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ARTICLE

Opening the Manager’s Door:
State Probation Officer Stress
and Perceptions of Participation
in Workplace Decision Making

Risdon N. Slate
Terry L. Wells
W. Wesley Johnson

Stress can be costly not only to individuals but also to organizations. Participatory man-
agement has been recommended as a means for reducing probation officer stress. This
article via self-report surveys of probation personnel in a southern state considers the
relationship of a number of demographic variables with employee perceptions of partici-
pation in workplace decision making, job satisfaction, and organizational and physical
stress levels. Construction of a structural model revealed that employee perceptions of
participation in workplace decision making was an important variable in relation to job
satisfaction and its influence on both reported organizational and physical symptoms of
stress. The results lend further credence to the use and development of participatory
management schemas within probation organizations.

Keywords: probation officer stress; participatory management; participation in work-
place decision making

Probation is a people business, oftentimes requiring intense, stressful
confrontations with recalcitrant offenders. Today, there are more felons
receiving probation than ever before (Jones & Johnson, 1994). The impact of
current probation supervision conditions on probation officers has not been
fully documented. Because human capital is the greatest investment an orga-
nization can make (Maggio & Terenzi, 1993), the ongoing assessment and
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management of employee stress effects becomes critical to maximizing the
effectiveness of probation.

Although the vast majority of research on job stress in criminal justice has
focused on police and correctional officers (Patterson, 1992; Simmons,
Cochran, & Blount, 1997; Slate, Johnson, & Wells, 2000; Whisler, 1994),
there are only a few studies that document the effects of current probation
working environments on probation officers. Considering the fact that proba-
tion officers have contact with more offenders than most other justice practi-
tioners, and probation caseloads have continued to increase at unprecedented
levels, there is a need to understand more about the work of probation.

The short- and long-term effects of stress are well documented (Ganster &
Schaubroeck, 1991), and there have been a number of studies linking stress to
a myriad of health problems of workers (Brandt & Nielsen, 1992; Cooper &
Watson, 1991; DeCarlo & Gruenfeld, 1989; “Does Stress Kill?” 1995; Falk,
Hanson, Isacsson, & Ostergren, 1992; Homer, Sherman, & Siegel, 1990;
Ivancevich, Matteson, & Richards, 1985; Johnson & Johansson, 1991; John-
son, Hall, & Theorell, 1989; Karasek & Theorell, 1990; Muntaner, Tien,
Eaton, & Garrison, 1991; Palmer, 1989; Schnall et al., 1990; Schnall, 1990).
Consequently, based on National Institute for Occupational Safety and
Health figures, more than 75% of trips to primary care physicians and up to
85% of workplace accidents involve stressed employees (“Stress: The Work-
place Disease of the 1990s,” 1995). Stress effects workers, managers, execu-
tives, significant others, and families. Stress has a direct effect on productiv-
ity, employee turnover, health care costs, disability payments, workers’
compensation awards, and sick leave, with estimates that more than half of all
absences are stress-related (Elkin & Rosch, 1990) amounting to more than 1
million stress-induced employee absences a day in the workplace (Dillon,
1999). DeCarlo and Gruenfeld (1989) found that approximately 40% of job
turnover is a result of stress. The financial costs of stress cannot be ignored.
Stress costs American organizations between $200 billion to $300 billion
each year; this is more than the combined annual profits of all Fortune 500
companies (Dillon, 1999).

Stress Defined

The work of Dr. Hans Selye on job stress is well documented in the
research literature, and many perceive him as a pioneer in this field. Selye
(1976) described stress as being a nonspecific response of the body to any
demand. He contended that stress can be produced by positive as well as neg-
ative circumstances, and prolonged, extreme stress can manifest itself in
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withdrawal from work, emotional exhaustion, and “burnout.” Burnout is
often used interchangeably with the term stress and been found to be a prob-
lem particularly among “people-oriented professions” such as probation,
prison, and police work (Whitehead, 1981, 1985).

PROBATION OFFICER STRESS LITERATURE

The stress levels of probation officers have been found to be higher than
those of the general population (Tabor, 1987). The dangers inherent to the job
and having to make recommendations that result in custodial sentences have
been identified as two potential stressors for probation officers (Thomas,
1988). The linkage between stress and chronic health problems has also been
discussed in the probation officer literature on stress (Brown, 1987). Accord-
ing to Simmons et al. (1997), as probation officers experience more stress,
they are significantly more likely to be dissatisfied with their jobs and exhibit
a strong inclination to quit their jobs, and minority officers have been found
to be more likely to reflect this propensity for turnover. High turnover, in turn,
can translate into increased costs for training and recruiting and can result in
increased caseloads that may weaken supervision and increase the potential
for revocation and recidivism (Simmons et al., 1997).

