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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines how organizational psychology can strengthen safety and rehabilitation 

within correctional institutions by integrating psychological safety climate, moral distress, 

transformational leadership, micro-organizational skills, and organizational intelligence. A 

psychologically safe climate enables staff to report concerns, learn from errors, and 

coordinate under pressure, supporting professional judgment and reducing occupational strain 

(Edmondson, 1999). Moral distress experienced when ethical convictions conflict with 

institutional constraints can undermine staff well-being and the quality of staff-inmate 

interactions (Jameton, 1984; Epstein & Hamric, 2009). Transformational leadership helps 

buffer these effects by reinforcing ethical norms, motivation, and professional development 

(Bass & Riggio, 2006). Micro-organizational skills (emotion regulation, rapid decision-

making, and field communication) improve operational effectiveness in high-risk situations, 

while organizational intelligence supports evidence-informed anticipation of behavioral 

escalation and systemic risks. Using a staff inmate system interaction lens, the paper argues 

that coordinated organizational strategies can reduce staff burnout and improve rehabilitation-

oriented practices by promoting constructive engagement, procedural learning, and 

therapeutic environmental design. Practical implications include targeted training, structured 

psychological support, ethical leadership development, and adaptive work-environment 

redesign aligned with contemporary correctional management. 

Keywords: Organizational psychology; correctional institutions- psychological safety-moral 

distress- transformational leadership- rehabilitation climate. 
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SAŽETAK 

U ovom radu razmatra se kako organizacijska psihologija može unaprijediti sigurnost i 

rehabilitaciju u kazneno-popravnim ustanovama integriranjem psihološke klime sigurnosti, 

moralnog distresa, transformacijskog liderstva, mikroorganizacijskih vještina i organizacijske 

inteligencije. Psihološki sigurna klima omogućava zaposlenicima da prijavljuju probleme, uče 

iz grešaka i koordinirano djeluju pod pritiskom, čime se podržava profesionalno prosuđivanje 

i smanjuje opterećenje na radnom mjestu. Moralni distres, koji se javlja kada su etička 

uvjerenja u sukobu s institucionalnim ograničenjima, može narušiti dobrobit zaposlenika i 

kvalitet interakcija između osoblja i zatvorenika. Transformacijsko liderstvo pomaže u 

ublažavanju ovih efekata jačanjem etičkih normi, motivacije i profesionalnog razvoja. 

Mikroorganizacijske vještine (regulacija emocija, brzo donošenje odluka i komunikacija na 

terenu) unapređuju operativnu efikasnost u visokorizičnim situacijama, dok organizacijska 

inteligencija podržava predviđanje eskalacije ponašanja i sistemskih rizika zasnovano na 

dokazima. Posmatrajući problem kroz prizmu interakcije između osoblja i zatvorenika, u radu 

se ističe da koordinirane organizacijske strategije mogu smanjiti sagorijevanje zaposlenika i 

unaprijediti praksu usmjerenu na rehabilitaciju promoviranjem konstruktivne interakcije, 

proceduralnog učenja i terapijskog oblikovanja okruženja. Praktične implikacije uključuju 

ciljanu edukaciju, strukturiranu psihološku podršku, razvoj etičkog liderstva i prilagodljivo 

preoblikovanje radnog okruženja usklađeno sa savremenim upravljanjem kazneno-popravnim 

ustanovama. 

Ključne riječi: organizacijska psihologija, kazneno-popravne ustanove, psihološka sigurnost, 

moralni distres, transformacijsko liderstvo, rehabilitacijska klima. 

INTRODUCTION 

Occupational mental health in correctional institutions is widely recognized as a critical 

determinant of organizational effectiveness, safety, and stability, particularly in high-risk work 

environments (WHO, 2022). It refers to staff members’ psychological and functional capacity 

to manage chronic occupational stress, interact constructively with inmates, and make sound 

professional decisions without progressing toward burnout or persistent anxiety (Schaufeli & 

Bakker, 2004). Within correctional contexts, staff psychological well-being operates as an 

integrative factor linking employee performance to the success of rehabilitative initiatives, as 

it directly influences levels of institutional violence, compliance with corrective programs, 

and the quality of daily interactions among institutional actors. 

