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Abstract 

 

This dissertation explains why people work in lousy jobs in the private security 

industry, as illustrated by a case study of this work in Ontario, Canada. This industry has 

experienced rapid growth worldwide for decades and is a significant and intrusive part of 

many lives. Private security worker jobs are precarious, usually poorly paid, offer few 

benefits and require long and erratic hours. It is a lousy job that requires both endurance 

and skill. The workers have less public respect and fewer resources available than the 

police, yet the industry has few problems attracting many workers. Some of these 

workers develop a solid attachment to the industry and strong emotional engagement with 

the work. Their attachment to the industry is strongly associated with specific ideas and 

practices of masculinity and this helps explain the continued dominance of men at all 

levels. They also engage in specific forms of emotional labour that helps give them 

feelings of self-worth about their role in protecting people from threats such as accidents, 

acts of violence, and loss of property. This combination helps perpetuate a specifically 

masculine concept of providing security. Using ethnographic methods and 

phenomenological analysis, I show how workers practice gender in the workplace and 

how the emotional labour required by their job discourages some people from working in 

the industry and attracts other. The resulting industry practices help formulate unique 

practices and ideas of security that are gendered, racialized and relevant on a global level. 

The industry's expansion deepens and expands the social understandings of security in 

contemporary society as a masculine project and this project shows how that occurs at the 

level of individual workers in the field. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The private security industry is significant in people's daily lives. Private security 

companies employ and deploy workers in many different places such as schools, 

residences and workplaces. Private security workers operate both on private property and 

in semi-public locations such as malls, transit systems and post-secondary schools. They 

patrol these places and enforce a combination of private regulations and laws among 

people engaging in everyday activities. They are so pervasive that their presence is often 

not noticed until they do something objectionable or surprising. Often they operate in the 

background, and members of the public are not conscious of their presence. Their work 

practices help shape the ideas of security and a masculinity that many people assume are 

part of community safety. This dissertation focuses on the perspectives and practices of 

private security workers, and explores why they do this work and how it shapes them and 

their communities. 

On June 12, 2019, a young black man named Jamal Koulmiye-Boyce, a graduate 

student in Conflict Studies and Human Rights at the University of Ottawa, was 

questioned and detained on campus by private security guards after they asked him for 

identification ("carded" him). He told them he had left his wallet in his campus office, 

and they insisted he leave the campus property because he was not carrying 

identification. They held him in handcuffs on a central thoroughfare of the university for 

over two hours before police arrived and promptly released him without any charges. He 

recorded some of the interactions on his phone and posted them to Twitter the next day. 

This event quickly became a major story in the Ottawa area, and many people identified 

his race and gender as important reasons for his detention (Gillis & Crawford, 2019; 
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Gergyek et al., 2019). Two days after the incident, the president of the university held a 

news conference where he announced a review by the university's human rights office, 

the hiring of an external investigator, and changes to the rules governing campus security. 

These responses were enacted by the administration before the beginning of the next 

school year (Codjoe, 2019; "UOttawa implements," 2019; "University of Ottawa," 2019). 

Despite these official and public responses, Koulmiye-Boyce expressed continuing 

frustration with the experience and its ramifications. A few months after the incident, he 

stated that little or nothing had been done to reduce discrimination on campus (Hemens, 

2020). 

This event illustrates some problems that occur when security workers intervene 

in people's everyday lives and exert their power to limit access and movement. The 

private security workers' actions were criticized by many in the broader community in 

which they operate. During the incident, interactions between guards and bystanders 

became heated and emotional. The extent of the security guards' power to detain people 

legitimately on private property took many bystanders, particularly university students, 

by surprise. The situation became quite disruptive as a crowd of students gathered and 

objected to the actions of the security workers. A redacted version of the report by 

workplace lawyer Esi Codjoe concluded that although the security workers technically 

had the power to stop and detain anyone within the campus's borders, this student was 

"improperly stopped, questioned, and detained" (2019, p. 7). The report looked at this 

incident using interviews with nine Protection Services Officers and online comments 

published by the student involved. All accounts of the incident were deemed consistent 

and credible. The security guards did not dispute the actions that caused the conflict. The 
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report concluded that the detention occurred partly due to prejudice about the student's 

perceived race and gender and because the private security officers overstepped the 

boundaries of their authority. As a result of this incident, the president of the university 

made a public apology. Changes in the management of security workers on campus were 

made almost immediately.  

 What is not clear in the public documents about this case is why the security 

workers chose to intervene in the first place. Their bosses did not direct them to stop 

skateboarders, and they had considerable discretion in doing their job. They could 

observe and report, they could talk to people who they believed were misbehaving, and 

they could physically detain people. In this case, the security workers risked escalation 

and public criticism to detain a student. They had the legal power to do this but were not 

paid well for making these sorts of decisions, and were not well supported in the 

community at large or even by people they consider to be allies, such as the police. The 

report described gender and race as being significant factors in the event but the 

description of the intersection of these two aspects of identity were not thoroughly 

explored and it is not clear how these influenced the decisions and actions of the security 

workers. They did not have to do anything but they took actions that opened them up to 

criticism and bias. They seemed committed to a certain idea of their own role and the 

value of their work despite poor pay and lack of respect. Why anyone decides to do such 

a lousy job and how they understand their work is one of the central puzzles I am looking 

at in this dissertation.  
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1.1 Research questions 

I pursued this broad question of why people choose this work over comparable 

options by exploring the specific experiences and perceptions of workers in the private 

security industry and asking research questions that are specific to that industry in 

Ottawa:   

Why do some workers stay in the private security industry despite poor working 

conditions and low pay? Why do men and masculinities dominate the private security 

industry? How do the workers find value in their work? How do workers reinforce or 

change their working conditions? 

I look at who does this work, how workers are trained, and how they do their jobs. 

To understand their motivations, I investigate the subjective and inter-subjective 

components of their perceptions and practices. Each individual has their own reasons for 

doing the job, and their motivations are also socially constructed, often among the 

workers. In examining these reasons, I also provide insight into the broader effects of the 

private security industry on society. This research is important not just because of 

incidents such as the one at the University of Ottawa but also because the private security 

industry is growing rapidly on a global level. This rapid growth means that the ideas and 

practices of the industry are spreading. The sector's prominence means that other security 

concepts may be ignored in favour of the particular model the private security industry 

promotes. Moreover, the industry contributes to the expansion of precarious and poor 

quality jobs that help reduce the advantage that many men used to have in the job market 

by reducing the overall quality of and compensation for labour. This industry both helps 
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create greater inequality by creating these lousy jobs and the jobs themselves help 

preserve this inequality by focusing on the protection of property and property relations.  

The key arguments I make are that initial access to the industry is restricted to 

people who already share some basic understanding of security as a masculine project 

that underpins the private security industry. The subsequent training and socialization on 

the job reinforce this understanding. This adherence to a specific form of security remains 

strong among workers because of the continuously reinforced embodied and emotional 

connections to the work. These connections and work practices are suffused with a 

particular type of masculinity that intersects in various ways with racialization and class 

origins in particular. This masculinity may be dominant in the industry but there is a high 

degree of diversity in the workforce. This work explores the ways in which gender, and 

masculinity in particular, can be practiced by people from many different backgrounds 

and identities. This is not a study of 'men and masculinities' but of the way specific ideas 

and practices of masculinity move among many different people in a unique field of 

work. I observed and experienced a high degree of emotional labour intertwined with 

security work and gender during my research as well. The resulting emotional 

connections are a significant component of the job that draws some people in and pushes 

others away. There are parallels with other work such as construction work or border 

guards where specific practices of masculinity are complicit in reinforcing the poor 

working conditions and low pay of the job. There is an increasing divergence between 

good and lousy jobs and some loss of jobs in the middle ground (Green & Sand, 2015; 

Ilic & Sawada, 2021) even as the gender pay gap decreases within some fields (Lindley, 

2015). This investigation of the private security industry helps make sense of both how 
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the industry is structured to contribute to the increasing supply of lousy jobs and how the 

workers respond and motivate themselves to enter and work in this field. 

1.2 Building on other research 

If there are well-paying and secure working-class jobs, choosing them would 

seem to be a logical career path that enables workers to access some of the products and 

privileges created by their labour. That logic would seldom justify work or a career in 

private security. This project makes unique contributions to the sociology of gender and 

lousy work by using ethnographic methods and phenomenological analyses that can help 

connect other research to the experiences of private security workers. The methodological 

focus is on the experiences of security workers as individuals and small groups and on 

gender as socially constructed among them. This analysis tell us a great deal about the 

structures of the private security industry, the ways that gender can be deployed in an 

industry dominated by men, and how the industry continues to attract workers and grow 

even though it provides little job security and poor remuneration.  

 Chen and Mehdi (2018) classify jobs in Canada according to numerous indicators 

of healthiness, flexibility and compensation, and private security work shares many of the 

most negative qualities that they enumerate. Block and Galabuzi (2018) explain how this 

inequality is split along lines of gender and racialization in Ontario even if all workers 

have suffered some losses. Private security jobs are mostly precarious and low paid, yet 

the number of workers in the private security industry continues to grow at a rapid rate 

relative to other jobs (Abrahamsen & Williams, 2007, 2009; Jayadev & Bowles, 2006; 

Kempa et al., 1999; Sanders, 2003; Swol, 1998). Many, perhaps the majority, of these 

workers do guarding or patrolling work. Measurements of the industry's size and spread 
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indicate its economic and social importance and raise questions about why people choose 

these jobs and what motivates them to stay.  

Previous sociological research touches on these questions. Sociologists have paid 

attention to the rise in many forms of precarious and low waged work. The low pay and 

precarity of private security work qualify it to be labeled as "poor work" as some 

researchers defined these types of lousy jobs (McDowell, 2014; Toynbee, 2003). There 

are broad changes in the labour market that have exacerbated these poor working 

conditions. There have been changes to laws and regulations that facilitate these poor 

working conditions. In Ontario, declining conditions of work have been supported and 

shaped by the Ontario Employment Standards Act (ESA). This act has changed several 

times in the last forty years. These changes have generally made jobs more insecure by 

allowing employers to schedule workers for excess and overtime hours without paying 

higher compensation for these hours (i.e. time and a half), thus increasing employer 

control over working time (Noack & Vosko, 2011; Thomas et al., 2020; Vosko, 2013; 

Vosko et al., 2017). Other changes to the ESA have put the onus on workers to oppose 

alterations in working conditions, rather than having the government use its powers to 

discipline employers who make these changes. Government regulators can transfer costs 

and efforts to improve working conditions to workers (Grundy et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 

2020). These legal changes were accompanied by escalations in government rhetoric to 

denigrate workers who push for improvements, labeling them as "special interest" groups 

opposed to the province's economic growth and general social well-being (Thomas, 

2020). The increase in poor and precarious work has been so significant that some 



 17 

academics have theorized precarious workers as a new class of workers: the precariat 

(Castells, 2000; Standing, 2018).  

The presence of unions strengthens the abilities of workers to protect their jobs 

and working conditions (Vosko & Thomas, 2014), but unionization is not a guarantee of 

good working conditions. Unions often struggle to ensure that employers abide by the 

contract, and improvements in the collective agreement are difficult to bargain. In 

addition, the union may not be able to protect an individual worker from reprisals when 

that worker is actively trying to empower workers. Counter-actions by the employer 

range from inconvenient to devastating depending on both workers' job situations and 

their personal status. Immigrant workers are disproportionately at risk of reprisals and 

can face severe consequences, including deportation if the employer chooses to punish 

them (Grundy et al., 2017, p. 194). Unionization protects fewer workers than ever in 

Canada due to an overall decline in unionization since the 1980s (Morisette et al., 2005, 

Uppal, 2011). There have been some unionization success stories, but these have often 

been among part-time workers who make only small gains from being organized in 

unions (Uppal, 2011). 

In the private security industry, precarious and low-waged work combines with a 

licensing regime specific to the industry to shape a lousy job that nevertheless entices a 

relatively steady labour supply into security guard work. Security work is not just lousy 

because of low pay and precarious work. It is also work that conveys low status and is 

understood by many unfamiliar with the job to require little or no skills. It is work that is 

mocked in popular culture. It is denigrated as best suitable for recent immigrants, retirees 

or people with little education. Interestingly, the male domination of the workforce does 
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not seem to elevate the status of the work at all. This complexity of masculine status 

appears in other worksites as well such as the denigrating term of "pig" or "animal" used 

to describe construction workers and proudly adopted by them (Paap, 2006, p. 133). 

Private security work had its own terms of denigration but overall it appears to be at the 

bottom of the scale of respectable masculine jobs. The question of how lousy and 

precarious work is facilitated or encouraged by the government and employers is only 

one aspect of the sociology of work that has informed this project. The precarity of work 

and low wages may be an inevitable tendency in all capitalist economies (Wright, 2016), 

but there are many different and specific forms that this precarity takes in the jobs and 

lives of workers.  

Sociology has looked at why people do lousy jobs, the qualities of different types 

of work and how these qualities affect workers' experiences and agency. One of the most 

frequently referenced works in this line of inquiry is Learning to Labour by Paul Willis 

(1977). Willis asks why working-class kids, primarily white and male, end their 

schooling to move into low-quality working-class jobs. Willis theorizes that the British 

working-class cultural forms and subjectivities at the time of his research strongly 

influenced young working-class men, shaping how they responded to material conditions 

and restraints. These cultural forms were more powerful than school lessons designed to 

guide students away from lousy and low-paying jobs. Willis's conclusions suggest that, in 

considering why people do security guard work, attention to its unique cultural and 

symbolic aspects is important. Material rewards are not the only reason people choose 

jobs and careers. He argued that working-class boys work for low wages and at low status 

jobs because they are rewarded within their close social group. Lousy work becomes a 
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positive expression of a masculinity that disdains qualifications important in school and 

in other fields of work.  

 To discuss the culture of security work is to discuss an intersection of identity 

markers that include race, class, and gender. Private security work is different from 

public security work, but there are cultural and material connections. Researchers have 

noted the close affinity between security work and the thoroughly masculinized structures 

of police work for decades (Jones & Newburn, 2006; Sarre & Prenzler, 2000). One of the 

dominant reasons for this affinity between the two jobs has been identified as a particular 

type of masculinity in the work  (Erickson et al., 2000; Silvestri, 2017; Veldman et al., 

2017). In addition, there is a common assumption that private security shares 

characteristics and sometimes directly competes with the police in terms of space and 

social function (Carroll, 2004; Daleiden, 2006; Hovbrender, 2012; Nalla & Heraux, 

2003). The close relationship between security and public police forces has led to 

research into the commonality and difference between the public police and private 

security (Abrahamsen & Williams, 2007; Button, 2003; Miccuci, 1998). This includes 

comparing the occupational cultures of private and public security forces (Loyens, 2009) 

and ethnographic work that compares training and practices of private security workers 

with police (Manzo, 2009, 2011). This literature reveals some similarities between the 

two jobs but does not explain why some people choose private security work with 

substantially less compensation, lack of training and low status. 

 There is extensive sociological research on the specific role of gender at work. 

Research that focuses on women in male-dominated industries, such as the work of 

Cynthia Cockburn (1983, 1985) and Kris Paap (2006), is part of the inspiration for this 
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research. These projects look at the challenges that women face when they work in male-

dominated industries where workers are experiencing declining wages and working 

conditions. Cockburn points out that technology was eroding workers' power and 

compensation in the print industry in Britain (1983, pp. 216-19), and Paap describes how 

the construction industry workers in the U.S. were experiencing declining work 

conditions, including erosion of wages and declining unionization rates accompanied by 

increasing dangers of injury (2006, pp. 30-44).  These authors' research showed that 

masculinity operated as a "public and psychological wage" (Paap, 2006, p. 72) for 

workers experiencing increasing job precarities. This wage mitigated some material 

losses in the industry but was challenged by the presence of women workers. Work 

predominantly done by women was already more frequently characterized by low wages 

and precarity (Schirle, 2015), and many jobs that are predominantly male are now also 

precarious, poorly paid, and becoming worse over time. Losing the psychological wage 

of masculinity by reducing the dominance of men in an industry adds to this decline.  

Scholars have investigated masculinities and masculine dominance among 

construction workers (Ness, 2012; Paap, 2006), firefighters (Ainsworth, 2014; Braedley, 

2015; Eriksen et al., 2016; Reid et al., 2018), police (Chan, 2011; LeBeuf, 1997; O'Neill, 

2016; Silvestri, 2017), and border security officers (Côté-Boucher, 2018, 2020). They 

have noted that there are multiple types of masculinities in these different fields of work. 

These different types of masculinities are composed of complex intersections of worker 

identities. Different worksites are associated with different combinations of skills, 

compensation, worker agency and more general markers of identity such as racialization 

and class origin. When analyzing how the work is gendered, it has become commonplace 
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to reference theories of multiple masculinities which is based on an intersectional 

understanding of gender (Berdahl et al., 2018; Connell, 2005; Connell & Pearse, 2015, p. 

85; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Demantas & Myers, 2015; Friis Søgaard, 2019; 

Johnston, 2014; McDowell et al., 2014). In writing that has focused on private security 

work and gender, researchers have noted that there are multiple ways of practicing 

masculinities, even in that one industry. Some forms of masculine practices involve an 

overt hostility to women workers (Rigakos, 2002, pp. 96-7). This is even more extreme 

among the subset of security workers who work as bouncers in nightclubs and other such 

venues (Rigakos, 2008, Friis Søgard, 2019). This hostility to women as security workers 

also comes from the clients of the companies. Their preferences as customers may also be 

shaped by the masculine dominance of many types of security work and influence work 

opportunities for women (Chisholm, 2017; Erickson et al., 2000).  

Research on gender at work has often explored workplace culture through 

ethnography that focused on workers' experiences, thoughts and feelings on the job. 

Johnston (2019) and Paap (2006), in particular, worked at the jobs they wrote about, and 

their writing reflects a complex mix of structural influences, gender, and emotions. The 

autoethnographic components of their work provide insight into the relationships with 

other workers and how they and their co-workers navigate the ways the work is gendered. 

In the case of Paap, she did her research as a white woman in the male-dominated field of 

construction work. Johnston was a white male security worker in a field where security 

work was at the bottom of a hierarchy of work in large institutions. Their descriptions of 

how workers practice gender and navigate gendered relationships revealed complex and 

nuanced analyses of how emotions and gender entwine on the job. Their research 
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findings suggest that in addition to exploring how gender and culture influence people 

staying in lousy jobs, emotions are also worthy of investigation and connect with gender, 

culture and work performance. 

Sociologies of work have taken up this question of emotions. One line of inquiry 

has considered how employers demand that workers manage and display their feelings to 

perform their jobs. Arlie Hochschild did research with both flight attendants, who are 

mostly women, and bill collectors, who are primarily men (2003). Hochschild showed 

how emotional displays were a significant part of many jobs, particularly in the service 

sector. She argued that individuals' effort to manage emotions and expression on the job 

was a form of emotional labour that is not directly compensated through wages or status 

nor included in job descriptions. However, this labour is a significant part of how workers 

are evaluated on their work performance both by their employers and the general public 

who use their services. This emotional labour includes an effort to bring privately felt 

emotions into line with normative expectations of the job (deep acting) and to shape the 

outward expressions of emotions to please their bosses and clients (surface acting).  

This emotional labour can also transform workers over time and with constant 

practice. Johnston (2012, 2014) writes about how this emotional labour can change the 

workers and their relationships in profound ways that are also gendered. He ascribed 

changes in his gender performance to his work's emotional and physical practices as a 

security guard in a hospital (2014). These changes led him to resign his position, but 

many other workers continue to do the job that he did. His experience also points to a 

tension between work that may involve caring for people, the gendered roles that work 

may involve and the conditions of work. I am not classifying private security work as 
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care work but some of the research in that field (Braedley, 2015; Elliot, 2015; 

Klostermann et al., 2022) can help illuminate the struggles in the private security 

industry.  Researchers have noted the risk of burnout from this type of emotional work, 

particularly in the police (Schaible & Gecas, 2010). Bakker & Heuven (2006) compared 

police and nurses and concluded that emotional costs can be high in any field. Emotional 

labour affected both attitudes and performance of workers (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012). 

Physical labour shaped workers' bodies because of repetitive tasks; repeated emotional 

labour shaped their feelings and perceptions of their emotional experiences. These 

researchers described a reflexive shaping of culture, gender, and emotions that occurs 

through labour. In this work, I explore the gendered and emotional practices of private 

security workers, how they are shaped by those practices and, in turn, how they shape the 

industry in which they work. The struggles and precarity in their jobs are shared with 

other industries and we can learn from these workers thoughts and actions how they 

sometimes turn a lousy job into a livable career. 

1.3 A Question of Labelling 

In conducting this research, I paid attention to the language the workers used to 

describe themselves, their jobs, experiences, social context, and the people around them. 

The security workers frequently described themselves as "officers," although that 

designation is specifically restricted by the government of Ontario from being used to 

describe private security workers. This restriction is one of the ways to increase the 

distinction between security workers and police officers. Some workers also referred to 

themselves as agents or protection agents. This label was sometimes linked to the idea of 

'agent status.' Agent status refers to the ability of a worker to act on behalf of or as an 
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agent of the property owner. It not only applies to security workers, however. In the 

context of security work, agent status is sometimes given to the police, for instance, to 

give them the authority to act on behalf of the property owner when they are assisting 

private security workers. 

 Workers also referred to themselves as guards, patrollers, community safety 

workers and peacemakers. The term they used was often directly tied to a particular 

workplace or work practice and not necessarily an identity they had adopted. For 

instance, a worker may be patrolling an area one night and guarding a particular doorway 

the next. I have chosen to use the term private security workers (or just workers) because 

it clarifies that they are employees acting on behalf of the people or organizations that 

pay their wages. They are working for private employers who are in the business of 

providing security. The workers are not hired or managed directly by government agents 

or agencies. This naming points out that these workers are expected to directly produce 

security through patrolling, guarding, standing, surveilling, checking and other practices. 

These front-line workers and their conditions of work are the focus of this research, 

although many other workers are employed in the private security industry, including 

administrative and managerial workers. 

Workers generally referred to the people among whom they were working as the 

community or civilians. The term civilians referred to people who are not employees of 

security companies or other security organization such as the police. The security 

workers also spoke of themselves as members of the community but with distinct roles 

and training. The community is further divided into complainants and suspects. 

Complainants was a more common term and often made sense in a context where 
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security workers were trying to resolve differences between members of the community 

without taking sides and making judgments. Occasionally a worker would refer to 

members of the community as customers of the security company, but this was most 

often when they were comparing their work to other types of customer service work. I 

only use the word customer to refer to those paying the companies for the security 

service. 

When referring to gender and race, the workers exclusively used the terms men 

and women both to describe themselves, the people they worked with and the adult 

members of the communities in which they worked. Racialization was almost never 

explicitly referred to although they did speak about ethnic and cultural origins, languages 

spoken and immigration status. For instance, workers spoke about being Somali or Italian 

or of speaking French as a first language. They described members of the community as 

"recent immigrants" when they were describing some of the cultural differences they had 

to negotiate in their work. The workforce and communities in which they worked were 

visibly diverse in terms of origin and appearance but no worker commented on the 

intersection of gender and racialization that created a field where racialized diversity was 

largely confined to men while most women were white. It is also important to note that 

the focus of my research questions was gender and I did not often elicit discussions 

specifically about race and  racialization during interviews. 

1.4 The layout of the dissertation 

Chapter 2 describes the broader field of private security work. Globally and 

locally, it is an expanding industry that needs people willing to take jobs with lousy 
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conditions, few benefits and low wages. The growth of the industry has also led to 

increasing concern about worker misconduct and subsequent government regulations. 

Chapter 3 describes the theoretical framework I use. It begins with 

phenomenology, and explores how gender and emotions are understood through a 

phenomenological lens. The work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Sara Ahmed and Judith 

Butler are of primary importance in formulating this project. I also discuss current 

concepts of security and the structural conditions of the industry and how they relate to 

the phenomenological investigation.  

Chapter 4 introduces details about the participants in this research and some 

aspects of their careers in the private security industry. I assign them pseudonyms that I 

use throughout the dissertation. I then describe the multiple methods I use to engage in a 

phenomenological analysis of private security work. Methods are shaped both by this 

theoretical orientation and the practical constraints that exist in the field. These methods 

included ethnographic go-alongs and observations and interviews with people who held 

various industry positions. My methods were chosen to elicit recording of multiple 

perceptions and experiences. 

Chapter 5 shows how people are filtered into or away from the industry through 

licensing and training and how this helps structures the sector. There are bureaucratic and 

practical hurdles to getting a job in security. I argue this filtering process is gendered and 

racialized; there is an explicit privileging of masculinity and whiteness that appears to be 

an enduring and powerful influence on the industry's overall structure. I also discuss how 

the concept of security is understood and created within the industry. 
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Chapter 6 explores work practices in the industry and how they shape the bodies 

and emotions of the workers. Workers often have little supervision, but their actions are 

constrained and shaped by other workers and the general culture of private security work. 

This culture is also heavily shaped by relations with public policing. 

Chapter 7 focuses on the role of gender in the industry and the ways in which it 

limits and constrains the practices of women workers in particular. This chapter focuses 

on the question of why men continue to be numerically dominant in security jobs as 

workers and as managers. 

Chapter 8 explores the importance of emotions and emotional labour in private 

security work. Emotions are gendered, shaped by industry practices, and a significant 

factor in encouraging workers to stay in the industry or leave. Emotions work to stick 

other factors such as bodily and work practices together into a broader work culture.  

Chapter 9 brings the dissertation back to the initial research questions about why 

people do lousy work and why this work is dominated by a specific type of masculinity. 

It also proposes some changes that could mitigate or prevent some of the poor practices 

that lead to incidents such as described in the opening paragraphs of the dissertation. 
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Chapter 2: Situating private security workers: An expanding global 

industry, a lousy job 

The private security industry is enormous and growing, warranting sociological 

investigation as both a significant employer and an indication of security as a core 

concern in modern societies (Beck, 1992; Wood & Shearing, 2006; Jones & Newburn, 

2006). Private security is a global service industry, and the largest companies operate 

internationally, including G4S, Securitas and Allied Universal. As of 2019, the private 

security services market was estimated to be worth more than USD 125 billion, with most 

of the industry located in Europe and North America until recently. In 2018, Asia 

surpassed North America in total value (Security Services, 2021). Despite the slowdown 

caused by COVID-19, analysts estimate that the industry will likely show a compound 

annual growth rate (CAGR) of 4.3% or more in the next four years (Grand View 

Research, 2020; Daivanayagam, 2020).   

 Those in the private security industry, along with government security experts, 

help articulate and define what is understood as a security threat. This sector constructs 

how security and safety are understood and provided at local, national, and global levels 

through their practices. Whether or not they correctly comprehend and situate risk and 

security, their influence is enormous. But the industry's economic success, both in terms 

of services offered and profit generated, is dependent on those who do front-line private 

security guard work. These job often offer low compensation and poor working 

conditions.  

2.1 Private Security is a global industry that needs bodies 
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Despite the continued development of security technologies, the industry still 

requires a growing army of security workers (Sarre, 2010). The number of private 

security guards worldwide is difficult to estimate, in part because there are many 

jurisdictions and locations where security work is very loosely regulated and recorded. 

There is evidence that countries with more inequality also employ higher numbers of 

people to enforce property rights and protect property and resources (Jayadev & Bowles, 

2006). One result is that in many countries where publicly provided security is weak or 

uneven, the ratio of private security officers to public police is as high as 10 to one (Van 

Steden & Sarre, 2007). In other countries with more wealth and public services, the 

proportions are much lower. In the U.S., this ratio is three to one (Nalla & Heraux, 2003), 

and in Canada and the UK, it is about two to one (Abrahamsen & Williams, 2007; 

Provost, 2017). Even in countries with lower ratios like Canada, private security work 

continues to expand. Private security has become a more significant economic sector in 

Canada partly due to forty years of neo-liberal government policy that has shifted 

government control of security functions to the private sector. Globally, there has been 

consistent and robust growth in the security industry for four decades (De Waard, 1999; 

Sarre, 2010; Van Steden & Sarre, 2007).  

Some researchers describe the bombing of the World Trade Center as a watershed 

moment for security concerns (Singh & Kempa, 2012), but the industry was growing for 

twenty years previous to this event. In Canada, for instance, the number of security and 

private investigation employees increased by more than 50% per capita in the decade 

before 2001 (Sanders, 2005). Numerous studies agree that this growth is ongoing in many 

places in the world (inter alia, Abrahamsen and Williams, 2007; Briken, 2011; Nalla and 



 30 

Heraux, 2003; Van Steden and Sarre, 2007; Wakefield, 2003). Many different types of 

jobs are part of this overall growth. A situational analysis prepared for the Canadian 

Police Sector Council describes private security work as "a segmented competitive 

industry which consists of a variety of jobs and functions" (Hovbrender, 2012, p. 4), with 

many job titles listed. 

The private security industry has been continually evolving. The consolidation of 

small companies into larger firms appears to be an ongoing and persistent feature of the 

industry, although many small companies continue to be created. The sector generally 

works through a bidding process where companies vie for limited-term contracts against 

their competitors. One result of this system is that companies seldom have stable 

contracts that allow them to develop training and hire workers on an ongoing basis. 

Sometimes they are forced to compete with other companies to provide services for a 

single event, from music festivals to relocation of dangerous or valuable goods. It is 

common for longer-term contracts to transfer from one company to another, as they 

outbid one another in a highly competitive market. To adapt to these realities, smaller 

companies either hire workers on a contingent basis or consolidate with other companies 

so that they can share management and overhead costs over a greater number of 

contracts. A worker described how some companies "picked apart the contracts they 

wanted and then closed [their operations]," getting rid of less profitable contracts and 

selling their businesses using the best contracts they had to boost the selling price. 

There are companies that focus solely on providing contract security services: 

they manage security workers and contract out their services to other businesses. 

Alternatively, some businesses hire their own "in-house" security workers, who are 
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employees of the company and do not work for a private security company. Other 

businesses may assign some security work to existing employees to avoid paying 

employees specifically to do security work. For companies that need to pay for security, 

whether they hire in-house or contract out, private security work and workers tend to be 

devalued. These workers are providing a service that is a net cost and contributes nothing 

to profit. Most workers I spoke with were aware that their contributions to the companies 

they protected were always seen as a cost that should be kept as low as possible. 

2.2 Private security jobs are readily available but usually lousy  

Employment data shows that within Canada, private security companies employ 

thousands of people, and these numbers are increasing. Although some of Canada's 

largest companies, such as G4S and Garda, operate internationally and do not provide 

granular data about their Canadian operations, Statistics Canada estimated just over 

100,000 private security workers in 2006 and about 140,000 eight years later 

(IBISWorld, 2019; Government of Canada, 2015). There are challenges in measuring 

Canadian private security employment due to changes in definitions and job categories 

over the years (Sanders, 2005; Swol, 1998). Workers are also likely undercounted 

because reporting from privately held companies is not comprehensive. Nevertheless, it is 

clear that the number of workers employed as security guards more than doubled from 

1991 to 2006 and has grown at least another 40% from 2006 to 2011 (Hovbrender, 2012).  

The numbers of workers in the industry are difficult to estimate because of the 

temporary and contract-based nature of much of the work, including in Canada. This 

structural issue is reflected in the individual experiences of workers. Among the workers 

who participated in this research, 15 out of 23 had permanent, consistent employment as 
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security workers. Many participants reported times when they worked only occasionally 

and part-time in the industry. Sabina, who had moved from contract security work to a 

full-time permanent position, noted, "where it's contract [work], you get paid pretty bad, 

and you don't get treated very well. You're almost kind of screwed by the company." 

Evan acquired his security guard license, signed up to work for a company and then got 

no work assignments. He then signed up to another company and got some work, but it 

was intermittent, and he sometimes had to turn down a shift because he was not given 

enough notice. Finally, he gave up on doing security work because there were "no 

benefits, no protections, no scheduling and no guaranteed work." For a few months, he 

defined himself as a security worker but was getting almost no work shifts. These 

circumstances were acceptable to people if they were in school or had another source of 

income. Lenny worked for several years in security and was motivated to enter the 

industry because of this flexibility. He had heard it was an easy job that might give him 

"some time to read and figure out what I want to [do]," and he had no intention of 

remaining a security worker for any length of time. This variety in employment 

conditions for individual workers makes some of the statistical estimates of the number 

of workers difficult to interpret. Workers may put together enough hours to support 

themselves, but those hours could be spread across many companies and involve short 

periods of work with lots of overtime and other periods with no hours of work. 

2.3  Industry growth: Increasing regulation 

Increasing regulation has accompanied the growth of the industry in many 

jurisdictions, including Canada. Canadian regulation of the private security industry falls 

under provincial jurisdiction, and, most pertinent to this study, some of this regulation 
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aims to control who can work through licensing. Across Canada, all provinces and the 

Yukon Territory require licenses for private security workers. Many provinces instituted 

new licensing regulations in the first decade of the new century.   

