an officer can voluntarily work. Not only can this 
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cause severe health effects to the individual, but in allowing officers to continually work 

overtime, it decreases the productivity from those officers as well as creates a security risk to the 

institution. 

         A major issue when talking about overtime can also be the threat tired and fatigued 

officers have on the community. When officers are done with their shifts, they have to drive 

home, on little to no sleep and have to come back in a very short amount of time. This can cause 

a major issue on the public roads. The trucking industry, in recent years, has seen policies and 

federal laws implemented that regulate the number of hours truck drivers can spend driving per 

day. The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration outlines hours – of –service regulations 

for truck drivers for carrying of passengers and property. The maximum amount of time a truck 

driver can drive is 11 hours after 10 consecutive hours off duty (FMCSA). Laws such as this 

ensure that truck drivers are well-rested behind the wheel and to reduce the risk of fatigued and 

sleep related accidents on the highways. There have been studies and there are statistics on 

accidents involving truck drivers and fatigue but there has not been research on correctional 

officers and fatigue driving.  Correctional officers do not spend hours on end driving, but they do 

spend 16, 20, and sometimes more hours awake and then get behind the wheel of a vehicle. 

Driving fatigued and tired are commonplace for those in corrections and overtime is major 

factor. 

         Correctional officers work in an environment that is characterized by unusually high 

levels of stress (Childress et al., 1999).  Studies have been conducted on law enforcement and 

stress, but very little has been researched about correctional officers and the impact of 

stress.  The studies that do exist identify a number of stressors overtime, understaffing, and 

shiftwork to name a few (Childress et al., 1999).  Job – related stress is widespread, can be 
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severe and is increasing in correctional officers (Gillan, 2001). The danger that officers can 

create a high level of stress, burnout and other mental health consequences (Ferdik & Smith, 

2017).  The amount of stress officer’s face can send their bodies into the “flight – or – flight 

response.”  This physiological reaction occurs when there is a perceived threat (Digregorio, n.d). 

Correctional officers are always on high alert, a dangerous situation can be seconds away. 

  

  

  

 

Section III: Theoretical Framework 

General Adaption Theory 

 

A primary responsibility of correctional officers is the custody and care of inmates in 

correctional institutions.  This involves officers maintaining the safety and security within the 

institution (Johnson & Hughes, 2015).  The supervision of inmates who may be demanding by 

not following rules, and may be called to unexpected emergencies, all result in stress to the 

officer (Wright & Northrup, 2001).  Officers deal with stress every day in their jobs but dealing 

with inmates may not be the only thing stressing officers out.  Chronic sleep issues have been 

linked to depression, anxiety and mental distress (Sleep and Disease Risk, 2007).  In officers 

who slept less and four and a half hours per night reported that they were more stressed, angry 

and mentally exhausted (Sleep and disease risk, 2007).  Stress is sometimes thought of as a 

mental pressure, but it also has a physical effect on the body. Understanding the stages, the body 

https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/145855.php
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goes through when exposed to stress helps people become more aware of these physical signs of 

stress when they occur. 

         Stress is primarily a physical response and can cause wear and tear on our bodies if it 

persists (What is stress, 2016).  Stress is a response to circumstances and response to daily life 

(Burgess, 2017).   Homeostasis is the state of calmness and occurs when our bodily functions are 

running normal along with low stress levels (Digregorio, n.d.).  As you experience stressors in 

your life your body produces mental and physical responses, this is stress, (Stress, 2021.). 

The general adaption theory describes responses that the body goes through when 

stressed.  When our bodies are exposed to stressors, it causes an imbalance in our body 

responding to the threat and then tries to return to normal (Digregorio, n.d.).  The general 

adaptation theory goes through three stages, when the body is exposed to stress: alarm, resistance 

and exhaustion (Burgess, 2017).  When the alarm stage happens adrenaline and cortisol are 

released, these are stress hormones.  The heart rate goes up as well as blood pressure and blood 

sugar levels (Burges, 2017). Your body then begins to breath fast, this is adrenaline, and a boost 

of energy to focus your attention on responding quickly to the situation (What is Stress, 2016). 