Correctional work environments are inherently complex, combining stringent security 

demands, sustained psychological pressure on staff, and the parallel requirement to support 

inmate rehabilitation. Empirical practice consistently demonstrates that an exclusive reliance 

on security-oriented control is insufficient and may unintentionally intensify stress, staff–

inmate friction, and aggressive behavior. These limitations highlight the necessity of 

organizational and psychological approaches capable of addressing both human and systemic 

dimensions of correctional work, rather than treating safety and rehabilitation as competing 

objectives. 
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Against this background, organizational psychology offers a comprehensive framework for 

understanding individual and collective behavior within correctional institutions and for 

designing practical interventions that enhance safety, efficiency, and rehabilitative capacity. 

This study examines pathways for building safer and more effective correctional work 

environments through four interrelated components: micro-organizational skills, 

transformational correctional leadership, organizational psychological safety, and the design 

of therapeutic–organizational work environments. By explicitly linking theory to field 

practice, the study identifies psychological and organizational constraints that hinder 

implementation and proposes applied strategies to overcome them. 

The central argument advanced is that targeted investment in staff skills, ethically grounded 

leadership, and psychologically safe organizational climates combined with adaptive work-

environment design can produce an integrated correctional system that balances security 

requirements with rehabilitative effectiveness. In doing so, the paper contributes a practical 

organizational-psychological perspective on how correctional institutions can move beyond 

rigid control models toward environments that support staff well-being, constructive staff–

inmate interaction, and sustainable rehabilitation outcomes. 

Psychological Safety Climate in Correctional Settings 

The psychological safety climate refers to employees’ shared perception that they can express 

concerns, report errors, and propose ideas without fear of punishment, humiliation, or 

professional marginalization (Edmondson, 1999). In correctional institutions, this construct 

extends beyond individual comfort to represent a core organizational condition shaping 

professional judgment, error management, and interaction quality in high-risk environments. 

Unlike general organizational culture or individual burnout, the psychological safety climate 

reflects a situational and measurable organizational state that emerges from the interaction 

between institutional values, leadership practices, procedural clarity, and daily professional 

exchanges. In correctional contexts, where staff routinely face uncertainty, time pressure, and 

potential violence, psychological safety becomes a functional prerequisite for sound decision-

making rather than a secondary well-being concern. 

At the individual level, staff who perceive a psychologically safe climate demonstrate greater 

cognitive flexibility, faster situational assessment, and lower emotional reactivity during 

critical incidents. They are more likely to acknowledge uncertainty, request assistance, and 

adjust decisions based on evolving risk cues, thereby reducing impulsive or defensive 

responses. 

At the organizational level, a strong psychological safety climate supports learning-oriented 

practices, including early reporting of security risks, open discussion of near-miss incidents, 

and collective reflection on procedural weaknesses. Correctional institutions that promote 

such climates tend to shift from blame-oriented responses toward continuous improvement, 

enhancing both safety management and operational reliability. 

At the interactional level, psychological safety influences the quality of staff staff and staff–

inmate interactions. Staff who feel institutionally supported are better able to maintain 

professional composure, apply de-escalation strategies, and engage in consistent, non-reactive 

communication with inmates. Empirical research indicates that psychological safety climate 
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mediates the relationship between occupational stress and behavioral outcomes among 

correctional personnel, reinforcing its role as a central organizational mechanism rather than 

an individual trait (Ferdik & Smith, 2017). 

In correctional environments characterized by rigid hierarchies and strict procedural control, 

the absence of psychological safety often manifests as silence, avoidance of responsibility, 

and unreported ethical or security concerns. Such climates not only compromise staff 

confidence but also serve as early indicators of emerging moral distress, signaling deeper 

organizational vulnerabilities that may affect both staff well-being and institutional 

effectiveness. 

Accordingly, psychological safety climate should be understood as a foundational 

organizational condition that enables ethical practice, coordinated action, and adaptive 

decision-making within correctional institutions. It constitutes the psychological infrastructure 

upon which leadership influence, moral regulation, and rehabilitative engagement can be 

effectively built. 

Transformational Leadership in Correctional Environments 

Correctional institutions operate within rigid hierarchical structures and high-stakes decision 

contexts, making leadership practices a decisive factor in shaping organizational climate, 

ethical regulation, and professional conduct. Within this environment, transformational 

leadership represents a particularly relevant model, as it emphasizes ethical influence, shared 

vision, and professional development rather than reliance on authority and control alone (Bass 

& Riggio, 2006). 

