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Competences (values, knowledge and skills) of prison staff are of great 

importance for effective rehabilitation work with prisoners. The aim of 

this paper is to gain insight into the competences of the staff in the Croatian 

prison system and to determine the differences in the assessment of the 

necessary competences and self-assessment of their own competences 

between treatment and security staff. In order to achieve the stated aims, 

the following research questions were formulated: 1) which competencies 

do prison staff consider important for work in the prison system, 2) how 

do prison staff evaluate their own competencies for work in the prison 

system, 3) do prison staff participate in education related to work in the 

prison system, 4) do prison staff express the need to develop new or 

improve existing competencies for work in the prison system. In relation 

to each posed research question, the difference between treatment 

employees and security employees was examined. A total of 106 treatment 

and security employees of four penal institutions in Croatia participated in 

the research. For the purposes of research, and based on relevant 

documents at the world, European and national level, a two-part 

questionnaire was created. The first part refers to the competencies 

(assessment of those needed and self-assessment of their own), while the 

second part refers to general information about the participants.  
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The results indicate a favorable situation regarding the assessment of the 

necessary competences and self-assessment of their own competencies for 

work in the prison system among the employees of the penal institutions 

who participated in the research. The paper presents the results according 

to the mentioned research questions in more detail, and it is concluded that 

the competencies of the prison staff are a valuable research topic that 

deserves further scientific interest.  

 

Key words: Competences, Treatment staff, Security staff, Prison system 

 

Introduction 

 

For effective rehabilitation work with prisoners, the competences of the 

experts who carry out this work are of particular importance (Auty and 

Liebling, 2020). Moreover, the competencies of prison staff are an 

important factor in determining the quality of life of prisoners (Crewe, 

2011). Adequate values, knowledge and skills (as basic elements of 

competence) of prison staff who carry out various tasks in the prison 

system are stated in relevant international standards (Nelson Mandela 

Rules, European Prison Rules) as one of the key elements in achieving the 

purpose of serving a prison sentence. At the European level, the 

Guidelines Regarding Recruitment, Selection, Education, Training and 

Professional Development of Prison and Probation Staff of the Council of 

Europe (CoE, 2019) are extremely useful, which specify very specific 

areas of competence of prison system employees5. Competences of prison 

system employees can serve as an indirect indicator of the implementation 

of the rehabilitation orientation of the specific prison system. In the 

existing literature, little space is devoted to this topic, which can partly be 

explained by the different structures of prison systems in terms of existing 

services (i.e. experts) in penal institutions. Likewise, it is possible that 

these topics are processed more on a professional and practical level, so as 

such they do not receive adequate attention in the format of scientific 

papers6. There are works that deal with the characteristics, behavior and 

views of correctional officers, as well as the interaction between staff and 

                                                 
5 As an example of very detailed competencies, the comprehensive competency 

matrix developed by the Iowa Department of Corrections can be highlighted (BJA 

et al., 2020). 
6 In the context of the importance of education and lifelong schooling of 

correctional officers, the EU project PO21: Prison Officers for the 21st Century 

(https://www.prison-officers21.org/) can be highlighted. 
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prisoners, i.e. their treatment and the impact of all of the above on the 

behavior and rehabilitation of prisoners (Antonio and Price, 2021; 

Beijersbergen et al., 2015; Crewe and al., 2011; Logan et al., 2020, Meško 

et al., 2004; Young et al., 2009), but there is a lack of works that deal with 

the views (and self-assessment) of prison officers about important 

competencies for working in the prison system, as well as the differences 

between treatment and security staff, as services whose tasks (in more 

traditional systems) seem opposed. The purpose of this paper is to 

stimulate interest in this topic.  

 

Basic information about the vocational education, training and 

development of the employees of the prison system in the Republic of 

Croatia 

 

Execution of prison sentences is carried out by civil servants in accordance 

with the duties and tasks of the workplace to which they are assigned 

(Article 33 of the Law on Enforcement of Prison Sentence, 2021). Given 

that we are dealing with treatment and security workers, we will briefly 

present the basic educational requirements for working in the prison 

system, as well as the professional development system for these workers. 

Security work in the Croatian prison system is performed by officers of 

the judicial police who "secure the penitentiary or prison, persons and 

property, supervise prisoners and perform other tasks prescribed by the 

Law and implementing regulations" (Article 41 of the Law on 

Enforcement of Prison Sentence, 2021, 2023). In order for someone to be 

employed as a judicial police officer in the Security Department of a penal 

institution, it is necessary (upon admission to the civil service and 

assignment to security duties) to complete a basic course7 organized by the 

Training Center8, which "consists of theoretical classes and exercises, 

mastering the skills of shooting with firearms and martial arts, as well as the 

practical part" (Article 17 of the Ordinance on Professional Training in the 

Prison System). Most jobs in the Security Department require a high school 

diploma. Treatment jobs (which are divided into general and specialist) are 

                                                 
7 From the school year 2022/23, based on an agreement between the Ministry of the 

Interior and the Ministry of Justice and Administration, one class department (25 

students) of the judicial police is trained at the Police Academy through the 3rd and 

4th grade of secondary school education https://policijska-

akademija.gov.hr/vijesti/potpisan-sporazum-o-suradnji-izmedju-mup-a-i-min 

istarstva-pravosudja-i-uprave-u-podrucju-obrazovanja/4153. 
8 More details in the Ordinance on Vocational Training in the Prison System.  
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performed by persons with a university degree9 who, after employment in 

the prison system, attend a five-day course for newly arrived officers 

organized by the Training Center. Permanent vocational education is 

mandatory for civil servants in penal institutions (Art. 38 of the Law on 

Enforcement of Prison Sentence, 2021, 2023), and is carried out in the 

organization (or co-organization) of the Training Center10, other educational 

institutions, as well as within the project activities of other state bodies and 

organizations of civil society. In addition to formal forms of education, civil 

servants also improve their skills by participating in various seminars, 

conferences, workshops and other forms of training (Government of the 

Republic of Croatia, 2024). 

 

Aim, purpose and research questions 

 

The aim of the research is to gain insight into the competencies in the 

prison system and to determine the differences in the assessment of the 

necessary and self-assessment of own competencies between treatment 

and security staff. The purpose of the research is to obtain a scientifically 

based basis for evaluating existing competencies and planning to improve 

the competencies of treatment and security personnel in the prison system 

in Croatia, as well as stimulating interest in this topic in the scientific and 

professional community. In order to achieve the objectives of the research, 

the following research questions were formulated:  

1.What competencies do the prison staff consider important for working 

in the prison system? 

Are there differences in the assessment of necessary competencies 

between treatment and security staff?  

How do prison staff evaluate their own competencies for working in the 

prison system? 

Are there differences in the assessment of own competences between 

treatment and security staff?   

Does the prison staff participate in training related to work in the prison 

system? 

Are there differences in the attendance of trainings between treatment and 

security staff?   

                                                 
9 Professional treatment tasks are performed by social pedagogues, psychologists 

and social workers (Article 27 of the Law on Enforcement of Prison Sentence, 

2021, 2023). 
10 More about the training programs organized by the Training Center in the 

Annual Report on the work of the Training Center for 2023 (2024). 
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Does the prison staff express the need to develop new or improve existing 

competencies for work in the prison system? 

Are there differences in the expressed need for the development of new or 

improvement of existing competencies between treatment and security staff?  