In Ontario in 2004, after an inquest into a 1999 incident in which a man died 

while being restrained by a private security worker, The Ontario Office of The Chief 

Coroner argued for regulatory changes (Eden, 2004). The coroner pointed out that half of 

the people employed in the private security industry were unregulated when he was 

writing because of numerous exemptions to licensing requirements. He argued that 

anyone who "for hire or reward, guard or patrol for the purpose of protecting property in 

Ontario" be required to have a license and be subject to the regulations governing the 

holders of those licenses. The government instituted new regulations based on this verdict 

but did not include mandatory training requirements. Ontario passed new private security 

laws and regulations in 2006 and instituted licensing and testing for individual security 

workers. However, by 2009, there was still no security guard training specified by the 

government. A prospective worker only had to pay an $80 fee and pass a criminal record 

check in order to acquire a license (Popplewell, 2009). If a security guard used a firearm, 

baton, handcuffs, or a dog, they must have received a certificate from a government-

recognized trainer, but otherwise, no training was required. Regulations that required 

training did not come into effect until February 2010. 

The Ontario provincial government instituted the initial licensing system in 2005. 

It came into effect in 2008 (Private Security and Investigative Services Act, 2005) and 

required companies to acquire the licenses for every worker they hired. In this licensing 

system, companies were responsible for costs and time to administer the licensing 
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process and were held accountable for ensuring workers were qualified. Workers lost the 

flexibility to move from company to company or work for multiple companies at the 

same time. The licensing system provided a clear and specific means of identifying 

workers but had no training or testing component. The government made changes to the 

law and regulations in 2010, specified many details of the required training, and 

mandated that each worker complete this training and pass the provincially administered 

test to obtain a license. The new system is more straightforward for private security 

companies as they simply do not hire anyone who has not acquired a license. I could find 

no evidence that private security companies objected to the licensing system, and many 

of them have incorporated instructions on how to acquire a license on their websites. 

Numerous companies also take advantage of the regulations to profit from the provision 

of training and access to licensing by setting up companies that charge fees for training. 

The content of this training is primarily determined by the content of the provincial 

licensing tests. 

The licensing system was not the only means the government-mandated to ensure 

that private security workers were tracked and identifiable. The Government of Ontario 

mandates specific minimum identification that must be visible on all uniforms. The 

regulations in Ontario state that a uniform must have the term "SECURITY,” 

"SÉCURITÉ,” "SECURITY GUARD" or "AGENT DE SÉCURITÉ," in upper case 

letters not less than 1.5 centimetres high on the chest and the word "SECURITY" or 

"SÉCURITÉ," in upper case letters not less than 10 centimetres high on the back. These 

words must be in a colour that contrasts with the dominant colour of the uniform (O. Reg. 
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362/07: UNIFORMS). In addition, they must always carry their laminated plastic license 

with their name, photo and expiry date and produce it for anyone who asks. 

Further restrictions on equipment and actions are detailed in the Private Security 

and Investigative Services Act, 2005, S.O. 2005, c.34. A licensed security guard may 

carry a firearm if authorized under section 20 of the Firearms Act (Canada) and may also 

carry a baton if their employer has issued it to them. They can carry handcuffs but may 

not use cable ties or strip ties to restrain people. A security guard is also explicitly 

prohibited from acting as a bailiff, collecting accounts or carrying out evictions of tenants. 

They cannot represent themselves as detectives, law enforcement, police, or officers, nor 

can they state that they provide services or perform duties connected with the police. 

These laws and regulations, including the licensing procedure, are similar across 

Canada's provincial and territorial jurisdictions. They add costs and bureaucratic hurdles 

for workers and make qualifying for work as a security guard more difficult. Further 

down, I will describe in more detail the individual experiences of workers with these 

rules. 

The licensing process requires workers to read through some descriptions of the 

laws and regulations, but it does not provide much practical education or training. Most 

workers learn industry practices through tacit knowledge passed from worker to worker, 

with some influence from company managers, thus ensuring that the majority of training 

a worker receives is primarily determined by those already in the industry. The 

maintenance of informal on-the-job training is one reason why licensing and other 

regulations have had little impact on some of the enduring yet troubling characteristics 

and values in the private security work. For example, sexism, racism, and inappropriate 
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use of force were revealed in the University of Ottawa incident discussed in the 

introduction. This informal training appeared to be satisfactory for many companies even 

with the frequent movement of workers from one company to another and across many 

different worksites. 

The licensing procedure, when it was instituted, was a new bureaucratic hurdle for 

individual workers. Some of the workers I interviewed interpreted the introduction of 

licenses as a negative sign of a more bureaucratic security industry in general. Rob, who 

worked as a security guard for decades, described as the work before licensing as being 

based more on personal relationships between security workers and both civilians and 

perpetrators. He lamented the passing of pre-license days by noting that "it was a whole 

different world back then. [Even] criminals worked on a handshake. They didn't run. If 

they had a warrant, they showed up." He recognized that there were some positive 

aspects to the licensing because the industry used to be "just contract security guards 

running around pushing people all over the place [with little coordination]". He noted that 

before licensing was instituted, he didn't really know who he was working with. He 

considered licensing every individual worker to be a step in the right direction, although 

he argued strongly for direct employment rather than the contract system that still 

dominates the industry. 

2.4 Specifics of private security work in Ottawa 

Ottawa is a significant nexus for the private security industry. It is a large city by 

Canadian standards and is spread over a physical area that is larger than many other cities 

that have higher populations. It covers an area of 2,796 km² with an estimated population 

of only 970,000 in 2019. It has a median family income of $102,000, and the population 
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contains more engineers, scientists and PhDs per capita than any other city in Canada 

(Planning, Infrastructure and Economic Development Dept., 2020). It is the largest centre 

for federal employees and has a significant technology sector. It also has a high rate of 

French/English bilingualism in the workforce and shares a great deal of economic and 

social activity with Gatineau, Quebec, directly across the river. 

For private security companies, this environment produces business opportunities 

arising from the federal government, including the military and the RCMP. It is also the 

location of many embassies and other organizations for whom security is a concern. 

Further, the large Information Technology industry in the region is another important 

customer for private security businesses. One of the participants also noted that research 

and development organizations are a significant security concern even after the collapse 

of some of the high-tech companies that occurred in 2008.  

A search for Ottawa security companies produced a list of 15 small companies 

involved in guarding and mobile security services. Seven additional companies focused 

on security technology, four large security companies who also operate internationally, 

one company focused on training, and five organizations with their own in-house security 

operations. The largest companies include the Commissionaires, headquartered in 

Ottawa, and companies with in-house security components, including the University of 

Ottawa, Carleton University, OC Transpo and Ottawa Community Housing. This list 

underestimates the actual number of companies in the city at any one time. For instance, 

when I was looking for training, there were a number of companies that were advertising 

that did not show up in subsequent searches. In addition, it is difficult to estimate exactly 
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how many small companies exist at any specific time because of the constant formation 

of new companies. 

Ottawa also has specific material and social characteristics that are significant for 

workers in the private security industry. Many of the workers who participated did not 

claim to be bilingual, although they also sometimes described the ability to communicate 

in French if necessary. It is possible that they were comparing themselves to the federal 

government standards of bilingualism and therefore downplayed their actual abilities to 

communicate in French. One worker also spoke Somali and another some Inuktitut. 

2.5 Low pay, difficult working conditions 

Jobs provided by the private security industry in Canada can generally be 

classified as lousy jobs. They usually provide little compensation or job security, poor 

working conditions and people outside the industry often consider security work to be 

low status (Briken, 2011, p. 137). Security guards tend to earn just slightly over minimum 

wage and work long hours to increase their total annual income. The average yearly 

income of security guards across Canada was $31,000 in 2006 (Hovbrender, 2012, p. 9), 

and the average minimum wage was $8.71 per hour (Government of Canada, 2014). 

Currently, the average pay rate for security guards in Ontario is $16.24 per hour 

(Indeed.com, 2021). The wages tend to be tightly clustered around this average, with very 

few workers making substantially more than this amount which is a few dollars more 

than the minimum wage of $14.35 per hour at the time of writing.  

In Ottawa, private security workers are generally located at the lower end of the 

city residents' income scale. The low income, minimal educational requirements and low 

status of private security jobs place them on an earnings par with, for example, the 
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janitorial or maintenance staff among whom they often work. The private security guard 

labour force is also diverse. In Canada, the private security industry has many part-time 

employees, about 25 percent women, and a fairly even spread of ages, including many 

workers over 65 (Hovbrender, 2012; Government of Canada, 2015). Visible minorities 

have slightly higher representation than in the overall labour force.  

There are no special educational requirements for the job, aside from studying to 

write the licensing test. Some security workers may choose to follow a police officer's 

educational path, but the average education for private security workers is lower than in 

the police (Swol, 1998). The unionization level is also low in the industry, and the unions 

involved are general private-sector unions and not the specialized unions that represent 

police officers.  Employers' training is often barely above the level required by 

government regulations (Hovbrender, 2012) and seldom transfers well to other 

workplaces. The exceptions were a few companies that offered on-the-job training that 

could help workers move into police work. Ryder, a manager in one of these companies, 

noted that his worker used "the same type of car that the police use, with the same laptop, 

same reporting system and similar support from a call centre." 

As discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters, the industry's poor work 

conditions are reflected in what workers told me about their work and the need for long 

and frequent shifts to increase their income. Despite the low wages, the industry 

continues to attract workers who often believe that it is an easy way to make money. In 

interviews, some workers described the flexible hours and the possibility of working 

more than full-time as positive aspects of doing security work.  
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There is little opportunity for increases in status, authority or annual earnings for 

those who stay in the security industry. Employees report changing companies is often a 

better option than staying within a single company. Workers could work for different 

companies even as they remained at the same worksite because of the company contract 

system. After many years in the industry, Laurel noted that it was common for workers to 

find themselves working the same contract at the same worksite but being employed by a 

new company. "You end up with the same people in the same place with different 

managers but all with the same ideas." Workers I spoke with preferred regular work at 

one job site, but some chose to work at many different job sites to get as many hours as 

possible. This desire to increase the number of work hours sometimes involved working 

for several different companies concurrently. As the sector has expanded, there has been 

some room for workers to move towards management positions or even open their own 

companies. Either of these changes can increase the security and remuneration of their 

employment, but these opportunities are also limited by the increasing concentration of a 

few large companies in the market. 

2.6 The space and place of private security work 

In this research project, the scope of private security guard work was structured 

by its relationship to the places and spaces where private security guards work. 

Sometimes workers have time to become familiar with where they work, and other times 

they are just dropped into an area with little information or context. Security workers do 

their jobs in a mix of public and private spaces and may work on the border between 

these spaces. For example, Scott, a worker who had worked in the industry for a few 

months before finding other jobs, described being dropped into a typical guarding job: 
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I had to sit in the [downtown] park from 5 or 6 pm to seven in the 

morning. And the job there was to arrive in the park - it's a nondescript 

regular park - and sit. There was no chair for me, so I had to sit on the 

grass. And the job is to just sit there. I didn't have a flashlight or a phone 

either. So basically, I was just sitting in the absolute pitch dark in the park, 

watching picnic tables and chairs and other things. I just watched 

miscellaneous property in a park. But that's like the majority of all the 

posts that I had. [They] were all just middle of the night shifts watching 

miscellaneous property for various reasons. 

Scott was guarding and patrolling a park being used for a privately sponsored event even 

though it was generally open to the public. The boundaries he was enforcing were 

complicated because members of the public could legitimately be in the park. He had no 

more power than any other member of the public to enforce rules or laws. Further, like 

others in similar situations, this security worker had no idea of what he was expected to 

do on the job. His inability to communicate with other security workers or with the police 

and his lack of mobility once he was at the job site turned him into, perhaps a deterrent to 

vagrants or vandals, perhaps merely a requirement by event regulators, rather than an 

active agent of protection or securitization. 

Part of the reason for this complexity in private security work is how private and 

public spaces intermingle or abut each other. Private security guards experience the 

challenges of this mixing of boundaries in places such as malls and universities. While 

these spaces are technically private property, there is an expectation that many members 

of the public have the right to access their space. Some researchers label this type of 
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property as "mass private property" (Jones & Newburn, 1998, p. 50; Wakefield, 2003, p. 

19). Mass private property is not entirely open or closed to the public. Instead, the public 

is allowed so long as they behave according to rules that may or may not be apparent or 

overt. 

Many workers and managers emphasized the physical borders that defined the 

spaces they patrol and guard. They described the need to be knowledgeable of and 

enforce boundaries and rules specific to those areas. Workers described how their jobs 

were organized into zones or patrols that varied from a single building or parking lot to 

many different facilities stretched across diverse parts of a city. Workers who were 

reasonably static in their worksite were concerned about other people moving through 

spaces or boundaries. Those workers who did 'access control' for a building often had to 

circulate through the buildings at various times to ensure that nobody was present who 

was not supposed to be there. Most of the people I interviewed talked about the need to 

move around even if they were assigned an apparently static job. They did not just go to 

work in a specific place and remain there. The ways that they described their workspaces 

usually also contained an element of mobility, even if they spent much of their time 

sitting near the entrance.  

These workplace and spaces mean that there is a need for mobility on the job, that 

often involves extensive travel within the city. Security employees may be required to 

work different shifts at different places. Their job's nature and timing often meant they 

were travelling at odd times of the day or night. The security worker who had to spend 

the night in a park watching over parade items also described his difficulty getting to the 
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park. His shift began after public transit had stopped running to that area, so he had to get 

a friend to drive him to the worksite and drop him off.  

The need to get to remote worksites at odd times is made more difficult by the 

low wages and shifts that are often very different from other workers. If a worker can 

afford a car, work hours can be advantageous as the roads may be less busy. However, 

many of the workers I spoke with relied on public transit to get to work. Travel time to 

their work is usually unpaid time and can vary from shift to shift according to the 

assigned job site. Difficulty in getting to and from work was one of the common 

problems workers talked about, especially when their work hours are outside so-called 

'regular' work hours and the work location may change from day to day. I saw one 

workplace that provided change rooms and lockers for workers and also happened to 

have one of the best pay scales in the business. These workers had enough income to 

afford cars to get to work at odd hours, and the employer also provided vehicles for their 

mobile patrol work. Other employers expected workers to use their own cars to get to 

remote worksites.  

Some workers described being shut up in offices or small kiosks as gatekeepers 

for much of their job and still doing some patrolling. The majority of workers in this 

research did work that combined guarding and patrolling. There was a great deal of 

mobility involved in all the work described; however, the term 'mobile patrol' was 

generally used to denote a security guard who had access to a vehicle. For instance, loss 

prevention required a great deal of walking around a store and sometimes apprehending 

people outside of the store. Other work, mentioned frequently, involved patrolling the 

perimeters of specific properties or places such as buildings, walls, or even tents. 
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Sometimes workers had access to surveillance systems, but these were generally only 

used after an incident to determine what happened while security workers were not 

present. Even when cameras were present, management's explicit priority was to have 

security workers patrolling regularly and prepared to intervene against any transgression 

of rules or boundaries. 

The instability of the industry's broader configuration, the appearance and 

amalgamation of business, and the shifting of contracts also require a different sort of 

mobility from workers. Security work requires individual workers to move among 

diverse workplaces and companies. Most of the security workers I spoke with had held 

many different jobs in various places. Even if they worked for the same company for a 

long time, companies might contract out their labour to different sites every day.  

2.7 Conclusion 

The security industry is growing internationally, and this is reflected in the 

continuing growth in Ottawa. The industry continues to need more workers, but the 

positions are frequently low status and poorly paid. The jobs are constrained by 

government laws and regulations and by the needs of the companies that manage them 

and the customers that pay for their services. They also require an initial investment by 

workers of time and money. Even a regular, full-time security job may demand long 

hours and difficulties in travelling to and from the work sites. Many workers do not get 

regular hours and may only work intermittently. Companies and contracts move around 

frequently, and this means that individual workers have to deal with different workplaces 

and companies much of the time. Despite all these problems with the work, the industry 
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continues to retain experienced workers and attract new ones. Why and how this happens 

is the central puzzle of this research. 
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Chapter 3: Theorizing security work, gender, and emotions 

The empirical context of the work and the subjective understandings of security 

workers are essential for understanding why and how workers do the work they do, 

including how work practices are developed and perpetuated. Building on the sociology 

of work scholarship noted in Chapter 1, I identify both gender and emotions as concepts 

important to developing this understanding. I draw on phenomenology to help make 

sense of the practices and interactions of gender and emotions on the job. Sara Ahmed's 

phenomenological analysis of emotions (2006, 2014) and Judith Butler's understanding of 

gender are both compatible with, and have roots in, phenomenology (Butler, 1997). 

Ahmed develops her idea of "queer phenomenology" (2006), using Edmund Husserl and 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty's ideas and integrates it with her theories of emotions. To build 

my conceptual framework that brings together this intersection of emotions and gender 

and the structures of the private security industry, I also use the conceptual system of 

Pierre Bourdieu, which helps illuminate class, social structures and work practices.  

In this chapter, I lay out my theoretical framework, beginning with discussing 

phenomenology and its significance to my research questions. Next, I elaborate on the 

concept of gender and how it can be investigated and understood through a 

phenomenological lens. I then explore emotions and how they operate socially among 

groups of people and operate both to define difference and bring things together. Next, I 

discuss some current concepts of security that are relevant to the field of private security 

work and how they connect to gender and emotions. Finally, I describe and discuss the 

conceptual framework of Bourdieu and how it can be integrated with phenomenological 

investigation in a way that is compatible with my understanding of gender and emotions. 
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3.1 Phenomenology 

Edmund Husserl describes how phenomenology is used to increase knowledge of 

the world's essential aspects by overcoming the theoretical divide between subjectivity 

and objectivity. Husserl emphasizes a scientific understanding of the world that 

incorporates subjectivity to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how the 

world is and how we perceive it (Husserl, 1960; Schmitt, 1959). The challenge he is 

working with is that we can only understand the world, our origins and our place from 

where we find ourselves. We cannot perceive the process of our becoming into a way of 

being that allows us to understand, think, or communicate about the world. The place we 

find ourselves is never without assumed and previously constructed elements of both 

understanding and communication. We cannot engage with the world nor communicate 

our perceptions and understandings without doing so through individual constructions 

and histories of body, mind, emotions, and social connections. 

Husserl proposes a method of 'bracketing' some of our current understanding of a 

thing (and 'thing' can include abstract, non-physical things such as ideas) to both see 

many possible understandings of that thing and to decide on which aspects of our 

observations or our perceptions best represent that thing (Husserl, 1983). He labels this 

process as a phenomenological reduction. There is a logical impossibility of working 

from origins that we can never know. Still, we can move to a fuller understanding of a 

thing over time as we repeatedly perform this phenomenological reduction. This 

reduction helps us differentiate between perceptions that are essential or not essential to 

the definition of that thing. One point he makes that becomes important in Sara Ahmed's 

writing about phenomenology is that we are working from embodied perceptions even in 
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our thoughts. We may consider the process of thinking to be separate from our bodies, 

but our thoughts themselves are manifested through the physicality of our minds. These 

perceptions may be classified in many ways, including physical, mental, spiritual, and 

emotional. Still, they are not solely the result of thoughts or discourses on a subject. 

Furthermore, none of the things we perceive exist independently of our existence. There 

is a real-world outside of ourselves, but we give it meaning and form by perceiving that 

world. We do this by practicing "intentionality" (Husserl, 1983). Husserl intends his 

phenomenological methods to reveal more of the 'pure essence' of things while holding to 

a transcendental idealism that recognizes our inability to completely know either 

ourselves or the world we are in. This transcendental idealism emphasizes that people, as 

conscious subjects, can only know the world through engagement and perceptions. 

Giving meaning to the world is not an abstract process and is shaped by our physicality 

and intentionality. After empirical investigation and phenomenological reduction, our 

ideas about the object of the inquiry will be more precise (Kockelmans, 1967,  pp. 52-57). 

Merleau-Ponty works from Husserl's ideas of phenomenology but focuses more 

on how we experience the world through our physical bodies. Merleau-Ponty argues that 

the essence which Husserl sought was not the end of research but provided a means to 

understand better our involvement in the world (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. xvi). This 

emphasis leads him to think more about space and time and how embodied experience is 

an essential component of our ways of learning. His desire to be more deeply engaged in 

our involvement in the world is also reflected in his concern with politics and other 

dynamic forms of relationships. He disagrees with the emphasis on transcendental ideas 

that Husserl favours and argues that we constitute both our knowledge of the world and 



 49 

the world itself through our embodied activity in the world. Judith Butler refers to 

subjects' movement through space and time and in relationship to each other in her early 

work on 'performativity' (1997). This focus on embodied movement is one reason that her 

work on gender fits well with phenomenology. Merleau-Ponty asserts that we cannot 

conceive of the world without our bodies being part of our way of knowing or 

epistemology. We must understand our bodies as avenues through which we experience 

our subjective reality and objective things that we can observe as part of the world around 

us. As Merleau-Ponty argues: 

"Existence" is the movement through which man is in the world and 

involves himself in a physical and social situation which then becomes his 

point of view on the world. [...] The relationship between subject and 

object is no longer that relationship of knowing postulated by classical 

idealism, wherein the object always seems the construction of the subject, 

but a relationship of being in which, paradoxically, the subject is his body, 

his world, and his situation, by a sort of exchange (1964, p. 72) . 

The question of how things exist in the world is particularly important when exploring 

aspects of people such as gender and emotions. In this project, I am asking about gender, 

which is very much connected to the bodies of the workers and is also connected to the 

workers' situation and the world in which they work.  It is part of an exchange of 

gendered performance for a subjective feeling of security. It is a specific means of 

enacting security that is pursued in a particular way through the conscious and 

unconscious choices of security workers. It is created through the intention to enact 

security. 



 50 

Husserl describes intentionality as one of the core aspects of phenomenology. 

Intentionality exists between subjects and objects because our consciousness does not 

stand by itself but is always a consciousness of something. This intentionality exists and 

may exist unconsciously or before consciousness but can be brought to consciousness 

through a phenomenological method. Husserl is troubled by Descartes' dictum that "I 

think; therefore I am" (2003, p. 23) because the mind that does the thinking is not 

separate from the world. The very act of thinking involves awareness of externalities 

outside of thought. We cannot merely think; we must think of something. Basing 

knowledge solely on thinking fails to acknowledge that even our most abstract thinking 

uses the mind that exists in our bodies that exist in the world. Merleau-Ponty (1962, p. 

160) agreed with Husserl's critique of Descartes' logic and emphasized that knowing 

things through being in the world requires a complex understanding of how the world is 

perceived. Our knowledge and existence are not the results of static relationships but 

from our movements and interactions with the world. In more practical terms, to move 

forward with a phenomenological analysis, we suspend our tendency to assign fixed ideas 

of object and subject to things (including ourselves) and investigate those things as they 

exist without the reification of meaning that we may use in everyday discourse. After 

doing this, we can more clearly examine and explore our perceptions of the world and 

how they are influenced by our thoughts, feelings, and experiences. We can more 

consistently keep in mind that all components of experience and subjectivity also 

reflexively help form our perceptions. 

In the specific context of this research, this means that the intention to provide 

security and the enactment of security work creates the meaning of security. Security is 
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not a priori or an external object against which empirical facts can be measured to 

determine the present level of security. There is no reliable and universal theoretical 

understanding of security. However, there are some common characteristics in the way 

that security is enacted in the security industry. Workers repeatedly perform acts that they 

understand provide security and thereby create a concept of security. Security is 

performative in that it is produced through repetitive action and assignment of meaning. 

These actions shape the world around them and help create enduring social structures. 

These structures are resistant to change through individual efforts and often appear to be 

permanent and even essential or natural. As Pierre Bourdieu describes, they become 

structured and structuring structures collectively orchestrated without requiring individual 

conductors (1977, p. 72). These social structures should not be mistaken for universal 

social facts. The enactments and performances of security create structures of security. 

One of the implications of this is that these structures can be further changed by changing 

performances. These embodied performances include discourse, which can be interpreted 

as symbolic and consciously performative. 

3.2 Gender 

A phenomenological understanding of gender emphasizes the performative and 

social aspects of gender practices and rejects the emphasis on physical differences to 

define gender. Genders are aspects of the social world that are embodied and socially 

constructed and should not be reified into concrete identities (Butler, 1990; Halberstam, 

1998). This anti-essentialist theory of gender may be counter-intuitive to many people 

because, in their experience, gender represents real and measurable differences between 

people. On the other hand, the theoretical denial of the reality of these differences risks 
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depoliticizing gendered differences and reducing the possibility of political change based 

on gendered categories (McNay, 2008, 2010). I assert that this anti-essentialist 

theorization of gender allows for a better understanding of the many complex and multi-

faceted intersections of embodiment and the social world. It is important to understand 

what gender does in this research because of the dominance of people who identify as 

men and the preponderance of behaviours in the security industry identified as masculine 

by the participants. Part of my initial impetus for this research stems from a political 

commitment to changing gendered power relations. Therefore, it is vital to explore and 

understand how gender may be influential within private security work. 

Judith Butler describes a fundamentally unstable gender order (1990), and this 

instability can allow for multiple possibilities in how gender works. She sees gender as 

relational and political and argues that gender is constructed through performance among 

bodies and over time. This idea complicates political work that includes "the assumption 

that the term women denotes a common identity" (Butler, 1990, p. 6). This complication 

is a challenge for those who organize political movements around the identity of women. 

However, in working with men and masculinities, this undermining of a shared identity is 

a helpful step to disconnecting masculine gender constructions from specific hierarchies 

and power relations and challenging their hegemony. I see this performative and anti-

essentialist understanding of gender as a positive move to weaken masculine dominance 

by undermining the idea that there is a core of masculinity at the base of masculine 

domination. I have used this theoretical approach to deconstruct gender assumptions in 

the military (Parpart & Partridge, 2014). It is also a practical approach to analyze gender 

and particularly the dominance of masculinity in the security industry.  
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Butler makes the point that tendencies and repetition create things as well as 

being created by them. She cautions that theories of reification within feminist thought 

runs "the risk of rendering visible a category [of women] which may or may not be 

representative of the concrete lives of women" (1997, p. 407). She uses a 

phenomenological analysis of gender to explain how we can live in a world where gender 

seems stable but hold a theoretical understanding that genders are "neither true nor false" 

(1997, p. 412). Phenomenology helps us understand that things like gender do not merely 

reside within our bodies and comprise a component of our identities. They are not 

reflections or aspects of an 'interior self' because that self does not and cannot exist 

without the context of the rest of the world. There is no independent subject that floats 

free and willfully decides things. Moreover, we cannot think independently of our bodies 

and our context but act within constraints that we cannot be fully aware of. 

Butler also notes that when we loosen the bonds of reified gender identities, we 

then have more options in theorizing how gender works and why it seems to persist in 

specific configurations despite the possibility for more variety. Butler describes the 

tension between a sense of self that 'is' with a sense of self that 'does' (1988). The ability 

to enact ourselves in ways at odds with social norms can contribute to a feminist practice 

and contribute to broader social change. Therefore, Butler's theorizing helps explain a 

gendered reality that is far more complex than a bi-gender system commonly used to 

understand gendered differences among security workers. The fact of masculine 

domination within the industry is based on dominant masculinity and subordinate 

femininity. When we complicate these gendered relationships with different 

understandings of gender, we create paradoxical categories such as subordinate 
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masculinities and hegemonic femininities (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Schippers, 

2007). These paradoxes exist because of the limitations of a bi-gendered model, and, as 

Butler points out, "paradox is the condition of [...] possibility" (2004, p. 3). 

My understanding of gender as an embodied practice is helped by including time 

and embodiment in my research. Gender is constructed over time through repeated 

performance, and this continuously provides the possibility of producing paradox. Judith 

Butler's description of how a performative gender creates contradictions in practice helps 

explain some of the different ways I saw gender used in private security work. Gender is 

not only performed, however, but is created through other people and their interactions. It 

takes place socially. An individual cannot just decide to change their gender or gender 

performance and consequently have their gender understood as different. Specific 

constructions of gender are reinforced to enforce power relations. There is symbolic 

violence inherent in many gender relations. There is a genuine danger that even 

performing gender in slightly different ways from those understood as 'normal' can result 

in deadly consequences for an individual. Gender non-conforming people are sometimes 

seen as non-human as a result and are sometimes tortured or killed with few 

consequences for the individual doing the torture or killing (Bergman & Bornstein, 2010; 

Butler, 1997, p. 405; Halberstam, 2005). This embodied insecurity that sometimes exists 

because of gender becomes a vital link to the concept of security. Others have noted this 

link in how security work creates a form of masculinist protection (Duncanson, 2009; 

Young, 2003) that reinforces specific relations of power and creates both security and 

insecurity in different situations. 
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A political question that comes with this phenomenological understanding of 

gender (or any aspect of our lives) is, how can we change things if we cannot understand 

where they come from and how they are oriented? Butler points out that "if the ground of 

gender identity is the stylized repetition of acts through time, [it is] not a seemingly 

seamless identity" (1997, p. 402). In other words, if the nature of gender is to be 

continuously passed down as tendencies and reinforced through repeated enactments, 

there is no consistent identity but instead a series of connected but separate acts. Yet, in 

any of these acts or between these acts, there is room for change. The unique contribution 

of phenomenology is to illuminate these spaces between things that are often reified as 

independent subjects. It enables the exploration of the actions and interactions that occur 

there and re-orientation or future movement in a different direction from what we know. 

Sara Ahmed uses Merleau-Ponty's concept of orientation as both a political act 

and a critical part of her conceptualization of queer phenomenology. She points out that 

emotions, gender, sexual orientation and racialization can all be usefully interpreted 

through the lens of phenomenology. These aspects of being human are often understood 

to reside within individuals but have a real effect on institutions over time (2006, p. 133). 

In many ways, her arguments about how these relations work parallels Judith Butler's 

discussions of gender as being constructed through repeated and embodied performances. 

Ahmed emphasizes the phenomenological concept of intentionality through her 

exploration of orientation (2006, p. 2). As Ahmed theorizes, orientation includes the idea 

that consciousness always exists as something directed towards an object. Orientation 

helps define the politics of different relationships and actions. Orientation also implies 

presence and directionality in physical space and this physicality is tied into social 
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aspects of being human such as gender and racialization that have physical components. 

Physicality exists with a phenomenal body or a body that is being experienced. Merleau-

Ponty describes this by stating that "it is never our objective body that we move, but our 

phenomenal body" (1962, p. 121). Ahmed adds to this concept of the phenomenal body 

by noting that gender has a political location that may limit a person's possible actions. 

Gender is a specific orientation that shapes what we do and can do (2006, p. 60). She 

specifically notes the echoes of 'sexual orientation' that the word orientation provides 

(2006, p. 1). Orientation also ties phenomenological understandings of the bodies with 

emotions such as desire and fear. An embodied world of perception and meaning where 

"bodies are shaped by what they tend toward" (Ahmed, 2006, p. 129) also connects to a 

world of emotions. This embodiment and the associated emotional connections mean that 

the inheritance of specific characteristics or identities is not as simple as intellectual 

meanings being passed down from one individual to another. We continue to inherit 

things (including physical things), but we then "acquire our tendencies from what we 

inherit" (Ahmed, 2006, p. 129). We act with these tendencies in a way that both opens up 

and restricts possibilities for other actions (Ahmed, 2006, p. 130). 

As I noted above, some phenomenologists work to discover an objective essence 

of things by recognizing and bracketing the various subjective impressions or perceptions 

of those things. Ahmed posits that a queer phenomenology may fail to reveal an objective 

essence but still allow us to learn a great deal about how we move through and touch on 

the world and the relations of people and things in the world. Ahmed particularly notes 

that Jack Halberstam's work allows for forms of gender that some people dismiss as 

"inauthentic" (Ahmed, 2006, p. 190). In turn, Halberstam supports Ahmed's use of a 
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queer phenomenology by explaining how knowledge comes as much from failure to 

achieve an end as from success (Halberstam, 2011). This acceptance of failure means it is 

unnecessary to have a wholly successful or rigidly logical description of phenomenology 

to use phenomenological ideas. Using a phenomenological perspective enables more 

recognition of how we learn from imperfect understandings of ourselves and the world. 

This idea is critical because we cannot fully know the origins of our consciousness of 

things. 

Ahmed's queer phenomenology also reveals the political dimensions of our 

relationships in and with the world. She emphasizes the politics of phenomenology by 

first drawing parallels between the orientation that Husserl writes about in his description 

of the relationship between subjects and objects and how she uses orientation to 

understand emotions (2006, p. 2). Orientation helps define how we relate to the world 

and explains our position in space and time. It also reveals our positions and the 

directions we take in relation to power in more abstract terms. In security work, there is 

an orientation towards objects that need protection. This orientation also helps define 

how a protector has authority over someone or something that is being protected. It can 

also help clarify the differences in value between an object or person worthy of protection 

and an object or person that is not worthy. The political orientation of security work and 

the security workers helps explain the job's appeal and the industry's ability to retain 

security employees even if the pay and conditions are generally very poor. Once a worker 

is oriented to match the work, it is more difficult to turn away into a different type of 

career where the orientation may be quite different. 
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Ahmed also explicitly ties orientation and gender to racialization and how 

different bodies fit into racialized space (2006, p. 23). She describes shortcomings of 

phenomenology that emphasis the surfaces of bodies over "racial and historical 

dimensions" that underlie those surfaces. She furthermore points out that race is often 

understood as analogous to family or genealogy (2006, p. 122). This helps explain how 

discussions of racialization among the security workers are hidden in discussions of 

culture, immigration status and family origin. These aspects of identity are both bodily 

and historical; they are both passed down through genetics and through labour (2006, p. 

125). The way that racialization operates within the private security field is different from 

gender but it influences and intersects in a field where whiteness, straightness, and 

maleness are dominant norms that gives things both "affect" and "value" (2006, p. 129). 

