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Abstract. The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly changed how correctional 
systems, including parole processes, work and function. As essential workers, 
parole officers continued to work through the pandemic, despite the upheaval 
to their typical occupational routines. Through these challenging times, they 
worked to meet the needs of parolees; yet, the challenges brought on by the 
pandemic caused considerable stress and created new occupational risks and 
vulnerabilities. Drawing on interviews with 54 community parole officers in 
Canada, this paper identifes these challenges and stressors. Specifically, we 
identify three COVID-19 related occupational stressors salient across inter-
viewees’ narratives: (1) Changes to workload, routines, and work-life bound-
aries; (2) Effects of decarceration policies; and (3) Navigating support and 
supervision in the face of added health risks and reduced ability to interact with 
clients. Drawing on studies of occupational stress in community correctional 
work, we make several recommendations for correctional services in building a 
resilient (post) pandemic parole system. 
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Résumé.  La pandémie de la COVID-19 a considérablement modifié la façon 
dont les systèmes correctionnels, y compris les processus de libération con-
ditionnelle, se déroulent et fonctionnent. En tant que travailleurs de première 
ligne, les agents de libération conditionnelle ont continué à travailler pendant 
la pandémie, malgré le bouleversement de leurs routines professionnelles typ-
iques. Les défis posés par la pandémie ont causé un stress considérable et créé 
de nouveaux risques et vulnérabilités professionnels. S’appuyant sur des entre-
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vues avec plus de 54 agents de libération conditionnelle au Canada, cet article 
identifie ces défis et facteurs de stress. Plus précisément, nous identifions trois 
facteurs de stress professionnels liés à la COVID-19 qui ressortent des récits 
des personnes interrogées : (1) les changements dans la charge de travail, les 
routines, et les délimitations entre le travail et la vie ; (2) politiques de décarcé-
ration ; et (3) navigation dans le soutien et la supervision face à des risques ac-
crus pour la santé et à une capacité réduite à interagir avec les clients. En nous 
appuyant sur des études sur le stress professionnel dans le travail correctionnel 
communautaire, nous formulons plusieurs recommandations pour les services 
correctionnels dans la construction d’un système de libération conditionnelle 
résilient (après) la pandémie.

Mots clés: pandémie; parole; santé; COVID-19

introduCtion

The COVID-19 pandemic has had significant implications for 
Canada’s federal parole system, and in particular the working condi-

tions and realities of the more than 1,200 federal parole officers who 
work for Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) (CSC, 2019a). Public 
health restrictions established to curb the spread of COVID-19 resulted 
in changes to the work routines of community parole officers (CPOs) 
with implications for their workloads and responsibilities, their men-
tal health and well-being, and their ability to supervise and support 
those under their care. While considerable scholarly attention has been 
directed toward the impact of COVID-19 in prisons —rightly so given 
the transmission risks associated with congregate living settings (Kin-
ner et al., 2020) and the social and health vulnerabilities of prisoners 
(Barnert et al., 2020; Maycock, 2021; Nowotny, Seide & Brinkley-
Rubinstein, 2021; Ricciardelli et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2020)—less at-
tention has been directed toward how COVID-19 has altered the work 
of correctional workers, especially those of parole officers. 

We explore CPOs’ working realities during COVID-19 against 
the backdrop of broader political calls toward ‘decarceration,’ a term 
denoting “alternatives to incarceration, such as serving sentences in 
the community rather than in prison, as well as the premature conclu-
sion of a criminal sentence, and the aggregate reduction in the prison 
population” (Ricciardelli et al., 2021, p. 495). Within the first weeks of 
the pandemic, Canada’s Minister of Public Safety asked that CSC and 
the Parole Board of Canada (PBC) “consider early release for some 
federal inmates to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 behind bars” (Har-
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ris, 2021, para. 1). However, despite the request, and broader calls to 
mitigate the damaging effects of COVID-19 on prisoner populations 
(Burki, 2020), the number of exceptional releases in the federal cor-
rectional system was minimal (Parole Board of Canada, 2021; Ric-
ciardelli et al., 2021).To be more specific, the PBC (2021) indicates 
that between March, 2020 and April, 2021, “13 parole by exception 
cases have been granted and 9 are pending decision, compared to only 
7 parole by exception cases for all of last fiscal year, of which 4 were 
granted.” While requests for decarceration had little effect on the num-
ber of early releases, our data show how such requests and broader calls 
for ‘decarceration’ re-shaped POs’ work, creating additional stressors 
which included increased concern for their clients who hoped to be 
released early, but which seldom happened (cf. Norman & Ricciardelli, 
in press). 

This paper is structured as follows: we begin by providing further 
context about COVID-19 and the Canadian correctional system and 
reviewing the literature on stress in community correctional work, be-
fore proceeding with an overview of the methods. In the empirical sec-
tions we explore how the COVID-19 pandemic affected CPOs’ work. 
We show how this group of essential workers experienced the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and related occupational stressors relating to 
changing work routines and the erosion of work-life boundaries, the 
impact of decarceration efforts on workloads, and the challenges of 
supervising and supporting parolees. We conclude with a discussion of 
the study’s contributions, limitations, and wider policy impact.

