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Abstract. In the study presented here, the author attempts to answer questions about the acquisition of information by prison staff that 
may have a bearing on their safety related to their service and work, the safety of isolated persons, and the general public. Internal 
regulations of the Prison Service (PS) related to the process of obtaining, processing, collecting and using information are indicated and 
discussed. Based on the research, the knowledge and action of PS officers in this area was analysed. The article aims to show information 
as an important factor directly affecting the security of penitentiary units. 
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1. Introduction 

The Prison Service influences the level of structural and personnel security, which is embedded in several pil-
lars. One of them is information. The changing reality poses new challenges to the formation and means that the 
solutions developed in this area require constant monitoring. New threats that may emerge should already today 
mobilise us to look for solutions on how to obtain information in the future and how to make the best use of it. 
Obtaining this information and processing it correctly enables making decisions that allow anticipatory action 
to be taken, thus minimising or eliminating risks. Acquiring information and using it for security purposes in 
Poland is the responsibility of tens of thousands of Prison Service officers and employees, who work in 120 
prisons and remand centres, and protect the whole of society from criminals. These activities in places like 
prisons, and the specificity of the population in relation to which they are carried out – the inmates – acquire 
uniqueness that the author will demonstrate below.

Prison Service is one of the institutions of the state to provide conditions for its proper functioning. Above all, 
it takes responsibility for isolating people from society through the execution of prison sentences and pre-trial 
detention. It is also entrusted with other tasks such as conducting penitentiary and rehabilitation activities, 
ensuring appropriate conditions for serving sentences or ensuring order and security in prisons. Of course, the 
majority of tasks are carried out, as in the past, within penitentiary units (Lewandowski, 2019), but new ones 
are emerging which require activities to be undertaken in the open environment and greater cooperation with 
external entities. 
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For the purposes of these very important, albeit fundamental tasks, the formation undertakes multifaceted ac-
tions, whose common denominator is ensuring structural and personal security in the broad sense of the term. 
In these activities, information retrieval should be identified as an important element of the overall systemic 
protection architecture. 

The importance of information in the modern world does not need to be proven (Lidel, Piasecka & Aleksand-
rowicz, 2012). Our functioning – whether at the level of the individual or the local community, the state or 
supranational structures – requires the use of a great deal of information. This is by no means a specific feature 
of modern times, but the development of modern information technologies has brought about far-reaching 
changes precisely related to the use of information, access to it, its processing and its use. 

In the most general terms, information is data in various forms (numbers, sound, text, etc.) that increases our 
knowledge of a subject (Information - definition, stages of information preparation, n. d.). Information can be 
considered in many dimensions, depending on which the term takes on a different meaning. It is a phrase of 
great versatility and use, ranging from colloquial language to highly professional and precise terminology. In 
penitentiary units, too, this particular type of obtained information has acquired its own institutional colouring. 
And information itself can be a determinant of decisions and actions. 

2. Information and security of the penitentiary unit. 

Information, and especially its acquisition, is a continuous process. A similar situation exists in all prisons and 
detention centres, where obtaining information relevant to the security of these units is an extremely important 
element of the entire security system (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Elements of the manners of protection of a prison / detention centre

Source: Own elaboration.

The Prison Service has been obligated to carry out numerous tasks, which have changed over the years (Bu-
lenda, Rzepliński, 2019). However, some of them are very characteristic of this formation and are undoubtedly 
related to the acquisition, processing, collection and use of information. Information plays an important role in 
the implementation of the primary tasks of the Prison Service. The formation has been given statutory powers 
to process information and personal data necessary for the performance of its tasks.
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The acquisition of information affecting security in penitentiary units is referred to as the implementation of 
preventive activities. Their implementation is structured and formalised at numerous levels of the Prison Ser-
vice. Information gathering, due to its not fully measurable nature, very often depends on the involvement of 
particular individuals. Each prison and detention centre has a specific security arrangement that comprehen-
sively attempts to address the provision of security. One of its basic elements is the acquisition of information 
(implementation of preventive actions).  

In organisational units, officers and employees carry out preventive activities aimed at recognising the environ-
ment of inmates and their intentions to undermine order and security (Regulation of the Minister of Justice, 
2016, § 33), in particular through:
1) observing behaviours and relationships in the detainees’ environment;
2) identifying criminal subculture structures;
3) identifying the atmosphere and mood among the detainees and their intentions to compromise the security 
of the unit.
 