A curvilinear relationship between the amount of probation officer work
experience and stress or burnout has been reported in several studies; in other
words, those at the beginning of their careers or toward the end of their
careers in probation work have been found to be less stressed than those situ-
ated somewhere in the middle of their careers (Patterson, 1992; Tabor, 1987;
Whitehead, 1981). Thus, those at the beginning of their careers may enjoy
somewhat of a honeymoon period, although those toward the end of their
careers may have settled in with their eyes on the benefits of retirement. Con-
trary to the aforesaid findings, Thomas (1988) reported that probation officer
burnout was associated with seniority and explained that this phenomenon
may be linked to the perceived fairness of observed promotions within an
agency over time. Seasoned officers who had witnessed promotions based on
what they perceived as favoritism, politics, or simply seniority instead of
qualifications, experience, and ability were more likely to show signs of
burnout (Thomas, 1988).

An inverse relationship between seniority and turnover has also been
found in a study by Simmons et al. (1997), as probation officers’ time on the
job increased their reported propensity to quit their jobs decreased. At a cer-
tain point, individuals would become vested and perhaps feel there was too
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much to lose by quitting. Simmons et al. (1997) also reported that older pro-
bation officers were more apt to be satisfied with their jobs and less occupa-
tionally stressed than their younger colleagues.

Married probation officers have been found to be less occupationally
stressed and exhibit more job satisfaction than their unmarried cohorts
(Simmons et al., 1997; Tabor, 1987). In terms of gender, female probation
officers have been found to demonstrate greater levels of stress than their
male counterparts (Simmons et al., 1997), as have female probation supervi-
sors, and male managers have exhibited more depersonalization toward pro-
bationers—with probation managers in general reflecting a less dehumaniz-
ing attitude toward probationers (Thomas, 1988). Tabor (1987) has reported a
linkage between impersonal treatment of probationers and heightened stress
in juvenile probation officers. Probation supervisors have also been found to
be less likely than line officers to experience burnout and feel stressed
(Thomas, 1988; Whitehead, 1986). As explained by Whitehead (1986),
occupational level and level of job satisfaction tend to be directly correlated,
as managers are given more input into workplace decision making than line
officers, have more challenging and interesting work, and have less contact
with probationers. Too little time to get work done was found by Thomas
(1988) to be the most frequently reported cause of stress, and suspense dates
on reports have been determined to be a cause of probation officer stress
(Simmons et al., 1997). Religiosity has been found to be a mediating factor
with burnout, as Thomas (1988) noted that the more reportedly religious pro-
bation officers were less likely to show signs of burnout.

According to Whisler (1994), too much leniency on the part of the courts
has been identified as a primary stressor for probation officers. Role ambigu-
ity and role conflict have been cited as causes of probation officer burnout
(Brown, 1987; Whitehead, 1985, 1986), and responsibility for supervision of
special caseloads, such as alcohol offenders, has been linked to probation
officer stress (Tabor, 1987). Among the activities conducted by probation
officers, Pettway and VanDine (2000) found paperwork to be the most fre-
quently performed task reported by probation officers, even more so than
offender-related activities. Inundation with paperwork has been identified as
a stressor or source of burnout for probation officers in several studies
(Brown, 1987; Simmons et al., 1997; Thomas, 1988; Whisler, 1994). Finan-
cial concerns (Thomas, 1988), failure to give appropriate accolades at work
(Whisler, 1994), insufficient salaries, lack of promotional opportunities
(Simmons et al., 1997; Whisler, 1994; Whitehead, 1986), and boredom
(Whitehead, 1985) have all been specified as sources of stress and burnout for
probation officers.
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Although Thomas (1988) reported heightened burnout for officers who
indicated their current contact with probationers was less now than when they
started their career, Tabor (1987) found that probation officer stress increased
as personal involvement with probationers increased and the realization set in
that more and more of the probationers under their supervision would fall
short of being productive citizens. In terms of prior work experience within
the criminal justice system, probation officers with prior correctional experi-
ence were found to be more apt to be satisfied in their current jobs than were
probation officers that had been previously employed as police officers
(Simmons et al., 1997). Other interesting findings from the Simmons et al.
(1997) study included the discovery that roughly 90% of their probation offi-
cer respondents indicated a dislike for their supervisors, with approximately
80% reporting that they perceived their immediate supervisor as being
incompetent at his job, and almost 50% of those surveyed indicated that they
often thought about quitting their jobs as probation officers.

Potential Organizational Intervention for Probation Officer Stress

As identified by Whisler (1994), the most significant stressors probation
officers encounter are internal to the organization. This finding is consistent
with the pioneering work in the area of Total Quality Management (TQM) by
Dr. W. Edwards Deming, who has indicated that in excess of 90% of organi-
zational problems are not the employees’ fault and are endemic to the organi-
zation (Janes, 1993). As such, decentralized decision making has been advo-
cated by Wiggins (1996) and a team environment recommended by Siegel
(1996) as means of empowering probation officers and improving job satis-
faction and morale. The positive aspects of TQM have been outlined in the
probation officer literature (Alston & Thompson, 1996), and Janes (1993)
has offered guidance on how to introduce and implement TQM within proba-
tion organizations.