This stage is also known as the “flight or fight'' response.  During this stage your body senses a 

threat and takes action.  When your body goes into fight mode, you may feel agitated and 

aggressive towards others, which may negatively impact the situation (What is Stress, 2016). 

Whichever on we chose, “fight or flight,” our body will expend an immense amount of 

energy.  A correctional officer can be in constant situations where they are in the “fight or flight” 

mode.  The more we happen to be exposed to these stressors, the more overactive our flight or 

fight response becomes (What is Stress?, 2016).  
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The next stage in the general adaptation syndrome is the resistance stage. During this 

stage the body tries to counter the changes your body goes through during stress (Burgess, 

2017).  The resistance stage looks to stabilize your body at increased physiological levels 

(American Psychological Association, n.d.).  The high levels of cortisol that were released, begin 

to be reduced and your body begins to return to normal (Burges, 2017).  If the stressor continues, 

the body will eventually deplete its resources and cannot maintain that level of stress 

(Digregorio, n.d.).  The final stage is the exhaustion stage.  At this stage the body is depleting its 

resources, the wear and tear can surpass the immune system and cause other bodily functions to 

deteriorate (Digregorio, n.d.).  During the exhaustion stage an individual may experience 

tiredness, depression, anxiety and feeling unable to cope (Burgess, 2017).  Those who experience 

prolonged stress can also experience restlessness, loss of concentration, fatigue, and sleep 

disturbance (American Psychological Association, n.d.).  When there is prolonged stress on an 

individual, it can cause detrimental damage to their health.  Finding ways to manage stress levels 

is key to maintaining a healthy living. 

Stress can have negative implications to an individual’s sleep, impacting sleep quality 

and duration (Johnson, 2018). When your body releases stress hormones, they raise your heart, 

getting your body to take action. This heightened state of alertness can delay sleep and cause you 

to stay awake at night (Johnson, 2018). Getting an insufficient amount of sleep can cause even 

further stress (Johnson, 2018). When an individual’s stress increases the length and quality of 

sleep decreases (American Psychological Association, 2013).  

Correctional officers work in an environment that has unusually high levels of stress 

(Childress et al., 1999).  Stressors in corrections can be anything from overtime and 

understaffing to shift work (Childress et al., 1999).  The stress from working as a correctional 
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officer can be severe and is only increasing (Gillian, 2001).  Officers work in a dangerous 

environment every day and the high levels of stress can lead to burnout and mental health issues 

(Ferdik & Smith, 2017).  Job – related stress from being a correctional officer can have mental 

consequences as well as physical. Correctional officers may suffer from headaches, stomach 

problems, high blood pressure, stokes and sadly, some commit suicide (Gillian, 

2001).  Correctional officers tend to let the stress build up, and many will not seek help until it is 

absolutely necessary (Gillian, 2001).  

Correctional officers need to understand that stress exists and that they need to deal with 

it appropriately or it can have severe consequences (Wright & Northrup, 2001).  When officers 

are continually in the “fight or flight” mode they are wearing down their bodies. Not only is it 

wearing down correctional officers bodies physically, it is doing damage to their mental health. 

A study conducted by Archive of Suicide Research found suicide rates for correctional officers is 

39% higher than any other occupation (Grohs, 2016).  Between 2001 and 2015, Massachusetts 

Department of Corrections alone had 12 correctional officers commit suicide (Grohs, 2016).  In 

the Oregon Department of Corrections, in a 19-month span, in 212, they had four staff suicides 

(Peters, 2018).  Correctional officers have to deal with a great deal of stress that comes in forms 

of disorderly inmates, micromanaging supervisors, fellow officers as well as shift work, long 

hours and overtime (Johnson & Hughes, 2015).  All of these factors lead officers to become 

overwhelmed and either leave the job complexly or commit a more permanent solution. 

