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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

In the qualitative study of corrections officers (COs) in a Florida county jail, 

participants demonstrated the difficulties of working in a 21st Century sheriff’s 

department that is not professionalized but seeking to improve public image and 

conditions through policy changes that increase officer frustration rather than meet said 

goals. The day shift and the night shift demonstrated stark differences. These two 

conflicting shifts emerged not simply from distinct work responsibilities, but rather 

directly from seniority practices, shift organization, and department strategies for 

professionalization that ignore front-line officers own needs, responsibilities, and 

expertise. This study suggests that, through their attempts to improve jails, sheriffs 

departments actually impede the professionalization of their COs, though such an 

evolution in the career might bring the progress that communities really need.  
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NEW POLICIES AND OLD WAYS: 

THE REBIRTH AND STAGNATION OF U.S. JAILS 

 

The jail is the gateway to the ever-growing phenomena that is the United States 

judicial-correctional system, supervising one in thirty-two American adults (including 

those in jail and prison or on parole or probation). With innumerable difficult and 

complex tasks, jails must serve the everyday needs of diverse populations of sentenced 

and pretrial detainees whose movements are more frequent and complicated than that of 

those in state or federal custody. Most of these prisoners are charged with non-serious 

offenses (driving under the influence, drug possession, etc.). When taken into custody, 

many are belligerent and/or intoxicated and all arrestees can be unpredictable upon 

incarceration (Thompson and Mays 1991). The jail officer is at the front-line of 

corrections, dealing with everyone from a first-time arrestee charged with DUI to a 

veteran felon facing murder allegations. While prisons—where convicted felons serve 

sentences of more than a year—operate under the aegis of state Departments of 

Corrections (DOC) or the Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP), jails process arrestees and 

hold defendants awaiting trial or serving sentences of less than a year under the 

jurisdiction of local governments. With some exceptions such as the California 

Department of Corrections that presides over and classifies notoriously tumultuous jail 

inmates, most county jails are run by local sheriff’s departments and do not classify 

prisoners (Kerle and Ford 1982). Jail COs guard 32% of the incarcerated population 

(versus 68% in prisons), but their work is scattered across local jurisdictions rather than 

united under state DOCs or the national BOP (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2008).  
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Beginning in the 1980s, various agencies throughout the criminal justice 

community sought to improve “front-line staff” by “recruiting better educated staff 

members, increasing training, and offering higher pay” (Wright, Saylor, Gilman, and 

Camp 1997: 530). In both corrections and law enforcement, consequently, unionization, 

certification and training, publications, and other organizational progress have emerged. 

Especially in law enforcement, departments cracked down on corruption and other 

unethical practices. Furthermore, in response to concerns about law enforcement 

personnel’s inability to operate jails, most sheriff’s departments have designated 

corrections bureaus to oversee jail operations, while in previous times, patrol deputies 

were assigned to temporary jail duty. Many sheriffs have developed “dual tracks” within 

their departments. Jail COs are sheriff deputies within the corrections bureau of the 

department, while other deputies are law enforcement-certified officers (LEOs). Both 

groups receive certification after their respective academy training. Corrections deputies, 

unless they are dual-certified to do so, cannot serve “on the road” and, likewise, patrol 

deputies cannot serve within the jail. Given the socio-political climate and citizens’ crime 

concerns, sheriff’s departments repeatedly give priority to patrol operations. Jails are 

often slower to meet national or state correctional standards due to the “low priority” of 

corrections within these agencies that consider their main objective to be law 

enforcement (Poole and Pogrebin 1982: 606). This reflects the inability of these smaller, 

police-oriented departments to manage corrections facilities.  

Jail COs who already suffer the perennial problems of the correctional 

environment—understaffing, harsh conditions, hostile inmates, high stress levels—also 

lack the administrative interest that prison COs within DOC or BOP or that police 
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officers might comparatively enjoy. Unlike other members of the criminal justice system, 

COs have no choice in or control over those with whom they interact. For instance, 

unlike police who have some discretion in their patrol operations (i.e. citizen interaction, 

arrest powers, etc.) under considerably less supervision, correctional staffs have no 

control over who enters their facility, how long they stay, or to where they are released, 

and they do so under constant, confined scrutiny. These “upgrades” pushed by 

departments have done little to alleviate the powerlessness of COs. 

After all, administrative reforms do not appear to represent a genuine effort to 

professionalize COs (or LEOs), but rather an attempt to improve the public face of 

departments. Certainly, these administrative modifications (or even crackdowns) have 

brought improvements to jail conditions. I argue that departments have not found the 

respect and support they want precisely because their neglect and misunderstanding of 

the needs and responsibilities of their front-line officers has hampered any direct or 

indirect progress toward professionalization. Based on these trends, I argue that COs have 

not achieved professionalism, but semi-professionalism.  

Professionalization is the development of a career into a profession, which is a 

career characterized by specialized training, expert knowledge and theory, a standard of 

ethics, monopoly and autonomy over activities, a community with rewards and 

recognition, and public status. In casual conversation, many use the word “professional” 

to describe certain aspects of a profession in reference to careers or business, but they do 

not employ this sociological definition. For instance, a worker might be described as a 

“professional” in a particular field to which he or she has committed or from which he or 

she financially supports his or herself, but that career may not be professionalized. This 
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use of the word “professional” only addresses the specialization aspect of 

professionalism. In casual conversation, a worker might be referred to as behaving “like a 

professional” or “professionally” because he or she has acted or presented his or herself 

responsibly, ethically, or businesslike, especially in the workplace. Once again, this 

reflects one aspect of professionalism, but such a worker may not be a professional in 

sociological terms. 

Semi-professionals may exhibit several characteristics of professionalism, but are 

not fully professionalized. For instance, nurses have specialized training, expert 

knowledge, and a code of ethics. They do not, however, have monopoly and autonomy 

over conditions and the public status that doctors do. COs find themselves in a similar 

position.  

I interviewed corrections-certified, front-line sheriff deputies in the Southwest 

County Jail
*
, which is located in Florida. In semi-structured qualitative interviews, 

participants were asked a variety of questions about the demands and their perceptions of 

their job. Questions about the expectations of them on the job and what stands in the way 

of doing their job effectively conveyed how they feel and how they go about their regular 

operations. This section may shed light on the detention-oriented rather than 

rehabilitative nature of the correctional role, conflicting or impossible 

managerial/administrative expectations, and/or COs’ frustration over their lack of power 

and/or effectiveness. 

Certainly, workers lower in a paramilitary organization are likely to voice feelings 

of inferiority, helplessness, and dissatisfaction and report a lack of appreciation from 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
*
 Names changed to ensure confidentiality. 
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administrators. Police, the primary comparable profession, are likely to parallel in these 

sentiments. Police officers, however, would in no way voice feelings of inferiority to 

corrections officers, a group that undoubtedly will lament their substandard status 

compared to law enforcement (i.e. deferential treatment by the administration, 

community appreciation of police, police officers own lack of regard for correctional 

counterparts, etc.) (Pogrebin  and Poole June 1988). COs’ perceptions about the gap in 

respect and status between corrections and law enforcement within their sheriff’s 

department, in their community, and in the criminal justice system, therefore, will be 

significant. For these reasons, COs would voice feelings of inferiority to patrol officers; 

meanwhile, for these same reasons, patrol will feel superior to corrections. Both COs and 

LEOs suffer from lack of professionalism and confusion and misunderstanding of their 

distinct roles, but COs’ problems are compounded by departmental favoritism and public 

demands for sheriff’s departments. 

A stronger movement from semi-professionalism towards professionalization for 

corrections would enhance working conditions through less hostile administrative 

relations, authority of COs’ expertise, and the efficiency and efficacy of the facility the 

COs run. Not only would more qualified candidates be attracted to the field, but also 

working officers would be able to operate more effectively. This study makes the case 

that, although COs have moved towards professionalization, what prevents this 

progression is the low public opinion of corrections officers, which is perpetuated the 

community’s election of sheriffs who consequently address citizens’ crime concerns 

through law enforcement rather than corrections—as the public may seldom value the 

quality of local corrections or consider it a possible component of crime prevention. 
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Administrators are not wrong in thinking that personnel changes will improve 

conditions. Their motivation of enhancing public image has not been effective, however, 

precisely because they have implemented changes with this as their chief goal, rather than 

the professional development of the field. Many researchers have studied how corrections 

has been positively and negatively affected by these policy transformations. My research 

will focus on how personnel organization has negatively affected possible 

professionalization through the cohabitation of underdeveloped, potentially progressive 

policy and perpetuating, older practices.  
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF  

CAREER LINE CORRECTIONS OFFICER IN JAILS  

AND THE UNDERDEVELOPMENT OF  

ADMINISTRATIVE POLICY STRATEGY  

IN CORRECTIONS AND LAW ENFORCEMENT: 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Jail COs and Prison COs: Different Environments and Populations 

Much of correctional literature discusses the supervised rather than the 

supervising. Among the literature addressing corrections officers, very little can be found 

about those working within jails rather than prisons. These works argue that U.S. jails—

and the entire correctional system for that matter—exercise the least influence in both the 

criminal justice and correctional system, as well as in their own destinies. The U.S. 

Department of Labor states, “Although both jails and prisons can be dangerous places to 

work, prison populations are more stable than jail populations, and correctional officers 

in prisons know the security and custodial requirements of the prisoners with whom they 

are dealing.” When inmates are first processed through jails is the most dangerous time to 

guard them because jail correctional officers are often unaware of these prisoners’ 

capabilities (Occupational Outlook Handbook: Corrections Officers 2006).  

The relative dangerousness, stressfulness, and complexity of these respective 

detention institutions are debatable and more or less unstudied. The U.S. Department of 

Labor suggests that the most hazardous aspect of the local CO’s work is the 

unpredictability of the various inmates who come and go everyday (Occupational 
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Outlook Handbook). Furthermore, inmates’ short stays make a proper assessment of their 

needs and their security requirements difficult. Conversely, prison guards are aware of 

the histories of their detainees; these backgrounds, however, are significantly more likely 

to be more serious and violent than those of jail detainees. In both of these institutions, 

inmate-on-inmate violence is more likely than inmate-on-officer violence. Officer-on-

inmate violence, however, is more likely than inmate-on-officer. Given their limited 

options in controlling incarcerated populations, this indicates that officers use violence as 

a form of control (Clear and Cole 1997). This study will explore the control officers have 

in facility operations ad how this has changed with recent policy shifts. 

The U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics report that more violence occurs in U.S. 

jails, although studies of suicide and homicide rates find that jail inmates commit suicide 

at three times the rate of prison detainees, while homicide rates in both facilities are 

comparable with prisons’ slightly higher. Nearly half of jail suicides happened within the 

first week of the inmates’ custody. While suicide rates in jail and prison are higher than 

that of the standardized U.S. population, the homicide rate among non-incarcerated 

Americans is almost ten times higher than in both jails and prisons (Mumola 2005). 

While here most of this study’s participants’ references to the dangers of detention refer 

to the hazards of being an officer, these factors can offer some perspective on the anxiety 

facing COs in these respective facilities when trying to maintain control.  

Jail COs’ management and training experiences differ from their prison 

counterparts. Both environments and their officers share a stigma even for the COs, 

however, and most people in the community cannot identify the difference between a jail 

and a prison (Thompson and Mays 1991). Many officers take these positions because 
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they lack advanced education and/or they seek the security of government work. Similar 

to prison administrations, county sheriff’s departments that run these facilities experience 

terrible turnover among their COs and, thus, jails are notoriously understaffed, making 

officers’ jobs considerably more difficult and hostile. Understaffing causes greater safety 

concerns among COs and, thus, they take more defensive postures towards inmates. 

Furthermore, smaller staffs instigate less officer-inmate interaction, which diminishes 

chances of positive instances of such contact. Statistics from the 1980s report huge stress 

levels among COs in both prisons and jails and, consequently, significantly lower life 

expectancies than the rest of the population (Clear and Cole 1997).  

 

Jails Within Sheriff’s departments 

Kerle and Ford (1982) are among the first to address the complex issues facing 

U.S. jails through their national survey of sheriff’s departments. They cite personnel-

related problems as the most significant difficulty facing these institutions: understaffing, 

deficiency in training, insufficient pay, and overwhelming turnover, which is directly 

related to a shortage of incentives to stay in the field. They also list obsolete facilities, 

dangerous physical conditions, and insufficient security, physical and mental health care, 

and accommodations are also listed as problems local sheriffs confront in running jails. 

During this time period, especially following Kerle and Ford’s report to the National 

Sheriffs’ Association, sheriffs also faced criticism due to the running of their detention 

centers by law enforcement, because many involved in the field felt that police officers 

were ill-equipped to run such facilities. In reaction, these departments separated 

themselves into distinct bureaus: corrections and law enforcement. This alteration helped 
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to cultivate the “career line correctional officer” as well as “a dual career track within 

their departments” so that “decisions concerning promotion, salary increases, and training 

opportunities can now be based on performance within the two separate work contexts” 

(Poole and Pogrebin spring 1988: 612) 

Poole and Pogrebin conducted two groundbreaking studies of sheriff-run county 

jails: “The Work Orientations of Jail Personnel: a Comparison of Deputy Sheriffs and 

Career Line Officers” (spring 1988) and “Deputy Sheriffs as Jail Guards: a Study of 

Correctional Policy Orientations and Career Phases” (June 1988). Both articles advocate 

the separate training and operations of law enforcement and corrections within county 

sheriff’s departments, a now common division that was still being implemented at the 

time. This implementation serves as a move to professionalism that they argue would 

help address the self-reported personnel issues inside jails, a problem brought to the 

forefront of law enforcement and corrections discussion through Kerle and Ford. 

Correctional Philosophies and Role Stress: The Problems of Temporary Jail Deputies 

Pogrebin and Poole’s work shows that all sheriff deputies working within county 

jails were not professionally dedicated to corrections. In “Deputy Sheriffs as Jail 

Guards,” they explore how deputies bring to work a variety of philosophies towards 

corrections (“correctional policy orientations”) and these attitudes vary proportionally 

within their population throughout career phases. They categorize these views of 

incarceration into “restraint” (that it should serve as punishment), “reform” (that it should 

serve as a deterrent, instilling inmates with respect for rules), “rehabilitation” (that it 

should be humane, providing treatment and addressing individual needs), and 
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“reintegration” (that it should be only remaining option for offenders and offer 

opportunities for community participation) (194). 

The study found that percentages of COs support the rehabilitation approach was 

higher earlier in their careers (21.2% in the early phase, dropping to 6.4% in the latest), 

while restraint was higher in the latest phase (46.8%, rising from 30.3% in the first). 

Meanwhile, the number of officers subscribing to the reform and reintegration 

orientations was constant across all stages (30-35% and around 15%, respectively). In 

any given career phase, about two-thirds of COs subscribe to either restraint or reform. 

Officers appear to associate a role within each policy orientation, and subsequent 

role stress emerges in different career phases, which manifested when researchers 

interviewed CO participants. Restraint and reform officers experienced spiked stress in 

mid-career, while rehabilitation and reintegration did more during the latter phase. The 

authors argue that COs sympathetic to rehabilitation and reintegration approaches find 

few resources to assist inmates and little administrative support, as these orientations are 

not administrative goals. Furthermore, they become frustrated with an apparent lack of 

inmate interest in rehabilitation (although it may be fair to theorize that inmates cannot 

express interest in opportunities that do not exist in the jail environment). The authors 

hypothesize that when faced with the reality of working in jail, many COs turn their back 

on the idealism with which they came to work in the facility and adopt an approach of 

restraint because it is “void of any pretense of doing anything more than maintaining 

custodial control of the inmate population.” Additionally, this orientation emphasizes 

“gaining inmate compliance with institutional rules [which] is quite consistent with the 

basic expectations of jail guards” (200). These deputies find this approach must adaptable 
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to their immediate job obligations. This stability of expectations must help account for 

the consistent high percentage of deputies ascribing to the most compatible correctional 

orientations (restraint and reform). While restraint deputies experience the most stress in 

their middle phase and comparable stress in the beginning and end, not surprisingly, 

deputies in the rehabilitation and reintegration experience increasing role stress from 

stage to stage.  

These findings are important because they demonstrate that although all of them 

are presumably expected to perform the same job, COs are not uniform in their attitudes 

towards inmate supervision and support a range of approaches to working with varied 

and ever-changing populations. The authors theorize that different people come to the job 

with different perspectives and that their opinions also change throughout their career 

stages. These findings highlight both the complexity of working in an environment in 

which a clear approach to corrections is not offered and viewed as the ideal. Pogrebin and 

Poole’s participants’ responses highlight a prominent deficiency in the administration’s 

guidance in role development. COs must develop their own judgments within the 

confines of their departments and facilities and most move towards restraint and reform, 

which is most compatible with the operational procedures offered to them. 