The elimination of the causes of stress within an organization is consid-
ered to be the most effective approach to undertake for the alleviation of
employee stress but has received the least emphasis (Maslach, 1982; Terry,
1981, 1983). Many organizations attempting to maximize their productivity
focus on individuals and not the source of the problem—the stress of the job.
Managers appear to be more comfortable with trying to change people to fit
organizations than modifying organizations to accommodate individuals
(Ivancevich, 1985; Newman & Beehr, 1979).

Employee involvement in workplace decision making has been touted as a
means for cost savings, increased productivity, positive affect among line
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workers, and reduced turnover (Tjosvold, 1998). Likewise, participation in
decision making has long been recognized as a means of alleviating stress for
front-line employees in the workplace (DeCarlo & Gruenfeld, 1989). Within
the criminal justice research literature, employee participation in decision
making has been discussed as a possible means of reducing stress in a number
of forums pertaining to both law enforcement personnel (Archambeault &
Weirman, 1983; Kuykendall & Unsinger, 1982; Lawrence, 1984; Melancon,
1984; Morash & Haarr, 1995; Patterson, 1992; Reiser, 1974; Rodichok,
1995; Terry, 1983) and correctional employees (Farkas, 2001; Honnold &
Stinchcomb, 1985; Lasky, Gordon, & Strebalus, 1986; Lindquist & White-
head, 1986; Patterson, 1992; Sims, 2001; Slate & Vogel, 1997; Slate, Vogel,
& Johnson, 2001; Ulmer, 1992). Moreover, mechanisms for the assurance of
employee participation in workplace decision making have consistently been
recommended throughout the literature as a means of reducing probation
officer stress and burnout (Brown, 1986, 1987; Holgate & Clegg, 1991;
Simmons et al., 1997; Tabor, 1987; Whisler, 1994; Whitehead & Lindquist,
1985; Whitehead, 1981, 1986). Instead of routine adoption and implementa-
tion of such participatory management programs, employee assistance pro-
grams (Hardaway, Wence, Bingaman, & Selvik, 1996) are often unrealisti-
cally relied on to fix individual employees instead of looking to the real
source of the problem—the organization. Thus, after a review of the litera-
ture, as recommended by Slate et al. (2000), it was determined that an investi-
gation into the relationship between probation officers’perceptions of partic-
ipation in workplace decision making and stress, job satisfaction, and other
pertinent variables would be explored.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This research identifies the contributors to stress for probation officers
and how such stressors can manifest themselves in the deterioration of the
physical health of those employed in the probation field. The linkage
between stress and the depletion of one’s coping ability, which may lead to
physical illness, injury, or psychological disorder, has been well established
(e.g., Cohen & Williamson, 1991; Coyne & Downey, 1991; Pearlin, 1989). In
addition, it was believed that employee perceptions of involvement in work-
place decision making would prove to be a critical variable with potential con-
sequences for the organization as well as employees. Other variables gleaned
from the literature review would also prove pertinent for examination.
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METHODOLOGY

The Sample

The authors met with state probation administrators to gain approval for
the study and to determine the particulars for dissemination and retrieval of
the surveys. It was decided that all sworn probation officers would have
the survey electronically mailed to them, and they would be provided with a
postage-paid envelope to mail the questionnaire directly back to the
researchers.

The sample in the present study consists of 636 probation officer respon-
dents responsible for overseeing adult offender supervision in a southern
state. This constitutes a 69% response rate. Of the probation officer stress
studies uncovered in the literature review, our findings reflect the largest sam-
ple size and response rate for a single state. This population was selected for
study due to the cooperativeness of state probation administrators. Although
the response rate is fairly high for this state population, generalizations to
other state probation officer populations should be cautioned.

The Questionnaire

The vast majority of questions selected for the survey instrument resulted
from a review of the literature. Although none of the questions proposed by
the researchers for the research instrument were modified by the state proba-
tion administrators, they were desirous of adding some additional questions
to the survey that were of interest to them. Because these additional questions
were rather innocuous, did not detract from the intended purpose of the sur-
vey, and anonymity was ensured, the decision to incorporate these questions
into the questionnaire was made.

The questionnaire consisted of several parts that included components
aimed at measuring the level of external, internal, job or task, personal, and
physical stress experienced by respondents. The first four stress subscales
were adapted from Whisler (1994), who utilized these subscales to measure
probation officer stress. For each question that composed each subscale, a
Likert-type format was used with response categories that ranged from 1 (not
stressful) to 6 (very stressful). The first 14 items on the survey included rank-
ings in terms of the stress of the ineffectiveness of the prison system, the
leniency of the courts, and politics outside the agency. The first 14 items com-
bined to form a subscale indicative of stressors external to the organization.
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Items 15 through 40, which included the stressfulness of inadequate salary,
lack of recognition for good work, and lack of adequate training represented
stressors internal to the organization. The job- or task-related stress subscale
was made up of items 41 through 54 on the questionnaire and included
assessment of such stressors as difficulty supervising offenders, excessive
paperwork, and an expectation to do too much in too little time. The personal
stress subscale was composed of items 55 through 61 and included family
demands, negative effects of the job on social life, and concern that one might
make a mistake. The four subscales that emerged from the first 61 questions,
though clustered by category on the survey instrument, were not labeled as
external, internal, job or task, or personal on the questionnaire. These four
subscales could also be collapsed into an overall stressor scale identified as
the Total Stress Scale reflecting each respondent’s answers to questions 1
through 61 on the survey.