Personal wellness programs are programs that help prevent diseases by outlining lifestyle 

choices and helping cope and change their current lifestyle (Johnson &Hughes, 

2015).  Correctional officers need to be at their best and implementing programs that help 

officers physically and mentally can benefit not only the officer but the whole institution. Not 
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only does there need to be more programs readily available for officers, departments need to look 

at their hiring practices as well as their overtime policies.  Shift work can greatly impact a 

correctional officers, with 50% of law enforcement officers having an unconventional sleep 

schedule, sleep deficiency can greatly impact their health (Swenson et al., 2008).  Sleep 

deprivation, in a correctional setting, interferes with an officer’s ability to assess risks, exercise 

discretion and make smart decisions (Swenson et al., 2008).  Agencies need to understand the 

risks of sleep deprived officers especially their mental and physical wellbeing and develop more 

effective ways to reduce officer fatigue that can then reduce overtime, improve officer’s health 

and safety and improve the safety of the public (Bulman, 2012).  Finding ways to relieve stress 

for your mental health but also for your physical health can help correctional officers achieve a 

healthier lifestyle (Wright & Northrup, 2001).  

         Health and fitness programs are essential to an officer's mental health and physical 

wellbeing.  Policies that are in place in many departments effect when officers are mandated to 

work overtime but do not address working long hours.  Staffing practices need to address how to 

retain current staff and recruit new staff to help address overtime issues 
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Section IV 

Current Example of Effective Departmental Wellness Programs and Effective Policies on 

Staffing Practices 

Most departments in the United States have some sort of policy regarding overtime and 

additional hours of work. Wisconsin’s policy is (200.30.20) Additional Hours of Work, 

Michigan’s is Civil service Regulation 5.02, Section 3.A.d.2. Overtime Distribution process and 

Virginia’s policy is Human Resources operating Procedure 110.2 Overtime and Schedule 

Adjustments.  These are just a few examples of States’ Departments of Corrections policy on 

overtime.  These policies do help maintain how overtime is done and distributed in a fair 

way.  The policies set specific guidelines for when officers can get forced for overtime, when 

they are ineligible and other types of overtime such as voluntary.  Most overtime is given out on 

a seniority-based system, meaning officers with the most time get their choice first for voluntary 

overtime.  But when it comes to forced or mandated overtime that is done by reverse 
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seniority.  Wisconsin’s policy has specific guidelines for eligibility for being forced to work, 

many of which can benefit the officers. A few of these restrictions are officers cannot be ordered 

for three consecutive 16-hour days, whether any of those were volunteered for or not.  Another 

protection is officers cannot be forced on vacation days and regular days off when vacation is 

attached.  These are just two examples in Wisconsin’s policy that can benefit the officer.  Like 

Wisconsin, Michigan has similar provisions in their policy where officers are exempt from being 

mandated. The provision states that an employee who has worked 120 or more hours since the 

beginning of the pay period is ineligible for voluntary or mandatory overtime for the rest of the 

pay period (Michigan). If they wish to work more it has to get approved and can only be single 

shifts on their regularly scheduled days off.  These policies all show that states are attempting to 

limit how much and when officers can work.  The problem with these policies is section 12 

ordered overtime principles subsection C in Wisconsin’s policy. This provision states that “In the 

event of insufficient number of employees at the start of the shift or an avoidable or emergency 

situation, the protection principles identified above are eliminated and employee are ordered 

using the ordered list within classification.” Most states policies have this provision and due to 

many departments having vacancy issues, this provision is used quite a bit in institutions.  This 

allows supervisors to order an officer to work a double shift everyday they are scheduled to 

work.  Retention and recruiting new officers can help alleviate staff shortages and in turn these 

ordering principles can stay intact, making sure staff are not killing themselves working 12, 14, 

or 16 hour shifts every day. 