Community CorreCtional Work

CSC is the federal organization that manages the incarceration and 
community supervision of persons serving sentences of two years or 
more (Ricciardelli, 2014, 2019). CPOs are responsible for the com-
munity supervision and support of persons conditionally released from 
prison who are given the opportunity to serve the remainder of their 
sentence in the community. As has been well-documented, parolees 
typically face a lot of uncertainty in addition to several structural 
barriers that shape their reentry process (Durnescu, 2019; Gaetz & 
O’Grady, 2009; Maier, 2020; McKendy & Ricciardelli, 2021; Ricciar-
delli & Mooney, 2017). Working with parolees in these circumstances, 
CPOs are asked to serve dual roles of supervision (i.e., monitoring the 
parolee to ensure they are abiding by their conditions of release) and 
support (i.e., assisting parolees with accessing rehabilitative supports 



374 © Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologi46(4) 2021

that will assist their successful community reintegration) (Ostermann & 
Hyatt, 2021). 

Recently, a small number of studies have started to examine the ef-
fects of COVID-19 on the lives of those under community supervision 
and the parole or probation officers who supervise them. For example, 
Casey et al. (2021) examined how the “pervasive punishment” of 
community supervision (cf. McNeill, 2019) was exacerbated by the 
pandemic. Other scholars have written about how changes to probation 
or parole officers’ routines in response to pandemic-related restrictions 
(e.g., the move toward remote telephone and remote supervision) have 
created both benefits and drawbacks to their work (Dominey, 2021; 
Schwalbe & Koetzle, 2021; Sturm et al., 2021). In Canada, Norman 
and Ricciardelli (in press) found that parole officers based in federal 
prisons, referred to as institution parole officers, experienced height-
ened occupational stress and navigated new risks during the pandemic. 
And finally, Phillips et al. (2021) analyzed how probation officers in 
England and Wales had their work-life boundaries blurred while per-
forming duties at home, particularly if children were present (Phillips 
et al., 2021). These studies provide early insights into the effects of 
COVID-19 on community correctional workers’ lives. Drawing on 
semi-structured interviews with 54 CPOs, this article adds to this grow-
ing body of literature by offering insight into how the early months of 
the COVID-19 pandemic affected their workloads and responsibili-
ties, their ability to both supervise and support the parolees on their 
caseloads, and their own mental health and well-being. In so doing, we 
make theoretical contributions to the literatures on parole and probation 
officer stress and mental health, as well as the emergent understanding 
of how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected community correctional 
systems. 

Researchers recognize that community correctional workers experi-
ence various stressors related to both operational and organizational 
factors. Operational stressors include concerns about risks to personal 
safety (Finn & Kuck, 2005; Lewis, Lewis & Garby, 2013) and the cu-
mulative effects of vicarious exposure to potentially psychologically 
traumatic materials (Goldhill, 2019; Norman & Ricciardelli, 2021; Page 
& Robertson, 2021; Rhineberger-Dunn, Mack & Baker, 2016; Severson 
& Pettus-Davis, 2013; Westaby, Phillips, & Fowler, 2016). Commonly-
identified organizational stressors include high workloads (arising from 
administrative tasks, large caseloads, and unpredictable or inflexible 
deadlines), low staffing levels (e.g., lack of backfill), and conflicts with 
management or colleagues (DeMichele & Payne, 2007; Finn & Kuck, 
2005; Norman & Ricciardelli, 2021; O’Donnell & Stephens, 2001; 
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Phillips, Westaby & Fowler, 2016; Slate & Johnson, 2013; Whitehead 
& Lindquist, 1985). Organizational and operational stressors can in-
tersect and accumulate, ultimately leading to “spillover” that damages 
parole or probation workers’ ability to maintain a healthy work-life 
balance (Westaby, Phillips, & Fowler, 2016). Focused on the unique 
context of parole during the COVID-19 pandemic, the current article 
adds to the body of scholarship on tensions and stresses in community 
correctional work by examining how the working conditions engen-
dered by the pandemic exacerbated existing occupational stressors and 
affected the well-being of Canadian federal community parole officers.

methodS

This paper is based on data collectd as part of Data a broader study on 
occupational stress and well-being among federal parole officers who 
worked in the community or in correctional institutions. The study 
was commissioned and funded by the Union for Safety and Justice 
Employees (USJE), the union represengin federal parole officers. Eth-
ics approval for the study was received from Memorial University of 
Newfoundland’s Research Ethics Board (#20201495). Recruitment 
was conducted with the assistance of USJE and CSC, both of which 
sent study information in English and French to parole officers via in-
ternal listservs. In total, 150 parole officers agreed to be interviewed, 
of whom 54 (36%) worked in the community and are included in the 
sample used for this article. 