A reliability analysis of each of the subscales was conducted for this study
using Cronbach’s alpha. The subscale representing stressors external to the
organization yielded a reliability coefficient of .89; the reliability coefficients
for the stressors internal to the organization, the job- or task-related stress,
and the personal stress subscales were .94, .91, and .85, respectively. The four
subscales when combined to form the Total Stress Scale resulted in a strong
reliability coefficient of .96. As noted by Hagan (1989), reliability coeffi-
cients of .80 or higher are presumed to indicate internal consistency.

The Attitudes on Participation portion of the survey has been used previ-
ously to measure attitudes of criminal justice personnel about participation in
workplace decision making (Slate et al., 2001; Slate & Vogel, 1997). Twelve
questions compose the scale, with each item presented in a Likert-type for-
mat, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Two subscales
compose this scale, with items number 1 through number 7 combining to
form attitudes about participation and items number 8 through 12 represent-
ing the atmosphere for participation in workplace decision making. Using
Cronbach’s alpha, a reliability analysis of the internal consistency of these
two subscales was conducted, with the atmosphere subscale yielding a mod-
erately high reliability coefficient of .84 and the attitudes subscale rendering
a .83 reliability coefficient. The survey items that composed the atmosphere
for participation subscale included:

• My superiors ask me for input on decisions that affect me at work.
• I am encouraged to offer my opinions at work.
• There is opportunity for me to have a say in the running of this institution on

matters that concern me.
• Management responds in a satisfactory manner to what I have to say.
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• From past experience at this institution, I feel it is a waste of time and energy to
tell management anything.

• I feel comfortable about offering my opinion to supervisors at work.
• Those who actually do the work are involved in the writing of the policies at this

institution.

The attitudes about participation subscale included the following items:

• The quality of decisions increase as worker participation in decision making
increases.

• Participation in decision making tends to make individuals feel they have a stake
in running the organization.

• Participation in decision making tends to make individuals feel more a part of
the team.

• Everyone should be allowed to participate in decision making in the workplace
on matters that affect them.

The last scale considered as an independent variable in the study and
aimed primarily at measuring job satisfaction was titled Job Opinion and
consisted of six Likert-type scale items. Five of the Likert-type items had
response categories that ranged from 5 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly dis-
agree). The other Likert-type item reflected response categories that ranged
from 5 (most of the time) to 1 (rarely or never), which required reverse scor-
ing and is listed below as the last item in the scale. The following questions
composed the scale:

• I am proud of what I am doing for a living.
• Probation work with this agency is meaningful.
• If I had it to do over again, I would choose this occupation.
• I would recommend this job to others.
• I believe I will remain with this agency until I retire.
• I seriously think about quitting this job.

Using Cronbach’s alpha, the job opinion scale yielded a .86 reliability
coefficient.

The selection of demographic questions to be incorporated into the survey
was guided by the literature review, and items selected for the questionnaire
included gender, ethnicity, age, marital status, probation officer experience,
prior criminal justice experience, and military experience. Other questions
distinguished managers from line officers, determined the caseload size of
respondents, identified those officers with special caseloads and type of case-
load supervised, allowed officers to specify what function is the primary
focus of their job, permitted probation officers to indicate whether they
viewed their role more as police officers or social workers, asked probation
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personnel to report days of sick leave used in the past year, and covered other
employment-related matters.

The Dependent Variable

Physical stress, the dependent variable chosen for the study, was measured
via the Selye Health Scale, which has been previously utilized to measure
physical stress levels of criminal justice personnel (Cheek, 1984; Cheek &
Miller, 1982a; Slate & Vogel, 1997; Slate et al., 2001). The Selye Health
Scale, developed by Cheek and Miller (1982b), is a 54-item Likert-type scale
questionnaire that ranks severity of physical symptoms and illnesses reported
by respondents. Thus, physical stress in the present study is measured by self-
reports, not by the following: information from medical professionals, results
of diagnostic analysis given directly to the researchers, or a review of medical
records. The severity of the symptoms and illnesses increase as one pro-
gresses through the scale and is weighted and scored accordingly; the range
of possible scores is 54 to 324. Utilizing the Cronbach’s alpha, a reliability
coefficient of .96 was obtained for the Selye Health Score in this study. Physi-
cal stress can carry dire consequences for employees as well as organizations,
and its potential causes are worthy of investigation.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE STRUCTURAL MODEL

