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The main purpose of this paper was to highlight the importance of security
as a dimension of the social climate for women who are deprived of their
liberty and held in prisons, with an understanding of the specifics of the
concept of safety and discipline, i.e., recognising the power dynamics
between prison staff and women prisoners as a cornerstone of effective and
humane execution of the prison sentence. Given the unique context of the
execution of the prison sentence for women prisoners in Serbia, this paper
presents the findings from research on the dimension of security conducted
at the only prison in which women in Serbia serve the sentence of
deprivation of liberty, the Correctional Institution for Women in PoZarevac,
in 2022. The sample consisted of 91 respondents from both the closed and
semi-open sections of the facility. The research is part of a three-year
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Introduction

The security and safety of individuals deprived of their liberty are
prerequisites for meeting other relevant standards and norms, and their
provision requires respect for fundamental human rights and freedoms.
This is of particular significance when considering female prisoners, and
selected international instruments, such as the Bangkok Rules,® adopted by
the United Nations General Assembly on 21 December 2010, specifically
address this issue. The Bangkok Rules recognise women prisoners as a
particularly vulnerable social group, with distinct needs and requirements
in comparison to male prisoners (Barberet & Jackson, 2017; Krabbe & Van
Kempen, 2017). In this context, a specific section of the Bangkok Rules
pertains to issues of security and discipline, as security, safety, and
discipline for all individuals in prison, as well as the recognition of the
power dynamics between prison staff and women deprived of their liberty,
are the cornerstones of an effective and humane prison system. The
provision of external security (manifested in the prevention of escapes) and
internal safety (which can be seen as an instrument to prevent disorder) is
most effectively achieved by fostering positive relationships between
persons deprived of their liberty and prison staff. The separation of women
from men in prison, alongside the requirement for female staff to supervise
women prisoners, serves to prevent violence and protect women prisoners
from violence, abuse and harassment, and is a fundamental standard of
human rights for prisoners.

3 Resolution of the United Nations General Assembly, A/RES/65/229, 65/229. United
Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for
Women Offenders (the Bangkok Rules), available at https://www.
unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prisonreform/Bangkok_Rules ENG_22032015.
pdf, page accessed on 12 November 2024.
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Maintaining order and creating a secure environment for both prisoners
and staff is one of the primary tasks of prison administration. The security
and order depend on the professionalism of staff, particularly those in
security roles, but also on the harmony within the prison, i.e., interpersonal
relationships both between prisoners and between prisoners and staff. A
sense of insecurity, experiences of violence and abuse, and fears of
victimisation can undermine the well-being of convicted individuals,
thereby impacting the overall quality of prison life (van Ginneken et al.,
2018; Balfour, 2018).

As previously noted, the Bangkok Rules pay particular attention to security
and safety, insisting on the separation of women from men in prison. Given
that body searches and intimate body searches can cause humiliation and
distress, they insist on the adoption of alternative methods as a standard
practice in penitentiary institutions housing women deprived of their liberty.
Children should never be subjected to intensive body searches.

Personal searches should be conducted in such a way as to ensure that
women prisoners’ dignity and respect are protected (Rules 19-21). These
searches should only be carried out by female staff, who have received
proper training in accordance with established procedures. There is also a
strong emphasis on the development and implementation of alternative
methods for body searches, such as scans, to avoid invasive body searches
and minimise the harmful psychological and possible physical impact
caused by such searches on women prisoners. Finally, as stated in Rule 21,
prison staff shall demonstrate competence, professionalism and sensitivity,
and shall preserve respect and dignity when searching for both children in
prison with their mother and children visiting their mothers.

Rules 22 and 23 address disciplinary punishment. According to these rules,
punishment by close confinement shall not be applied to mothers with
children, pregnant women, and breastfeeding mothers. Furthermore,
disciplinary sanctions for women prisoners shall not include a prohibition of
family contact, especially with children (see more: Kovacevic et al., 2024).
Instruments of restraint shall never be used on women during labour, during
birth and immediately after birth. Finally, the rules provide for the protection
of women who experience violence during their time in prison.