Most participants (n=52; 96.3%) took part in one-on-one telephone 
interviews, which were held in English. The remainder (n=2; 3.7%) 
participated in one of two French-language group interviews, which 
were professionally translated in real-time. French-language group 
interviews were used due to the cost of hiring translators. Due to the 
difficulty of coordinating participant schedules, the group interviews 
included both community parole officers (n=2) and institutional parole 
officers (n=3); while the discussions often focused on similarities be-
tween these roles, the interviewer ensured that participants could speak 
about the unique aspects of their position

Interviews were semi-structured, and were approximately one to 
two hours in length. Interviews were conducted over the phone, due to 
the broad geographic distribution of participants and COVID-19 public 
health restrictions. One advantage of this approach is that research has 
shown that telephone interviews may allow participants to feel more 
comfortable discussing sensitive or difficult topics (Mealer & Jones, 
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2014; Novick, 2008). As such, telephone interviews may have allowed 
participants to more easily discuss challenging occupational experi-
ences and their resultant mental health impacts. Interviews were con-
ducted between August and October, 2020 and thus occurred following 
the ‘first wave’ of COVID-19 infections in Canada, which peaked in 
early May at 2,760 new cases per day (CBC News, 2021). Data col-
lection was concluded at a time when the number of COVID-19 cases 
started to rise toward the much larger ‘second wave,’ which peaked in 
January, 2021. As a result, our data are limited by the fact that that par-
ticipants were discussing the effects of the pandemic at its early stages, 
without knowing the subsequent increased rates of transmission and 
emergence of COVID-19 variants that would ultimately occur. 

Members of the research team transcribed and open coded the in-
terviews to determine emergent themes, guided by a semi-grounded 
constructed approach (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Ric-
ciardelli et al., 2010). To ensure inter-rater reliability, three members of 
the research team independently and sequentially coded five transcripts 
to develop an initial set of codes. As the remainder of transcripts were 
subsequently coded by the research team, the initial codes were refined 
and new ones were identified as they emerged from interview data. The 
transcripts were autocoded and sorted into primary (parent nodes), sec-
ondary (child nodes), and tertiary (grandchild nodes) themes with the 
assistance of QRS NVivo software, and axial coding was used to make 
connections between and further organize themes (Strauss and Corbin, 
1990). 

Prior to participating in an interview, participants were asked to 
complete a survey on detailed their demographic characteristics and 
occupational experience. Most participants (94.4%; n=51) were work-
ing as community parole officers at the time of the interview, while 
the remainder had recent experience as community parole officers but 
were working as parole supervisors (n=2; 3.7%) or on a temporary as-
signment at CSC National Headquarters (1; n=1.9%). Most participants 
worked at a parole office (n=48; 88.9%), while a small number (n=5; 
9.3%) were employed at CSC-run residential facilities called Com-
munity Correctional Centres (CCCs). Participants’ occupational tenure 
with CSC ranged from two to 28 years; with a median of 12.5 years. 
The sample included community parole officers working in seven prov-
inces and all three territories, with Ontario (n=14; 25.9%), British Co-
lumbia (n=11; 20.4%), and Manitoba (n=9; 16.7%) the most frequent 
provinces/territories of employment. We summarize participants’ basic 
demographic information in Table 1.
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Table 1: Participant demographics 
 

reSultS

Our analysis of community parole officers’ discussions of the 
COVID-19 pandemic identified three predominant themes: (1) changes 
to workloads and routines engendered by telework, and resultant ero-
sion of work-home boundaries; (2) challenges created by top-down 
pressure for decarceration, increasing CPOs’ workloads and frustration; 
and (3) challenges to in supervisingand supporting o parolees in the 
context of public health restrictions. While we focus on the experiences 
of CPOs during the pandemic, many participants also discussed the 
difficulties faced by parolees, thereby highlighting how the challenges 
faced correctional worker and criminalized peoples may be intertwined.

Changing workloads, routines, and the erosion of work-home bound-
aries 

Participants described how the COVID-19 pandemic created significant 
changes to their daily work routines. CSC typically expected commun-
ity parole officers to spend most of their time at parole offices, Com-
munity Correctional Centres, or in the community, but with the onset 

 
Gender Participants (n) 
Female 39 
Male 14 
No answer 1 
Age  
25-34 6 
35-44 25 
45-54 15 
55-64 7 
no answer 1 
Race  
Aboriginal 1 
Afro-Caribbean-
Canadian 1 
Black 3 
Chinese 3 
South Asian 3 
White 42 
Other 1 

 
Table 1: Participant Demographics 
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of COVID-19, participants were forced to pivot to completing much of 
their work at home, which was a new experience with new stressors. 
Participant 49 provided an example of how community parole officers’ 
work routines were altered by the pandemic:

They only want one person a day, pretty much, in the office. And if 
you have to go in, you have to sign up because they want to make sure 
there’s not too many people there. So even if you’re just popping in to 
grab a file, they want you to sign up. So, if there’s five people there, 
they’re like okay, well someone has to, you know, go. They don’t want 
people in the office. Same with when you have to see [parolees]. You’re 
supposed to see them in person. With COVID, half the time you’re al-
lowed to talk to them on the phone and not see them in person. 

As participant 49 demonstrates, most community parole officers com-
pleted the majority of their work at home while access to parole offices 
as well face-to-face contact with parolees was affected by public health 
measures adopted by CSC. For some participants, these new work ar-
rangements allowed them to work more efficiently in less hectic and 
distracting environments. As participants 46 notes:

Having even two days a week at home [to] just focus on the reports and 
case records and all the typing that you can’t get done [is beneficial]. In 
the office you’re constantly being interrupted. [Telework] is invaluable 
right now. (Participant 46)

However, despite some perceived advantages of telework for specific 
job tasks, participants identifeid a range of stressors associated with 
working from home, affecting both their home life and their occupa-
tional responsibilities. For example, parents of young children noted 
thatbecasue of school and daycare closures they faced challenges jug-
gling work responsibilities with childminding. Participant 5 stated:

I found it really, really stressful when the kids were doing their home-
schooling and I was doing working from home, it was really difficult…. 
When the kids are around I don’t want to talk about sensitive things on 
the phone or have little ears listening, you know? So, I’m trying to work 
around everybody else, instead of just having my office.

