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Abstract

This synthesis examines the psychological challenges faced by nurses in correctional and forensic mental health settings. It
highlights prevalent issues such as psychological distress, moral injury, and burnout, often compounded by inadequate organizational
support and workplace violence. Nurses also confront unique ethical dilemmas when caring for mentally ill patients within these
environments. The research collectively underscores a critical need for enhanced organizational support, specialized training, and

robust psychological interventions to foster resilience and improve the well-being of these vital healthcare professionals.
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Introduction

Nurses working in correctional and forensic mental health settings
face unique and profound challenges that significantly impact their
psychological well-being. These environments are often character-
ized by high-stress situations, exposure to violence, ethical dilem-
mas, and a complex patient population, all contributing to vari-
ous adverse mental health outcomes. Understanding the specific
stressors and their effects, as well as identifying effective coping
mechanisms and support systems, is crucial for improving the qual-
ity of life and professional longevity of these dedicated healthcare
providers.

Recent research highlights significant levels of psychological
distress and moral injury among correctional nurses [1].

The study emphasizes that strong organizational support can
play a vital role in mitigating these negative mental health conse-
quences, pointing to the essential need for supportive work envi-
ronments. Similarly, a cross-sectional study explored burnout and
coping strategies among nurses in forensic mental health services

[2].

This research pinpointed common stressors that lead to burnout
and detailed the various ways nurses attempt to manage these diffi-
culties, suggesting specific areas where targeted interventions and
support could be most beneficial.

Further contributing to the understanding of these work envi-
ronments, a study focused on validating the psychometric proper-
ties of the Job Demands-Resources Scale for mental health nurses
in forensic settings [3].

This research provides a reliable tool for future investigations
to measure job demands and resources, which are directly linked to
mental well-being outcomes, allowing for more precise assessment
of the factors influencing nurse stress. Another article delved into
the interplay of moral distress, job satisfaction, and perceived social
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support as predictors of burnout among correctional nurses [4].

This work underscored how the emotional strain from ethical
conflicts, combined with insufficient job satisfaction and a lack of
support, substantially contributes to the poor mental health of these
nurses.

Qualitative research offers deeper insights into the lived experi-
ences of registered nurses in carceral settings in New South Wales,
Australia [5].

This study brought to light the distinct challenges and stressors
inherent in such environments, illustrating the emotional and psy-
chological toll on nurses and their coping mechanisms within a de-
manding system. The psychological impact of workplace violence
on nurses in forensic psychiatric hospitals was also a significant area
of investigation [6].

This study revealed that exposure to violence is a major con-
tributor to psychological distress, including anxiety and depression,
highlighting the urgent requirement for robust safety protocols and
psychological assistance for these nurses.

The experiences of correctional nurses caring for patients with
mental illness have also been meticulously explored through quali-
tative research [7].

This investigation uncovered the intricate nature of delivering
psychiatric care within a correctional framework, exposing the emo-
tional burdens and ethical dilemmas nurses encounter, and stressing
the importance of specialized training and adequate support. Exam-
ining burnout and professional quality of life among forensic psy-
chiatric nurses, another study revealed high levels of burnout and
secondary traumatic stress [8].

This research emphasized the emotional cost of working in
high-stress forensic environments and advocated for interventions
designed to enhance compassion satisfaction and resilience.

In a similar vein, a qualitative study titled ”Caught between two
worlds” explored the experiences of correctional nurses working
with incarcerated women with mental illness [9].

This study highlighted the unique difficulties of balancing se-
curity requirements with therapeutic care, resulting in substantial
moral distress and mental strain for the nurses. To synthesize these
findings, a systematic review consolidated various stressors and
coping strategies among nurses in forensic psychiatric inpatient set-
tings [10].

This review identified common environmental, organizational,
and patient-related stressors, along with diverse coping mecha-

nisms, offering a comprehensive framework for developing targeted
support interventions. Collectively, these studies paint a clear pic-
ture of the profound psychological challenges faced by forensic and
correctional nurses and underscore the critical need for multifaceted
support systems.

Description

The environment of forensic and correctional nursing presents a
multitude of complex challenges that profoundly affect the mental
health and professional well-being of nurses. Several studies con-
sistently point to high levels of psychological distress, moral injury,
and burnout as pervasive issues within these specialized fields [1,
4, 8]. Correctional nurses, for instance, frequently grapple with sig-
nificant psychological distress and moral injury, which often arise
from confronting ethical conflicts and navigating the inherent de-
mands of their work [1, 4]. These profound stressors are frequently
compounded by a lack of perceived organizational support, which
directly correlates with poorer mental health outcomes for these es-
sential healthcare providers [1]. The absence of a supportive work
environment can exacerbate existing strains, making it harder for
nurses to cope with the daily realities of their profession.