Security as a dimension of the social climate in prison includes four aspects
of prison life: order and security, which imply a sufficient number of
employees to ensure professional supervision and control of the prison
environment. The subjective experience of the safety of convicted persons
in the sense that they feel secure and protected from injuries, threats and
other dangers. Adaptation of convicted persons to life in prison, which is
seen through the need or coercion of the convicted person to join informal
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groups in prison. The last sub-dimension refers to the presence of drugs,
abuse and victimization in the prison environment.

The main purpose of this paper was to emphasise the significance of security
as a dimension of the social climate for women who are deprived of their
liberty and are held in prisons, with an understanding of the specifics of the
concept of safety and discipline, i.e., recognising the power dynamics
between prison staff and women prisoners as a cornerstone of effective and
humane execution of the prison sentence (Prost, Panisch, & Bedard, 2020).
This paper is part of the wider three-year project titled Assessment and
possibilities for improving the quality of prison life of prisoners in the
Republic  of  Serbia:  Criminological-penological,  psychological,
sociological, legal and security aspects - PrisonLIFE project, supported by
the Science Fund under the Ideas 2020 programme, implemented by the
Institute for Criminological and Sociological Research and the University of
Belgrade — Faculty of Special Education and Rehabilitation. The project,
supported by the Science Fund through the Ideas 2020 programme, is
conducted by the Institute for Criminological and Sociological Research and
the University of Belgrade — Faculty of Special Education and
Rehabilitation. The PrisonLIFE project focuses on the quality of prison life
for individuals in Serbian prisons, affecting not only their lives within prison
but also their life upon release (see more in: Iliji¢, Pavi¢evi¢ & Milicevic,
2024), with security and its subdimensions being a central component of
quality of life in prison for both male and female prisoners (Liebling, 2011;
Mili¢evi¢ & Stevanovic, 2024).

Among the first findings, those related to women prisoners serving their
sentences at the Pozarevac Correctional Institution for Women were
published. The study analysed the quality of prison life for 91 women
prisoners in Serbia, representing 40% of the female prison population in
2022, with the aim of assessing their overall experience, analysing
differences in the quality of life across various categories and dimensions
of the MQPL (Measuring the Quality of Prison Life), and identifying
specific aspects of the prison environment that require improvement.
Significant variations were found in the assessments of the prison climate.
The findings indicate a relatively low overall quality of prison life, with a
substantial proportion of respondents reporting a negative overall
experience of life in prison. Only a small percentage expressed a positive
view of the quality of prison life. However, relatively positive experiences
were reported in the categories of Conditions and Contact with Family,
Harmony, and Security. On the other hand, categories such as
Professionalism and Well-being and Development received lower ratings
in our sample, indicating areas for improvement. The highest-rated
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dimensions of MQPL were Adaptation and Distress (indicating lower
levels of significant inner turmoil), while the lowest-rated were Well-being,
Bureaucratic Legitimacy, Organisation and Consistency, and Decency (see
more: Batricevi¢ et al., 2023).

Power and “Authority” of Prison Staff over Female Prisoners

Recognising the implications of power and authority held by prison
officers, the varying power dynamics between prison officers and women
deprived of their liberty, as well as the responsibility to manage that power
and authority appropriately in all situations, understanding the particular
vulnerability faced by women prisoners, especially in relation to the
application of disciplinary measures, searches, and other restrictions, as
well as reactions to sexual and any other forms of abuse in prison, require
the establishment of special measures to prevent and combat violence
against women prisoners, either by other prisoners or by prison staff. These
measures include immediate protection on the one hand, but also
continuous support and counseling, physical and mental health care, legal
assistance, and independent investigation.

