
EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

An Overview

Law, criminal justice, and emergency services–the combined focus of this volume are 
related but have distinct identities of their own. The legal field, for instance, includes 
criminal law, with its focus on addressing conduct that is considered harmful to 
society; but it also includes the broad area of civil law, which concerns the resolution 
of lawsuits (civil suits) between individuals and organizations. Lawyers and judges 
generally specialize in one area or the other. The same can be said of legal support 
staff—paralegals, legal secretaries, and others—along with court professionals—court 
reporters, court clerks/officers, and others. All of these occupations (and more) make 
up the field of law.

Criminal justice is similarly broad. It overlaps with the law but encompasses other 
areas as well. It might be thought of, to use a familiar phrase, as the law and order 
segment of society. On the law side, criminal law includes prosecutors, district 
attorneys, and criminal defense lawyers. On the order side are occupations such as 
police officer, correctional officer, parole officer, and federal law enforcement agent. 
Criminal justice also encompasses the equally important occupations of forensic 
scientist, customs officer, and law enforcement (park) ranger. The main job of these 
professionals is to maintain order within our communities and protect lives and 
property from harm or hazard. Most of these occupations are considered somewhat 
dangerous and stressful: there is always a possibility of sustaining injury (or worse) 
while carrying out one’s duties. 

Equally as stressful and, often enough, as dangerous are emergency services 
professions. Among these are firefighter, emergency vehicle operator, and emergency 
dispatcher. It’s important to note that police officers too, together with other law 
enforcement professionals, frequently are required to deal with emergencies and to 
ensure public safety. They are “first responders” in emergency situations as much as 
firefighters and other emergency teams are. Thus, the field of emergency services is 
separate and distinct, yet closely allied with the other occupational areas.

A fourth area that is often grouped together with occupations discussed so far is 
security services. By and large, security services refers to occupations in the private 
sector, whereas most of the occupations named above are associated with federal, 
state, and local governments. That is, police officers and firefighters are paid (usually) 
by a municipality or similar government institution. Security services professionals, 
in contrast, are paid (usually) by businesses or organizations. Within the security field 
we find such occupations as security guard (in all its variety), information security 
analyst, and security systems installer. Private detectives, too, can be regarded as 
belonging to this group.
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All of these occupations tend to attract individuals of honest character with a high 
degree of integrity. Those aspiring to careers in law, criminal justice, emergency 
services, or security should enjoy working with people and have an appreciation and 
respect for public service and the law. Good judgment, along with the ability to make 
decisions quickly, are also important skills. Many jobs in this field (outside the legal 
and administrative positions) have physical fitness and health requirements, and 
some of them require a high level of strength and stamina. A candidate must have the 
ability to deal with hazardous situations and withstand job stress. In addition, most 
positions have a period of on-the-job training where those who are unsuited to the 
work are weeded out, and many positions also require drug screenings and medical 
exams.

Employment Opportunities

Training or experience in this field can open the door to a wide variety of career 
opportunities in both the public and private sectors. Many of the public service careers 
have the added benefit of being more recession-proof than jobs in private industry. 
They are also often unionized. There are over 20,000 federal, state, and local law 
enforcement agencies in the United States employing over 550,000 people. These 
include city and suburban police departments, state police departments, county 
sheriffs’ offices and federal law enforcement agencies. The figures for emergency 
services are somewhat smaller but still considerable. In addition, opportunities exist 
in more than 5,700 federal, state, and county prison facilities, ranging from “super 
max” prisons to local community-based correctional institutions. 

Most large city police departments have extensive criminal investigation sections 
and forensics laboratories that employ many different kinds of law enforcement 
professionals. Moreover, most criminal justice agencies conduct research on the 
effectiveness of their crime control programs, thereby employing criminologists 
and other researchers; there are also many federal and state agencies dedicated to 
criminal justice program evaluation and policy analysis. 

Similarly, opportunities exist at the federal, state, and local level within the more 
than 17,000 adult, juvenile, criminal, and civil courts (both trial and appellate). 
Likewise, there are extensive public service opportunities in all 50 states at the more 
than 8,000 federal, state, and local prosecutors’ or public defenders’ offices. Numerous 
opportunities exist in the private sector in criminal defense, personal injury, corporate 
law, or municipal law. Many opportunities also exist in law firms—small and large—
in paralegal work, legal research, and office management. 