Many years of prison practice and the functioning of penitentiary systems show that familiarity with prison-
ers (Werbiński, 2015) and their environment plays a very important role in preventing security risks in prisons 
and detention centres (Poklek, 2010). The realisation of this postulate cannot be easily guaranteed by means 
of legal provisions, but as can be seen from the norms discussed — they can be conducive to it. An important 
role may also be played by the number of staff supervising the implementation of imprisonment and temporary 
detention (in Poland there are 2.7 imprisoned persons per one officer or employee) and their preparation (e.g. 
their knowledge of psychology and sociology). The ratio of officers to detainees in Poland is somewhat lower 
than in some European countries, and various measures are being taken to eliminate the negative consequences 
associated with this tendency, also with regard to the issue of obtaining information.

Among the protective tasks of officers and employees of the formations and prison workplaces we find those 
provided for unit directors. One of them requires the organisation of a system for obtaining information by 
prison staff. The tasks of the director with regard to the security of the organisational unit (Regulation of the 
Minister of Justice, 2016, § 1, par. 4) include, in particular: organising the identification of the mood and atmo-
sphere among inmates and their intentions detrimental to order and security.

This involves delegating detailed tasks to subordinate, individual officers and employees, and issuing internal 
regulations in this respect in the form of orders, instructions or guidelines. As information-gathering staff, one 
should certainly mention those carrying out tasks in direct contact with prisoners. These are officers and staff 
of the penitentiary units (Order No. 23/18 of the Director General of the Prison Service, 2018, § 1, par. 5). An 
example would be the inspector of the security department in the penitentiary unit who coordinates activities 
related to information relevant to security. However, it must be remembered that all officers and employees, 
regardless of their place of duty, are obligated to collect and pass on relevant information.  

The formation, through years of experience in obtaining information, has developed numerous techniques 
by which it obtains the desired information. The catalogue of techniques indicated by the author represents a 
selected part of the possible choices, while they are the most popular and obvious ones in the course of ser-
vice and work. These include observation, interview, conversation control, documentary analysis or personal 
sources of information (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Stages of observation

Source: Czarkowski, J.J., 2019.

3. Analysis of information and its use 

The acquisition of information in itself is very important. However, what happens with this information is cru-
cial. Acquisition itself should be the catalyst that triggers further action. The systemic solutions adopted in the 
formation, from central decisions to actions in basic units, lead to an adequate handling of information.

The director of the penitentiary or remand prison determines the principles and manner of collecting, process-
ing and transmitting information obtained as a result of the implementation of preventive activities (Regulation 
of the Minister of Justice, 2016, §33, par. 2), taking into account, of course, the indications of higher superiors 
in this regard (Figure 3). 

OFFICER OR EMPLOYEE

Inspector of a  
penitentiary unit

Director/ deputy director in 
charge of a penitentiary unit

Officer responsible for gathering  
and processing of information

Head of  
the unit

SHIFT COMMANDER
(in case of absence of  

the aforementioned persons)

Figure 3. Circulation of information obtained during the implementation  
of preventive activities concerning the penitentiary unit

Source: Own elaboration
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In the penitentiary unit, information, once acquired, is forwarded to the relevant persons or analytical teams. 
Attempts have been made to standardise the circulation of security-relevant information (also due to its na-
ture). Every officer and employee is expected to respond appropriately once information is received, which is 
most often just by passing it on to a designated person. A very obvious example is when a prisoner escapes. If 
the officer has not prevented it themselves, they will certainly pass this information on to the right people. The 
head of the unit will then take appropriate action, depending certainly on the circumstances and the informa-
tion available to them (Regulation of the Minister of Justice, 2016, §65, par. 2) they will certainly inform the 
locally competent police unit and the police unit in the place of residence of the prisoner, as well as organise 
a pursuit.   

The next step is processing information. Processing is the stage of the analytical cycle necessary to produce 
the final analytical product (Federal Bureau of Investigation, n.d.). It involves giving the collected set of data, 
often raw (e.g. of a mathematical or statistical nature), and information a form usable by the analyst. This can 
include decryption, translation, data reduction — and the subsequent introduction of the collected resource into 
databases where it can be used for analytical purposes.

Information gathering includes both the collection of individual information and raw data. The manner in 
which information is stored shall be laid down in the unit’s internal procedures (Instruction of the Deputy Di-
rector General of the Prison Service, 2012). This most often takes the form of business notes. Communicating 
and collecting information in written form has the advantage of not allowing facts to be distorted. However, 
there are situations where information is communicated orally. Sometimes this is the most optimal solution, 
e.g. in situations where response time plays a huge role. The key, however, is for the managers of penitentiary 
units to make the right decisions to influence reality through their actions and ultimately prevent undesirable 
phenomena. The use of information is not always easy, as it is not always possible to establish a quantity of 
facts that would give one hundred per cent certainty of the decision. In many cases, however, making no deci-
sion at all can prove even more lamentable.     