It has long been recognised that the relationship between staff and persons
deprived of their liberty is “crucial to the entire prison system” (Liebling,
2011). However, relatively few analyses of the prison sentence for women
have focused on staff-prisoner relations, whether by describing their
conditions and dynamics or linking their characteristics to broader
concepts of power, trust, or legitimacy (Crewe, Schliche, & Przylylska,
2023). In women’s prisons, this power dynamic is particularly evident in
staff-prisoner relationships, prompting recent studies to emphasise the
complexity and emotional intensity of these interactions (Crewe, Schliehe,
& Przylylska, 2023, p. 925-946). Authors of these studies highlight the
relative powerlessness and vulnerability of women in prison (Bucerius,
Haggerty, & Dunford, 2021; Crewe, levins, & Larmour, S., et all., 2022),
which is largely shaped by their pre-incarceration life experiences, often
leading to forms of dependency and distrust. Viewed from this perspective,
many emotionally charged interactions witnessed by researchers “reflect
the complex entanglements of power and dependence. Women’s reliance
on staff reinforced a dynamic of neediness; their lack of power, in
combination with their desperation and distress, produced insistent and
vociferous forms of challenge; and their biographical experiences acutely
sensitive to the use and misuse of authority. For the same reasons, many
women were impelled to develop close relationships with officers, while
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others were highly passive or detached, based on feelings of fatalism or
anxiety” (Crewe, Schliehe, & Przylylska, 2023, p. 941-943).

In this regard, women’s prisons pose a particular challenge to models of
penal order, authority and legitimacy precisely because “thread of power”
and control flows through the complex, charged and ambiguous relational
dynamics. These findings are particularly significant given recent literature
suggesting that for many women who have experienced trauma, addiction
and degradation in the community, prisons can serve as places of refuge,
containment and narrative reinvention (Bucerius, Haggerty, & Dunford,
2021, p. 532), however, even when imprisonment can, in certain respects,
provide protection and restoration, its mundane power relations can also
render imprisonment highly stressful (Crewe, Schliehe, & Przybylska,
2023, p. 941-943). Indeed, much of this stress relates to the same
experiences of abuse and exploitation that can make prisons sites of
temporary relief. So, while imprisonment might well provide some women
with ‘the only opportunities available to them to escape dangers or
challenges they face in the community and to access basic social welfare
provisions’ (Bucerius, Haggerty & Dunford, 2021, p. 532), their relational
dynamics always risk compounding experiences of trauma, reinforcing
feelings of mistrust, and reproducing experiences of powerlessness
(Comack, 2018; Kelman et al., 2022). The difficult fusion of care and control
that women’s prisons generally seek to provide feels particularly threatening
for many women, because of how it resonates with abusive and confusing
experiences of intimacy and authority in the community (Liebling, 2009).
The issue of performance thresholds , adherence to minimum standards in
prison (including those for women), and what defines them as “unsafe” or
“minimally safe”, as well as “good” or “safer”, is a particularly complex
one. This issue has preoccupied policymakers and practitioners for quite
some time. According to Auty and Liebling, these standards are based on
widely accepted statements of principle, but benchmarks are rarely set or
explored empirically. The authors believe that there have been few
attempts to describe or define higher threshold values — the point at which
outcomes become positive or the stated principles are achieved. Given this,
we consider the study What is a ‘good enough’ prison? An empirical
analysis of key thresholds using prison moral quality data (Auty &
Liebling, 2024) to be of particular significance. In this study, the authors
provide an empirical analysis of how quality of life thresholds may be
determined using data from 518 Measuring the Quality of Prison Life
(MQPL) surveys conducted in prisons in England and Wales (2009-2020),
and examine their relationship to five violence outcomes: serious prisoner-
on-prisoner assaults, serious assaults on staff, self-harm incidents requiring
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hospital treatment, self-inflicted deaths, and homicides. According to the
authors, the results suggested that thresholds exist for most of the MQPL
dimensions. They identify lower ‘“unsafe” and “minimally safe”
thresholds. The study concludes that scores of prisons below the lower
threshold had a very strong relationship with each of our five serious forms
of violence in prison. Similarly, according to the authors, prisons that did
not manage to cross the “minimally safe” threshold also had strong
relationships with incidents of violence in their prison but were at slightly
lower risk of those incidents occurring. Their study found striking
differences in the mean incident rates when comparing prisons below the
lower threshold to those above the “minimally safe” threshold. The aim of
the study was to develop an empirically and theoretically derived
conceptual model of prison quality, showing where higher (“safer”) and
lower (“very unsafe”) thresholds can be found. The initial modal analysis
indicated that the distributions for majority of the dimensions contained
more than one mode. This suggests that thresholds can exist at each end of
the distribution for most of the MQPL dimensions. The study found that
scores of prisons below the lower threshold had a very strong relationship
with each of our five serious forms of violence in prison. Similarly, in
prisons that had managed to cross the safe threshold, according to the
authors, MQPL scores also had strong relationships with incidents of
violence in their prisons, but these prisons were at considerably lower risk
of those incidents occurring. The study presented mean incident rates for
each of the two groups of prisons: (1) those below the lower threshold and
(2) those above the safer threshold. The difference in violence rates
between these two groups was striking. The difference between violent
prisons and minimally safe prisons (according to the authors, in so far as
we can use this kind of terminology — indicating low rather than no risk of
violence) is, taking examples, scores of 3.05 for staff-prisoner
relationships, 2.80 for humanity, and 3.00 for policing and security at the
low end versus scores of 3.55 for staff-prisoner relationships, 3.35 for
humanity, and 3.45 for policing and security at the ‘minimally safe’ end.
These are substantial differences, reflecting the fact that to operate a safe
prison, a combination of harmony, security and professionalism
dimensions must be achieved (see Auty & Liebling, 2020; Auty &
Liebling, 2024).
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Women’s Correctional Institution in Serbia:
Security, Discipline, and Safety