 

Methods 

Participant sample 

 

A total of 106 treatment and security staff from two penitentiaries 

(Lepoglava and Požega) and two prisons (Zagreb and Zadar) participated 

in the research. General socio-demographic data are presented in Table 1, 

which shows that the research participants are on average 45 years old 

(treatment workers are older than security workers), more often male 

(security workers are more often male), with a high school level of 

education (treatment workers are more often of higher education level), 

with an average length of service in the prison system of 16 years.  

 
Table 1. Participant sample 

 

Variable Category Total Treatment Security  

Age 
Min=20, Max=61, M= 45,15, SD=8,30 

Mtreatment=47,82, SD=7,83; Msecurity=43,49, SD=8,1; t=2,69, p<,01 

Gender 

M 
60 

(59,4) 
10 (25,6) 

50 

(80,6) χ2=30,035 

p<,01 
F 

41 

(40,6) 
29 (74,4) 

12 

(19,4) 

Level of 

achieved 

education 

High school 54 

(51,4) 
7 (17,1) 

47 

(73,4) 

χ2=34,253 

p<,01 

Higher/undergraduate 

studies 
5 

(4,8) 
2 (4,9) 3 (4,7) 

Faculty/graduate 

studies 
44 

(41,9) 
30 (73,2) 

14 

(21,9) 

Postgraduate studies 2 

(1,9) 
2 (4,9) 0 
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Length of 

service in 

the prison 

system 

Min=0, Max=38, M=16,8, SD=9,94 

Mtreatment =15,56, SD=10,81; Msecurity =17,48, SD=9,43; t=-,920, p>,05 

Type of 

penitentiary 

institution 

Penitentiary 
51 

(48,1) 
24 (58,5) 

27 

(41,5) 
χ2=2,910 

p>,05 

Prison  
55 

(51,9) 
17 (41,5) 

38 

(58,5) 

 

Instrument 

 

After consulting relevant documents at the world11, European12 and 

national13 level, an instrument consisting of two parts was created to 

conduct the research: 

1. Assessment and self-assessment of competencies for work in the prison 

system: 7 items assessing values, 30 items assessing knowledge and 36 

items assessing skills, a total of 73 items. 

For the purposes of this research, a definition is used according to which 

competences are "a combination of knowledge, skills and values, 

motivation and personal characteristics that enable an individual to be 

active and effective in a specific professional situation" (Glossary of basic 

terms and definitions in the field of quality assurance in higher education, 

                                                 
11 UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (Nelson Mandela 

Rules), 2015; Report: Job Analysis: Adult Corrections Officer, Juvenile 

Corrections Officer and Probation Officer, State of California, Board of and State 

and Community Corrections, 2015. 
12 European Prison Rules, 2020; European Code of Ethics for Prison Staff (CM/Rec 

(2012)5); European Parliament Resolution of 5 October on prison systems and 

prison conditions (2015/2062(INI); Guidelines for the selection, recruitment, 

education, training and professional development of prison and probation officers 

(CoE, 2019). 
13 Law on Enforcement of Prison Sentence, 2021; Manual on the Treatment of 

Prisoners, 2021; Ordinance on Vocational training in the prison system, 2021; 

Code of Ethics for Civil Servants, 2011, 2012; Regulation on the procedure and 

criteria for evaluating civil servants, 2019; Law on Social Pedagogical Activities, 

2019, 2022; Code of ethics of social pedagogues; Code of ethics of psychological 

activity; Code of ethics for social workers in the field of social work. 
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University of Zagreb, 2015). Three groups of items were created: values, 

knowledge and skills. Respondents evaluated the mentioned variables at 

two levels on a Likert-type scale. First, they assessed the importance of 

competencies for work in the prison system, and then personal mastery of 

said competencies. 

2. General information about the participants: 

Socio-demographic data: gender, age, level of education; employment 

data: length of service in the system, type of penal institution where they 

are employed, field of work (treatment, security); 

Training attendance related to work in the prison system, the need 

for additional training. 

 
Method of conducting research 

 

The research was conducted within the framework of the project 

"Improving the quality of the judiciary through strengthening the capacity 

of the prison and probation system and the system for supporting victims 

and witnesses" of the Ministry of Justice and Administration as part of the 

activity of developing proposals for improving the competencies of prison 

system employees. The leader of the Working Group sent an invitation to 

the heads of the penal institutions involved in the research for the 

participation of employees in the research. The research was conducted in 

paper-pencil format in the period from December 2021 to January 2022. 

A total of 149 employees participated in the research, but this paper 

analyzes data only for treatment and security employees. 

 

Data processing method 

 

In addition to descriptive statistics (frequencies, mean values and standard 

deviations), the Mann Whitney U-Test and the Chi-Square Test are used 

to determine differences. The results are presented according to the 

research questions. 

 

  



354 

 

Results and discussion 

Assessment of the importance of competencies for work in the prison 

system 

 

When assessing the importance of competencies for work in the prison 

system, participants were offered groups of values, knowledge and skills 

that are considered necessary for work in the prison system. Participants 

were asked to indicate how important each of the values, knowledge and 

skills is to their work in the prison system, with response categories ranging 

from 1 (not at all necessary) to 5 (very necessary).  

 
Values 

 

Overall, the participants consider the offered values (Table 2) quite 

necessary for working in the prison system (Mtotal=4.40). According to the 

opinions of the participants, the most important value for working in the 

prison system is respect for professional and official secrecy, i.e. data 

protection. The importance of this value is also expressed in the Law on 

Enforcement of Prison Sentence (Official Gazette 14/21, 155/23), which 

stipulates the obligation to keep official and professional secrecy during, 

but also after, termination of employment. Namely, presenting 

information about prisoners and the security of penal institutions 

constitutes a breach of official duty (Ministry of Justice and 

Administration, 2021). In addition to the protection of personal data, 

participants consider respect for the dignity of colleagues and possession 

of high standards of personal honesty and integrity as "very necessary" for 

working in the prison system. The high valuation of these values is in 

accordance with the well-known requirements for ethics in the 

correctional system, which are emphasized in international standards for 

the treatment of prisoners, as well as in the professional and scientific 

community (Newell, 1991; Ward and Salmon, 2009). Of the offered 

values, according to the participants, belief in people's ability to change 

their behavior stands out as the least important value for working in the 

prison system. This is quite unusual information if we bear in mind the 

rehabilitative orientation of both the Croatian prison system and the 

European correctional systems (Williams et al., 2023), but it is more 

favorable than the opinion of the participants of the research conducted 

within the framework of the EU project PO21, who in approximately ¼ of 
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the cases consider how the rehabilitation of adult offenders simply does 

not work (Nascimento et al., no date14).  

 

Table 2. Values required for work in the prison system (percentages, 

means and standard deviations) 

 

Variable N 
% 

M SD 
1 2 3 4 5 

Belief in people's ability to change 

behavior 
100 2,0 7,0 28,0 30,0 33,0 3,85 1,03 

Respecting the specific 
characteristics of prisoners (eg race 

or ethnicity, gender, language, 

religion, political or other belief, 
education,  

state of health, etc.) 

95  3,2 12,6 29,5 54,7 4,36 ,82 

Respecting the dignity of 

colleagues 
97  2,1 6,2 19,6 72,2 4,62 ,699 

Respecting the dignity of prisoners 97 1,0 3,1 12,4 24,7 58,8 4,37 ,89 

Possessing high standards of 

personal honesty and integrity 
96  1,0 11,5 21,9 65,6 4,52 ,74 

Respecting professional and 

official secrecy (data protection) 
97  1,0 5,2 17,5 76,3 4,69 ,62 

Respecting ethical principles in 

working with prisoners 
96 1,0 1,0 11,5 27,1 59,4 4,43 ,82 

N = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; 1. not at all 

necessary, 2. slightly necessary, 3. moderately necessary, 4. quite necessary, 5. 

very necessary. 

