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ABSTRACT 
 

For hundreds of years, women have struggled with being held equal to men in 

both employment positions and pay. The reality of men and women working side by side 

in the same career fields and making less money seems to be a constantly        

repetitive cycle. Women entered the policing field in the early 1900’s and struggle to 

receive recognition for their contributions to this very day. In the 21st century, women are 

still facing the same type of discrimination. While held to the same standards as their 

male counterparts, women in many fields, including policing, are still not treated equally, 

in either monetary compensation or positions. Based on Horne (2006), “Policewomen 

are still overwhelmingly employed in the lowest tier of sworn law enforcement positions 

(police officer, deputy sheriff, or trooper)” (para. 8). 

Women police officers bring a needed component to policing in that most have a 

more compassionate approach to high stress situations and are often able to use verbal 

judo to talk down a potentially dangerous suspect, instead of having to resort to 

physicality.  While having the innate ability to calm situations before they get to a point 

of violence is commendable, it should not be the only thing women are recognized for 

and certainly should not be the basis for hiring selection, compensation, or 

advancement opportunities. Departments nationwide should recognize the value and 

diversity women bring to the law enforcement dynamic and work more towards affording 

them the same advancement opportunities as their male counterparts, based on their 

qualifications and for no other reason, perceived or not. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Organized law enforcement dates back to the 1600’s and was immediately 

dubbed the responsibility of all able-bodied men, and in many situations, of young 

boys. According to Price (n.d.), it was not until the early 1900’s that women were 

accepted into policing however their role was more “social worker” than police officer. 

Price further stated that women were primarily assigned to desk jobs, escorting 

prisoners and juvenile issues. Not surprisingly, they received less pay than their male 

counterparts. 

In the years that followed, men were called off to war, which left women as the 

only viable option for policing; however, they were still limited in their allowable 

responsibilities. Their primary duties included such tasks as clerical work and 

dispatching. It was not until 1910 that a female police officer was given “full” police 

powers. Fifty-eight years after receiving official police duties in 1968 in Indianapolis, 

Indiana, females were finally assigned a patrol car. Price (n.d.) stated that women were 

not allowed to test for promotions primarily because they lacked the full “police 

experience”; however, they were not ever given the opportunity to get the full “police 

experience.” 

Horne (2006) has pointed out that “women remain underrepresented in all ranks 

in policing and there are still serious obstacles to overcome if policewomen are to move 

beyond their statistically marginal status” (p. 3). Hunt (1990) discovered that, in general, 

men felt women would not understand the brotherhood of the department and would be 

less likely to overlook corruption and violence. Male officers strongly resisted the 
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inclusion of women because of their concern about possible exposure of these very 

negative occurrences (Hunt, 1990). 

In the law enforcement profession, women have long struggled to be considered 

equal partners with male counterparts and that continues to be a challenge in the 21st 

century. Salary and promotions for women in law enforcement are difficult to track due 

to the fact that there is a shortage of women in the field. According to an article obtained 

from the National Criminal Justice Reference Service (NCJRS), “women’s rank and 

status in departments that do employ females found that “only 1.4% in the very top 

echelons of the uniformed ranks are women” (Price, 2001 p. 1). Disappointingly, in large 

agencies, more than half departments surveyed (55.9%) reported no females in top 

command positions and small and rural agencies reported that 97.4% do not have 

women in top command positions (NCWP, 2002, p. 4). 

A 2002 article in the Crime Control Digest supports that contention with their 

article titled “Women Fight for Gains in Police Promotions,” adding that more than 350 

women from 63 law enforcement agencies in Massachusetts were being passed over 

for promotion. Departments nationwide should recognize the value and diversity women 

bring to the law enforcement dynamic and work more towards affording them the same 

advancement opportunities as their male counterparts, based on their qualifications and 

for no other reason, perceived or not. 

POSITION 
 

Since the earliest documentation of females in law enforcement roles, they have 

been expected to take on community policing roles, as well as more behind the scenes 

roles. Although the introduction of females in policing came about originally in the early 
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1900’s, it was years before anyone recognized the value of women’s contributions in 

law enforcement. Being female seemed to only add benefit when it was convenient for 

male officers and administration. Women continued trying to be recognized in the law 

enforcement community; however, they consistently hit barriers. Gender bias is often a 

result of departmental attitudes while policy and procedures are typically structurally 

conceived. Department heads may be worried about promoting female officers over 

males for several reasons; discontent from male officers; perception from male officers 

and unfortunately, difficulty admitting women’s strengths and capabilities. Fullinwider 

(2011) wrote (The Civil Rights Act of 1964), “Title VI of the Act promised that “no 

person…shall, on the ground of race, color, or national origin, be excluded from 

participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any 

program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (para. 18). 