Correctional agencies and departments are beginning to realize the impact of stress and 

how it affects officers’ physical and mental health.  Developing successful programs that help 

officers maintain stress is not easy (Gillan, 2001).  Departments must be invested in helping their 
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staff and address important issues to make sure stress programs are a success (Gillan, 2001).  Many 

institutions have developed peer support programs to help their officer’s deal with a stressful 

incident or a family or personal matter.  Peer supports in Wisconsin are based on the institution 

you work at.  It is the policy of the Wisconsin Department of Corrections that when employees are 

exposed to critical incidents or show signs of distress that they are offered to utilize the institution's 

peer support. The purpose of peer support is to provide assistance that is timely, and confidential 

to any employee following an incident that has happened at work or at home.  Wisconsin’s peer 

support program is nothing new and programs like this have been around for many years in the 

correctional field (Brower, 2013).  Making sure institutions have some kind of peer support is 

critical in helping officers deal with stressful incidents.  Peer support mentors have received 

training in basic counseling skills, listening without judgement, and also trained in providing 

coping strategies for stress (Brower, 2013).  Like peer support programs Employee Assistance 

Programs (EAPs) are programs that are designed to offer services to assist departments in worker 

productivity and identifying and resolving personal concerns (Ferdik &Smith, 2017). Different 

ways EAPs help are for helping troubled employees, confidential services and referrals to 

treatment (Brower, 2013).  The problem with EAPs is in the amount of departments that have 

them. In a 2013 report done by the ACA, noted that there were more than 4,000 prisons in the 

United States and fewer than 100 had any type of EAP program (Ferdik & Smith, 2017).  These 

types of programs allow officers easy access to support when needed.  

         Wisconsin, and many other states’ departments of corrections, offer the basics when it 

comes to wellness programs for its officers, but there are states who have taken the initiative and 

decided to truly invest in their correctional officer’s health and wellness. Oregon’s Department of 

Corrections is an example off the investment into its staff.  Oregon’s DOC had four staff suicides 
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in a 19-month span in 2012 and continue to see staff suicides (Peters, 2018).  After these incident’s 

the Oregon DOC did research on the mental health and well-being of their officers as well as their 

physical well-being.  The results were shocking with 90% obese or overweight, increased risk of 

cancer, high stress, alcohol abuse and sleep deprivation (Peters, 2018).  A main problem that the 

research found is staff did not realize how unhealthy they were. In response to these discoveries 

and to promote healthy staff, the Oregon DOC implemented more than 160 wellness programs 

throughout the department (Peters, 2018).  They offer resiliency training and mediation. They have 

piloted programs on virtual meditation for staff, where they can watch two-, five- or ten-minute 

sessions through their phone.  This program was piloted in the Oregon State Penitentiary and they 

saw a positive impact on stress markers and mood (Peters, 2018).  Not only does Oregon offer 

stress reducing programs but also ones that also promote and improve physical health.  Oregon’s 

DOC has implemented a 12 – week team-based program that helps staff to improve their health 

(Peters, 2018).  The program is available to all state employees in Oregon, but the Department of 

Corrections has the highest participation rate (50%).  Physical fitness programs are not only good 

for one’s physical health, but they can also have a great impact on mental health as well.  Physical 

activity is a way to burn off the effects of stress as well as burning calories and increasing your 

overall physical health (Wright & Northrup, 2001).  For correctional officers finding healthy ways 

to relieve stress can help achieve a healthy lifestyle (Wright & Northrup, 2001).  Not only can 

physical activity help your stress level sand physical health it can play a vital role in sleep.     
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Section V. Recommendations for Needed Change 