Transformational leadership is characterized by four interrelated dimensions: idealized 

influence, whereby leaders act as ethical role models; inspirational motivation, through which 

a shared institutional vision is articulated; intellectual stimulation, which encourages critical 

reflection and problem-solving; and individualized consideration, reflecting attention to staff 

members’ professional and psychological needs. In correctional contexts, these dimensions 

operate not as abstract ideals but as regulatory mechanisms that shape how staff interpret 

rules, manage pressure, and navigate ethical complexity. 

From an organizational psychology perspective, transformational leadership plays a central 

mediating role between psychological safety climate and moral distress. Leaders who 

demonstrate fairness, transparency, and consistency contribute to environments in which staff 

feel secure to express concerns, acknowledge uncertainty, and engage in reflective dialogue. 

Such leadership practices strengthen psychological safety and reduce the accumulation of 

unresolved ethical tension by legitimizing ethical reflection as part of professional conduct 

rather than a sign of weakness. 

Conversely, in the absence of transformational leadership, correctional organizations often 

default to transactional or authoritarian models that prioritize compliance over understanding. 

While such models may ensure short-term order, they frequently intensify moral distress by 

limiting staff autonomy, discouraging ethical dialogue, and framing errors as individual 

failures rather than learning opportunities. Over time, this dynamic can erode trust, suppress 

communication, and weaken institutional learning processes. 



Chibani Hadjira, Sellam Younes  

Research in Education and Rehabilitation 2026; 9(1): 280-289                             DOI: 10.51558/2744-1555.2026.9.1.280 

284 

 

 

 

At the interactional level, transformational leadership influences how staff relate to inmates 

by shaping professional norms and emotional regulation strategies. Leaders who emphasize 

dignity, accountability, and proportionality indirectly guide staff behavior during critical 

encounters, promoting measured responses rather than reactive or punitive escalation. This 

leadership influence is particularly salient in high-risk situations, where staff must balance 

security demands with ethical and rehabilitative considerations under severe time pressure. 

Importantly, transformational leadership in correctional settings should not be understood as a 

personality trait of individual managers but as an organizational capacity embedded in 

training systems, supervisory practices, and institutional values. Its effectiveness depends on 

alignment with psychological safety structures and organizational procedures that support 

reflection, feedback, and ethical consistency. 

Within the analytical framework of this study, transformational leadership functions as a 

regulatory and amplifying mechanism: it strengthens psychological safety climate, mitigates 

moral distress, and prepares the organizational ground for effective use of micro-

organizational skills and organizational intelligence. This positioning underscores its pivotal 

role in sustaining professional performance and ethical coherence within complex correctional 

environments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Dynamic Interplay between Psychological-Safety Climate, Moral Fatigue, and 

Transformational Leadership in Correctional Settings 

Organizational Intelligence in Correctional Institutions 

Organizational intelligence in correctional institutions refers to the system’s capacity to 

collect relevant information, interpret behavioral and operational patterns, learn from 

experience, and translate this knowledge into anticipatory and adaptive responses. Within 

high-risk custodial environments, organizational intelligence represents a shift from reactive 

control toward evidence-informed decision-making that integrates security, professional 

judgment, and institutional learning. 
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From an organizational psychology perspective, organizational intelligence is not limited to 

data accumulation; it encompasses sense-making processes through which institutions identify 

emerging risks, recognize behavioral trends, and refine procedures accordingly. In 

correctional settings, this includes structured incident reporting, analysis of near-miss events, 

monitoring patterns of inmate behavior, and feedback mechanisms that inform staffing, 

supervision, and intervention strategies. Such processes reduce uncertainty and cognitive 

overload among staff by replacing improvisation with shared situational awareness. 

Organizational intelligence operates at multiple levels. At the system level, it enhances 

institutional resilience by enabling early detection of escalation risks and by supporting 

coordinated responses rather than fragmented individual actions. At the organizational level, it 

fosters a learning-oriented climate in which errors and incidents are treated as informational 

resources rather than solely as failures. At the professional level, it supports staff confidence 

by providing clearer situational frames and predictive cues that guide decision-making under 

pressure. 

Importantly, organizational intelligence interacts closely with psychological safety climate 

and leadership practices. In environments where staff feel safe to report concerns and where 

leaders encourage transparency, information flows more reliably, and learning processes 

become more effective. Conversely, in climates characterized by fear of blame or punitive 

responses, critical information is often withheld, undermining organizational intelligence and 

increasing systemic vulnerability. 