3.3 Emotions 

Ahmed's analysis of how emotions circulate phenomenologicaly is useful even 

though she expresses doubt whether her work of queer phenomenology is "properly" 

phenomenological at all (2006, p. 2). Her thinking is beneficial for understanding the 

relationship between emotions and social structures and bridges the gap between 

subjectivity and objectivity in line with the intentions of earlier phenomenologists such as 

Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. She specifies in the Afterword to the 2014 edition of The 

Cultural Politics of Emotions that she recognizes the significance of affect studies in her 

work but that she prefers to use the word emotions because emotions "involve bodily 

processes of affecting and being affected. [E]motions are a matter of how we come into 

contact with objects and others" (p. 208). The importance of embodiment and contact 

resonates with Merleau-Ponty's descriptions of embodied knowledge that we experience 
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internally and how it interacts with the embodied connections with the world. Ahmed 

engages with the field of affect studies to better articulate how these embodied actions 

create an affective economy yet is also critical of "the affective turn" that moves away 

from the feminist challenge to mind-body dualism (2014, p. 206). She focuses on a 

phenomenological understanding of emotions as actions that are involved in our 

movement in the world and the intensities of that movement. These actions have 

embodied characteristics and effects (2014, pp. 205-211). The enactment of work or 

labour involves an embodied engagement with the world in both time and space and is 

composed of decisions and actions that produce an effect and may also produce affect or 

emotional states of bodies in the world. Both Ahmed's and Merleau-Ponty's work help 

articulate the embodied ways in which emotions do work and are also products of work 

in the security industry. This work on emotions is also crucial to the study of security as a 

job and an industry. Security is not just the enforcement of rules or rigidity of a hierarchy 

but also a feeling that is hopefully produced in the objects of security work by the work 

itself. 

Ahmed theorizes queer phenomenology and the concept of orientation to 

understand how emotions (2004; 2014, p. 196) are embodied and behave in the social 

world. In The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Ahmed articulates how emotions, in 

particular, help to enforce social norms representing violence, relations of power, and 

consequent justice or injustice (2006, p. 196). She notes that "when emotions are seen as 

only personal, or about the person and how they feel, then the systematic nature of their 

effects is concealed" (2006, p. 198). To reveal how emotions work to sustain relations of 

power and inequality, she directly confronts the individualization of emotions. 
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Individuals may feel emotions as individual experiences, but they are constructed as a 

result of social relations. This understanding of social construction can also be applied to 

the concepts of security and insecurity. It helps illuminate how feelings of security and 

insecurity can be attributed to individuals and have a particular affective economy. 

Emotions can represent a system that may be concealed because of how their 

construction between individuals is not recognized. 

Ahmed approaches the topic of emotional work with the simple question, "What 

do emotions do?" (2014, p. 191). The answer to this describes an emotional or affective 

economy. The structure of the resulting affective economy is important in this research.  

Understanding this structure helps us understand how individual private security workers 

make decisions. These decisions have material effects on private security practices, 

including determining which property and people are protected and from whom they need 

this protection. Some thinkers have interpreted emotions as structural things within an 

affective economy. For instance, Diane Reay discusses emotions as a form of capital 

primarily used by women in their work to maintain relationships (2004). Other writers 

have pointed out that men do a great deal of emotional work, particularly in fields where 

they must care for other people, such as social work, firefighting, and emergency medical 

services. Using Bourdieu's understanding of social structures, it makes some sense to 

theorize emotional capital employed to do this emotional work. Ahmed points out that 

Bourdieu's concepts can work with her theory, but they only provide a partial explanation 

of what emotions do (2006, p. 56). 

Ahmed has spent some time explores how emotions work both within individuals 

and between individuals. She argues that emotions help create the surfaces and 
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boundaries that we understand to be the bodies we inhabit as individuals and the world in 

which we move (Ahmed, 2004, 2014). Social and physical boundaries are often a 

contentious part of ethnographic work as researchers explore the spaces between 

communities and individuals, including the researcher themselves. Boundaries are a 

theoretical problem that must be investigated and defined to understand social 

relationships (Brannick & Coghlan, 2007; O'Connor, 2004; Sherif, 2001). Ahmed's 

approach uses some of the tools provided by Bourdieu and Butler and offers ways to 

understand links between people essential to understanding the social construction of 

how connections are made with and through emotions. 

One of the ways Ahmed describes how emotions work is through the concept of 

'stickiness' (2014, p. 16, pp. 194-5). Her idea of stickiness is useful here in understanding 

how emotions might cling to specific people or things in a way that connects two people 

without being a separate thing that emanates or travels from one person to another. For 

instance, the ability to provide security and the gender of security workers are distinct 

components of security workers' identities. They are empirical components that can be 

observed and measured separately but are often stuck together in meaning. When a 

person enters the field of security work, they learn about specific practices of appearing 

masculine. They also learn that this appearance contributes to their ability to do the job 

and be effective according to the standards of the people with whom they work and 

within the hierarchy that helps determine their compensation and career prospects. For 

instance, their uniforms become attached to specific emotions such as security and 

become symbolically more representative of the meaning of security. This process helps 

explain the importance of uniforms in their work. However, the affective or emotional 
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logic that privileges masculine appearance to create feelings of security and safety is not 

an innate property of the uniforms but is situational  and dependent on the orientation of 

the observer. I will show how the workers themselves are aware of the complexity of 

uniforms while also talking about them as essential components of the impression work 

they do in their jobs. 

Ahmed explores how emotions work with each other and with other aspects of 

our understanding. We ‘feel’ the world differently than we ‘feel’ our feelings, even if we 

use the same word to describe these experiences. Perhaps both forms of feeling can be 

understood as a sense or sensory experience. When I tried to understand the logic of 

emotions, in part to understand the logic of the feeling of security, I found it challenging 

to organize the different meanings of what was written or told to me by security workers. 

Yet, as Ahmed states, much of this emotional construction and logic is not unusual. It is 

“the production of the ordinary” (2004, p. 118). Gender and security are both ordinary 

and indeterminate because they are created between individuals. They are hugely 

important in people's lives yet cannot be placed and defined in a concrete and easily 

measurable way. They are also in an area where many other influences intersect and help 

form them. They are socially constructed, but this construction often happens amongst 

diverse people and may deploy many different meanings and practices to contribute to 

the shared construction of security or gender. Ahmed writes about emotions as things that 

act on the world, arguing that there is a circulation "between figures that works to 

materialize the very 'surface' of collective bodies" (2014, p. 46). In other words, emotions 

and the material world can influence and co-create each other without materially 
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intersecting but with material consequences. They accomplish this through circulation 

and movement and not by using a static concept of security or boundaries. 

3.4 Security 

As well as the emotional feeling of security, there are other ways researchers and 

participants operationalize and refer to security. Political scientists often use a more static 

definition based on state security. To understand the multiple meanings of security, I 

begin with work done within Feminist International Relations (IR) as a rich source of 

empirical data and theorizing of different security forms. Writers in IR and political 

science broadly conceptualize security as the stability of rules and property relations and 

the mutual reinforcement of borders and state rights. The implication is that these stable 

rules and relations provide freedom from danger or fear (Rigakos, 2012). These 

understandings of security assert that hierarchical control and individual compliance are 

necessary to maintain social order and 'peace' (which is equated with security). An 

alternative stream of security studies is labeled as 'human security' and co-exists with 

national or state security (Hudson, 2005, p. 155). This theorization of human security 

comes in part from efforts to include women's experiences in states of both conflict and 

peace. It is evident in this research that the concept of state security often did not translate 

into safety in the lives of women or many other people and that there is insufficient 

exploration or explanation of why this is so (Alison, 2004; Denov & Gervais, 2007; Fox, 

2004).  

Lene Hansen (2000) argues against an interpretation of security that focuses on an 

abstract 'discursive construction' and asserts the need for security research to account for 

individual experiences. She uses Judith Butler's work to maintain that security is 
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grounded in embodied experience and cannot be defined solely through idealist discourse. 

Hansen states that security is "not only a speech act" (2000, p. 306) but is embodied in a 

way that includes physical and emotional feelings. She argues against universal theories 

of security to assert that security is a product of specific material realities. Instead, 

security must reference who participates in the discussions and how their experiences and 

perceptions shape their security. Heidi Hudson identifies many constructions of security 

as dominated by "masculinist universalisms" (2005, p. 158). Hansen and Hudson argue 

for an understanding of security that is more subjective, changeable, and directly relevant 

in many people's lives. The forms of security that they discuss also appear to be closer to 

the type of security that private security workers speak about. Private security work 

seldom deals with national borders but generally deals with more localized property 

rights. It is a job that provides a type of security that has a meaning that is specific and 

contingent for security workers in the social and physical environment in which they 

work. 

I use a phenomenological approach to ideas and practices of security to come to a 

more precise description of what security means. One part of this definition will come 

from specific knowledge about how it is operationalized within particular contexts. For 

instance, people's safety in a residential building may be put into practice by having a 

security worker sit at the front entrance and observe people who enter the building. What 

is this worker doing to provide security? Do they know everyone in the building, and are 

they prepared to stop anyone they don’t recognize? Do they have a list of people that 

residents do not want in the building? Neither of these is ordinarily possible. They often 

greet residents and make them feel that they are seen and recognized as legitimately 
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present in that space. Security is bound up with the concept of insecurity, so this must 

also be defined. Insecurity is more challenging to reify and operationalize than security. 

Insecurity is often bound up with the anticipation of a loss of safety. In other words, 

insecurity is often attached to an emotional state of fear or anxiety. One of the tasks that 

security workers describe is to help people feel safe when they enter a building and go to 

offices or apartments. In this case, security work is deeply emotional work. There is 

seldom much a private security worker can do to provide physical security if something 

goes wrong. However, they can provide feelings of safety or security by being present in 

places or situations where certain people feel uneasy. 

Security is partially an emotional construction and part of an "affective economy" 

(Ahmed, 2014, pp. 44-49). It is a set of relations in which security workers are directly 

invested. Ahmed writes about security in the context of hate groups and how they work 

towards collective security in an environment they perceive as fearful. She describes the 

use of negative feelings when she writes about hate groups such as the Aryan Nation 

working with ‘economies of hate’ (2014, p. 44) where emotions circulate and can be 

exchanged or even converted into a form of emotional capital. These are ‘affective 

economies’ that are not just psychic but also have material and social components (2014, 

pp. 44-49). Through a process of intensification or accumulation of affective value, these 

various components of affective economies can produce boundaries that define both our 

bodies and the worlds in which we move. She also describes this process as productive of 

our ordinary and everyday understandings at the micro-social level (2014, p. 43). 

Furthermore, there is a larger effect of this everyday understanding. There is an economy 

of fear that operates to “secure forms of the collective” (2014, p. 71). Secure, in this sense, 
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means to solidify or actualize the community. Still, it is also relevant to think about how 

this sense of security is part of an affective economy that operates in the security industry. 

In other words, security workers may be doing work that cannot be measured well in 

material goods or financial value, but they are contributing considerably to an affective 

economy where emotions such as fear and safety are deployed and have value. 

There is an important symbolic economy of security distinct from but connected 

to the security industry's financial or risk economies. These two economies run side by 

side, across, and intersect with one another. The symbolic economy is more social than 

psychological, although it certainly has components that operate within the psyches of 

individuals. Ahmed explicitly moves away from a psychoanalytic theoretical construction 

by suggesting that "emotions do not positively inhabit anybody or anything, meaning that 

'the subject' is simply one nodal point in the economy, rather than its origin and 

destination" (2014, p. 46). Her expansive analysis of emotions and how they work does 

not negate the existence of emotions as a psychological fact, however. Social 

relationships and connections are created dynamically using emotions. One of the 

consequences of this theorization is that "affective economies are social and material, as 

well as psychic" (2014, p. 46). The boundaries of internal and external or subject and 

object become indefinite and are not a priori facts. We must explore emotions beginning 

with our experiences and observations in the present. We experience emotions before we 

put names to them. This type of situation is well suited to phenomenological analysis.  

Phenomenological methods are helpful for understanding how emotions are deployed in 

security work. In this case, security is a combination of rules and practices that operate 

within the private security industry structures and among the emotions and affective 
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connections between security workers and their clients and the communities in which 

they operate. 

3.5 Structures 

The theories and concepts assembled by Pierre Bourdieu are useful to describe 

and analyze structures in a way that is compatible with the phenomenological 

understandings of gender, emotions, and security that I describe above. Bourdieu's work 

has been used to explain how symbolic power is deployed (Mopas & Stenning, 2001) and 

how security can be commodified and contribute to class distinctions (Goold, Loader & 

Thumala, 2010). Bourdieu's work fits well with phenomenological theories and methods 

(Atkinson, 2012; Kennelly, 2017) despite Bourdieu's reluctance to accept the label of 

phenomenologist (Kennelly, 2017; Throop & Murphy, 2002) and his critique of Butler's 

concept of performativity specifically (Bourdieu, 2001, p. 103). Bourdieu's concepts are 

sufficiently flexible to fit in with phenomenological theories, and they can help ground 

the phenomenological process. As Kennelly (2017) points out, Bourdieu's work helps 

ensure that phenomenology is not limited to methodological rules divorced from a 

grounded social analysis. In turn, phenomenology helps ensure that Bourdieusian analysis 

does not oversimplify the relationships between social actors and social structures. 

I use Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus, and doxa in particular to describe the 

social environment of private security work. The field in concrete terms is the private 

security industry, habitus is the understanding and knowledge that each individual brings 

to the field, and doxa is the shared knowledge of which participants may or may not be 

consciously aware. Bourdieu’s work is beneficial because it opens up the meaning of 

concepts such as 'capital' and 'class' to include cultural and symbolic aspects of social 
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relationships such as gender and emotions. The idea of security itself can be theorized as 

a form of symbolic capital shaped by relationships of power. Mopas and Stenning (2001) 

argue that the notion of security is bound with the belief that private security workers 

have legitimate authority to secure the public's deference and compliance. Security makes 

sense as a relationship between people or between people and things that is difficult to 

quantify yet has some genuine and measurable consequences in people's material 

conditions and opportunities. 

Bourdieu uses habitus to describe a person's position over time, regardless of 

whether they are conscious of the details of their habitus. In the Outline of a Theory of 

Practice, he describes habitus as: 

systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 

predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles of 

the generation and structuring of practices and representations which can 

be objectively "regulated" and "regular" without in any way being the 

product of obedience to rules (Bourdieu, 1977, p.72). 

Disposition here means an embodied understanding of how social relationships operate in 

a particular space and time. Disposition can include things such as appearance, tone of 

voice and movement. It also includes opinions and expressions of interest or disinterest. 

For instance, an interest in knowledge of rules and procedures and a disinterest in the 

complexity of how people may perceive these rules and procedures is an aspect of habitus 

that works well with security work. These dispositions develop over time and are not 

merely the result of conscious training, although there is typically a substantial agreement 

between the workplace rules and the habitus of those who find that work appealing. 
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Private security workers express support for following hierarchical rules as positive 

behaviour, which works well with work that involves enforcing rules. Habitus is also 

durable because it is often unconscious and pushes an individual to engage in social 

relationships that have an affinity with the characteristics of their habitus. 

Aside from being memorable because of his play with the word structure, this 

description is useful because it points out that one of the central tensions that Bourdieu’s 

work is trying to resolve is between the role of structure and agency both in individuals' 

lives and in groups. Structure here means the enduring relationships between people and 

things. These relationships are not ahistorical and permanent but may appear to be so to 

some individuals. Gender and race are excellent examples of structures treated by some 

people as an enduring division that divides people into two groups. In actual practice, 

they are complex set of behaviours, orientations and beliefs that can change over time 

and be used by different individuals in different ways. It is essential to make this point 

clear because habitus can be difficult to see; it is often an unconscious quality in a 

person’s life. This unconscious quality is part of the reason that it is uniquely powerful as 

it structures our understanding without us being able to observe the structuring action 

easily. It functions as a structuring structure. It is an "embodied history, internalized as a 

second nature and so forgotten as history" (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 56). Yet, it does not exist 

as a consistent or unchangeable aspect of our being.  It is structured by things we have 

experienced through our own lives or the lives of people around us. It is a structured 

structure that is built through the sedimentation of previous practices and representations. 

Therefore, habitus can be changed by bringing it to conscious awareness through 
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reflexivity and changing our practices. It does not exist outside of time and social 

relations and is subject to changes in our behaviour and thoughts. 

It is crucial to understand the broader 'field' or fields in which habitus operates 

and the concept of capitals and how they are deployed within fields to know how habitus 

is structured and how it works to structure the practices and perceptions of security 

workers. Security workers are consciously participating in the broader field of work and 

security and less consciously in the field of gender. They are deploying, in particular, 

embodied practices of authoritarian and masculine behaviours and appearances. Bourdieu 

describes a field as the “space of positions and the space of position-takings” (1993, p. 

34). A specific field is not empirically defined only by the places people hold in the field 

or by the various types of capital - such as financial, cultural, social and symbolic - 

significant in that field. The field is a site of struggles according to its rules over these 

multiple resources and hierarchies. Bourdieu defines a field when he writes: 

The structure of the field, i.e. of the space of positions, is nothing other 

than the structure of the distribution of the capital of specific properties 

which governs success in the field (1993, p. 30). 

The boundaries of the field are malleable and, to some extent, dependent on actions that 

people take within the field. They are built and change over time. Some aspects of a field 

may appear to be permanent structures, especially if many people have contributed to that 

field over many years. Field is  

the locus of the accumulated social energy which the agents and 

institutions help to reproduce through the struggles in which they try to 
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appropriate it and into which they put what they have acquired from it in 

previous struggles (1993, p. 79).  

The field of security work will look different when we think of it first as security or if we 

think of it first as work. My approach was initially to look at it as a field of work, but it 

became apparent that it both overlapped with the field of security and also operated 

distinctively to an extent. When Bourdieu describes how "the boundary of the field is a 

stake of struggles" (1993, p. 42), I can visualize how there are deep tensions between 

security work as a job and security work as a vocation to provide security. The security 

industry is a place where workers negotiate the boundaries between the field of security 

and work. Workers struggle to define the boundaries of the fields of security and work. 

This struggle shows in various individual approaches to the job. 

Security workers deploy various multiple forms of capital to successfully navigate 

the field and accomplish various tasks in their work. Security work is both a specific 

subset or type of labour in general and a separate field where different people engage in 

taking positions and using various forms of material, symbolic, or other types of capital. 

The field of security may overlap with work, but each field has a different 'economy' or 

ways of taking positions. One consequence of this is that someone’s position in a field 

may be imbued with power due to the ability to control specific forms of capital that may 

not be relevant in other fields. Within the field of security, there are different forms of 

capital than are found in the field of work. People who enter either field will attain 

success or failure due to the means they have to obtain relevant capital. This capital may 

be material or symbolic. Capital in both fields can include physical things such as size, or 
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uniforms, or gender. It can also include ways of knowing, expression, or behaviour, and 

workers' status in the field itself.  

The field of security work is not only an intersection of the fields of security and 

work. The two fields have different logics and hierarchies, and individuals are often 

trying to navigate both fields simultaneously. Work that is concerned with security may 

have very little presence in the field of security work. For instance, janitorial and 

maintenance work now often includes tasks we might expect in a security worker's job 

description. Checking whether doors and windows are locked or participating in 

surveillance are two of the obvious tasks that may be included in either job. Conversely, 

security workers are often expected to participate in work that is not necessarily related to 

security. Picking up litter or, in one case, capturing bats that get inside buildings are two 

examples of this crossover of tasks. The inclusion of these tasks may not be evident 

according to the logic of these fields, and workers may find that fulfilling the duties does 

little to help them advance in either field. It holds them back in their struggle to gain 

whatever type of capital they are trying to obtain. They may think that they are advancing 

their interests, but the result is low status and low pay in their role as workers and their 

part in providing security. 

Bourdieu’s theoretical approach also includes the concept of doxa, which he 

describes as "the pre-verbal taking-for-granted of the world that flows from practical 

sense" (1990, p. 68). As a way of thinking, it can be perceived as an ideology (Eagleton 

& Bourdieu, 1992). As a way of acting, it often shows up in personal experience as a 

‘feel for the game’ or 'le sens pratique' as Bourdieu expresses it. Le sens pratique includes 

a sense of physical knowledge and expertise that is important in distinguishing how le 
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sens pratique differs from an intellectual understanding of how things work. It develops 

through practice, time and focus. I use this concept to understand the structural purposes 

and practices that participants may not be fully conscious of and take for granted. For 

instance, several participants mentioned the need to have common sense when discussing 

a worker’s ability to competently deal with providing security. The context in which they 

discussed this common sense indicated it was a sense of how security worked in their 

field and not a sense that was common to most people. They were describing the doxa of 

their work, which is also connected to the habitus that makes them suitable for security 

work. Bourdieu describes doxa as "a state of the body" that is also a "practice between a 

habitus and the field to which it is attuned" (1990, p. 68).  Workers who align their 

embodied practices with this doxa will find it easier to develop le sens pratique and 

acquire status and resources within the fields in which they are active. Doxa is crucial to 

understanding how an individual's embodied reality interacts or conflicts with the 

structures of the field in which they are located and the habitus partly composed of their 

own history. 

Bourdieu's theoretical framework is useful in describing the context and 

background in which private security workers do their jobs. They are working within the 

field of private security work, where specific forms of material and symbolic capital have 

value. Each individual worker brings a habitus that helps guide their understanding of the 

relationships in the field but does not determine their actions. The habitus helps them 

develop a doxa that influences their actions. They are unlikely to be conscious of how 

this doxa works, but it will guide their practices and understanding of the value of certain 

types of capital. Bourdieu constructs this framework to understand why people in specific 
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social structures engaged in certain practices. There are gaps, however, between these 

circles of social structures and agency that his framework covers. For instance, it does not 

explain gender well despite the enormous importance of gender in relationships of power 

in many social relationships. Gender is used to restrict or allow access to resources and 

jobs. Masculinity or certain masculine appearances and practices are advantageous to 

workers. Security work in various forms from the military to mall cops has, in particular, 

privileged masculinities, although many women are now present in the field in varying 

capacities. Trying to sort out how gender works in this field leads to new questions for 

which Bourdieu's tools are not adequate. Bourdieu's theories may explain the context of 

gender and race, but do not explain well how they operate. His analysis and use of gender 

and race are notable for their absence and shortcomings (Garrett, 2007). 

Bourdieu sees gender as an example of imperceptible violence, but it is not 

invisible to everyone. Many other people have pointed to gendered inequality as very 

profound and explicit violence for a very long time. Bourdieu observed this gender-based 

struggle but insisted that phenomenology tended to neuter a political analysis (Bourdieu, 

2000, p. 173).  His rejection of phenomenology limited his analysis of social relationships, 

particularly in the field of gender. An implication of this is that his analysis is not 

universal even within the communities he was analyzing. For instance, when he wrote 

about taste in Distinction (1984), he mentions gender only a few times, although it is 

clear that many of the social worlds about which he is writing are dominated by men and 

masculinities. He does little to engage with much of the enormous literature available on 

gender. In response to this lack of engagement in Bourdieu's work, feminist thinkers have 

built on his theoretical structures to better include experiences of gender (Adkins & 
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Skeggs, 2004; Lovell, 2000; McCall, 1992). This feminist work that uses a Bourdieusian 

framework helps theorize the role of gender in an industry that appears to have specific 

gender roles embedded in the structures yet still features a diverse workforce that 

includes about 25% women.  One of the reasons for studying the private security industry 

is because men and masculinities dominate it but purports to provide security for all 

people. It is important both to avoid the "masculine pose [that is interpreted] as a 

disembodied universality" (Butler, 1990, p. 12) and to include the diversity and agency of 

bodies and emotions that is important to understanding gender and security.  

Bourdieu (2000, p. 147) also fails to fully engage with phenomenology, although 

some aspects of his thinking, such as the importance of embodiment and the concept of 

habitus, were partly inspired by phenomenologists he admired, such as Merleau-Ponty. 

He rejects the label of phenomenology for his work because he believes his thinking 

bridges a gap between structuralism and phenomenology and provides a fuller 

"understanding of practical understanding and of practice itself" (Bourdieu, 2000, p. 147).  

His theories emphasize these connections between everyday practices and social 

structures in a way that is fully compatible with a phenomenological outlook (Kennelly, 

2017, pp. 13-14; Throop and Murphy, 2002). I am combining the phenomenological 

understanding of gender, emotions, and security with the structural framework provided 

by Bourdieu's work to understand better how and why workers choose individual 

practices. 

3.6 Conclusion 

I have chosen a theoretical framework that helps illuminate the subjective 

experiences of security work, gender, and emotions to address my research questions. In 
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addition, questions about racialization are connected to these and arose from  

conversations and observations during my research. These questions ask why some 

workers enter the industry, why some choose to stay and some leave, and why the 

workers who remain are predominantly male. These are questions about the values and 

perceptions of workers. These values and perceptions are both internal to the individual 

worker and also socially constructed. Phenomenology helps investigate this 

intersubjective space and clarify the meanings and ideas of security, gender and emotions 

that encourage workers to stay despite low wages and bad working conditions. The 

theoretical constructions of gender and emotions by Butler and Ahmed are compatible 

with the work of phenomenologists such as Merleau-Ponty. The system that Bourdieu 

constructs has some of the same phenomenological roots and helps tie gender and 

emotions into the structures of the industry and elucidate the ways in which these 

structures are connected to the subjective experiences of the workers.   
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Chapter 4: Methods 

Given the research questions and the phenomenological approach in the preceding 

chapters, ethnography was the obvious and best methodological decision for this study. 

The primary purpose of ethnography is to "generate observational data from real life" 

(Willis, 2000, p. xi) and generate new knowledge from these observations.  Ethnography 

as a method includes many different ways of gathering data and impressions. It uses 

specific practices such as participant observation, interviews and analysis of texts in a 

process that is open-ended and encourages the researcher to move away from "the 

impulse to settle meanings" (Gallagher, 2007, p. 54). The researcher must then interpret 

the meanings of these data, and it is in this process where phenomenology is particularly 

useful. Phenomenology is a way to start with current observations and experiences, 

bringing in context and further information to create new knowledge. The use of multiple 

methods to gather data allows the researcher to view the research field and components 

within it from different perspectives and look for places where data and perceptions 

diverge, come together or perhaps run parallel to each other.  

I begin this chapter with an overview and description of the workers who 

participated in this research. I describe them in general in a small table and give 

pseudonyms and details about their individual work histories in a larger table. I present 

these details to offer a sense of the diversity of participants and some of the context of the 

stories they tell. The workers in this table gave consent to have their words recorded and 

used for this research. I also interacted with other workers who did not give consent, but 

my own experiences with them helped inform my understanding of the field and work. 

After introducing the participants, I then discuss each of the individual methods I use, 
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from interviews and 'go-alongs' to various types of participation and observation. I also 

describe my initial orientation and how I approached the analysis of the data. 

4.1 The Interview Participants 

Twenty-three security workers participated in interviews for this research, and I 

spoke with additional workers during the ethnographic work I undertook. I met and 

interacted with some workers incidentally during these work shifts, and I took notes of 

these group interactions but did not ask for or record the name of every person who was 

present. I have laid out some information about the interview participants in the following 

chart: 

male 18

female 5

racialized 8

Age range <30 11

30-60 11

>60 2

Currently employed in security industry yes 19

no 4

Years in security <5 10

5 to 10 5

>10 8  

Table 1 Participant characteristics 

This table does not tell the story of the ways in which the various identities of the 

participants interacted with each other. For instance, all of the women who participated 

were white, and only one of them had been in the industry for less than five years. The 

majority of the men in leadership positions were white with one exception. The women I 

spoke with usually spoke about their family situation and appearance as significant 
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factors in their job and career trajectories. Few of the men spoke about their families in 

relation to their careers.  

In order to make clear the way that some of these identities of individual security 

workers come together as I quote them and analyze their stories, I have given them 

pseudonyms and assembled the following table of names and job descriptions: 

Women working in the industry 

Patty Working regularly but part-time guarding worksites. 

Sabina 

Former police officer now working full-time as a security 

guard. 

Patricia Working full-time for almost ten years as a security guard. 

  
Women working as managers 

Heather 

More than two decades in the industry, now a manager in the 

transportation sector. 

Laurel 

Almost 20 years in the security industry, now a temporary 

manager and consultant. 

  
Men working in the industry 

Russell 

Retired from his former career and now working full-time as a 

security guard. 

Zemeen 

Started security work in college and now has a full-time, 

permanent security job. 

Sylvan 

Started working security shortly after college and now full-

time, permanent security worker. 
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Richard 

Started working security in college and now working full-

time, permanent security job. 

Munir 

Recently moved from part-time to full-time permanent 

position as a security worker. 

Jermaine 

Worked in social services after college and now employed 

full-time as a security worker. 

Amaan 

Immigrated to Canada as a youth, now working full-time and 

permanent job as a security worker. 

Rob 

Shift manager with decades of experience in the security 

industry. 

Rick 

Started security work as a bouncer in college, now a full-time 

security worker and special constable. 

Luke 

Started work in sales and moved to loss prevention the to full-

time security work. 

  
Men working as managers 

Ryder Former police officer; now manager in a security company. 

Julius 

Director of a security company who started as a special 

constable more than 20 years ago. 

  
Men who had left the industry 

Evan 

Immigrant to Canada, he worked for several years as a 

security guard before quitting the field. 

Lenny Worked for several years as a security guard before going 
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back to school and better jobs. 

Scott 

Worked one year as a security guard before going back to 

school and switching careers. 

Randall 

Did security work in various cities for several years before 

quitting the industry and focusing on school. 

 

Table 2 Participant pseudonyms and job descriptions 

In addition to the information in these tables, I will add important details to the context of 

each story or quote within the text. 

Finding participants was done through snowball sampling. This method was an 

appropriate and necessary way to reach various security workers who held different 

positions and had diverse work experiences. I followed up on a variety of connections 

made through friends and associates. This variety of participants helped me explore the 

unique differences and common aspects of work in the security industry. I was fortunate 

to be given generous access to one workplace, where I conducted individual interviews, 

participant observation, go-alongs, and group interviews. Security workers are very 

mobile and often changed employers, which means that they carry knowledge and stories 

about different workplaces that can be extensive. The diverse connections I used to find 

participants meant I could speak with people still employed in the industry and those who 

had very unsatisfactory experiences and were no longer interested in doing private 

security work. 

4.2 Interviews  

I focused my semi-structured interview guides to ask for concrete descriptions of 

circumstances and events. The reasons for this are to encourage recall and produce 
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written records of events as concretely and thickly as possible. Clifford Geertz in The 

Interpretation of Cultures (2017) and Emerson, Fretz and Shaw in their book Writing 

Ethnographic Fieldnotes (2011) recommend this method for ethnographic work in 

general, and it is also useful in interviews. Focusing on concrete aspects of memory was 

helpful for all participants in the research. An example of this is that I asked people to 

describe the space in which they worked and how it looked, whether it involved 

movement, and what schedules they had or times of day they worked. I also asked them 

to describe typical days at work as well as exceptional days. The reaction to this set of 

questions was fascinating. Several times, participants were at first puzzled by what an 

exceptional day at work meant. I explained that it could mean anything that they found 

surprising at the time or that they may have consistently recalled afterwards. Sometimes I 

suggested that if they were in a social situation and wanted to tell an interesting story 

about their work, what story would they tell? This question often elicited very detailed 

and intriguing narratives that involved situations made more complicated by their job as 

security workers and times when they had to do some creative thinking to decide on 

appropriate actions. 

I conducted a total of 18 interviews. Most of the interviews were one-on-one, one 

interview was with two workers, and another was with three. All of the workers in these 

small group interviews were men. Two interviews were over the phone, nine were in the 

work offices, and the rest were held in coffee shops, restaurants, and three were held in 

rooms in a university library. The social and physical context of the interview is 

important because individuals are not independent of their environment. Each person is a 

focus of social connections and meaning-making. This is an implication of a 
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phenomenological understanding of an interview. The interview environment and the 

relationship between the interviewer and interviewee are essential and need to be noted as 

part of the interview process.  

I used my research diary to record these details about each interview and wrote 

reflexively about the interview process and how I participated in the interviews myself. 

This aspect of the interview process was particularly important when discussing gender 

and was also significant when I looked at racialization. Other scholars such as Jo-Anne 

Dillabough (2009) and Kevin Walby (2010) have noted the importance of gender in 

narrative and interviews. Both of these discussions also focus on the embodied nature of 

gender within academic research. Gender works in several ways through the interview 

process. One of those ways is the physical presence of gendered bodies during the 

interview. This physicality may not be conveyed in the interview transcript itself. I made 

jottings at the time and notes about this in my research diary after each interview to 

record unspoken interactions. Asking about gender also influences the narratives that 

were part of the interviews. One instance of this was a conversation amongst four men 

where they all discussed the fashionable haircut of one of them. I felt at the time that I 

had to be careful to ensure that no comment I made would impugn the masculinity of this 

man who was being teased by his workmates for an ostensibly unmasculine concern 

about his appearance. I expect that my own masculinity made space for this sort of 

homosocial teasing that may not have occurred if I was not "one of the guys." 