To determine the differences in the assessment of the importance of values 

for work in the prison system, a Mann Whitney U-test was performed, 

which confirmed that the treatment workers evaluate all analyzed values as 

more important than the security workers. We can understand these results 

as a kind of confirmation of the foundation of all treatment forms of work, 

as well as functioning in the work collective on specific ethical values, 

                                                 
14 As part of a European project with the aim of designing a transnational 

curriculum for correctional officers, a survey was conducted in 2021 with 436 

correctional officers from Germany, Portugal and Romania. The research 

questions focused on correctional orientation, the representation of specific topics 

in their initial training for work in the correctional system, the importance of the 

topics offered and the topics they consider necessary for better job performance.   
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which are possible reflections and differences in the level of education 

required to perform security work, i.e. treatment in the prison system.  

 

Knowledge 

 

According to the obtained values of means  on the items of knowledge 

presented in table 3, the participants estimate the mentioned knowledge on 

average as quite necessary for their work in the prison system (Mtotal=4.26). 

The knowledge that the participants assessed as the most important is: 

knowledge of legal regulations important for the performance of workplace 

duties, knowledge of protocols for dealing with emergency situations such as 

escape, suicide15, self-injury, etc., knowledge of the purpose of serving a 

prison sentence and knowledge of suicide prevention procedures and self-

harm by prisoners16. The aforementioned items were assessed on a Likert-

type scale as “very necessary17“, which is not surprising given that regulated 

work procedures maintain the safety of penal institutions (Ministry of Justice 

and Administration, 2021), as well as prisoners. Regardless of the relatively 

weak interest of scientists in the educational needs of correctional officers 

(especially those with special police authorisations) (Ryan et al., 2022), the 

education of correctional officers on the topic of preventing suicides and self-

injury of prisoners has nevertheless been given some attention (Hayes et al., 

2008; Musselwhite et al., 2019a; Ward and Bailey, 2011). Furthermore, the 

behavior of prison staff on the basis of laws and by-laws is one of the 

fundamental principles of the work of civil servants (Ministry of Justice and 

Administration, 2021). Also, Liebling (2011) points out that the relationships 

between prison staff and prisoners form the core of prison life, where these 

relationships are essentially shaped by the professionalism of the employees 

and the legitimacy of their actions. On the other hand, knowledge of foreign 

                                                 
15 Suicide prevention is an important topic in the prison context, which is also 

visible in the list of  emphasized topics on the website of the European 

penitentiary training academies network (EPTA), https://www.nhc.nl/epta-ii-

innovating-together-connecting-european-penitentiary-training-academies/.  
16 In 2007, the World Health Organization (WHO, 2007) published a publication on 

suicide prevention in prisons and penitentiaries (https://iris.who.int/bitstream 

/handle/10665/43678/9789241595506_eng.pdf ), and Cramer et al. (2022) offered a 

core competency model for self-directed violence in the correctional system. 
17 Some of the topics listed are consistent with those cited as necessary in the ongoing 

training of correctional officers, according to German, Portuguese, and Romanian 

correctional officers (Nascimento et al., n.d.): prison policies and procedures, suicide 

prevention, security (fire prevention, handling in emergency situations), general 

security procedures, human rights standards, criminal law, etc. 

https://www.nhc.nl/epta-ii-innovating-together-connecting-european-penitentiary-training-academies/
https://www.nhc.nl/epta-ii-innovating-together-connecting-european-penitentiary-training-academies/
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languages, along with criminological-victimological knowledge about the 

phenomenology of criminality and knowledge about multi-culturalism, are 

assessed by the participants as the least necessary knowledge for working in 

the prison system, with knowledge of foreign languages being the only item  

that was assessed as "moderately necessary". The data on the low valuation 

of multi-culturalism can perhaps be seen from the fact of the low level of 

multi-culturalism in the Croatian prison system. Łapiński et al. (2014) in a 

sample of Polish prison officers found a competence deficit precisely in 

working with a multi-religious, multi-cultural and multi-ethnic prison 

population, while Nascimento et al. (n.d) state that German, Portuguese and 

Romanian correctional officers express the need for additional competences 

in the area of diversity (ethnic, cultural and religious).  

 

Table 3. Knowledge needed to work in the prison system (percentages, 

means and standard deviations) 

 

Variable N 
% 

M SD 
1 2 3 4 5 

Knowledge of the human rights 

of prisoners 
97 2,1  8,2 26,8 62,9 4,48 ,82 

Understanding the concept of 

gender awareness (the ability to 

see society from the position of 

the gender roles of men and 

women and their needs) and 

sensitivity 

97 1,0 6,2 16,5 37,1 39,2 4,07 ,95 

Knowledge of ethical principles 

in the treatment of prisoners 
97 1,0 1,0 9,3 38,1 50,5 4,36 ,78 

Understanding the importance 

of respecting the dignity of 

prisoners 

96 1,0 1,0 13,5 27,1 57,3 4,39 ,84 

Knowledge and understanding 

of the concept of torture and 

other cruel, inhuman or 

degrading treatment or 

punishment 

97 1,0 3,1 11,3 26,8 57,7 4,37 ,88 

Knowing the purpose of 

serving the prison sentence 
97 1,0 2,1 4,1 27,8 64,9 4,54 ,76 

Understanding the importance 

of the duties of my workplace 

in achieving the purpose of 

serving the prison sentence 

96  3,1 7,3 31,3 58,3 4,45 ,77 

Knowledge of international 

standards (Mandela Rules and 

European Prison Rules) for 

serving prison sentences 

97 1,0 8,2 19,6 37,1 34,0 3,95 ,98 
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Knowledge of legal regulations 

important for performing the 

duties of my workplace 

97  1,0 7,2 22,7 69,1 4,60 ,67 

Knowledge of by-laws and 

internal regulations that define 

the performance of my job 

96  2,1 13,5 29,2 55,2 4,38 ,798 

Knowledge of the protocol 

(method of action) for dealing 

with emergency situations 

(escape, suicide, self-harm, 

death, fire, riot, hostage 

situation, refusal to take food) 

96  1,0 7,3 24,0 67,7 4,58 ,67 

Knowledge of different forms 

of security in the prison system 

(static: walls, barriers, locks; 

procedural: procedures that 

maintain security and dynamic 

security: developing positive 

professional relationships) and 

their basic principles 

96 2,1 1,0 11,5 31,3 54,2 4,34 ,88 

Knowledge of procedures for 

the prevention of suicide and 

self-harm by prisoners 

96 1,0  6,3 33,3 59,4 4,50 ,71 

Knowledge of prisoner risk 

assessment concept  
96 1,0  13,5 26,0 59,4 4,43 ,80 

Knowledge of the concept of 

treatment needs of prisoners 
96 1,0 4,2 14,6 37,5 42,7 4,17 ,90 

Knowledge and understanding 

of security risks 
95  1,1 9,5 28,4 61,1 4,49 ,71 

Knowledge and understanding 

of criminogenic risks 
96 1,0 2,1 8,3 35,4 53,1 4,38 ,81 

Knowledge and understanding 

of protective factors 
95  4,2 9,5 34,7 51,6 4,34 ,82 

Knowledge of general 

treatment interventions (work, 

education, leisure activities) 

96 1,0 7,3 13,5 40,6 37,5 4,06 ,95 

Knowledge of specialized 

treatment interventions (special 

treatment programs, 

educational and developmental 

programs, psychoeducation, 

motivational interviewing, etc.) 