When considering this study, one must keep in mind that the participants are 

serving on temporary jail duty. Those professionally committed to corrections (i.e. career 

line officers) might respond differently. If the authors’ latter study of career line officers 

(discussed below) is taken into account, one might hypothesize that these professional 

COs might view reintegration- and rehabilitation-oriented policy more favorably.  
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Professional Commitment Versus Temporary Assignment 

“Work Orientations of Jail Personnel” compares the attitudes of sheriff deputies 

(who work in jails for a specified tour of duty prior to permanent transfer to patrol) and 

“career line correctional officers”: those COs in sheriff’s departments trained for and 

permanently assigned to jail duty. With law enforcement taking precedence over 

corrections in these departments, Poole and Pogrebin found both groups complaining of a 

lack of administrative interest or support: “The sheriff effectively communicates a 

message that neither the jail nor its personnel are highly regarded in broader departmental 

concerns” (609). Otherwise, the two groups offer very different opinions. 

Temporary jail deputies were forced to begin their careers there before working in 

law enforcement or were assigned jail duty provisionally as part of a rotation or 

punishment. Poole and Pogrebin argue that since they are trained for an entirely different 

occupation that involves the investigation of crime and apprehension of criminals, police 

officers are not only ill-equipped for corrections, but also consider it to be a job of lower 

“responsibility and status” within the department and the community, leading to a 

“widespread disillusionment with the corrections role” among these deputies. 

Furthermore, their “self-image as law-enforcement officers” is tested by having to 

perform the department’s “dirty work,” which they do not view as important to its goals. 

Because of their academy training directly prior to jail duty and their career aspirations 

and future, these deputies are more likely to stress “their duties of custodial control, 

discipline, and security” instead of addressing inmates’ needs, cultivate a “defensive 

posture toward inmates,” “perceive the bulk of the prisoners as committed to a criminal 

way of life,” and view the jail as having “little positive impact on inmate attitudes and 
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behaviors.” Like prisoners, these deputies view correctional duties as “doing time” and 

do not develop sympathy for the correctional role (609-610). 

Meanwhile, “career line” corrections officers, although they feel they lack the 

respect they deserve, find “comfort in their strong sense of in-group solidarity” that helps 

them deal with the demands of the job (609). Although management styles vary, officers 

associate career commitment with the possession and acquisition of “those skills deemed 

necessary to manage inmates effectively.” They understand that while control must be 

maintained, this function must be managed with a “degree of empathy in determining the 

most appropriate response to a particular individual in a particular situation.” That is, an 

officer’s ability to control inmates without force but rather through interpersonal skills is 

viewed as paramount within correctional staffs (610). Participants emphasize that 

managing inmates comes down to human relations rather than authoritative force, 

espousing a “firm but fair” philosophy. Since jails intake a great quantity of inmates with 

different “medical, mental health, and drug or alcohol problems,” officers must handle a 

variety of inmates going through a gamut of emotions. Consequently, “officers are 

constantly tested by inmates” trying to adapt to the detention environment, and an 

atmosphere of conflict inevitably continues. Thus, officers “must develop personal work 

styles” that respond appropriately and come from independent judgment rather than 

simply training. (612). While still voicing the same concerns for security as law 

enforcement track deputies, these participants also hold more positive and empathetic 

views of detainees whom they see in “complex terms” and as coming from a wide range 

of background. They tend “to perceive their custodial functions as highly dependent on 

their human service skills,” decreasing the distance between them and prisoners in order 
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to “manage the jail effectively.” A situational, individualized approach is emphasized: 

The authors argue that understanding the complexity of inmates’ motivations and 

behavior—within the jail rather than their identities outside of it—is “critical in the 

discretionary decision-making of the jail officers” (612). Thus, judgment and 

interpersonal skills are at the heart of the control these officers maintain in these 

facilities. Given that these skills are so important among COs, an argument can be made 

that the professionalization of these workers would help them pass these values on to new 

members. 

Although both temporary deputies and career line officers working in jails voice 

some of the same frustrations, the development of distinct corrections and law 

enforcement careers is clearly correlated with a better sense of role and mission, as well 

as a more productive relationship with inmates. The separation of law enforcement and 

corrections, however, has not appeared to enhance the status of officers professionally 

committed to corrections as they continue to be viewed as “second-class citizens.” Still, 

they have a “strong desire” to be recognized as correctional professionalisms within the 

department (609). Importantly, this study finds that the quality and commitment of 

individual COs produces a distinctly different job in the correctional environment. The 

authors recommend, as has emerged, a career line corrections officer to enhance the 

quality of jails. Along with increased inmate litigation pushing administrations to 

improve facilities and personnel, this development of career line COs may account for the 

improvement in jail conditions during the last decade. 

Additionally, the development of a career line offers individuals opportunities to 

move up within the correctional organization rather than stalling officers en route to law 
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enforcement careers. The separation of law enforcement and corrections missions within 

sheriff’s departments brought about professionalization for COs by creating a career 

track. By recognizing the divergent jobs of police and corrections officer, sheriffs 

acknowledged the differing skills required for their respective tasks. This transformation 

created a collective occupational upward mobility for COs. 

 

Learning From Studies of Police: Professionalism and Relationship With Public 

Similarly to authors writing about the correctional field, Tyler (2004) theorizes 

that better effectiveness and a better relationship with those with whose care they are 

charged can be brought about by professionalization of police officers. He argues that (1) 

“police need public support and cooperation to be effective to their order-maintenance 

role,” (2) public “voluntary support and cooperation is linked to judgments about the 

legitimacy of the police,” and (3) “a key antecedent of public judgments about the 

legitimacy of the police and of police activities involves public assessment of the manner 

in which the police exercise their authority” (84). Essentially, the more the public views 

the police force as legitimate, the more they cooperate with officers. Tyler argues that 

politicized reallocation of government funds or policy “quick fixes” will not solve the 

issues of trust between citizens and police. Rather, socialization and enhancement of 

“appropriate social and moral/verbal values” should be encouraged and not linked to 

fears of legal punishment. Studies have shown that the essential component to building 

these values is the public consensus that officials within the legal system—police and 

courts—operate fairly within their authority.  
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Henderson (1975) compares how the characteristics of a community and a sheriff, 

respectively, affect the phenomenon of professionalization of sheriff’s departments. He 

lists “officers’ commitments to law enforcement as a career, increased technical 

competence, raised standards for admissions into departments, and the formalization of 

internal operations procedures” as characteristics of professionalization because these 

communities may desire for more consistency and quality in policing (i.e. more 

bureaucratic organizations). The factors Henderson used to demonstrate professionalism 

are “(1) hours of training for recruits; (2) amount of annual in-service training; (3) 

number of entrance exams required; and (4) prerequisites for promotion” (111-112). He 

characterizes non-professional, “fraternal police departments” as relying on officer 

discretion and “street corner justice” in law enforcement and emphasizing “getting along” 

in the department. Meanwhile, professionalized departments frequently use arrests to 

solve disputes, take a formal approach to law enforcement, handle regular tasks 

competently, utilize equipment skillfully, and foster low levels of corruption.  

Tyler also discusses what develops police professionalism. He points out that 

police departments’ readiness or capacity to dispense funds has little effect on the quality 

of law enforcement communities receive, as budget is not correlated with 

professionalism. He further makes the case that although the environment of 

heterogeneous communities may help inspire police departments to professionalize and 

adopt bureaucratic standards so that police officers have certainty in procedure in varying 

circumstances, the availability of resources encouraging professionalism (i.e. training, 

promotions, etc.) is a far more significant factor. Furthermore, despite the varying 

backgrounds of sheriff heads, Tyler concludes that “the low profile of the sheriff in our 
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evidence indicates extensive popular control over the kind of law enforcement the 

community receives” (127). Consequently, communities’ class composition had a much 

stronger effect on professionalism than these administrative factors. The dominant value 

system of average, law-abiding citizens influences sheriff’s departments significantly. 

Upper-class communities expect these organizations to execute law enforcement 

objectively, while lower-class communities desire more officer discretion in enforcing 

the law (126). 

In a complementary study, Chackerian (1974) argued that, as public confidence in 

law enforcement falls, with it drops police recruitment, enthusiasm, and retention rates, as 

well as citizens’ cooperation with these officers. This pushes police away from 

socializing with civilians and towards searching for support from among their own, 

further isolating themselves. The popular response to problems within law enforcement 

has been professionalization. This has manifested through governance by common values 

and rules, emphasis on rationality, technical competence, impersonality, training, and 

restraint. Departments have hoped that the professionalization of police will enhance 

public perception of their effectiveness. Chackerian, however, found that positive 

evaluation by the public is strongly and negatively correlated with professionalism. 

Professionalized police departments tend to be fairly ineffective in apprehending 

suspects—although their arrests are found to be more quality and effective in court—and 

are also more likely to be perceived by the public to exercise restraint. Therefore, most 

communities—with the exception of homogenous middle-class ones—are more satisfied 

with police departments that are not only effectual but also not exceedingly dedicated to 

self-control. While professionalization concerns itself with greater restraint and fairness 
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and proves to reduce crime in the long run, the public clearly does not share these goals 

for their law enforcement. 

Few studies exist examining public opinion of COs and since the general public 

has little regular interaction with them, such studies may offer insufficient help in 

addressing issues in the correctional field. This research on police, however, does offer 

some interesting insight into professionalism. Firstly, it argues that more professionalized 

departments operate more efficiently although perhaps not entirely effectively. Secondly, 

many communities are often at least initially displeased with such departments. Tyler 

believes that once citizens recognize these professionalized departments’ inherent 

fairness, however, they will garner more respect for their legitimacy. He also argues that 

re-socialization of the public needs to occur in order for more trust to emerge between 

police and the community. 

These findings may be analogous to corrections organizations. The authors in this 

section, and also Duffee (whose corrections study is discussed later in this chapter), 

suggest that officer “subculture”—or “fraternal,” as Henderson calls it when it pervades 

an organization—run counter to administrative goals. Among both COs and LEOs, bonds 

often develop between officers as both coping and protection mechanisms. When 

departments themselves are “fraternal,” they cannot make steps in the direction of 

professionalism. Although communities may express desire for more fraternal 

departments that operate on varying officer discretions, they simultaneously ask for more 

accountability from departments, causing those departments to respond with moves in the 

direction of professionalism. The confusion in the fields of law enforcement and 
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corrections, therefore, is understandable: The public explicitly asks for more fraternal 

departments, while implicitly their needs demand professionalization. 

This problem is compounded in corrections, which the public has never viewed as 

a rightful part of criminal justice, but simply a form of social control. In order for 

corrections to improve truly, the public must view it as a legitimate component of not just 

criminal justice but also crime prevention—rather than just seeing jails and prisoners as a 

necessary evil. Considering the obviously mixed feelings citizens have of police—

inevitable in all communities—one can only imagine public acceptance of COs to require 

even more work from multiple levels of society. 

 

Autonomy and Participation in Decision-Making: An Ignored Component of 

Professionalism 

Organizational Commitment and Job Satisfaction and Performance  

In Lambert, Baron, and Hogan’s (1999) literature review of job satisfaction and 

organizational commitment, they link these two concepts to correctional staff attitudes 

and behaviors in a prison. Organizational theory and research in corrections advise that 

job satisfaction and organizational commitment are positively correlated to positive work 

attitudes and behaviors (96). These positive work outcomes are also linked to better 

performance, staff-prisoner relations, and conditions, and even stronger feelings towards 

rehabilitation. Meanwhile, lower levels of job satisfaction and organizational 

commitment are linked to turnover, low attendance and punctuality, withdrawal from 

work, and poor and/or hostile relations between “line staff” and management. This is 

especially important in corrections where COs are the most important resource in 
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accomplishing agency objectives (96) They hold that further research in this area should 

improve the environment and, thus, improve job satisfaction and organizational 

commitment, which, in turn, would enhance correctional efficacy.  

In Hepburn’s study of prison guards’ work attitudes (1987), participants felt that 

their level of influence on operations was too low and that exerted by prisoners was too 

high. Consequently, they felt that not only should the influence of the guards increase, 

but prisoners’ should also decrease. According to Hepburn’s calculations of data, 

participants felt that the prisoners’ level of influence should drop to the level that they 

(the guards) thought they currently exercised. The guards also desired that their own 

power would be equal to that currently held by prisoners. They recognized the limited 

amount of power in the prison and did not indicate a desire to increase the total amount 

(49). Participants’ concern over their limited control focuses less on prisoners’ relative 

control than that of the administration. The amount of control COs perceived 

administrators to have was significantly correlated with officer dissatisfaction. 

This study supports the hypothesis that guards’ work attitudes are enhanced 

through collaborative or participatory management in which the administration allows 

officers a more “active and formal role in making those policy and procedure decisions 

that affect the guards’ work environment” (61-62). Hepburn concludes that legitimate 

control should be supplemented through “developing expert and referent power bases as 

means to increase [guards’] control over prisoners”: services and routine efforts to aid 

prisoners in meeting their “personal and institutional needs.” Subsequently, guards will 

be making decisions, exercising autonomy, and wielding control. These pursuits increase 

their ability to maintain control and also predictability within the facility, as well as 
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enhancing their job satisfaction and decreasing role strain and alienation (62). This study 

furthers the findings of a positive correlation between strong job performance and job 

satisfaction among COs, though its participants work in a prison rather than a jail. One 

must also consider that prison inmates may indeed exert more control than jail inmates do 

in their respective facilities and, therefore, prison guards wield less control than jail 

officers. 

More Influence Strengthens CO Satisfaction, Commitment, and Inmate Management 

Wright, Saylor, Gilman, and Camp (1997) applied the theory that “giving workers 

an opportunity to influence decision-making and to control operations results in desirable 

occupational outcomes” to a study of federal prison guards and found such autonomy and 

participation linked to “higher job satisfaction, stronger commitment to the institution, 

greater effectiveness in working with inmates, and less job-related stress (525).  

This study might raise some questions in response to studies of the public’s 

relationship with law enforcement from earlier in the chapter, which argue that although 

more bureaucratic and professionalized police department produce better quality work 

than more “fraternal” organizations, many communities—and police who support more 

“officer discretion”—prefer the latter. Both make the case for more professionalized law 

enforcement based on the efficacy of bureaucracy and the potential difficulties of more 

unrestricted, non-professionalized institutions (i.e. corruption, lack of uniformity in 

operations, incompetence, etc.). These same hazards can befall corrections. Wright, 

Saylor, Gilman, and Camp suggest that future research be undertaken to address the 

potential negative consequences of more officer discretion, especially in the inappropriate 

treatment of vulnerable populations like prison or jail inmates.  
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The possibility exists, however, that corrections and law enforcement 

organizations should professionalize differently. Especially if increasingly 

professionalizing police departments are conducting more procedural, bureaucratic 

arrests—as opposed to fewer arrests, which are based on discretion—the responsibility 

for transitioning new populations through jails (and later, perhaps, prisons) lies with the 

corrections officer. Arrest power is one of the most important aspects of law 

enforcement, a task that has become increasingly uniform with its professionalization. On 

the other hand, corrections officers are charged with the custody of inmates, a task in 

which a variety of inmate management styles can function with different levels of 

efficacy. While an arrest can be conducted quickly and efficiently, custody is a twenty-

four-seven task conducted by a team of COs who must not only foster control but also 

attend the everyday needs of these prisoners. Therefore, this prison study by Wright, 

Saylor, Gilman, and Camp suggests that the complexity of corrections work calls for the 

development of experienced corrections officers who have a strong voice in the 

operations of the facility.  

As Poole and Pogrebin’s more professionalized participants reported, a “fair but 

firm” management style is most effective. Of course, COs with discretional freedom 

should certainly be held to higher standards. Such supervision can perhaps be done more 

easily in a correctional setting than throughout a community as with police officers.  

 

Lack of Administrative Policy Strategy and COs’ Attitudes to Reform 

Infectiveness of Administrative Attempts to Change Attitudes  
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In his study of prison guards, Duffee (1974) suggests that belated additions to 

correctional training such as classes about inmate rehabilitation, which have the goal of 

developing positive employee attitudes during training, run counter to “the kind of 

behavior desired in correctional officers as a result of the training” (168). These sessions 

led by government experts are compared to freshmen-level university lecture hall classes 

and deemed ineffective at changing officer attitudes, especially in an academy setting 

where few trainees carry respect for academics who have taken their knowledge from 

reading books rather than working cellblocks (169). The author argues that these sessions 

are designed to change attitudes and behaviors of trainees, but are as likely to be effective 

as lectures to inmates about not breaking the law. Like prisoner subculture, guard 

subculture conflicts with the ideas that these lessons try to instill in them. If superiors 

would like these sessions to be significant to COs, they must then “methods of training 

should be employed that can change the weight that officers place on certain kinds of 

information” (170). 

Duffee states that in order to change COs’ views of more progressive correctional 

policy, their view of social rewards must be altered and/or incentives for changing work 

methods should be made clear. While COs work more contentedly under democratic 

managers, they do not find the reintegration and rehabilitation goals common among 

these types of superiors socially rewarding (168). Within the pressures of their peer 

group, COs are more comfortable ascribing to restraint and reform policy orientations. 