Within correctional institutions, the value of organizational intelligence extends beyond 

security management. By improving institutional foresight and coherence, it reduces 

ambiguity in daily operations, limits contradictory directives, and mitigates cumulative stress 

on staff. In this sense, organizational intelligence functions as a structural regulator that 

stabilizes professional conduct and prepares the organizational ground for ethical leadership 

and effective micro-organizational skills. 

In the analytical framework of this study, organizational intelligence is positioned as a 

connective mechanism linking leadership, psychological safety, and operational practice. It 

enables institutions to move from isolated individual expertise toward coordinated 

organizational competence, thereby strengthening overall institutional functioning in complex 

and high-risk correctional environments. 

Micro-Organizational Skills in High-Risk Correctional Environments 

Micro-organizational skills refer to the fine-grained professional competencies that govern 

behavior and decision-making in high-pressure, high-risk situations. In correctional 

environments, these skills extend beyond routine task execution to include emotion 

regulation, rapid situational assessment, precise field communication, and coordinated action 

under uncertainty. Their significance lies in the fact that critical incidents in prisons often 

escalate not because of strategic failure, but due to breakdowns at the micro-operational level. 

From an organizational psychology perspective, micro-organizational skills function as the 

behavioral interface between institutional structures and real-time practice. Even when formal 

policies and leadership frameworks are well designed, their effectiveness ultimately depends 

on how staff enact them during daily interactions and crisis moments. In correctional contexts, 
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where time pressure and perceived threat are constant, these skills determine whether staff 

responses remain proportionate, adaptive, and ethically regulated. 

Emotion regulation represents a foundational micro-skill, as unmanaged affective responses 

can impair judgment and amplify conflict escalation. Staff who are able to modulate 

emotional arousal maintain cognitive flexibility and situational awareness, allowing them to 

apply procedural rules without resorting to reactive or punitive behavior. Closely related is 

rapid decision-making, which requires balancing incomplete information, institutional 

constraints, and ethical considerations within compressed time frames. 

Field communication constitutes another critical micro-organizational skill. Clear, concise, 

and standardized communication among staff reduces ambiguity, minimizes coordination 

errors, and supports collective sense-making during dynamic incidents. In correctional 

settings, communication failures frequently precede security breaches or unnecessary use of 

force, highlighting the organizational relevance of communication accuracy and timing. 

Importantly, the effectiveness of micro-organizational skills is contingent upon the broader 

organizational environment. Psychological safety and leadership practices shape whether staff 

feel authorized to apply judgment, request assistance, or report early warning signs. In rigid or 

punitive climates, even well-trained personnel may hesitate to act proactively, leading to 

delayed responses and heightened risk. 

Within the analytical model of this study, micro-organizational skills are positioned as 

operational amplifiers: they translate leadership values, psychological safety, and 

organizational intelligence into concrete action. When these skills are consistently supported 

and reinforced, they contribute to organizational coherence and professional reliability under 

pressure. When neglected, they become points of vulnerability that undermine institutional 

control and ethical consistency. 

 

Designing Therapeutic-Organizational Work Environments within Prisons 

 

Designing work environments in correctional institutions extends beyond architectural 

considerations to encompass psychological, organizational, and behavioral dimensions that 

shape daily professional practice. From an organizational psychology perspective, the 

physical and procedural environment functions as a contextual regulator of cognition, 

emotion, and interaction, influencing how staff perceive risk, exercise judgment, and engage 

with inmates. 

Traditional prison designs often prioritize surveillance and control, producing rigid spatial 

arrangements and limited opportunities for adaptive interaction. While such designs may 

support short-term security objectives, they can inadvertently increase cognitive overload, 

emotional strain, and reactive decision-making among staff. Organizational research suggests 

that environments characterized by excessive rigidity constrain micro-organizational skills 

and reduce opportunities for learning, reflection, and ethical calibration during routine and 

critical situations. 

A therapeutic-organizational design approach conceptualizes the correctional environment as 

a structured support system that enables proportional responses rather than automatic 

escalation. This includes spatial organization that reduces friction points, facilitates clear 
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visibility without constant confrontation, and supports controlled de-escalation when tensions 

arise. Importantly, such environments are not designed to weaken security but to enhance 

professional reliability and reduce unnecessary strain on staff decision-making. 