As long as there is crime, there will always be a need for correctional institutions and 

correctional offices to work in these facilities.  These facilities will also always be 24-hour run 

facilities, and need staff to work them every day, all year round.  Working in a correctional 

facility is an extremely stressful job, from staff shortages, low salaries and long hours, officers 

encounter stressors every day (Gillan, 2001).  The general adaptation theory explains the 

responses that your body goes through when stressed. Stress plays a significant role in officer’s 

lives but developing ways to help officers maintain their stress levels and become healthy can 

greatly impact the overall health of officers. There are different ways that departments can help 

aid in the impact of stress and health in their staff’s lives.  From staff retention, policies, and 

wellness programs, they can all help greatly in the overall health of their offices.  Efforts to 

develop methods for enhancing the officers’ well-being have been slow to develop (Armstrong 

&Griffin, 2004; Brower, 2013).  There have been institutions that have begun to develop mental 
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health programs and measures to improve the health of officers but these programs are in the 

early stages and have not been researched on their effectiveness (Ferdik & Smith, 2017).  

  Staff retention is one of the most important issues facing corrections today, since the 

industry does not have enough people who are qualified to meet the demands (Crews & Bohan, 

2007). Maintaining enough officers in the institution is a critical part of running a correctional 

facility, but it has detrimental effects to the officers.   Staff shortages are nothing new to states 

Departments of Corrections.  According to the Wisconsin Department of Corrections website, 

there are 705 (15.2 %) vacant jobs (Staffing and Vacancy Dashboards, 2021). Vacancies, with 

some institutions in Wisconsin having 42% vacancy rate.  In 2020, in Michigan’s department of 

Corrections, there were 734 open positions, about 12% vacancy rate (Weidmayer, 2020).  Staff 

shortages lead to open jobs and officers getting forced for the positions. Turnover rates in 

corrections are high, leading to excessive sick time and absenteeism (Swenson et al., 

2008).  Turnover and retention are both contributing factors in the mandatory overtime of 

correctional officers.  In a study done by the Workforce Association about the difficulty to retain 

staff, demanding hours and shift work were a top of the list (Nink, 2010).  Surveys have pointed 

out the need for institutions to reevaluate operation elements in their facilities, such as work 

schedules and work life issues (Nink, 2010).  Correctional officers leave this career because of 

the difficulty with demanding hours and shift work (Nink, 2010).  According to Lommel (2004) 

in a study done, main factors for the difficulties retention of staff were demanding work and shift 

work, inadequate pay, and benefits and stress and burnout.  

Work environment is a key issue in keeping staff.  Organizational authorities need to 

consider different types of schedules in the workplace to improve staff work/personal life balance 

such as flextime, part – time and 12-hour shifts (Nink, 2010).  A growing concern is becoming 
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apparent over sleep problems related to shift work and the liabilities law enforcement departments 

face (Cochrane, 2001).  There is much dispute on what the optimal number of hours worked should 

be, but a major issue regardless of the length of shift, is adjusting to shift work.  With the constant 

overtime in corrections, schedules are hardly permeant, and it becomes difficult to adjust. The 

standard work week, for the last century, has been 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday thru Friday, designed 

to not interfere with a workers’ social time in the evenings and weekends (Lindsey, 2007).  The 

standard work week is not used in correctional facilities and is an issue facing correctional officer’s 

schedules as their days off usually do not follow the Monday thru Friday with weekends off 

schedule that is the standard. The officers “weekend” may be in the typical work week and the 

officers who work night shifts will return to daytime lifestyle on their days off. This continued 

disturbance of schedules makes it difficult for the officers to adjust their bodies to the shifts 

schedule. Working long hours, shift work and irregular hours the offices quality of sleep 

decreasing causing sleep debt, fatigue levels rising, and leading to detrimental health effects 

(Lindsey, 2007) Finding a balance for officers in their schedules, is a start to having a fully staffed 

institution as well as a healthy one. There are different ways you can change and schedules to 

better fit your workforce.  