Among the most elusive components of social interactions that I dealt with during 

interviews were feelings and emotions. Ian Burkitt (2012) discusses the importance of 

'emotional reflexivity' as a method to overcome a tendency to see everyone as more 
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'rational' than they may be in their everyday lives. Recognizing emotions is not merely a 

way to get a fuller idea of someone's identity, as Ewing (2006) describes in her essay 

dealing with emotions in interviews. Observing and taking notes about the appearance of 

emotional reactions helps deepen understanding of the conversation and the stories 

participants told. I was careful to avoid eliciting any distress, but I also recognized that 

some of the topics that were discussed could be very emotional. One of the lessons that I 

learned as I went through the research process was that both gender and security are 

partially grounded in emotions felt and experienced through people’s bodies. In practice, 

this meant that I had to be sensitive to signs of discomfort or enhanced emotions, whether 

expressed verbally or through other means. One instance of this type of discomfort was 

when a worker told me that they would not discuss certain incidents that were part of 

their work history. They mentioned them because they profoundly affected their work-

life, but they did not want to elaborate on them in detail or have them recorded. Another 

participant seemed fine to speak about some aspects of gender in the workplace but also 

turned sideways and looked away when discussing other ways gender functioned in her 

workplace. 

How the interview participants constructed their expressions and descriptions of 

their lives is relevant. These aspects of their storytelling show up in more extended 

narratives where the interview participants had time and space to construct and narrate 

stories that more broadly describe the situations they have encountered and how they 

reacted in an embodied way. I paid close attention to discontinuities between what they 

think about these situations and how they responded. It is not unusual for people to live 

with certain incongruities between their thoughts, feelings, and actions. Recording these 
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incongruities and analyzing them helped give me a better understanding of the strains and 

tensions that people may live with every day and were a significant part of their 

relationships to the work they did, their fellow workers, and others that they encountered 

on the job. 

There were some notable gendered differences in the interviews. The women I 

interviewed spent more time questioning my project and my motivations than the men. 

The women also spent more time asking how I would maintain anonymity and who 

would access the interviews. These interactions helped elicit powerful stories that were 

often imbued with emotional content and expression. The benefit of this increased 

questioning of me as the researcher was that they often spent more time talking about 

their personal feelings about other people and the practices of their workplaces. This was 

also true of those who had quit the industry and never wanted to return.  

The elicitation of these narratives or stories was vital for several reasons. The 

most substantial reason is that stories convey specific and grounded definitions of 

abstract concepts such as gender, emotions and security. Biographical narratives are 

stories about people's lives that can reveal information that is not apparent from an 

interview formatted mainly as questions and answers (Ricoeur, 1979; Smith & Sparkes, 

2008). Narratives can also help focus on the relationships between different people and 

the political structures of the social spaces we are investigating (Haden et al., 1997; 

McNay, 1999). It thus makes sense that narratives are useful in research that advocates 

for recognition and empowerment of people who may otherwise be subsumed in a 

generalization that only recognizes hegemonic ways of being (Smith & Sparkes, 2007; 

Suárez-Ortega, 2012). Narratives are also useful in clarifying the presence of storytellers 
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and listeners. Researchers and narrators do not stand apart from the research process. 

Their stories and how they come to the research are integral to understanding the lives of 

the people they represent through their academic work. The resulting narratives may be 

complicated and unclear but can provide multiple perspectives on a situation. Ellis et al. 

(2008) describe group interviews that feature different narratives that meet and diverge at 

various points and convey how qualitative research is bounded and constructed through 

individual stories. 

I also thought about the type of language used to describe and analyze the social 

world. In my writing about their experiences, my preference for describing the world of 

private security is to use the language of that world where possible. Language often helps 

shape relationships in the world. If relationships cannot be described with words, then 

they often have a tenuous or inchoate existence. I therefore use and recount as much of 

the original language as possible as I describe research events, including interviews. I 

separate and minimize the more specialized language from sociology and anthropology 

but also recognize that there are ideas and concepts that can only be conveyed through 

specialized terms. There is an ethical dimension to this way of using language because I 

believe that it is important that the various participants understand what I am saying 

about them. Social research is not just research of the social but is research that has social 

significance and must therefore be understandable in numerous social contexts. 

I do this by providing concrete examples as much as possible and using the words 

and phrases of the participants in my research. I used similar techniques in my MA 

research, where many of the participants were very critical of academic work in general. 

In one case, a participant would only agree to sign the consent form for an interview 
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based on our personal history and trust in our relationship. Accessibility includes making 

the reasons for research understandable to people who are not involved in academe. I 

remember a particular conversation with my auto mechanic when I told him that I was 

applying to do a PhD. He was generally supportive of my desire to go to university 

because he thought it was a good career move on my part. He had met me when I was in 

the midst of my career in screen printing and knew me as a highly skilled worker who 

also happened to read many books. I was able to translate the purpose of social research 

into terms that he found satisfactory and understandable. He commented at one point that 

it sounded like a good idea as long as I was not going to study something as obscure and 

useless (in his eyes) as "the sex life of tsetse flies." I jokingly reminded him that some 

people would find it useless to build a Mazda Miata that could go more than 200kph, 

such as the one he built for his wife. He laughed, lightly objected to the comparison, but 

understood that my research projects were specialized in the same way his mechanical 

work was. 

The interviews were part of an iterative process that extended over multiple 

interviews. I used responses from an interview to create new questions or elicit new 

stories in later interviews. Because there were sometimes shared histories among the 

participants, this process could help clarify specific events or circumstances and hear 

about multiple interpretations of similar events from different perspectives. There were 

numerous social connections among the people who participated, so stories were passed 

through these networks. These shared stories helped create a common history. For 

example, several participants told one story about the shooting of a security guard outside 

the Turkish embassy in Ottawa in 1985. They told this story to describe the possible 
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danger of private security work, the lack of support, and various other problems and 

challenges of the job. Very few of the people I spoke with worked in the industry when 

that event occurred, but that particular story endured and carried meaning for many 

different people. After hearing about it and researching the event, I could use that story to 

help concretely focus interviews on circumstances and situations specific to Ottawa. It 

was also a way for me to indicate that I had done similar research in the past and was 

interested in hearing more stories, even if I had only been in Ottawa for a few years. 

4.3 Go-alongs 

I participated in two go-alongs in which I accompanied individual workers for full 

10-hour shifts. These were not workers that I had interviewed, although, during the go-

alongs, I did have the opportunity to interact with some workers I had interviewed. The 

specific activity of a go-along is a distinct research method that involves embodied 

movement. The go-alongs I did were with one company that permitted me to accompany 

some of their workers on their regular shifts. One of these shifts was an afternoon shift, 

and one was an overnight. My intention was not to participate in the work itself, as I had 

neither the training nor the insurance to participate actively. The shifts were primarily 

mobile patrol work. I accompanied workers in cars and on foot when they got out of their 

cars to deal with situations. I had to get to work on time, be present for preparation 

activities and breaks and engaged in socializing, particularly at meals and coffee breaks 

that occurred over the shifts. One of the fortunate aspects of doing the go-alongs with 

these particular workers was that part of their job was to write up reports on portable 

computers installed in their vehicles. While they were doing this, I was able to write up 
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notes for my research. Both workers I spent the most time with seemed happy with this 

arrangement and did not ask any questions about my notes. 

The go-alongs involved various types of movement with workers both in outdoor 

spaces and in nine different buildings. This particular method is important because it 

accounts for how the research participants experience their environment through 

embodied mobility. George Rigakos introduces his book on a private security firm 

discussing a go-along that he did with a firm manager (2002, p. 3). However, he does not 

discuss the specific qualities of this research method. Margarethe Kusenbach (2003) 

writes about five specific themes which the go-along is particularly useful for exploring. 

These are environmental perception, spatial practices, biographies, social architecture and 

social realms. She also notes that the use of this method helps to bring a greater 

phenomenological sensibility to research. She notes that incorporating the idea of 

movement shifts conversations about space into discussions about place (2003, p. 455) 

and relates it to the phenomenological tradition of Alfred Schutz and Maurice Merleau-

Ponty. Sara Ahmed references the same writers in her discussion of phenomenology and 

orientation and connects with the idea of a narrative discussed above. In this workplace, 

my presence on these shifts was a subject of discussion among workers. Workers then 

talked about these discussions in later interviews. 

Kusenbach notes that moving with other participants in a research project helps 

the researcher see more of the context of the research (2003, p. 460). The go-alongs 

helped me understand some aspects of the work that may have been taken for granted 

during interviews and therefore not mentioned or that may have been experienced in 

other ways that were not amenable to verbal communication. Time, for instance, is a 
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significant factor in shift work. How I had to modify my schedule to work an overnight 

shift gave me an additional awareness of the difficulties inherent in this work and gave 

me an additional topic to discuss with many workers. It led to discussions about finding 

things to eat when working overnight shifts and arranging socializing with people who 

work during the day. My ability to incorporate this knowledge into my research was 

enhanced by my embodied experience of the work. 

Some of the most significant knowledge generated from the go-alongs had to do 

with spatial practices and environmental perception. These were topics frequently 

mentioned in interviews with many workers, but I saw differences between descriptions 

in interviews and experiences when I accompanied workers on patrol. This difference 

between experience and description makes sense in part because I asked about their 

everyday experiences and also about exceptional events. Their verbal description of their 

everyday experience was likely influenced by their ideas about how they should behave 

while working and not necessarily by how their actual work proceeded. One of the things 

that I noted during the go-alongs was that individual workers checked in with each other 

and discussed their reports before writing them to ensure their reporting conformed to 

their workplace and employer's structural demands. They did not simply try and write 

down everything they could think of but tailored their reports to match the language and 

expectations that came from their managers more closely. This knowledge enabled me to 

identify points of tension between how workers thought their job should be done and how 

they enacted it in the field. 

Likewise, their descriptions of the environments in which they worked were often 

not very comprehensive. The participants seldom provided the sort of thick descriptions 
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that I was trying to elicit in part because there were limited times in which to conduct the 

interviews. What they did provide were descriptions that were laden with their 

evaluations of what was important or significant. These descriptions could change 

depending on what task they were focused on accomplishing or what problems they were 

dealing with. It could also be different given different circumstances and perspectives of 

the same people at an event. Combining my recollections from the go-along with 

memories and perceptions from the workers helped provide a more profound and 

complex record of the environment in which they worked. 

The other significant aspect of doing go-alongs was that I could experience and 

record things that were significant to me because of my research orientation but perhaps 

not relevant to the workers on the job. Various aspects of gendered performance are a 

good example of this. My background and interests meant that I was sensitive to gender 

differently compared to most of the workers. Their assumptions about gender, 

particularly the reification of masculinity and femininity, were different from my 

presupposition that gender was socially constructed. They understood specific 

performances of gender differently from me because the basis of their understanding was 

different. When I asked them during interviews about gender at work, their responses 

were filtered through their gender lens. When I observed them at work, I was filtering 

their behaviour through my gender lens and getting a different picture of the same 

circumstances and actions. 

4.4 Participant observation 

Participant observation was my primary method during the initial phase of the 

research. To begin this project and step into the field of security work, I went through 
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applying for and receiving a private security guard license. The application for a security 

license is a form of basic training with which every security worker was familiar. I could 

begin any conversation with a reference to my training experience, and they could then 

assume that I understood certain terms and was familiar with the information that was 

part of the training process. This experience also helped me understand some of the 

challenges security workers have overcome to get a job in the industry. I found out about 

the costs, time, and knowledge required before anyone could even apply for a job in the 

private security industry.  

The process of acquiring a security guard license requires minimal face-to-face 

interaction. Having decided to acquire a private security guard license, I began on the 

internet, where most aspiring workers start. I searched the internet for various job listings 

and read through the government website that described the qualifications needed to work 

as a private security worker. The most important items to qualify for any private security 

job were a clean criminal record and a private security worker license. The current 

provincial government regulations require any potential worker to take a course from a 

certified private security instructor or school before they wrote the necessary test to get 

the license. 

The training to become a licensed security guard took place over the phone and 

email. The course itself was a type of distance education. In my specific training 

experience, I only spoke with a person at the beginning of the process, and all other 

communication was by email. All fees had to be paid in advance and included $150 for 

the online training, $66 for the government test, and $80 for the Ontario Ministry of 

Community Safety and Correctional Services license. I wrote two tests in the process. 
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One of them was supplied by the training company, and I emailed the responses to the 

company before I received a grade and the authorization to take the official government 

test for the license. I was required to take the multiple-choice test for the license at a 

Drive Test Centre in Ottawa. It was scheduled after regular business hours at the Centre.  

Taking the course and writing the test for the license required downloading and 

reading various documents from the government and private training companies. I 

collected training and license acquisition advertisements and noted how they tried to 

appeal to potential security workers. I also received a manual and various instructions and 

feedback as part of the training course I enrolled in. This material describes offered 

insights into what potential workers were told about the jobs and tasks in the industry. 

This included some information about the laws and regulations that governed work in the 

sector. These documents are written and presented to be understandable to potential 

workers in the industry. There is enough demand for training to support several training 

companies in Ottawa. This meant that there was some competition among these 

companies and the documents that I collected showed a rather crude attempt to appeal to 

potential trainees with low prices and quick turnaround. 

4.5 Orientation and phenomenology in methods 

This chapter reflects my position in the research and how I had certain advantages 

and privileges due to my gender, race, age and social position. My personal 

characteristics were a significant influence on access to the field and the ability to use 

particular methods. My theoretical approach demanded a high degree of reflexivity and 

awareness, and my methods needed to reflect this. Fortunately, phenomenology helped 

articulate this conundrum of thinking about the world while living in the world. 
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I regularly recorded observations in written form as soon as possible. Still, there 

were inevitable delays because participation in the research often made it difficult to take 

notes until a day later or more. I generally recorded interviews, but there are many 

components of the interview process that are important but non-verbal. I sometimes 

jotted down notes during interviews and wrote up more extensive observations after 

leaving the interview space. I also kept a research diary that included descriptions of my 

research experiences and my thoughts and feelings at various times. It is important to 

note that these thoughts and feelings could change over time. For instance, accompanying 

workers on an overnight shift meant physical consequences from disrupted sleep patterns 

that I only noticed a few days later and not at the time of the go-along or even directly 

afterwards. 

Living in the world is never experienced through a single lens, and perceptions 

are not consistent over time, even if they are based on the same events. My challenge was 

to record my research experiences in written words to record various perceptions I 

experienced in the field.  This aspect of my methods continues through the writing 

process, which is also a part of the research, leading to different ways of understanding 

the world of private security workers. In my methodological thinking, I was conscious of 

my orientation to the research, my ethical and political stance, and how different methods 

shape the questions and answers that I perceived. 

This work is necessarily reflexive and infused with my values and understandings. 

My background is from an immigrant, working-class family from England that left the 

post-war depression to move to the culturally familiar but wealthier land of British 

Columbia. I am the first person in my extended family to begin a PhD program and one 
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of a handful to complete a Master's degree. I am acutely aware of how this type of 

background limits potential job and career directions. My early experiences in post-

secondary school made it clear that I was not a good fit for that environment. I did better 

as a janitor, stagehand, mechanic, or screen-printer. As Willis (1977) made clear, class 

backgrounds limit even what a person can hope for. My ability to bring conscious 

awareness of these internalized limitations is an important part of my methodology 

because I could look for those usually unspoken and even unnoticed limits. 

My previous work experience also helped provide me with some context for this 

type of work. Specifically, it aided my awareness of gender and racialization issues in 

poorly paid jobs that attracted many immigrants and new workers. When I worked in the 

print industry, it was dominated by recent immigrants and young men. The specific niche 

in which I worked was predominantly white, but I worked with other print shops that 

specifically served some of Vancouver's many racialized communities. During my time 

in the industry, wages declined, and we had more racialized women employees. As the 

conditions of work got worse, increasing numbers of new immigrants were hired. What 

did not change was the power inequality between white, English-speaking male owners 

and diverse workers. Owners consistently enforced a sexist hierarchy (where it was a 

good idea to hire "little girls" to do low-paid work) and a racialized order where well-

educated immigrants were hired for low wages regardless of their skills. Gender, 

racialization and job history combine in many ways and the hierarchies that give these 

things value and hierarchical order are not always apparent or in line with each other.  

I began this particular research with two primary methodological ideas: The world 

is never totally or objectively knowable, and concepts such as gender are socially 
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constructed even when they appear or are treated as objective social facts. These ideas are 

part of the reason for using a phenomenological analysis. With no pre-ordained social 

reality to structure knowledge of the world, I must begin learning from ideas that already 

structure my knowledge. Further understanding happens through my embodied 

experience, including feelings within my body that are intrinsic to my perceptions. 

Therefore, what we understand as evidence reflects our experience rather than objective 

truth (Scott, 1991; Sherif, 2001). We cannot theorize a universal truth exists based on our 

experience because we are theorizing from specific standpoints embedded in 

relationships of power and perception. In practical terms, this means that we can perceive 

different feelings that are related but distinct and separate from each other. Merleau-

Ponty used the example of touching our left and right hands to each other. We perceive 

several different sensations separately, but we cannot perceive the sensations separately 

at the same time (1962, p. 106). Merleau-Ponty describes an ambiguous "double 

sensation" (1962, pp. 106-7) that does not distinguish sharply between subject and object. 

We live with our bodies every day, but we cannot fully perceive an action as simple as 

putting one hand on another. This inability to distinguish subject from object is an 

integral part of Merleau-Ponty's critique of empiricism and inductive methods. This 

consistently present deconstruction of objectivity means that I must find value in the 

research that does not simply come from finding a truth that can I classify as objective. 

While doing this project, my presence, orientation, and focus were significant 

components of the research and must be accounted for through reflexive practices. For 

instance, I focused my preliminary research questions on gender. I chose a definition and 

understanding of gender that led me to direct my research questions in particular ways 
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and move away from other significant aspects of the workplace. In particular, participants 

brought up various aspects of racialization, language and cultural differences, and these 

are reflected in the results but were not part of my initial inquiry. The purpose of a 

phenomenological method is not to analyze the world with a "presuppositionless 

philosophy" and discover an objective reality (Farber, 1940, pp. 44-64) but to understand 

the world from our place in that world. In addition, a queer phenomenology is grounded 

in feminist politics and is cautious of the "masculinity of knowledge" (Alcoff & Potter, 

1993, p. 10), which is often associated with a scientific orientation and which 

marginalizes less politically powerful people's experiences and understandings. This 

political engagement and refusal to claim objectivity as a goal means that ethnographic 

work is saturated with values and subjectivity in a way that is contrary to some scientific 

goals. As Lincoln (2009) points out, the 'scientific method' is seldom put into practice 

comprehensively, and it is itself "laced through with value judgments" (p. 4). These 

values are not just theorized intellectually. They are also held within bodies and social 

groups. 

There may be different ways in which meaning and perception are embodied, but 

the presence of the body and the physical world, in general, cannot be ignored. Emotions 

can be understood to exist between people as subjects and the objects of the emotions, but 

they do not exist independently of these subjects and objects. Emotions are not 

independent things that move from person to person but are built and shaped socially. 

Merleau-Ponty faced a similar challenge when he wanted to determine where perception 

came from. He decided that it neither emanated from a subject nor did it exist outside of a 

subject. Ahmed cites Merleau-Ponty as she describes how emotions are structural 
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elements of the social world. In particular, she notes that investigating objects is shaped 

by what those objects do for the researcher. This doing requires the presence of activity 

or action, and there is a necessary connection between actions and the spaces or 

structures in which they take place (Ahmed, 2006, p. 52). 

The emphasis on the embodied nature of experience helps tie different methods 

together. However, the different methods and resulting data seldom come together into a 

neat package of understanding. Life is messy and people often live with logical 

contradictions in their lives, ideas, and emotions. My intention is to explore how these 

workers understand their world and practice both agency and acquiescence. One of the 

results of this messiness is that different methods can point to contradictory 

understandings of the world. These contradictions can be as important as seamless logical 

arguments. 

All methods have something to offer, and they can be tied together with a 

phenomenological analysis. This research includes both the experiential methods of 

ethnography, research into the structural aspects of this experience, and reflexive 

practices that help understand how this amalgam of perception is collated. To investigate 

the ways private security, gender, and emotions are practiced, I observed and interacted 

with people on the job. To understand the structures in which they work, I had to do 

additional secondary research of documents and statistics. These included a wide variety 

of training materials for workers and managers in the security industry. It also included 

the regulations governing the industry and the laws that they typically referenced in their 

work.  Awareness of these structures is necessary to understand how gender and security 

work is structured in the workplace and is part of how the participants thought about their 
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work. Particular rules and regulations are emphasized in security work, and there are far 

fewer apparent rules and regulations about gender equity and emotions. 

Ethnography has been critiqued as un-generalizable or unable to provide insights 

from one project that is relevant to other situations (Snow et al., 2003). Some researchers 

have proposed a tendency to over-emphasize theory in qualitative research to compensate 

for this inability to quantify general principles from specific experiences. In other words, 

they claim there is a trade-off between theory and description (Besbris & Khan, 2017). A 

phenomenological approach points out that even quantitative understanding occurs 

through our bodies (including our brains). It is impossible to escape the contingent and 

specific nature of perception and knowledge-making. 

As a researcher, I have no access to an objective truth about evaluations and 

actions, so I can only ask about these things within a framework determined by beliefs 

and ethics. Bent Flyvbjerg refers to this as a form of phronetic research. He defines this 

sort of research as suited to looking at spaces where consideration, judgment and choice 

are at play (2001, p. 57). He further asserts that this type of research involves questions 

about where we are going, whether an action is desirable, and what should be done. Like 

feminist research, this type of inquiry is concerned with relationships where some people 

can win and some can lose. Relationships of power are significant influences in people's 

research experiences and take specific forms in the private security industry. There are 

possible ethical challenges that can stem from the many ways in which power moves in 

these different spaces. Reflexivity is an important part of successfully moving through 

these ethical challenges that were part of the research plan and took various forms during 

the research itself (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). 
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4.6 Analysis 

My analysis is thematic and interpretive. It is grounded in the experiences of my 

participants but also joined with my ideas and interpretations. Phenomenological 

methodology is a means to bridge the different meanings of these perspectives without 

undermining the research subjects' experience (Rubin, 1998). It is a way of identifying 

the "objective possibilities" in the subjective practices that is a particular strength of 

ethnography (Willis, 2000, pp. 24-5). Meanings are limited because they are created 

through human interactions with the world. Meaning is not just a result of possibilities 

inherent in the social structures or forms. Meaning is connected to doing and moving in 

the world in a way that is uniquely accessible to a phenomenological exploration. 

Discovering these objective possibilities takes time and iterative engagement with the 

field and the thoughts and analyses produced through engagement with the field. 

Merleau-Ponty points out that "our existence is too tightly held in the world to be able to 

know itself as such at the moment of its involvement, and that it requires the field of 

ideality to become acquainted with and to prevail over its facticity" (1962 p. xvi). This 

means that the field's presumed facts take time to loosen their grip and require distance 

from the moments of experience. The analytic methods I use were designed to create that 

distance and then have time to reassemble my perceptions into a new objectivity that was 

previously a possibility. This is a cycle of interpretation and making meaning aptly 

compared to the sensuous experience of breathing (Worley, 2019). It is often unnoticed 

but is a foundational method of experiencing and analyzing what we live through rather 

than just what we think (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. xviii).  
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I did open coding of fieldnotes, transcriptions, and my research diary during and 

after the fieldwork to discover initial themes. Based on my orientation and research 

questions, I decided which themes to emphasize and then modified them as the research 

progressed. I was initially working on a "thematic narrative" (Emerson et al., 2011, pp. 

201-6) focused on gender. As I did this, the topic of emotions repeatedly came up in the 

material I recorded. This led me to pay more attention to expressions of emotions and ask 

more pointed questions about what participants felt about their experiences during the 

research. It did not alter my methods but led me to modify the focus of these methods and 

look for additional sociological writing that helped me theorize how emotions work and 

how I could further investigate them. 

Nvivo software was useful as a large but portable digital filing cabinet that could 

hold text, photos, and audio recordings alongside my notes. That software also provided 

the ability to search across multiple files for specific words and phrases. I ended up with 

hundreds of pages of text, and that search function helped me find specific mentions of 

gender, for instance, quickly and thoroughly. However, the various analytic options 

available through this software did not match the questions I asked of the data I had 

gathered. It could provide me with some specific guides to words or phrases, but I ended 

up using coloured pens and markers to sort out concepts and connections that were not 

programmed into that software's analytic functions. 

I looked for various expressions, perceptions, and cues that had to do with 

embodied differences that may have been gendered. It was not always obvious when 

someone was telling a story about how gender was at play. I often had to follow up with 

further questions or conversations before fully understanding the role of gender in a 
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specific narrative. Many participants did not overtly discuss gender differences, and there 

was nothing in the training materials about gender. In academic research, many articles 

and books have been written about security work with little mention of gender except as 

part of a list of demographic details or unexplained workplace characteristics. An 

example of this is Selling Security (Wakefield, 2003), a detailed look at security workers 

in malls. Wakefield notes that some workplaces had no women in them and other 

workplaces had a maximum of 20% women. She expressed concern that her own gender 

identity limited her access to information in a predominantly male environment. When I 

brought up gender differences in the workplace, workers and managers told me there 

were few problems with being a woman in the security industry. However, I could see 

there were issues or examples of gendered differences in the work. I also had my notes 

about body language and tone combined with the transcriptions of interviews, which 

recorded some distinctly gendered behaviours. After the interviews, these notes often 

added a different dimension to the recorded words. 

The different ways I engaged with a small number of participants enabled me to 

use numerous perspectives on specific social relationships in my analysis. Interviews 

with groups of workers and the go-alongs also offered opportunities to observe and 

participate in social situations involving multiple workers, civilians, and perpetrators. 

This was particularly useful in following discussions among groups of workers and how 

they would check in with each other about their practices and perceptions. My written 

records of these experiences were shaped by my perceptions, presence and orientation 

towards a particular combination of topics. I did not have permission to record during the 

go-alongs. Still, my notes provided a record of events and conversations, and I also had 
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the opportunity to record interviews with some of the people who were present when I 

was doing the go-alongs. For instance, a transcription included an explicit statement that 

there was no problem with working with women. Still, I took notes that this conversation 

was accompanied by body language that indicates a certain discomfort with the 

conversation topic at the time. The environment and the context (including timing) 

affected the meaning of what workers described or what I observed them doing. I made 

every effort to record the complexity of these interactions while also processing the 

information to contribute to a cohesive understanding of the social relationships that I 

was observing and in which I was participating. 

Finally, having analyzed numerous themes, I had to select a few and discard many 

to create a focused narrative. Creating this narrative meant choosing from possible 

meanings and seeing how these interacted in social relationships. Some meanings were 

reflected in silences in the research. I allowed considerable latitude for participants not to 

answer some of my questions in my interviews and interactions. I noted that there were 

occasional refusals to speak on specific topics. Silence itself is a form of engagement and 

has meaning (Parpart & Parashar, 2019). Narrative is not just a constant flow of meaning 

but is slices of discourse set apart from each other by discursive moments. I included 

these pauses and the resultant tempo as a significant part of the knowledge produced in 

my analysis. 

4.7 Conclusions 

I began this chapter with a description of the private security workers who 

volunteered to participate in this project with little or no compensation. I outlined the 

variety of participants and gave them all pseudonyms to preserve their anonymity while 
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also giving a sense of the backgrounds and work experiences behind the stories and 

quotes I use. I then detailed the different methods that I use and discussed each in turn. 

Interviews were the most common method, but the information I heard through these 

interviews sometimes overlapped with what I heard and saw in the go-alongs and 

participant observation. My own background and assumptions are then discussed because 

they influenced both how I participated in the different methods of the research and how I 

analyzed the resulting stories and quotes. This chapter covers both the mechanics of my 

methods and how my theoretical understanding delineated in Chapter 3 shaped the 

methods and analysis. In particular, each method can reveal the perceptions and 

understandings of the workers and contribute to a phenomenological account of the social 

construction of how gender and emotions operate in the industry. The stories and 

knowledge that the participants shared with me build on the more general information 

about the work in the first two chapters. They help provide answers to my research 

questions about why people enter this field, why they choose to stay or go, and, in 

particular, why most who choose to remain are men.  
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Chapter 5:  Becoming a private security worker  

In this chapter, I examine how individual workers gain entry into the private 

security industry. The licensing regime creates obstacles for potential workers but gives 

them a structured means of access to the work and the qualification and confidence to 

look for work in the field. A license can be acquired in a less than a month and cost less 

than $300 and it is the primary requirement to get any job in the industry. There is no 

guarantee of a good job, but some work is readily available even if it is poor work. The 

license training and test help potential workers align themselves with the prevalent doxa 

of the field - the unspoken or unconscious set of understandings and assumptions that 

underlie the practices in the specific field of private security work. 

As noted in Chapter 2, the provincial level of government regulates licensing and 

hiring in this industry in Canada, and private companies are responsible for any 

additional skills or qualifications they require of their workers. There is a two-stage 

process to get a job as a security worker. Licensing is the first stage and ensures that 

people who apply for security guard jobs have no criminal records and have the skills and 

resources to navigate the licensing process. Mandated by the provincial government in 

Ontario, this process is ostensibly in place to ensure a minimum level of knowledge and 

training for all private security workers. As I discovered through participation and 

observation while obtaining a private security license for myself,  the licensing processes 

in Ontario provide a brief education about rules and regulations, mandatory testing, 

identification checks, and licensing. The prospective worker must spend their own money 

and time without any guarantee of employment although online information about the 

industry frequently cited the constant need for workers. Licensing may be a worker's first 
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introduction to the field's rules, and they will have the opportunity to learn more after 

they start work and while they are being paid.  

The second stage is to apply for work with a specific company and fulfill any 

requirements that company may have in addition to the licensing. Even though many 

workers and scholars described security work as an easy field to get into, the licensing 

process may have been difficult for some. It required applicants to provide relatively 

extensive information and have writing skills, and access and knowledge of computer on-

line communication methods, important to both licensing and everyday private security 

work.  Specific requirements can vary considerably depending on the employer's needs 

and are solely the jurisdiction of each company. Each employer is also responsible for 

any training the worker may receive beyond the initial licensing process. Inquiries about 

hiring and training were a part of every interview and supplied me with many different 

stories from numerous companies. Asking about these first two stages of licensing and 

applying for jobs helped answer my research questions about how and why workers get 

into this field.  

I also asked about the possible opportunities for advancement and how these 

career paths operate from the workers' perspectives. Some of the participants spoke about 

not seeing any possibility of moving to full-time work in the field, and viewed security 

careers as very limited. These limitations were not necessarily problems for all workers 

particularly those who were retired from other careers or viewed security work as a 

temporary form of light work that gave them some time to think about other career moves. 

Among those who did stay in security jobs, the five women I spoke with discussed 

gender-specific challenges that help explain the continued dominance of men in the field. 
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Among the men, there was some discussion of the accessibility of jobs for those who 

came from lower class backgrounds or who were racialized or recent immigrants. There 

was a great deal of racial diversity among the men and I was told that there were some 

small areas of the industry that were dominated by racialized women. The participants 

who had quit the industry were all men and all had moved on to some sort of post-

secondary education.    

5.1 Provincial Testing and Licensing 

In Ontario, acquiring a private security license requires paying an authorized 

company to provide the training and then paying for a test administered by the provincial 

government. If an applicant passes the test, a further payment is then required to get the 

license. The total cost to take the Ontario test in 2019 varied depending on the training 

provider, with the lowest price found in my search being $280. Added to this cost is the 

time required to complete the course, which takes approximately 40 hours. My preference 

as an ethnographer was to find an in-person class, but companies only offered in-person 

training for specific aspects of security work such as weapons training or for people for 

whom English was a second language. The cheapest offer for the license training portion 

of the process was $125 ("NO TAX," as the poster exclaimed). The cost difference was 

surprisingly small between this online course and the training provided by a security 

company that had a physical location and appeared to offer more in-person support. I 

registered online with the company that had some optional in-person training, which cost 

$149 plus applicable taxes.  

I began by searching online for a local training company with a physical address, 

an online presence, and additional training and support beyond qualifying for the security 
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guard test. I was interested in attending actual classes to observe and interact with other 

trainees. I phoned a company that fulfilled these requirements and had a brief 

conversation with a person who sounded male. His conversational style was unhurried, 

and he took the time to help me understand the available training. He explained that most 

people did the course exclusively online because it was easier and could be done at any 

hour of the day or night. He explained it was possible to do it while working at another 

job or taking classes. I asked about in-person training, and he said it was primarily 

designed for people whose first language was not English so he did not recommend it for 

me. He explained that it was easier to help people who spoke English as a second 

language complete the government test in person, but everyone else used the online 

options. He discouraged me from asking further about in-person possibilities, although he 

did mention additional training such as use of force was available in-person once I had 

employment. When I asked more about other courses, he told me that firearms training 

was available for a separate fee of $260 and additional incidental costs. This firearms 

training was offered by that company roughly once per month in Ottawa. 

He also noted that it was essential that I had access to a personal desktop 

computer since I could not properly access the training on a cell phone. The need for a 

desktop or laptop computer is also a potential cost of access that was not obvious when I 

first started estimating the time and cost of acquiring the license. This cost may not be 

exceptionally high in large Canadian cities where free access to computers is often 

available at libraries, but this is becoming more difficult even in a wealthy city like 

Ottawa. It is also becoming more common to use phones instead of desktop computers 

(Ling & Horst, 2011), making the process more difficult for some. Despite the 
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government mandate for training that takes more than 40 hours, the man I conversed with 

explained, “many guys finish it in a couple of days.” He emphasized that there were no 

penalties for reading the training material as quickly as possible as long as I did well on 

the provincial government's test. 

