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CORRECTIONAL SERVICES DISCUSSION STARTER
This discussion paper has been developed as part of consultations to guide the Correctional Services Industry 
Reference Committee (Correctional Services IRC) in planning upcoming activities.    

The Correctional Services IRC is the voice of industry in the development and maintenance of nationally 
recognised vocational qualifications and skills standards. IRCs ensure that priority skills needs are identified 
and provide a forum for industry engagement. This work includes an analysis of trends, challenges and 
opportunities across the industry, and subsequent identification of skills solutions that meet the needs of 
employers and the workforce are contemporary and future focused.

With representatives from small, medium, and large enterprises, unions, industry regulators and 
peak bodies, IRC members have experience, skills, and knowledge of their particular industry 
sector. They are supported by independent Skills Service Organisations – like Australian Industry 
Standards (AIS), that support their important work.

DOUBLE DISRUPTORS: COVID-19 AND DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION
The sector is currently experiencing a double disruption, with the COVID-19 
pandemic causing unprecedented changes in every element of work and 
dramatically accelerating the pace of digital transformation that was already 
well underway. As a primary driver of productivity and as a prerequisite to 
meeting constant changes to consumer behaviour, Digital Transformation 
will be central to the recovery of the Australian economy.

Now more than ever it is important the IRC works closely with 
stakeholders to ensure qualifications remain contemporary and 
meet the requirements of employers whilst providing flexibility for 
workforce participants.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
AIS has worked with the Correctional Services IRC to identify priority skills needs and develop solutions for how 
these may be addressed through the national training system; these are outlined in Table 1. The following 
discussion questions have been designed to improve understanding of the skills needs facing the Correctional 
Services sector and feedback was sought from stakeholders via a survey. Please contact our skills team if you 
would like to discuss or find out further information.

1. Do the skills needs identified in Table 1 broadly reflect your understanding
of the needs facing the sector? If not, what are the skills needs facing the
sector?

2. Are there other skills that will assist with recovery of the sector?
3. Will the proposed solutions in Table 1 address skills needs in your

organisation? If not, how can the VET system better meet the skills
needs of your organisation?

4. Are there emerging job roles or skills needs that are not
currently or sufficiently met through the VET system?

https://www.australianindustrystandards.org.au/our-team/


TABLE 1 - INDUSTRY ISSUES & FUTURE WORKFORCE NEEDS

INDUSTRY ISSUE 
Summary of current and emerging industry trends

FORECAST WORKFORCE NEED 
How the industry issue will likely impact on 
workforce need

PROPOSED IRC FOCUS 
How the IRC will work with industry to address 
the workforce need

COVID-19, Mental health, and Resilience 

The Corrections IRC has highlighted the 
significance of mental health and resilience 
for correctional officers. During COVID-19 
restrictions, prisons across Australia ceased 
all external visits for several months to reduce 
the risk of infection. During these periods, 
correctional officers were under a high level of 
stress. Although trained to deal with stressful 
situations, officers do often not receive formal/
accredited training relating to looking after 
their own mental health and building resilience 
to handle stressful situations over prolonged 
periods.

Correctional officers deal with a range of 
conditions every day that place them in 
stressful situations. They require the tools 
to identify and deal with such pressures 
before they become a mental health 
issue. Correctional officers require skills 
to manage their emotions, wellbeing, and 
self-care, and to recognise signs of 
mental health issues in others. 

• The IRC is proposing the development
of a Resilience/Mental Health Skill Set
to support its correctional officers in
building resilience to better handle high
levels of stress over prolonged periods
of time. It is anticipated that there
are existing units from other Training
Packages that can be imported to form
the Skill Set. The imported units can also
be added to the general electives of the
Cert III/IV.
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The Changing Role of Correctional officers 
and Engagement with Offenders 

The role of a correctional officer can vary 
considerably, from working in a custodial facility 
setting, transporting/ escorting offenders or 
working in the courts. There is an increasing 
gap between the roles and requirements of 
correctional officers working in a custodial 
facility setting, within the courts, or in the 
transportation/escort of offenders.

Industry operators are focusing managing 
large groups of people with complex needs and 
improving offenders’ physical and mental welfare 
by employing more skilled staff and providing 
education and training programs. Correctional 
Officers need to interact with a culturally diverse 
range of people and may encounter high-tension 
situations. Given the nature of the Corrections 
industry, the development of soft skills to engage 
with offenders effectively is a high priority.

Career pathways and vocational streams/
specialisations need to account for 
correctional officers’ different roles.

Correctional officers need to manage 
increasingly large populations of offenders 
and provide individualised support. This 
requires them to have higher-order skills in 
communication, critical thinking, problem 
solving, empathy, victim awareness, 
relationship management, and self-
management planning.  

• The IRC is proposing to review Cert III
& IV in Correctional Practice to ensure
the workforce has the skills required to
conduct their duties safely and effectively.
This includes the development of a new
specialisation stream in the Cert III to
address roles within the courts, or a
transportation/escort setting. This may
require the development of 1-2 new
units to address the changing role of
correctional officers.

• The IRC developed a new Skill Set to
equip correctional officers with the skills
to enhance engagement with offenders.