Finally, a significant number of opportunities exist in the area of corporate and 
industrial security. These jobs range from traditional property, or “asset,” protection 
to advanced computer security and industrial espionage protection. Some people work 
for large security companies, while others are employed as members of individual 
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businesses or corporations. There are also opportunities in public institutions such as 
hospitals, airports, port facilities, and rail terminals.

Employment Trends

Protective Services
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), police, emergency services, 
and security occupations—which the BLS groups together as “protective service” 
occupations—are expected to add about 265,000 new jobs between now and 2022. 
This represents a growth rate of about 8 percent, nearly matching the average for 
all occupations in the economy. The majority of this occupational group consists of 
law enforcement workers, who predominantly work for governments. Overall, about 
a third of all new jobs in protective services will be in government. Much of this 
expansion can be attributed to population growth. (As population increases, the need 
for crime control rises.) Another 40 percent will be in the private security services and 
investigation industry, the result of an increasing number of businesses and other 
organizations emphasizing crime and vandalism reduction.

In terms of specific occupations, the most new jobs created will be for security guards, 
expected to exceed 195,000. The fastest growing protective service occupation will be 
information security analyst, projected to expand at a rate of over 35 percent. The 
highest paying job in protective services will also be information security analyst 
(averaging over $89,000 annually), followed by supervisors of police and detectives 
(averaging $78,260 per year). 

As for union membership, public-sector workers currently have a union membership 
rate (35.3 percent) that is more than five times the rate of private-sector workers (6.7 
percent).  Among all public-sector workers, protective service occupations matched 
teachers as having the highest unionization rate. Men in this field had a higher union 
membership rate (11.9 percent) than women (10.5 percent).

Legal Occupations
Legal occupations are projected by the BLS to add about 130,000 new jobs between 
now and 2022. This represents an 11-percent growth rate, the average for all 
occupations. Although legal occupations form one of the smallest major occupational 
groups, they tend to be high-paying jobs, with a median annual wage of about $75,000
.
Lawyers account for more than half of the jobs in this group, with employment of 
about 725,000. Because their employment is growing at about the same rate as the 
group as a whole, the 70,000 or more new jobs projected for lawyers will also account 
for the majority of new jobs in the group. 

Jobs for legal support workers are expected to grow by 15 percent or more, in part 
because legal establishments are expected to continue to expand the role of paralegals 
and legal assistants and assign them more of the tasks once performed by lawyers. 
However, they will add only 50,600 new jobs, partly because of lingering effects of 
the recession of 2007-09. The highest paying occupation in the legal field, on average, 
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will continue to be judges and magistrates, with an average annual salary of close to 
$120,000.

Future Outlook

The economy is moving slowly toward recovery, and in both law and protective 
services, as in many industries, jobs are beginning to open up again. Larger firms and 
departments are opening their doors to new hires, and willing candidates are ready to 
take them up on the promise of good pay, excellent benefits, and plenty of excitement 
on the job. In contrast, some smaller, local departments and firms are beginning to 
struggle to keep well-trained and qualified people on their payrolls.

In general, well-trained, experienced professionals in the fields that are the focus 
of this book, along with the dramatic growth of college curriculums in fire and 
police science programs, and the continuing high enrollment of law programs, make 
competition somewhat tough for applicants but not insurmountable. There continue to 
be outstanding opportunities across all fields for motivated individuals.

—Michael Shally-Jensen
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Sphere of Work

Correctional officers monitor incarcerated individuals in federal and 
state penitentiaries, courthouses, and other detention facilities. They 
ensure that prisoners are secure in their cells during stated hours, 
adhere to the prison’s rules, and do not engage in acts of violence. 
Correctional officers search cells 
for drugs and contraband, inspect 
facilities for health, fire, and safety 
violations, and ensure that prison 
security systems function properly. 
They oversee the transportation 
of prisoners who are awaiting 
trial and individuals who are 
serving their respective sentences. 
Correctional officers must report 
any incidents, violations, or other 
pertinent issues to institution 
administrators and officials.