96 4,2 3,1 16,7 39,6 36,5 4,01 1,02 

Criminological knowledge 

about the causation (etiology) 

of committing criminal 

offences 

96  4,2 27,1 38,5 30,2 3,95 ,86 

Criminological-victimological 

knowledge about the 

phenomenology of criminality 

94  8,5 27,7 41,5 22,3 3,78 ,89 
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Knowledge about addictions 

(alcohol, drugs, behavioral 

addictions) 

96  1,0 13,5 43,8 41,7 4,26 ,73 

Knowledge about violent 

behavior (partner/spousal 

violence, child abuse, violence 

against the elderly, violence 

against other vulnerable 

groups) 

96  1,0 19,8 37,5 41,7 4,20 ,79 

Knowledge about sexual 

violence (sexual victimization 

of children, sexual 

victimization of adults) 

96   19,8 30,2 50,0 4,30 ,78 

Knowledge about stress, trauma 

and indirect (secondary) trauma 
96  1,0 16,7 41,7 40,6 4,22 ,76 

Knowledge about suicide and 

self-harm 
94 1,1  11,7 44,7 42,6 4,28 ,75 

Knowledge of multi-

culturalism (knowledge of 

value systems of different 

groups or cultures) 

96 2,1 4,2 20,8 47,9 25,0 3,90 ,90 

Knowledge and awareness of 

officials about the 

inadmissibility of corrupt 

actions 

96  1,0 9,4 31,3 58,3 4,47 ,71 

Knowledge of foreign 

languages 
97 3,1 3,1 49,5 35,1 9,3 3,44 ,83 

N = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; 1. not at all 

necessary, 2. slightly necessary, 3. moderately necessary, 4. quite necessary, 5. 

very necessary. 

 
Out of a total of 30 analyzed items in the domain of knowledge, the Mann 

Whitney U-test established significant differences between treatment and 

security workers in 20 of them, which indicate that treatment workers 

more often than security workers consider the following knowledge 

important for working in the prison system: 

 knowledge of the human rights of prisoners (U=820.5, z=-2.67, p< .01);  

 understanding of the concept of gender awareness (U=754, z=-2.95, p< .01); 

 knowledge of ethical principles in treating prisoners (U=496, z=-5.18, 

p< .01); 

 understanding of the importance of respecting the dignity of prisoners 

(U=545, z=-4.70, p< .01); 

 knowledge and understanding of the concept of torture and other cruel, 

inhuman or degrading procedures or punishment (U=836.5, z=-2.44, p< 

.03); 
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 knowledge of the purpose of serving a prison sentence (U=713, z=-3.66, 

p< .01); 

 knowledge of bylaws and internal regulations that define the 

performance of my job (U=800, z=-2.59, p< .03); 

 knowledge of procedures for the prevention of suicide and self-harm by 

prisoners (U=837.5, z=-2.35, p< .03); 

 knowledge of the concept of prisoner risk assessment (U=743, z=-3.13, 

p< .01); 

 knowledge of the concept of treatment needs of prisoners (U=458, z=-

5.23, p< .01); 

 knowledge and understanding of criminogenic risks (U=835, z=-2.30, 

p< .03); 

 knowledge and understanding of protective factors (U=673.5, z=-3.50, 

p< .01); 

 knowledge of general treatment interventions (U=465, z=-5.15, p< .01); 

 knowledge of specialized treatment interventions (U=490.5, z=-4.92, p< 

.01); 

 criminological knowledge about the causality (etiology) of committing 

criminal offenses (U=798, z=-2.47, p< .03); 

 knowledge about addictions (U=778.5, z=-2.71, p< .01); 

 knowledge about violent behavior (U=737.5, z=-3.00, p< .01); 

 knowledge about sexual violence (U=810.5, z=-2.45, p< .03); 

 knowledge about suicide and self-harm (U=808.5, z=-2.16, p< .05); 

 knowledge and awareness of officials about the inadmissibility of 

corrupt actions (U=700, z=-3.50, p< .01). 

 

The observed differences can be observed in the context of the specific 

knowledge required to perform treatment tasks, but also in the context of 

a higher level of education of treatment workers (in the context of general 

knowledge), which is also in accordance with the aforementioned 

Guidelines of the Council of Europe (CoE, 2019), according to which 

workers with a high level of education (psychology, criminology, social 

work and law) are expected to have a critical understanding of the theories 

and principles of working with prisoners. There is also a greater 

appreciation of the concepts on which treatment work is based (human 

rights, gender awareness, ethical principles, etc.). 
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Skills 

 

On average, participants consider the offered skills (table 4) quite 

necessary for working in the prison system (MTotal=4.28). The ability to 

cooperate with other colleagues in the sector/department, the ability to 

work in a team, the skills to establish a professional relationship with 

prisoners and the ability to cooperate with colleagues from other 

organizational units are skills that, according to the participants, are very 

necessary for working in the prison system18. The results are 

understandable given that employees within the prison system are 

expected to cooperate with colleagues in order to successfully realize 

common goals (Ministry of Justice and Administration, 2021). 

Furthermore, the importance of staff competence in the context of 

establishing a professional relationship with prisoners is manifested, 

among other things, in its effect on the perception of the quality of the 

social climate in the penal institution, and thus the overall quality of prison 

life by prisoners (Liebling, 2011). It is worth pointing out that Nascimento 

et al. (n.d.) find that their participants, within the initial training, consider 

the following topics extremely important: report writing, substance abuse, 

safety and use of coercive means, as well as support and staff development 

topics (e.g. information about available support, stress management and 

the like). In relation to the observed discrepancy between the existing and 

necessary topics, the participants of this research mention risk assessment 

and the mental health of prisoners. 

The participants assess the skills for working with female prisoners as the 

least necessary, which is not surprising considering the small share of 

women in the Croatian prison system (the share of female prisoners in the 

total number of people serving prison sentences is between 4 and 5.5% 

(Kovčo Vukadin and Pleško, 2024)). In the same way, the participants 

evaluate the skills for working with foreign nationals as less necessary for 

work in the prison system, which could also be explained by their low 

representation in the Croatian prison system. According to the "stock" data 

of the Annual Criminal Statistics of the Council of Europe (SPACE I), in 

the last five years Croatia has been in the category of low or very low level 

of prisoners of foreign nationals (Aebi and Tiago, 2020; Aebi and Tiago, 

                                                 
18 Nascimento et al. (n.d.) in their recommendations based on the conducted 

research, emphasize the importance of including „soft skills“ in the training of 

correctional officers. The results of their research also indicate that the 

participants highly value professional ethics as an important topic within initial 

training.  
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2021; Aebi et al., 2022; Aebi et al., 2023; Aebi and Cocco, 2024). In other 

words, the representation of this category of prisoners in Croatian penal 

institutions is lower by 5.1% to 25% (low level) or lower by more than 

25% (very low level) than the European average (Aebi & Cocco, 2024). 

In addition to the above, participants consider the skills of designing and 

implementing specialized treatment interventions to be less important 

skills for working in the prison system. 