At the organizational level, environmental design interacts closely with leadership practices 

and psychological safety. When workspaces allow for structured communication, brief 

recovery periods, and coordinated supervision, staff are better able to regulate emotional 

responses and maintain situational awareness. Conversely, poorly designed environments 

amplify stress, limit communication flow, and intensify moral and operational pressure, 

increasing the likelihood of errors and conflict escalation. 

Technological integration represents another dimension of therapeutic–organizational design. 

When guided by clear ethical and procedural frameworks, monitoring and information 

systems can support organizational intelligence by providing timely feedback and early 

warning indicators. However, without parallel safeguards for transparency and professional 

trust, such systems risk reinforcing surveillance-driven climates that undermine psychological 

safety and learning processes. 

Within the conceptual framework of this study, therapeutic–organizational work environments 

are positioned as enabling conditions rather than standalone interventions. They provide the 

structural context within which leadership influence, psychological safety, micro-

organizational skills, and organizational intelligence can be effectively enacted. As such, 

environmental design constitutes a strategic organizational variable that shapes how 

correctional institutions balance control, professionalism, and adaptive capacity under 

persistent risk. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Implications for Correctional Staff Psychological Well-Being 

The present analysis demonstrates that organizational psychology plays a decisive role in 

safeguarding the psychological well-being of correctional staff working in high-risk 

environments. The interaction between psychological safety climate, transformational 

leadership, organizational intelligence, and micro-organizational skills contributes to reducing 

chronic occupational stress, moral distress, and emotional exhaustion. When staff operate 

within an organizational climate that encourages open communication, ethical reflection, and 

learning from error, they are more capable of regulating emotional responses, maintaining 

professional judgment, and seeking support without fear of sanction. 

From an occupational mental health perspective, these organizational conditions function as 

preventive mechanisms rather than reactive interventions. They reduce defensive withdrawal, 

cognitive overload, and burnout risk, while enhancing resilience and sustained professional 

engagement. Consequently, organizational psychology should be understood as a structural 

protective factor that stabilizes staff mental health and supports long-term professional 

functioning within correctional institutions. 
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Organizational Psychology and Rehabilitation-Oriented Correctional Practice 

Beyond its impact on staff well-being, the findings highlight a direct relationship between 

organizational psychology and the effectiveness of rehabilitation within correctional 

institutions. Staff psychological stability, ethical leadership, and learning-oriented 

organizational systems shape the quality of daily staff–inmate interactions, which constitute a 

central mechanism of rehabilitation. When staff feel psychologically secure and institutionally 

supported, they are more likely to engage inmates through calm communication, proportional 

authority, and de-escalation strategies, rather than reactive or punitive responses. 

In this sense, organizational psychology does not operate separately from rehabilitation but 

provides the psychological and structural conditions through which rehabilitative programs 

can function effectively. A correctional environment that supports staff well-being enhances 

inmates’ responsiveness, reduces conflict escalation, and strengthens adherence to corrective 

and rehabilitative processes. Thus, rehabilitation outcomes are inseparable from 

organizational conditions that regulate staff behavior, institutional learning, and ethical 

consistency. 

CONCLUSION 

This study underscores that creating safer and more effective correctional work environments 

requires an integrated organizational psychology framework that aligns psychological safety 

climate, transformational leadership, organizational intelligence, micro-organizational skills, 

and therapeutic-organizational design. These elements operate collectively rather than 

independently, shaping staff behavior, ethical regulation, and institutional stability in high-risk 

correctional contexts. 

From a professional and rehabilitative perspective, the findings indicate that staff 

psychological well-being is a foundational condition for effective correctional practice. 

Institutions that invest in psychologically safe climates, ethical leadership, and learning 

oriented systems are better positioned to reduce moral distress, sustain professional 

performance, and maintain constructive staff-inmate interactions that support rehabilitation. 

Based on these conclusions, several practice-oriented recommendations can be advanced. 

Correctional institutions are encouraged to integrate occupational mental health as a strategic 

organizational objective, embed psychological safety and ethical reflection into supervisory 

practices, and support leadership development grounded in transformational principles. 

Additionally, continuous training in micro-organizational skills and the use of organizational 

intelligence for anticipatory risk management should be aligned with ethical safeguards and 

staff support mechanisms. 

Overall, organizational psychology emerges not merely as an administrative resource but as a 

strategic lever for promoting staff well-being, institutional safety, and rehabilitation-oriented 

correctional environments. Future research may further examine how these organizational 

mechanisms interact over time across different security levels and correctional systems. 
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