Deciding is a process that enables not only day-to-day functioning (Lidel, Piasecka & Aleksandrowicz, 2013), 
but also growth and survival in the most difficult of conditions. The ability to face challenges, exploit opportu-
nities, eliminate (or at least minimise) threats depends on the right decisions being made. This is why decision 
analysis and decision-making processes in an organisation are such an important part of managing it under all 
conditions.

In the case of the Prison Service, it is also important not to encroach on the competences of other services in 
the course of these activities. A distinction must be made between the gathering of information as part of the 
implementation of preventive activities and activities envisaged and reserved for law enforcement authorities. 
The cooperation of the Police and the Penitentiary Service (Polish Act of 9 April 2010 on the Prison Service, 
2010, par. 23) within the scope of revealing crimes and detecting their perpetrators is based on the principle 
of legalism (Polish Regulation of the Minister of Justice of 3 February, 2011) binding in the Polish criminal 
law and the resulting necessity to undertake activities by law enforcement bodies, whenever there is a justified 
suspicion that a crime has been committed. Prison officers may acquire a belief of such a suspicion, but they 
are not competent to carry out the necessary investigative or operational/exploratory work, and can only sup-
port police officers in these areas.

4. Study assumptions 

The subject of the study is information obtained by officers in the prison environment. Taking into account the 
area of the penitentiary unit where they carry out their tasks and their nature. The aim of the research is the 
effectiveness of information extraction by prison officers, their procedures and the level of awareness of the 
importance of this issue in correlating life and health risks. The aim of the study is to determine the level of 
knowledge of how important an element in the security system of an individual is the acquisition of information 
and the possibilities of acquiring information itself. Also to identify the specific risks of underestimating this 
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task and the techniques and situations that can be used. Through the study problems, knowledge was sought on 
the acquisition of information in the general sense of ensuring the security of a prison, detention centre and in 
the specific situational context appropriate to the service in the position held. The study adopted the methodo-
logical assumptions of Tadeusz Pilch and Teresa Bauman (Pilch, Bauman, 2011).

5. Characteristics of the research sample 

The respondents are prison and remand officers from thirteen district inspectorates of the Prison Service 
(Białystok, Bydgoszcz, Gdańsk, Katowice, Koszalin, Kraków, Lublin, Olsztyn, Opole, Poznań, Rzeszów,  
Szczecin, Warsaw) out of the fifteen organised in Poland.

The study involved 50 officers of whom 15 were women and 35 were men. The gender disparity is related to the 
preponderance of men serving in the formation. 6690 women and 22193 men serve and work within the ranks 
of the Prison Service (Ministry of Justice, Central Management Board of the Prison Service, 2020). The major-
ity – 49 of the 50 respondents – had a university degree, one a bachelor’s degree. They serve in the security 
(48%), quartermaster (26%), penitentiary (12%), health (10%) and therapeutic (4%) departments. All of them 
carry out tasks with inmates while on duty. The officers studied have between 1 and 16 years of service (14 
people with up to 5 years of service, 23 people with between 5 and 10 years of service, 12 people with between 
10 and 15 years of service, one person with more than 15 years of service) (Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Departments of the service represented by study participants

Source: own elaboration

The officers studied are mostly experienced in their positions. They are lower and middle level staff. They do 
not hold management positions and do not hold officer ranks. They are mostly systematic in their service di-
rectly with persons deprived of their liberty. To a significant extent, their official tasks are reduced to carrying 
out day-to-day activities with inmates, in accordance with the specific nature of the department represented and 
the inherent security (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. The seniority structure of study participants in the Prison Service.

Source: own elaboration

6. Study method and description of the tool

The diagnostic survey method was used to conduct the study. The study tool was a survey questionnaire. The 
first part of the questionnaire asked so-called metric questions. They concerned: the length of service in the 
Prison Service, department of formation, position held and rank held, in addition the region of Poland taking 
into account the organisational structure of the Prison Service, education and gender. 

Further eight questions in the questionnaire addressed the officers’ concerns and capabilities in relation to the 
study issue undertaken. These were mostly closed questions, with a choice of one or more options. Due to the 
complexity of the problem addressed, the author also allowed, in numerous cases, the respondents to complete 
an index of possible answers. 