OVERVIEW
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Work Environment 

Correctional officers work primarily in federal and state 
penitentiaries, courthouses, and other facilities that house criminal 
suspects and convicts. Conditions vary with the age of the prison 
facility. These environments tend to be highly crowded with diverse 
groups of individuals, some of whom do not speak English. All 
detention centers have strict rules regarding inmate behavior and 
movement; these rules are designed to maintain order and protect 
officers as well as inmates. Despite these safety measures, the risk 
of non-fatal on-the-job injury is substantially higher for correctional 
officers than for workers in most other occupations. Some correctional 
officers work in secure control centers within the prison, monitoring 
prisoners from closed-circuit television and computer systems. 
Correction officers work regular forty-hour weeks, although their 
shifts may be late at night, on weekends or on holidays.

Occupation Interest

Correctional officers work to 
ensure that the overcrowded 
prison system is orderly and 
operates in the safest possible 
manner. To do so, they must 
interact on a daily basis with 
incarcerated individuals from all 
types of backgrounds. Correctional 
officers should be physically fit 
and comfortable working under 
sometimes dangerous conditions. 
They must be willing to perform 
shift work on nights and weekends 

as necessary. Correctional officers may enjoy camaraderie with one 
another, experience variety in their daily activities, and receive 
generous benefits as compensation for the high-risk, stressful work 
they do.

A Day in the Life—Duties and Responsibilities 

Correctional officers are responsible for maintaining order and 
security in detention facilities and penitentiaries. They conduct 
periodic head counts, inspect inmates’ mail, screen visitors, review 

Working Conditions: Work Inside, 
Work Indoors

Physical Strength: Medium Work
Education Needs: On-The-Job Training,  
 High School Diploma Or G.E.D, 

Apprenticeship
Licensure/Certification: Required
Physical Abilities Not Required: No 

Heavy Labor
Opportunities For Experience: 

Apprenticeship, Military Service
Holland Interest Score*: SER

Profile

* See Appendix A 
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security systems, check vehicles, and search prison cells for drugs, 
weapons, and contraband. They intervene during prisoner fights, 
disband groups of unruly prisoners, and restrain inmates using 
handcuffs, weapons, and physical force. Correctional officers also 
inspect the facility’s security system, including windows, cameras, 
locks, bars, gates, and other areas, to locate and eliminate any risks 
of escape or internal criminal activity. They must keep careful logs of 
inspections, head counts, and behavioral infractions, as well as major 
conflicts and breaches of discipline. 

The primary focus of correctional officers’ work is maintaining order 
among prisoners. They have frequent conversations with inmates, 
answering their questions, assessing their needs, and listening to 
complaints. Correctional officers are in close proximity to the prisoners 
at all times, particularly when the inmates are out of their cells. 
They supervise prison activities and escort them to and from meals, 
showers, classes, visitor meeting areas, and work assignments. In 
some cases, correctional officers also manage and administer prisoner 
prescription medications. They process new arrivals, performing 
physical inspections for contraband, filing their paperwork, assigning 
cells, and giving them information about rules and policies. In the 
event that a prisoner escapes or commits a crime within the walls 
of the prison, correctional officers coordinate with external law 
enforcement officers in their investigation of the incident. 

•	Observing the conduct and behavior of inmates to insure that they are 

orderly and obey rules

•	Inspecting locks, window bars, grills, doors, and gates for tampering

•	Searching inmates and cells for weapons, drugs, or other prohibited 

items

•	Supervising inmates during work assignments

•	Preparing reports of disturbances, violations of rules, and unusual 

occurrences

•	Serving as guards on towers and at gates

•	Escorting prisoners between courtrooms and correctional facilities

Duties and Responsibilities

Correctional Officer
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WORK ENVIRONMENT

Jailers

Jailers guard prisoners in precinct station houses or municipal jails, 
assuming responsibility for all prisoner needs during detention.

Immigration Guards

Immigration Guards guard aliens held by the immigration service 
pending further investigation that may lead to the release or 
deportation of prisoners.

Patrol Conductors

Patrol Conductors guard prisoners being transported in correctional 
vans between jails, courthouses, prisons, mental institutions, or other 
institutions.