Another positive position is that one of the greatest attributes of women in 

policing is their ability to use verbal judo. In many instances, male counterparts are 

unable to de-escalate a situation and it often turns to a fight, Taser encounter, or worse, 

a deadly force incident. Women have proven to have the ability to empathize with 

people, often getting even stubborn, culturally-stagnant citizens to understand the logic 

of calming down the situation. Males will undeniably try to “muscle” their way into a 

situation most often, failing to calm it. In many cases, the male officers tend to create a 

far more difficult and dangerous situation for all parties involved. Dr. Lonsway (2002) 

stated, “the average male officer costs over five and a half times more than the average 

female officer in payouts” (p. 3). Lonsway further added, “he is over eight and a half 

times more likely to have an allegation of excessive force sustained against him, and he 
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is two to three times more likely to have a citizen name him in a complaint of excessive 

force” (Lonsway, 2002, p. 3). Bottom line, overall, women cost less than men in 

excessive force payouts. Some interesting statistics revealed in Los Angeles, California 

police department from 1990-1999 that there was 63.4 million dollars paid out in 

settlements or excessive force settlements against male officers, while only 2.8 million 

for female officers in the same time period (Lonsway, 2002).  Women can and will play 

a significant part in all law enforcement activities and have proven their capabilities are 

necessary and even complimentary to male co-workers. 

There are significant differences between a male and female in the law 

enforcement community. Grace (2012) stated “When male law enforcement 

administrators compare their female subordinates to male abilities and aptitudes in 

making promotion or hiring decisions, they create a dysfunctional system that fails to 

recognize the differences between male and female officers” (p.1, para.6) Women are 

trained the same as the males in every academy. They must qualify on the firing range 

and have to meet the same stringent requirements as the males; however, the way 

females choose to apply that training seems to make a big difference. Rabe-Hemp 

(2008) argued that women who attempt to meet the crime fighting image of police may 

be negatively labeled as “butch” or “dyke.” Unfortunately, “female officers that do not 

strive to meet this perceived ideal may be defined as weak or pansy police” (Rabe- 

Hemp, 2008, p. 2). New female officers in a department may attempt to win the respect 

of their male counterparts by behaving differently than they normally would, which only 

causes discomfort if they find they are still not part of the “group.” 
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Women were a large part of the process in the Affirmative Action movement. 
 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2014) defines affirmative action to include 

“positive steps that are taken to increase the representation of women and minorities 

where they have been historically excluded”. According to an article published in the 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “preferential selection—selection on the basis of 

race, gender, or ethnicity—in affirmative action generates intense controversy” (p.1). 

There were two high points in the affirmative action movement. Between the 

years of 1972 until about 1980, there was a passionate push for the equality that 

affirmative action brought about. After that impressive debate, there was a slowing of 

the gender equality rush. Some realities became apparent with the affirmative action 

movement. Fullinwider (2011) added that “Diversity in schools and the workplace is 

always desirable and needs to be encouraged by all means possible as it may not 

happen by chance” (p.1). Additionally, this website stresses that affirmative action is 

considered fair compensation for centuries of oppression and slavery (Messerli, 2012). 

Since affirmative action sought to include the minorities who were overlooked, it 

allows women and other minorities to challenge fields they may not have ever 

considered as viable options. It affords minorities the “safety net” of knowing that 

without affirmative action most of the hardened “stereotypical beliefs” in society would 

not have been broken, thereby allowing their opportunities to take chances. Ideally, this 

movement allowed the advancement, or opportunity for advancement, with a little boost 

that may not have been apparent without the introduction of the action. In other words, 

this evened the playing field, at least a little bit. 
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COUNTER POSITION 
 

In the later 1990’s until 2003, a resurgence of the affirmative action debate 

caused the Supreme Court’s decision to uphold a certain kind of affirmative action; 

however, at this time, it became more about minorities, such as Hispanics and African 

Americans, and less about females. The point of affirmative action was to increase the 

awareness of discrimination within all institutions and make them adhere to the Civil 

Rights Act. Eventually, the courts recognized that institutions were failing to find 

qualified women and minorities and decided the process needed a boost. The court’s 

required the institutions to introduce “quotas” with the understanding that females and 

minorities should be fairly represented and once they were in place, the system would 

go back to normal routine and the institutions would eventually accept their new reality. 

Anderson (2002) stated “Current affirmative action debates have lost sight of the ideal  

of integration as a compelling moral and political goal. Unless disadvantaged racial 

groups are integrated into mainstream social institutions, they will continue to suffer  

from segregation and discrimination” (p. 1270). Another perspective of the action 

movement would imply that minorities were incapable of making good career or higher 

education choices for themselves; therefore, this action was needed to get them into the 

game. According to an article written by Messerli (2012) “It demeans true minority 

achievement; i.e. success is labeled as result of affirmative action rather than hard work 

and ability” (para. 6). 

Subsequently, while women can offer a different perspective to law enforcement, 

the fact that they are the child bearing gender adds a significant twist for any law 

enforcement organization. Often, women are torn between work and family situations. 
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Archbold & Hassell (2009) stated, “Marital status can affect officers’ attitudes toward 

their department work environments, and the challenges they face with regard to life- 

work balance” (p. 3). Because women feel sometimes trapped between their family and 

work roles, they often choose to remain in patrol waiting for better scheduling options 

that will suit their familial needs better. Unfortunately, all too often, women will resign 

altogether to focus on their families indicating gender alone may be less important than 

gender combined with life circumstances. 