7. Study results 

The following analysis allows, to some extent and in selected areas, to answer the questions posed about the 
effectiveness and ways in which the Prison Service officers acquire information relevant to security. The first 
question concerned the basic knowledge related to who is the competent person to obtain information within 
the penitentiary premises. The majority of respondents – 82% – gave the correct answer, i.e. “all officers and 
employees”. One person stated that “officers appointed by the director of the unit”, while three people consid-
ered that “only officers on duty in the penitentiary units”. Five of the respondents incorrectly stated that these 
activities are carried out “only by security officers” (Order No. 23/18 of the Director General of the Prison Ser-
vice, 2018, § 1, par. 5). In conclusion, it should be noted that 18% of the respondents had incorrect knowledge 
about who carried out preventive activities. 

Another of the questions concerned their ability to obtain information themselves. More than half (58%) of the 
respondents felt they had a high capacity in this area, 24% claimed low and 10% very high, while 6% found it 
difficult to say. One respondent felt that there were no options for this task (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Assessing one’s own abilities in obtaining information 

Source: own elaboration

All respondents considered that a prison or detention centre is a place where security information should be 
obtained. A significant proportion, 78%, also considered that obtaining information could be very important in 
this context, while 22% considered it very important. There was not a single person who considered that obtain-
ing information was of little or no importance. 

The next question asked for the identification of a specific situation, one or more, which could be prevented 
through acquired and properly used knowledge. Here, a sizeable proportion of respondents indicated more than 
one answer — 41 felt that “loss of life of an officer or inmate”; 44 that “loss of health of an officer or inmate”; 
42 that “escape of an inmate”; also 42 that “smuggling of narcotics” could be prevented. In addition, some 
respondents suggested other situations including loss of health and life of persons outside the penitentiary unit; 
as well as mutiny (Order No. 24/14 of the Director General of the Prison Service, 2014). 

Furthermore, the majority of respondents believe that information-gathering activities can prevent the most 
extreme and unwanted situations, such as the loss of life of an officer or prisoner — this is confirmed by 84% 
of respondents. Even more, 90%, believe that this can translate into preventing the aforementioned people from 
losing their health.  

On the other hand, when asked about the knowledge of which methods/techniques to use to obtain information, 
the majority (43) said they had such knowledge, 6 said it was difficult to say. One person considered that they 
had no knowledge of this topic. However, when analysing which techniques were indicated by the majority of 
people, it should be stated that those were observation and control of conversations. Individuals also pointed to 
checks carried out within the unit, analysis of records and inmates who share relevant information.     

Conclusions

By analysing the results of the conducted studies, several conclusions can be drawn. First of all, officers of the 
Prison Service formations have a very high awareness of the legitimacy of activities in the form of acquiring in-
formation. All participants in the study confirmed this necessity as directly related to safety in the service area. 

The vast majority of those surveyed say they know how to act after acquiring security-relevant information. 
However, this declaration was not verified in the research process. One person has no such knowledge, while 
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two find it difficult to answer this question. Studies would need to be carried out on the behaviour of staff once 
they have obtained information. Thus, the effectiveness of its proper circulation should be verified.

Some respondents were not aware that obtaining information is the task of all officers and employees, indicat-
ing only selected ones as competent to perform this activity. It is therefore worth considering a training system 
that makes prison staff aware this task lies with everyone.   

It is also worrying that only 58% of those surveyed consider that they have good opportunities to obtain infor-
mation. This appears to be a low rate given the nature of the group studied, most of whom have direct contact 
with inmates. It should be noted that even the absence of direct contact also offers, in many cases, opportunities 
in this respect. This issue should also be taken into account when designing changes to the training system. 

It must be stated that the awareness of prison staff of the importance of information in connection with security 
is high. However, the implementation of this task and its inclusion in the scope of own competences is not nec-
essarily so high. The knowledge and possibilities of using the techniques comes down to the basic ones related 
to the observation or control of conversations. On the other hand — the easiest and most obvious ones. The 
lack of ability to name particular techniques may also have resulted in a failure to demonstrate them during the 
study. It can also be based on the assumption that most staff respond intuitively to specific information without 
necessarily having the ability to identify it accurately. 

Taking into account the aforementioned dynamics of change, in the area of public safety (Kośmider, Strzelec, 
2019), it must be stated that the frequency with which officers and employees participate in the training process 
remains extremely important. This is also important in the context of the ongoing phenomenon of extending the 
minimum period of service (Werbiński, 2020). Therefore, training in information retrieval should be cyclical 
(Kośmider, Strzelec, 2020).    

During the survey, 52% of respondents were able to identify their own achievements related to information 
acquisition. This ratio shows that more than half of the staff have been more or less successful in this area — 
this confirms that information gathering is an extremely important and real part of the way in which the prison 
unit is protected.  
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