   A study done by the Police Foundation found that by offering the option of working 10-

hour shifts can improve morale and reduce overtime (Bulman, 2012).  Looking into different types 

of shifts, and how they can positively impact officers, is important for administrators to do, for the 

overall health of officers. In a study sponsored by the NIJ, it found that officers who worked 8- 

hour shifts, 10-hour shifts, and 12-hour shifts had no significant differences on work performance, 

health or work-family conflict but found other key differences (Bulman, 2012).  Those who 

worked 10-hour shifts averaged significantly more sleep than those who worked 8- hour shifts and 
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those officers working 8 hours averaged less sleep and worked more overtime, more than five 

times that of officers working 10-hour shifts (Bulman, 2012).  Ten hour shifts also offered a higher 

quality of life (Bulman, 2021). For the health of officers and their sleep and stress levels, 

departments need to evaluate what would be best for their staff and their work schedules.  By 

looking at a different schedule it can have an impact on the officer’s health.  With constant 

changing of shifts, it can lead to officers developing sleep disorders that largely go undiagnosed 

(Rajaratnam et al, 2011).  

Working long hours is devastating to one’s health physically and mentally. Officers can 

get burnt out quickly and become stressed easily. The stressors in the profession can come from 

many different areas, which can lead to severe and increasing levels of stress (Gillian, 

2001).  This stress can cause mental health issues and lead to depression.  Staff who work the 

long shifts, overtime and shift work, need to feel their efforts are recognized.  Employee 

recognition programs can contribute to retention as well as good staff morale (Shaffer, 

1999).  Staff want to know they are appreciated and have a sense of appreciation for what they 

do.  Incentives may also be a way to recruit new staff while still retaining current staff. Pay is 

one of the major contributors to turnover in staff.  For many departments removal of the step pay 

raises caused problems. Tuition payments and forgiveness programs may be another way to 

promote officers to stay in the department as well as to get new officers.  Tuition payments can 

burden people down and allowing officers to get reimbursement or loans forgiveness for their 

educational success can be a helpful strategy to employ (Shaffer, 1999). Departments should 

recognize and support continued education for employees. The study done by Crews and 

Bonham (2007) showed that once employees obtained their advanced education, they left the 

department due to the lack of recognition for continued education. Departments rarely offer 
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incentives for higher education to complete a degree and many lack institutions don’t see it as a 

value.  Correctional officers have a demanding job and with low pay, not only have the stress 

from long hours and shift work but can be burdened by bills not being met and the lack of 

appreciation by those in management. 

         Sleep deprivation can cause negative effects to an officer’s health over successive days 

and a liability for a department. Department managers should consider limiting the number of 

hours an officer can work in a 24-hour period and maximum limit of hours they can work per 

week (Cochrane, 2001). There is no legal statute in Wisconsin and many other states that limit 

the number of hours individuals can be forced to work in any given day or week. Wisconsin 

Statute Hours of Labor (103.2) states that no person may be employed or be permitted to work in 

any place of employment or at any employment for such a period of time during any day, night 

or week, as is dangerous or prejudicial to the person’s life, health, safety and welfare (Wisconsin 

State Statute). This statute should be used in guiding the department of corrections when 

evaluating how much officers can and cannot work in a given day or week. The health 

implications on sleep, physical health and mental health and overall health.  Many administrators 

do not realize the hidden problems associated with working long and changing shifts.  Their 

needs to be alternatives that can help staff with working shift work (Cochrane, 

2001).  Correctional officers are not the only job that deals with long hours, truck drivers can 

drive hours on end for long periods of time. The difference is that truck drivers have laws that 

regulate how much they can work in a given day. Truck drivers have explicit rules for taking 

breaks, the amount of time they can drive and how much time they have to have off in-between. 

A truck driver may drive a maximum of 11 hours after 10 consecutive hours off duty (FMCSA, 

2020).  This is just one of the many laws that truck drivers have to adhere to.  Given that truck 



44 

 

drivers are on the road constantly and driving too long, could potentially lead to serious 

accidents, it makes sense that there are rules regulating hours. Correctional officers work 

different shifts and long hours and could be a potential danger not only to themselves, the 

institution as well as the general public when they are forced to work extended hours on little 

sleep. To provide a safer environment for all, administrators need to better understand the causes, 

effects and cures of sleep deprivation to better help their staff (Cochrane, 2001). 