Navigating work and caretaking responsibilities was a difficult chal-
lenge for many people in the pandemic, but in these difficulties were 
exacerbated by the “sensitive” nature of parole work. Participant 22, 
elaborated on the challenges of meeting parolees on the phone in the 
presence of her children:
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We’ve got our kids at home, so that’s a dynamic that makes it interesting 
when you’re…talking to sex offenders, and about violence, and all sorts 
of things that they shouldn’t know anything about. So, there’s kind of a 
boundary thing there, which, you know, in this line of work, boundaries 
are important. 

This difficulty in maintaining a boundary between work and home was 
echoed across community parole officers. Such discussions often re-
ferred to how work was “bleeding” into their homes:

For me, being in the office, that’s my line, [that’s how] I separate my 
work from my home…. Having to work from home, and having my chil-
dren here while I have to talk a guy in from the ledge, for me that bleeds 
into my home life. And I don’t particularly like that…. I mean, some of 
the offenders on my caseload know I have children and I don’t have any 
concerns with that; other offenders on my caseload don’t know, and I 
don’t want them to know. But I can’t keep that [boundary]. My work is 
bleeding into my home…. I don’t particularly like it because my house, 
my family, my children is my safe zone, and I don’t feel like I have it 
right now. (Participant 33)

Participant 33 reflections demonstratethe mental health toll that tele-
work placed on community parole officers. For her, the work arrange-
ments imposed by the pandemic removed the boundaries she had 
constructed to protect her work-life balance, prevent the intrusion of 
difficult or sensitive occupational tasks into her home life, and maintain 
her family’s privacy. These changes created new vulnerabilities and 
compromised her sense of safety.

Telework also changed the workload for community parole officers. 
Participant 132, for example, found that, with only restricted access 
to her office, completing paperwork in a timely manner was stressful: 
“when you’re in the office four times a month, you got to rush to get 
all the paperwork done [because]…it has to be done in the office. So, I 
think that is very challenging.” Other participants faced technological 
challenges as they transitioned to telework. Participant 75 explained 
that in their region, to prevent the electronic system from being over-
loaded, “we were only allowed [remote] access to our…casework 
records and everything…from 7:00 AM till 9:00 AM… We couldn’t 
do our work in that time.” Community parole officers pointed to such 
stressors in suggesting that increased feelings of chaos and disorganiza-
tion made staying on top of their tasks difficult: “I feel more disorgan-
ized, I don’t feel like I have a good grasp on what’s going on in my 
caseload, but nobody cares” (Participant 33). Participant 84 summar-
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ized the impact of diverse challenges on her workload and stress levels 
as follows:

Every single thing that needs to be done takes longer, because people are 
not as accessible, they’re working at home, they aren’t as readily access-
ible by different forms of technology…. The workload has gone up ex-
ponentially…. At the beginning of COVID, for the first couple of months 
as we were trying to get procedures in place, this is no exaggeration, I 
would work from 8:00 in the morning until 10:00 at night, non-stop.

As these statements indicate, community parole officers felt increased 
stress from various new challenges that arose due to the pandemic, and 
often had to navigate these new occupational realities with little or no 
guidance or support.

Decarceration 

Participants talked about the effects of CSC’s decarceration efforts on 
their workloads and how the push to decarcerate created new stressors 
and frustrations. Specifically, community parole officers felt frustrated 
by what they perceived as a top-down push for decarceration that was 
neither coordinated nor attentive to their working realities during these 
trying times. Such feeligns were compounded by the fact that requests 
for early release were rarely successful. Participant 57, a parole super-
visor, provided insight into the challenges faced by her staff as they 
tried to comply with decarceration efforts:

It kind of seems like they’ve been rushed and without really planning. 
Like, we had to relocate one [parolee], for example, because the release 
plan wasn’t well structured…. We had to immediately move him out 
of there [out of public safety concerns] when we realized where he had 
been placed. So my experience hasn’t been positive with early or other 
forms of release due to COVID.

Decarceration, as this participant’s narrative shows, has implications 
for prisoners’ reeentry and supervision in the community. Managign 
the release process required considerable work and coordination on 
the part of community parole officers who struggled with the increased 
workload as a result of decarceration policies and pressures. As another 
community parole officer, Participant 107, said: “we’ve definitely been 
getting more requests for reports for guys coming out [of prison],” 
while participant 95 noted that decarceration “created a whole tonne of 
work for us.” Participant 82 also felt that decarceration policies—again 
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perceived as a policy imposed from above—conflicted with the profes-
sional judgement of community parole officers: 

Management directives [are to] get these guys out, where the parole offi-
cers are saying but we still need to do a proper risk assessment. Then we 
get requests for guys to come out on day parole, day parole other, or full 
parole that they’re not ready for. But they’re [applying for early release 
and] their reason is ‘but COVID.’ And to me ‘but COVID’ is not a good 
risk management plan

As these accounts reveal, decarceration affected community parole 
officers’ workload, adding to the already stressful working conditions 
created by the pandemic. For participants who were concerned about 
the supervision and supports of released prisoners, decarceration felt 
largely disorganized and disconnected from their working realities and 
the supervision and reentry supports available in the community. All of 
these factores created added frustration and concern about their ability 
to perform their job duties of supervision, risk assessment, and support. 