 

Table 4. Skills needed to work in the prison system (percentages, means 

and standard deviations) 

 

Variable N 
% 

M SD 
1 2 3 4 5 

Writing reports and other 

documents 
95  1,1 12,6 30,5 55,8 4,41 ,75 

Skills of establishing a 

professional relationship with 

prisoners 

96 1,0  10,4 20,8 67,7 4,54 ,77 

Skills of motivating prisoners 

to achieve the purpose of 

serving a prison sentence 

97 1,0 1,0 16,5 36,1 45,4 4,24 ,84 

Skills for recognizing stress, 

trauma and burnout in oneself 

and colleagues 

96  1,0 8,3 36,5 54,2 4,44 ,69 

Skills for managing one's own 

reactions in highly emotional 

(risky) situations 

97 1,0  7,2 32,0 59,8 4,49 ,72 

Skills in designing and 

implementing specialized 

treatment interventions 

97 4,1 3,1 21,6 36,1 35,1 3,95 1,03 

Crisis management skills (e.g. 

pandemic, earthquake, etc.) 
97 1,0  10,3 42,3 46,4 4,33 ,75 

Management skills in 

emergency situations 
97 1,0  10,3 28,9 59,8 4,46 ,76 

Skills of de-escalation of 

conflict situations 
96 1,0 3,1 8,3 33,3 54,2 4,36 ,85 

Skills for maintaining one's 

own physical safety in 

interaction with prisoners 

97   10,3 37,1 52,6 4,42 ,67 

Self defense skills 97 1,0  16,5 37,1 45,4 4,26 ,81 

Skills for working with 

prisoners with drug addiction 
97 2,1 4,1 13,4 44,3 36,1 4,08 ,92 

Skills for working with 

alcohol addiction 
95  5,3 14,7 44,2 35,8 4,11 ,84 

Skills for working with 

prisoners with gambling 
96 2,1 3,1 20,8 40,6 33,3 4,00 ,93 
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addiction and other behavioral 

addictions 

Skills for working with violent 

prisoners 
97 1,0 1,0 16,5 36,1 45,4 4,24 ,84 

Skills for working with 

women prisoners 
95 12,6 2,1 12,6 44,2 28,4 3,74 1,26 

Skills for working with 

foreign prisoners 
96 3,1 5,2 25,0 43,8 22,9 3,78 ,96 

Mastery of first aid techniques 97  6,2 18,6 41,2 34,0 4,03 ,88 

Skills of working with a group 

of prisoners 
96  2,1 15,6 40,6 41,7 4,22 ,78 

Active listening skills (e.g. 

listening without interrupting 

the person, focusing on what 

the person is saying rather 

than what they have said or 

are about to say, paraphrasing, 

asking questions) 

96  2,1 11,5 33,3 53,1 4,38 ,77 

Recognizing symptoms of 

mental illness in prisoners 
97 1,0 1,0 14,4 47,4 36,1 4,16 ,79 

Ability to detect symptoms of 

drug addiction in prisoners 
97 1,0  17,5 41,2 40,2 4,20 ,799 

Ability to encourage prisoners 

to achieve the goals of the 

individual prison sentence 

serving program 

96 2,1 1,0 19,8 32,3 44,8 4,17 ,92 

Ability to acquire new 

knowledge and skills 

important for working with 

prisoners 

97  4,1 13,4 39,2 43,3 4,22 ,83 

Ability to use effective 

techniques (acceptable ways) 

of coping, handling and 

managing stress 

96 1,0 3,1 9,4 40,6 45,8 4,27 ,84 

Ability to recognize the 

corrupt intentions of prisoners 
97 1,0 1,0 11,3 36,1 50,5 4,34 ,80 

Ability to establish and 

maintain positive relationships 

with prisoners 

97  1,0 15,5 30,9 52,6 4,35 ,78 

Ability to cooperate with other 

colleagues in the 

sector/department 

96  1,0 3,1 22,9 72,9 4,68 ,59 

Ability to cooperate with 

colleagues from other 

organizational units (sectors, 

departments) 

96  1,0 7,3 30,2 61,5 4,52 ,68 

Ability to work in a team 97  1,0 10,3 20,6 68,0 4,56 ,72 

Ability to think strategically 97 1,0 1,0 14,4 37,1 46,4 4,27 ,82 
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Ability to adapt to unplanned 

situations and circumstances 
97  1,0 9,3 35,1 54,6 4,43 ,71 

Ability to spot triggers for 

violent behavior in 

penitentiary or prison 

97  1,0 11,3 28,9 58,8 4,45 ,74 

Observing and adequately 

interpreting non-verbal 

communication (behavior) of 

prisoners 

97   15,5 30,9 53,6 4,38 ,74 

Ability to understand the 

prisoner's position 
96  2,1 14,6 37,5 45,8 4,27 ,79 

Ability to respect the human 

rights of prisoners 
97 1,0 1,0 7,2 29,9 60,8 4,48 ,76 

N = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; 1. not at all 

necessary, 2. slightly necessary, 3. moderately necessary, 4. quite necessary, 5. 

very necessary. 

 
Out of a total of 36 analyzed skills, the Mann Whitney U- identified 

significant differences in 25 of them, showing that treatment workers more 

often than security workers consider the following skills important for 

working in the prison system: 

 skills of establishing a professional relationship with prisoners (U=692, 

z=-3.80, p< .01); 

 skills of motivating prisoners to achieve the purpose of serving the prison 

sentence (U=762, z=-2.94, p< .01); 

 skills in recognizing stress, trauma and burnout in oneself and colleagues 

(U=840, z=-2.28, p< .03); 

 skills in managing one's own reactions in highly emotional (risky) 

situations (U=705, z=-3.61, p< .01); 

 skills in designing and implementing specialized treatment interventions 

(U=554, z=-4.47, p< .01); 

 skills of de-escalation of conflict situations (U=869, z=-2.02, p< .05); 

 skills to maintain one's own physical safety in interaction with prisoners 

(U=781.5, z=-2.87, p< .01); 

 skills for working with prisoners with drug addiction (U=650, z=-3.81, 

p< .01); 

 skills for working with prisoners with alcohol addiction (U=613.5, z=-

3.89, p< .01); 

 skills for working with prisoners with gambling addiction and other 

behavioral addictions (U=691, z=-3.33, p< .01); 

 skills for working with violent prisoners (U=684.5, z=-3.55, p< .01); 

 skills of working with a group of prisoners (U=645, z=-3.67, p< .01); 
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 active listening skills (U=670.5, z=-3.65, p< .01); 

 recognition of symptoms of mental illness (U=751.5, z=-3.04, p< .01); 

 ability to observe symptoms of the influence of addictive substances in 

prisoners (U=728.5, z=-3.19, p< .01); 

 ability to encourage prisoners to achieve the goals of the individual 

prison sentence serving program (U=546.5, z=-4.52, p< .01); 

 ability to acquire new knowledge and skills important for working with 

prisoners (U=783.5, z=-2.76, p< .01); 

 ability to use effective techniques for dealing with, handling and 

managing stress (U=825.5, z=-2.41, p< .03); 

 ability to establish and maintain positive relationships with prisoners 

(U=823.5, z=-2.50, p< .03); 

 ability to cooperate with colleagues from other organizational units 

(U=813, z=-2.52, p< .03); 

 team work ability (U=885.5, z=-2.20, p< .03); 

 ability to adapt to unplanned situations and circumstances (U=865, z=-

2.20, p< .03); 

 observing and adequately interpreting non-verbal communication of 

prisoners (U=809, z=-2.63, p< .01); 

 ability to understand the prisoner's position (U=787.5, z=-2.62, p< .01); 

 ability to respect the human rights of prisoners (U=628, z=-4.28, p< .01). 