The structural model was constructed by initially screening variables for
their contribution in predicting the criterion variable (physical stress). Vari-
ables were identified for the appropriateness of their inclusion in the struc-
tural model via the use of hierarchical regression. This process permits the
researcher to make determinations about variable inclusion and causal order-
ing on the basis of theoretical assumptions and prior empirical findings. After
a review of the research literature, variables were entered in the following
order: demographic variables, variables not believed to be caused by other
variables considered for inclusion in the model, variables relevant to the orga-
nizational environment (i.e., specialized caseload or not, years of experience
as a probation officer, job opinion, and the perceived atmosphere for partici-
pation in workplace decision making), and total stress scores. Only variables
that were statistically significant and reflected path coefficients at .10 or
higher were included in the model. Those variables that made a significant
direct impact on the dependent variable or were determined to be predictive
of another variable that directly influenced the dependent variable were
included in the model.

528 CRIME & DELINQUENCY / OCTOBER 2003

 by Vic Strasburger on March 15, 2009 http://cad.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cad.sagepub.com


Included and Excluded Independent Variables

Five of the independent variables satisfied the criteria for inclusion in the
model. Using listwise deletion, it was ensured that only cases with valid val-
ues on all variables were analyzed. This restrictive procedure resulted in a
reduction in the size of the sample to 417 cases. The only demographic vari-
able that warranted inclusion in the model was gender (male = 0; female = 1).
Based on the specified criteria for inclusion, demographic variables such as
age, ethnicity, educational level, and marital status did not merit further anal-
ysis. The first variable to be included in the structural model from the organi-
zational environment category was years of probation officer experience.
Two other variables related to the organizational environment were deemed
worthy of inclusion in the structural model, job opinion and the perceived
atmosphere for participation in workplace decision making. These two vari-
ables were measured by the mean of the responses to the Likert-type ques-
tionnaire items that composed the respective scales, as previously delineated
in the questionnaire section of this article. Variables within the organizational
milieu that fell short of meeting the structural model specifications included
size of caseload, supervision of special caseloads, probation officers viewing
themselves more as police officers or social workers, and attitudes of respon-
dents toward participatory management.

Lastly, the previously described external, internal, personal, job or task
subscales combined to form the Total Stress Scale. The Total Stress Scale was
directly and significantly predictive of the dependent variable, and this vari-
able, therefore, was included in the structural model.

RESULTS

Demographics

Reflected below initially is the percentage for each demographic category
that was representative of the 636 probation officer respondents. Percentages
set aside in parentheses below are representative of the demographics of
those respondents remaining in the sample (n = 417) after the restrictive
structural model requirements were instituted. A comparison of the two sets
of demographics, before and after structural model implementation, reveals
no glaring differences in terms of the demographic makeup of the two
samples.

Of the respondents, 52% were female (48%, after structural model imple-
mentation [ASMI]), and 48% were males (52%, ASMI). The majority of
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those responding to the survey were married (61%; 64%, ASMI), with 24%
(22%, ASMI) reporting that they had never been married, 3% (4%, ASMI)
separated, and 12% (10%, ASMI) divorced. The mean age was 36.2 years
(36.7 years, ASMI), with a range from 21 to 70 (22 to 70, ASMI). In terms of
ethnicity, 72% (76%, ASMI) of respondents reported that they were Cauca-
sian, 25% (21%, ASMI) indicated African American, and 3% (3%, ASMI)
specified other. The vast majority of the sample had no prior military experi-
ence (86%; 85%, ASMI), with an average of 2 years (1.9 years, ASMI) of
work experience within the criminal justice system prior to becoming a pro-
bation officer. The majority of respondents were line personnel (73%; 70%,
ASMI), and the mean amount of time for respondents with this probation
agency was 8.5 years (8.05 years, ASMI).

Correlation Among Independent Variables

Pearson product-moment correlations among the dependent variable and
the five independent variables are presented in Table 1. As noted previously,
cases with data missing on any of the six variables were excluded from the
analysis—resulting in 417 cases with useable, complete data for inclusion in
the structural model. As reflected in the first column (Y1) of Table 1, the
dependent variable (physical stress) was most closely associated with higher
levels of total stress, perceived negative atmosphere for participation in
workplace decision making, negative job opinion, seniority, and females.

The strength of the linear relationships is revealed by the correlations in
the first column (Y1) of Table 1. However, if two variables are affected by the
same prior variables, a high correlation may be the result of spuriousness.
Due to the potential of simultaneous effects among the variables, path analy-
sis was used to disentangle the direct, indirect, and spurious relationships.
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TABLE 1: Correlations Between Predictor Variables Included in the Model and
Physical Stress ( N = 417)

Y1 X1 X2 X3 X4 X5

Y1 Physical stress 1.00
X1 Gender .107* 1.00
X2 Number of years employed .178** –.070 1.00
X3 Atmosphere for participation –.309** .054 .013 1.00
X4 Job opinion –.299** .063 .080 .469** 1.00
X5 Total stress .535** –.108* .034 –.477** –.410** 1.00

*p < .05. **p < .01 (two-tailed).
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Causal Analysis

Using a hierarchical model, the causal effects were estimated for the cur-
rent study with the inclusion of the variables in Table 1. Beginning with the
gender variable, the arrangement was from top to bottom as shown in Figure 1.
Thus, all five independent variables were included as predictors of the
dependent variable—physical stress.

