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Jobs for people who love being outdoors
Elka Torpey | July 2017

Some people can’t imagine working inside all day. For them, there’s good news: they may be able to join the 
thousands of workers who call the outdoors their office.

Outdoor careers often don’t fit a mold. Some workers spend their time in a single location, unloading cargo or 
constructing homes. Others may be on the move all day, delivering the mail or walking through nature preserves 
to catalog plants.



U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS Career Outlook 

2

Although working in the open air may offer upsides, it’s not all sunshine and blue skies. Keep reading to learn 
why—and to learn more about some of the possibilities for careers outside.

Working in the open air
If you’re interested in working outside, you may have more options than you realize: according to the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), nearly half of all jobs required outdoor work in 2016. For purposes of this 
article, an outdoor career is one in which at least some workers spend a large part of their workday doing tasks 
outside. Industry sectors with opportunities for employment outdoors include:

• Agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting
• Construction
• Leisure and hospitality
• Mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction
• Transportation and warehousing
• Utilities

Not all workers in these industry sectors are outdoors, of course, but at least some of them are. Even people 
who work primarily outdoors, however, may spend at least part of their time indoors.

https://www.bls.gov
https://www.bls.gov
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As chart 1 shows, BLS projects growth in many of the industry sectors with opportunities for employment 
outdoors. The leisure and hospitality sector—which includes golf courses, nature parks, and recreational camps
—is projected to add the most new jobs over the 2014–24 decade. Even in sectors that are projected to have 
employment declines—such as agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting—BLS still expects job openings to 
arise from the need to replace workers who retire or leave their occupation for other reasons.
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Occupations for outdoor employment
If you think you’d like to work outside, where would you most like to be: On the water? In the woods? 
Surrounded by wildlife—or kids?

Occupations with outdoor opportunities may be grouped by focus or work setting, such as

• on the water
• in the woods
• with people
• with plants and animals
• in cities and towns.

For selected occupations in each of those groups, the tables that follow show data on employment and self-
employment in 2014, projected job openings from 2014 to 2024, and median annual wages in 2016. Compare 
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the percentage of self-employed workers in these occupations with 6.2 percent, the proportion of all workers 
who were self-employed in 2014. And compare the wages with $37,040, the median annual wage for all workers 
in 2016.

On the water. There are thousands of jobs for people who want to work on the water. Some of these jobs offer 
opportunities for self-employment or are projected to have lots of openings. Many of the occupations shown in 
table 1 pay above the median, too.

Workers may not need formal education to enter some of these occupations. Oil and gas roustabouts, for 
example, usually learn the skills they need on the job. In other occupations, such as commercial divers, workers 
typically need a certificate or other postsecondary nondegree award. Work experience in a related occupation 

https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes475071.htm
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes499092.htm
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also may be important. Ship officers, for example, might need to have first worked as a sailor before qualifying 
for the higher level position.

In the woods. If the forest is your preferred work locale, consider a career related to forestry and conservation 
or in logging. Table 2 shows some of these occupations, most of which have wages that are higher than the 
median for all workers.

To enter many of these occupations, you typically need a high school diploma. Forest and conservation 
technicians usually need an associate’s degree. And conservation scientists and foresters generally qualify for 
entry-level jobs with a bachelor’s degree. Forest fire inspectors and prevention specialists may need work 
experience as a firefighter or police officer to qualify for the occupation.

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/water-transportation-occupations.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/water-transportation-occupations.htm
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes194093.htm
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes194093.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/life-physical-and-social-science/conservation-scientists.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/protective-service/fire-inspectors-and-investigators.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/protective-service/firefighters.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/protective-service/police-and-detectives.htm
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With people. Occupations that might involve working outdoors with children or adults are projected to have 
many job openings, and several of these occupations have higher-than-average rates of self-employment. 
Compared with the median for all workers, however, the occupations in table 3 have low wages.

You typically enter many of these occupations with a high school diploma or less education. Other occupations, 
such as coaches, may require a college degree at the entry level. Workers also frequently need on-the-job 
training to become fully competent. And self-enrichment education teachers typically need work experience in 
an occupation related to the subject matter that they teach.

With plants and animals. Some outdoor jobs, such as those on farms and ranches, involve working with plants 
and animals. Table 4 shows that the projected number of job openings over the 2014–24 decade vary for these 
occupations, as do their wages and rates of self-employment.

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/entertainment-and-sports/coaches-and-scouts.htm
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes253021.htm
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The education and training usually required to enter or become competent in these occupations vary, too. To 
qualify as a farmworker or laborer, for example, you typically need no formal education. But to get an entry-level 
job as a zoologist or agricultural inspector, you usually need a college degree.