Duffee makes the case that COs do not recognize the incentive of changing their 

behaviors from these approaches to reintegration or rehabilitation that they perceive—

perhaps justifiably—would increase their role stress and/or job dissatisfaction. Especially 



 25 

considering the participants’ obvious distrust of their administration—whose viewpoints 

they would consider less valid at face value even than that of inmates—officers’ 

unwillingness to respond to policy orientation changes with no practical operational 

implementation seems only natural.  

This study does not address the issues in the same way the other authors singled 

them out, such as that administrators do not reshape operations to offer COs tools for 

better servicing inmates and performing new policy. Duffee highlights several difficulties 

in policy implementation somewhat differently. He points out that one dual problem that 

exists is that both administrators and COs face difficulties in garnering support for their 

favored policy orientation in their inferiors and superiors, respectively, especially since 

many members of an agency may not have a desire or incentive to change policy or 

develop an opinion on policy approaches. Furthermore, the data displays a possible 

inflexibility among these officers, a phenomenon the author ascribes to their peer group. 

Although Duffee does not delve deeply into why this “subculture” might exist, COs’ 

desire to foster some sort of unity in the face of an administration they distrust and the 

tumultuous correctional environment is not without rationality. In agreement with 

Pogrebin and Poole’s study of jail officers (June 1988), Duffee finds that the majority of 

prison COs also support restraint- and reform-oriented approaches to detention although, 

according to Pogrebin and Poole, the percentages of officers supporting these approaches 

vary throughout careers stages. The group seems to find more safety in control 

approaches rather than service. Duffee’s “subculture” also shows some similarity to 

Henderson’s “fraternal” organization, although the latter appears to permeate the entire 
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agency rather than simply groups of front-line officers. Both phenomena, however, 

retrogress professionalization and public image. 

These officers’ attitudes are also an undeniable impediment to the implementation 

of progressive (i.e. reintegration- and rehabilitation-oriented) correctional policy. More 

hostile prisoner-guard relations might play a large role in creating the unsafe 

environments that staff fear. Safety as well as future crime prevention benefit from 

programs for rehabilitating and/or reintegrating inmates. COs, however, are the men and 

women who must directly deal with the consequences of more lenient policies towards 

inmates, and their concern for their personal safety is quite understandable. Duffee 

proposes that administrations take a more serious approach to implementing those 

policies suggested by academia through offering genuine incentives and strategies for 

operationalizing rehabilitation and reintegration. The expectation of correctional workers 

to embrace new approaches without such a transition is unrealistic. A larger number of 

COs support these policies early in their careers but are driven away from such idealism 

when they find little or no real administrative support or available programs (Pogrebin 

and Poole: June 1988). This might not occur if greater effort was made from all sides of 

the correctional community. 

Upgrading Staff For Organizational Reform 

Jurik and Mosheno (1986) address some of the issues raised by Duffee and also 

Wright, Saylor, Gilman, and Camp. Workers hoping to increase self-determination and 

effect on operations have sought to professionalize themselves. In the corrections field, 

top administrators have initiated this movement in order to protect their own autonomy 

from external reformers, especially, in the case of the “Western DOC” studied here, from 
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federal courts. Jurik and Mosheno argue that administrators have met calls for reform 

through professionalization (or “upgrading”) of their staff with the hope that more 

educated COs would improve the image of their agencies by cutting into issues of 

“corruption and inhumane treatment.” Jurik and Mosheno, however, make the case that 

by focusing on individual reforms, such as recruiting more educated COs, these 

administrations have failed to address the profound organizational-level issues in their 

agencies: “The failure to combine staff upgrading with more comprehensive 

organizational reforms merely heightened the frustrations within the workforce of the 

state’s correctional institutions” and has caused further tension between superiors and 

inferiors in these departments (457). Citing several similar studies, Jurik and Mosheno 

make it clear that although education and pay had increased and job descriptions were 

altered to emphasize service over security, some essential components of professionalism 

are still lacking for these workers, notably a clear code of ethics and operational freedom 

for COs (459). 

Having educated COs has not been a guarantee for a more service-oriented 

approach for correctional facilities. Jurik and Mosheno found little effect on attitude or 

behavior, except that these educated officers report more frustration and job 

dissatisfaction. Administrators did succeed in hiring more college-educated and service-

oriented officers, but they did not get the results they desired. The authors discover 

several failures in this implementation attempt: Although 31% had a bachelor’s degree 

and 23% an associate’s, many of these new recruits did not receive adequate training with 

33% reporting they did not attend entry-level training and 21% receiving less than ten 

hours of in-service training in the year prior to the survey (469-470). Although initially 
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more educated recruits were significantly more likely to be service-oriented and less 

socially distanced from inmates, these recruits reported much more dissatisfaction on the 

job and did not hold much more positive views of prisoners or rehabilitation once 

working (469-470). 

Jurik and Mosheno’s data suggests several origins for this dissatisfaction among 

officers: Firstly, organizational-level barriers prevented the implementation of the new 

service ideology. Secondly, despite “rhetoric about professionalization and reform,” 

administrators introduced no real organizational-level strategies to assist these “service-

oriented” COs. In particular, administrators did not attempt to “train and integrate” these 

educated but inexperienced COs or retrain those who were already experienced to these 

progressive orientations. Additionally, despite hiring a significant number of recruits 

interested in a service approach to corrections, the administration made no effort to alter 

the job to be more oriented toward service and COs were “never systematically granted 

more autonomy or policy input, each essential characteristics of professional 

occupations” (470-471). Without administrative support for staff self-determination, COs 

seeking to improve human service were admonished by managers. Therefore, new 

officers judged these reform policies as detrimental to their authority and control. In 

addition to these oversights, veteran staff felt excluded from the administration’s new 

focus on education over experience while security-oriented COs found service reform 

threatening to control of the facility. Without an effective strategy to implement the so-

called professionalization and service reorientation of their facility, administrators did 

little more than increase frustration among COs and overlook issues in detention that 

caused them to seek reform in the first place (471).  
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After outlining why COs did not respond to policy shifts, the authors address what 

prevents administrators from strategizing such changes. Firstly, the courts, media, 

legislatures, and public are far from uniform in their support of corrections reform. 

Secondly, economic restraints and “get tough on crime” policies divert funds from 

corrections, which must then prioritize budgets, often resulting in the cutting of both 

inmate services and officer training programs. Thirdly, officers at all levels within these 

departments are greatly at odds over inmate service-oriented policy (472). 

The hierarchical, paramilitary nature (higher ranks of sergeants, lieutenant, et al. 

issue binding orders to lower ranks, etc.) of correctional organization also plays a role in 

preventing professionalization of front-line staff. This structure must be fundamentally 

altered in order to accommodate professionalized COs, a step administrators did not 

address (473). Jurik and Mosheno question the ability of these organizations to allow 

autonomy for professional corrections officers. Instead of training new officers, 

reorienting veterans, and developing supportive service programs and procedures, 

departments rely on traditional chain of command to direct staff, which often penalizes 

any personnel who operationalize service-oriented policy. The management style 

required in order to implement reforming policies necessitates professionalized personnel 

who are not simply educated but also effectively trained, participatory in decision-

making, and “capable of and formally encouraged to use informed judgment or prison 

reform strategies”—all aspects of correctional professionalization administrators ignored 

(477). The authors conclude that before suggesting any implementation, administrators 

must clearly develop both their goals and strategies to achieve them in order to support 

and guide personnel. Any other approach would be futile. This is consistent with Poole 
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and Pogrebin’s conclusion that officers move towards restraint orientations, even if they 

previously supported more progressive policies, because they find little administrative 

assistance or operational opportunities to further rehabilitation or reintegration. 

 

Professionalism and Semi-Professions 

Turner and Hodge (1970) name several areas of importance when determining 

professionalization: (1) the level of “theory and technique” associated with the practicing 

of the professions; (2) the level of “external recognition” of the profession; (3) 

“monopoly over claimed professional or semi-professional activities” and “the degree of 

organization of a profession or semi-profession” (26). Barber and Goode’s respective 

definitions of a profession can be summarized similarly: (1) a system of specialized 

training and knowledge, including but not limited to training orientation and development 

of a professional community with recognition and expertise; (2) a system of rewards 

(monetary and honorary), including but not limited to promotions and pay; (3) a degree 

of autonomy over conditions (Barber, as cited in Jackson 1970: 24-25; Goode, as cited in 

Jackson 1970: 24). Considering the literature discussed above, several issues associated 

with corrections can be raised in response to these areas of concern. 

Firstly, Jurik and Mosheno (1986) suggest that even college-educated COs may 

not be trained adequately to meet demands of policy changes. All the same time, Poole 

and Pogrebin (1988) suggest that the development of the career line corrections officer 

has brought more specialized training at least more effective than previously seen within 

jails. The separation of corrections from law enforcement in sheriff’s departments has 

also seen distinctive certification processes, a characteristic of a semi-profession. 
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Meanwhile, the emergence of a correctional community that might share recognition and 

knowledge appears limited to administrators (i.e. Sheriffs Associations, etc.) and 

academics (i.e. criminal justice periodicals, etc.). In relation and secondly, external 

recognition and a system of rewards are notably absent in corrections although pay has 

increased for COs (Clear and Cole 1997). The hostile relationship existing between COs 

and administrators described by much of the literature suggests limited promotional 

opportunities. Thirdly, as unionized government employees, COs do appear to have a 

monopoly over activities within correctional facilities—yet still lack the kind of 

autonomy or respected expertise associated with professionalism, partly due to the 

hierarchal nature of sheriff’s departments and departments of corrections that discourages 

and prevents discourse between workers. Aside from unionization—which only includes 

low-rank deputies in the case of sheriff’s departments—COs have developed very little 

organization as a profession. 

In his study of teachers, librarians, and social workers, Etzioni (1969) 

characterizes semi-professionals as trained and certified occupational groups that have 

not yet achieved full professional status. Corrections officers—and perhaps also police—

seem to fit into this category. Although their training has improved, their pay has 

increased, and their union membership is high, several hurdles have stood in the way of 

professional development: (1) Although recipients of specialized training, this is 

inadequate in that no realistic or operational theory or technique has emerged outside of 

restraint-oriented management styles, from which even correctional administrations 

would like to move away. (2) Despite having a monopoly over guarding prisoners, COs 
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have not developed much cohesive organization or autonomy over conditions. (3) COs 

are not publicly respected or recognized.  

Differences exist between literature about professionalism in sociology and 

officer professionalization in public policy and criminal justice. Many of the authors I 

have discussed who researched COs (or LEOs) argue for what they view as appropriate 

and successful professionalization of these fields that might materialize through improved 

inmate services, etc. In sociological literature, professionalization is viewed as a 

phenomenon in which an occupation transforms itself into a profession characterized by 

integrity, expertise, and efficiency, distinguishing laypeople from professionals. 

Researchers of criminal justice know that this phenomenon cannot happen overnight, 

especially considering the impediments of poor public image and low administrative 

attention or interest. Consequently, these authors’ approach seems justified. 
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METHODS OF THIS STUDY 

 

The research for this project truly began when I worked in the Southwest County 

Jail for a branch of the county court system—not for the Southwest County Sheriff’s 

Department—earlier in my undergraduate career. Although I gathered no specific data, I 

observed and noted phenomena that I would not have discovered only by interviewing 

COs. My experience also allowed more fruitful data-gathering and more knowledgeable 

analysis through the interview method. To be specific, all data I describe based on jail 

operations and different COs’ day-to-day responsibilities and movement comes from my 

experience working there. I strived to keep these reports objective and all of these facts 

are confirmed and developed by participants.  

 

The Population and the Participants 

Semi-structured interviews were used to gather the qualitative data in this study. 

The population is corrections deputies in the Southwest County Jail (about one to two 

hundred men and women). Twenty members of this population participated in this study. 

Recruiting Participants 

Deputies were asked to participate in one-hour interviews in which they would 

share their thoughts on their jobs and career. Afterwards, these participants were asked if 

they knew of any other deputies who might be interested in participating. They either 

provided contact information for these potential participants or asked for it from them 

directly and later forwarded it to me. Using this snowball method, I had little difficulty 

gathering participants, as I had worked as a civilian in the jail for a year or so and made 
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many friendly acquaintances prior to undertaking this thesis. Many deputies remembered 

me as a sociology student and were eager to give some insight into their professional 

experiences.  

Sample Demographics 

I gathered pre-interview background information (such as age, sex, racial 

ethnicity, length of employment in the corrections bureau, and shift and area of jail 

worked) in order to determine if I was finding a representative sample of my population.  

Inclusion and Exclusion Rationales 

Officers in the sheriff’s corrections bureau above the rank of deputy (i.e. 

sergeants, lieutenants, captains, commanders, etc.) were excluded from this study for 

several reasons. Firstly, those of higher rank would be warier of speaking with a 

researcher and such apprehension would surely politicize their responses, skewing the 

data. Furthermore, these men and women do not constitute a large portion of the bureau, 

as deputies, who are “in the trenches,” do. Officers above the deputy rank, though they 

oversee personnel management, are not those who must directly run the day-to-day 

procedures of the jail.  

 

Qualitative and Quantitative Data 

Deputies’ trust from prior experience with me as a co-worker who was not 

affiliated with the Southwest County Sheriff’s Department resulted in more candor 

during interviews. Knowing the volatile environment of both the jail and the department, 

I was more careful in the protection of my participants. I also understood much of the 
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esoteric references and CO lingo. I was more capable of preparing for and conducting 

this research because of my work in the jail. 

I chose to conduct semi-structured, qualitative interviews. I determined that 

surveys would not be enough to explore my research question and give depth to its 

complexities. I also decided that structured interviews would not allow participants and 

me the freedom to delve into topic that might convey some of the important aspects of 

their experiences. 

Conducting Interviews 

Prior to undertaking any interviews, I composed a list of potential questions for 

participants, including probes about their working conditions, supervisor/manager 

expectations, COs’ influence and autonomy in the jail, and the status/respect they receive 

from the public and the criminal justice community. I asked them, for instance, to 

describe what skills are important for a CO with follow-up questions, such as “How did 

you develop these skills?” etc. 

I audiotaped these interviews confidentially and asked for verbal consent. 

Analyzing Data 

I developed a codebook based on the common themes emerging from my data. 

Based on these definitions, I coded each interview. Using Microsoft Excel, I analyzed the 

percentages of participants exhibiting the various coded responses. I also broke responses 

down by groups, including shift, age, and career stage. 

I analyzed quantitative data about COs’ shift, age, career stage, and work 

assignment to gage how representative my sample was. I also wanted to gather aggregate 

data in order to represent the backgrounds of the COs. It included information about prior 
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work experience (including corrections, law enforcement, and the military), education, 

social class background, place of origin, etc. All of this is discussed in the following 

chapter. 
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REPRESENTING THE SAMPLE: 

COS’ AGES, SHIFTS, CAREER STAGE,  

WORK ASSIGNMENTS, AND PRIOR EXPERIENCE 

 

The sample grew to tap several important dimensions along which the 

experiences of COs vary, exhibiting many of the trends apparent in the population, 

especially along shift lines. 

Shift % of sample  Work Assignment
*
 % of sample 

Day 37%  Intake 25% 

Middle 16%  Linear 11% 

Night 47%  Direct 5% 

   "split" 58% 

Career Stage % of sample  Age Group % of sample 

early career (0-3y) 26%  young (18-27) 26% 

mid-career (4-6y) 58%  middle (28-37) 37% 

experienced (7y+) 16%  older (38+) 37% 

 

Representation of Shifts and Work Assignments 

Hours and Responsibilities of Shifts 

Jail shifts are divided into day, middle, and night shifts. The day shift operates 

from the early morning until the early evening, while the night shift picks up in the early 

evening until the early morning. Meanwhile, the middle shift is a small number of 

deputies who work from the early afternoon to halfway through the night. They work 

exclusively in intake and female population.
1
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
*
 This table excludes a work crew deputy who was interviewed. See work assignment 

section for explanation. 
1
Although all COs can theoretically handle female inmates, including arrestees, the 

Department prefers women to guard and process women. Most female COs split their 

time between intake and female population in order to manage these women nearly 

exclusively. Some female COs are assigned to areas of the facility that only house male 

populations, but the majority of each shift’s women work this intake-female population 

split. 
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Day shift officers appear to have more responsibilities than night. They feed 

inmates all three meals (with middle shift officers assisting in the third). They bring 

inmates to in-facility programs and process them for bailiffs to transport them to local 

court dates. They also transport inmates to other facilities more often than night shift 

COs, though regular transportation between detention facilities in other jurisdictions is 

assigned to specific “transport” officers. These day deputies often referenced the constant 

“needs” of the inmates. 

Middle shift COs, who work exclusively in intake and with females, are probably 

the busiest of any officers processing arrestees and newly transported inmates into the 

jail, releasing inmates from the facility, feeding the last meal of the day, reintegrating 

inmates from the courthouse, etc. The hours they work are also the busiest for arrests.  

By the time night officers arrive, inmates are only awake for a few more hours. 

Middle shift officers work through peak arrest hours so, unless intake is especially hectic, 

no night shift officers work there until the former shift ends and peak hours have passed. 