• The IRC has also developed two new
Units of Competency and updated seven
existing units for the Advanced Diploma
of Correctional Management. The review
focused on a range of social issues and
new approaches to managing large
groups of people and offenders with
complex needs.
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Cognitively Impaired Offenders 

There is a high rate of mental illness, including 
cognitive impairment, in prisons, where such 
offenders have difficulty in managing emotions 
and relating to others. Cognitively impaired 
prisoners can be subject to indefinite detention 
because they are not provided with appropriate 
supports to facilitate their rehabilitation. A 
person with an intellectual disability can have 
trouble understanding a conflict or stressful 
situation and lack access to support to learn 
conflict handling skills. 

The Corrections workforce needs to have 
the appropriate skills and understanding 
of offenders with a cognitive impairment 
to be able to support them in the prison 
environment.  The workforce needs to 
understand prisoner patterns of thoughts 
and behaviour to de-escalate stressful 
situations and engage effectively with 
them. 

• The IRC is currently developing one
new Skill Set and Unit of Competency
and reviewing three existing Units of
Competency to equip correctional officers
with the appropriate skills and knowledge
to better understand and assist offenders
with a cognitive impairment.

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/health-of-prisoners
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/IndefiniteDetention45
https://qcmhr.uq.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/PMHS-NATIONAL-SURVEY-FINAL_20180416.pdf
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Trauma-Informed Approach towards Inmates 

The prevalence of trauma is much too 
common among prisoners who often come 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. Trauma 
affected prisoners suffer from complex mental 
health issues often due to traumatic past 
experiences. Key services such as counselling 
and intervention programs should be offered 
to prepare an environment conducive to their 
rehabilitation. This issue is even more common 
among female inmates compared to their male 
counterparts. While women generally serve 
shorter sentences than men in prisons, they 
have a higher recidivism rate. Therefore, a 
trauma-informed approach that is holistic and 
culturally appropriate can make positive impacts 
on prisoners in general and female offenders in 
particular to reduce their chances of recidivism.   

Correctional officers working with 
vulnerable offenders need to have the 
required skills and knowledge to make 
informed decisions about appropriate 
models of supervision for offenders who 
have experienced trauma.

• The IRC is currently developing one new
Skill Set and two Units of Competency
and reviewing three existing units to
equip correctional officers with a greater
awareness of the behaviours and
needs associated with offenders who
have experienced trauma. Its aim is to
ensure correctional officers working with
vulnerable offenders understand the
effects of trauma, are able to establish
rapport and trust with these vulnerable
individuals and make informed decisions
about appropriate models of supervision
for offenders with a history of trauma.

https://theconversation.com/women-in-prison-histories-of-trauma-and-abuse-highlight-the-need-for-specialised-care-68668
https://www.anrows.org.au/publication/the-forgotten-victims-prisoner-experience-of-victimisation-and-engagement-with-the-criminal-justice-system-key-findings-and-future-directions/
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Digital Literacy 

The pandemic has led to an increase in the 
uptake of digital technologies in the industry, 
with online training being the new norm. 
Initiatives such as cloud technology are being 
used in correctional services for educational 
purposes. Email communication and 
videoconferencing are used for facilitating legal 
proceedings, family visitations, and medical 
consultations. Digitalisation reduces the chances 
of illicit items entering prisons through physical 
mail, improves family connections and offenders’ 
reintegration into society. Digital literacy opens 
new avenues for employment and educational 
programs which can enhance offenders’ 
educational experiences and provide them with 
skills and abilities for post-release employability.

The workforce requires digital skills 
to operate new technologies as 
well as monitor the safe and secure 
implementation and use of Information 
Communication Technology (ICT) in 
correctional facilities.  

• The IRC will refer to the Digital
Transformation Expert Panel’s Strategy to
inform its thinking.

https://www.itnews.com.au/news/sa-corrective-services-head-to-the-cloud-to-reduce-recidivism-524409


INDUSTRY ISSUE 
Summary of current and emerging industry trends

FORECAST WORKFORCE NEED 
How the industry issue will likely impact on 
workforce need

PROPOSED IRC FOCUS 
How the IRC will work with industry to address 
the workforce need

Industry-Specific Cybersecurity

COVID-19 has increased the pace of digitalisation 
and the use of online platforms to conduct 
business operations. The adoption of new 
technologies in the Corrections industry can 
expose the industry to growing cyber security 
risks.  Disruptions caused by cyberattacks 
or compromised systems can have severe 
repercussions such as violation of privacy and 
loss of offenders’ data. New digital systems also 
engage in data sharing and organisations need 
to handle information securely. It is imperative to 
have a tailored cyber security training program 
not only to inform the workforce of the nature 
and examples of the Corrections industry 
cyberattacks, but also give them the skills and 
competencies to be able to recognise and report 
accordingly. 

Workforce skills need to be developed to:

a. minimise the risk of cyber attacks, and

b. reinstate digital businesses systems
as quickly as possible in the event of
a cybersecurity incident – including
compliance with regulatory
requirements.

• The IRC will monitor the Skill Sets related
to cybersecurity developed by other IRCs
and the work of the new Digital Skills
Organisation (SO) pilot.