Bailiffs

Bailiffs, also known as marshals or court officers, are law enforcement 
officers who maintain safety and order in courtrooms. Their duties 
include enforcing courtroom rules, assisting judges, guarding juries 
from outside contact, delivering court documents, and providing 
general security for courthouses

OCCUPATION SPECIALTIES

Physical Environment

Most correctional officers work in local or state jails, courthouses, and 
prisons, but many others work in federal penitentiaries. They may 
also work outside of prisons, particularly as they monitor minimum 
security work details. In each environment, there is a physical risk 
related to prisoner conflicts. This risk can add stress to the job.
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Communication Skills
•	 Speaking	effectively

Interpersonal/Social Skills
•	 Cooperating	with	others
•	 Working	as	a	member	of	a	team

Organization & Management Skills
•	 Following	instructions
•	 Managing	conflict
•	 Meeting	goals	and	deadlines
•	 Performing	routine	work

Other Skills
•	 Remembering	names	and	faces

Relevant Skills and Abilities Human Environment

Besides prisoners and their 
visitors, correctional officers 
interact with wardens, police 
officers, federal agents, judges 
and attorneys, social workers, 
mental health professional, 
drug counselors, on-site medical 
personnel, and workers delivering 
supplies.

Technological Environment

Correctional officers work with 
closed-circuit and computer-based 
monitoring systems, lighting 
equipment, alarm technologies, 
and weapons, which include 

handguns, shotguns, Tasers, and pepper spray. They may also 
use computer software, such as spreadsheets and word processing 
programs, to create comprehensive logs on inmate behavior.

EDUCATION, TRAINING, AND ADVANCEMENT

High School/Secondary

High school students should take courses in government, history, 
and political science to better understand the law. English and 
composition classes help build communication skills. Psychology, 
foreign languages, and social studies may also prove very useful. 
Physical education and first aid can help correctional officers deal 
with the physical risks of the job. A high school diploma or graduate 
equivalency degree (GED) is required for all correctional officers.

Suggested High School Subjects
• English
• First Aid Training
• Government

Correctional Officer
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• Physical Education
• Psychology
• Social Studies
• Sociology

Famous First
The first prison built for and managed by women was the Indiana Reformatory 
Institution for Women and Girls in Indianapolis, Ind., which opened in 1873. It had 
a female staff and a female superintendent, and beginning in 1877, an all-female 
board of trustees. The first federal prison for women was 
the Federal Prison Camp for Women in Alderson, W. Va, 
which opened in 1927.

Postsecondary

Federal correctional officers are required to have a 
bachelor’s degree in a related field, such as sociology, criminal justice, 
or psychology. Some states also require college credits, three years of 
related job experience, or some combination of the two. Prior military 
or law enforcement service may satisfy these experience requirements. 
In the federal system, candidates are generally expected to hold a 
bachelor’s degree.

Related College Majors
• Corrections/Correctional Administration
• Criminal Justice

Adult Job Seekers

Qualified correctional officer candidates may apply directly to the 
federal, state, or local correctional systems where openings are 
available. More job opportunities exist at state and local correctional 
institutions than at federal correctional institutions. Membership in a 
professional correctional officer association, such as Corrections USA, 
can provide qualified job seekers with networking and job-finding 
opportunities.
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Professional Certification and Licensure

Most state and federal correctional officers must take and pass a civil 
service examination. They must also complete extensive job training 
that includes weapons and self-defense courses.

Additional Requirements

Correctional officers must be at least eighteen to 
twenty-one years of age, with no felony criminal 
convictions. They should be physically fit, with good 
hearing and vision. Correctional officers must submit 

to mandatory drug testing and must undergo criminal background 
checks. Officers should be capable of defending themselves and their 
colleagues; therefore, they must be able to think and respond quickly 
to stressful situations and show good judgment.

EARNINGS AND ADVANCEMENT

Earnings vary by the level of government, size of the employer and 
union affiliation. Mean annual earnings of correctional officers were 
$43,550 in 2012. The lowest ten percent earned less than $27,000, and 
the highest ten percent earned more than $ $69,000. 

Median annual earnings for correctional officers in the public sector 
in 2012 were: $53,400 in the federal government; $44,180 in state 
government; and $42,650 in local government. 

Correctional officers may receive paid vacations, holidays, and sick 
days; life and health insurance; and retirement benefits. These are 
usually paid by the employer. Meals may also be provided while on 
duty.