Thus, the night shift officer’s job consists of patrolling population prisoners on 

“lockdown” for the night and processing inmates arrested in the middle of the night. At 

the end of the day and middle shifts, these departing COs are often in a mad rush to hand 

off the tasks they are performing such as feeding and arrestee intake, to incoming 

officers. Meanwhile, night COs are typically found waiting patiently for the next crew at 

their early morning end.  

The inherent boredom of nocturnal operations is palpable. When I asked one night 

CO if he was expected to be a rehabilitator, he responded, “I’m expected to sign logs.” 
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He went on to explain, however, that he considered himself a rehabilitator, but I quickly 

sensed his sarcasm.  

I don’t give up on my inmates. They all just need a little counseling (referring to 

corporal/verbal punishment). I’ll keep counseling them again and again until they 

get it.  

 

This comeback highlighted the more violent nature of the night officer’s work. Their 

interaction with inmates in both intake and population is much more likely to be 

turbulent. Once population inmates are on lockdown, COs only open up the cells if 

inmates indicate that they are experiencing medical difficulties or if a fight is going on. In 

intake, arrestees are much more likely to be intoxicated and aggressive during these 

hours. One mid-career and -age officer from this shift explained the difference:  

We work twelve hour shifts, twelve hours with the inmates. Even though at 

nighttime, lockdown is after ten, I mean, you constantly have some sort of 

contest. It can get so physical… 

 

For these reasons, the night shift is inherently more adversarial.  

Of my participants, 37% worked during the day shift, 16% middle, and 47% 

night. To achieve a more representative sample, I would have liked to have 42-43% come 

from the day and night shifts, respectively. In order to compensate for this disparity, I 

refer to my data in group divisions by shift, rather than trying to make a somewhat 

imbalanced sample reflect my population. The distinct differences between night and day 

shift data also calls for distinct analysis. 

COs’ Work Assignments 

Jails must conduct both intake of arrestees and supervision of already processed 

inmates in population. The latter provides two types of management styles: linear 

supervision (COs patrolling cell blocks) and direct supervision (COs patrolling and 
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interacting with inmates in open pods). Many deputies are assigned to one of these three 

posts—with the exception of some females and night shift COs (see footnote
1
). Night 

shift COs often alternate between night population patrol and intake duties. Several hours 

after the night shift starts, the inmates in both linear and direct supervision “go on 

lockdown,” during which time they are locked up in their cells for the night. 

Consequently, fewer COs are needed to patrol population and, therefore, many night COs 

shift work assignment after lockdown, especially to intake but to also to other wings, 

depending on need. Thus, unlike the day shift that works one assignment exclusively, the 

night shift moves officers as needed, as many female officers do during all shifts. I 

categorized both of these groups as “split” rather than simply “linear supervision,” “direct 

supervision,” or “intake.”  

I also interviewed one CO who worked exclusively with an inmate work crew. 

These COs have very different responsibilities and relationship with inmates. Inmates 

must qualify—with good behavior, the type of charges they face or for which they are 

serving time, and low likelihood of escape attempt—in order to serve on work crews, 

which operate in or outside of the jail. COs and inmates must work together to complete 

jobs, such as road work, prisoner food services, cleaning of the jail facility, etc. While all 

COs have worked intake and both supervision styles in population in order to complete 

their training, few COs have run work crews. Based on my experience with this 

participant and other work crew deputies, I determined that this data would skew my 

results if I analyzed it along with the other deputies’. I decided to analyze this work crew 

CO’s interview separately and I will discuss it in my analysis and conclusions.  
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I was unable to achieve a sample that accurately reflected the work assignments 

of my population. Deputies who work “splits” between population and intake constitute 

the largest group of both my sample and population. I did, however, interview 

significantly more intake deputies (26% of sample) than deputies assigned to linear 

(11%) and direct (5%) supervision. I should note, however, that all officers have had to 

work all three work assignments prior to corrections certification as part of their post-

academy training. Furthermore, all day shift deputies have worked in at last one type of 

population supervision full-time during their assignment to the day or nigh shift. All night 

officers have worked for some time in population, but, as aforementioned, nighttime 

supervision is a much different job.
2
 

I had hoped to make some conclusions about the differences between officers 

working in linear supervision, direct supervision, and intake. Because I did not find 

enough participants from each group, I did not. Considering the experiences of many 

COs working all assignments, however, a representative sample might not demonstrate 

such varying results. 

 

Career Stage and Age 

Comparing Ages of the Three Shifts 

The population of COs working the Southwest County Jail was reflective of the 

older age of the many coastal areas in south Florida. Of the sample, deputies over 38 

constituted almost 37%. Likewise, deputies in the “middle group” aged 28 to 27 were 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2
 I should also note here that about 67% of participants with prison experience worked at 

night so their experience working throughout the day in prison population supervision 

should be considered. This is discussed further later in this chapter. 
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almost 37% of the sample. Lastly, “young” COs aged 18 to 27 represented a little over 

26% of the sample.  

During the day shift, 71% of the COs were 28 or older. All the officers working 

during the middle shift were of this age. In the night shift, 68% were from the two oldest 

age groups: 33% of the officers were aged 18 to 27, 44% 28 to 37, and 22% older than 

38. The day shift did not have a great deal of “young” or “middle” deputies, but the 

majority of deputies (57%) in the sample were 38 or older. The majority of the middle 

shift consisted of mostly “middle” ages with 66%. The night shift also had mostly 

“middle” deputies (44%), but their second largest age group was “young” and constituted 

33%, more than the young percentage of the other two shifts. 

Furthermore, 60% of the “young” officers did work during this night shift. Also, 

of the 40% that worked during the day shift, 20% were trainees who would be transferred 

to the night shift before the end of the year. A percentage of young and/or early career 

COs in training are always present in the day shift and are replaced with the passing of 

each academy year. This may cause the shift to possess a number of young and/or 

inexperienced COs that skews its apparent demographics. This is discussed further in the 

below section concerning career stages. Therefore, the night shift has the largest and 

yearly replenished chunk of officers aged 18 to 27.  

The second largest chunk of officers of an age group concentrated in one shift 

was the oldest group: 57% of officers 38 or older worked during the day. This placement 

of the majority of this demographic in the day shift is accurate and the percentage is 

approximate. 
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Officers in the “middle” age group were under-represented in my study when the 

sample is compared to my data on the population. Population data suggests that they 

constitute the majority of the COs and are spread fairly evenly across the shifts. As 

discussed in the following section, this age group is harder to characterize. While the 

majority of the “young” COs are often early in the career and “older” COs are often more 

experienced in their career, COs in the “middle” age group are spread across career 

experiences in a way that causes difficulty in characterizing their jail/correctional 

experience. Therefore, the factor most strongly correlated with these participants’ career 

stage and many of participants’ responses discussed later is shift. 

Comparing Career Stages of the Three Shifts 

In my analysis, I categorized COs into career stages based on the number of years 

they had worked in the jail: “early” (three years or less), “mid” (four to six years), and 

“experienced” (seven years or more). About 26% of my participants were “early” in their 

careers, 58% “mid,” and 16% “experienced.” I determined this to be a representative 

sample of my population: The majority of COs is mid-career. Career data also helps 

shape the pictures of each shift.  

Day shift. Almost three-quarters of the day shift is mid-career, while early and 

experienced group split the difference with the latter group taking the slightly higher 

percentage. About half of mid-career COs work days and almost half of all mid and 

experienced COs work during the day. 

Notably, all of the day shift COs who were early in their careers were also still in 

training under the aegis of experienced training deputies. No training officers work at 
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night so all training takes place during the day shift.
3
 Once training is completed, these 

new, inexperienced COs must move to the night shift. Due to their low seniority, they 

have no choice what shift they will work. Although these new officers’ interviews offered 

responses that were often in alignment with other COs’ responses, especially within the 

day shift, I think it prudent to point out that their presence skews my “career stage” 

percentages to show the day shift having more early career COs than are permanently 

assigned to it. In fact, these participants only remained a part of this group for another 

month or two before the completion of their training and reassignment to the night shift. 

Since these trainees were still sheriff’s corrections deputies—albeit not yet fully 

trained—and some number of trainees always exist during the day shift throughout the 

year, I decided to include them in my sample. 

Middle shift. The middle intake shift is made up of mostly mid-career COs and 

about one-third early career COs. This latter group often consists of mainly females, as 

they are a necessary part of intake and only a female CO would be able to work outside 

of the night shift early in her career. Meanwhile, mid-career COs often opt for the middle 

shift because they have enough “time in” to withdraw from nights but not enough to work 

during the day. Also, some prefer this shift to waking up at abnormal hours and working 

half the day. 

Night shift. The majority of the night shift, like the other two, is mostly mid-

career: about 44%. About one-third are COs early in their careers, while about one-fifth 

are “experienced.” Whereas about one-third of mid-career COs worked nights, almost 

two-thirds of early career COs worked during this night shift. One of the most important 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3
 No training officers work at night, presumably because they use their senior status to 

attain the desired day shift. 
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aspects of the night shift’s work experience is that, unlike day and middle shift COs, 

almost everyone on the night shift—and at least all of my participants from the night 

shift—have never been permanently assigned to another shift.  

Although every deputy has been trained during the day, only the day shift workers 

have been in the course of their careers been permanently assigned to both day and night 

hours. Middle shift workers are of more mixed experience: All have been night shift 

workers and some have previously been assigned to both night and day. Consequently, 

night shift workers have the least experience in different shifts. Later on in this chapter, I 

will discuss how participants have characterized these shifts as like “night and day.” 

 

Prior Work Experience 

Many COs of various demographics described previous jobs as in construction or 

food services. Several early and mid-career COs reported jobs as security guards. Two 

older, mid-career COs reported working as a mechanic and an employee in a special 

needs school, respectively. Another had been a truck driver. One older, mid-career CO 

even had an administrative position in a non-for-profit. Consistent with many other 

studies, most participants reported coming to the department in search of job security. 

Older COs were more likely to report corrections as a “second career” they had taken in 

order to secure retirement benefits. 

Older and more experienced officers, who were concentrated in but not exclusive 

to the day shift, were more likely to report a previous career outside of corrections, law 

enforcement, or the military. Night shift officers were more likely to report experience in 

one of the aforementioned fields. Day shift officers were more likely to report working in 
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a non-corrections, -law enforcement, or -military field prior to the jail. Night shift officers 

were more likely to have college credit if not a degree. The majority of my night 

participants had attended college if not received a degree; less than a quarter of day 

participants had. 

While officers throughout the shifts reported military experience, night shift 

officers—who were statistically younger and earlier in their careers—were more likely to 

report having served in the armed forces within the last five years and also to have 

applied for positions in the Sheriff’s Department immediately following military careers.  

More than other participants, deputies with military experience stressed the 

importance of exhibiting confidence and taking pride in appearance. Many COs claimed 

administrators lacked leadership skills and these military COs were also significantly 

more likely to make this claim. Most participants reported departmental favoritism 

towards patrol and poor deputy-administration relations, suggesting that Pogrebin and 

Poole’s findings—that COs suffer from lower status in the department and community—

have persisted. My participants with military experience, however, put a unique 

perspective on the mistreating not just deputies but corrections deputies. 

[Many view] corrections as the stepchild of the department. It’s sad because we’re 

all deputies for the sheriff…In the [Marines], if you’re a cook or a mechanic, not 

matter what you do in the Marine Corps, you’re still a Marine. When we go to 

war, I’m going to need you to fix my car or to feed me… 

 

The placement of former prison guards is also of interest. About three-quarters of 

COs who reported working in state or federal prisons prior to their current county facility 

were assigned to the night shift.
4
 Half of these COs were new to the jail, but the other half 

was the oldest and most experienced deputies on the night shift. These former prison 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4
 No participant—or anyone I know in the population—had prior experience in jails. 
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guards volunteered that they deliberately declined to use their seniority to switch to days, 

as most of the colleagues in their “time in” bracket had because of the “politics of the 

other shift.” These participants reported that they were less likely to “take things lightly” 

than others COs and they were concerned about working with “useless” new officers. 

According to the participants, due to the threat of physical violence, prison guards are 

more likely to stick to procedure and be firm with inmates. They were some of the only 

night shift officers to express concern for the youth and inexperience of their squad.
5
  

These experienced, former prison COs also voiced an inability to work in other 

fields. 

If I had known, I wouldn’t have become a corrections officer at all. But 

once you’ve done it, you don’t want to do anything else. That “nice” thing, 

I don’t have it anymore. I can’t deal with people except in here. 

 

They attributed their “craziness” to their many years in corrections: of inmates looking 

for points of weakness, especially in the prison environment. 

You have to keep yourself separated in this line of work. You’re under the 

microscope all day long. Inmates sit there and watch you. They don’t have 

anything else to do. You start to allow certain things to slide, they will 

take advantage of you. This job is more mental than anything else. There’s 

no decent way to deal with it. It can change in the blink of an eye. You can 

be getting into a fight, then be back on the floor five minutes later feeding. 

And you’re expected to act normal. 

 

These experienced, prison-trained COs on the night shift were also some of the only 

participants to discuss the serious consequences of corrections-related stress. They voiced 

the need for mental health and support programs for COs. Participants whose corrections 

experience was solely at the jail characterized their imbalanced or professionally 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5
 The only other night participant who voiced concern was a mid-career CO in their age 

bracket without prison experience. 
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terminated co-workers as “trashy,” “crazy,” “desperate,” or victims of administrative 

hostility. I observed that those with prison experience—even those in earlier in their 

careers—recognized the inherent stress of the job and also a more professional career 

view of the field, while others explained the same phenomena on case-by-case basis. 

Furthermore, while former prison COs sought employment as jail COs because these jobs 

were in the same field as their previous, other participants joined the department merely 

in search of a job with security or as a “stepping stone” to a career in law enforcement. 

Both groups, however, cited many of the same reasons for initially entering the field. 

Notably, though many older COs voiced that they preferred their current jobs over 

their previous, former prison guards uniformly reported this. Of this group, only COs 

who worked exclusively in intake complained that, as one told me, although the jail had 

less intense, planned violence than prison, “You never know what to expect when 

somebody comes in the door off the street.”  
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THE FINDINGS: 

COS DISCUSS INMATE MANAGEMENT, CO-WORKERS, AND THE JOB 

 

The two groups COs interact with are inmates and co-workers (fellow deputies 

and administrators). These groups and COs’ relationships with them greatly affect how 

easy or hard their jobs are day-to-day. The public and its perception of the jail also have a 

huge effect on operations. All of these groups and interactions shape the organization of 

the facility throughout the day and night and how the COs must go about doing their job. 

Patterns manifested along COs’ discussion of these groups and their relationships with 

them. 

 

Managing Inmates: Participants’ Characterization of the Role of the CO 

The participants characterized their job and an individual’s ability to perform it as 

complex. The most prominent themes COs volunteered were (1) that COs need to be 

adaptable and (2) that oral/verbal communication is a vital interpersonal skill. 

Participants later in their careers and older in their years were more likely to emphasize 

these themes. The shift participants worked, however, seemed to be the most important 

factor in many responses relating to inmates. 

Adaptability and Consistency 

Over a third of COs in the mid-career and the experienced groups, respectively, 

voiced the need for adaptability, while no participants in the early career group did. 

Almost half of COs in the “older” age group emphasized this trait, along with almost a 

quarter of the “middle” age group; about 14% of the youngest age group did. The largest 
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group that demonstrated a preference for this characteristic was the day shift with almost 

60% of these workers. Only a third of the middle shift was coded thusly and 10% of the 

night shift. 

The theme of adaptability often emerged when COs were describing the 

impossibility of applying the same formula to every situation. They also cited the varying 

of protocol with different managers in heightening salience of change, but also depending 

on the inmate. The issue of administrative presence also emerged. One day shift officer 

who was older and mid-career told me: 

I don’t think a book of rules can be written to cover everything. You have to use 

your integrity to make the best decision for the people involved…The rules change 

depending on your immediate sergeant or lieutenant. There is inconsistency. When 

you walk in, you wonder, “What am I doing today?” 

 

A night shift officer of the same demographics remarked: 

90% of the time [I go “by the book”] and 10% I go by my best judgment. That 

10%, though, can really make a difference on how easy you make your job…You 

make it harder if you lack people skills. 

 

One young, early career night shift officers said: 

If you follow things totally by the book, things won’t get done. Different people 

come in here that need to be dealt with in different ways. 

 

Naturally, responses emerged regarding how “flexible” COs should be.  

Almost three-quarters of participants were coded as voicing the importance of 

being firm and consistent with inmates. Inconsistency, they said, is a security risk. One 

mid-age, experienced night shift CO explained the most stressful aspect of managing 

inmates: 

If you don’t get backing from supervisors. If you feel an inmate is doing 

something wrong, sometimes they just say, “Oh, let it be.” You tell an inmate 

something and they [supervisors] tell them something else. I tell them they can’t 
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get their toilet paper until everybody does. Then a lieutenant walks by and they 

ask him, and he gives it to ‘em…They’re not going to listen to me after that. 