The legal framework regulating the conduct of individuals serving prison
sentences in Serbia is largely defined by the law and relevant by-laws. This
includes relevant provisions from the Law on Execution of Criminal
Sanctions* and three by-laws: the Rulebook on Disciplinary Proceedings
against Convicted Persons,® the Rulebook on the Measures for
Maintenance of Order and Security in Penitentiary Institutions,® and the
Rulebook on Treatment, Treatment Program, Classification and
Subsequent Classification of Prisoners.’

Maintaining order and security in penitentiary institutions is a highly
significant, yet difficult and challenging task for prison staff. In addition,
maintaining order and security involves the segment of disciplinary action,
i.e., measures and procedures related to the conduct of convicted
individuals during their sentence. Disciplinary measures aim to prevent
violations of the regulatory system, enable the smooth functioning of the
institution, and facilitate the successful implementation of therapeutic
activities. Moreover, these measures are meaningful only if applied
appropriately to the personality of the individual who has committed the
offence, and in proportion to the nature of the offence and the overall
situation, 1.e., circumstances.

According to the provisions of the Law on Execution of Criminal Sanctions
(Article 46, Paragraph 3), in the Republic of Serbia, women serve their
prison sentences in separate prisons from men, which is fully in line with
international standards. Women in Serbia serve their prison sentences in
the Correctional Institution for Women in Pozarevac (hereinafter referred
to as the Correctional Facility for Women). This is the only facility in
Serbia where adult and juvenile female offenders, convicted of crimes and
misdemeanours, serve their sentences. The Correctional Facility for
Women is a semi-open type of institution, with open, semi-open, and
closed departments, as well as a special department for juveniles, which
differ based on the level of security and the way women prisoners are
treated (Articles 15 and 16 of the Law on Execution of Criminal
Sanctions). In semi-open type institutions, staff in the security service
represent the basic obstacle to escape (Article 14, Paragraph 3, Law on

4Official Gazette RS. No. 55/2014 and 35/2019.
5 Official Gazette RS. No. 79/2014.