Administrators of correctional facilities need to look at and embrace the use of part-time 

employees and officers working alternative shifts that allow a better balance between personal life 

and work life (Nink, 2010).  In the Texas Department of Justice, they use the position of a part-

time correctional officer.  This allows officers the option of temporally switching from part-time 

to full time once a year.  This can allow those who wish to go to college to do so by switching 

from part-time to full-time during summer break (Nink, 2010). This type of option can also be an 

attractive alternative to those who otherwise would not have considered employment as a 

correctional officer (Nink, 2010).  Like Texas, Oklahoma recognized the opportunity it would have 

with less than full-time work opportunities by utilizing a compressed work week.  A study was 

done of city workers who reported 60% of employees working a four-day work week reported 

higher productivity (Nink, 2010).  Workers also reported higher job satisfaction, less likely to look 

for other jobs and less distraction from family and friend time (Nink, 2010).  The need for 

administrators to be creative and flexible with work shift options is imperative for correctional 

officers. 

         Department and agencies should make efforts to provide a strong research base for the 

development of policies, specifically looking into workload and the effects long hours and forced 

overtime have on the health of its officers (Lindsey, 2007). Looking into the policies regarding 
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shifts scheduling, overtime, the number of hours of work allowed, and the way departments deal 

with fatigued officers. Research should be done throughout departments to understand the 

workload of its current officers and security staff, to come up with the best way for not only the 

sleeping and health aspects of officer’s safety but to help recruit and retain staff. 

          Staff wellness is something that needs to be addressed by correctional administrators, 

unions, and line staff.  By departments thinking it is a luxury that their departments do not need 

wellness programs is far from the truth.  Research continually shows that corrections work has 

serious and negative effects on an officer’s physical and psychological health (Spinaris, 

2019).  This can impact officers' work productivity, performance including excessive use of force 

and policy violation, attendance, and retention.  Ignoring staff wellness is a major 

problem.  Personal wellness programs are programs that help prevent diseases by outlining 

lifestyle choices and helping cope and change their current lifestyle (Johnson & Hughes, 2015). 

These types of programs are needed in a profession where emotions and personal feelings are taken 

seriously.  Wellness programs allow offices to not only the option to better themselves but help 

officers who are in need of help as well.  By getting the opinions of types of wellness programs 

from all staff, not just a few, can help with programs or resources that line staff may feel is 

irrelevant or not helpful (Spinaris, 2019).  Getting all staff engaged in wellness programs can in 

itself be wellness-promoting and start to break down the barrier.  Staff wellness cannot be a “one 

size fits all” approach (Spinaris, 2019).  Having different types of programs can benefit all officers, 

a program that helps some may not help others. 

Research is essential to understand what types of programs may best benefit staff. The 

Power to Change Performance stress and health risk reduction program was developed to evaluate 

reducing stress risk factors in correctional officers. McCraty et al., developed a study using this 
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program and looking at the impact of physiological and psychological stress and health risk factors. 

In the study there were 75 correctional officers used (McCraty et al., 2009).  The 75 offices were 

broken up into two groups.  The experimental group participated in a two-day “Power to Change'' 

program.  The program involved a series of emotion-refocusing and restructuring techniques 

designed to reduce stress and negative effects, as well as increase positive effects and self-

regulation skills, enhance health and improve cognitive performance (McCraty, 2009).  These 

techniques have shown in research to not only impact the physiological balance but have an impact 

on improving productivity, goal clarity, communication, job satisfaction and reducing employee 

turnover (McCraty et al., 2003). The HeartMath techniques have also improved health status and 

quality of life. In the study, after a 90-day period both groups completed the same stress and health 