 

The observed differences are expected and clearly reflect the treatment 

orientation of treatment workers, both in terms of working with prisoners, 

and in terms of the functioning of employees of different services in one 

penal institution.  

 

Assessment of own competencies for work in the prison system 

 

The participants assessed their own competencies for work in the prison 

system in relation to the same items for the groups of values, knowledge 

and skills that were offered to them to assess the importance of the 

necessary competencies. The participants were asked to estimate how 

much they personally adopted the stated values, that is, how well they 

mastered the stated knowledge and skills, whereby the response categories 

ranged from 1 (insufficient) to 5 (excellent).  
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Values 

 

Overall, looking at the obtained mean values (table 5), the participants rate 

their adoption of the offered values as "very good" (Mtotal=4.47). 

According to their own self-assessment, the participants consider the best 

adopted values to be respect for the dignity of colleagues and respect for 

professional and official secrecy, as well as having high standards of 

personal honesty and integrity. According to the participants, belief in the 

ability of people to change their behavior stands out as the weakest 

adopted value that is necessary for working in the prison system.  

 

Table 5. Assessment of own values necessary for work in the prison 

system (percentages, means and standard deviations) 

 

Variable N 
% 

M SD 
1 2 3 4 5 

Belief in people's ability to 

change behavior 83  6,0 21,7 44,6 27,7 3,94 ,86 

Respecting the specific 

characteristics of prisoners (eg 

race or ethnicity, gender, 

language, religion, political or 

other belief, education, state of 

health, etc.) 

82   7,3 39,0 53,7 4,46 ,63 

Respecting the dignity of 

colleagues 83   4,8 20,5 74,7 4,70 ,56 

Respecting the dignity of 

prisoners 83 1,2  9,6 27,7 61,4 4,48 ,77 

Possessing high standards of 

personal honesty and integrity 83  2,4 6,0 30,1 61,4 4,51 ,72 

Respect for professional and 

official secrecy (data 

protection) 
83  2,4 2,4 18,1 77,1 4,70 ,64 

Respect for ethical principles 

in working with prisoners 82 1,2 2,4 7,3 25,6 63,4 4,48 ,83 

N = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; 1. insufficient, 

2. sufficient, 3. good, 4. very good, 5. excellent. 
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By testing the differences in the assessment of own values with regard to 

the type of work, it was established that there is a statistically significant 

difference in only one item. The results show that treatment workers give 

themselves a higher score on the item "Respect for ethical principles in 

working with prisoners" than security workers.  

 

Knowledge 

 

The participants rate their acquisition of knowledge (table 6) necessary for 

working in the prison system as very good on average (Mtotal=4.16). 

Knowledge of the purpose of serving a prison sentence and understanding 

the importance of workplace tasks in achieving the purpose of serving a 

prison sentence are considered excellent. In relation to the offered 

knowledge items, the participants, in their opinion, have the least 

knowledge of foreign languages, criminological-victimological 

knowledge of the phenomenology of crime, knowledge of 

multiculturalism and knowledge of international standards for serving a 

prison sentence, with knowledge of foreign languages being the only item 

with an average rating "good".  

 

Table 6. Assessment of own knowledge required for work in the prison 

system (percentages, means and standard deviations) 

 

Variable N 
% 

M SD 
1 2 3 4 5 

Knowledge of the human rights 

of prisoners 
83   6,0 45,8 48,2 4,42 ,61 

Understanding the concept of 

gender awareness (the ability to 

see society from the position of 

the gender roles of men and 

women and their needs) and 

sensitivity 

82  4,9 11,0 41,5 42,7 4,22 ,83 

Knowledge of ethical principles 

in the treatment of prisoners 
83   9,6 41,0 49,4 4,40 ,66 

Understanding the importance 

of respecting the dignity of 

prisoners 

83   10,8 31,3 57,8 4,47 ,69 

Knowledge and understanding 

of the concept of torture and 

other cruel, inhuman or 

degrading treatment or 

punishment 

83  1,2 10,8 25,3 62,7 4,49 ,74 
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Knowing the purpose of 

serving the prison sentence 
83 1,2  3,6 28,9 66,3 4,59 ,68 

Understanding the importance 

of the duties of my workplace 

in achieving the purpose of 

serving the prison sentence 

83  2,4 4,8 31,3 61,4 4,52 ,70 

Knowledge of international 

standards (Mandela Rules and 

European Prison Rules) for 

serving prison sentences 

83 3,6 4,8 20,5 44,6 26,5 3,86 ,99 

Knowledge of legal regulations 

important for performing the 

duties of my workplace 

82   9,8 31,7 58,5 4,49 ,67 

Knowledge of by-laws and 

internal regulations that define 

the performance of my job 

82  2,4 11,0 36,6 50,0 4,34 ,77 

Knowledge of the protocol 

(method of action) for dealing 

with emergency situations 

(escape, suicide, self-harm, 

death, fire, riot, hostage 

situation, refusal to take food) 

82  3,7 17,1 32,9 46,3 4,22 ,86 

Knowledge of different forms 

of security in the prison system 

(static: walls, barriers, locks; 

procedural: procedures that 

maintain security and dynamic 

security: developing positive 

professional relationships) and 

their basic principles 

81 1,2 4,9 14,8 39,5 39,5 4,11 ,92 

Knowledge of procedures for 

the prevention of suicide and 

self-harm by prisoners 

81 2,5 3,7 16,0 34,6 43,2 4,12 ,98 

Knowledge of prisoner risk 

assessment concept 
81  4,9 13,6 42,0 39,5 4,16 ,84 

Knowledge of the concept of 

treatment needs of prisoners 
81 1,2 7,4 11,1 42,0 38,3 4,09 ,95 

Knowledge and understanding 

of security risks 
80  6,3 11,3 41,3 41,3 4,18 ,87 

Knowledge and understanding 

of criminogenic risks 
81 1,2 4,9 13,6 40,7 39,5 4,12 ,91 

Knowledge and understanding 

of protective factors 
81  6,2 13,6 39,5 40,7 4,15 ,88 

Knowledge of general 

treatment interventions (work, 

education, leisure activities) 

80 1,3 2,5 13,8 40,0 42,5 4,20 ,86 

Knowledge of specialized 

treatment interventions (special 

treatment programs, educational 

80 2,5 5,0 21,3 35,0 36,3 3,98 1,01 
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and developmental programs, 

psychoeducation, motivational 

interviewing, etc.) 