Navigating Supervision and Support 

Parole work is marked by a tension between the supervision and sup-
port of parolees. The wide-ranging effects of lockdowns and other 
pandemic-related public health measures were felt acutely by com-
munity parole officers who struggled to balance these twin demands. 
Many participants felt that the limits placed on in-person meetings 
- particularly visits to the homes of parolees – compromised their abil-
ity to make confident assessments of parolees’ behaviour. Participant 
82 stated that “because we’re not allowed to go into homes [and] it’s 
harder to assess potential risk.” Participant 129 similarly noted that 
“seeing the home of the parolee can make us know how he is in his 
head.… So, I feel like we were kind of missing a bit of information 
by not going there.” Here, community parole officers were speaking 
to feeling compromised in their ability to assess how well their clients 
were managing their re-entry because they were shielded from seeing 
their living conditions. Participant 132 lamented the inability to observe 
parolees’ bodily cues: “we can’t see their facial reactions, [so] we don’t 
really know for sure what’s going on.” As these participants make clear, 
despite finding some creative ways to see parolees in a safe environ-
ment (see Participant 5 above), many community parole officers con-
sidered in-person interactions, especially home visits, vital to their ef-
fective supervision of parolees. Thus, they felt the effects of not having 
the same level of access to and interaction with parolees. Participant 22 
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explained the challenges of supervision in the absence of direct face-to-
face contact when sharing that: 

[There is a] huge assessment piece being missed when we do our com-
munity assessments…. You missed the whole component of seeing 
people in their natural environment, where they are more likely to maybe 
share…. It also makes it difficult to have certain conversations when 
you’re standing outside on the street corner. You’re not really talking 
about how they’re managing their conditions and, you know, [with] sex 
offenders how they are managing their urges and whatnot.

As participant 22 explains, for community parole officers home visits 
can be both a vital part of supervising a parolee and meeting them in 
“their natural environment” where they are more likely to engage open-
ly. These sentiments were echoed by participant 96, who missed “that 
extra element of being able to meet them in their home, and if they live 
with someone with their community supports, and having those open 
conversations…. That was crucial to building rapport and getting a 
sense of how well they’re doing.” 

The potentially harmful effects for parolees who could not access 
their usual community supports were also voiced by community parole 
officers. As Participant 82 stated: 

The resources aren’t available. Our programs weren’t happening for a 
while. And even now program is only happening over the phone, so it’s 
very hard to tell if that’s even effective or not…. There’s a lot of barriers, 
and then they are stuck at the halfway house you know for days on end, 
and that’s not mentally healthy for anyone.

Community parole officers were limited in the support that they could 
provide to parolees. This situation that could be particularly damaging 
for those who relied on their parole officer for support and guidance. In 
essence, many community parole officers felt unable to perform their 
occupational responsibilities to the extent they felt their work demanded, 
which included being able to “be there” for their clients. Participant 84 
noted that some parolees:

Have developed a really strong rapport with us, and don’t always have 
a good strong family support.…[In those cases] we are their first line of 
problem solving. So when the money starts running short, when they 
lose their jobs because of COVID, when they start to experience health 
concerns, when they can’t get to the store to get their groceries, for some 
of our offenders we’re the ones they call. So we’re not only their parole 
officer in some cases we’re their primary source of support.
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As participant 84’s statement demonstrates, the support role played 
by community parole officers could intensify during the pandemic, as 
clients suffered from the impacts of COVID-19 on their re-entry pro-
cesses, specifically their ability to acquire employment and meet their 
daily needs. Here, socially vulnerable parolees were seen as lacking 
their usual resources, thus intensifying their reliance on the supports 
that their parole officer provides. However, their parole officer was less 
visible, unable to meet in person, and restricted in their ability to pro-
vide the normative supports in ways clients were accustomed prior to 
the pandemic. 

Several community parole officers linked these pandemic-related 
challenges to instances in which parolees on their caseload breached 
their release conditions. Participant 82 added: “I think the offenders 
that have breached [are] because of the stress of COVID,” a senti-
ment echoed by participant 100, who described returning a parolee to 
prison because “the supports that he needs just weren’t happening, and 
he wasn’t able to do things online…and so he breached and he went 
back.” As they were concerned for the well-being of the people on their 
caseload, their clients’ increased vulnerabilities and risk of breaches 
added an additional level of stress and difficulty to the job of parole 
officer. Such stresses had possible negative implications for their own 
well-being. As interviewees’ narratives reveal, community parole of-
ficers were concerned that the lack of in-person support, coupled with 
the disappearance of other support systems in the community, affected 
their clients’ well-being and legal futures.

diSCuSSion

In this article, we demonstrate the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic 
had on community parole officers’ occupational realities and stres-
sors. While telework made certain job tasks easier for some CPOs, for 
many working from home created new challenges. These new stressors 
were especially noted where community parole officers’ carefully-
constructed boundaries between work and home were eroded, causing 
sensitive work to “spillover” into their home and family lives (cf. Phil-
lips et al., 2021). This constituted a particular concern for community 
parole officers, especially those with children, given that “dirty work” 
(Hughes, 1958) is an occupational reality for community correctional 
workers (Westaby et al., 2016; Worrall et al., 2013). 

