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The Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department employs more than 8,000 sworn officers 
and about 7,000 nonsworn positions. The majority of agencies, however, are small. In the 
United States, local police departments represent more than two thirds of the approxi-
mately 18,000 state and local law enforcement agencies. Almost 50% of these agencies 
employ 10 or fewer full-time officers.1

The organization of each department varies, although almost all are structured under 
a paramilitary framework with a distinct chain of command. Though command structures 
vary, the police chief ultimately is responsible for everything that occurs in a department. 
Higher-level staff, depending on the organization, may include ranks such as deputy 
chiefs, division chiefs, commanders, and lieutenants. Figure 5.2 shows a basic organi-
zational chart with positions and divisions for a small department. Many departments  
are organized with the following command and control structure from the top down: 
chief of police, deputy chief, captain, lieutenant, sergeant, corporal or technician, and 
officer.

Police departments are civil service organizations, and promotional opportunities usu-
ally require rising through the ranks. In other words, time-in-rank systems require an offi-
cer to experience lower level positions before moving up the ladder. A patrol officer, for 
example, will not become a lieutenant until he or she serves at the lower rank of sergeant. 
The promotional process may include written and oral testing, further background checks, 
and interviews.

Figure 5.1  n  Homeland Security Organizational Chart

Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security.
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