6 Official Gazette RS. No. 55/14.

7 Official Gazette RS. No. 66/2015.
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Execution of Criminal Sanctions). However, for decades, the actual
situation has disagreed with the legal provisions, as the Correctional
Institution for Women in Pozarevac has always been located behind high
walls, meaning that women assigned to the semi-open and open
departments also served their sentences within walled and other secured
areas (Copi¢, 2024; Stevanovi¢, Copi¢, & Vuji¢ié, 2025). The
reconstruction of the institution, which began in 2017, is expected to lead
to full alignment of the factual situation with the legal framework (see more
in: Copi¢, 2024), and progress in this direction is already visible today.?
Security, discipline and safety, according to Article 21 of the Law on
Execution of Criminal Sanctions, in penitentiary institutions, are taken care
of by the Security Service. Members of this service are authorized to
implement measures aimed at maintenance of order and security in the
penitentiary institution. The convicted person is obliged to act in
accordance with the provisions of the Law on Execution of Criminal
Sanctions and corresponding by laws, as well as according to the orders of
officials, unless the execution of the order is illegal. To maintain order and
security in the institution, only those measures for maintaining order and
security that are established by law and only to the extent necessary can be
applied to the convicted person, where coercive measures and special
measures can be distinguished. In addition to these measures, for
committed disciplinary offenses, it is possible to impose one of the
disciplinary measures provided for by law, including solitary confinement
disciplinary measures, solitary confinement shall never be imposed on
pregnant women and mothers with children (Protector of Citizens, 2021),
which is in accordance with Bangkok rules.®

In terms of security and safety, the report of the Protector of Citizens from
2021 notes that searches of female prisoners are carried out exclusively by
female officers, i.e., members of the security service (Protector of Citizens,
2021, p. 14). The report further states, based on interviews conducted
during a visit by the National Mechanism for the Prevention of Torture,
that detailed searches, which involve the removal of clothing and footwear,
are not frequent, are gradual, i.e., at no point are the women prisoners fully

8 The construction of the new Correctional Facility for Women is expected to be
finished in 2026.

® Disciplinary segregation or instruments of restraint are a last resort and should be
used only for the shortest possible time. Pregnant women, women with babies and
nursing mothers in prison enjoy special protection against the use of restraints, solitary
confinement or segregation
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nude, as well as that during a detailed search, only female members of the
security service are present in the room, ensuring the privacy and dignity
of women prisoners. The Internal Rules of the Correctional Facility for
Women specify situations in which a detailed search must be carried out
(see more in: Protector of Citizens, 2021, p. 14). There are no alternative
methods for invasive searches at the Correctional Facility for Women,
although these searches are certainly not frequent.

In 2022, the National Preventive Mechanism conducted a follow-up visit
to the Correctional Facility for Women in Pozarevac (Protector of Citizens,
2022), during which it was determined that all recommendations made by
the National Preventive Mechanism in the Report on the visit carried out
in 2021 had been implemented. During the follow-up visit, it was observed
that the number of treatment staff had increased, that internal procedures
regulate the searches of children (both those residing in the institution and
child visitors), that women prisoners subjected to the disciplinary measure
of solitary confinement were allowed contact with family members, and
that child visitors were allowed to leave the visiting area before the woman
prisoner they visited, to reduce the adverse effects that the end of a visit
may have on the children (Protector of Citizens, 2023).

Perception of Security as One of the Central Dimensions
of Prison Life Quality in the Correctional Institution
for Women in PoZarevac

The dimension of security is one of the determining dimensions of the
quality of prison life. It encompasses several aspects (subdimensions):
Security as a dimension of the social climate in prison includes four aspects
of prison life: 1) policing and security, which implies a sufficient number
of staff to ensure professional supervision and control of the prison
environment, and 2) the subjective sense of safety of the convicted persons,
meaning that they feel safe and protected from injury, threats, and other
dangers. The third subdimension is the adaptation of convicted persons to
life in prison, which is viewed through the necessity or coercion of the
convicted person to join informal groups within the prison. The final
subdimension relates to the presence of drugs, abuse, and victimisation
within the prison environment.

The respondents in the Correctional Institution for Women in Pozarevac
rated the security dimension with an average score of 3.02 (SD=0.68), with
the lowest average score being 1.59 and the highest being 4.82. In other
words, the average score for this dimension is at the threshold value,
suggesting that the women prisoners involved in the research show a
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relatively positive attitude towards this dimension of the quality of prison
life. The research confirmed significant differences between the four
subdimensions of security: the security of the women prisoners (M=3.08)
and the adaptation of women prisoners (M=3.74) were rated significantly
better than the policing and security (M=2.93) and drugs and exploitation
(M=2.70). Basically, security in the Correctional Facility for Women in
Pozarevac is a dimension that is relatively positively rated, but there is
considerable room for improvement, especially in the subdimensions that
fall below the threshold values (See: Table I).