Females face the same dilemma regardless of their career field and it is certainly 

not specific to law enforcement. In today’s growing “politically correct” society, women 

are allowed a significant maternity leave with husbands or partners, even being given a 

substantial time off for a birth of a child. In 1993, President Bill Clinton signed into law 

the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), designed to assist families with medical 

leave, based on certain circumstances. This Act benefited not only child bearing 

women, but also their male counterparts and those families that adopted or needed to 

care for a sick relative (FMLA, 1993). With the FMLA in place, fathers of newborns 

receive a significant time off to be with their family (depending on the organization he 

works for). As in any pregnancy, a risk assessment should be performed to ensure that 

neither the mother nor the baby, are placed at risk either by work or their working 

environment. The assessment should then allow supervisors to adjust or alter work 

schedules or make necessary adjustments to duty positions. Even with the benefits of 

FMLA and certain insurance, in today’s society, being pregnant is actually considered a 

“disability.” 
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According to Smith, (2011) “The federal Pregnancy Discrimination Act 
 

(PDA) requires that employers treat “women affected by pregnancy, childbirth, or  

related conditions” the same “as other persons not so affected but similar in their ability 

or inability to work” (para. 8). Technically, what that means is the agency is required to 

treat pregnancy like any other illness or injury. Interestingly, if chiefs, sheriffs, or the 

upper echelon of a department would recognize that pregnancy is simply a part of life, it 

would be much easier to handle what the expectations are, both of the female employee 

and the agency as a whole. Becoming pregnant should not be an end all to a female’s 

career. Having an administration that embraces the female officer and her pregnancy 

makes the entire working relationship more comfortable. Pregnancy has been in 

existence since the beginning of time and administrations need to understand that is 

only a small part of the female officer that they hired. That female officer is still the 

significant contributor that she was before she became pregnant. 

Another difficulty facing women in law enforcement is the stigmatism that females 

are weaker physically and not considered as capable as men. In every academy, 

women and men are given the same requirements. If an individual cannot pass the 

recommended or required physical fitness, they are not accepted into law enforcement 

in general or into the specific agency which they applied. Williams (2014) bases his 

information from the National Strength and Conditioning Association and states,  

“women generally produce about two-thirds the amount of total strength and applied 

force that men produce” (p.1). While the physical strength difference is notable, there is 

not one, single element that makes up a good police officer regardless of gender. 

http://www.eeoc.gov/laws/statutes/pregnancy.cfm
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RECOMMENDATION 
 

Women in law enforcement have faced discrimination in promotional 

advancement for a very long time. Women should be judged and promoted based on 

their abilities, capabilities, and qualifications, exactly as men have been for generations. 

By eliminating a female competitor simply because she is female is detrimental to the 

organization as well as the officers in that organization. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 

began the process to end discrimination when it promised no person shall be 

discriminated against. That movement, coupled with the introduction of affirmative 

action in the early 1980’s, became a positive step toward the advancement of females 

in policing as well as minorities in general. The fact is that the affirmative action 

movement created enough of a controversy that organizations and businesses had to 

take corrective measures within their own environment, which caused some awakening. 

In many cases, it helped the movement however it also created more complications in 

many instances. 

Over the years, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the affirmative action movement 

became watered down in that instead of promoting or advancing qualified applicants, a 

numbers system became the norm. Unfortunately, when selecting the next sergeant, 

lieutenant, or captain, it soon became a numbers game, and (in some cases) a person 

may have received the position because of their ethnicity or gender as opposed to being 

given the position based on their qualifications. Selecting a person, whether female or 

male, because of their gender or ethnicity, rather than their true qualifications, does an 

injustice to all parties involved. Selection should be significant to their ability and 

willingness to do the job. 
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Many may argue that since females are the child bearers, they should not be in a 

dangerous job, such as law enforcement. The facts are their male counterparts are 

fathers to young children and yet are not treated differently because they want to take 

off to see a child play a game or be there for the birth of their baby. While women have 

to carry the baby for nine months, they should be respected and not treated as a 

disability. Statistics have proven that females offer a significant impact to agencies and 

should be recognized for their contributions. Complaints and lawsuits are significantly 

less with female officers versus their male counterparts. A 2002 report stated that the 

average male costs five and a half times more in lawsuit pay outs than the average 

female; men are also eight and a half times more likely to receive a complaint of 

excessive force and are two to three times more likely to receive a citizen complaint 

(Lonsway, 2002). 

Additionally, female officers are beneficial to many specific crimes committed and 

offer a softer, more compassionate side to female and child victims. It is clear that to 

have an objective work environment, it would be instrumental to have a more balanced 

representation of women and men. Giving female officers the same respect and 

opportunity afforded male counterparts not only reinforces the workforce commitment 

but offers the diversity which is necessary and beneficial in these changing times. 
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