  

He went on to say: 

You have to treat everybody the same. Some guys say, “Oh, this guy’s only a 

misdemeanor, but this guy’s a felony.” But that makes them not pay as much 

attention to safety issues. The guy may be here for driving on a suspended 

[license], but he may have committed dangerous felonies in the past that he came 

here for or he never got caught for.  

 

Others concurred that both staff and inmates could use inconsistency “against you.” One 

middle-shift, mid-age, and mid-career CO said:  

I try to follow the rules as best I can. It can be a slippery slope. You can see it as 

human kindness, but someone else can see it as an opportunity to screw you over. 

 

Many COs, especially older and more experienced ones, recognized that confidence and 

consistency greatly assisted COs in management. One older and experienced CO said: 

Consistency is the most important thing. I once had an itty-bitty training sergeant 

who couldn’t have been more than five and a half feet tall, but he could walk up 

to two inmates fighting and just stare them down. And they would stop…Respect 

carries a lot of weight. It gets you through the day. 

 

The majority of each shift emphasized consistency, but percentages increased 

significantly the later in the day COs worked. Sources of blame for inconsistency varied 

somewhat depending on shift as well. Day shift officers complained that managers and 

administrators all had different styles that affected how COs operated under their constant 

and changing supervision. Middle shift officers worked with the most different squads 

and supervisors so, as one such CO remarked, “You muddle your way through because 

the administration’s always changing its mind.” Night shift COs agreed that those of 

higher rank interfered with consistent management, but were more likely to charge the 

day shift as a whole with coddling inmates, enforcing rules inconsistently, and, therefore, 

making the latter shift’s job harder. About 67% of the night shift participants overtly 
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characterized the day shift as “soft” and, thus, creating security risks. The acrimony 

between these two shifts is discussed later under “Dealing With Co-Workers and 

Administrators.” 

“People Skills” 

The majority of COs in most group categories volunteered the importance of 

oral/verbal communication in COs’ day-to-day operations, but data still slanted towards 

older, more experienced COs and also day workers. All experienced COs responded 

thusly, along with 60% of mid-career, and 51% of early career COs. All “older” COs 

went into this category as well with about 40% of each of the other age groups. Finally, 

71% of the day, 67% of the middle, and 56% of the night shift voiced this belief.  

Many participants admitted that communication was a skill they had to develop at 

the jail. One mid-career and mid-age night CO said in response to a question about the 

most important skills to have: 

Definitely communication, knowing how to learn. One thing I’ve learned in this 

job is how to talk to people, especially inmates. It’s so different to talk to a friend 

or a family member than to talk to an inmate. You know, a lot of these people are 

from the streets, they’re not very educated, so that’s one of the best skills. Some 

things get you in trouble, you now, talking down to inmates. It’s one of the best 

skills you learn in the jail, how to talk to people. 

 

Officers often brought up personal interactions when comparing their jobs with that of 

LEOs and many considered their jobs harder for that reason. Several officers pointed out 

that while LEOs have weapons such as guns, COs only have their “two fists and mouth,” 

referring to defensive tactics and communication skills. In describing the distinct skill 

sets of COs and LEOs, one officer told me, “My dad is a retired police sergeant from up 

North and he says, “I couldn’t do you job.” One younger night shift CO early in his 

career remarked: 
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Our [job] is probably more dangerous. We’re around more guilty people. That’s 

your job is criminals. You deal with a criminal maybe an hour on the road. In 

here, I’m dealing with at least eight hundred my whole shift. 

 

These skills also consist of the ability to read people, especially according to more 

experienced COs. Almost all COs stressed the importance of discretion and judgment. 

Day, older, and more experienced deputies were more likely to stress “patience,” 

“respect,” and “integrity.” A day shift CO of mid-career and older age explained: 

The badge doesn’t [make a good deputy]. It’s not, “I’m bigger or tougher than 

you.” It’s the personality, the ability to listen and to interact…It’s always 

business, never personal. And you should know the difference between the truth 

and being suckered.  

 

Younger, less experienced officers, especially on the latter shift, were more likely to 

characterize the skills of reading people and judgment as being able to “understand the 

criminal mind.” This distinction in views of inmates is discussed further in the following 

section. 

Relationships With Inmates 

Most COs recognized the complexity of managing inmates and the diversity of 

personalities and backgrounds among them. About half of the sample was coded as 

exhibiting empathy for inmates, while only a quarter exhibited outright disdain. About 

half named inmate care as a paramount responsibility of the job and half also claimed that 

they had positive interactions with inmates. Although I did not get enough officers who 

worked primarily in population to make substantial claims, I think it was significant that 

these population COs were much more likely to be coded in these latter categories and 

exhibit empathy. Only day shift officers could be categorized to work in population, but 

night shift officers who claimed to work more in linear and/or direct supervision 

assignments appeared to exhibit slightly more empathy.  
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Categories of positive interactions increased with age and career stage. Again, 

shift was a much more determinant factor. Day shift officers, especially those older in 

age, more experienced, and also working more in population, were more likely to exhibit 

empathy and positive interaction categories. Several reflected on the ease of ending up in 

jail. One older, mid-career day CO told me: 

I think every CO should spend one night in the jail and experience that solitude 

and desperation. A lot of the COs have done a lot of the same things [that inmates 

have], but we weren’t caught. It would help us to see the other sides of those 

bars…We are not their punishment, sentenced or not. 

 

Even day COs who displayed some disdain to both staff and prisoners often remarked 

that they got along better with the latter group. Such feelings may come from the sense 

that dealings with inmates are expected to be hostile, while co-workers are supposed to 

be allies. Therefore, positive interactions with inmates may appear more salient for these 

officers. 

The night shift differed significantly: A third of the night shift displayed disdain 

for inmates. While almost all participants voiced the difficulty of inmate rehabilitation, 

almost a quarter of night COs made remarks equating violence with rehabilitation. While 

three-quarters of the day shift emphasized care as CO responsibility, less than a quarter of 

the night did. Only a little over 10% reported having good relations with inmates. One 

young, early career night officer told me: 

I don’t go to work looking for a fight, but sometimes I’m just not in the mood. I 

don’t really like touching them [inmates]. A lot of them are dirty. [In reference to 

always wearing latex gloves] Gotta keep clean. 

 

Middle shift COs fell somewhere in the middle and were more likely to recognize 

the more difficult nature of their assignment to intake. Like day shift officers, they were 
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more likely to verbalize the inherently unreceptive and antagonistic nature of officer-

inmate relations. One mid-age and -career CO on the middle shift observed: 

They [inmates] don’t hear anything you tell them. It’s this adversarial 

relationship. Like this phone system out here [that arrestees use in intake]. I hate 

these phones. You explain to somebody how to use them a hundred times and 

they don’t hear it. But you put them in a cell with pedophile thieves and they give 

them their absolute attention, listen to their words like it’s Gospel. And they learn 

how to use the phone.  

 

At the same time, these statistical trends are not without complications. One night 

officer, who was firmly coded in all of the categories consistent with lacking empathy 

and positive interactions with inmates, expressed disappointment that COs were 

discouraged from having more positive effects on inmates’ lives: 

They [administrators] don’t want us to be [rehabilitators]. The word corrections is 

kind of an oxymoron…We’re not supposed to talk to inmates once they’re on the 

outside. You can get in trouble for trying to help them. It’s stupid…I’ve gotten 

guys [former inmates] jobs before. I know the difference between good people 

and criminals. 

 

Many COs in their mid-career or later may have negated the possibility of rehabilitation, 

but explained their frustration after trying to help inmates. One day, mid-career and -age 

officer described how a young inmate whom he had been trying to help reacted when told 

he was going to be transferred out of the mental health block. 

The other guys in the cell told him [the young inmate] that he’d get the shit beaten 

out of him [in general population] and he was like, “If you put me there, 

Rodgers
*
, I’ll kill myself.” So now he has to get reevaluated. And I tell him, “I’ve 

been in this bitch [the jail] for six years and you’re gonna listen to this asshole 

who’s in-and-out of here every other day over me? I could’ve helped you if you 

left [mental health block].” I shouldn’t have cared.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
*
 Names changed to ensure confidentiality. 
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Officers who said they didn’t try to help inmates often cited departmental discouragement 

and complained that their skills were not valued in jail operations, especially inmate 

management. One mid-career, mid-age night CO explained: 

It’s like a win-lose situation. They say, “Yeah, you can make a judgment.”…If 

it’s a good judgment, you get a pat on the back…If it’s a bad [judgment], it’s not 

like, [the administration says], “Hey, you made a mistake. Let’s not do it again. 

Next time, consult with supervisor.” [Instead], they’re like, “Hey, guess what. 

You’ve got a couple days off now” [referring to suspension]…They’re not 

backing you up…That’s part of why people don’t want to do any job above and 

beyond. 

 

Considering almost all participants voiced the importance of CO judgment and discretion, 

these kinds of responses show the complexity of making decisions on inmate 

management. Participants said that they would like to be given more freedom in 

judgment, but cannot exercise discretion. 

Security vs. Care 

Nearly all participants recognized the dual nature of COs’ job as caregiver and 

security guard. Which role they gave more thought to was clear also. Given the 

participants’ job description, I was not surprised to find that many more deputies gave 

precedence to security over care. Predictably, the most important division came between 

shifts. The day shift was split between these two preferences with a slight bias towards 

care. Meanwhile, each participant in the other two shifts gave preference to control and 

security. The likelihood of emphasizing care grew with more years of age and experience 

and female officers were more likely to be placed in this category, but shift had a much 

greater effect. 

A response characteristic of the day shift that was coded as emphasizing care was 

this one in response to a question of what makes a good deputy: 
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You make sure that all people are taken care of. The idea of care is as big as the 

outdoors. But if an inmate is sitting in his cell crying, it is your responsibility to 

find out why. 

 

These participants were more likely to characterize inmates as failed by society, in need 

of programs, and/or guilty of mistakes that many people make. This experienced day 

officer shared how COs could be better prepared for the job: 

For people to sit down and realize that these inmates didn’t wake up one day and 

want to be criminals. Something had to happen to them in their childhood…The 

inmates are so mad when they come in. 

 

Such respondents were also more likely to point out the impossibility of training such 

compassion through the department and were also more likely to be coded in other 

categories emphasizing experience, integrity, and patience as positive officer attributes. 

These officers were more likely to report that they were more open-minded than their co-

workers. All day officers, whether emphasizing security or care, were more likely to 

report being more open-minded than other officers. Still, day officers who emphasized 

security often made a point of associating it with care and the mutual safety of guard and 

prisoner, as one young, inexperienced day shift officer said, reflecting a training and day 

shift philosophy:  

You have to work positively with other people…Like we’re all programmed to 

say, “Care, custody, and control.” We make sure everyone is safe. Just treat them 

like people. [The most stressful aspect of managing inmates is] when you get one 

you can’t talk to, so you have to use physical force. 

 

Although middle and night officers were more likely to emphasize security, the 

responses of security-oriented officers varied between middle and night. One middle shift 

CO remarked: 

I don’t take the chances that other people do. I don’t think they realize what some 

of these guys are capable of…[The public] think we can wail on people whenever. 

We’re more docile babysitters. 
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Night officers appeared to be harsher in inmate relations and also on COs who did not 

treat inmates with firmness, as one younger, early career night officer demonstrates in 

response to a question of what make a good officer: 

A spine. Some of these guys have lost their man cards, if you know what I’m 

saying. [Our role] is care, custody, and control. But some people don’t have the 

balls for control. 

 

Not all security-oriented responses, however, were negative. Some emphasized the 

importance of vigilance in performing both care- and control-related duties, such as 

“awareness of surroundings,” especially officers mid-career or experienced. Control was 

associated with “doing a good job.” One mid-age and -career night CO responded: 

Everybody has their own personal ways to do their own job, but I believe…the 

type of job that we do is to maintain and control the inmates, keep always a good 

visual, keep always alert, make sure you do your duties above and beyond 

whatever’s necessary to do. 

 

These respondents named physical fitness, alertness, and professional dedication as a part 

of security. Many of the security-oriented participants, especially during this latter shift, 

overtly associated lack of control with older, day shift COs. This data is discussed further 

in the following section. 

 

Dealing With Co-Workers and Administrators 

Participants characterized the jail as innately stressful. As one CO with prison 

experience explained: 

There’s no closure in corrections. You’re just dealing with broken people and 

broken lives. That’s the job. 
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Many, however, pointed out that co-workers could be just as stressful and “out to get 

you” as inmates. Day shift and mid-career officers were much more likely to report this. 

One younger, mid-career day shift officer remarked:  

Deputies are either afraid to tell how they actually feel and they kiss ass, or you 

have the ones who aren’t afraid and then they get black-balled for the rest of their 

careers…You’re constantly watching your back instead of doing your job. 

 

Consistent with other correctional studies, all participants were coded as characterizing 

relations between deputies and administrators as hostile. Some COs, mostly older ones, 

said that although they had never been “picked on,” they recognized how tough relations 

could be. Others described the great variance from individual to individual, as this older, 

experienced day CO did:  

Some supervisors will [give credit for doing a good job], some won’t. It’s just like 

being in school. Teachers have pets. If you’re not the supervisor’s pet, there’s no 

point in beating your head against the wall. 

 

Other day shift officers expressed extreme frustration with administrative relationships 

and/or blame this hostility for staffing problems, as this mid-career, mid-age one did: 

I feel like a stepson, like an unwanted stepson. They want to make us do all the 

chores, but get none of the love. It’s not like some other law enforcement agencies 

or the military. There’s no brotherhood in here like there is out there. I’ve only 

got one or two other guys I could really trust, who I’d take a bullet for…And they 

[administrators] wonder why they can’t keep people [working here]. 

 

Some day officers saw the animosity as so “real” that many could not even trust other 

deputies.  

Meanwhile, night shift COs were more likely to describe administrative relations 

as more distant, while they valued their work with other deputies. This shift was always 

more likely to point out the upside of light administrative supervision, as this younger, 

early career CO did: 
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You never see the Sheriff in here. Our sergeants and lieutenants on our shift are 

great. I don’t see much of the rest of the administration. I like it. We have more 

freedom to do our job. 

 

Older officers and/or those in the experienced phase of their careers on the night shift 

offered a different perspective. One with an extensive non-government career prior to the 

jail said: 

The last thing [administrators] want to do is be in the jail. [How does this affect 

your work?] No, not me. It affects the younger guys more than the older guys. 

The older guys know that other places other jobs are a lot worse. 

 

An experienced night CO remarked: 

They [administrators] could [make it easier if they would] come around more, ask 

questions more often, listen. A lot of our problems are easy to fix…But 

corrections is more retroactive than proactive. That’s its biggest problem. They 

don’t worry about us until there’s an escape or an officer, or an inmate, gets hurt. 

I’ve seen that I don’t know how many times. 

  

These older, more experienced officers were more likely to show less hostility than their 

day counterparts, actually asking for administrative attention.
6
 Day officers seemed to 

have “tried that” and wanted to distance themselves from the administration as much as 

possible. 

Day shift officers were three times as likely as night shift to complain that they 

were prevented from helping inmates and/or punishment and/or discouraged for 

creativity. Day COs were also more likely to say they did not get credit for doing a good 

job, while night COs said they only got credit from co-workers and managers (sergeants 

and sometimes lieutenants). Day officers were slightly more likely to say that 

administrators interfered with inmate management and that they caused mistrust and low 

moral/verbale among COs. All of the shifts displayed similar levels of the sentiment that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6
 These participants were also the only night COs to lament lacking training officers on 

their shift. 
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no leaders worked in the administration, although those with military experience were 

more likely to express this. Night COs did articulate concerns about the department, but 

were much more likely to direct them at administrators over co-workers.  

Night officers were also twice as likely to accuse the administration of favoring 

LEOs over COs. This complaint was especially prominent among younger, more 

inexperienced deputies. On the night shift, former members of the armed services were 

more critical of administrators than other night officers, especially in terms of law 

enforcement favoritism, as was this deputy explaining the difference between the jobs of 

road versus corrections deputies: 

A vehicle and an administration with a spine…A vehicle would be nice. But an 

administration with spine would be even nicer. That would be the cat’s meow, my 

friend…[The other difference is] you can have tattoos on the road [referring to a 

new policy forcing COs with tattoos on their lower arms to wear long-sleeved 

uniforms]. We said, “Hey, the road guys can have tattoos.” And they said, “Hey 

this is the jail. Cover it up.” [laughs] 

 

These participants more widely reported ambitions to transfer to patrol, while by mid-

career more officers reported they had forgotten such dreams because the department 

“would never let [them] out of the jail.” Several complained that the department recruited 

corrections officers, telling them that the jail was a “stepping stone” to law enforcement, 

but then never allows such transfers. Others said that other agencies would hire them for 

patrol, but the officers could not handle the pay cut that would require, as they would 

give up their seniority at the new agency. COs who successfully moved to patrol did so 

principally through changing agencies (and taking this pay cut). 