Table 1. Rating of subdimensions within the dimension of security

Statements M SD | Min Max | N
Policing and security 2.93 .68 | 1.67 | 5.00 91
Prisoner safety 3.08 | .86 | 1.00 | 5.00 91
Prisoner adaptation 3.74 | 92 | 1.00 | 5.00 91
Drugs and exploitation 270 | .99 | 1.00 | 5.00 91
Security dimensions 302 | .66 | 1.59 | 4.82 91
TOTAL SCORE

Subdimensions of security

As we have already indicated, the dimension of Security refers to: the
Policing and security — Professional supervision and control of the prison
environment (“This prison has too few employees”); the Prisoner safety —
The feeling of safety and protection from injury, threats, or danger (“I don’t
have problems with other prisoners here”); the Prisoner Adaptation — The
need or pressure to join informal groups in the prison (“In this prison, you
have to be part of a group to get by”); Drugs and Exploitation — The use of
drugs, abuse, and victimisation in the prison environment (“Many people
use drugs in this prison”).

The subdimension of the Policing and safety refers to the feeling that there
is professional supervision and control of the prison environment. It was
examined through nine statements, to which all the participants responded
on a scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree) (Table 2).
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Table 2. Rating of subdimension; Policing and Security

Policing and Security M SD Min | Max | N
The staff of this prison pretend not 277 | 136 | 1.00 | 5.00 90
to see when the women prisoners
break the prison rules.
Supervision over women prisoners 330 | 1.28 | 1.00 | 5.00 90
is weak in this prison.
This prison is managed by women prisoners | 3.20 | 1.27 | 1.00 | 5.00 91
rather than employees.

In this prison, very little is done 330 | 1.30 | 1.00 | 5.00 91
to prevent the introduction of drugs.

The staff in this prison are reluctant 3.50 | 1.12 | 1.00 | 5.00 90
to oppose the prisoners.

There are many problems 230 | 1.15 | 1.00 | 5.00 91

between different groups of
women prisoners here.

In this prison, the law of the 2.07 | 1.14 | 1.00 | 5.00 90
strongest applies among the prisoners.

This prison has far too few staff. 2.38 | 1.09 | 1.00 | 5.00 91
The staff respond quickly to 358 | 1.16 | 1.00 | 5.00 | 90

incidents and alarms in this prison.

As mentioned above, the rating of the women prisoner’s experience related
to the policing and safety is below the threshold value (M=2.93). At the
same time, the women prisoners have a positive experience related to the
statement that staff respond quickly to incidents and alarms in the prison
(M=3.58), which is important for exercising the right to safety and security,
as well as for the adherence to the established regulatory framework regarding
the maintenance of safety and security in the prison. The following statements
are above the threshold value: “Staff in this prison are reluctant to oppose the
prisoners” (M=3.50); “Supervision over prisoners is weak in this prison”
(M=3.30); and “This prison is managed by prisoners rather than employees”
(M=3.20). An important finding was a relatively low score of the statement:
“The staff of this prison pretend not to see when the prisoners break the prison
rules” (M=2.77), which leads to the conclusion that respect of prison rules by
employees is extremely important to women prisoners. When the score of this
statement is compared to the score of the statement that is also below the
threshold value, “This prison has far too few staff” (M=2.38), it is completely
understandable that such an institution must have a sufficient number of staff
to ensure professional supervision and control of the prison environment, as
well as a sufficient number of people working in the treatment service (this
point has been specifically emphasized by the Protector of Citizens through
the National Mechanism for the Prevention of Torture in their reports).
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This is supported by the relatively negative experience of the prisoners
regarding the statement: “There are many problems between different groups
of prisoners here” (M=2.30), and especially the statement: “In this prison, the
law of the strongest applies among the prisoners” (M=2.07).

The subdimension of prisoner safety refers to the positive and respectful
attitude of the staff towards the prisoners. It was examined through five
statements. On a scale of 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree), all
participants responded to four statements (N=91), while two participants
did not respond to one statement, “Generally speaking, I fear for my
physical safety” (See: Table 3). The overall rating of the participants
regarding the subdimension of safety is slightly above the threshold value
(M=3.08). In this regard, the prisoners particularly have a positive
experience related to the statement: “I don’t have any problems with other
prisoners here” (M=3.58).