Community parole officers reported increased workloads during the 
pandemic, while feeling their ability to supervise and support ex-pris-
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oners on their caseload was significantly impeded. Limited in-person 
visits and reduced ability to have meaningful conversations with par-
olees in environments where they felt most comfortable reduced both 
the level of surveillance and support experienced by parolees. In turn, 
this created new challenges for community parole officers when mak-
ing informed risk assessments; assessments that have always been high-
ly discretionary and potentially detrimental to the supports and freedom 
of clients. Community parole officers were also conscious of the lack 
of wider supports in the community and the implications of the lack of 
contact and supports for parolees’ well-being, including their ability 
to comply with their conditions of release. For parolees, COVID-19 
exacerbated their “pains of supervision” (Durnescu, 2019; McNeill, 
2019). For officers, it created challenges in providing support and could 
force them to make decisions to return their parolees to prison for rea-
sons rooted in structural barriers rather than individual actions. 

Decarceration efforts resulted in additional work demands on com-
munity parole officers at a time of heightened stress, notwitstading 
the fact that decarceration efforts resulted in relatively few successful 
applications for early or exceptional release, This suggests that future 
decarceration efforts must involve liaising with frontline services and 
community supports to ensure that people who are released early are 
still provided with the necessary supervision and treatment supports. 
It was also the case that ‘parole by exception’ was not a process with 
which more parole officers were familiar. Thus, they had to learn new 
administrative processes and procedures, which in itself increased 
workloads and, for some, discomfort inhernt in navigating new, often 
burdensome, administrative tasks.

Overall, the data show that COVID-19 made community parole of-
ficers’ work more challenging and stressful. Participants felt that some 
organizational reactions to the pandemic, such as decarceration, created 
new stresses that affected their well-being. Meanwhile, new public 
health measures such as physical distancing and lock downs, although 
necessary for public health, created barriers to care and support provi-
sion for prisoners and parolees. 

We recommend that the managers and employers of community 
parole officers be attentive to the struggles that such workers are having 
in accommodating these new remote working conditions, and that their 
connection to clients be reinstated as soon as possible within the allow-
ances of public health measures. Community parole officers are expe-
riencing work-life imbalance and suffering from the difficultes in sepa-
rating home and work brought on by telework within the pandemic. 
There must be efforts to enforce boundaries between occupational work 
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and private living, which need to be respected and adhered by all those 
within the officers circle of employment. Community correctional work 
does not occur in a vacuum, it is a societal process, impacting society 
and communities. Thus, within the context of COVID-19, public health 
policies must be adhered to maintain health and safety, but also, and 
not to be forgotten, parolees require supports for their successful rein-
tegration into society and desistance from crime. More must be done 
to ensure they are receiving such necessary supports and not in such 
a way that the mental health and well-being of officers is forced to be 
compromised. To this end, flexibility with working conditions is neces-
sary, as is understanding from employers, and clients. The reality is that 
the well-being of community parole officers fluctuates in tandem with 
that of their clients – they worry for the well-being of their clients – and 
thus they too require an increase in mental health supports that includes 
access to treatment when necessary.

The current study is not without limitations. Interviews were 
conducted after Canada’s ‘first wave,’ but before the future waves 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, thus limiting the temporal focus to the 
pandemic’s first few months. Our participants were living in a state 
of uncertainty as to what was to come next and unprepared for the the 
pandemic’s extensive impact. Further, community parole officers self-
selected for the study and the online recruitment process, as well as the 
distribution and return of demographic surveys and consent documents, 
may have deterred potential participants. The research team worked 
to accommodate participant interest in a timely manner, as interviews 
were requested at great speed after the recruitment materials were dis-
tributed; as such, despite conducting interviews with 54 participants, 
we were not able to speak with each interested person. Moreover, as is 
the case with all qualitative research, caution is necessary when gener-
alizing results beyond our sample. In spite of these limitations, the cur-
rent study offers novel and rich data on the experiences of community 
parole officers as they navigated new or exacerbated occupational chal-
lenges during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

ConCluding remarkS

Due to the nature of their jobs, community parole officers experience 
various distinctive occupational stressors. The global pandemic exacer-
bated many of these stresses while creating new workplace routines, 
parolee needs, and occupational challenges. Cumulatively, these chan-
ges affected the health and well-being, on the job and in their homes, of 



a group of workers who could not pause their work due to its essential 
nature, and who instead had to find strategies to keep themselves and 
their clients safe and well. 

More research is quried on the impact of COVID-19 on community 
correctional workers’ well-being beyond the early stages of the pan-
demic. Given the reported benefits and challenges of their work during 
the pandemic, but also the likely long-term impact of COVID-19 on 
correctional systems, it is important that correctional services carefully 
consider the nuances of frontline workers’ experiences in building a 
(post-)pandemic parole system that is resilient, supportive, and inclu-
sive of parole officers’ working realities and the experiences of parolees 
subjected to community supervision. 

referenCeS

Barnert, E., Ahalt, C., & Williams, B. (2020). Prisons: amplifiers of the 
COVID-19 pandemic hiding in plain sight. American Journal of Public 
Health, 110(7), 964-966.