Day shift officers, especially those mid-career, were more likely to say they felt 

“stuck in the department” because seniority gave them more money than they could earn 

elsewhere and because co-workers made work tedious. Day officers were also less likely 



 62 

than night to consider themselves “professionals,” but younger, less experienced, and 

night officers were more likely. Day COs were twice as likely to characterize co-workers 

as unprofessional (i.e. gossipy, careless, vindictive, etc). While night shift COs were 

more likely to characterize co-workers as not helping one another and causing unsafe 

inconsistency with inmates, this was almost always directed at the day shift rather than 

their direct night co-workers whom they often characterized positively. These officers 

often characterized “working as a team” as more professional.  

Brotherhood of Officers: Day Shift “Softies” and Night Shift “Cowboys” 

With this given, day shift officers not surprisingly express disappointment in the 

jail lacking “brotherhood”—more than their night counterparts. While about half of the 

night shift said that they trusted their own “squad” of deputies and/or sergeants and make 

distinctions of sergeants from the administration, no officers on the day shift did and they 

were more likely to report that they trusted no one in the department. Fraternity and trust 

were highly correlated with security in the eyes of the participants.  

Day officers with more time in the jail were more likely to blame organization for 

eroding moral/verbale and, therefore, safety, as this mid-career, older CO explained: 

It was better when we weren’t all divided into wings. When I first started, you 

didn’t know where you’d be working when you first came in. If you heard 

someone [in another wing] calling on the radio for a floater [a free deputy] a few 

times, you’d go over there and help out because you knew they were understaffed. 

Now they want us specialized [in different wings]. If guys hear other wings 

calling for help, they just say, “Oh, that’s their wing.” We’re not a team anymore. 

 

This deputy’s ideal of how the jail should be run is very much descriptive of how the 

night shift operates. Day officers blamed the administration for this lack of team spirit. 

These were usually security-oriented COs who were mid-career and either young or mid-
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age in category and also noted the physical weakness of older deputies, as this participant 

did: 

I’m sick of working the day shift. I want to work with my friends [on the other 

shifts]. The day shift is all uptight and they won’t let you do shit and they won’t 

back you up. Some of them I won’t even want to back me up. There’s only a few 

guys who work my shift I know who could really hold somebody down, you 

know? Everybody else is just slow and out of shape. If I ever saw one of them 

running over, I’d yell, “Go find somebody else to help me!” 

 

Like many, this CO complains of lack of brotherhood, but also reflects that the older, out-

of-shape officers on the shift might be worthless anyway. This participant recognizes that 

a different organizational climate exists on the night shift. Many participants who 

complain of lack of brotherhood appear to believe that something in the facility has 

changed, which perhaps may have occurred. More likely, however, they lost their “team” 

when they transferred to the day shift from the night mid-career, a point when they may 

already be seriously coming to terms with the reality of corrections. 

Night officers characterized the day shift as “softies” and lacking control. Night 

shift officers, especially younger ones earlier in their career, were more likely not only to 

value the closeness of the squad, but also associate this with performing tasks more 

effectively and maintaining security well. 

That’s how you grow a good, strong team. That’s why I’ve been working nights 

the last three years. I’ve been having such a good crew. If you have a good 

sergeant, a good crew, you work with who[m] you trust…you feel comfortable. 

You can do always, you know, do more than what you’re asked to. Working with 

that crew, I’m going to do my best to accommodate my friend so you can do a 

better job…I can count on them. 

 

The idealization of brotherhood was not without critics. One middle shift officer 

expressed concern for night shift officers who were so close and characterized them in 
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terms of the kinds of destructive habits he had seen in his many years in corrections, also 

as a prison guard: 

Some of these guys make it their whole life. It’s all they think about, all their 

friends are cops [and COs]. But it all falls apart after awhile. It’s no 

good…because there’s no place to run. It’s the same as habitual drug users. They 

can’t quit because they’re hanging in all these places with all these people 

associated with drugs. You can’t keep associating with all those things if you 

want to get out, if you want to get over it. 

 

Middle shift officers may have been the most adequately prepared to compare the other 

two shifts, as they worked—especially intake procedures—with both. (Few officers tried 

to characterize the middle shift by itself.) They were more likely to portray night COs as 

reckless and “crazy” in their responses.  

Officers on both day and middle shifts, especially ones older and later in their 

careers, argued that night and/or younger COs treated inmates worse and forget their own 

vulnerability, as this mid-career middle shift officer observed: 

Newer officers carry themselves differently. They forget that a lot of these guys 

hold jobs on the outside in restaurants and businesses and you might run into them 

later. [These COs] they have a superiority complex, like they’re better than the 

inmates…But one mistake and an officer becomes an inmate. 

 

The majority of both the day and middle shifts characterized the night officers as 

“cowboys,” but the middle shift, which actually worked with these COs, was more 

critical. Those who were coded as critical of “cowboys” used labels of “young” and 

“night” almost interchangeably, highly correlating youth and inexperience with this latter 

shift.  

 

Public Perception and Being Public About the Job 
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Participants uniformly reported that the public had no respect and knowledge of 

their profession. Some participants argued that more should be done to promote relations 

between the department and the community, such as public tours of the jail. Many 

blamed the local media for highlighting negative stories from the jail, but other praised 

some television programs such as American Jails for accurately portraying such facilities. 

These responses did not vary significantly among age groups, career stages, work 

assignments, or shifts.  

Younger, more inexperienced, and night shift COs were much more likely, 

however, to be public and proud about their jobs. Night COs were three times as likely as 

day to fall into this category. Young officers were 20% more likely than the mid age 

group and four times more likely than older COs to be coded thusly. Finally, 80% of 

early career officers were categorized here, versus 27% of mid-career, and none of the 

experienced COs. This young night officer told me how people reacted when they found 

out he worked as a jail deputy: 

Actually, they’re very impressed. People are like, “Oh, how do you handle it? 

How can you be so patient?” You know, they ask me about the job…I don’t mind 

people knowing. I like to tell people when I meet new friends or meet my wife’s 

friends. “What does your husband do?...Oh, cool. I’d like to know about that.” I 

like to inform people about exactly what we do. 

 

An older, experienced day officer shared a different reaction by new acquaintances: 

They kind of go, “Oh,” look real uncomfortable, and change the subject. 

 

About a third of the day shift reported that they were deliberately private about 

their profession. Older and more experienced COs were more likely to fit into this 

category. This group was also more likely to express frustration with working in a 
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correctional facility in the same community where they lived, such as this mid-career day 

CO: 

I can’t go anywhere or do anything without seeing some shitbag when I’m out 

with my family. 

 

Participants in this group often thought that night COs risked more by simultaneously 

treating inmates poorly and actively socializing in the community. This experienced, 

older day officer compared his encounters versus those of younger COs on the other shift. 

When I see inmates on the street, they say hi and all that. Some of these officers 

go to the bars and [local strip clubs]. That’s just stupid. That’s just asking for 

trouble 

 

One mid-career day CO said of a particularly reckless night CO who was also fond of 

local nightlife, “One of these days, someone’s going to crack his head open when he’s 

out drunk.”  

The older, more experienced day officers who desired privacy were also the group 

who often felt “stuck” in the department. Age and career stage were highly correlated 

with both these codes and also with shift. Still, shift seemed to play an important role in 

COs’ level of professional pride. 
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TWO SHIFTS, TWO JAILS: 

ANALYSIS OF THE FINDINGS  

THAT DISTINCT ORGANIZATIONAL CLIMATES HAVE EMERGED 

 

During my time in the jail, I had at one time or another worked every hour of the 

day in intake, but my hours most often fell during the middle shift. Therefore, I am 

familiar with the operating styles of all shifts. What struck me the most about them, 

however, was shift change. When the day shift left and the night came in, it was an 

entirely different jail. I was encouraged to perform my own tasks differently by the COs 

on various shifts. For instance, if I were dealing with a belligerent inmate in my office 

(who would be of no physical threat because we would be separated by glass), my 

response would differ depending on the hour of the day. During the day shift, I would 

radio for the prisoner to be removed and have to wait for an officer to come when he or 

she had a chance. During the middle shift, if that response did not work immediately, I 

would exit to the hallway and ask a nearby officer to remove him when he or she had a 

chance. During the night shift, I was encouraged to phone the control room to alert the 

sergeant of the situation and a group of officers (oftentimes both deputies and the 

sergeant) would burst in almost immediately with or without, depending on the severity 

of the belligerence, taser guns.  

If I did not react according to shift, I would be admonished in some way. If I 

demanded too much assistance during the day shift, I would be told I was making a fuss. 

If I merely radioed for an inmate to be removed during the night and when the deputy 

responding met a belligerent inmate, he or she would scold me for not implicitly 
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requesting the use of physical force. With the mix of night and day during the middle 

shift, the situation could go in several directions. I can safely say that the other workers 

with my experiences in my department would support these assertions. 

I did not base my study on these experiences. I wish I could have coded all these 

situations for a year and half, but I did not. I do not need to incorporate my own 

experience strongly into this study, however, for I found the data I gathered here to 

corroborate my familiarity with the facility. I share my observations above to highlight 

the obviousness of shift differential to those whose work straddled hours in this facility: 

that two work organization climates prospered. Both the day organization and the night 

organization have merits and faults I will explore, and I hope to explore how to address 

the problems this creates. 

In both my informal observation of COs in the jail described above and my formal 

interviews of participants, the most striking differentiation was that between the two main 

shifts. The day shift exhibited somewhat more diversity in opinion and much more 

diversity in age, career stage, and background. The night COs were statistically younger, 

earlier in their careers, more likely to have college credit and/or experience in the military 

or prison, and more uniformity in their interview answers. The divergent responses 

between these shifts result, I argue, from issues of professionalism. Namely, patterns 

resulting from shift hours and organization, seniority procedures, public perceptions, and 

administrative attempts to professionalize the organization are at the root of this 

population’s problems. I believe that my research on the Southwest County Jail and its 

sheriff’s department also reflects many of the trends going on in corrections today. 
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Night and Day: Shift Differences and Implications 

The night shift participants portrayed their shift as more of a “brotherhood.” They 

also displayed a stronger “us versus them” mentality in their discussion of inmate 

interaction. They emphasized the need for officers to enforce laws more strictly. They 

received a great deal less administrative supervision and, thus, described the 

administration as more distant, while they displayed more respect for direct managers 

(sergeants and some lieutenants). All participants from this shift espoused a security-

oriented approach to inmate management. They displayed higher job satisfaction and 

organizational commitment and this was highly correlated with their ability to work more 

freely under the protection of their close fellow officers and under the lack of supervision 

from administrators. 

Meanwhile, day shift COs were less close with co-workers and were more likely 

to voice distrust for them. They often specialize in one work assignment (intake, direct or 

linear supervision, etc.). They operate under much more administrative supervision and, 

thus, were more likely to voice direct disdain or frustration in respect to administrators. 

Day COs were also more likely to empathize with inmates and emphasize the 

effectiveness or power of interpersonal skills, as it is one of the only powers they have or 

are encouraged to use. These participants were split almost evenly between security and 

care approaches to inmate management with slightly more emphasizing the latter. As a 

whole, however, most COs emphasized security over care, which is the most consistent 

with operational requirements, as Pogrebin and Poole argue. That is, it is easier for COs 

to only have a security role when few services for inmate care are available to them. Still, 

the day shift was more likely to voice the need for such services and a desire for COs to 
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be more involved helping inmates, at least as a means for fostering control and safety in 

the jail—for both officers and inmates, as they told me. The middle shift falls somewhere 

between these two leanings. 

Consequently, two distinct views of professionalism emerge from the population. 

The night shift’s ideal of professionalism emphasizes physical strength, poise/confidence, 

strict rule enforcement, and trust of and concern for co-workers. Meanwhile, the day 

officers described a professional CO as one who exhibits responsibility, restraint, 

interpersonal skills, care, and integrity. I believe that these two approaches mirror 

Henderson’s descriptions of “fraternal” and “professionalizing” police departments. He 

argues that, although officers and some community members may believe fraternal to be 

more effective, professional police departments are actually more efficient and positive 

for the public. The same appears to be accurate for corrections. The efficacy of the 

respective shifts is evidenced among participants who stated that day shift COs are more 

likely to use interpersonal skills and formal procedures, such as “writing up” inmates, to 

settle disputes and cultivate more positive inmate interactions. Meanwhile night shift COs 

are significantly more likely to use violence and develop more adversarial relationships 

with inmates.  

What is most troublesome is not just that jail facilities have “fraternal,” 

ineffective, and potentially irresponsible organizations operating within them, but that 

one department can have two distinct shifts: one with a fraternal organization and one 

professionalizing. 

Given the “split” work assignments and the responsibilities of the night shift, the 

development of brotherhood is natural. Deputies are encouraged to float between wings 
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after lockdown to help one another with changing demand from night to night. The 

greater likelihood of violence makes unity seem more necessary for survival. Conversely, 

the encouragement of specialization, which is only apparent or viable during the day, 

segregates the earlier shift in such a way that makes them less likely to assist one another. 

The greater number of tasks that need to be performed during the day also compels COs 

to stay within their own work assignment. Furthermore, the day shift experiences less 

violence to warrant needing immediate co-worker assistance—although one could argue 

this may also result from the positive inmate interactions practiced in this shift. The lack 

of administrative supervision during the night and the predominance of it during the day 

also help explain the divergence of trust levels. The night shift COs also appear to have 

more in common with one another that might account for their closeness: They are more 

likely to have college, prison, and/or military experience, be young and early in the 

careers, and also live in the same areas of the county.  

The organizational climates of the respective shifts appear to be the major factor 

behind these distinctions. As I discussed when explaining the differences in shift 

responsibilities, night duties may call for more use of force. A few participants mentioned 

this. Most, however, emphasized differences between the shifts themselves rather than 

their duties, characterizing the night shift as “tougher” or “crazier,” and the day as 

“softer” or more “level-headed.” I believe my findings to be concurrent with those of 

Griffin (1999). In her jail study, Griffin found that COs readiness to use force is 

determined less by individual personalities than by organizational climate. Not 

coincidentally, she finds that COs’ readiness to use force is directly correlated with their 

perceived quality of the supervisors. In my study, night COs reported much more 
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satisfaction with their shift supervisors than day COs. The night shift feels more 

comfortable exerting physical force because they expect supervisors’ support, while day 

officers often reported lacking administrative support and fearing retribution for physical 

force. Thus, administrators are responsible for the dissimilar conditions on both shifts, 

probably not only uses of physical force. As Griffin argues, these organizational 

structures shape officers’ perceptions of the institution. Thus, a change from night to day 

shift is often difficult and even demoralizing for COs in my studied population—

especially mid-career—because they have shaped themselves to fit an entirely different 

organization.  

Perhaps the prevalence of younger, inexperienced COs—often with recent 

military and/or prison experience—in an arguably more dangerous working environment 

developed this organizational climate, but all of those working within it respond 

accordingly. What else could explain the dramatic change in trainees when they switch 

shifts? For example, as Griffin suggests, training has little effect on readiness to use force 

compared to organizational climate. While the day shift appears to have some 

philosophical variance on inmate management, night shift workers had the least variance 

of any group. With the exception of COs who have both extensive experience in the jail 

and also in another correctional organization, this shift had few unique responses. 

Furthermore, though the day officers had more varied responses, their responses about 

administrative pressure suggest that when they do use force, they do similarly to one 

another. 

The organizational climate—and perhaps the more lengthy experience of COs—

during the day appears to encourage using interpersonal skills instead of physical. 
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Perhaps these day and also older COs emphasize interpersonal skills more because they 

are the only power they have. Operating under a greater expectation of ethics—and also 

perhaps with less physical strength due to age—they depend on this aptitude to perform 

tasks effectively. This is a positive outcome, as studies and departmental training advise 

that this approach to managing inmates is more successful than physical violence. 

Furthermore, COs with more years on the job emphasize this tactic also because their 

experience has demonstrated to them the efficacy of interpersonal skills. Younger and/or 

more inexperienced COs often find themselves offered little incentive within the 

organization of their night shift to exercise restraint and, thus, develop their skills later in 

their careers. That is, they will develop these skills should they survive the stress of the 

job, especially under these nocturnal conditions of heightened inmate-officer hostility and 

of fraternal union that cannot be applied under the more professional and professionally 

hostile conditions of the day shift. 

 

Impediments to Professionalism 

For these participants in this jail, seniority, shift organization, administrative 

professionalization strategies and priorities, and public perception have manifested as the 

largest threats to professional operation. These issues are highly interrelated, reinforcing 

one another’s negative effects. 

Seniority 

Seniority is a status awarded to officers in order of the time they have worked 

within an agency. The longer an officer has worked there, the more seniority he or she 

has. Officers receive more pay with seniority and use it to attain the shift and/or work 
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assignment they prefer. Those with more seniority are often considered first for 

promotions. Many are attracted to careers in law enforcement and corrections because of 

their graduated, seniority-based pay scales and often consider it in their occupational 

decisions. In dual-track departments, seniority may be awarded to COs and LEOs 

separately. That is, a CO may not have the same seniority if he or she transfers to patrol. 