Regardless of the level of education required, nearly all of the occupations in table 4 typically involve on-the-job 
training for workers to become competent. Farmers, ranchers, and other agricultural managers also typically 
need work experience in a related occupation, such as farmworkers or agricultural equipment operators.

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/farming-fishing-and-forestry/agricultural-workers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/life-physical-and-social-science/zoologists-and-wildlife-biologists.htm
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes452011.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/management/farmers-ranchers-and-other-agricultural-managers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/farming-fishing-and-forestry/agricultural-workers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/farming-fishing-and-forestry/agricultural-workers.htm
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In cities and towns. There are lots of options for working outdoors in residential and commercial areas. Some 
of the occupations are shown in table 5. In most of these occupations, wages were higher than the median for 
all workers, and a number of them are projected to have numerous job openings over the 2014–24 decade.
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Although many of the occupations in table 5 usually require a high school diploma for entry, a few have no 
formal education requirements. Roofers and construction laborers, for example—two construction trades worker 
occupations—typically qualify for entry-level jobs with less than a high school diploma. A bachelor’s degree 
typically is needed to become a construction manager, civil engineer, or surveyor.

For some of the occupations in table 5, on-the-job training of 1 month or more helps workers attain competency 
in their jobs. Apprenticeships are common for certain types of construction trades workers, such as carpenters
and brickmasons. And surveyors need prior work experience as a survey technician.

Pros and cons of outdoor careers
As with nearly any career, working outside has its upsides and downsides. You need to decide whether the 
nonstandard schedules, harsh weather, and dangerous conditions prevalent in some of these jobs outweigh the 
fresh air, love of nature, and sense of pride they may also offer.

Work schedules for outdoor jobs often differ from the standard 9-to-5, Monday-to-Friday hours of many office 
jobs. For example, boat captains might be away from home for weeks at a time, working night, weekend, and 
holiday shifts. Selected outdoor occupation groups in which workers were more likely than average to be on the 
job early in the morning are shown in chart 2.

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/construction-and-extraction/roofers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/construction-and-extraction/construction-laborers-and-helpers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/management/construction-managers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/architecture-and-engineering/civil-engineers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/architecture-and-engineering/surveyors.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/construction-and-extraction/carpenters.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/construction-and-extraction/brickmasons-blockmasons-and-stonemasons.htm
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Outdoor jobs may be seasonal, and work isn’t always available year-round. Employment is more plentiful during 
warmer weather in some industry sectors, as the peaks and valleys in chart 3 show. And there may be an 
increase in employment during the winter months in other industries, such as at skiing facilities, even if overall 
employment dips in that industry sector.

Regardless of the season, people in these jobs must work outdoors frequently in all kinds of weather. In heat, 
cold, rain, or snow, workers still are expected to perform their tasks.

https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2014/data-on-display/working-the-slopes.htm
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And outdoor work often involves doing physically demanding tasks, such as lifting or digging. As a result, 
workers in some outdoor jobs incur occupational injuries or illnesses at a higher rate than the average worker. 
(See chart 4.) To help prevent accidents and injuries, workers must take precautions and follow safety 
guidelines.
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But the perks of working outside—including being in the open air, enjoying nature, and getting exercise—may 
outweigh whatever challenges these careers present.

In some occupations, working outdoors gives people a chance to appreciate, promote, or protect nature. 
Whether they ferry commuters across a bay, care for park animals, or help to prevent forest fires, people may be 
drawn to these careers for the opportunity to interact with the environment positively through their work.
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Workers in other outdoor occupations like that their jobs involve hands-on activities that produce tangible 
results. For example, a civil engineer can take pride in the completion of a bridge that she helped to design, and 
construction laborers share the satisfaction of having built it.

Learning more
Find out more about the occupations in this article, along with hundreds of others, in the Occupational Outlook 
Handbook (OOH). The OOH has detailed descriptions of what it takes to enter occupations, as well as 
information about the job outlook, work environment, and more.

The new Occupational Requirements Survey, conducted by the BLS National Compensation Survey program, 
gathers information about jobs’ environmental conditions—including working outdoors—and other 
requirements. 

Elka Torpey is an economist in the Office of Occupational Statistics and Employment Projections, BLS. She can be reached at 

torpey.elka@bls.gov.
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Water work: Jobs related to water utilities
Careers in forestry
Geophysicist
Adrenaline jobs
Careers in transportation and warehousing
Firefighter
Working with animals

Agriculture Alternative schedules Animals Construction Green jobs Outdoors

Seasonal jobs Self-employed Transportation
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