The manual that I received for my training contained a great deal of information 

that was a helpful guide to writing the provincial test and provided a template for how 

private security workers conduct themselves. It was divided into 11 chapters, including 

writing reports, health and safety procedures, sensitivity training, use of force, and 

several sections about the laws pertaining to security work. However, the test is multiple-

choice and does not necessarily reflect actual situations that a worker may encounter on 

the job. Instead, it tests the ability to answer a series of multiple-choice questions that 

cover a broad range of situations that may or may not apply to any specific job that 

requires the license. When I wrote the test, I found that several questions could be 

quickly answered by excluding responses that did not seem to respond to the question. 

The licensing process included requirements for identification that are far more 

onerous than having a Social Insurance Number, which in Canada is generally required 

for employment. For instance, the license application required a guarantor willing to sign 

a form confirming that they have seen two original documents to confirm identities, such 

as a driver's license or passport. To communicate and provide various documents, both 

the training agency and the government required applicants to access scanners or fax 

machines and have a degree of proficiency with online work that some people may find 

challenging. 
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This procedure of reading a manual and writing a multiple-choice test is 

straightforward for graduates of an English Canadian secondary school but could be 

challenging for others. The whole process can take many weeks including time spent 

waiting for authorization and testing availability. The length of time could be shortened 

by promptly doing the work and following up with the training company. Acquiring a 

license also required the ability to use a computer, proficiency in writing multiple-choice 

tests, and money to pay for the manual and the testing fee. For those without this set of 

skills and resources and some assertiveness to push for results, getting a license could be 

challenging. The training company indicated that once I had passed their test, they would 

provide the necessary support to get the license. However, they were not as helpful as 

they claimed. I had to send them a reminder email after initially getting no response from 

the company about my authorization to write the provincial test. The entire process was 

delayed because of the company's slow responses rather than from the government 

bureaucracy. 

Scheduling and writing the test was straightforward, although having a car was 

helpful because the test was held after hours at a Driver Testing Centre, so transit was 

intermittent. When I wrote the licensing test, I noticed many racialized people writing the 

test with me, and the room was predominantly male. About 25% of the people writing the 

test appeared to be women, which matches the proportion of private security workers 

reported in data from Statistics Canada in 2006 (Li, 2008). These observations 

corroborate what some workers and my research told me about a high degree of racial 

diversity in the workforce and men's predominance in the industry. 
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The Ontario Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services website 

notes that a correctly completed application may take 90 calendar days. However, I found 

it took only three days for approval, and I could then download a temporary license from 

their website. I received the physical license in the mail just over a week after that. 

5.2 Worker Perspectives on Licensing 

The workers I spoke to seemed to respect and accept the licensing process even if 

they described it as a poor learning tool. They told me it ensured that everyone who 

worked in the industry knew the job's legal limitations or possible liabilities. Munir, who 

had recently become a full-time security worker, recounted the licensing process as "just 

theory and ideas of how certain things should be enacted and stuff like that. But it doesn't 

train you for the job. It's just a way to say you're certified." When I asked if it provided 

any specific level of competence for the job, he replied,  

To be honest? It doesn't. The only thing it does is give you guidelines to know 

what your so-called abilities are in this job. I can't go off the property and 

randomly talk to some guy. The license is just a [way to inform workers] this is 

what you're capable [of].  

Munir had started part-time security work at the same time as the Ontario government set 

up the current requirements, so he also had experience with the old system. He said the 

"the main reason they came up with this [new licensing system was] because of 

[instances of] excessive force," and the licensing system helped ensure all security 

workers knew the legal limits of their work. A description of a security worker's legal 

powers to enforce rules or laws is expressly included in the training, and questions about 

this were included in the required test. 
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Licensing requirements initially focused on contract workers rather than in-house 

because they had less time to learn on the job. As the current licensing regime was 

developed, the government tried to include a training component. A veteran worker 

recalled some training available before licensing was mandated, both through private 

companies and public colleges, and the standard length for this training was forty hours. 

Veteran workers were exempt from the new training requirements but still had to write a 

test and get a new license. Rob described the transition period: 

So, at first, they were saying, everybody who wants to get a license is 

going to have to take a forty-hour course. So, of course, I wrote quickly 

and said to the ministry and everybody I could send to, saying, excuse me, 

but if I've got nineteen years' experience, and there's a written test, why 

can't I just write the test first? And then we'll decide whether or not [this 

worker] needs any more training. The outcome was that, yes, anybody 

who had a security guard license in the past or currently had a good 

security guard license could write the test and just be grandfathered that 

way and wouldn't have to take the course. However, everyone had to take 

a test. So it's funny because when I went to take the test, I started running 

into guys I knew from Pinkerton [security company] and places like that. 

And they were studying a book and I'm sitting there, and they're like, what 

are you doing? I said, after this many years of working in security, if I'm 

gonna have a problem with that test, I probably should get another job, to 

be honest. Anyway, I zipped through the test [with all the other security 

guards], and now we're all licensed. 
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This shift in licensing requirements was a significant change in how workers in the 

industry were regulated. The government now mandated the vetting of individual workers 

and collected fees from the workers for this processing. This new licensing did not alter 

the qualifications for getting a job, but it did shift some costs and responsibilities for 

compliance to the workers. Currently, this includes the requirement to renew the license 

every two years (Ontario Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2021). 

Experienced workers described the introduction of a licensing regime as a 

significant way to improve the industry. They spoke of a concurrent professionalization 

that was good both for the industry and their jobs in particular. They did not recall that 

licensing changed much about how they did their work, but it did require them to identify 

themselves if asked and carry their license when they were at work. Rob had about thirty 

years of experience working for many different companies. He had worked when licenses 

were required only for contract security workers and not for in-house security workers, 

which is a job distinction that continues to be important in the industry but is no longer 

relevant to the licensing process. The difference was based on whether the company was 

directly hiring someone or contracting another company to provide services often for 

specific periods. A typical instance of the latter type would be access or parking control 

at a concert or festival. He described this distinction as a significant problem in ensuring 

that security workers were properly trained. "Private [contract] security companies don't 

train people. They don't have the money, time, or resources. Their job is to put a warm 

body at a desk watching the building." 

Rob also stated that the benefits of the "book learning", such as found in the 

license training and classes at college, were overstated. He asserted that all that was really 
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needed to do the job well was "common sense." He seemed quite proud of the fact that 

when he last wrote the test, he simply skipped questions that he felt were irrelevant but 

still easily attained a passing mark. He described the licensing process as too generalized 

across different work situations to be practically useful. He asserted that a little common 

sense and guessing would get most people through the test. He thought a multiple-choice 

test was too quick and easy. “Most of the time, it was, truth be told, multiple questions, 

ching, ching, ching,” he motioned casually, making check marks in front of him. This 

description may have been a way of indirectly bragging about his accumulated 

knowledge and experience. It also indicated that if someone could not get through such a 

"basic" test, it was probably best they be excluded from working in the industry. He 

spoke about the test as a valid gate-keeping device, but he saw little educational value in 

it. 

Despite Rob's belittling of the license testing, most workers I spoke with accepted 

it as an appropriate hurdle and a useful part of their entry into the field. They spoke of it 

as an accomplishment of which they could be proud. It gave them a common experience 

and language that they shared with all other security workers and a validation of their 

readiness to do the work. Participants frequently used language that seemed to be taken 

directly out of a license training manual. For instance, Section 494 of the Criminal Code 

of Canada was mentioned by many workers because it is what gives a security worker 

the power to arrest and detain a person without a court warrant and features prominently 

in the license training and test. I also heard the language of 'reasonable grounds' (defined 

in this law) used when I accompanied some workers who detained a man outside the 

housing unit they were patrolling. The training for the license test varied slightly 
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depending on the company, but it is generally standardized to fit the test, which is set by 

the Ministry of the Solicitor General (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2021) and is the 

same for all applicants. 

Rob's opinion that working in the private security industry only required common 

sense was based on his own position as a white male with extensive experience in the 

industry. He did not reflect at all how this process could inform potential workers of 

some of the basic information they needed when they started on the job, as well as give 

them a short-term goal that would qualify them for work in the industry. He had begun 

work as a security guard before licenses were required, and had learned to navigate and 

progress through the industry because he fit in well with other security guards in 

appearance, attitude and a shared habitus. He spoke about the knowledge he accumulated 

about job practices as coming from experience and common sense but he also spoke 

about personal relationships that were built through shared practices of socialization such 

as barbequing, drinking and other forms of socializing. In a number of stories, he spoke 

about how he used his personal connections with others in the industry to further his 

career. "I get a call one day saying we want you to be a manager. I mean, Steve knows 

you; everybody knows you. Dot, dot, dot," he said as he motioned his hands to indicate 

how these social connections move from one person to another. For new workers without 

these social connections, passing the test and getting a license was evidence that they 

were qualified to work in the industry. They still had the challenge of finding a 

reasonable job, but they could not be dismissed from applying for a job because they 

were not plugged into the "old boys' network." This networking is a significant advantage 

and could give potential new workers a degree of confidence as they began to look for a 



 116 

job. For women and people of colour who are not part of this network, they would be at a 

disadvantage in the search for full-time, consistent or well-paid work. Women and 

racialized workers were more likely to speak about how their identities and life 

experiences could be helpful in dealing with diverse people in the communities where 

they worked. They spoke at about how their backgrounds and appearances could be 

helpful in relating to many different people, particularly those who were not white males. 

5.3 Licensing and job preparation 

The licensing process requires applicants to have writing skills and access and 

knowledge of computer online communication methods, important to both licensing but 

also everyday private security work. Writing reports is a skill potential security workers 

are presumed to already possess. Much of the work I observed in this course of my 

research and that participants spoke about involved computer expertise and a great deal 

of report writing done on computers. Randall, who left the industry to go back to school, 

stressed that his ability to write well was perhaps the primary measure of how well he did 

his job and also the main reason that his bosses didn't notice other poor work habits. 

"They thought I was always doing a good job because at the end of the day, the forty-five 

minutes before I woke up, I wrote this fucking false report about what I did. And they 

would say things like; we would love to see more work from you like that; you're doing a 

great job." Components of this ability to write reports were an intrinsic part of getting 

work in the security industry. However, I did not hear about this requirement overtly in 

the screening process. The licensing material I reviewed only referred to the need to carry 

a notepad and a pen to make handwritten notes. 
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The licensing requirements also helped potential workers understand the many 

different tasks they may be required to do on the job and where they fit in the overall 

security hierarchy, particularly in relation to the police. Experienced workers could 

appreciate the minimal training that the licensing provided without challenging the 

existing hierarchy. Experience and knowledge specific to the industry move people up 

this hierarchy. The fact that I had taken the test myself and had a license helped gain the 

attention of many workers with whom I spoke. At the beginning of one group interview 

with three workers, I talked a little bit about the research process and mentioned that I 

had taken a course to get my license. Richard, who had several years of work experience 

and some college training, promptly demanded that I show him my license and stated that 

he had the right to do this like any member of the public. I pulled out my license and held 

it up to him with my photo visible. He then noted that I only had to show the front of the 

card to anyone who asked and that I should “never hand it over to anyone.” Possession of 

the license without any work experience put me at the bottom of the workplace hierarchy 

and complicated my positionality in a helpful way. Being at the bottom of the work 

hierarchy meant that I was not a threat and was deserving of some care and attention in 

the same way they might treat a new hire. This positionality was also useful to practice 

for when I did go-alongs. Intruding on their work shift displayed my unique position as a 

researcher with specific permissions from senior managers. I was also a beginner who 

may need to be told some obvious things about the job and could not threaten their 

position or status in the workplace.  

Additional qualifications such as college diplomas may help a worker find a job 

but are not required for many security jobs. Some companies look for minimal 
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educational achievements and classroom training from a college or provided by a 

previous employer. This can include specific training for the use of force, first aid, and 

experience in the Police Foundations courses available at some colleges and universities. 

Several companies in the Ottawa area offer additional training to become a special 

constable in coordination with the Police Services Board. This training is where the 

private security industry and police services overlap, and some companies are proud of 

the ease with which their employees can enter a career in various police forces. However, 

not everyone valued this overlap as some people had left police work for jobs in private 

security. Private security does not offer the status and high wages of public policing. Still, 

the lighter expectations were a good trade-off for some private security workers and 

made a lousy job more tolerable or worthwhile. 

Workers commented that the current licensing regime for private security workers 

is also a way of shifting some of the responsibility for complying with industry 

regulations from the managers to the workers. It moves the costs of training and 

regulatory compliance from private companies to the government, which 'recovers' those 

costs from the workers. Except in exceptionally well-funded and well-managed 

workplaces, many workers described their self-funded training as the only training they 

ever received. A consequence of this system is that the lowest-paid workers had to 

contribute the most to their own training and regulation. Their responsibility to get 

training did not mean they were treated by employers as having expertise or given any 

special powers to make decisions. However, the personal acquisition of a license made it 

easier for individuals workers to move between jobs because they retain their licenses. 

Randall worked in security for several years and in different cities for various companies. 
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He relocated for personal reasons not connected to his security work and found that he 

could easily pick up security work wherever he went. The jobs he got were often not very 

good, but they paid the bills, and that was all he needed at the time.  

5.4 Getting a job 

The majority of the research participants entered the industry under the 

requirement to get a security guard license. Six of the participants had also enrolled in a 

police foundations college program or some other police training before starting security 

work. Seven said they had no prior experience in the security field and heard that work 

was easy to get once they acquired a license. A few of the workers had started in the 

private security industry many years previously and did not precisely recall how they got 

into the business. One of the participants had retired from his former career before 

starting work in private security. He was told by other workers that there were decent 

jobs available for someone like him who was "semi-retired." 

Men who identified as white specifically described that one of the appeals of 

private security jobs is that it was relatively easy to get work.  Many participants who 

presented as white and male talked about how simple it had been to get hired into the 

security industry. They told me stories about being an applicant, walking in for a 

preliminary interview and walking out with a job. For example, Randall, who moved 

around a lot while working in the industry, narrated his first interview as follows: 

[The interviewer asked,] 'Hey, how are you? What's your background?' 

[Randall replied,] 'Well, I go to school. I do criminology. I'm interested in 

studying policing.' 
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He [said], 'Ok, yeah, you do well in school. Well, I just wanted to see what kind 

of guy you are, but you know what, we'll start you off, we'll start you here. Can 

you start this week?' 

[Randall concluded his narration:] It was less than five minutes, and I became 

their staff member.  

He noted that specific physical and racial characteristics gave him a clear advantage. 

“Basically, they're like, you speak English, you're tall, you're white, do you want a job?” 

Rick, who is now a special constable, remembers getting one of his first security jobs as a 

bouncer: 

I just went in. I asked [a bouncer], 'Hi, do you work here?' He brought me to the 

manager [who] talked to me very informally for maybe ten minutes and said, 

'When do you want to start?' I've always been a bigger person in stature and size. I 

think that probably played into it. If I walked in and I was five-feet-nothing, 

maybe I wouldn't have got a job. But being a bigger person in that setting [helped, 

and] it was kind of an old school manager, so it wasn't much of an interview. I 

mean, how big are you, and can you throw people out?” 

Managers I spoke with confirmed that this was a common way of evaluating potential 

workers, although not universal across the industry. Getting work could be a simple and 

easy process for people who had the right appearance and spoke the right language. The 

physical attributes of a specific type of masculinity privileged in the industry qualified 

workers for many jobs, particularly in places like nightclubs or for sports events. 

An enthusiastic attitude towards enforcement was another factor that showed 

someone was suitable for employment as a security worker. For example, Luke was 
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doing retail sales work in a large store and was subsequently hired to do security work 

because of his enthusiastic assistance in chasing down a shoplifter.  

They asked me if I wouldn't mind [assisting] overnight security. I wouldn't be 

expected to do anything. They [already] had a professional security guard on the 

main floor. So, on the second floor, I would just be wearing a jacket that said 

security with a tie, and I was just meant as deterrence to show people that we do 

have security here. [However,] a guy was stealing a vacuum. When the officer ran 

after him, the guy dropped the vacuum and started running, and I didn't quite 

know how this [job was supposed to work]. [The professional security guard] was 

just happy to get the merchandise back, but I started booking [chasing] after the 

guy. I'm like, 'he's not getting away!' But he did [get away], and the security 

officer called me back, and he gave me a nickname for a while. They thought it 

funny that I took off after the guy. 

Luke was subsequently encouraged into the field of security work by his manager, who 

expressed admiration for his enthusiastic protection of his employer's property and 

willingness to physically engage with a shoplifter. He recalled that he liked the 

excitement of the work and also felt valued by his direct manager, so he switched from 

sales to security. 

Those who were not tall, white, well-spoken men did not have the same stories of 

being quickly hired with little or no previous training or experience. None of the women I 

spoke with experienced the sort of on-the-spot job offers described above. Sabina, who 

had experience in both private security and policing, described how she got her current 

job through a friend: “She was a supervisor with the division. She asked me cause she 
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knew the dilemma that I was in, I was looking to get out, but I said I wasn't going to 

leave [my current situation] unless I had a job. So, she said, why don't you come on as 

my assistant supervisor?” Jermaine, a racialized worker, noted that his experience of 

living in a low-income community patrolled by private security was a significant factor in 

getting a job patrolling similar communities. He said that part of the reason he was hired 

was to further enhance the positive image of security workers in that community by 

showing that not all security workers were community outsiders. The company where he 

was hired was integrated into a community support network that made community 

connections particularly important in their work. However, most of the security workers 

were white men.  

Despite the easier time getting work for a specific type of white and masculine-

presenting worker, many participants reported a great deal of racial and ethnic diversity 

within their workplaces. "This job has a ton of different personalities; different cultures," 

said Rob about the many different companies he had worked for in Ottawa. Sylvan noted 

that "we have guys who speak Polish, Creole, Arabic, Somali, and Spanish. We've got all 

sorts." The multi-lingual workers I interviewed were often first-generation immigrants 

who entered the field of security work partly because of the disadvantages they faced in 

an inequitable labour market (Block & Galabuzi, 2018). There were clear opportunities 

for many different people to enter the field, particularly in security’s lower-paid job 

categories. I observed that men were dominant within leadership roles and management 

in the industry. Some workplaces were still exclusively male ("old school" as Laurel and 

others described) and predominantly white. Most workers and managers described 

diversity in both gender and racialization as a positive characteristic of the workforce by 
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both workers and managers, but this was not necessarily reflected in the ability of 

marginalized groups or individuals to move upwards in the hierarchy. 

At the top of the private security hierarchy, the managers I spoke with held their 

positions only after working in the security field for many years. Many of them expressed 

the desire to increase diversity in the industry but noted pockets of male dominance 

resistant to racial or gender diversity. A few women in managerial roles were quite open 

that they had difficulties with some industry groups (the "old boys") because they were 

women. Heather, who worked her way up to manager after many years in the 

transportation security field, categorically stated that in two decades of working for 

private security firms, "there's never a woman on any of those management teams. 

They'll let some poor woman be a ten dollar an hour security guard but the head of a team? 

Never. Never."  

Laurel had previous experience as a security manager and was starting a new 

managerial job when I interviewed her. She described how the company switched from a 

strict enforcement model to a more collaborative and community-engaged model of 

providing security. She noted a need for more women because they tended to have a 

different approach to security work that fit better into the new model. "They've hired four 

females, and they're all more successful than their counterparts, the older staff." This shift 

from enforcement could threaten the jobs of some people who favoured the enforcement 

of rules. The gendered understanding of security linked masculinity with enforcement 

and femininity with community engagement. This linkage encouraged enforcement 

practices in workplaces dominated by men. 
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5.5 On-the-job training 

Workers and managers I spoke with agreed that the most valuable training 

happened after someone started working in security. The licensing process ensured a 

basic knowledge of the rules around security work, identified private security workers 

and filtered out prospective workers who did not have the skills or resources to get a 

license. On-the-job training - both formal and informal exchanges of tacit knowledge - 

shaped private security workers. A shared experience of entry into the field created a 

commonality of experience for workers who often work apart from co-workers and 

managers in many different places, and perhaps even for different companies. This 

licensing experience also established a common language and understanding baseline, 

even if it was minimal and not always applicable to their specific workplace.  

The level of training varied considerably between companies. Workers in larger 

organizations described an initial intensive training period that lasted one to two weeks of 

working closely with a more senior worker. After that, there were only occasional 

focused training efforts or no further training at all. Workers in smaller organizations said 

they received a few hours of orientation at most and some reported only having the time 

to fill in a few forms and then being sent to a job site without any training. Workers 

described how companies that provided security personnel for short-term, temporary, 

and/or often onetime event contracts did very little to prepare workers for their work.  

As an intermediate manager described it, companies count on private security 

worker employees to know and understand a shared common knowledge of industry 

practices (doxa) to do their jobs. Not everyone was aware of this doxa when they became 
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security workers, but their embodied participation in the practices on the job helps them 

acquire this shared knowledge. Developing what veteran workers and managers called 

"common sense" comes from practice and repetitive interactions with other workers. It is 

the development of understanding and even instincts for evaluating and dealing with 

different circumstances and ways that are acceptable to their co-workers. 

Acquiring this knowledge is not always easy. Russell, who had retired from 

another career, described an incident that did not go well when he started as a guard at a 

large office building.  

There was a fire, and we hadn't been given any fire training although we had 

talked about it. When the fire alarm sounded, a bunch of people came downstairs, 

and we had no idea what to do. We tell [them to] call 911 [but] we didn't know 

what else to tell the residents. We didn't know where the PA system was. This 

was my second week on the job, so, of course, I didn't know fuck all. 

Maintenance guys were always [thinking that] the security guys are usually just 

hanging out, new, useless in their eyes. So they're just letting us have it. Just 

yelling and screaming at us. It quickly became apparent to the head office 

afterwards that they had to train the [security] guys. They recognize the problem. 

And the second time that we had to call 911 was much better handled. Not 

because of what they told me but because of what I know of common sense now.  

Russell attributed his inability to handle this incident to his lack of common sense that he 

had not had time to develop in his new workplace. The phrase "common sense" contains 

some contradictory meanings here. It is a sense that is common only for security workers 

and not a common sense that they would expect of people not in the security field. If all 
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that was needed to deal with an emergency was a common sense that most people carried, 

there would be no need for security specialists. Instead, Russell was referring to a 

specialized common sense that should be possessed by security workers and enable them 

to act quickly or instinctively in emergencies.  

Workers had experienced various methods of on-the-job training. Not all of these 

methods were a part of each worker's experience. The most often mentioned was for a 

trainee to be paired up with an experienced worker and spend anywhere from a few hours 

to several days working with them. Some participants also described attending focused 

training, provided by the employer, on specific skills such as CPR, use of force, or 

weapons use. This additional training took place during paid work hours at the worksite 

or company headquarters when they were not patrolling or otherwise providing security 

services. Expert trainers were sometimes brought in to provide this training. Other 

training involved assigned readings, although I did not hear of any attempt to test whether 

workers had successfully absorbed any of the information they were reading. Following 

the initial multiple-choice test required by the government, nobody mentioned the need to 

write further tests.  

Scenario training was described as one of the most effective training options, 

although it takes a great deal of time and resources from the company. When Scenario 

training was available, workers told me that they appreciated acting out and practicing 

scenarios with other workers before encountering difficult situations on the job. Scenario 

training could take many different forms, from talking about various possible actions in 

meetings to large and elaborate recreations that involved multiple people and perhaps 

multiple agencies or organizations. Several workers recognized the value of scenario 
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training but also had some problems with it. Sabina found scenario training to be 

uncomfortable even though she had years of experience: “I hate scenario training [but] I 

agree with it. I just don’t like to be watched by my peers”. Rob found scenario-based 

training to be too personally critical: “For you to pick apart how I’ve done it, unless you 

have something good and new to me, you’re just taking me apart.” Rob gave a detailed 

description of some scenario-based training that he had been involved in. His memory 

and report of a training incident were so exact and easily remembered that the incident 

seemed to have been effective as a training tool, despite his stated dislike of the training 

method. 

Workers described scenario training as beneficial because it involved repetitive 

embodied practices. They recognized that part of the value was in the repetition, but this 

also made it seem redundant for people with extensive industry experience. Rob 

specifically noted that “it’s good training for newer people.” There was sometimes a 

tension between recognizing the need for repetitive training and finding the exercise 

boring. This type of interactive training could also be a space where other stresses and 

power imbalances could manifest. For instance, Sabina described scenario-based training 

when she was new and said it was a negative experience. The feedback was very negative 

and included "[getting] yelled at for things that you have nothing to do with." On the 

other hand, in her current job, she found that management encouraged more positive 

feedback among the workers, and this made the training much more tolerable and useful. 

Scenario training appeared to be one of the most effective training methods for 

private security workers. Still, many of the workers I spoke with had never experienced 

this type of training. It was an expensive training approach because it takes workers off 
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the job for periods of time, may require hiring outside facilitators, and takes significant 

planning and orchestration. Companies generally only profit from the amount of time that 

workers spend on job sites. Therefore, any time spent training workers decreases the 

profitability of the company. 

Most participants told me that the primary source of information about doing their 

jobs was guidance and tips gained from talking with other workers. But some workers did 

not even receive this type of training because they were put into the field by themselves. 

They sometimes received guidance from a manager if they encountered problems, but 

even this minimal aid was not available for some workers. At many companies, any 

training organized by the company was exceptional, and most workers spoke about 

receiving lessons and knowledge through informal conversation and working with other 

security personnel. 

5.6  Private Security as a Dead-end Job: Precarity and Advancement  

Private security work is a dead-end job for most workers. It does not have a clear 

career path for pay increases, lateral moves to related positions, or supervisory or 

management jobs. Advancement in salaries and positions within companies was 

described as difficult by most workers even if they could stay employed with one 

company for an extended time. Very few had spent more than two years working for a 

single company. The majority of workers I spoke to reported that they had switched 

companies several times at least. Some of them could cite a lengthy list of different 

companies for which they worked. This movement occurred whether they had been in the 

industry a short or long time. Sometimes they voluntarily switched because they wanted a 
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different work environment or other hours of work. Often they had to change employers 

because the situation of the company changed.  

 A few workers described career progress by moving up the ranks of a single 

company. These workers were in companies that were large and stable enough to have 

some differentiated job categories such as 'shift manager' or someone who organized 

other workers when the top manager was not at work. Working as a shift manager 

required more time in the office and less time on patrol or guard duty. The option of 

becoming a special constable was rarely available but was enthusiastically pursued by 

some workers because it gave them a pay increase and more value at work due to the 

company's investment in their training.  Rob told me the story of his career track in the 

ten years in the industry before his current job: 

I started with a company called D**** Security at the time. I've gone 

through probably seven different security companies over my career. I 

started in regular security, [...] then I went from there to dispatch [then] 

moved to patrol. And moved into chief dispatch patrol. [Then I] became a 

loss-prevention manager for a company. 

His job location since then had been relatively stable, but there were still changes in his 

employer. Contracts were offered to different companies in the workplace, and some of 

the workers were brought in-house to work directly for the property owner. Other 

workers told similar stories about switching companies, not through their own actions, 

but because another firm bought their employer. Laurel described her career path with 

specific references to larger companies buying out smaller companies in the security field: 
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During that time, each company in the private security industry [was] bought out 

by other companies. So larger corporations took them over. [This happened] with 

multiple companies. So I started in one company, and that company ended up 

being bought out by a larger company, and I ended up in that company. 

Job skills seemed to transfer easily among different companies, positions and locations. 

This transferability of skills is indicative of a cohesive field of work in which people can 

transport accumulated symbolic capital, such as their ability to utilize the language and 

embody the appearance of security to different industry locations. However, these are 

lateral movies that enable a worker to keep working but may not lead to better wages or 

working conditions. Some workers had received further training such as use-of-force or 

first aid at some point in their careers, but this did not necessarily improve their chances 

of getting a good security job. Most of the jobs were precarious and poorly paid, and no 

amount of experience or training changed this structural feature of the industry. 

The most frequently mentioned method of career advancement mentioned by 

security workers was to move to police work. There are some similarities and overlaps 

between policing and private security work which allowed some workers to transfer 

between the two fields of work and make use of their private security work experience. 

However, this transfer to policing had a cost because the worker may move from a very 

senior position in a private security company to a junior position within the police. The 

career move can be problematic because private security work is sometimes perceived as 

a 'junior' version of policing best suited to those who can't fulfill the police's requirements. 

Security workers were sometimes derided as "wanna-be cops."  Rob has now been a 
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private security worker for three decades but considered trying to become a police officer 

earlier in his career: 

I applied to police forces. Unfortunately, I was a five foot seven white guy 

[and I was trying to get hired] at the wrong time where they were only 

hiring forty [officers] and twenty-five had to be a minority and ten had to 

be women. So an OPP [Ontario Provincial Police officer] took me out for 

a beer one time, and he says, the odds of you getting hired, we have a lot 

of six-foot-three, solid-built guys who have the same qualities. It's not that 

you got bad qualities; you have great qualities! But on the scale of things 

[you aren't going to qualify.] 

It is important to note that his comment on the hiring practices of the police is likely an 

institutional myth (Campeau, 2019). It reflected the perceptions of some workers of how 

police forces made hiring decisions and why advancement from the private security 

industry to the public police was impeded. It is also indicative of some of the quiet 

prejudice that existed against women and racialized people in the security industry.  

Advancing from the low pay and status career as a private security worker was 

possible. One workplace I visited had photos on the wall of former security workers who 

had switched to a career in policing. This workplace also offered training and support for 

a few of their workers to become special constables, thereby increasing their chances of 

being hired as police. However, the majority of their workforce remained security guards 

or patrollers for the duration of their employment there, and many part-time and 

temporary workers were hired for seasonal contracts. The advancement to the higher 

status and pay of policing was a celebrated but rare occurrence.  
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5.7 Conclusion 

To answer why people stay in a lousy job, it is important to know what attracts 

them in the first place. Many of the workers saw the private security industry as an easy 

place to get work. The licensing requirements are an impediment, but the license can also 

be seen as an easy qualification for many. For people new to the field, it may be a ticket 

into a job that requires, at most, less than two weeks studying and less than $500. The 

license requirements were often perceived as minimal by people who had passed the test. 

However, I did not speak with anyone who had tried to get a license and failed. Once 

someone has the license, they can apply to any company that hires security workers, and 

there is a constant demand for workers. They may not get a good job, but they are likely 

to get work. The poor quality of the work also makes it easy for them to leave for a better 

company or more convenient position if they can find it. 

We can also see the genesis of gendered and racialized differences in access to 

jobs in the industry. The licensing process is determined by the provincial government 

and companies that train workers provide in-person instruction on how to write the test if 

needed. In my experience, this was not needed, but the practice test was valuable and 

made writing the actual test easy. Many diverse people can get work in the field, 

particularly if they are enthusiastic enough about the work and are not required to get 

additional training and education. None of the participants reported any great difficulty 

with the licensing process nor with the requirements for writing and computer use of their 

security jobs. Once someone has their license, however, they must still find an employer 

and a job that gave them sufficient hours and pay. At this stage, I started to hear about the 

old boys' network and the importance of social connections to get better jobs. 
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Any further training is acquired on the job and is often dependent on the 

willingness of co-workers to mentor the new employees. Private security workers' 

practices are shaped and maintained by the workers' shared practices and the often 

unspoken assumptions of the doxa. Some aspects of this doxa are described as common 

sense by workers, although this sense is specific to the field of private security work and 

is therefore influenced by the existing biases of the workforce. Some aspects of this field 

overlap and are homologous with the field of police work. This homology is not 

consistent, but it facilitates some movement between security work and various police 

forces. In my small sample, there were several former police officers and several people 

working towards becoming police officers. Many workers, however, see little opportunity 

for advancement. For these employees, private security work is a lousy, precarious, dead-

end job. To further answer why they stay in the job, why most workers are men, and how 

they find value in their employment, I next explore the qualities and practices of the 

work.  
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Chapter 6:  Private security practices: Shaping the work; shaping the 

worker 

Private security workers spoke about different challenges they faced in adapting 

to the demands of the job, and these demands are physical, intellectual, emotional, and 

influenced by gender assumptions and expectations. In this chapter, I explore some work 

practices that can be both challenging and rewarding for the workers. The rewards are 

seldom substantial in monetary terms, and the challenges include long but sometimes 

precarious hours and constantly changing working environments. These conditions shape 

the worker's life to some degree, but workers also have space for debating security 

practices and exerting some agency both as individuals and small groups. 

Both those who remained in the industry and those who had left spoke about the 

ways that doing private security work had affected them. Randall described one of his 

reasons for leaving security work completely: "You become moulded [by the job] if you 

survive. It changes you." These changes are due to the interactions they have with the 

other security workers and civilians and part of the long hours they sometimes spend with 

other security workers. Randall further explained how he noticed his tolerance for bad 

behaviour was increasing the longer he was at work. "You spend twelve hours a day with 

someone so many days a week, and you're going to become friends with them even if you 

don't agree with what you or they are doing." Workers who stayed in the job found ways 

to feel good about themselves and the work they did. They established emotional 

connections that helps sustain their sense of self-worth in a job that is seldom respected 

and not well compensated. Becoming a private security worker itself presented emotional 
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challenges even without the emotional labour needed on the job. The exercise of this 

emotional labour required to do the work can create embodied memories, like muscle 

memories of repetitive actions in other jobs. 