Seniority strongly inhibits individual officers’ professional portability and also the 

administration’s ability to exercise discretion. Participants complain that the structure of 

the department—as characteristic of all law enforcement and/or corrections agencies—

where they may not want to be anymore. In this case, the seniority structure keeps them 

in the jail rather than “on the road.” To enter law enforcement, COs must retrain and this 

requires sponsorship that their own organization is often unwilling to offer to corrections 

deputies since its jail—like every other such facility in the country—is so understaffed. 

Most COs who do become LEOs often do so by transferring to another agency all 

together—either a sheriff’s department or a city or state police department—and 

accepting the corresponding pay cut and lower seniority status, which puts them on the 

most unpopular shifts and assignments, despite their experience. If not for these issues, 

transfer rate would be higher among COs. 

Administrations’ discretionary management of officers is also inhibited by 

seniority structures. These practices restrain administrators from terminating officers with 

poor performances and also puts even poor officers with high seniority ahead in line for 

promotions over stronger COs with lower seniority. This discretion in officer 

management is necessary, but suppressed by seniority.  

Shift Organization 
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This facility’s organization of essentially cutting its staff into two twelve-hour 

shifts also constitutes a threat to a more professionally run jail or at least a consistently 

run one. Ideally, a professionally run jail would be operated by efficient, trained COs 

with the ability to affect operational procedures and interact positively with inmates (and 

the respect of the department and the community). At least, a professionalizing 

department would run a facility with more consistency from officer to officer. Shift 

organization is an impediment to this progress. 

Although other facilities may operate slightly shorter shifts, backbreaking hours 

are characteristic of this field. These hours prevent COs from developing normal lives 

and interacting with regular citizens. Along with an “us versus them” mentality, these 

hours help produce the camaraderie of the night shift, and also put COs out in the cold 

when this brotherhood is lost, either due to a falling out from the group or a transfer to 

another shift. I believe the positive outcome of shorter, overlapping hours is evidenced in 

the middle shift who—at least by their own accounts and not contradicting my own 

experience with them—exhibited attributes I believe to be positive from both shifts: the 

levelheadedness and professional conduct of the day and the firmness and alertness of the 

night. These middle shift workers operate almost exclusively in intake so I cannot make 

strong conclusions about how this would translate to other work assignments, such as in 

linear or direct supervision in population, but I cannot imagine highly negative results. 

The work crew CO I interviewed also worked mixed hours regularly, and that 

participants exhibited many positive characteristics of professional conduct and inmate 

interaction (although this is also correlated with the unique work assignment).  
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More importantly, this current shift organization operates so that seniority places 

the older, more experienced COs on the day shift and the younger, more inexperienced 

COs on the night shift. The age, experience, and, importantly, the administrative presence 

during the day have shaped a more professional organizational climate. Meanwhile, the 

demographics and inexperience of the night shift COs and the lack of administrative 

interference has developed a much more fraternal organizational climate.  

The organization of statistically older and more experienced COs on one shift and 

younger, less experienced COs on the other has resulted in shift isolation. Not only does 

the day shift possess most of the experienced officers, but also the two shifts are 

completely separated. Several participants complained of lack of communication. This 

isolation manifests in the shifts having little respect for one another and also the night 

shift to have an inflated sense of capability since they have never been permanently 

assigned to the day shift. 

The administration appears to have played a strong role in the development of the 

shift organization, which is obviously problematic in operations. Participants informed 

me that COs had lobbied in favor of creating shorter shifts that might have created more 

overlapping hours between squads and perhaps more uniform organizational climates. 

These attempts were unsuccessful. Not only would shorter shifts have improved 

moral/verbale and probably increased productivity (as COs would experience less 

fatigue), but these proposals might have also addressed the “two shifts, two jails” 

problem I have described. Characteristic of hostile administration-deputy relations, a 

problem resulted from unwillingness to collaborate that reinforced management issues. 
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Additionally, the administration has done little to prevent the prevalence of 

inexperience on one of their shifts. Although this phenomenon was probably an 

unintentional product of the seniority system in which COs with more “time in” opt for 

working earlier in the day, what is the wisdom of allowing the most inexperienced and 

often youngest COs to serve alone on one shift with no training officers, few experienced 

officers, and usually only one or two administrators (the highest of them being 

lieutenants) a shift? These lieutenants, the lowest level of administrator, almost always 

have the lowest seniority in their rank group and often are transplanted from a day 

sergeant’s post to the later shift. With little guidance from other administrators and left 

alone to lead a shift with a fraternal organizational structure already in place, these men 

and women arguably experience a great deal more pressure to accommodate the night 

shift’s tendencies than to assert personal authority, enforce rules of conduct, and/or 

advance professional conduct. As mentioned earlier, I did not interview any such officers. 

From observation of shift and promotion patterns, however, I believe these assertions to 

be true and help explain the maintenance of the shift differentiation I have discussed. 

Like the deputies who opt to use their seniority to work during the day, 

administrators demonstrate an unwillingness to work nocturnally, as evidenced by the 

low number of them on the later shift. Just as with the placement of inexperienced 

deputies with no training officers, administrators should recognize the imprudence of 

placing inexperienced lieutenants alone on a shift. More administrative presence during 

the night could not only support more professional conduct there, but also take some 

pressure off of the day shift. This could also prevent problems resulting from the lack of 

administrative company: the night shift freedom that leads to lawsuits from inmates; 
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COs’ difficulty in adjusting to the more supervised day shift when they inevitably leave 

the world of the night shift; the loss of new COs who might feel alienated by the 

fraternal, aggressive organizational structure of the night shift; the underdevelopment of 

professional conduct in favor of fraternal, “us versus them” mentality, etc.  

Jail operations is a twenty-four-hour job and around-the-clock work is the nature 

of the correctional career. If administrators want to manage their organization effectively, 

they need to spread their working hours across that of the facility. With 100% of the 

administration working nine to five, it is no wonder the day shift feels like it is walking 

on eggshells and the night shift wields power with little concern for supervisor 

retribution. Every CO has some complaint about the administration. Even those without 

animosity at least view it as failed resource. Administrators need to make a greater effort 

towards positive officer interactions and one way to do this is to spread their own hours 

to correspond with their front-line officers’. 

Administrative Strategies for “Professionalization” 

Similarly to many other agencies, this administration’s attempts to change the 

image of its department through professionalization have been incomplete and 

ineffective. These new approaches have affected the day and night shifts differently, 

fostering disunity and more positive inmate interactions in the former, while cultivating 

union and greater inmate-officer conflict in the latter. 

During inmates’ waking hours and under the gaze of the administration, the day 

shift has undergone a move towards specialization in recent years. Officers receive work 

assignments to intake, direct supervision, linear supervision, or split intake-supervision 

(for female deputies assigned to female inmates). Encouraging specialization—primarily 
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in the day shift—is well intentioned, but my participants argue that the cost seems to 

outweigh the benefit: They do not know or trust their co-workers as they did in the past.  

Meanwhile, this administration’s attempts to recruit more quality COs has been 

correlated or perhaps directly resulted in a generation of deputies who are concentrated 

on the night shift due to seniority practices and who have less diversity of backgrounds 

than those on the day shift. The qualities valued in recruiting appear to be military or 

corrections experience and college credit. My data indicates a correlation between often 

recent military and prison experience and a more security-oriented interaction with 

inmates. Among the night shift participants, these factors appear to play a strong role in 

the development of the “us versus them” brotherhood of the shift. Education does not 

appear to have a positive effect on these officers. Jurik and Moshena argue that more 

educated COs do not take a more care-oriented approach to inmates, as correctional 

administrations have hoped, but often display more frustration in interactions because 

they find no operational avenues for such service. They find no code or freedom that a 

profession should offer (457-459). This supports my portrayal of these COs isolated on 

the night shift. 

Obviously, the organization of the department and the organizational climate of 

the shift work to encourage security-oriented approaches among night COs. No legitimate 

procedures for COs and few outside programs are offered to assist inmates, especially 

after lights out, as several night COs pointed out. Furthermore, no administrators are 

present to encourage the use of more positive verbal interaction over negative or physical 

interaction in management. Consequently, this form of security-oriented, severe, often 

physical approach is most accessible and encouraged to night COs. 
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Obviously, career stage, not just shift, plays a role in this phenomenon. Pogrebin 

and Poole discuss how early career COs become more disillusioned with corrections as 

they work longer. In my study, trainees who work during the day still operate under the 

“fair but firm” mentality of both training and the day shift. COs inevitably lose some of 

their idealism as their careers progress, but losing trainees to the night shift often stifles 

or at least greatly prolongs the full development of this care-oriented, “fair but firm” 

philosophy advocated by day shift COs of all career stages. After serving on fraternal, 

security-oriented squads with little supervision, these night shift officers naturally 

develop into disillusioned day shift officers with feelings of vanished brotherhood, of lost 

control, and of being under the administrative microscope. This may account for the 

hostility so prevalent among COs earlier in their day shift career. 

To address this problem, I cannot suggest a change in training because I did not 

study it extensively enough, and also I feel that changes in training would have little 

effect on the organizational construction. After a certain point, no continuity structure for 

training exists. The training COs have received either in the academy or on the day shift 

under the guidance of training officers stops when they are put on the night shift. The 

more experienced night officers lament the absence of training officers on their shift. If 

such structure existed, night shift COs would operate more like its day counterpart. I 

would strongly suggest, however, as the experienced night COs do, that the 

administration place training officers on the night shift.  

Jurik and Mosheno argued that more educated COs were even more frustrated 

than others because they have more academic knowledge in the field that they cannot 

apply to work. I found more educated COs had indeed given up on such attempts, but 
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also that COs across shifts, career stages, and ages complained that the administration did 

not take their opinions into account during decision-making. This is not surprising for a 

paramilitary governmental department (i.e. characterized by ranks and orders, etc.). Night 

shift COs explained that they went “above and beyond” in their duties because they 

wanted to perform well for the “team.” Meanwhile, day COs were much more likely to 

say that they do not try to work creatively, use their own judgment, and/or go “above and 

beyond” because this was more likely to bring on administrative admonishment. This is 

troublesome for many reasons. Firstly, only in more fraternal, informal shift is creativity 

and more effort allowed or even encouraged, while the more experienced COs on the day 

shift—who appear to have more expertise—feel threatened if they attempt to perform 

“above and beyond” and/or use discretion and/or creativity in inmate interaction. 

Therefore, such efforts appear only informally; legitimate channels for exercising CO 

expertise are virtually non-existent. Secondly, Hepburn found that job performance and 

job satisfaction are positively correlated so night officers may indeed, as they argue, 

perform tasks with more effort than the day shift COs because they are more satisfied 

working in their fraternal organization. Thirdly, these differing practices of exercising 

creativity and/or judgment ensure that no two COs will perform tasks alike. 

Inconsistency was one of the most common complaints among all participants. In 

his writings on bureaucracy, Weber explained that bureaucratic institutions can perform 

tasks uniformly. Though bureaucracy may appear inefficient—as the communities 

perceived more professionalized police departments to be in Henderson’s and 

Chackerian’s studies—bureaucratic institutions operate more fairly because 

standardization facilitates uniform treatment of the public. Through their desire for more 
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consistent performance of tasks, COs may be unintentionally asking to be able to work 

bureaucratically: to be able to do the job the same. 

COs’ ability to exercise discretion or to affect the standards of procedures may 

appear to be incompatible in the department studied. Extra effort, judgment and/or 

creativity appear in the less formal shift and/or under less formal managers. No legitimate 

avenues exist for COs to affect operations or policy, despite their levels of expertise or 

experience. Since two distinct organizational structures are perpetuated in the facility, 

inconsistency will persist.  

While the administration has tried to encourage professionalization through 

specialization, staff upgrading, and more service-oriented training, these efforts have not 

been complemented by any changes in the organization’s operations itself to assist COs 

who would like to improve service itself. Only COs operating without administrative 

supervision “get away” with this. Thus, they experience demoral/verbalization when they 

must work on a shift with much more administration supervision. Lack of administrative 

support—even for formal actions for expressing CO expertise—is directly related to 

lower job satisfaction and, thus, performance.  

Public Perception and Departmental Priorities 

Tyler argues that public perception is an aspect of professionalization that cannot 

be confronted directly with funding to police departments. He suggests that public re-

socialization must be somehow achieved to foster trust and respect from communities 

towards its police. I did not study the public itself, but participants uniformly reported 

that they experienced apathy and disrespect from the community. Furthermore, they 

argued that LEOs experienced much greater respect in both the department and the 
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community. Therefore, COs have an even longer road to public understanding and value 

than LEOs. 

Departmental data show that COs and LEOs receive similar hours of training 

(both initially and throughout their careers) and that more educated men and women are 

being recruited to both corrections and law enforcement divisions. COs, however, appear 

to be paid a few thousand dollars less annually. Funding is also slanted towards law 

enforcement with more dollars committed to its resources and LEO overtime.
*
 Clearly, 

the department prioritizes law enforcement over corrections.  

Tyler argues that elected sheriffs, especially those with more public profiles, 

experience more pressure to expand law enforcement. From my experience in the 

community, I can attest that this department faced such demands from the public. Thus, 

the public’ own crime concerns are at the heart of this departmental prioritizing. At the 

same time, as many COs pointed out, the department also experiences a great deal of 

negative press coverage about the jail. The sheriff must meet simultaneous demands from 

the public both to expand law enforcement and to refine its jail. Thus, public perception 

of both corrections and law enforcement and the department’s priorities are directly 

related. 

Similarly to many other administrations, this one has responded through 

professionalization strategies. I have discussed several of the impediments above. Public 

perception, however, is also a significant hurdle. With the expansion and moves towards 

professionalization of law enforcement, more and more citizens will experience jail or 

have friends and family members who do. The demand for an advanced jail that also 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
*
 I do not share specific numbers so as to not implicate the specific department studied. 

Furthermore, I suspect this data to be representative of many similar departments.  
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effectively secures criminals will only increase. This is the source of the administration’s 

desire to professionalize COs, an objective that has not been operationalized effectively. 

 

The Experience of the Work Crew Officer 

In addition to the COs assigned to population and intake, I also interviewed one 

officer who worked with a work crew. From this data and my informal experience with 

work crew officers who function with their crews inside or outside of the facility, I found 

that such COs foster much more positive inmate interactions and much higher job 

satisfaction. This is directly related to the degree of autonomy allowed to these officers. 

My participant described that this work assignment allowed officers to “hand 

pick” their own crews, allocate tasks to their inmate employees, and even counsel them. 

They often worked with little administrative supervision (although the participant’s 

complaints about administrators paralleled those of the day shift). Work crew officers 

often work mixed hours with a variety of COs. Since their inmates must pass certain 

criteria to serve and also work closely with their officer supervisors, these officers 

develop more trusting relations with inmates. My participant even told me that work crew 

COs could operate as professional references to inmates once they were released. 

Work crew COs appear to have many of the professional perks that others 

complain of lacking. They work constructively and autonomously on tasks. They recruit 

inmates to work. They can have positive interactions with certain inmates and even help 

them “on the outside.” They also work mixed hours that does not pin them to one 

organizational climate. Consequently, this participant reported more enthusiasm than any 

other I interviewed, telling me, “I love my job.” 
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Although I cannot make strong conclusions based on an interview with one 

participant, this CO’s experience serves as an important piece to what can improve the 

job of the CO and the facility as a whole, as it also corroborates what other researchers 

and I suggest: that opportunity to exercise skill, expertise, discretion, and autonomy 

improves officer satisfaction and even performance. Furthermore, these responsibilities 

might serve to fill the void of which other COs complain. They are also pieces of 

professionalism. 
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STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVING JAIL CORRECTIONS: 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS ON THE IMPLICATIONS OF THIS STUDY  

FOR CORRECTIONS IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

 

My participants offered responses to many of the new developments in both 

corrections and officer professionalization. Firstly, a change unique to jails is an increase 

in the number of average citizens processed, resulting from a transformation in policing 

strategies, perhaps related to that field’s own attempts to professionalize, such as in drunk 

driving enforcement as a public safety tactic or using arrest uniformly in domestic 

violence incidents. Many of the reforms the corrections field has seen in recent years 

comes from inmate litigation, which has put pressure on agencies to improve facilities, 

especially through professionalization. Participants noted their frustration with this power 

structure, as changes come from outside rather than inside the jail. Secondly, this study’s 

population is one whose department chose to divide officers into two separate bureaus—

corrections and law enforcement—and thus develop two distinct career tracks in order to 

encourage professional specialization (Pogrebin and Poole). Thirdly, also in an effort to 

enhance public image of professionalism, correctional administrations have attempted to 

recruit more college-educated COs, though, as Jurik and Moshena argue, this 

“upgrading” has not been accompanied with any corresponding changes in training or 

operations to facilitate this staff’s integration into departments or implementation of a 

more service-oriented approach to prisoners. 

