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on the job. Sixty-three percent of suicide victims were single.19 Successful interventions to 
help officers cope with stress and trauma include peer support programs and professional 
resources targeting the unique circumstances of policing.

Gender
The subculture of policing emphasizes the notion of hypermasculinity. In other 

words, policing is a man’s job that requires physical strength. Currently, female offi-
cers are found in most departments, though their numbers remain low. Female police 
officers represent approximately 14% of all sworn officers and face stereotyping and 
marginalization. Many scholars and researchers argue that gender discrimination and 
inequality continue to exist in policing, despite reform efforts.20 A great deal of empirical 
research has focused on how men and women may differ in their approaches while on 
duty and why so few women become police officers. Perceived differences between police-
women and policemen are based on both biological and psychological factors thought to  
hinder or help performance. These differences rest primarily in size, strength, and  
communications skills.

Physical size and strength were seen as necessary attributes for making arrests and 
handling uncooperative suspects.21 Even in the late 1970s, agencies maintained mini-
mum height and weight criteria for new recruits, which applied to both genders but 
favored male applicants. A slew of lawsuits, however, ended this practice when agency 
officials were unable to show that size mattered in doing the work.22 Physical strength 
and agility testing remain in place in some departments, with different performance 
standards required for different applicants. Departments without physical agility testing 
typically employ greater numbers of women. In one large department, researchers discov-
ered that only 28% of female recruits were passing the tests, compared with 93% of the 
male recruits.23 Masculine physical strength, however, is not the defining characteristic 
of being a police officer or being able to perform the job. Perceived differences between 
how male and female officers approach policing duties are controversial and equivocal.

Many researchers argue that male officers engage in more use of force compared with 
female officers.24 One explanation for these findings is the ability of policewomen to use 
communication skills to de-escalate potentially violent incidents. Many officers, however, 
believe that “blue is blue” after training and indoctrination. 
Despite known differences in attitudes and approaches, 
stereotyping based on gender is a sensitive subject and, in 
some cases, prone to exaggeration or overgeneralization.25 
Differences in behavior and skills can be attributed to any 
variety of physical abilities or personality traits.

Whether or not a “glass ceiling” exists in law enforce-
ment in the United States is debatable. Female officers, 
on one hand, are encouraged to engage in promotional 
processes, though some have expressed feelings that 
these requests are made solely on the basis of gender as 
departments strive to meet diversity quotas.26 On the 
other hand, many policewomen show little interest in 
promoting or seeking special assignments. Choice assign-
ments such as special task forces, undercover narcotics, 
and SWAT remain male dominated.27 Commonly, female 
officers are happy with shifts and assignments that allow 
them to attend to family or childcare obligations. Overall, 
family and childcare responsibilities are more prevalent 
for female compared with male officers.28 While women 
have increased their presence in policing, they con-
tinue to be underrepresented at the uppermost ranks,  
particularly supervisory and command positions. In the 
United States, only 1% of police chiefs are women.29

Female police chiefs, though still underrepresented, are 

becoming more common. How does gender make a 

difference in leadership?
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