In private security work, the production of security depends on the embodied 

presence of security guards in most settings. A security worker must look and act like a 

guarding presence. This look is apparent in the signs and symbols of private security 

work and most immediately obvious in the uniforms that almost all security workers are 

required to wear. The uniforms portray a specific secure masculinity that is both 

confidently exhibited and produces a sense of security/protection by its presence.  

However, the presence of uniforms does not standardize the workers themselves. The 

private security industry employs a diverse group of people who fill these uniforms in 

many different ways and help shape the industry's practices of masculinities. 

Workers may be constrained in their appearance, but they often have considerable 

latitude in how they do their jobs. The lack of specific training and the loose and light 

structure of supervision means that workers, individually or in small groups, choose their 

own approach to the various situations they encounter on the job. Their practices are 

generally shaped by the idea that there are two principle ways of doing security work: 

through either enforcement or engagement. Choosing between these two models of 

security work involves an intellectual, moral and emotional orientation, and it is a choice 

in which the workers are actively engaged. Both of these methods are also mixed with the 

gendering of security work and security workers. Moreover, these methods are not 

exclusive of one another. The practices and approaches that workers choose are often 

very contingent on the situation. Standard industry practices of dress and behaviour may 
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emphasize protection through uniformity, but there is seldom any detailed instructions for 

doing their work. They are a diverse group of workers with various ideas of how to 

provide security in many different situations and communities. Understanding security 

work as a continuum between enforcement and engagement is a way to provide order and 

flexibility to their work. Workers navigate a complex emotional terrain with their 

uniformed and masculine gendered bodies and aligning themselves with the prevailing 

doxa of masculine security that provides some shared structure of understanding with 

other workers. 

6.1 Uniforms are required and desired 

One of the most obvious characteristic markers identifying private security 

workers is their uniforms. The association between uniforms and specific types of 

masculinity has a long history (Peoples, 2014; Otto, 2012).  The uniform does not need to 

be elaborate in order to convey masculinity. It can be worn by any gender, but it is often 

designed for a specific type of muscular male physique (Ainsworth et al., 2014). 

Different companies specify different clothing and appearances partly to establish a 

corporate identity and also because a standardized uniform is required by law. All of the 

workers I spoke with were aware of the uniform requirements, and the only exceptions 

they spoke about were when they were working in loss recovery. Loss prevention 

requires that the security worker not be immediately identifiable, but they had to have 

their security license ready to identify themselves at any time.  

The uniform of many security workers is typically black and grey. It may include 

a stab-resistant vest that also holds items needed on the job such as notepads, pens and 

flashlights. The stab-resistant vest is not the same as the bulletproof vests that police 
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officers often wear, but it looks similar and also tends to create a similar body profile. 

The appearance of police and security workers share some similarities due to clothing 

styles and equipment, but there are always noticeable differences as required by 

government regulations. The uniform profile usually emphasizes a blocky, armoured look 

that makes the upper body appear large with broad shoulders. This bulkiness was further 

underlined by additional equipment such as small flashlights worn on the shoulders and 

accessories for communication devices. Some security workers were also provided with 

large boots and utility belts that add to the bulky look of their bodies. The uniformed 

workers I saw also often kept their notepads, pens, and cell phones in pockets located on 

the front of their vests and at the top of their chest. Large flashlights would be carried or 

worn at the waist (and could therefore be evocative of the revolvers or tasers that police 

wear), but small flashlights could be hooked into the epaulets at the shoulder so that they 

would be switched on just by reaching up to the shoulder and the light beam could be 

directed by turning the body. 

Workers and managers both recognized that uniforms influence the perceptions of 

the people they deal with. Sabina noted the presence of a uniform potentially gendered 

the interactions by associating the uniform with abusive practices of men. "I'm sure there 

have been times when the uniform [influences someone] to respond differently [as if] to a 

man rather than a female." She related it to the psychological effects of victimization 

where someone may have "been assaulted by men your whole life" and, because of this, 

the victimized person may have a problem dealing with anyone in a uniform that they 

associate with men and masculinities. Randall noted his security uniform seemed to give 

him more authority to order people around in most areas of the building. The exception to 
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this was in specific situations where medical personnel had more authority because of 

their expertise as well as having their own distinct uniforms. In terms of skills and 

experience, he was at the bottom of the work hierarchy, nevertheless, he noticed that 

people gave him more authority when he was in uniform. He ascribed this authority to his 

uniform. "If I show up in military boots and a uniform that says security, [people think,] 

what will happen if I don't listen to you?" He did not comment on the gendering that 

Sabina spoke about, but he stated that a uniform could be a symbol "that promulgates 

fear" of security workers rather than feelings of safety. 

The attitude of different workers towards these uniform requirements or the 

accompanying dress codes varied. Some participants talked about uniforms as a very 

desirable part of the job. Rick was looking forward to working in a uniform when he 

applied for his current job. “I wanted to get into a uniform job. I'd done the bar thing. I'd 

done plain clothes, loss prevention. I wanted to do uniform work.” Night club bouncers 

did have uniform requirements even if it was only a t-shirt with the word security on the 

front and back. Such a t-shirt was the minimum type of uniform required because 

regulations mandated that all security personnel have the word security on their clothing. 

The only exclusion to this rule is a clear operational requirement for a worker to be 

anonymous or undercover. For Rick, a job that requires a specific type of  uniform was 

something to aspire to. There seemed to be an emotional connection to working in 

uniform that closely emulated police uniforms. He said it was "kind of the draw" to wear 

a uniform. Employers had previously required him to wear more casual uniforms, such as 

branded shirts with dark trousers. He expressed satisfaction and pride in getting a job 

requiring him to wear a security uniform that closely resembled a police uniform. He 
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explicitly described the move to "uniform work" as a positive step in his career and 

looked forward to possibly becoming a police officer, which seemed to be the endpoint of 

the security hierarchy for him. 

Some workers did not appreciate the uniforms they were required to wear. Russell 

said his uniform made him "feel like a bit of a clown." It was entirely supplied by the 

company and included a hat and tie. He noted that women wear exactly the same uniform 

which does not necessarily fit them as well. He also associated the wearing of uniforms 

with a general attention to rules and regulations that are sometimes accompanied by 

efforts to exert "one-upmanship." Some workers try to prove their superiority by knowing 

all the rules, wearing their uniforms well and checking everyone else's work. He tolerated 

the uniforms and rules of employment but did not seem emotionally invested in them like 

some of the other workers, particularly those who were younger and thinking about future 

career paths. 

6.2 Uniforms are emotionally and physically impressive 

Workers were explicit about how uniforms helped with the emotional impressions 

they made on other security workers and civilians. Evan, who worked in the industry for 

two years, noted that his uniform was the first step of creating an impression of 

professionalism and authority that helped provide feelings of security for the 

communities in which he worked. This 'authoritativeness' is about creating an impression 

on the people the security workers are dealing with. It helps the workers gain compliance 

with their orders and reassures the surrounding community that they are trustworthy. The 

workers spoke about their individual responsibility to respect their uniforms and the 

advantages of a uniform the uniform gave to them. I also saw how uniforms worked to 



 140 

cohere groups of workers. The wearing of uniforms creates the appearance of unified 

force on the job. I saw this occur when workers were removing someone from a building, 

and they used their uniformed bodies to create a wall that directed the person away from 

the building. This barrier was further strengthened when they called for the police. 

Although the uniforms of the police and security workers were distinct, they were similar 

enough that they visually combined into a uniform barricade blocking the entrance to the 

building or encircling the offender whom they wanted to remove. This similarity was 

aided by the authoritative performance that both police and security workers enacted 

through their voices and movements. As an observer, I felt that the different details of 

police and security uniforms were not important at the time. The presence of any uniform 

or equipment made the whole group of police and security workers appear to be united in 

purpose. 

Some workers spoke about how they altered other aspects of their bodies to 

augment the effect of the uniform. Evan would alter his voice, so it was deeper and 

slower than his normal voice to assert authority. Additionally, he used "terminology that 

sounded legalish [...] like, 'Excuse me, ma'am. Are you looking for anything in 

particular? Oh yes, this happens to be a private area. [...] According to this section, we do 

have to ask you to leave.'" Luke described how he used short, simple phrases, puffed out 

his chest and "lowered his voice a notch" to maintain an air of masculine authority. He 

also noted that he sometimes used silence to impart some authority. He did this even 

when he was thinking to himself "if [the perpetrator] left, there's nothing I can do." The 

uniforms were required, but workers chose how they wore the uniforms and whether they 

emphasized some of the effects of the uniform or not.   
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Sloppy and disheveled uniforms were described as a potential problem for 

security workers. Luke talked about the desirability of a uniform job and also referred to 

the negative portrayals of security guards in popular media for examples of how security 

guards could lose status and authority because they failed to take care of their 

appearance. He referred to an example of a guard he saw in a mall who did not tuck his 

uniform shirt in properly. This poorly dressed mall guard description evokes popular and 

derogatory media presentations of private security workers found in the movie series 

Paul Blart; Mall Cop (Carr, 2009; Fickman, 2015). In these movies, the security worker 

is portrayed as a lazy, disorganized and sloppy buffoon. His achievements at the end of 

each movie are due mainly to his good intentions and despite his poor work habits. 

Different uniforms could create specific repertoires of movement or behaviours. 

For instance, I repeatedly noticed workers sitting with their thumbs hooked into the front 

of the vest armholes. Their arms were then splayed out to the sides as they pulled the vest 

slightly up and away from their chest. One person to whom I mentioned this said they 

were imitating the police when they did this. The rationale they offered was that police 

learned to do this because it relieved pressure from their bulky vests when they were 

sitting for long periods. The security worker vests were not as bulky as police vests but 

the workers nonetheless copied police postures. While I did see many workers take off 

their vests to eat ‘lunch’ (which on an overnight shift could be anywhere from midnight 

to 4 am), not all of them did so. Most workers did not explicitly state they were emulating 

the police, although they recognized the similarity when talking about this appearance.  It 

was often accompanied by other posturing that complemented the changes to their bodies' 

appearance imposed by their uniforms' shape and fit. These other actions included 
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leaning back slightly with the head, holding the chin high and sitting with feet flat on the 

floor (in boots) and legs slightly akimbo. None of these dress and posture components 

had to be very extreme because they all worked together to create a specific impression 

of strength and bulk that helped constitute an embodied appearance of masculine strength 

and authority that could be displayed by any security worker in uniform. 

I also noted a common and particular way of walking and moving (a 'swagger') 

that I had previously observed among police officers. This swagger was displayed mainly 

by a subset of security workers who had been in a police force or were in training 

towards being a police officer. Other security workers did not claim any interest in 

becoming police officers (they were not "wanna be's") but displayed similar embodied 

behaviours that helped them portray authority and confidence in their security work. 

They explicitly spoke about changing how they used their bodies for their work even if 

they did not associate these performances with the police.  

Workers may have adopted this type of masculinity to appear authoritative to the 

civilian community for whom they are providing security and those they aim to deter. 

However, they also described how these gendered performances altered their feelings 

about their work role. Some workers stated that this authority creates an internal sense of 

responsibility that significantly affected their internal feelings and dialogue.  For 

example, Evan stated that part of the reason for taking on this authoritative voice and 

wearing a uniform is that when something happens, "Suddenly, I'm not just a civilian. 

Suddenly I'm liable, I'm accountable and yet I have no idea how to provide that 

accountability." The challenge to act with this sense of accountability yet without 
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adequate training and supervision was a frequently described source of concern and 

frustration for workers.  

Each worker had a role in developing and perpetuating these gendered and 

embodied practices, but they were constrained by the historical practices of the industry 

and the cooperation and judgment of their co-workers. Their individual dependence on 

the support and approval of their co-workers also increased the emotional ties among 

these workers and made the proper performance of their security masculinity an essential 

part of their ability to do their work. Their embodiment, appearance and behavior may 

have been enacted individually but they were inspired and evaluated socially. 

6.3 Uniforms signal camaraderie with other security workers 

Security workers did not just use their uniforms to assert authority over the 

communities in which they worked. Uniforms were also used to communicate 

information such as work status and company allegiance to other workers. Richard, in 

particular, talked about the importance of having a neat appearance, including making 

sure that his boots were well-shined. Some of his co-workers teased him for being a bit of 

a "movie star" because he was very concerned with his appearance. However, I observed 

that he had a leadership role within his workplace. He participated in an interview with 

two other workers, and we both worked on a ten-hour shift at the same time when I could 

observe and interact with him on the job. His demeanour was quiet and thoughtful, and 

his answers included concerns about the well-being of the people he worked with as well 

as thinking about how he would feel at the end of a workday. "I want to make sure [an 

injury] doesn't happen because then people are going to look at me, or I'm going to feel 

like I could have done something this day to prevent somebody from getting hurt." 
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During the work shift, I observed that his co-workers asked him for guidance on how to 

best handle work situations and asked for his evaluation of their work that night. He had 

no official position as a supervisor or manager, but his ability to clearly analyze situations 

matched his precise style of appearance, including both his uniform, hair, and how he 

carried himself.   

Sylvan noted that uniforms could be used by other security workers to identify the 

company or companies that someone worked for. This can be important in a community 

like Ottawa, where the private security community is pretty tight-knit. Laurel stated that 

"the security industry in Ottawa is very small. You meet people, and you know them 

from other places you've worked at." This is exacerbated by the precarity of much of the 

contract work and the constant movement of workers and companies. "Some guys work 

three or four jobs at the same time. I've had a guy show up to a site with most of his 

uniform from [one company], but his belt buckle is clearly identifiable from [another 

company]." Mixing and matching different parts of uniforms was acceptable so long as 

other aspects of a worker's appearance conformed with the dress code. Luke described 

grooming rules that included "no long hair for guys, trimmed facial hair, limited side 

burns, and women must tie their hair back." The neatness of appearance seemed to be a 

primary concern for most workers and not the specific components that were present or 

not on their uniforms. 

Another use of uniforms among the workers was as a marker of career 

advancement. Sabina described a "rite of passage" in one of her previous jobs that 

involved ripping the security label off the back of their uniform. The worker did this after 

they made their first arrest. It was encouraged by other workers, although it was contrary 
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to workplace regulations. The worker had to replace it if management found out, but it 

was possible that a manager would not notice it for some time, and it was unlikely that 

another worker would tell a manager about it. The uniform had a different significance 

and symbolic meaning among the workers than the authority it implied between the 

workers and other people. Uniforms make security workers particularly visible as but, as 

Amaan  pointed out, "it's not the uniform that does the job, [it's] the person behind the 

uniform: the way you act and the way you talk." The workers' actions and word choices 

significantly shape how the job is done and how the entire field of private security work 

operates. 

6.4 Little supervision emphasizes workers' relationships and agency 

Private security workers, as a group, had considerable ability to shape how they 

did their jobs, in part because they received so little training or guidance, as was 

described in Chapter 5. These workers frequently worked alone or in small groups, with 

minimal supervision. This latitude and agency is a characteristic of some good jobs but in 

the case of private security work it often meant isolation and lack of support. Private 

security work is not highly supervised and does not suffer from production and efficiency 

demands. However, it demanded that workers deal with both boredom and crises at 

random intervals with little or no training or support. Supervising and supporting workers 

costs money, and the workers were aware that their job always cost the company and did 

not produce anything profitable. Some workers reported being dropped into situations 

without any preparation nor contact with a supervisor while they are working. The result 

of this freedom from direct supervision is the necessity to theorize among themselves 

how best to act as security workers. They primarily model their actions as security 
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workers on their understanding of police practices, but they do not get the powers, 

training, material support or high wages of the police. Ideas about public policing show 

up repeatedly in training material, for instance. However, it also creates a tension 

between ideas of enforcement that are closely aligned with the police and ideas of 

community engagement which more often reflects the purpose of their employers.  

Sometimes, the lack of supervision created alliances among workers where they 

sorted out ways to support each other in difficult working conditions. This meant that 

relationships with other workers were often more significant than relationships between 

workers and bosses. Sometimes this worked out well for the workers. Lenny recalled one 

co-worker he liked spending time with. He would hang out and talk with him about 

security and policing after his shift had ended. However, the timing of his shifts meant 

that his social world had shrunk. "Most of my social contact during the week would have 

been the guy that I relieved when I arrived at work, the mobile officer that would come 

and check on me, and the guy that would relieve me in the morning." Lenny was not 

interested in a full-time career as a security worker and was interested in talking with co-

workers who had "different world views." He also had social supports outside of his job 

that he maintained while he was working. 

Relationships between workers could also create considerable friction. If alliances 

between workers were not successful, workers sometimes reported on other employees 

who fell asleep or otherwise shirked their duties. Lenny reported to management when a 

co-worker repeatedly fell asleep on the job. He let it pass "once or twice," but after that, 

he thought, "even though nothing ever happens, we can't be asleep." Randall had an 

overnight guard job that he shared with another security guard. They had worked out a 
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system where they could take naps, eat and do recreational drugs while one of them 

remained alert. However, when either worker stepped outside of the boundaries of what 

they had agreed, their working relationship got difficult. He told me he eventually 

realized that he did not like his co-worker. He noted that sometimes he was "more afraid 

of who [he] was working with than somebody [external] who might do something [on the 

site]." He described this emotional strain as one of the primary reasons he would never do 

security work again. 

Among workers who had more structured or supportive supervision, there 

remained considerable flexibility in how they did their work because of the social 

engagement and independent decision-making that was often crucial to their job. If they 

were located at a specific location, such as an entry gate, there was a mobility of social 

interactions that comes with the constant flow of new people past their gate. Lenny, who 

worked this type of guarding job, said his supervisors only showed up "to make sure that 

you had your uniform and that you weren't asleep." Every member of the community or 

visitor presented a new situation that had to be individually evaluated and potentially a 

new problem that had to be resolved. Even if supervisors were present or available, the 

workers did not necessarily feel supported. Supervision was often punitive rather than 

supportive. Lenny was not the only worker who talked about the difficulty of staying 

awake on night shifts and felt the only reason for supervision was to ensure that the 

worker was not sleeping on the job. Ryder, who managed shift workers, explicitly talked 

with his workers about dealing with shift work and maintaining reasonable sleep patterns. 

The guidance they received from their bosses and the needs of their work were 

not always consistent. For instance, the law required them to have specific uniforms, and 
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some companies supplied uniforms and gear that closely resembled the appearance of 

police. However, Ryder, who was a manager and had to enforce dress codes, noted that it 

was sometimes important "to really minimize the presence of the uniform" even when 

that uniform was required by the company. In practice, different individuals may analyze 

situations and chose their work practices according to their accumulated experience, 

habitus and the particular social connections they had among security workers and in the 

community. The tensions and continuity between various practices of private security 

workers also happened within many different environments and social contexts. 

Regardless of the supervision or amount of support, all the workers I interviewed 

were concerned because they were expected to intervene in situations where people were 

already unhappy and frustrated. Ryder was a very engaged manager who provided praise 

and support in ways that workers appreciated. He had done patrolling previously and 

knew that "every time you get called in, it's just a negative story of somebody who is very 

frustrated and has low coping skills." The result can be that "people in the industry get 

toxic very quickly" if they do not receive appropriate support and training. The workers 

developed practices that both deal with the problems they encounter and help ameliorate 

the tendency for them and their co-workers to become cynical and abusive. Support for 

workers sometimes came in the form of condoning whatever behaviour they engaged in, 

and this support extended from their direct managers to the judicial system. Randall noted 

that he observed guards who "didn't use proper force, but the [courts] always sided with 

them even when they knew they were wrong." He found the immunity from 

consequences reassuring in some ways but it also required that he justify and live with his 

own decisions according to his own emotional and moral code. Minimal supervision and 



 149 

the ability for security workers to determine their practices without consequences could 

attract people who wanted power over others and repel others. For other workers, it 

would leave them isolated and feeling unsupported in their job. 

6.5 Two models of security: enforcement and emotional engagement 

Ryder, who actively educated his workers with his ideas of security, defined the 

work as being "that layer between law enforcement - the police - and social agencies." He 

asked his workers to emphasize conflict resolution over enforcement of rules. The 

outcome he was looking for was "[the worker's] safety, the other person's safety, and that 

the people around in that environment are safe." He identified two different approaches to 

security work that dominated the industry: enforcement and community engagement. 

Enforcement was the more traditional mode of providing security and stemmed from the 

law enforcement practices of the police. Ryder noted, "people who are interested in 

coming to work [here] typically have a strong background in law enforcement or security 

[and] come out of the college system with a security diploma. Julius, another manager 

whose company also offered above-average wages, stated that "at the bare minimum 

[applicants need] a police foundations diploma" or even a criminology undergraduate 

degree as well as "three years of full-time security experience." The result is the 

dominance of an enforcement approach from the beginning of most workers' careers. 

Several workers described enforcement as a style that was preferred by the "old 

boys' network" or, as Laurel described it, the "old mindset of the watchmen." Laurel 

theorized that in the future, the industry "will all be service-oriented," although 

enforcement will also always be part of the business. While Ryder was particularly 

articulate about this division, he did not comment on how the two different enforcement 
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forms might relate to gender, although Laurel noted the language that workers used often 

indicated a gendered dimension to the different security work models. There is also an 

emotional division between the two styles of providing security. Enforcement often 

assumes anger and resistance that must be overpowered, whereas community engagement 

envisions a more complex emotional landscape that must be manipulated and de-

escalated. What Ryder refers to as community engagement is a specific type of emotional 

labour that security workers engage in. Because of this, I will refer to this model of 

security work as emotional engagement.  

A lengthy incident that I observed while on a night shift gave me further insight 

into the complex ways in which security workers do their job and put these two models 

into practice. I include a lengthy portion of the story rather than just focus on a portion 

because the workers moved from one mode of security work to another during the same 

incident. This is a situation that ended with the detention of a man, but the path to this 

detention was complex and involved multiple security workers deploying different 

practices and making different decisions both individually and as a group. It was one of 

the few times that I observed private security workers calling upon and working with the 

police. As noted in Chapter 2, private security workers have no more power than civilians 

in many ways and must delegate enforcement to the police immediately if they detain 

someone. 

This narrative began with a call for a fire alarm. It took place at a building that the 

workers described as a "rooming house." Several security workers responded to the call 

and arrived at roughly the same time. The rooming house was a series of older buildings 

with multiple porches and entrances located close to a university. It was early in the 
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evening, and there were many pedestrians on the street and people hanging out on 

porches and sitting at windows in the building. We parked near the building and saw a 

man rush into a doorway and up a set of stairs, where he stopped to light a cigarette. The 

worker I was with talked him down from the stairs and said that he needs to be outside if 

he wanted to smoke. Other people in the building told us that he did not live there, and 

they did not want him in the building. 

The man who ran into the building appeared impaired and had difficulty walking 

and lighting his cigarette. One of the security workers got a lighter from their car and 

convinced the man to sit down on the stairs, have a smoke and talk to them. In particular, 

Richard spent time asking him questions about who he was, where he lived, and whether 

he knew anyone in the building. Another security worker appeared to be less patient and 

hung out behind the man with handcuffs in his hands. Richard was speaking with him and 

saying things like, "we are all just trying to get along here," and "I want to help you out, 

and we both need to cooperate with each other." He pointed out to the man that he was 

having problems walking and that the security workers wanted to make sure he was safe 

and would not get hit by a car. The worker's tone of voice was very calm and confident as 

he told him that he should not be in the building because he did not live there and had no 

resident friends. Richard was doing the sort of emotional labour that Hochschild (2019) 

wrote about; managing his own emotions to appear friendly and understanding. At a point 

in time, however, the man got very belligerent, and another worker promptly put him in 

handcuffs while other workers called the police. 

One of the unique aspects of this incident is that numerous security workers were 

available to deal with the situation. This meant that one worker was able to take on the 
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role of peacefully engaging with the object of their work at the time - the drunk man - 

while another worker was preparing himself to use force to restrain the man. The two 

workers who were primarily involved in this incident were standing front and back of the 

man so that they were able to communicate non-verbally with each other. The worker 

who did most of the talking could clearly see and signal the worker standing behind the 

man. I know from other conversations with them that they had not worked together very 

much previously. Each of them appeared to be evaluating the state of the drunk man and 

the thoughts and emotions of each other as co-workers involved in a project that could 

potentially get both violent and dangerous. At the time of the incident, I could only 

observe, but later that night, I confirmed these observations in conversations with some 

of the workers.  

Richard did most of the talking in this interaction. He was one of the senior 

security workers on that shift, and other workers spoke well about his ability to handle 

these sorts of situations when they later discussed the incident during a meal break. The 

worker who had put the man in handcuffs was my go-along partner for the night, and he 

told me he had been recently hired. We later met up with a shift supervisor who 

questioned him about his reason for making the arrest. The supervisor said he wanted to 

ensure that the worker had made the arrest for the "right" reasons. According to the 

supervisor, the correct reason was to protect the man from being harmed because of his 

impairment. I noted the supervisor told the worker the correct response before the worker 

answered his questions. He appeared to be coaching him on how to respond and what to 

put in his report.  
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This conversation indicated that the rationale of the workers was important to 

record correctly. It would be reviewed later by others. I partly interpreted this as a form 

of on-the-job training since this worker was still in a probationary period. The supervisor 

acknowledged the difficulty of balancing the internal frustration and anger when dealing 

with a belligerent person and the importance of maintaining an external face of 

understanding and compassion. He noted that the worker who had led the conversation 

had a great deal of experience doing this, and the younger worker could learn well from 

how he handled the situation. This was an example of mentoring and positive 

management in this specific company but, according to many other workers and 

managers, was very unusual in the industry.  

This entire interaction is a useful example of how private security workers 

interpret and deal with a problem. First of all, they observed the environment and 

gathered information about who was supposed to be in that environment and who was an 

intruder. They initially received information from someone who had phoned in a 

complaint, but they also talked to people they found on-site and focused on the person 

who would become the object of their security work for the duration of the event. They 

also noted there were a large number of people at the site, so the first worker to arrive 

contacted other workers so that they quickly had four security workers and two cars on 

the site. One worker took the lead in negotiating with the drunk man, and another 

positioned himself to restrain him, and the other two stood several metres away to give 

those two space to move and talk. Many members of the local community were shouting 

out their opinions about what the workers should do, but they effectively ignored much of 

the noise around them.  
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This focus appeared to help them ensure that they could act as four security 

workers trying to control one man rather than four security workers trying to calm down 

the several dozen people standing on the porches and sidewalk and hanging out of 

windows in the building. Their shared doxa or understanding of the embodied practices 

needed for their task meant that they could do this with little planning or communication 

at the time. In this specific case, they had some training together beforehand, and I also 

observed them in a discussion afterwards when they checked in with each other to make 

sure they all understood the events and actions in the same way. This included a 

discussion of where each worker placed themselves in the area and how they physically 

prepared to take actions such as talking with the drunk man, preparing to arrest him, and 

standing in places that would stop him from running away if he decided to do that. Part of 

the conversation after the event was also a check-in to ensure that everyone felt confident 

that they had taken the right actions for the correct reasons – a check-in that took into 

account workers' emotions. For these workers, this appeared to be an important part of 

how they confirmed and developed their practices without managerial presence or 

oversight. 

This situation reflected the way in which enforcement and engagement could be 

used in the same scenario. Some workers had indicated that the two models were at odds, 

but this scenario indicated that multiple methods could be used in the same situation. De-

escalating a situation while dealing with someone who was not cooperative, managing a 

group of bystanders, and ensuring that no one was hurt while making an arrest took a 

great deal of cooperation and subtle communication between the workers.  
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It is also worthwhile to note that in this particular incident, almost all the people 

involved were men and the vast majority appeared white with the exception of one of the 

security workers and perhaps one or two bystanders. All the workers who happened to be 

on shift at the time were men, the object of this specific incident was a man and most of 

the residents of the building, and the audience were men. The predominance of men in all 

these different positions was normal from what I observed and what was told to me by 

the workers. This is similar and may be related to the dominance of men among the 

police and the policed, in jails and in the criminal justice system (Government of Canada, 

2019). It is one reason why security work may be understood as a male or masculine 

project. 

6.6 Conclusion 

Providing security is a complex job that shaped the appearance and behaviours of 

the workers and was shaped by them. Moreover, this work has both gendered, racialized 

and emotional elements. To a high degree, it was modelled on public policing, but there 

are constraints and limitations that required adaptation. The companies generally 

determined how the worker dressed and what equipment they carried but workers had a 

great deal of latitude to determine their actions on the job. Some workers experienced 

training and mentoring and had good support from their co-workers and managers. This 

showed up in an ability to successfully navigate potentially unsafe situations and then 

receive positive feedback for this success. Other workers were isolated. They may have 

worked alone or with very few co-workers, and they may have seldom seen a supervisor 

and received little feedback. 
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The work was not just physically challenging and potentially dangerous. It 

involved emotional labour that was not significantly different from other types of service 

work. These aspects of the work - the appearance and the emotional labour - were also 

specifically gendered as masculine. This combination creates practices of masculine 

security that were common in the private security industry. These practices created 

specific challenges in the workplace based on gender. However, these practices were not 

usually aggressively exclusionary. The industry includes increasing numbers of racialized 

people and women in particular. Almost one quarter of the employees in the field identify 

as women and I spoke to several women who have been in the job for extended periods 

of time. They face specifically gendered challenges but the workplace and the workers 

have adapted in recent years to be more inclusive.  
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Chapter 7: Why are so few women in private security work? 

One of my primary questions, when I began this research, was about the numbers 

of men and women in the industry. Overall in Canada, only about 25% of private security 

employees are women. Why aren’t there more women? Furthermore, gender intersects 

with racialization, immigrant status, class origin and other markers of identity. I 

deliberately encouraged participation in the research from women but no racialized 

women volunteered and Patty, who had worked on several sites, noted that she had heard 

about places where racialized women worked but had never seen them on the job herself. 

I was not the only one to wonder about this ratio of women to men and the 

differences between the diversity of workers and the communities they served. Several 

managers talked about the scarcity of women in the field and the difficulties of both 

finding women to hire and keeping them in the job. Ryder's company offered above-

average wages and benefits, and the security workers were "probably among the most 

diverse group in the [parent] corporation in terms of ethnicity." However, they had very 

few women working there and "it's very, very tough to attract [women] and keep them" in 

the workforce. Rick noted that his company, which offered above-average wages, had 

"very few female applicants" and could not staff each shift with a minimum of one 

woman. However, he also noted that his company had more female applicants than males 

for part-time work. It appeared that women were interested in the work, but aspects of the 

job made them avoid looking for a full-time career in private security. Given that I was 

told by the men I interviewed that women were welcome and needed in private security, 

why were there so few women on the job? 
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In this chapter, I explore factors that may be creating this low participation rate by 

women. Two of these factors I observed were the scheduling of hours and the patriarchal 

culture that gave preference to men, often larger, white men, in some parts of the 

industry. One of the reasons security work is a lousy job is because it often requires shift 

work at odd hours. This often creates a focus on socializing among workers who share 

those hours. This focus on socializing among similar workers accentuates the dominance 

of men and masculinities that historically exists in the industry. There has been a culture 

of misogyny that has existed in the industry for some time. It shows up to some degree in 

most workplaces. This misogyny is often accompanied by an old-school belief in security 

as enforcement work best done by men. A further result of this misogyny is that women 

are more harshly judged and often personally belittled. All of these factors have nothing 

to do with women's capabilities to do the job, and some women manage it quite well. 

However, the end result is that the number of women who stay in the industry is 

significantly reduced, and moving into management roles is rare. 

7.1 Lousy shift work is tough on families 

Many workers and managers spoke about the difficulties of shift work, but the 

women I interviewed focused on the difficulties this scheduled created for family life. 

Laurel had worked as a manager at different companies and observed how it affected 

workers' family life: "It's one of the biggest reasons why a lot of [security workers] end 

up divorced - because of the impact on their family life." She had to quit a security job 

that was her "favourite" job when she started planning to have children. She was off for 

two years when her daughter was born, but there were no maternity benefits, and she had 

to find a new job when she was ready to return. She also noted that she had family 
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support and local connections that helped her get through this time. Despite these 

resources, she had to return to work as soon as possible and went back to school to get 

further education to enable her to be hired as a manager with more reasonable hours. 

Patricia had extensive work experience as a security worker but was not interested 

in moving to a management position: "I'm not a lifer in [the security industry]." She had 

no children but was "trying to have a family, kids and that kind of stuff" and was not sure 

that was possible while she was still working in private security. The company she 

worked for offered some parental benefits, and she was still unsure how compatible 

family life and security work would be. One of her male co-workers had just taken some 

parental leave for six weeks, and he could also give some of his leave to his wife. This 

type of benefits package (or any benefits) is very unusual in the industry, however.  

7.2 Historical(?) culture of misogyny 

Laurel theorized that part of the reason for so few women being in the industry 

was simply historical. She had seen a considerable shift in the last ten years on the job. 

"The previous management felt that bigger was better: a huge guy, six foot six, is more 

intimidating than a female" and can do the job better. Since that management had 

changed, she observed that several women had been hired, "and they're all more 

successful than the older staff." This idea of historical change is supported by the 

discussions of old-school methods versus presumably newer community engagement 

practices. This is not a longitudinal study, and the only evidence I have of these changes 

is from the memories of a few workers who have been in the industry for many years. 