Criminological knowledge 

about the causation (etiology) 

of committing criminal 

offences 

81  4,9 27,2 37,0 30,9 3,94 ,88 

Criminological-victimological 

knowledge about the 

phenomenology of criminality 

80 1,3 8,8 26,3 42,5 21,3 3,74 ,94 

Knowledge about addictions 

(alcohol, drugs, behavioral 

addictions) 

81  4,9 17,3 37,0 40,7 4,14 ,88 

Knowledge of violent behavior 

(partner/spousal violence, child 

abuse, violence against the 

elderly, violence against other 

vulnerable groups) 

82  4,9 19,5 35,4 40,2 4,11 ,89 

Knowledge about sexual 

violence (sexual victimization 

of children, sexual 

victimization of adults) 

82 1,2 3,7 23,2 32,9 39,0 4,05 ,94 

Knowledge about stress, trauma 

and indirect (secondary) trauma 
82 1,2 6,1 20,7 39,0 32,9 3,96 ,95 

Knowledge about suicide and 

self-harm 
80 1,3 5,0 23,8 35,0 35,0 3,98 ,95 

Knowledge of multi-

culturalism (knowledge of 

value systems of different 

groups or cultures) 

82 3,7 6,1 25,6 34,1 30,5 3,82 1,06 

Knowledge and awareness of 

officials about the 

inadmissibility of corrupt 

actions 

82 1,2 3,7 7,3 22,0 65,9 4,48 ,88 

Knowledge of foreign 

languages 
83 4,8 9,6 38,6 30,1 16,9 3,45 1,04 

N = number of participants; M = arithmetic mean; SD = standard deviation; 1. 

insufficient, 2. sufficient, 3. good, 4. very good, 5. excellent. 

 
Out of a total of 30 items used to assess their own knowledge, a statistically 

significant difference between treatment and security workers was found 

in only five items. Treatment employees rated themselves better than 

security employees on the item "Knowledge of general treatment 

interventions" (U=574, z=-2.18, p< .03), while security employees rated 

themselves better on the following items: 

 knowledge of international standards for serving a prison sentence (U=632, 

z=-2.04, p< .05); 
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 knowledge of protocols for dealing with emergency situations (U=558, z=-

2.67, p< .01); 

 knowledge of different forms of security in the prison system (U=531.5, z=-

2.74, p< .01); 

 knowledge and understanding of security risks (U=574, z=-2.18, p< .03). 

 

The observed differences clearly testify to the focus of the employees of 

these two services. The only thing surprising is the better self-assessment 

of security employees based on their knowledge of international standards. 

It is possible that the security employees are well acquainted with the 

standards related to security affairs, while in the area of treatment, these 

standards are less clearly indicated due to the different national 

organizations of services in prison systems.  

 

Skills 

 

Overall, the participants rated the acquisition and mastery of the skills 

necessary to work in the prison system (Table 7) as very good 

(Mtotal=4.13). The best acquired skills according to the participants are the 

ability to cooperate with other colleagues in the sector/department, the 

ability to work in a team, the ability to respect the human rights of 

prisoners and the skills to establish a professional relationship with 

prisoners. According to the participants, the weakest adopted skills are 

mastery of first aid techniques, self-defense skills19, skills for working 

with female prisoners and foreign national prisoners. Of all the skills 

offered, mastery of first aid techniques stands out with the lowest average 

rating of "good". 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Meško et al., (2004) found that employees of the judicial police in the prison 

system in Slovenia express the need for education, i.e. martial arts training, i.e. 

self-defense in the sense of increasing competencies.  

Koedijk et al. (2019) found an improvement in 9 self-defense skills after training 

with 28 Dutch prison officers, but a significant number of officers did not show 

satisfactory results on the second post-test, which indicates the importance of 

being able to maintain acquired skills in real situations. 
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Table 7. Assessment of own skills required for work in the prison system 

(percentages, means and standard deviations) 

 

Variable N 
% 

M SD 
1 2 3 4 5 

Writing reports and other 

documents 
82  4,9 13,4 30,5 51,2 4,28 ,88 

Skills of establishing a 

professional relationship 

with prisoners 

83  1,2 8,4 28,9 61,4 4,51 ,70 

Skills of motivating prisoners 

to achieve the purpose of 

serving a prison sentence 

82 1,2 3,7 17,1 32,9 45,1 4,17 ,93 

Skills for recognizing stress, 

trauma and burnout in 

oneself and colleagues 

83  4,8 12,0 42,2 41,0 4,19 ,83 

Skills for managing one's 

own reactions in highly 

emotional (risky) situations 

83 1,2 3,6 9,6 48,2 37,3 4,17 ,84 

Skills in designing and 

implementing specialized 

treatment interventions 

82 1,2 8,5 20,7 39,0 30,5 3,89 ,98 

Crisis management skills 

(e.g. pandemic, earthquake, 

etc.) 

82  4,9 18,3 39,0 37,8 4,10 ,87 

Management skills in 

emergency situations 
82  7,3 14,6 35,4 42,7 4,13 ,93 

Skills of de-escalation of 

conflict situations 
82 2,4 3,7 14,6 36,6 42,7 4,13 ,97 

Skills for maintaining one's 

own physical safety in 

interaction with prisoners 

83  6,0 18,1 33,7 42,2 4,12 ,92 

Self defense skills 82 11,0 12,2 20,7 25,6 30,5 3,52 ,13 

Skills for working with 

prisoners with drug addiction 
82 1,2 4,9 20,7 42,7 30,5 3,96 ,91 

Skills for working with 

prisoners with alcohol 

addiction 

82 1,2 4,9 15,9 45,1 32,9 4,04 ,89 

Skills for working with 

prisoners with gambling 

addiction and other 

behavioral addictions 

82 3,7 9,8 24,4 40,2 22,0 3,67 1,04 

Skills for working with 

violent prisoners 
81 1,2 6,2 22,2 42,0 28,4 3,90 ,93 

Skills for working with 

women prisoners 
78 9,0 10,3 20,5 37,2 23,1 3,55 1,21 

Skills for working with 

foreign prisoners 
79 2,5 15,2 25,3 36,7 20,3 3,57 1,06 
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Mastery of first aid 

techniques 
82 4,9 14,6 29,3 29,3 22,0 3,49 1,14 

Skills of working with a 

group of prisoners 
81  6,2 17,3 37,0 39,5 4,10 ,90 

Active listening skills (e.g. 

listening without interrupting 

the person, focusing on what 

the person is saying and not 

on what they have said or are 

about to say, paraphrasing, 

asking questions) 

83  3,6 8,4 32,5 55,4 4,40 ,79 

Recognizing symptoms of 

mental illness in prisoners 
82  2,4 24,4 37,8 35,4 4,06 ,84 

Ability to detect symptoms 

of drug addiction in prisoners 
82  3,7 14,6 41,5 40,2 4,18 ,82 

Ability to encourage 

prisoners to achieve the goals 

of the individual prison 

sentence serving program 

81 1,2 3,7 19,8 35,8 39,5 4,09 ,92 

Ability to acquire new 

knowledge and skills 

important for working with 

prisoners 

83  4,8 19,3 30,1 45,8 4,17 ,91 

Ability to use effective 

techniques (acceptable ways) 

of coping, handling and 

managing stress 

83 2,4 6,0 13,3 47,0 31,3 3,99 ,96 

Ability to recognize the 

corrupt intentions of 

prisoners 

82 2,4 4,9 13,4 26,8 52,4 4,22 1,02 

Ability to establish and 

maintain positive 

relationships with prisoners 

82  2,4 12,2 30,5 54,9 4,38 ,796 

Ability to cooperate with 

other colleagues in the 

sector/department 

83   4,8 27,7 67,5 4,63 ,58 

Ability to cooperate with 

colleagues from other 

organizational units (sectors, 

departments) 

83   7,2 36,1 56,6 4,49 ,63 

Ability to work in a team 83  1,2 7,2 24,1 67,5 4,58 ,68 

Ability to think strategically 83  1,2 15,7 41,0 42,2 4,24 ,76 

Ability to adapt to unplanned 

situations and circumstances 
83  2,4 13,3 38,6 45,8 4,28 ,79 

Ability to spot triggers for 

violent behavior in 

penitentiary or prison 

83  3,6 13,3 32,5 50,6 4,30 ,84 

Observing and adequately 

interpreting non-verbal 
82  1,2 12,2 42,7 43,9 4,29 ,73 
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communication (behavior) of 

prisoners 

Ability to understand the 

prisoner's position 
82 1,2 1,2 12,2 41,5 43,9 4,26 ,81 

Ability to respect the human 

rights of prisoners 
83   8,4 26,5 65,1 4,57 ,65 

N = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; 1. insufficient, 

2. sufficient, 3. good, 4. very good, 5. excellent. 