Burnout is another significant concern that has been extensively
documented across various studies focusing on this population [2,
4, 8]. Nurses working in forensic mental health services experi-
ence burnout due to a range of common stressors intrinsic to their
specialized roles [2]. The emotional strain resulting from persistent
ethical conflicts, coupled with insufficient job satisfaction and inad-
equate social support, are identified as strong predictors of burnout
among correctional nurses [4]. Furthermore, examinations of foren-
sic psychiatric nurses specifically reveal alarmingly high levels of
burnout and secondary traumatic stress [8]. This consistent find-
ing underscores the considerable emotional toll exacted by these
high-stress settings, emphasizing that the nature of the work itself
often leads to a depletion of emotional and psychological resources.
The cumulative effect of these factors clearly necessitates targeted
interventions designed not only to alleviate stress but also to ac-
tively enhance compassion satisfaction and build resilience within
the nursing workforce [8].

The unique nature of carceral and forensic environments intro-
duces specific, often severe, stressors, including direct exposure
to workplace violence and the intricate complexities of caring for
patients with severe mental illness. Nurses in forensic psychiatric
hospitals, for example, are demonstrably vulnerable to workplace
violence, which significantly contributes to their psychological dis-
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tress, including symptoms of anxiety and depression [6]. Such ex-
posure creates a climate of fear and insecurity, further taxing their
mental well-being. Qualitative research offers critical insights into
the lived experiences of nurses in carceral settings, vividly detail-
ing the distinct challenges they face and the immense emotional
and psychological burden they carry while working within highly
demanding systems [5]. Moreover, correctional nurses who pro-
vide care to individuals with mental illness are often caught be-
tween competing priorities, facing unique emotional burdens and
profound ethical dilemmas as they struggle to balance stringent se-
curity mandates with the imperative of delivering therapeutic care
[7, 9]. This inherent tension can lead to substantial moral distress
and mental strain, particularly when working with highly vulnerable
populations such as incarcerated women with mental illness [9].

Effective coping strategies and the availability of adequate re-
sources are absolutely critical in mitigating these pervasive adverse
effects. Studies meticulously explore how nurses manage the in-
tense demands of their roles, identifying a variety of coping mech-
anisms they employ to navigate daily challenges [2, 10]. The
development and validation of specialized tools, such as the Job
Demands-Resources Scale, are essential for accurately assessing
the specific stressors and the available resources pertinent to mental
health nurses in forensic settings [3]. This enables a more precise
and data-driven approach to designing effective interventions. A
systematic review further consolidates findings on a broad spectrum
of stressors—including environmental, organizational, and patient-
related factors—and comprehensively outlines various common
coping strategies [10]. This provides a robust, comprehensive foun-
dation for developing highly specific and targeted support interven-
tions. The collective body of research consistently emphasizes the
critical and urgent need for robust organizational support, special-
ized training tailored to these environments, and accessible psy-
chological assistance to safeguard the mental well-being and pro-
fessional sustainability of nurses operating within these inherently
challenging and complex professional settings [1, 7, 10].

Conclusion

Nurses working in correctional and forensic mental health settings
encounter a unique array of significant psychological challenges,
consistently reporting high rates of distress, moral injury, and pro-
fessional burnout. The inherent demands of these complex envi-
ronments, often characterized by pervasive ethical conflicts, high-
stress situations, and a particularly vulnerable patient population,
are primary drivers of these adverse mental health outcomes. Re-
search repeatedly indicates that a perceived lack of adequate orga-

nizational and social support profoundly exacerbates these negative
impacts, leaving nurses feeling isolated and unsupported.

Moreover, direct exposure to workplace violence is a consid-
erable and often unavoidable stressor, leading to elevated levels
of anxiety and depression, particularly among forensic psychiatric
nurses. Providing care for patients with mental illness within a
correctional framework introduces distinct emotional burdens and
ethical dilemmas. Nurses frequently navigate a delicate and of-
ten conflicting balance between maintaining strict security proto-
cols and delivering empathetic, therapeutic care, which can result
in substantial moral distress and ongoing mental strain. Despite
these profound and multifaceted challenges, studies also identify
that nurses in these settings employ various coping strategies to
manage their demanding roles. The collective body of research con-
sistently underscores an urgent and critical need for robust organi-
zational support, specialized training specifically tailored to the nu-
ances of these complex environments, and accessible psychological
assistance. Implementing such comprehensive measures is vital for
enhancing resilience, effectively mitigating adverse mental health
impacts, and ultimately improving the overall well-being and pro-
fessional longevity of these indispensable healthcare professionals.
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