The causal model depicted in Figure 1 reflects only variables and paths
with significant effects (path coefficients with an absolute value of .10 and
significance beyond the .05 level). The four variables with direct paths to the
criterion combined to account for 36% of the variance.

Table 2 reflects the summary of the direct, indirect, and spurious effects of
the variables. Together, Table 2 and Figure 1 show that although the relation-
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ship of gender with physical stress is significant atp < .05, the correlation
between these two variables is weak (r = .11). Number of years employed
within the probation organization is weakly correlated with physical stress
(r = .18,p < .01) and is explained by direct effects.

As expected, the atmosphere for participation variable proved to be a piv-
otal variable in the structural model. Although this variable was moderately
correlated with the dependent variable, physical stress (r = –.309,p< .01), an
insignificant direct path coefficient (–.06) to the criterion variable was found.
The correlation of the atmosphere for participation variable with physical
stress was largely explained by indirect effects (–.28), and very little explana-
tion was offered by spurious effects (.03). The atmosphere for participation
was a significant, direct contributor to one’s opinion of their job (.44) as well
as to the total amount of stress experienced (–.31). This finding signifies the
importance of the atmosphere for participation variable in the structural
model in that one’s opinion of their job and the total amount of stress experi-
enced by an individual were determined to be significant, direct predictors of
the criterion variable—physical stress.

The variable representing one’s opinion of their job was determined to
have a significant, yet moderate, correlation with physical stress, the depend-
ent variable (r = –.299,p < .01). However, the variable’s significant, direct
effects (–.10) on physical stress were overshadowed by spurious effects
(–.08) and indirect effects (–.12). The significant, direct, path coefficient
from one’s opinion of their job to total stress experienced (–.27) accounted
for the indirect effects, reflecting the fact that the effects of one’s opinion of
their job on physical stress were primarily mediated indirectly by the inter-
vention of total stress experienced.

The direct effects of total stress experienced (.48) explain the majority of
the correlation (r = .54) with physical stress. Previously entered causal vari-
ables, such as one’s opinion of their job and the atmosphere for participation,
interacted to create a minimal spurious effect (.06).
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TABLE 2: Summary of Direct, Indirect, and Spurious Effects on Physical Stress
(N = 417)

Predictor Description Correlation Direct Indirect Spurious

X1 Gender .11* .18*** –.07 —
X2 Number of years employed .18** .18*** — —
X3 Atmosphere for participation –.31** –.06 –.28 .03
X4 Job opinion –.30** –.10* –.12 –.08
X5 Total stress .54** .48*** — .06

NOTE: Tests of significance are for correlations and direct effects only.Cumulative R 2 =
.36. Adjusted R 2 = .35.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Overall, several significant relationships were uncovered among the vari-
ables selected for the structural model. First, females were found to be signif-
icantly more physically stressed than males in the probation agencies sur-
veyed (r = .11; direct effect = .18). Second, as the number of years employed
with a probation agency increased, physical stress levels also increased (r =
.18; direct effect = .18). Third, respondents who perceived a positive atmo-
sphere for participation in workplace decision making were more likely to
express a positive job opinion (r = .469; direct effect = .44), and, in an inverse
relationship, those with a negative perception of the atmosphere for partici-
pation in workplace decision making were more apt to reflect higher total
stress indices (r = –.477; direct effect = –.31). Fourth, the opinion of the
job was directly predictive of each variable that followed in the structural
model and resulted in two inverse relationships. Those with negative
opinions of the job were more likely to exhibit higher total stress (r = –.41;
direct effect = –.27) and higher levels of physical stress (r = –.299; direct
effect = –.10). Finally, as total stress increased, physical stress significantly
increased as well (r = .535; direct effect = .48).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Contrary to previous research findings, a curvilinear relationship between
probation officer stress and years of work experience (Patterson, 1992;
Tabor, 1987; Whitehead, 1985) was not detected in this study. This might be
explained by the fact that these previous studies did not operationally define
stress in terms of its manifestation into physical maladies as done in the pres-
ent study via inclusion of the Selye Health Score in the research design. In
this study, as one’s probation work experience increased, their propensity for
indicating physical health symptoms also increased. As noted previously,
support for increased seniority as a possible cause of probation officer stress
has been documented (Thomas, 1988).