 
Differences in self-assessed values between treatment and security 

workers are significant in only six items. Treatment workers are evaluated 

themselves better than security workers on two items: "Active listening 

skills" (U=647.5, z=-1.99, p< .05) and "Ability to respect prisoners' human 

rights" (U=651, z =-2.07, p< .05), while security employees are rated 

themselves better on the following items:  

 crisis management skills (U=588, z=-2.29, p< .03);  

 management skills in extraordinary (incidental) situations (U=562.5, z=-

2.55, p< .03); 

 self-defense skills (U=234.5, z=-5.64, p< .01); 

 mastery of first aid techniques (U=404.5, z=-4.05, p< .01). 

 

These differences clearly indicate the different content of the primary 

education of security personnel for work in the prison system, which is 

primarily focused on security.  

 

Attending education related to work in the prison system 

 

The participants were asked how often they participate in education related 

to work in the prison system. The data presented in table 8 show that the 

largest number of participants rarely participates in education, while the 

smallest number states that they participate often. A significan difference 

between treatment and security employees was observed, showing that 

treatment employees participate in trainings much more often than 

security employees. This result may not reflect the actual desire of 

employees for training, but the ability of the penal institutions to allow 

employees to take leave from work for this purpose due to the lack of 

employees20, i.e. to ensure the regular functioning of the penal institution. 

                                                 
20 According to the Report on the State and Operation of Penitentiaries, Prisons, 

Correctional Institutions and Centers for 2022 (Government of the Republic of 

Croatia, 2024), 77% of the required number of employees was filled in security 

jobs, and 68% in treatment jobs.  
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Table 8. Attending education related to work in the prison system 

 

 
f (%) 

 
Treatment Security Total 

Never 5 (12,5) 24 (36,9) 29 (27,6) 

χ2= 31,409 

p<,01 

Rarely 5 (12,5) 28 (43,1) 33 (31,4) 

Periodically 20 (50,0) 10 (15,4) 30 (28,6) 

Often 10 (25,0) 3 (4,6) 13 (12,4) 

 
The need for the development of new or improvement of existing 

competences for work in the prison system 

 

Table 9 shows that more than two-thirds of the participants express the 

need for additional education to refresh their knowledge, address current 

issues in the field of serving prison sentences and specific topics. No 

significant differences were found between treatment and security workers 

in the stated need for additional training. The above is not surprising given 

that nowadays previously acquired knowledge quickly becomes obsolete 

and learning becomes a continuous process that is manifested in the concept 

of lifelong learning (Schuckertné, 2018; according to Miklósi, 2023). 

 

Table 9. Expressed need for education (refreshing knowledge, current 

issues in the field of serving prison sentences, specific topics) 

 

 
f (%) 

 
Treatment Security Total 

No 10 (25,6) 
22 

(34,9) 

32 

(31,4) χ2= ,963 

p>,05 
Yes 29 (74,4) 

41 

(65,1) 

70 

(68,6) 

 
Conclusion 

 

The aim of this research was to gain insight into the competencies in the 

prison system and determining the differences in the assessment of 

necessary and self-assessment of own competencies between treatment 
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and security staff. A total of 106 employees of four penal institutions in 

Croatia participated in the research. In relation to the research questions, 

the results are summarized below.  

In relation to the evaluation of the necessary competencies for work in the 

prison system, the following was determined: 

 The most important value for work in the prison system, according to the 

participants, is respect for professional and official secrecy, that is, data 

protection (treatment workers consider all analyzed values more important 

than security workers); 

 The most important knowledge for working in the prison system are, 

according to the participants, knowledge of legal regulations, knowledge 

of protocols for dealing with emergency situations, knowledge of the 

purpose of serving a prison sentence and knowledge of suicide prevention 

procedures (differences between treatment and security workers were 

found in 20 out of a total of 30 analyzed knowledge, and can be understood 

in the context of differences in the jobs of treatment and security workers, 

as well as differences in the level of education between these groups of 

workers); 

 The participants rated the so-called "relational" skills as the most 

necessary - the ability to cooperate with other colleagues, the ability to 

work in a team, the skills to establish a professional relationship with 

prisoners (differences between treatment and security staff were found in 

25 out of a total of 36 analyzed skills, whereby the skills related to 

treatment work stand out, as well as the related skills that treatment 

workers rate as more important than security workers). 

In relation to the assessment of one's own competencies for work in the 

prison system, the following was observed: 

 The values on which the participants have the best self-assessments are 

respect for the dignity of colleagues, respect for professional and official 

secrecy, and possession of high standards of personal honesty and integrity 

(treatment workers are rated better in respect of ethical principles when 

working with prisoners); 

 The knowledge on which the participants give themselves the highest 

marks is knowing the purpose of serving a prison sentence and 

understanding the importance of the duties of their workplace in achieving 

the purpose of serving a prison sentence (the established differences 

between treatment and security workers mainly reflect differences in the 

type of work they perform); 

 The participants are rated  themselves best on the so-called "relational" 

skills - the ability to cooperate with colleagues, the ability to work in a 
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team, the skills to establish a professional relationship with prisoners 

(treatment workers rated themselves better in the skills of active listening 

and the ability to respect human rights, while security employees rated 

themselves better in in the skills that are characteristic of "first line" 

workers - managing crisis and emergency situations, self-defense and 

mastering first aid techniques). 

In relation to education related to work in the prison system, the following 

was observed: 

 The largest number of participants state that they rarely attend trainings 

(treatment workers attend trainings more often than security workers); 

 Most participants express the need for additional training (there is no 

difference between treatment and security workers). 

The obtained results give us a picture of the perception and self-

assessment of treatment and security workers about their competences for 

work in the Croatian prison system. In the context of making any 

conclusions based on the obtained results, it is necessary to refer to the 

limitations of the conducted research. The first limitation relates to the size 

of the sample - the penitentiary in Lepoglava and the prison in Zagreb 

represent the two largest penal institutions in Croatia, which could result 

in a kind of "distortion" of the obtained results. Also, the size of the sample 

and its nature (convenience sample) does not allow the generalization of 

the results for all employees of the Croatian prison system. In terms of 

methodology, it is important to highlight the large number of items that 

could have a demotivating effect on the participants, as well as the fact 

that the items largely reflected the idea of rehabilitation. Furthermore, it is 

possible that the participants gave (both in the sense of the assessment of 

the necessary and in the sense of the assessment of their own) socially 

desirable answers.  

Regardless of the mentioned limitations, the obtained results indicate a 

favorable situation in the analyzed sample in relation to the assessment of 

the necessary and evaluation of one's own competencies for work in the 

prison system. In order to obtain more general results, it would certainly 

be necessary to continue the research on this topic, along with the 

methodological refinement of the instrument, as well as the inclusion of a 

qualitative research component, because without competent experts, the 

prison sentence stops at an exclusively retributive function. 
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