risk assessment (McCraty et al., 2009).  The Study on the Power to Change Performance stress 

and health risk reduction program was effective to help correctional officers reduce high levels of 

stress and determine if these officers have increased health risks.  The program also showed 

physiological measures were impacted.  Cholesterol, and glucose levels were reduced in both 

groups. Heart rate, systolic and diastolic blood pressure were reduced in the experimental group 

as well (McCraty et al., 2009).  This program, if implemented, is a time-efficient and cost-effective 

program that can help officers reduce stress levels and health risks.  The programs, physiological, 

psychological, performance and financial impact it has can be a significant benefit to employees 

as well as the organization as a whole (McCraty, 2009). 

Departments implementing effective programs for their officers can be an effective means 

to impact the quality of life and health of their officers. The Power to Change program shows just 

how much of an impact an effective program can have on correctional officers. By allowing 

institutions to implement programs that officers feel best fit their needs and their institution needs, 
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is a great way to promote healthiness both physically and mentally, while also allowing the officers 

to take charge.  By making programs an investment and not a one-time resource or for a short 

period of time, can make programs far more effective.  Research is constantly changing, and what 

programs will work now may not work years from now, by making programs an investment, they 

can be ever changing to change with the newest research, thus being the most relevant and helpful 

to officers and staff. 

  

 

 

Section VI 

Summary and Conclusion 

         Prison work is an extremely stressful, dangerous and can have serious health effects on 

an officer’s health.  Working in a prison environment can have long-term health implications 

such as diabetes, stroke, cardiovascular disease, metabolic disorders and obesity (James et al., 

2017).  Sleep is a basic function for humans, and when an individual does not get enough sleep 

there can be a domino effect of health problems.  Sleep is not only important for physical health 

but for mental health as well.  There has been research and connections observed with prison 

work on depression, anxiety, PTSD, and suicide (James et al., 2017).  In corrections, as an 

officer you need to be alert and at your best at all times.  When you start to have sleep 

deprivation and cannot get the recommended amount of sleep every night, your health and 

alertness can decline.  This can then become a problem and can cause accidents at work (Brain 
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and Spine, 2015).  Corrections can have a domino effect when it comes to officer’s sleep.  It 

starts with the vacancies in institutions and turnover rates.  Turnover rates are becoming a major 

concern in corrections, with some facilities at 42%.  Turnover rates then can cause excessive sick 

leave and absenteeism (Swenson et al., 2008).  When there are not enough officers to fill jobs, 

other officers get forced for another full shit.  This in turn leads to long hours, continually 

changing schedules and less sleep.  Shift schedules and forced overtime are both factors that 

contribute to sleep deprivation.  

         Policies by many departments, on overtime, do try to have requirements as to when 

officers are eligible to get ordered for another shift, but the problem is if they cannot fill a shift, 

they lift those protections.  Officers can then be made to work every day they are at work.  Being 

over worked, stress, and low-quality of life are all contributing factors as to why officers leave 

the profession.  Polices need to be revised and more research needs to be done on how sleep loss 

effects correctional officers.  Not only do overtime policies need to be addressed but other issues 

such as how many hours you can work in a day and using different shifts.  Departments should 

utilize research and understand the physical and mental needs of their officers to implement the 

best policies. 

         Correctional officers are in desperate need of help to improve their sleep.  The spiral 

effect correctional have starts with the job itself and exposure to traumatic incidents, which then 

lead to stress, worse sleep, and the inability for officers to do their jobs effectively.  Officers 

work demanding hours, night shifts and a considerable amount of overtime which leads to 

inadequate rest and irregular sleep patterns. Then add in stress from the line of work and all of 

this can lead to sleep deprivation and sleep disorders. This amount of fatigue can lead to a 
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reduction in alertness, reaction times and impairments in the ability to do their jobs.  By 

departments targeting policies that can impact sleep and implementing programs to deal with  
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