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DIVERSITY IN POLICING

Female Police Officers
Historically, policing was viewed as a man’s job. In fact, in many agen-

cies women were not even considered for clerical work.23 Identification 
of the first female officer is difficult because titles and responsibilities 
varied from place to place. One possibility is Lucy Gray. She was the first 
Los Angeles police matron, who in the 1880s created a position in the 
police department that aided children and women who were victims and 
offenders. While Gray was never referred to as a policewoman, she per-
formed many of the same duties that male officers did while serving as 
police matron. Another possibility is Marie Owens, who in 1893 became 
the first woman appointed to perform police duties in Chicago. In this 
capacity, Owens held the rank of sergeant and enforced child labor and 
welfare laws. Others identify Lola Baldwin as the first female police offi-
cer. Appointed in 1905 in Portland, Oregon, Baldwin was given a tempo-
rary assignment with the Department of Public Safety for the Protection 
of Young Girls and Women. Initially, volunteers who staffed this group 
were not referred to as police officers. Rather, they were called operatives 
and workers, at the request of Baldwin. This group was so successful that 
they were given permanent positions in the Portland Police Department, 
though they were housed at the YMCA instead of the precinct. Alice 
Stebbins Wells is another whom some cite as the first female officer in the 
United States. In 1910, she became the first full-time paid policewoman 
with arrest powers in the Los Angeles Police Department. Importantly,  
she was identified as a police officer, as opposed to a matron, a worker, 
or an operative. Los Angeles also has the distinction of having hired 
the first female black police officer, in 1916: Georgia Robinson. Some 
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Figure 4.1  n � Percentage of Female Law Enforcement Officers in the United States, 
1987–2013

Sources: Langston, L. (2010). Crime data brief: Women in law enforcement, 1987–2008. Washington, DC: U.S. Department 
of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics. Burch, A. (2016). Sheriffs’ office personnel, 1993–2013. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics. Reaves, B. (2015). Local 
police departments, 2013: Personnel, policies, and practices. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice 
Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics. Federal Bureau of Investigation. (2013). Crime in the United States 2013. Retrieved 
from https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2013/crime-in-the-u.s.-2013.

Note: Most recent data available.

police matron:  
Title frequently given to 

women who worked in the 
early days of policing.

Alice Stebbins Wells, a Los Angeles police 

officer thought by many to be the first 

female police officer in the United States. 

What, if any, sort of work would Stebbins 

have been able to accomplish that male 

officers could not? Why does gender matter 

when it comes to policing?
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