Table 3. Rating of Subdimension: Safety of Women Prisoners

Safety of Women Prisoners M SD Min | Max | N
I fear for my physical safety. 345 | 1,25 | 1,00 | 5,00 89
I feel safe here and I am not afraid 2,95 1,39 1,00 | 5,00 91

that I will be harmed, abused,
or threatened, or that other
prisoners will endanger me.

I can relax and be myself among 3,03 1,32 1,00 | 5,00 91
the other prisoners in this prison.
I must be on my guard with everyone 2,32 1,30 | 1,00 | 5,00 91

in this prison (this applies to both
other prisoners and staff).

I don’t have any problems with 3,66 1,20 1,00 | 5,00 91
other prisoners here.

The subdimension of prisoner adaptation is the highest-rated
subdimension of security. This finding indicates that many of the women
prisoners do not feel the need or pressure to join informal groups in the
prison, which can be assessed as a positive result. This subdimension was
examined through three statements, all of which are above the threshold
value (see: Table 4). Specifically, the participants had a positive experience
with the statement that they do not have to buy and sell things in prison in
order to get by (M=4.13).
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Table 4. Rating of Subdimension: Prisoner Adaptation

Prisoner adaptation M SD Min | Max | N
To get by in this prison, I must buy 4,13 | 1,10 | 1,00 | 5,00 | 91
and sell things.
It’s hard for me to avoid getting 3,79 1,36 1,00 | 5,00 89
into debt in this prison.
In this prison, you must be part 3,33 1,18 1,00 | 5,00 91
of a group to get by.

On the other hand, the use of drugs, abuse, and other forms of victimization
in the prison environment are the lowest-rated — with a score of 2.70, thus
below the threshold value. The obtained score suggests that the
respondents show relatively negative experiences regarding the presence
of drugs and abuse in the prison, indicating that this is a segment that
requires special attention in the work of the staff. Women prisoners have a
particularly negative experience regarding the statements: “Some convicts
have the main say in the sections of this prison” (M=2.15) and “Drugs
cause numerous problems between prisoners here” (M=2.57), which are
significantly below the threshold values (See: Table 5).

Table 5. Rating of subdimension Drugs and exploitation

Drugs and exploitation M SD Min | Max | N
Drugs cause numerous 2,57 1,31 1,00 | 5,00 91
problems between prisoners here.
Many prisoners use drugs in 3,07 1,37 1,00 | 5,00 90
this prison.
There are many threats/abuses in 3,05 1,22 1,00 | 5,00 91
this prison (by staff or prisoners).
In this prison, weaker prisoners 2,64 1,30 1,00 | 5,00 91
are abused and mistreated (by
other prisoners or staft).
Some convicts have the main say 2,15 1,20 | 1,00 | 5,00 91
in the sections of this prison.

The presented results should be considered through the lens that the
respondents involved in this study were exclusively from the closed and
semi-open sections, and that the majority of the respondents were serving
prison sentences for criminal offenses under Article 246 of the Criminal
Code — unlawful production and circulation of narcotics (30.8%). It is also
worth noting that approximately one-fifth of the respondents committed
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some form of homicide, with aggravated murder under Article 114 of the
Criminal Code and murder under Article 113 of the Criminal Code being
the next most common criminal offenses. Additionally, it should be kept in
mind that the study was conducted during a period of intensive
construction work, which, by early 2027, should ensure the full alignment
of the factual and normative framework.