All of these changes have passed outside of the control of front-line corrections 

officers. Administrations have sought to meet demand for better corrections with the 
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professionalization of COs through more education, training, and specialization. This has 

not, however, been accompanied by other essential traits of professionalism, such as 

expertise, technique or operational theory, autonomy over conditions, or respect from the 

public. 

Pogrebin and Poole—as well as my participants—argue that COs must develop 

personal work styles and strong interpersonal skills in order to operate effectively. 

Obviously, the use of officer discretion must be operationalized through the formal 

organization rather than through casual acceptance within fraternal organization, an 

avenue that appears to encourage more questionable or at least more unpredictable 

judgment calls. If COs are to be viewed as professionals, their opinions should be 

respected and integrated into operations. COs argue that inconsistency—due to the level 

of discretion COs are allowed varying from manager to manager and shifts—poses a 

threat to their safety. That is, these front-line officers desire professionalization through 

their explicit need for both standards and practices that are commonly understood and the 

ability to exercise judgment in the implementation of them. Furthermore, many 

participants pointed out that “real life” in the jail was much different than training and 

much of what they learned could not be applied to their actual work. Consequently, 

departments should make the effort to incorporate CO real-life strategies. This would not 

only legitimize COs’ expertise, but also recognize professional techniques and 

operational theory that the workers themselves how found to be most useful. Such a role 

in policy-making and operations would give workers more control over conditions: the 

kind of workplace autonomy associated with professionalism. These steps towards 

professionalizing may have more effect on the quality of conditions that administrators 
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seek to improve in response to external pressures. Furthermore, with the improvement of 

conditions and more realistic operational techniques would come greater job satisfaction 

and performances among COs. 

In stronger bargaining positions in the department and operating with real 

organizational opportunities to service imprisoned populations, COs should interact more 

positively with inmates. An officer with no power and few structural options for 

assistance in rehabilitation or services may have little to offer inmates and, therefore, 

utilize physical force or at least hostile tactics more often. As it stands now, most COs 

and inmates have little to offer one another and, therefore, have little incentive to get 

along. 

I think the study of work crew COs is noteworthy in these arguments. Although 

these COs do not have any more say in policy-making than others, they exert a much 

higher level of autonomy. This freedom, along with the nature of the work assignment 

responsibilities, appears to be correlated with positive inmate interactions that may be 

legitimately exercised to help inmates reintegrate into the community through providing 

professional reference. These COs deal with inmates directly, as COs in direct 

supervision might. Stohr, Lovrich, and Wilson (1994) find that although many jails report 

dangerously high levels of stress among staff, direct supervision facilities appear to suffer 

more manageable levels of stress.
7
 This appears to support my analysis of work crew 

COs. I cannot make stronger assertions about this work assignment because I have only 

the knowledge of these officers’ responsibilities and the interview of one participant. My 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7
 Unfortunately, I did not interview enough COs working in direct supervision to make 

any strong assertion about positive inmate interactions, but my data did not appear to 

contradict Stohr, Lovrich, and Wilson. 
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observation of other work crew COs and my interview with this participant appears so 

deviant from other COs’ attitudes and interactions that this information cannot be 

ignored. 

Prison and jail operations cannot be treated identically. Jail inmates are released 

back into the community within hours, days, weeks, or months of their arrests. Most are 

very likely to return, but rarely commit serious enough crimes receive prison sentences. 

Reintegration should be a priority for these community agencies, and some COs I 

interviewed explicitly expressed an interest in playing such a role. I believe that 

expanding work crew programs could held serve this goal and also foster more positive 

interactions between COs and inmates. In every aspect of the jail—administration, 

training, etc.—inmate control takes precedence over inmate needs. If these programs 

were advanced, control be still be paramount, but promoting service would play a much 

bigger role. Furthermore, COs viewed as employers rather than guards may be in more 

positive positions to develop control and productive interactions with inmates. 

“Convict labor” is a concept that has received a negative connotation due to its 

historically exploitative past. With corrections administrations looking to professionalize, 

however, perhaps inmate work assignments can develop into the reintegration programs 

that they should be. Especially since county jails house people from the surrounding 

community, their operations are closely monitored. Exploitation of these prisoners, 

therefore, may be less likely or at least more likely to be revealed and stopped. 

Characteristics of work crew COs that may contribute to their efficacy and 

satisfaction are mixed work hours and more experience. In my interviews of middle shift 

COs, I found that these hours provide for shorter—and presumably less stressful—shifts 
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and also observation of how the night and day shifts operate differently. These COs’ 

techniques appear to fall somewhere between those of the other two shifts. If one is to 

accept the day and night shift’s complaints about one another as equally valid, this 

phenomenon may be one that should be perpetuated. I propose that overlapping, shorter 

shifts should be the norm of corrections departments. Alleviating co-workers’ isolation 

from one another will enhance communication and encourage uniformity in completion 

of tasks. This might also improve inter-officer relations. Furthermore, shorter hours 

would ease officer stress and burnout.  

The shift organization in the facility has caused tension and conflicting practices 

between the two major shifts, an imbalance of experience during the night and day, 

strenuous hours, and divergent professionalizing trends. Specialization in intake and 

supervision during the day shift has also contributed to some of these issues. The 

administration has attempted to professionalize through specialization and, according to 

participants, pushed twelve-hour shifts through union negotiations. Seniority, however, 

which is practiced throughout the country, may play a more important role in this poor 

shift organization. 

Recent policy shifts within the public educational system have opened up the 

controversial proposal of eliminating teacher tenure in favor of rewarding performance, 

arguing that the meritorious will be awarded and burnouts will be eradicated. I believe 

that this approach should be introduced to corrections—and also law enforcement—

organizations. This would encourage the termination and/or non-promotion of poorly 

performing officers who have seniority and reward stronger officers, regardless of 

seniority. This would give stronger incentives for officers to perform well and also to 
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enforce policy. As in the teaching profession, eliminating seniority would be difficult, 

especially since the graduated pay scale and security are some of the main reasons many 

are attracted to the career. Since corrections experiences such high burnout rates and so 

many of my own participants reported a desire to transfer out of the department, however, 

the costs of seniority appear to outweigh the benefits. 

Furthermore, eliminating seniority would open up other strategies for placing 

officers on shifts rather than the current occurrence of more experienced officers working 

during the day and often young, less experienced COs working on the night shift without 

training officers and with little administrative supervision. Administrators of different 

levels of experience should also be spread more evenly across shifts if they would like to 

ensure professional conduct in their facility. The merit of eliminating seniority—at least 

in the shift assignment process—is clear: (1) Experienced COs and training officer would 

be distributed so that new COs would go through real life (rather than academy) training 

for longer. (2) Younger and/or more physically fit officers would be distributed across 

shifts to enhance security. (3) The spread of administrators across shifts would take 

pressure of off a single shift and foster professionalizing organizational climates—

resulting in more less hostile inmate relations, consistency in task completion, etc.—

rather than informal, fraternal organizational climates. (4) Breaking up segregation of 

young, inexperienced COs from older, more experienced COs would allow an evener 

distribution of talent, more consistency, easier integration of new officers, more 

professional conduct, and less hostility. (5) Shift shuffling would encourage creativity 

and reduce complacency, which would enhance security. 
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This proposal would not be popular in the lower or upper levels of the 

department. Many experienced officers would not like the idea of having to work 

nighttime hours. If this proposal were operationalized, administrators might address these 

complaints by reorganizing shift assignment biannually or annually so that COs are not 

stuck on particular shifts. This would also benefit the organization so that no deviant 

organizational climates develop during certain hours. If COs changed their shifts 

regularly, this would encourage their creativity and also discourage complacency. 

Breaking up monotony in officer movement is also related to increased safety, as inmates 

cannot predict patterns of which they can take advantage. Also, shortening hours and 

offering different overlapping shifts might alleviate stress of certain hours and keep COs 

involved in life outside the jail. 

Convincing administrators themselves appears to be the greatest problem. Very 

little research has been conducted on administrators themselves, although literature 

suggests, as one of my participants did, that they are more “reactive” than “proactive.” I 

cannot confidently propose the most effective way to encourage new policy strategies 

among these men and women themselves. I also cannot speculate whether or not 

correctional administrations have discussed the merits of spreading COs with varying 

experience levels, training officers, and administrators across their shifts. I also cannot 

explore the differing shifts of other facilities, such as not whether many or fewer other 

departments split their officers into additional shorter shifts with more overlapping hours. 

Furthermore, I did not study how the administration and the union of this population 

negotiated these areas, although participants did perceive that even the union had little 

power in such talks. Regardless, the administration of the studied facility never 
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challenged the seniority process that allowed the most experienced officers to work on 

the day shift and forced the most inexperienced COs to work together on the latter shift. 

Seniority has developed this system and would play an indelible role if the department 

challenged it. 

If administration can be convinced of the merit of this idea, their greatest 

impediment to achieving this kind of organizational revision will be unions. Unions have 

made much needed contributions to workers’ rights in the past, but their cooperation is 

unlikely and imperative in this necessary modification. As in the public schools, the 

system as it stands is not working effectively and, thus, the best workers should recognize 

the necessity of collaboration. As COs already feel ignored and disrespected by 

administrators, the relationship itself between COs and administrators should be 

redesigned in a collaborative process. Unions can certainly play a role in this. Besides, if 

administrator-officer conditions were improved, unions would be more likely to work 

positively with administrations. 

Another weight on the shoulders of administrators is chronically low turnover. In 

the case of the Southwest County Jail, much of the poor turnover was due to staff firings 

and resignations for ethical and rule violations (i.e. allowing inmates to use private 

telephones, sexual misconduct, overuse of force, arrest, etc.), carelessness/negligence (i.e. 

not observing inmate altercations or escape in a timely fashion, not finding contraband on 

arrestees during processing, etc.), or even arguing in defense of co-workers facing 

termination. While firings for these indiscretions occur in all correctional facilities, the 

Southwest County Jail appeared to be especially plagued. Participants offered several 

explanations for this phenomenon: (1) Lack of training in and administrative attention to 
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ethics, (2) psychological stress or change (i.e. paranoia, loss of judgment, feelings of 

invincibility, weakness, or even sexual prowess, etc.) stemming from corrections work or 

the possibility of psychologically unbalanced people being attracted to the field, and/or 

(3) the hostile relationship between the corrections bureau and the sheriff’s 

administration. Some of these terminations or resignations may, in fact, be the growing 

pains of professionalization. Yet the prevalence indicates that the administration is unable 

to bring its employees to the level of professional advancement for which they are 

striving. Whatever the case, the road to collaboration between administrators and COs 

will be long and hard. 

One possible approach to convincing sheriff department of the merit of these 

reform strategies is to advance public portrayal of corrections as a method of crime 

prevention. Sheriff’s departments play a unique role in their communities in that they 

serve to both enforce law and house those who break it. They may, in fact, be most 

qualified to recognize the latter to have more potential in curbing repeat offenders, thus 

preventing crime. Furthermore, COs have voiced a wish to help. In addition to the search 

for a financially stable job and the challenge of limited job options, corrections officers 

often enter their field for many of the same civically motivated reasons that police join 

the force. Many report desires to do more good in the hostile environment in which they 

work, but are not considered authorities within the department and, thus, are denied such 

opportunities. Notably and perhaps consequently, feelings of low status inevitably lead to 

the high burnout and low turnover rates observed in corrections. Most COs who have no 

interest in altering their job description have become so because their idealism burned 
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out. I believe the majority of corrections officers would improve their job performance if 

they thought they could play a role in crime prevention. 

This is a great deal to propose for organizations with only local funding. 

Considering the great deal of money poured into technology for LEOs and the little 

money rehabilitation or reintegration programs cost, however, small steps in this 

direction are certainly viable. Even with low success rates, rehabilitation and 

reintegration programs are far more successful in crime prevention than law enforcement, 

which can only address crime once it has happened. The professionalization of COs 

would also develop new policy strategies that could assist in crime prevention and law 

enforcement goals. 

Public opinion is the greatest impediment to any policy change in a department 

headed by an elected officer. Firstly, as Tyler, Henderson, and Chackerian argue in their 

studies of police officers, the public does not appear to recognize the merits of 

professionalized sheriff’s departments yet. Secondly, communities give thought to law 

enforcement long before corrections. Overwhelmingly favoring law enforcement over 

corrections in local, state, and federal budgets is a gross oversight, but one perpetuated by 

public pressure on public officials. Unfortunately, quality corrections has never been 

popularly considered in citizen crime concerns. While police are seen and understood (at 

least in comparison to COs), the jail is often left without consideration, along with its 

dwellers. Public consideration of these proposals relates directly to the status of COs and 

the jail itself. Status is difficult to develop and the lack of it causes much of the job 

dissatisfaction reported among my participants, especially among COs with the strongest 

resumes to move on to other agencies. COs’ lack of status and lack of a say in operations 
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has to be addressed if departments wish to retain officers at all, especially those with 

education and experience.    

Government officials seeking to improve corrections might consider privatization 

as a method. This may be another unpopular strategy with famous failures. Like any 

major policy change, this one would have to withstand scrutiny. Privatization is 

associated with other professionals, such as doctors and lawyers. Nurses and teachers 

often also work for private institutions. In many corrections institutions, the medical staff 

consists of employees of a contracted company. COs have not developed monopoly or 

autonomy because they often enter the field through an academy sponsorship from a 

specific department. Once in this department, they earn seniority that prevents them from 

transferring to other agencies without experiencing a pay cut. Their skills are portable, 

but COs often feel inhibited by seniority practices’ financial effect. If corrections were 

privatized, pay might be based more on merit rather than seniority. This portability 

without financial loss and merit-based pay would enhance COs professionalism. Without 

the constraints of public elections processes, the expansion of a private field would also 

provide for developing more competitively effective strategies based on professional 

expertise. Furthermore, communities dissatisfied with the services of a corrections 

company could replace it without an election. Privatization cannot guarantee that all of 

the issues I discuss will be addressed, but public institutions have proven sluggish in their 

attempts. 

Communities might also consider making their sheriffs appointed officials rather 

than elected. This might assist those running these law enforcement-corrections 

departments in being less subject to conflicting and/or unrealistic demands of police and 
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jails. Furthermore, ineffective sheriffs could be removed more easily. Less publicly 

inhibited sheriffs, as Tyler suggests, are more inclined to professionalize their 

departments. Considering that administrative attempts have been incomplete in 

developing strategies for professionalizing officers to collaborate in operations, however, 

this solution does not fully address the issues I have discussed.  

Changing sheriffs to appointed officials and/or privatizing departments should be 

accompanied by major restructuring: eliminating seniority and pushing merit pay, 

reshuffling shift organization, instituting strong administrator-officer collaboration, 

reallocating funds to inmate rehabilitation and reintegration programs, and seriously 

endeavoring to enhance public image and status of corrections officers.  

In recent years, administrative efforts to protect departments in both corrections 

and law enforcement have perhaps hurt them more than helped. Administrators have tried 

to improve the number of staff through sponsoring officers through academy training, as 

well as through the graduated, seniority-based pay that keep officers in the agency that 

initially trained and hired them. Their steps to “upgrade” staffing through recruiting more 

college-educated COs was also an effort to improve services, but did not change 

operations to correspond to a service-oriented approach.
8
 The benefits of these attempts 

have either been minimal or counterproductive all together. In the facility I studied, these 

efforts along with older practices left in place resulted in the development of two distinct 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

"!Administrations also cracked down on inmate abuse and/or maltreatment by 

strengthening supervision of officers and developing stricter rules conduct. This was a 

response to increased inmate litigation and has appeared to be successful. This was the 

first step in facility improvement and, therefore, too early a development for me to 

analyze properly.!
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and even contradictory organizational climates that leave officers—and inmates—

frustrated. The process of professionalization has been incomplete in corrections. 

In professionalized fields, such as medicine and law, workers enter the work force 

already trained and knowledgeable in skills, technique, and ethics and are, therefore, 

awarded public respect and professional autonomy. Department administrations in jail 

corrections have failed to recognize that a development of such a professional system for 

officers would address many of their concerns and that their perpetuation of seniority 

practices and of ignoring officer expertise prevents professional progress. If COs—and 

LEOs for that matter—operated as a profession rather than a semi-profession, they would 

be trained and subject to professional guidelines rather than simply the department for 

which they work. Departments could spend less time worrying about managing COs and 

more studying how to run their facility more efficiently—with the help of expert officers. 

Certainly, COs would have more portable skills and more inclined to move from agency 

to agency as demand required. Understaffing might not be as prevalent, however, because 

professionalized COs would be satisfied with the advantages—respected expertise, 

autonomy, rewards, etc.—and less inclined to exit the field.  

With corrections and law enforcement budgets ballooning, this country has to 

make a choice. Certainly, both entities require financial and public policy attention. 

Comprehensive study of both fields should continue to seek the most efficient and 

socially productive ways to improve them. Corrections, however, has been the ignored 

component of crime prevention for too long. Either if we insist on imprisoning so many 

or if we someday decide we can no longer afford this practice, we must take a new 

approach to corrections and its officers. If we are concerned with reducing crime, we 
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should dedicate a profession to it. That profession can be corrections—in both namesake 

and reality.  
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