Some of these long-term workers are women. They reported difficulties due to their 

gender identity and sometimes mentioned more senior women who helped them navigate 
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those problems. There are much broader forces at work, including the increasing 

participation of women in many different industries and the continued growth of the 

security industry. One of the effects of this growth is that the security industry is present 

in new places and takes on new tasks and functions. Some of the changes that workers 

observe may be due to this expansion. As the security industry touches on more people's 

lives, it must also adapt and change to deal with those people in appropriate and 

profitable ways. 

Several of the women I interviewed use the phrase "old-school" to describe some 

of the approaches to security they had observed, and they specifically linked this phrase 

to male dominance and an enforcement mentality. For example, Laurel described a 

security company she briefly worked for as "ten managers and [herself]," and the ten 

managers had an "old-school mentality of policing and problem-solving approaches that 

were enforcement oriented." She also associated this old-school approach with a lack of 

professionalism and disorganization in private security companies. This included 

enforcing rules "but breaking the rules when it meant making more money for them."  

This enforcement mentality with only loose adherence to rules was reflected in a 

comment by Rob, who had been in the industry for a long time and described how "back 

in the day, the security guards were just running around pushing people all over the 

place." He left unspoken that he was talking about an environment where the workers and 

the people they pushed around were almost all men according to his stories. 

The masculinity that dominated the old-school way of doing security included 

office and work environments often hostile to women. Patricia confided that a boss she 

used to have "was pretty well known as not very pro-female. One woman got into a 
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fender bender, and he responded that all women [in the company] had to do a driver 

training course." There was enough resistance to this edict that it was changed to evaluate 

all workers for their driving skills, not just women. She also remembered that the 

workplace was "plastered with sunshine girls" or pictures of semi-nude women until the 

provincial government passed amendments to Ontario's Occupational Health and Safety 

Act in 2010 (Bill 168) that specifically banned that type of display in workplaces. Despite 

some regulatory changes designed to make workplaces friendlier for women, workers 

still reported that other workers would use computers to surf porn sites and use 

surveillance cameras to track and comment on the appearance of women who happened 

to be on the property. 

Security workers who favoured this old-school approach tended to talk about their 

work and the people they dealt with in terms of good and bad, but the practices they 

spoke about were full of grey zones. Misogynist masculinity and enforcement security 

practices were combined with a code of conduct that tended to mitigate some of the worst 

excesses of old-school behaviours. At least two male participants worked in loss 

prevention early in their careers and described how they learned to balance an 

enforcement mentality with other concerns important to their fellow workers and the 

owners of the properties, including financial considerations and bad publicity. Luke. for 

instance, was eager to chase down and arrest anyone he suspected of theft at the 

beginning of his career. An older security worker advised him to restrain his enthusiasm 

for arresting people and remember that the most important thing in loss prevention is the 

net cost to the property owner. Luke explained that his initial thought was that the thief 

had done something that he "deserved to be held to account for." However, his mentor 
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told him that if they got the product back, the additional cost of arresting someone was 

too high. Rick learned from his loss prevention work that other potential costs other than 

loss of property should be considered in the work. "Having a video on YouTube [with a 

security guard] fighting with a guy over a fifty dollar shirt [isn't worth] the negative 

publicity." Both Luke and Rick are younger men who appeared committed to careers in 

the private security industry, so their experiences and thoughts are not those of an older 

cohort but reflect contemporary lessons learned in the industry. 

7.3 Women are judged differently inside the industry 

Women often were evaluated more harshly on the job despite statements by male 

workers that they were equally capable. Overt misogyny may have been discouraged but 

belittling of women's abilities was visible to some of the workers. Randall, who worked 

with several women in his time in the industry, was critical of the limited room given to 

recently hired women to make mistakes on the job: "If you're a woman, and you start 

fucking up, you're gone in a week." Given the minimal training available for most new 

hires, this was an unreasonably high bar to pass and would help explain why women can 

get hired but don't stay in the job. Part of the problem in evaluating how training works is 

the minimal supervision, so there is no standardized measure or procedures to assess and 

deal with mistakes. Whether someone would be fired appeared to depend on the 

judgment of peers and possibly a manager. This does not mean that these evaluations are 

arbitrary, but the factors that contributed to the decision to keep someone or fire them 

were not explicit.  

The behaviours expected of women also seemed to be constrained at both ends of 

the use-of-force spectrum, resulting in a gendered double-standard. If women were not 
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forceful enough, other workers might think they were too weak to do the job correctly. If 

they were too forceful, they could also be judged as inadequate. Randall noticed this as a 

"different standard" for women: "Going physical is a weak sign for a woman, whereas, 

with a guy, it's seen as prowess."  Randall described the physical capabilities of women 

on the job as being equal to or better than many men. A woman he knew "was able to 

throw down [a six-foot male], put her knee in his spine and then trespass him. [When] the 

police came and arrested him, no questions were asked" about her ability to do the job. 

He also noted that his introduction to the industry was through a woman that he knew 

who "wasn't a masculine type woman," so he figured that "if she could handle it, I [a tall 

white man] can handle it." She helped him get his first security job. He worked with a 

number of other women as well, and some of them did very well in the industry, but he 

noticed that regardless of how women handled situations, they were subject to harsher 

and more meticulous scrutiny. The woman described above who could trespass a six-foot 

man and hand him over to the police was threatened with being fired if she ever exerted 

that degree of force on the job again. 

Women were also judged on their appearance despite the uniformity of dress and 

equipment that tended to standardize the appearance of all the workers. Despite the 

required standardization of dress, women were still expected to somehow be appealing to 

men. This particularly affected their ability to get good positions in the industry. "It was a 

well-known fact that if you are not attractive, your chances [of being hired] are slimmer," 

Patricia told me. She described how the women who were not conventionally attractive 

were also considered less skilled at their jobs. She chose her words carefully because she 

did not want to denigrate fellow workers, particularly women. She considered one 
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woman she knew to have skills and experience well above the norm in the security 

industry. Despite her talents, this woman was last on a list of potential new hires that was 

otherwise all men who had less experience. She had also overheard comments by other 

workers who described some newly hired female workers as "new and hot" and also said, 

"there's something [in their physical presence] for everybody." These sorts of comments 

not only place women at a disadvantage but are also heteronormative in assuming women 

have more value if they are attractive to heterosexual men. Patricia backtracked a bit by 

stating that "it's not all about that obviously," but it clearly bothered her. Still, she 

wondered why some women were not hired, "Were they not qualified or were they not 

good looking enough?" 

Even after years in the industry and in management, Heather described how she 

was sometimes treated by men in the security industry "like [she] was a little girl." She 

was the expert on the job site, but male managers "came in, sat at the table, and told me 

all the things that [she] needed to do." She further noted that her physical appearance 

substantially affected how she was treated and how others listened to her. At one point in 

her career, she put on weight due to a medical condition, and she thought the timing of 

this helped solidify her position as a security manager. "The weight gain, honestly, saved 

me. I think because I built my credibility not based on my looks [but my abilities]." At 

other times in her career, when she felt she was "more attractive," she also felt that 

sometimes male co-workers and managers "weren't looking at [her] for her knowledge." 

The changes in her appearance were a matter of fortuitous timing and helped her navigate 

"the old boys' network" that otherwise completely excluded women in her particular 

field. Heteronormativity in this case gave her a temporary boost in authority since she 
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was not conventionally attractive nor young enough to be treated as a subservient "girl." 

The male dominance in her particular workplace seemed particularly severe. She was 

treated so poorly at times that she was "absolutely flabbergasted." She described the men 

as "absolutely childish and ridiculous" with attitudes that were "really, really disturbing." 

She said she had only seen women work as "lowly paid guards" and never as team 

managers, site managers or any other position of authority. "It's always men who come to 

the [management] table" and described her advancement to management as "very lucky," 

even though she also recognized that she brought extensive knowledge and skills to her 

job. Part of that luck was explicitly due to her appearance at various times in her career. 

None of the men I spoke to made even remotely similar observations about their 

appearance and career trajectories. 

Several workers also noted that racialized women in the industry were scarce. 

Patty worked in the industry for less than two years but had "worked with East Indians, 

Black guys, white guys, English guys, Asian guys, whereas all the women I've worked 

with have been white." She observed some racialized women working in the industry for 

other companies but not in her workplace, which was one of the few areas of the security 

industry that was unionized and had a higher pay scale and better working conditions. 

Other workers talked about women who worked in the industry as one segment of the 

diversity among workers that was equivalent to race but the two were never combined: 

Diversity in the workforce included men, women, and racialized men. They talked about 

the diversity both in contrast to white male dominance and as individualized identities for 

the workers who were "minorities." Diversity meant that men could be racialized, but 

women had to be white. Patricia talked about how women were used to show diversity in 
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the workforce, expressed both a concern with and resentment towards the tendency for 

women and visible minorities to be used to display a diversity that did not genuinely exist 

in the workplace. She said they were often moved to the front of showcase events such as 

ceremonies and meetings to give a veneer of diversity to a workplace that white men 

dominated.  

7.4 Women are devalued in the security narrative 

Security workers often explicitly associated their work with the male-dominated 

fields of the police and military. In previous research, I identified one appealing factor of 

security work as a masculine heroic narrative that allows workers to feel that their work 

and status are essential when a crisis appears (Partridge, 2019). Managers spoke with 

pride about the security workers who moved into police work, and workers talked about 

the respect they received from the police when they did their job well. As previously 

noted, security workers spoke of police as taller, stronger, better trained and more 

masculine as individuals and as a group. The presence of women in police forces was 

sometimes attributed largely to a political desire to have more "diversity hires" in a 

predominantly and justifiably male and masculine workforce. Women allegedly were not 

hired because of their training and abilities but because of external social and political 

pressures. 

This association with physically dominant masculinity had potentially adverse 

effects that a few workers noted. Sabina expressed concern that uniforms could make 

some people uneasy. "I'm sure there have been times when the uniform [creates unease]. 

It can be [because of] an upbringing [and life experiences]. It's the same thing as 

victimization. You have been assaulted by men your whole life, so you trust men when 
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you're so many years of age? Not necessarily." In her description, she switched from 

talking about the potential adverse effect of people encountering anyone wearing a 

uniform to the more specific association of uniforms with men and how gender could 

produce uneasiness or mistrust. The uniform identifies the work or the wearer's authority 

and exemplifies how their work is gendered. For some, the uniform is symbolic of male 

violence even if other people, such as the workers themselves, think it conveys ideas of 

masculine protection. 

Workers and managers questioned why so few women were interested in private 

security work simultaneously as they spoke of the dominance of male bodies and 

masculine behaviours in the industry. None of the women reported problems with the 

initial licensing procedure and, like many other private security workers, it was relatively 

easy to get some lousy work. "It's not like they don't hire women all the time," observed 

Randall, but he also noted women have to learn to fit into the masculine practices of the 

industry. I asked him if any masculine behaviour changed when women workers were 

present, and he said, "The thing is, no! The women had to put up with it. If anything, 

[their presence] aggravated it." Ryder argued the low numbers of women in the private 

security workforce is likely because they are "attracted to police services [who] are pro-

actively recruiting females" if they have the skills to do private security work. However, 

he did not question why the police might also have to make such efforts to attract women 

and his comments did not match well with what women reported. 

Contrary to this perception, several women who worked full-time in the private 

security industry did not describe being attracted to police work and described the 

dominance of men and specific performances of masculinity as difficult to deal with. The 
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gendered differences in the workers' allegiance or attraction to policing are significant 

because a policing career was one of the only social spaces where private security 

workers' specific symbolic capital could retain a great deal of value. 

Workers did not identify any careers other than policing where the lessons they 

learned as security workers would have much use. Their perception that policing was a 

more powerful practice of providing security and was also more masculine than private 

security work further cemented the association between masculinity and security work. 

The initial process of gate-keeping filters out people who are unlikely to accept this 

masculine dominance. In the language of Bourdieu, the embodied work and discipline on 

the job creates a habitus or unconscious and enduring dispositions that are solidified 

through constant practice and repetition. The training on the job, the focus on appearance, 

and acceptance of the dominant logic of masculine protective practices shape them and 

their individual beliefs and practices. Workers looked to their fellow workers and their 

connections to organizations such as the police to validate how they present themselves, 

their practices on the job and the validity and importance of their role in helping the 

public feel secure. The result is that men - especially tall, white men - are seen as the best 

providers of security. 

7.5 A story about gender in practice 

The following encounter occurred in an apartment building in a professionally 

managed low-income apartment building that was not luxurious but generally well 

maintained and regularly serviced by maintenance workers and patrolled by security 

workers and social workers. These patrols included both quiet buildings and those 

frequently the subject of call-outs from the dispatch system. However, the actual 
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practices made this proactive patrolling very difficult. In this instance, the initial call was 

for the security worker to assist a police officer summoned to deal with a suicidal woman. 

The security worker's presence was intended to present a more familiar and softer face of 

authority, hoping that negotiations could occur. It is also an intriguing case of several 

types of 'security workers' (private security, conventional police, and tactical police) 

being present at one incident. These workers were outfitted and trained in different ways 

that reflect the differences in their jobs. 

Patricia was tasked with negotiating and de-escalating. In this case, her choice of 

actions was limited by the security hierarchy that gave precedence to the aim of the 

police tactical unit to gain compliance through force. The security worker was supposed 

to reduce the heightened anxiety and jumpiness of the woman in the apartment enough so 

that the police would have the few seconds they needed to get through the door and 

restrain the woman.  

I quote this story at length to better illustrate the gendered context and the 

emotional and intellectual articulation of the worker herself, who found this incident 

significant in her lengthy security career. Patricia narrated it to me after I asked her if 

there were any exceptional stories that she would like to tell, not necessarily focused on 

gender. She began the interview facing the side of the room rather than across the table 

and initially only provided short answers containing a minimum of information. I 

reassured her that identifying information would be left out of my writing. I was 

committed to respecting her wishes and would not be sharing identities with anyone else. 

She then narrated the following to me: 
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Well, there was one where I was thrown for a loop. I was on an assist [the police] 

call. And it was for an 'attempt suicide.' And there was this lady. She was 

probably in her fifties or so. She was hammered. She was at her door. She had the 

chain on the door. The [single police] officer and I were the only ones there at the 

time. She had a knife, and any time you would try and get close to the door to talk 

to her, she would reach out and try and stab you. She was super upset because she 

wanted her son. Well, her son had committed suicide years prior, and she was the 

one who found him. She wasn't comprehending the fact that he was dead and that 

this is impossible and, again, she was extremely intoxicated, so she [was] trying to 

cut him while at the same time saying, "if you come any closer, I'm gonna kill 

myself." 

Patricia shifted her body as she continued the story: 

Sure enough, a police tactical unit responded. A police sergeant arrived, and the 

hallway was lined with police officers. The woman in the room didn't want to talk 

to a police officer. "So, if you don't want to talk to me, why don't you talk to my 

friend [who is a female security guard]?" And I thought, are you friggin' kidding 

me?! I had suicide intervention [training] in police foundations, but I never really, 

truly used it with somebody that was in full-blown crisis mode. So, now I've got 

the tactical unit, I've got the sergeant, and I'm the one having the conversation 

with this lady. And it was just like, what the hell am I going to say. All they 

wanted to do was try and get her away from the door so they could [get in. They] 

didn't want to bust through the door because it would have hit her, knocked her 

out, knocked the knife, whatever. I mean, she could have stabbed herself, all that 
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kind of stuff. So they wanted me to try and coax her to get away from the door, so 

they could kick it open, to be able to apprehend her. So I kept talking to her about 

her son, and I kept asking her, well, why don't you show me a picture? And it 

was, "No! I don't want to show you a picture. Go fuck yourself." So I eventually 

convinced her. I said, "If you don't mind, is that a picture right there?" And she 

turned and took a step, and I just sort of gave them the thumbs up, and they busted 

the door, pepper-sprayed her, apprehended her, took it out of my hands. That 

sucked. 

We can envision the uniforms and equipment worn at the time. The hallway was full of 

armoured, weaponized bodies dressed primarily in dark clothes, bulky vests, and perhaps 

helmets and weapons. These bodies represent the masculinized security practices that 

many private security workers understand as the best practice of security. They were 

poised to explode into violent action planned to overcome any resistance as quickly as 

possible. The shared aim of everyone was to get the women in the apartment to comply 

with the wishes of the various security personnel. However, Patricia attempted to get this 

compliance by connecting with the woman and understanding her motives. The other 

security guards and the police were intent on getting her to comply through threat and 

force. 

This story had happened about seven years previously, and she recalled it easily 

and quickly. She had dealt with people threatening suicide previously and since this 

episode but said other such incidents had "never been that intense with ten police officers 

surrounding me, listening to the conversation." There was no hesitation in her 
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recollection of the event, and she appeared to spend more time recalling other aspects of 

work or other stories from her job. 

The male security worker deliberately called on a female security worker to de-

escalate the situation and presented her as a "friend" who might be easier to talk with. 

The female worker had to deal with a drunk woman coping with the trauma of grief and 

loss, and balance that with the anxiety and concerns of a phalanx of police and other 

security workers. It is not clear how she knew the details of the woman's experience, 

although she had worked in this building before and was expected by her employer to 

engage with the community. 

The police told Patricia they did not want to break the door down because they 

feared they would injure the woman inside, yet they ultimately burst through the door and 

sprayed her with chemical weapons that can cause severe injury. They asked her to use 

her gendered appearance and an enormous amount of emotional labour to establish 

enough trust, so this woman turned away from her for a moment and then betrayed that 

tenuous trust by letting the police burst in and forcibly apprehend her. Patricia, who 

routinely patrolled this building, was likely to encounter this woman again, and it is easy 

to understand that this betrayal would not make sustaining an emotional connection and 

community engagement any easier in the future. Other workers and the police seemed to 

assume that Patricia had the interpersonal skills to calm the situation because she was a 

woman. However, these skills, in the larger enforcement context of security and police 

work, are subservient to the use of force. Her manager emphasized the importance of 

engaging with the community, but when working with other security workers, 
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particularly the police, that engagement only moderates the use of force; it does not 

replace it. 

Despite her unhappiness with how this incident ended, Patricia was confident that 

a female presence in security work sometimes changed the dynamic for the better. "One 

hundred percent, without question, [it helps build rapport]," she asserted, "and it makes 

[the job] easier." She then told a story where she was able to use rapport she had built 

with a man who was "an alcoholic, and a pain in the ass" who had "killed a man [and] did 

time in jail for manslaughter." She went to a call where two male security workers were 

already on-site, and all three men were "getting into a yelling match, going back and 

forth." The response of the male security workers was to call the police, but she quickly 

intervened, de-escalated the situation, and cancelled the police call. She also had to de-

escalate her co-workers, and told them, "you guys might be having a bad night, and he's 

having a bad night, so we don't need the police involved." Police and private security 

workers may share similar stresses and challenges at times, but the resources and 

conditions of their work produce different possibilities and decisions. 

The ability to engage in this type of emotional labour is not restricted to women, 

and it can be aggressive and masculine in appearance. De-escalation is not only about 

being friendly and understanding. Patricia's intervention in the yelling match between an 

ex-con and two male security workers involved threatening the ex-con with arrest and jail 

if he did not comply with her wishes. "You're going to get arrested in five minutes if you 

don't cool it!" Patricia told him. I observed other instances of emotional engagement and 

de-escalation used by male security workers, such as the previous story about the drunk 

man outside an apartment complex who was talked down by a male security worker. The 
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problem was the assumption that women had an innate ability to engage with people 

emotionally and that they were not capable of sufficient physical force if it was 

necessary. Patricia identified the problem partly due to workers who were "very set in 

their ways [of enforcement]." She recognized that the gender of individuals did not 

determine the gendered practices of security workers in general. However, she also 

thought it would be helpful to have more full-time females on staff and more women in 

leadership roles such as shift manager.  

The dichotomy between the use of force and engagement models seemed to be 

one of the ways in which security work was divided by gender. The practices were 

gendered but these gender divisions were not necessarily attached to the specific 

identities of the people involved. I described how the tension between the use of force 

and emotional engagement models exists among security workers. In Patricia's story of 

the suicidal woman, we can see how masculine dominance and the enforcement model 

are brought together on the job. The influence of gender was visible in at least two ways. 

The first is how a feminine face is used to provide a calming distraction from the 

gathering of violent forces in the hallway. The second is how engagement and negotiation 

were made secondary to the use of force to gain compliance. The security worker 

described the police, the bodies who line the hallway, as different in training, role, and 

appearance from herself. The doorway was the best available conduit for the force they 

could deploy. However, the female security worker was asked to fill the doorway with a 

more gentle and negotiable body that did hid the police's potential force behind her in the 

hallway. The police were not visible to the suicidal woman on the other side of the 

doorway. Both security workers and the police interpreted the apartment as a space of 
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disorder, non-compliance, and a potential for violence (self-inflicted in this case), pain 

and trauma. This tableau helps us understand some ways security work operates through 

gendered bodies in a specific environment. 

7.6 Conclusion 

As I explained earlier in this dissertation, the security industry is constantly hiring 

new workers due to both industry expansion and labour force attrition. It is advantageous 

for the companies to have a large pool of licensed workers available to be called in for 

contract work and immediately let go if a contract changes hands or if no work is 

available. Moreover, there is an increasing demand for a diverse workforce that reflects 

some of the identities of the communities in which they work. This means both more 

racialized workers as well as more women although it seldom seemed to include 

racialized women. Women were reported to be particularly difficult to retain in the 

industry because it was assumed there was competition from better paid and related 

careers in policing. Women were also assumed to present a softer face for the industry as 

it expands into new areas and also as some companies shift away from the enforcement 

model of security that is associated with the old-school security practices. 

Women specified a number of problems with working in the industry. Firstly, the 

conditions and hours of work are poor, and they are particularly difficult for anyone with 

family responsibilities. Very few businesses offer benefits like parental leave. Even if 

these are available, the other conditions of work may be a barrier to long-term 

participation. I spoke with two women who are managers and they seemed happy with 

the career possibilities in management. However, the need for managers is low. Julius, 

who had worked as a manager for decades, noted that advancement in the industry is 
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difficult. In his department, the actual number of full-time workers employed had grown 

very little in 21 years and "everyone can't be a manager of course." Employment in the 

industry may be rising overall, but jobs are still precarious, and most of them don't pay 

well, have no benefits and have terrible work schedules. 

In addition to the industry's structural problems, there were problems with 

misogyny, including a lack of confidence and respect for women's ability to do the work 

effectively. Many workers look to other workers for acceptance and feedback. This is 

particularly crucial in the security industry, where management is often absent from the 

actual place where the work is being done. Workers need some emotional reward or 

compensation for the work they do. The more stressful the work, the more emotional 

support they need. I noticed this particularly in the story of the suicidal woman above. 

Patricia described feeling left out of the primary decision-making despite her work to 

resolve the crisis. The phrase "that sucked" in this context was not just about the 

experience of the woman in the apartment but also about her own experience of having 

her work ignored or superseded by other workers. She was trying to connect emotionally 

with the woman in the apartment, and the police focused on using force and causing more 

trauma for a woman who had already experienced severe trauma. The emotional strains 

and rewards of private security work offer further clues about why women do or don't 

participate and why workers generally stay or leave a difficult, draining, and often poorly 

paid job. 
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Chapter 8: Emotional labour permeates security work 

Few private security workers were in the industry because they can make good 

money or enjoy decent working conditions. For some, the pay was sufficient, and 

overtime hours could boost their income. For others, private security work was a stop-gap 

measure while they got a better job. I asked, however, why some workers stay in the 

industry despite poor working conditions and low pay. One of the reasons they stayed is 

that they developed emotional connections on the job. Not only did private security 

workers engage in several types of emotional labour, but they received emotional wages 

or rewards. This chapter explores how these emotional connections operated and why 

they bound some people to the industry. I argue that the emotional labour stuck rewards 

and costs together with the creation of a security masculinity to create gendered, 

emotional and racialized connections that may be sufficiently rewarding to keep some 

workers in the industry. 

I paid attention to participants’ emotional responses on the job and during 

interviews to better understand the role of emotions. Workers often discussed emotional 

situations, but they emphasized their abilities to act despite emotions and not because of 

them. This emphasis often showed up in narratives that included examples of suppressing 

anger and fear to force people to comply with the rules. Workers talked about the need to 

remain calm in the face of angry or upset members of the public. For instance, Rob was 

showing other workers how he dealt with an angry and aggressive man with a knife, and 

the other workers complimented his calm demeanour: "Your voice just came down and 

[projected] feeling, and passion like you really cared about the guy." Several of his 

stories were about responding to aggression with limited force and a calm attitude. The 
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suppressed and restrained role of emotions fits well with the type of masculinity they 

practice in the industry. Emotions were generally described as problematic although some 

workers discussed the importance of understanding or relating to the emotional state of 

the people they dealt with. Munir expressed this succinctly when he stated, "[our badges] 

say security but we are the social workers." Workers acknowledged that they were often 

dealing with other people's emotions but none of them put forward the idea that the work 

they were doing was essentially emotional. 

I observed private security workers engage in emotional work in two distinct 

ways. One of these was the work they did to manage the emotions of members of the 

public they encountered in their work. The story above about the security worker trying 

to calm a potentially suicidal drunk woman is one example of this. I refer to this as 

external emotional work. This type of work is challenging, and sometimes the stakes are 

very high, as that story illustrates. Another type of emotional labour happened there that 

is not as obvious and not clearly described by the security worker. This was the internal 

emotional work that the security worker undertook to deal with the stresses and strains of 

that incident. Some workers discussed this internal emotional work, and I also observed it 

during interviews, particularly during the ethnographic portion of my research. This 

distinction between external and internal is useful in sorting out how emotions and 

emotional labour circulate on the job, but they are not exclusive of each other. These 

labels reflect the orientation of the feelings and emotions, but feelings can easily spread 

from their initial focus and, as Ahmed expresses it (2014), they stick to various other 

aspects of the job.  
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Ahmed points out, emotions change things at an interpersonal level as they 

circulate within a social space (2014). This circulation helps form an economy of 

emotions where exchanges take place. An example of this is how security workers 

exchange confidence with each other to better use assertiveness and authority in their 

work. This confidence can then be used in situations where they are unsure of the best 

way to act. If workers feel that they have the backing of their co-workers and the 

authority of their shared knowledge of rules and laws, they behave more assertively. If 

they behave more assertively, they can gain more authority in a social situation where 

other people are unsure how to act. This circulation of confidence, assertiveness and 

authority is an economy of emotions that is particularly valuable for workers dealing with 

members of the public who are distressed. 

Private security work privileges a certain type of masculinity, which also affects 

how emotions are dealt with. For instance, I could see the importance and dominance of 

emotional work done to change feelings of insecurity and fear into feelings of security 

and safety that are important for constructing security masculinity. One of the things that 

I observed emotions doing was bridging the provision of security with specific forms of 

masculinity symbolized by uniforms and bodily postures. Sara Ahmed uses the idea of 

“stickiness” to explore this question of how emotions operate. "The 'doing' of emotions 

[…] is bound up with the sticky relations between signs and bodies: emotions work by 

working through signs and on bodies to materialise the surfaces and boundaries that are 

lived as worlds" (2014, p. 191). In the case of security work, this stickiness helps bring 

together the specific masculinity practices in the industry with security workers' emotions 

and emotional practices. 
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Workers used emotions both internally and externally to enforce structurally 

mandated rules and norms. The workers accomplished the overt process of enforcing 

regulations and boundaries with displays of authority and aggressiveness, such as threats 

of incarceration or violence. This security work style is the enforcement model where the 

workers must display a dominance that includes the emotional work of overtly showing 

confidence and power over others. Their emotional displays are interlaced with physical 

threats or attempts to force compliance. These include the possibility of calling on the 

police to exert additional authority and threats of incarceration. However, the diversity 

and complexity of the emotions involved moderate the authoritarianism of the job. This 

outward confidence may not reflect their inner thoughts and feelings. It brings closer 

together the inner doubts with the external displays of confidence and power over other 

people. This stickiness has real effects and can be seen when we move our attention away 

from the assumed independent reality of people, things, and bodies and look for 

connections and intersections between these things.  

8.1 Internal emotional work 

Workers told me about the internal emotional work they engaged in, and I 

observed how emotions affected how they worked. One of the difficulties of jobs in 

private security is that they often created a great deal of insecurity for the workers 

because of poor working conditions and lack of support and training. Several workers 

narrated stories about being in work situations where they feared for their safety. Many of 

the workers I spoke with worked alone, with only the occasional contact with other 

workers or supervisors. For example, Scott, who left the industry after two years, had the 

task of providing overnight security in a public park for an assortment of items left there 
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for a parade the next day. He described how he was placed in the park with no access to 

any sort of backup nor even access to washroom facilities: 

My job was to go to the parade [grounds] at six or seven, and they had a 

collection of things they wanted watching, which included piñatas and 

[other] weird shit. Nothing top secret: Piñatas, chairs, tables, other 

miscellaneous bullshit. [...]  That was like the scariest [job] I did because 

there was no one around. You're in the middle of the park. It's well into the 

middle of the park. There's no support in terms of another colleague. 

There's no communication with the outside world. The only person who 

knows that you are out there is the scheduler, who's probably at home in 

bed. You just sit there and wait and watch. 

That night nothing happened except the city came and burned 

[some] trees down. I thought somebody was lighting the park on fire. I ran 

up and said, what's going on? And they said we burn down the trees to 

shorten them before the start of the winter. I had no idea. I still have no 

idea what exactly was going on. I had no idea that stuff happened. 

Scott said that he wished he never knew about this unusual nighttime city work. He 

would have preferred to have spent his time in bed rather than sitting afraid and alone in 

the middle of a park. He ended his description with a laugh, but he also said he never 

wanted to do that work again. 

Munir was patrolling a residential building when he encountered a situation that 

left him fearful for his safety. He was on a routine foot patrol and encountered someone 

about to self-administer drugs with a syringe. He was surprised at this sudden meeting 
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and described himself as afraid of a possible attack with a needle. "It [was] like, oh my 

god, am I really seeing this? It's a syringe. That needle might be very infectious! I don't 

want to cross their path right?" At the same time, he presumed the drug user was likely 

fearful of losing his drugs and of being arrested. The worker said he dealt with this 

encounter by ignoring his own fears and thinking through a rapid assessment of the other 

person's possible feelings. He then decided to allow the user to finish his injection before 

asking him to go outside the building and get information about who he was and why he 

was there. This decision was not in keeping with the prescribed enforcement procedures 

he had been trained with but led to a negotiation to de-escalate both the worker and the 

user's emotional reactions and fears. He justified his decision by noting that nobody was 

hurt, and the encounter resolved peacefully. He acknowledged that his job was to get the 

user to comply with the rules but noted that, "you can get more with honey than with 

vinegar." The best results of his work was to resolve the situation so that "this person's 

happy; that individual is happy." Munir's decision to avoid confrontation created a space 

where negotiation could occur, even if this meant allowing someone to engage in 

prohibited (and potentially dangerous) activity. This approach was also a means of 

dealing with his own fear in the situation. 

8.2 External emotional work 

The external emotional work occurs between the security workers and the people 

they interact with on the job. I observed numerous instances where workers had to 

manage the emotion of people such as residents, bystanders, potential perpetrators or 

people in crisis. It was particularly obvious during the go-alongs that there was much 

more involved in their work than simple enforcement of regulations. The narrative above 
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where Patricia was trying to calm down a woman threatening suicide is an example of 

this sort of external emotional work. This type of work is common in service industries, 

but the amplitude of the emotions is routinely quite high in security work. Ryder pointed 

out that the emotional toll is heavy "because every time you get called in, it's just a 

negative story of somebody who's very frustrated and has low coping skills." Security 

workers don't get called in for people's good days. I frequently observed security workers 

confronted with people who were upset because of something that happened and over 

which they had no control. Sometimes these were incidents for which the police might be 

called such as theft and assaults. Quite often, private security workers were more 

immediately available than the police and this meant that they had to deal with the fresh 

emotional impact of the incident.  

Workers appeared to choose two different strategies to manage other people's 

emotions. One was to assert authority and demand people calm down. The other was to 

engage more with the emotionally distraught people and engage in what some workers 

described as 'social work'. Workers who emphasized authority and rule enforcement 

tended to divide the communities where they worked into good people to be protected 

and the bad people to be watched and punished. In some ways, this perspective can be 

less challenging emotionally because there is very little grey area. People are either bad 

or good. For them, security came from aggressively exerting control over people and 

their interactions. This approach is in stark contrast to what Munir describes above when 

he tried to evaluate the possible psychological or emotional state of the drug user and 

moderated the enforcement of rules in order to create a less confrontational interaction. 

His aim was still to enforce the rules and he escorted them off the property and told them 
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they would be charged with trespassing if they returned. Part of the reason he chose to 

deescalate the situation is because he was patrolling alone at the time. However, he also 

spoke about his motivation to understand and help people who were having problems or 

in crisis. "We try and mediate and give the best solution to that individual." Individual 

workers did not adhere strictly to enforcement or engagement but some of them clearly 

favoured one approach over another. 