Conclusion

In modern society, there is an increasing awareness of the need to respect
human rights, including the rights of convicted persons. It is evident that
prisons have a significant impact on people’s lives, and research has shown
that the prison experience can have a profound and long-term effect on the
physical and mental health, education, employment, and social connections
of prisoners. Furthermore, research on life in prisons, such as the research
conducted under the PrisonLIFE project, involves continually addressing
numerous and complex challenges, including access to the prison
population for security reasons, as well as many other ethical issues.
Maintaining order and creating a safe environment for both prisoners and
staff is one of the primary responsibilities of prison administration.
Security and order depend on the professionalism of the staff, particularly
in the security service, but also on the harmony within the prison
environment, that is, on interpersonal relationships, both among the
prisoners and between the prisoners and staff. The dimension of security is
one of the determining dimensions for the quality of prison life. It
encompasses several aspects (subdimensions), and this paper presents the
basic results on how the respondents in the Correctional Institution for
Women in Pozarevac, the only women’s prison in Serbia, perceive this
dimension and its subdimensions.

The respondents in the Correctional Facility for Women in Pozarevac rated
the dimension of security with an average score of 3.02 (SD = 0.68), with
the lowest average score being 1.59 and the highest 4.82. In other words,
the average rating for this dimension is at the threshold value, and it can be
concluded that the women prisoners included in the study show a relatively
positive attitude toward this dimension of prison life quality. However, the
research confirmed significant differences between the four subdimensions
of security: the security of the women prisoners (M = 3.08) and the
adaptation of women prisoners (M = 3.74) were rated significantly better
than the policing and security (M = 2.93) and drugs and exploitation (M =
2.70). The presented results are part of a larger study, as previously
mentioned, which analyzed the quality of prison life for 91 women
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prisoners in Serbia, representing 40% of the female prison population in
2022, with the aim of assessing their overall experience, analysing
differences in the quality of life across various categories and dimensions
of the MQPL (Measuring the Quality of Prison Life), and identifying
specific aspects of the prison environment that require improvement.
Significant variations were found in the assessments of the prison climate.
The findings indicate a relatively low overall quality of prison life, with a
substantial proportion of respondents reporting a negative overall
experience of life in prison. Only a small percentage expressed a positive
view of the quality of prison life. However, relatively positive experiences
were reported in the categories of Conditions and Contact with Family,
Harmony, and Security.

The presented results should be considered through the lens that the
respondents involved in this study were exclusively from the closed and
semi-open sections (and there is a limitation since the study did not include
respondents from the open section). Additionally, majority of the
respondents were serving prison sentences for criminal offenses under
Article 246 of the Criminal Code'® — unlawful production and circulation
of narcotics (30.8%). It is also worth noting that approximately one-fifth
of the respondents committed some form of homicide, with aggravated
murder under Article 114 of the Criminal Code and murder under Article
113 of the Criminal Code being the next most common criminal offenses.
It should also be borne in mind that the research was carried out during the
period of intensive construction works, which, by early 2027, should fully
ensure the alignment of the factual and legal framework. From a regulatory
perspective, we believe that the most room for improvement exists in the
area of classification of prisoners, including women prisoners, which
determines their categorization and subsequent classification based on
assessed risk levels, the type of the criminal offense, the length of sentence,
health status, relationship to the criminal offense, form of guilt, prior
convictions, and other criteria established by the ministerial regulations
governing classification and subsequent classification of convicted
persons. However, this act does not define the concept of security risk, nor
does it specify how this risk is quantified, other than through the
application of a “non-discriminatory” Risk Assessment Questionnaire,
which, in our opinion, should be subject to revision (See more: Pavlovi¢,

10 Official Gazette RS. No. 85/2005, 88/2005 — 107/2005 — 72/2009, 111/2009,
121/2012, 104/2013, 108/2014, 94/2016 i 35/2019.
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women as convicted persons.

To ensure this, as noted by Auty and Liebling, the effort to manage a secure
prison must be accompanied by achieving a combination and integration of
dimensions such as harmony, security, and professionalism (see: Auty &
Liebling, 2020; Auty & Liebling, 2024), as well as recognizing the fact that
the power dynamics between prison officers and women deprived of their
liberty, as well as the responsibility to manage that power and authority
appropriately in all situations, understanding the particular vulnerability
faced by women prisoners, especially in relation to the application of
disciplinary measures, searches, and other restrictions, as well as reactions
to sexual and any other abuse in prison, require the establishment of special
measures to prevent and combat violence against women prisoners, either by
other prisoners, or by prison staff.
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