Female probation officers, as noted earlier, have been found to exhibit
greater levels of occupational stress than their similarly situated male coun-
terparts (Simmons et al., 1997; Thomas, 1988), and female probation officers
were found to significantly report greater physical symptoms of stress than
their male counterparts in the current study. These findings jibe with results
ascertained in other research pertaining to corrections work (Cullen, Link,
Wolfe, & Frank, 1985; Lovrich & Stohr, 1993; Stohr, Lovrich, & Mays, 1997;
Voorhis, Cullen, Link, & Wolfe, 1991; Wright & Saylor, 1991). Although
several reasons are posited as possible explanations for our findings regard-
ing stress levels and gender, the relationship between gender and stress is a
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complex one; the rationales offered to explain our results are speculative in
nature and should not be considered conclusive.

The explanation for our findings regarding stress levels and gender may be
related to the male-dominated work environment that often permeates crimi-
nal justice organizations (Cullen et al., 1985) and can breed an atmosphere
conducive to the promulgation of gender and sexual harassment (Dantzker &
Kubin, 1998; Morash & Haarr, 1995; Stohr et al., 1997). An internal assess-
ment document that was provided to the researchers by the probation agency
administration revealed that there had been a history of racism and/or sexism
in some field offices, though not agencywide. Although an initiative for
investigating and eradicating this problem was specified by the agency, per-
haps, as represented by the results of this study, the organizational directive
has not been fully realized.

Although females tend to experience the same stressors as males in the
workplace, some stressors may be unique to females (Morash & Haarr,
1995). As noted by Hendrix, Spencer, and Gibson (1994) and DeCarlo
(1987), in addition to responsibilities in the workplace, females are typically
more apt than males to be inundated with operation of a household and serv-
ing as primary caregiver for a family.

Furthermore, in terms of physical stress, although females generally tend
to have lower mortality rates than males, it has been predicted that as females
continue to enter the workforce, their overall health will decline; although
females seem less susceptible to serious illness than males, they have been
found to be more prone to suffer from mild psychological distress and to
exhibit more acute symptoms (DeCarlo & Gruenfeld, 1989). Being more
sensitive to the early signs of stress, women perhaps are more likely than men
to take steps to try to alleviate it (such signs are much of what composes the
Selye Health Score); this, coupled with the so-called John Wayne Syndrome,
which has been found within male-dominated criminal justice occupations
such as policing and is characterized by male officers who maintain a stiff
upper lip and a lack of interpersonal communication, may serve to further
explain this phenomenon (Bartol & Bartol, 1994; Reiser, 1974; Wrightsman,
Nietzel, & Fortune, 1994). In other words, males may be less apt to talk about
their maladies as opposed to females. The observation that women are more
likely to express or communicate such symptoms might serve to explain why
female probation officers reported higher physical stress levels than males in
the present study. Furthermore, according to DeCarlo and Gruenfeld (1989),
females have been found more likely than males to use sickness as a coping
strategy. This finding might explain why female probation officers in the
present study purportedly averaged nine sick days from work per year
whereas their male cohorts reported a yearly average of four sick days. Thus,
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female probation personnel reportedly averaged more than twice as many
sick days a year as male probation officers. Of course, though beyond the
scope of this study, it could be that females were succumbing to not only the
stressors their male counterparts were experiencing, but their greater propen-
sity to use sick days could be the result of the condition of female probation
officers being exacerbated by stressors that are unique to females as previ-
ously discussed.

As noted previously, Likert-type response categories ranged from 1 (not
stressful) to 6 (very stressful) for each of the 61 items composing the Total
Stress Scale. The 11 items rated as most stressful by probation officer respon-
dents from the Total Stress Scale are listed with their rank and mean score in
our study, followed by, where possible, rankings and mean scores from a
study by Whisler (1994) of probation officers in the state of Florida. The most
influential stressors that composed the Total Stress Scale were as follows:

1. Inadequate salary, mean = 4.93 (Whisler [2] mean = 4.87).
2. Courts being too lenient on offenders, mean = 4.53 (Whisler [4] mean = 4.47).
3. Lack of promotional opportunities, mean = 4.34 (Whisler [3] mean = 4.73).
4. Frustration with the criminal justice system, mean = 4.19 (Whisler [9] mean =

4.19).
5. Excessive paperwork, mean = 4.17 (Whisler [1] mean = 4.89).
6. Ineffectiveness of the judicial system, mean = 4.16 (Whisler [12] mean =

3.96).
7. Expectations to do too much in too little time, mean = 4.12.
8. Lack of recognition for good work, mean = 4.06 (Whisler [8] mean = 4.26).
9. Ineffectiveness of the correctional system, mean = 3.80 (Whisler [10] mean =

4.11).
10. Inadequate support from the agency, mean = 3.62 (Whisler [8] mean = 4.21).
11. Lack of adequate community resources, mean = 3.62 (Whisler [20] mean =

3.44).

Although not all of these stressors are within the control of probation admin-
istrators, several of the stressors could be combated through organizational
means.