Regardless of whether the workers favoured enforcement or emotional 

engagement, the material conditions of their uniforms and their job description tended to 

make it easier to exert control of situations. Their masculine appearance conveyed by 

their uniforms, equipment, and posturing was one aspect of how they achieved this 

control. They communicate security through their bodies and appearance, whether they 

were equipped to deal with threats or intrusions. Some of them spoke about how their 

presence engendered a feeling of security regardless of their actual abilities. Rob noted 

that "[security workers] are just civilians when it come to the law" and the workers could 

not simply arrest people for breaking laws even if they observe it happen.  Patricia had 

described her job as "one hundred percent working in grey" and acknowledged that there 

was often very little she could do "to actually make a difference or [change the big 

picture]." What she could do was manage emotions and cool down interactions. This was 

a big part of her job. She did note that the impression management of security workers 

was both essential and gendered. She said that women, in particular, were used to "bring 

the temperature down" when dealing with interpersonal conflicts. Women were 

sometimes tasked with doing specific emotional labour, yet she noted that male workers 

also did this labour, but they did it differently and were given less credit for it. 
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8.3 Parking can be an emotional subject 

Workers often responded to people expressing strong emotions and had to deal 

with these while also managing their internal emotional reactions. The following story is 

from one of my go-alongs and shows both internal and external emotional work.  It was 

late in the evening, and the worker I travelled with was a young man who had been 

recently hired and had little full-time experience on the job. He received a message that 

someone had phoned the call centre to say that her parking spot was occupied by another 

car and she wanted a security worker to come and help resolve the issue. We drove to the 

residential complex where the complainant was located. She was sitting beside her car 

parked on the lawn next to a small parking lot. We both got out, and I stayed by the 

security vehicle and did not participate in the initial conversation between the worker and 

the tenant. She explained that she had recently traded her parking spot with another 

tenant, and she had a form with one number crossed out and another written in by hand to 

provide proof of this trade. The security worker was skeptical of whether this paper was 

an official document and conferred with me for a second opinion. He also checked on his 

computer for information about parking allocation for that address, but the available 

records were not clear. Finally, he told her that he would not write a ticket for the car that 

she claimed was in her space. Instead, because she was a tenant who had a right to park 

somewhere on the premises, he would allow her to remain parked on the grass, and he 

would notify other security workers that he had allowed this. She was not pleased with 

this but left her car on the grass and went to her unit. 

Once we were back in the car, the worker tried to contact his shift supervisor, who 

did not respond. He then walked around the lot checking other cars, collected further 
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information about the parking rules and decided that the woman had been correct and that 

he should write a ticket for the vehicle parked in her spot. At this point, he was uncertain 

what to do. He and I talked about the best way to resolve the situation. He expressed 

frustration that his shift supervisor did not respond to messages and talked about his work 

position's precarity and the possible risk of making a wrong decision on the job. He did 

not want to admit to the tenant that he had made a mistake as he thought this could result 

in negative feedback to his superiors from the tenant. I encouraged him to tell her he had 

acquired further information and would write a ticket for the offending car. I said this 

would be better than just writing a ticket without speaking to her because she may phone 

again to complain further if she did not think the problem was resolved. After our 

discussion, we both went to her door, and he knocked. A man opened the door with a 

very aggressive look on his face and a clenched fist. The security worker explained that 

he had checked the records in more detail and he would write a ticket for the incorrectly 

parked car if they wanted him to. The husband unclenched his fist, appeared to become 

less aggressive, and said they wanted the vehicle ticketed. The worker then wrote out a 

ticket for the car and put it under the wiper blade. 

This particular event is helpful to analyze because I was present and observed 

some of the emotional interactions and noted each participant's gender. The number of 

people involved is limited, although it is important to note that some people played a role 

in the narrative but were not present, such as the manager. In this case, the manager’s 

lack of presence and availability influenced the worker's emotional state and decisions. I 

was also present as a passenger in a car accompanying the worker in a job I was 

unfamiliar with and in a location I had not visited before. My initial observation was that 
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the security worker's obvious task was to ensure that the woman felt she had a secure 

place to park her car so she could relax in her house after work. Policing parking spaces 

is a common task for security workers, and several other workers told similar stories of 

parking disputes. The task of directing people and things so that they are in the 'correct' 

places is often central to the job of workers who guard entrances for buildings and guide 

people to the places they are supposed to go. 

Part of the worker's initial challenge was to evaluate whether the woman on the 

scene was truthful or accurate in her claim to the parking spot. She had an altered piece of 

paper that supported her claim to a specific location, but the worker said he paid more 

attention to whether she seemed trustworthy. The worker did not have the authority to 

immediately get a car towed, and he expressed doubts about whether the woman's 

narrative was legitimate. His initial response was to appease the woman by saying he 

would look into it and then attempt to have someone else further up the hierarchy obtain 

more decisive information. He tried to contact a manager who could perhaps provide him 

with additional authority, but no managers were available. What is significant but not 

obvious from the incident itself is that all his supervisors were older men and that the 

worker was not only a junior employee but also visibly racialized. He was appealing to a 

hierarchy that structured the specific business he worked in, and this hierarchy was also 

gendered. With no access to managers and within the constraints he was under, he chose 

to tell the woman that parking on the grass was temporarily permitted and inform other 

security workers that he had allowed her to do that. This response allowed the woman to 

leave her car and go inside her house, but it did not leave the worker feeling that things 

were adequately arranged. He expressed his frustration to me after the woman left and 
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continued to speak to me about the situation and think of an alternative that placed cars 

correctly in the lot. 

When I observed this whole episode, it became clearer how various emotions, 

such as frustration and anger, circulated among the people involved. The woman 

appeared tired, and her tone of voice and way of speaking gave the impression that she 

was frustrated and angry because she had just come home from work and had no place to 

park her car. She had presumably had to wait after calling the security service for 

someone to arrive. As Ryder, the manager of a private security company, had noted 

previously, security workers usually have to deal with people when they are having 

difficult days. The security worker was supposed to be decisive and resolve the problem 

for her. Given the overt rules and regulations, his job was to ascertain which car was 

allowed to park in which spot and ticket (and potentially tow) any incorrectly parked 

vehicle. However, he could not get reliable information and formulate a straightforward 

action to resolve the situation. When I spoke with him in the car, he sounded frustrated 

and almost angry that he could not get further information or talk to a supervisor further 

up the decision-making hierarchy than himself. I did encourage him to continue to think 

through the situation. 

The worker did not decide based only on the rules that regulated who and what 

should be allowed. He made decisions partly based on his emotional orientation and ideas 

of people and things' proper placement. Additionally, the ways the emotions circulated in 

this brief scenario appeared to be affected by gender roles and perhaps by racial 

hierarchies. The residents appeared white and the worker was a young racialized man. 

The woman did not express anger so much as frustration. However, her husband, an older 
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white male,  was more aggressive and expressed outrage at the security worker for not 

resolving the situation quickly. Parking problems are unlikely to turn into crises, but they 

can elicit strong emotional responses. This situation is an example of everyday problems 

that security workers regularly dealt with. I heard about and observed how they grappled 

with these sorts of issues every shift. The decisions they made and the effort and work 

they put into implementing those decisions shaped the meaning of security for everyone 

involved. The primary approach to producing security may be the enforcement of rules 

and protecting property and people but security workers deal with the limitations of the 

rules, the emotional responses of the people they are supposed to assist, and their own 

emotional engagement in their work. 

8.4 What do emotions do? 

One consequence of incorporating emotions into this analysis is that people's 

boundaries become fuzzy. The security workers discussed using emotional work to exert 

control over people, but they did not speak about the effect that this interplay of 

emotional work had on their own thoughts and feelings. They spoke of the need to 

display an authoritative masculinity as a natural part of doing security work but this 

masculinity was intersected by other factors such as gender, racialization, age and size. 

They consciously worked with other's emotions but did not appear to be aware of how 

emotions also unconsciously changed their perceptions of themselves, the people they 

dealt with or the situations in which they did their work. In my analysis, I strove to avoid 

reducing individuals to be analyzed separately from their social context. This means that 

the way I mapped the workplace's social structures was distinct from but connected to 

how I understood larger economic, organizational or political systems. The various 
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emotional connections shifted my analysis towards a complex and diverse web of social 

structures connected in many and varied ways. 

The point where gender, emotions and security intersect and shape or influence 

each other is not solely a product of the industry's structures. The workers' subjective 

agency and embodied actions combine with the security field's structures both reflect and 

shape the underlying doxa. As Bourdieu emphasizes, underlying factors are 

inconsistently reproduced and adapted to various situations in which practice occurs. 

Bourdieu argues that doxa is an objective and measurable fact, but it does not determine 

individuals' strategies or actions. Ahmed articulates how emotions are embodied actions 

(Ahmed, 2014, p. 208) rather than things deployed by specific agents that impact other 

people as subjects. Because emotions involve the body, they are affected by 

characteristics of the body such as gender and racialization. The understandings of 

Bourdieu's doxa and Ahmed's emotions are not equivalent but are compatible with each 

other. In relationships, emotions are bound up with and influence other aspects of identity 

and practice shaped through relationships such as gender. "Emotions involve different 

movements towards and away from others, such that they shape the contours of social as 

well as bodily space" (2014, p. 209). Through practice and repetition, these gendered 

emotional relationships, shaped partly by emotions, become part of the structures of the 

industry. 

Sara Ahmed's theorization of how emotions operate is helpful in understanding 

how this relationship between bodies, discourses, practices and emotions comes together. 

Ahmed describes affective relationships that influence social, psychic and material 

aspects of the world. Security workers can clearly articulate the material aspects of their 
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work, how they are specified in their job descriptions, and how they structure their 

physical interactions in their workplaces. Some of them discussed their work's emotional 

components, but only a couple of workers described emotional labour as an intrinsic part 

of their work. It was far more common to have instructions to "check that these doors are 

locked" than to be told to "ensure that these people feel safe in their building by 

portraying yourself as a source of protection." They describe concrete tasks with clear 

material effects designed to encourage feelings of safety and security, but they avoided 

direct discussions of emotions associated with safety or security. This avoidance is 

understandable because talking about feelings is challenging on numerous levels. 

Moreover, poor training and supervision often meant that the tasks and benchmarks 

assigned to workers were simple and rudimentary. For instance, Randall described the 

requirements of one job to "walk around diligently" at the beginning of his shift and then 

punch his card in the automatic time-card machine once every hour and a half. Even with 

this job that was apparently very light work, he reported emotional labour dealing with 

his co-workers and the occasional trespasser.  

One of the reasons for the difficulty in accounting for emotions as part of the 

work is that emotions exert influence on people by moving between people (Ahmed, 

2004, p. 120) and are therefore challenging to define as specific things. We can 

theoretically stabilize some of this motion by using the concept of symbolic capital to 

give them more concreteness within our understanding of social relations. Sara Ahmed 

cautions that it is vital to avoid reifying emotions or thinking of them as separate things in 

this process (2004, p. 119). We can observe how this works in the encounter between 

Munir and the drug user. Munir chose to de-escalate his and the user's fear by starting a 
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conversation based more on compassion and care. However, this also requires an 

equivalent response from the other person (the user). Transforming fear into an 

expression of understanding does not guarantee an absence of fear in response. The 

actions of the people involved only partly determine the outcomes. Existing regulations 

and power structures continue to have a significant influence. In this case, there was some 

history of the security workers who patrolled this building being more compassionate 

than confrontational and connected to the community in more complex ways than in their 

role as enforcers of rules. Munir took this job in part because he felt a connection to the 

communities he patrolled and had some lived experience in similar communities with 

many recent immigrants and racialized people. He shared some of the values and aims of 

his co-workers, but his habitus was different. His accumulation of knowledge and 

experience help prepare him to de-escalate such situations rather than judging the drug 

user as bad and using aggressive enforcement to gain compliance. 

8.5 Combining emotions, gender and industry structures 

In this part of the analysis, a phenomenological method is crucial to understand 

the intersection of the different security work components. The fuzziness and 

indeterminate understandings of the identity of a security worker result from defining 

gender, race and class as social constructions that operate between people. If workers are 

understood only as a particular identity or even a particular intersection of identities, we 

lose some of the ability to see the web of social connections connecting that worker to 

other people and social groups. Moreover, emotional labour adds an additional layer of 

complexity to both the work and the identities of private security workers. When we 

bracket some of the more concrete security worker actions, such as trespassing, or 
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ejecting people from private property, we can see more clearly some mechanisms by 

which the workers feel that their labour helps create feelings of security for specific 

people. This emotional work is an essential part of the industry, and the workers partially 

recognized this in their interviews and discussions on the job. It is also a function of a 

diverse set of identity markers such as gender, race and class origin. The connections 

between gender, race and other socially constructed differences and stratifications 

became more evident as I analyzed different aspects of the work. 

Emotions and gender are primary building blocks of my understanding of security 

as I observed it in the industry. The dictionary definition of security as freedom from risk 

and danger is abstract and does not clearly illuminate security practices in the private 

security industry. It focuses on the absence of specific negative feelings whereas the 

workers are focused on the more concrete tasks that can be measured in a positive way. 

They measure their own accomplishments by what they do and not by what is absent due 

to their work. Despite the concrete nature of many work tasks, the descriptions of security 

that were used by the workers and managers were vague and indefinite. Most talked 

about people and property being safe in their community, but they seldom connect their 

understanding of safety and security with empirical measures of risk. Like many others 

(Kochel, 2016; Slovic, 2016), they did not discuss correlations between behaviour that 

most people perceive as risky and actions statistically defined as dangerous. To replace 

any empirical measures of safety, they evaluated their work performance by how well 

they fulfilled the requirements of their bosses and how satisfied people in the community 

were. Munir spoke about the difficulties of measuring his job performance and asked, 



 194 

"how do we capture that?" His immediate answer was that as long as people were happy 

with what the workers did, the workers were doing their job successfully. 

Private security workers are trained to enforce specific rules and defer to the 

desires of the owners of private property. The owners and managers are among the most 

important people who must be satisfied with the work. The workers are placing their 

embodied selves at the service of the property owners. They do this by engaging in an 

embodied and emotional way with people they are supposed to help regulate and restrict. 

They did describe part of their job as making people feel safe within the specific 

circumstances in which they live or work regardless of the measures of risk. Therefore, 

security is not a measurable thing that exists independently of various relationships and 

emotions. Security is situational despite the concepts and structures of security work 

being standardized across many different workplaces and even, to some degree, globally. 

This standardization and rule enforcement was often mistaken for the 'things' that create 

security or even for security itself. Some workers were aware of these nuances, and 

others tended to amalgamate the idea of safety with compliance. As long as everyone 

followed the rules, security exists. However, what I saw in the actual work that security 

workers do is that security was created through social interactions: by making some 

people happy or content. 

The emotional relationships used to regulate people are understood and 

constructed as most effective when combined with specific security masculinity forms. 

These relationships included practices meant to generate feelings of security (or 

protection) as a reward or insecurity (or fear) as a threat. Private security workers spoke 

of masculine or masculinized bodies as the best or essential components of providing 
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security. This approach matched a broader belief in masculine protection described by 

Iris Marion Young (2003). Her idea of protection defines male bodies as the primary 

means of enforcing borders and laws for states. However, participants did not comment 

on the feelings and emotions that are a part of these primarily masculine bodies. These 

feelings are an intrinsic part of the concept of security built and continuously shaped by 

the work done in this industry. Emotions are often individualized and can be seen as 

strengths or failings of an individual worker to cope with the difficulties of enforcing 

rules when they were given little more power or authority than most civilians. In fact, 

emotions were a necessary part of providing security. The private security industry 

constructs a particular type of masculinized and patriarchal security that sought to make 

people feel secure by bolstering the dominance of masculinity both at the micro-level of 

individuals and the macro-level of the industry as a whole and the broader economies in 

which they were embedded. 

Emotions are complex in both how and where they become visible or felt. They 

operate at both the individual level and the social level. They are at work between the 

workers and their communities, among the workers and internal to each individual. The 

idea that things can influence other things without actually contacting or intersecting with 

them is part of Ahmed's understanding of how emotions operate. She describes them "as 

operating precisely where we don't register their effects, in the determination of relations 

between signs" (2014, p. 194). I find Ahmed's idea of the stickiness of emotions useful 

particularly as I formulate a phenomenological analysis of private security work. 

Stickiness could apply to other aspects of social relations while avoiding reifying these 

aspects that phenomenological methods strive to avoid. In security work, there are 
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patterns that are the result of multiple relationships and are shaped by the government, 

private industry and the workers themselves. The government shapes the outlines of what 

the industry can do legally. The industry organizes jobs and tasks that are profitable and 

appeal to those who can contract their services. Within those structures, the workers 

create emotional and gendered connections that connect to each other and the people 

among whom they work. 

I envision emotions and gender as webs that are anchored to more structural 

branches. In the security industry, governments, companies and property owners form the 

branches that define the outline of the field or the limits of the web of private security. 

They are not immutable and change over time. However, change to these structures are 

not only defined by what takes place within the industry. Changes may not even make 

sense within the industry, and they can take a long time. Workers enter the field subject 

to these structures and accept them as aspects of work beyond their control. They are 

composed of things such as the rules and regulations promulgated by the provincial 

government and the employers' hiring procedure. The conditions of work, the provided 

training, equipment and wages are also significant parts of these structures. Workers 

seldom have a great deal of influence on how these branches are configured. They are 

structures that workers must accept before they start their jobs. The licensing and hiring 

process ensures that they understand and accept these structures. These structures may 

define the industry as a whole, but they do not necessarily prescribe the workers' 

practices. Emotions are aspects of their job that are seldom constrained by explicit rules, 

and workers can change or reinforce these practices. 
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Emotions are challenging to observe and measure, but they appear profoundly 

significant to how security work is practiced. These webs of identity markers (gender, 

race, and others) and emotions are sticky. She specifically talks about types of "emotive 

language" that can "align some bodies with others, as well as stick different figures 

together, by the way they move us." (2014, p. 195) Security workers use a specific 

emotive language that is partially expressed through their bodies and is generally 

gendered as masculine, tends towards whiteness, and is based on an extremely ableist 

understanding of the job. There did appear to be some room for different understandings 

of security but these other possibilities generally were submerged by the organizational 

requirements of the work. Individuals did not have to align themselves with this 

masculinity, and I heard some discussion of whether there were alternative approaches to 

their work. There is no objective truth to the relationship between masculinity and 

security. Ahmed points out that emotions are not "a form of access to truth." (2014, p. 

196) Security workers use their emotive language to construct a shared truth for their 

industry. This shared truth may be unconscious and help form the doxa of the field. It 

may also be a point of divergence from the doxa. It is difficult to quantify or measure in 

relation to other elements of their work. An example of this is the difference between 

measuring the number of arrests and the amount of goodwill created by proactive 

patrolling. These are both real effects of their work, but the goodwill is much more 

difficult to observe and measure. 

The webs of emotions, gender, race, and other embodied aspects of identities are 

also distinct from each other, even if they overlap and co-exist within the same space. 

Part of their significance comes from their ability to connect different things. They 
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connect workers to the more enduring structures of their industry. They connect workers 

to each other. They connect workers with members of the community. These connections 

produce patterns that define the assemblage of security work. These connections are also 

different for each individual, depending on their position and orientation. Many workers I 

spoke with were very committed to their careers and the ideas and practices of the private 

security industry. Workers often focused their commitments in several different 

directions. They could be committed to their co-workers, community, masculinity, or the 

industry's rules and structures. These commitments flowed through the webs of emotions 

and gender that connected them with other aspects of the private security assemblage. 

This diversity of connections helps keep them attached to work that is otherwise 

challenging and often poorly paid. People in the industry spoke about their work as a 

vocation and not just a job. The licensing and hiring process ensured that they had to 

have some commitment before they even applied for a position. The work's impact on 

their schedules, appearance and social group meant that they were committed to it in 

many different ways. Using this analysis of the industry, I can propose answers to my 

research questions. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 

In this dissertation, I have shown many of the qualities and contradictions that are 

contained within the field of private security work. It is a job that requires a great deal of 

skill and thoughtfulness on the part of the workers as well as a strong commitment to the 

task of protecting property and people. The workers who stayed in the industry had many 

stories of the positive effects of their jobs in the communities where they worked. 

However, many workers still identified their work as a lousy job even if they did it well. 

Those who left the industry had different stories of the negative effects on their own lives 

and an inability to be useful in providing care and security through their work. I was able 

to capture these contradictions in the industry through ethnographic methods and 

phenomenological analysis to portray work in the industry from multiple subjective 

perspectives and provide a fulsome analysis that captures some of the essential tensions 

within the industry. 

I have argued that private security work is by many measures a lousy job. It 

generally offers poor compensation, long hours, little support and few benefits. 

Furthermore, it is dominated by a specific type of masculinity, by whiteness, 

authoritarianism, and aggression. It shares this emphasis on masculinities with other 

fields of work such as construction work (Ness, 2012; Paap,  2006), firefighting 

(Ainsworth, 2014; Braedley, 2015; Eriksen et al., 2016; Reid et al., 2018), police (Chan, 

2011; LeBeuf, 1997; O'Neill, 2016; Silvestri, 2017) and border security forces (Côté-

Boucher, 2018, 2020). Despite this, the private security industry attracts a diverse group 

of people including many women, racialized folks, recent immigrants and retirees. It is a 

job that is characterized as masculine but does not fit the typology of hegemonic 
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masculinity that is often used to understand practices of masculinities. This is an aspect 

of the work that has not been thoroughly explored in previous work on the industry 

(Rigakos, 2002 & 2008; Wakefield, 2003). People are attracted to private security work 

because there is a structured path to qualify the work, hours of work are plentiful and 

there can be a great deal of flexibility in the work. This type of works is also available in 

many different places. It has a certain status as "uniform work" that is associated with the 

power and status of policing and a specific type of disciplined, even militarized, 

masculinity. It can also offer a high degree of autonomy with loose supervision and a 

great deal of latitude in deciding how to respond to situations. A few companies provide 

good equipment and training, but the trade-off is more supervision and more structured 

hours and work practices. 

The genesis of this project was in my own experience in poorly paid and low-

status jobs. In particular, I was curious about the persistent masculine dominance of 

certain fields of work despite increasing numbers of women doing these jobs. I chose 

private security work because it was dominated by men and masculinity yet included 

many women. My research questions focused on why and how people enter this specific 

field of work, develop their practices on the job, and how gender operates among the 

workers. The answers to these questions involved exploring the workers' theories about 

their work and contributions to their communities. Answering these questions consists of 

investigating both the systems that push or pull people into specific roles and jobs and the 

individual attitudes and decisions that often support but could also challenge these 

structures. Alongside my initial focus on gender, other aspects of the job arose from 

interviews and observations. Racialization, language, and immigration status were some 
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of these factors that intersected with gender and the established structures of the industry. 

The role of emotions became increasingly significant as I continued my ethnographic 

work and interviews and analyzed them through a phenomenological lens. As I bracketed 

some of the more obvious components of their work, I saw more clearly how emotions 

and emotional labour influenced workers' motivations and practices and they became 

increasingly helpful and important in explaining workers' choices and orientations on the 

job. 

The structures of the industry are open to many different people. The licensing 

process is a barrier to some, but it is also a means of accreditation that allows potential 

workers to apply to many different companies. They can easily move between jobs in 

private security, although their accreditation and skills have little value outside of the 

industry. They develop some skills on the job, but advancement in the job is limited, and 

those skills are not easily credited outside the industry. The primary means of fitting into 

the industry is to fit into the culture of industry workers and to learn the unwritten rules 

or doxa of their workplaces. The small number of managers and their distance from the 

worksites promote the importance of relationships between workers. This system can be 

very difficult for workers in challenging communities or institutions and is unwelcoming 

to people who do not share the values or thinking of their co-workers. 

Some workers stay, and some leave. The reasons for staying or going are 

individually complex, but there are different responses to the job conditions. The 

challenges of shift work, low wages, and poor support can be interpreted in multiple 

ways. Some workers view their ability to do the job as a triumph of their masculinity. 

They felt that the "wage of masculinity" (Paap, 2006, p. 26) they received from their job 
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helped cover the costs of the poor working conditions. This masculine wage is very 

different from the rough and physiologically abusive rewards of construction work. It 

features a more orderly look of 'uniform work' and a kinder appearance of concern about 

safety and security for others. It also involves long hours, unexpected encounters, and 

occasional violence. Their masculinity means that they can take the hits and stay focused 

on their work. They find value in the work and pride in their ability to stick to it. These 

are some of the emotional rewards that they receive. Others see it as a toxic and abusive 

work environment, and they leave. 

It is more difficult for women or for anyone with family responsibilities to stay. 

Racialized men and recent immigrants have many opportunities to be workers but are 

very rarely promoted to managers. The opportunities for advancement are limited by the 

overall structure of the industry and also appear to be limited by the understanding that 

security is best provided by a white masculinity. Further limitations within the workforce 

will typically ensure that an individual worker is confined to poor work that may ensure 

survival but will never allow an individual worker to flourish in their career. Some 

security workers moved around for family or personal reasons and stayed attached to the 

industry because security work is available in many different places, and workers can 

find a job in most cities and towns. The constant changes among companies also allows 

workers to change employers in order to get hours or working conditions that best suit 

them. This fluidity of industry structures produces a common occupational culture and 

worker identity that transcends specific workplaces. When workers switch companies, 

they often find other workers they already know at a new job site and can adjust to new 

bosses and managers quickly. 
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9.1 Private security and policing have a difficult relationship 

The power and status of policing is an illusory ideal in security work. In my 

research, I encountered one worker who had the status of special constable. This was a 

small step towards qualifying for police work that a few participants mentioned as a 

means of advancement within the industry. One manager encouraged his workers to look 

forward to the possibility of qualifying for a job in the police if they were able to become 

special constables. However, another manager discouraged his workers from thinking of 

private security work as a step towards policing. I also spoke with one worker who had 

retired from policing and moved to the private security industry. The relationship 

between private security and policing may seem obvious but there were clearly problems 

with some of the security workers who wanted the enforcement powers of the police. 

Admiration of policing was associated with an aggressive enforcement mentality among 

some of the private security workers and was also associated with some of the most 

extreme problems in the industry. The story of a young black student being detained at 

the University of Ottawa is an example of this kind of displaced enforcement practice. 

Outside of a small group of private security workers, detaining a young man for using a 

skateboard on campus seemed unreasonable. These security workers disrupted the 

security of the campus that was based on respectful relationships between students, 

professors, other workers and administrators. After the incident, they were generally 

condemned by all these other groups on campus. 

The private security industry primarily exists to protect private property and do 

this at the lowest possible cost. Many of the workers described property protection as the 

principle purpose of their work. However, they were also aware of the need to maintain 
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social order. Their powers and equipment were limited and they had to spend much of 

their time persuading civilians to de-escalate situations and work out differences and 

disagreements. The workers were acutely aware that they could not be everywhere at 

once and that it was much more effective to have the community share their aim of social 

order and help them stop property damage before it happened. 

The need to protect private property has grown alongside increasing economic 

inequality. Great wealth is often located geographically adjacent to poverty and 

homelessness. This structural aspect of private security is evident in many different 

countries in the world. Neoliberal reforms have accentuated this inequality at the same 

time as the considerable growth of the private security industry. In Canada, the private 

security industry has been an increasing employment source over the last forty years. 

Workers and managers often described their work as having a negative value because 

they produce nothing. They spoke of security work as a cost of doing business measured 

best by reducing other costs such as theft or embezzlement. They also talked about the 

perpetual need to protect property from those who had little to lose. The biggest 

challenges they faced were from members of the community who were often the most 

disadvantaged. The growing demand for security workers does not seem to be slowing 

down (Wilkinson, 2018). This growth has occurred even in Canada, where crime rates 

have been steadily declining and police numbers have also continued to grow although 

less quickly than the number of private security guards (Conor et al., 2019). 

9.2 Security work involves gendered emotional labour 

Security workers also did additional work that was not explicitly required by their 

employers. This additional work was sometimes a type of emotional labour that is distinct 
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from rule and boundary enforcement. They understood their role as significant within 

their community because they were helping people deal with their personal problems that 

often stem from social inequities. They added value to their work and positions as 

security workers by enacting individual roles as masculine protectors to make their 

community safer. In practice, this meant there were additional barriers for women in 

practicing and advancing through enactment of this masculine protector role. Some of 

these barriers reduced the opportunity to get a job, and others make it less likely they can 

remain a security worker throughout their entire working lives. 

Through this part of the research, the significant role of emotions became more 

apparent and was also unexpected. I noted and focused on the emotional components of 

the structures, decision-making and the work itself because they were important 

component that I had not found in previous discussions of the industry. I argue that there 

is emotional labour in the private security field with its own rules and power relations and 

this emotional labour is sometimes divided or assigned through a gendered understanding 

of work. This emotional labour is oriented in two directions: externally towards the 

community and internally to the workers as individuals and groups. This work is 

challenging to measure, but it has material consequences. For example, emotional ties 

among the workers help explain the tendency to close ranks, as shown in the narrative 

about the University of Ottawa student. These ties also explain some of the reasons why 

individual workers stay in lousy jobs or not. Those who felt their work was ineffective 

and who developed few or negative emotional ties left the industry. Others could take 

advantage or appreciate the psychological wages of their job that came from the 
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authority, masculinity, able-bodiedness, whiteness, and association with policing among 

other characteristics of the job.    

9.3 Are there better ways of making security work? 

The incident at the University of Ottawa is an example of how the private security 

industry reproduces structural violence shaped by racism, class and gender. Security 

incidents like this are not unusual, and reports of private security guards abusing their 

powers are easy to find in the media. These types of incidents contribute to profound 

insecurity for some people, such as the young black man who was violently accosted in a 

space where he had every right to be left alone. However, these types of interactions are 

also indicative of a kind of insecurity among the workers. Government regulations are 

onerous for individual workers but carry little risk for the businesses which employ them. 

These businesses can profitably rent out people who often pay for their own training, 

licensing, uniforms and equipment. Security workers are also subject to the social 

inequalities that they work to preserve. Security work is itself a source of insecurity for 

the workers and for some members of the community.  

Part of my intention with this research is to articulate how security work may be 

done differently and where to look for change. There are structural aspects of the industry 

that cannot be altered easily by workers, but there are possibilities for change that are not 

obvious when looking at these large and material structures. In particular, changes in the 

nexus of gender and emotions within the security industry could instigate changes that 

work their way back up the chain of command. A homologous instance of this sort of 

change is the breakdown of masculine exclusivity in fields such as the military and the 

police. Unfortunately, this change is slow, perhaps even generational. Both men and 
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women in the industry reported visible reductions in gendered-based abuses in the 

industry, and they often theorized this was a result of the increasing number of women on 

the job. Nevertheless, this change is critical to encourage because of how the industry 

reaches into so many people's everyday lives. Security workers enact their ideas and 

practices of security at workplaces, schools, hospitals, and transit, and they do this in 

increasing numbers.  

Convincing security workers to make any changes in their understanding and 

enactment of security is a difficult task. More technology and new surveillance and 

control techniques have not increased feelings of safety or security in the past. 'Security' 

may be the absence of fear, or it can be understood as an emotion in its own right. Further 

research on how emotions work could be valuable for understanding how security works 

socially as a form of emotional connection or as the result of emotional labour. I am 

using 'emotional labour' based on Sara Ahmed's idea that emotions shape and help 

reproduce our world. Emotions as things influence our psychological states or our ways 

of expressing ourselves, and emotional labour is working with these things. Emotions as 

social structures can best be changed by altering relationships. This is different from the 

type of emotional labour that manages our emotions to get work done. Shaping and 

creating emotions can be our work, and security workers do some of that work. It leads to 

new questions about how emotions can be understood and measured. This would further 

the understanding of the relationship between enduring social structures and people's 

individual lives and agency within those structures. 

9.4 Ending with new questions 
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I began this research with a focus on gender and work. I chose to look at the 

private security industry because it was accessible and typically gendered as masculine in 

previous studies despite a substantial minority of workers being women. It appeared to be 

a readily accessible industry. Once I started to pay attention, I noted that there were 

private security workers almost everywhere I went: in schools, shops, residences, and 

office buildings. This persistent, long-term growth in the industry means there is still a 

great deal of empirical research to be done to understand the size and reach of the 

industry. Furthermore, there are still many questions about what security workers actually 

do on the job. Electronic surveillance has become a common part of security work and I 

observed it being used in conjunction with guarding and patrolling but it often seemed 

remarkably unhelpful in securing buildings and private spaces. I have had the experience 

of my shared residence being vandalized and broken into and many other residents 

quickly demanded that a security guard be hired and then a camera installed. I warned 

them of the limitations of these "security measures" but they wanted to do something to 

feel more secure in their homes. In this research, I was focused on the workers and their 

understanding of security work but there are many questions to be asked about how the 

consumers or purchasers of security work understand the work and the results. 

There is also many more questions that I have about how emotions can be 

understood sociologically. Part of the question of how security work operates or not is 

about how and why many different people feel safe or threatened. Part of the reason why 

workers stayed in lousy jobs is because they are both rewarded with feeling good about 

helping people and having an important role in their community but also fear of 

unemployment and even less security with a lousier job. I have seen these sorts of 
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emotions actively circulate among other groups of workers as well. As a union leader, I 

stood in front of a room with over a hundred workers, some yelling in anger and others 

crying with fear as we moved towards a strike vote. Work is important to individuals and 

it also often defines our social groups. Emotions and work are a potent combination that 

often defines the limits of political actions and social change. Yet emotions are difficult 

to measure and track through and around groups of people. They affect our bodies and 

our thoughts in ways that we cannot stand apart from. Any attempt to understand our 

place in the world has to start from an embodied, emotional place and orientation. This 

explains the appeal for me of a phenomenology that understands this starting point and a 

politics that emphasizes movement from this place rather than absolute or a priori 

measures of social justice and equity.  
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