Burki, T. (2020). Prisons are “in no way equipped” to deal with COVID-19. 
Lancet, 395(10234), 1411-1412.

Casey, R., McNeill, F., Barkas, B., Cornish, N., Gormley, C., & Schinkel, M. 
(2021). Pervasive punishment in a pandemic. Probation Journal. DOI: 
02645505211050871.

CBC News (2021) Tracking the coronavirus. https://newsinteractives.cbc.ca/
coronavirustracker/ (accessed 15 June 2021).

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE.

DeMichele, M., & Payne, B. K. (2007). Probation and parole officers speak 
out-Caseload and workload allocation. Federal Probation, 71(3), 30-35.

Dominey, J., Coley, D., Devitt, K. E., & Lawrence, J. (2021). Putting a face to 
a name: Telephone contact as part of a blended approach to probation 
supervision. Probation Journal. 

Durnescu, I. (2019). Pains of reentry revisited. International Journal of Of-
fender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 63(8), 1482-1498.

Finn, P., & Kuck, S. (2005). Stress among probation and parole officers and 
what can be done about it. Washington, DC: National Institute of Jus-
tice.

Gaetz, S., & O’Grady, B. (2009). Homelessness, incarceration, and the chal-
lenge of effective discharge planning: A Canadian case. In: J.D. Hul-
chanski, P. Campsie, S. Chau, S. Hwang, & E. Paradis (Eds.), Finding 



 oCCupational StreSS and Well-Being                               387

home: Policy options for addressing homelessness in Canada (e-book; 
Chapter 7.3). Toronto: University of Toronto Cities Centre.

Glaser, B.G. & Strauss, A.L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strate-
gies for qualitative research. Chicago: Aldine Publishing.

Goldhill, R. (2019). The complexities of managing gendered violence in an 
English probation setting. European Journal of Probation, 11(2), 53-71.

Harris, K. (2020, March 31). Bill Blair asks prison, parole heads to consider 
releasing some inmates to stop spread of COVID-19. CBC News. 
Available at: https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/prison-covid19-csc-
release-1.5516065.

Hughes, E. C. (1962). Good people and dirty work. Social problems, 10(1), 
3-11.

Kinner, S. A., Young, J. T., Snow, K., Southalan, L., Lopez-Acuña, D., Ferreira-
Borges, C., & O’Moore, É. (2020). Prisons and custodial settings are 
part of a comprehensive response to COVID-19. The Lancet Public 
Health, 5(4), e188.

Lewis, K.R., Lewis, L.S., & Garby, T.M. (2013). Surviving the trenches: The 
personal impact of the job on probation officers. American Journal of 
Criminal Justice, 38(1), 67-84.

Maier, K. (2020). ‘Mobilizing’ prisoner reentry research: Halfway houses and 
the spatial-temporal dynamics of prison release. Theoretical Criminol-
ogy, DOI 1362480619896371.

Maycock, M. (2021). ‘Covid-19 has caused a dramatic change to prison life’. 
Analysing the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on the pains of im-
prisonment in the Scottish Prison Estate. The British Journal of Crimi-
nology.

McKendy, L., & Ricciardelli, R. (2021). The pains of release: Federally-sen-
tenced women’s experiences on parole. European Journal of Probation, 
13(1), 1-20.

McNeill, F. (2019). Pervasive punishment: Making sense of mass supervision. 
Bingley, UK: Emerald.

Mealer, M., & Jones, J. (2014). Methodological and ethical issues related to 
qualitative telephone interviews on sensitive topics. Nurse Researcher, 
21(4), 32-37.

Norman, M., & Ricciardelli, R. (2021). Operational and organisational stressors 
in community correctional work: Insights from probation and parole of-
ficers in Ontario, Canada. Probation Journal. DOI: 0264550520984253.

Norman, M., & Ricciardelli, R. (in press). “It’s pure chaos every day”: 
COVID-19 and the work of Canadian federal institutional parole offi-
cers. European Journal of Probation.

Novick, G. (2008). Is there a bias against telephone interviews in qualitative 
research?. Research in Nursing & Health, 31(4), 391-398.



388 © Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologi46(4) 2021

O’Donnell, C., & Stephens, C. (2001). The impact of organisational, social 
environmental and job content stressors on the work related strains of 
probation officers. Australian & New Zealand Journal of Criminology, 
34(2), 193-203.

Ostermann, M., & Hyatt, J. M. (2021). Parole Officer Decision-Making Before 
Parole Revocation: Why Context Is Key When Delivering Correctional 
Services. Criminal Justice Policy Review, 08874034211035494.

Page, J., & Robertson, N. (2021). Extent and predictors of work-related distress 
in community correction officers: a systematic review. Psychiatry, Psy-
chology and Law, 1-28.

Parole Board of Canada. (2021). COVID-19 and the Parole Board of Canada. 
Available at: https://www.canada.ca/en/parole-board/services/coronavi-
rus-covid-19.html (accessed 10 May 2021).

Phillips, J., Westaby, C., Ainslie, S., & Fowler, A. (2021). ‘I don’t like this job 
in my front room’: Practising probation in the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Probation Journal. DOI: 02645505211050867.