A comparison of the Total Stress Score category means, with a possible
range of 1 to 6, revealed an overall mean score of 3.05 for this analysis com-
pared to an average score of 3.29 in the Whisler (1994) study. Furthermore,
although we determined a mean Total Stress Scale score, from a possible
range of 61 to 366, to be 180.10 from this study, unfortunately no determina-
tions of an average Total Stress Scale score could be gleaned from Whisler
(1994) for the sake of comparison.

Beyond comparison of our results to stress levels of other probation offi-
cers, continuity in stress research has been recommended so that compari-
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sons across occupations can be made to determine, for example, if criminal
justice practitioners are actually among the most highly stressed types of
workers (Cullen et al., 1985; Triplett, Mullings, & Scarborough, 1996). The
Selye Health Scale utilized in our study is one such instrument that can be
used to measure physical stress across occupations and has been used to
assess physical stress levels of correctional personnel. In this study, from a
possible range of 54 to 324, the mean Selye Health Scale score was 231. This
compares to average Selye Health Scale scores of 223 in 1990 and 258 in
1997 for employees from a private correctional institution (Slate et al., 2001),
240 of correctional employees in South Carolina and Kentucky (Slate, 1993),
and 278 in a study of correctional personnel in Illinois, New Jersey, New
York, Pennsylvania, and Washington (Cheek & Miller, 1982a). Although for
the most part, the average stress levels of probation officers in our study are
lower than those of employees in previous research, this examination is
aimed at identifying those factors associated with those respondents report-
ing the greatest levels of stress in the present study.

As cited previously, participatory management within the probation orga-
nizational environment has been recommended by a number of researchers
as a means of reducing probation officer stress and burnout (Brown, 1986,
1987; Holgate & Clegg, 1991; Simmons et al., 1997; Tabor, 1987; Whisler,
1994; Whitehead, 1981, 1986; Whitehead & Lindquist, 1985). Likewise,
employee perceptions of participation in decision making proved to be a piv-
otal variable in the current study, as the perceived atmosphere for participa-
tion in workplace decision making significantly influenced one’s opinion of
his/her job and the Total Stress Scale. In other words, those who did not per-
ceive a positive atmosphere for participation in decisions that affect them in
the workplace were significantly more likely to have a negative opinion of
their job and to be the most stressed. Those who scored high on the Total
Stress Scale were significantly more likely to exhibit physical symptoms of
stress, and those physically stressed were significantly more likely to be
female and/or have seniority on the job.

Ideally, especially in view of the identification of participatory manage-
ment as a pivotal variable concerning probation officer stress, comparison of
probation agencies that have implemented participatory management with
similarly situated organizations that have not done so could prove enlighten-
ing. Also, if possible, a study that examined probation officer stress levels
prior to implementation of participatory management and then looked at such
stress levels after participatory management was implemented would be ben-
eficial as well. Ultimately, longitudinal studies of probation officer stress
could prove informative.
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Although perceptions of employees have been found to significantly
impact organizational outcomes and behavior, such as employee job satisfac-
tion and well-being (Griffin, 1999), employee perceptions also played an
integral role in respondents’ answers to survey questions in this study. How-
ever, examination of employees’ blood pressure, as has been done in correc-
tional research (Wright & Sweeney, 1990), could add another dimension to
future investigations. Even those reticent to reveal their physical maladies
would not be able to disguise their blood pressure. Of course, researchers can
only rely on information that is available to them.

Federal probation officers have been severely neglected by researchers
focusing on occupational stress. More attention needs to be paid to this area,
with the hope that eventually sufficient numbers of respondents can be gar-
nered to produce meaningful results and comparisons with state probation
officers and other occupations can be made. There is also something to be
said for the standardization of research instruments so that studies can more
readily be replicated and comparisons across studies and even occupations
can be made.

According to Brown (1987), government usually lags behind the private
sector in a number of ways, and the use of participatory management styles in
the probation setting proves to be no exception. However, as noted by Taylor
and Card (1985), empowering employees by giving them a voice in the run-
ning of the organization lets them know that they are valued and serves to
instill a sense of worth, a phenomenon that will lend support to those deci-
sions that are made together as well as those that must be made alone and will
result in trust and dedication on the part of employees. To paraphrase the old
Carnation Milk commercial, “Contented cows give better milk; likewise,
contented employees give better performances” (Slate, 1993, p. 54). The
results from this analysis indicate that employees who perceive that they have
input into workplace decision making are more likely to express higher opin-
ions of their job and are less likely to report physical symptoms of stress,
which can translate to greater productivity and morale, with less absentee-
ism, health care costs, and employee turnover. Thus, participatory manage-
ment strategies are critical to maximizing the functioning of human capital.
Furthermore, as probation agencies continue to be pushed beyond their
designed “hull speed” and asked to do more with less, public safety demands
that probation managers and policy makers stay in tune and remain respon-
sive to the well-being of those on the front lines of community control. The
results of this analysis suggest that participatory management can be a criti-
cal factor in this process.
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