Phillips, J., Westaby, C., & Fowler, A. (2016). ‘It’s relentless’ The impact of 
working primarily with high-risk offenders. Probation Journal, 63(2), 
182-192.

Rhineberger-Dunn, G., Mack, K. Y., & Baker, K. M. (2016). Secondary trauma 
among community corrections staff: An exploratory study. Journal of 
Offender Rehabilitation, 55(5), 293-307.

Ricciardelli, R. (2014). Surviving incarceration: Inside Canadian prisons. 
Brantford, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press.

Ricciardelli, R. (2019). Also serving time: Canadian provincial and territorial 
correctional officers. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Ricciardelli, R., Clow, K. A., & White, P. (2010). Investigating hegemonic 
masculinity: Portrayals of masculinity in men’s lifestyle magazines. Sex 
Roles, 63(1-2), 64-78.

Ricciardelli, R., & Mooney, T. (2017). Vulnerabilities and barriers in post-re-
lease employment reintegration as indicated by parolees. In R. Ricciard-
elli & A. Peters, After prison: Navigating employment and reintegration 
(pp. 105-132). Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press.

Ricciardelli, R., Bucerius, S., Tetrault, J., Crewe, B., & Pyrooz, D. (2021). Cor-
rectional services during and beyond COVID-19. FACETS 6(1): 490-
516.

Ryan, C., Sabourin, H., & Ali, A. (2020). Applying an Indigenous and gender-
based lens to the exploration of public health and human rights implica-
tions of COVID-19 in Canadian correctional facilities. Canadian Jour-
nal of Public Health, 111(6), 971-974.



 oCCupational StreSS and Well-Being                               389

Schwalbe, C. S., & Koetzle, D. (2021). What the COVID-19 pandemic teaches 
about the essential practices of community corrections and supervision. 
Criminal Justice and Behavior.

Severson, M., & Pettus-Davis, C. (2013). Parole officers’ experiences of the 
symptoms of secondary trauma in the supervision of sex offenders. In-
ternational Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 
57(1), 5-24.

Slate, R.N. & Johnson, W.W. (2013) Stressors experienced by state and federal 
probation officers. In M.K. Miller & B.H. Bornstein (Eds.), Stress, trau-
ma, and wellbeing in the legal system (pp. 197-216). New York: Oxford 
University Press.

Strauss, J., & Corbin, A. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques 
and procedures for developing grounded theory. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE.

Sturm, A., Robbers, S., Henskens, R., & de Vogel, V. (2021). “Yes, I can hear 
you now…” Online working with probationers in the Netherlands: 
New opportunities for the working alliance. Probation Journal. DOI: 
02645505211050869.

Westaby, C., Phillips, J., & Fowler, A. (2016) Spillover and work-family con-
flict in probation practice: Managing the boundary between work and 
home life. European Journal of Probation 8(3), 113-127.

Whitehead, J., & Lindquist, C. (1985). Job stress and burnout among probation/
parole officers: Perceptions and causal factors. International Journal of 
Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 29(2), 109-119.

Worrall, A., & Mawby, R. C. (2013). Probation worker responses to turbulent 
conditions: Constructing identity in a tainted occupation. Australian & 
New Zealand Journal of Criminology, 46(1), 101-118. 

Dr. Rosemary Ricciardelli is Professor of Sociology and Criminology at Me-
morial University. Elected to the Royal Society of Canada, her research centers 
on evolving understandings of gender, vulnerabilities, risk, and experiences and 
issues within different facets of the criminal justice system.

Email: rricciardell@mun.ca

 
Mark Norman is a postdoctoral fellow whose research interests lie at the inter-
sections of criminology, sociology, and health studies. He is currently working 
on two major research projects: a postdoctoral project, co-supervised by Rose-
mary Ricciardelli (Department of Sociology, Memorial University) and James 
Gillett (Department of Health, Aging & Society, McMaster University), on men-
tal health and well-being among Canadian public safety and justice workers; 
and, as Primary Investigator, a SSHRC-funded project on the social meanings 
and organization of sport and physical recreation programs in Ontario youth cus-
tody facilities. In addition to his work on sport and physical activity in prisons, 
Norman has previously undertaken and published research on sport and digital 



390 © Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologi46(4) 2021

media, sport and social development, and gender inequality in major sporting 
organizations.

Email: normam2@mcmaster.ca

 
Dr. Katharina Maier is Assistant Professor at the University of Winnipeg. She 
holds a Law Degree (J.D. equivalent) from the University of Münster (Germany) 
and a Master’s degree and PhD from the Centre for Criminology & Sociolegal 
Studies at the University of Toronto. As a qualitative researcher, she is interested 
in examining issues around punishment and penal governance, prisoner re-entry 
and penal supervision, policing, urban poverty and social marginality, and the 
work of front-line penal actors. Dr. Maier also has a special interest in com-
parative criminal justice theory, practice, and law. She has published on issues 
pertaining to prison violence, prison masculinities, prisoner re-entry, and half-
way houses in Theoretical Criminology, Punishment & Society, and the Howard 
Journal of Crime and Justice. Dr. Maier is currently leading a 2-year SSHRC 
funded project on policing, public health, and methamphetamine use in Win-
nipeg.

Email: k.maier@uwinnipeg.ca


