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As pundits debate ways to reduce fatal police shootings, science 
points to an answer that’s both radical and, given the data, all too 

obvious: Hire females. WH reports from the front lines.
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women tend to 
make arrests 

without violence.  

We all know the names, the 
protests, the hashtags. The 
widespread outrage that boils 
with every person we lose to 
deep racial divides and deadly 
force. But what’s been largely 
ignored in the search for a 
solution is police gender—
something that could be a 
game changer. Consider the 
numbers: At press time, 
684 Americans had been 
killed by law enforcement so 
far this year, but only about  
2 percent of those incidents 
involved a female officer. 

And while police shootings 
may dominate the headlines, 
we hear less often about the 
times a cop defused a tense 
incident without violence—
like the policewoman in D.C. 
who, in October 2015, broke 
up an armed fight between 
teenagers by initiating a 
dance-off with them. Or a 
female officer in Dallas  
who chased down an active 
shooter rather than fire her 
own weapon this past 
February. These aren’t 
isolated instances.

Research has shown that 
not only do women cops 
deploy their guns less 

frequently, but they’re also 
significantly less inclined to 
use unnecessary force. 
Beyond that, a study by the 
National Center for Women 
and Policing (NCWP)  
looked at seven U.S. police 
departments and found that, 

on average, male cops were 
eight and a half times more 
likely than their female peers 
to be formally accused of using 
excessive force.

The Female Touch 
The discrepancies stem  
from both biological and 
social differences. For one, 
female officers aren’t as 
predisposed to feel as if 
they’re being personally 
challenged in agitating 
circumstances. And as 
problematic as gender 
conditioning can be—girls 
should be sweet, boys should 
be rough-and-tumble—many 
policewomen’s innate, finely 
tuned sense of empathy can  
be an asset.

“We don’t get our egos 
involved,” says Chief Penny 
Harrington, the NCWP’s 
founding director and the  
first woman to head up a  
major police department in 
the United States (Portland, 
Oregon, to be exact). “We can 
go into a situation that’s very 
tense, and we don’t need to 
shout back. We start talking.” 
As a result, female officers 
frequently settle conflicts 

before they escalate into 
dangerous, potentially fatal 
altercations. (This isn’t to say 
that men can’t—or don’t— 
do the same. There are, of 
course, plenty of empathetic 
male cops in this country  
who never resort to attack.)

Plus, female officers  
tend to excel in nonverbal 
communication, says Sergeant 
Betsy Brantner Smith, a 
longtime law-enforcement 
trainer and 29-year veteran of 
the force in suburban Illinois. 
“Women read people’s faces 
and their tone of voice,”  
she says, explaining that this 
ability helps them build 
consensus and negotiate with 
people, even if they become 
combative. “Let’s say I’m 
dealing with a suspect, and 
he’s drunk, he’s mad, he wants 
to fight. I have a good chance 
of talking him into letting me 
handcuff him, placing him 
under arrest, and getting him 
in the back of my patrol car.”
 
closing The gap
As in the politics and business 
worlds, the current police 
force is only a fraction 
female—women constitute a 
mere 13 percent of officers, 
according to the most recent 
data available from the 
Department of Justice. Yes, 
that is an increase from the 

2 percent of the 1970s (when 
the majority of those who 
were sworn in were resigned 
to clerical work), but it’s 
nowhere near enough.

The problem begins with 
recruitment, says Harrington. 
Most departments still rely  
on sources like the military—
where 85 percent of active-
duty officers are men—and 
create male-oriented 
advertising campaigns. “If 
what you show is a bunch of 
men with guns all over them, 
you’re not going to attract a lot 
of women,” she says. “The 
most successful female 
recruiting poster the Los 
Angeles PD ever did was a 
woman sitting on a motorcycle 
in full uniform. Her helmet 
was off, and she had a big grin 
on her face with her hand up in 
the air, like, ‘God, I love this.’” 
But images like that aren’t the 
norm. Media portrayals— 
both real and fictionalized—
add to the testosterone-fueled 
stereotype and emphasize 
contentious interactions over 
peaceful ones.

  “We don’t get our  
      egos involved. We 
can go into a situation     
    that’s very tense,        
 and we don’t need                  
     to shout back.  
        We start talking.”
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What It 
Feels Like…
…to be a female cop. Three officers 
open up about life on the line.

And while departments have 
dropped height and weight 
requirements and have started 
to diversify their outreach, 
many officer-qualifying tests 
still prioritize brute strength 
and physical stamina, which 
can discourage women who 
don’t think they’ll pass muster. 

What’s most ironic about 
this setup is that the  
average officer’s job actually 
involves more community 
relationship–building  
than kicking ass (in other 
words, it’s more about 
cultivating the mutual 
understanding and respect 
that prevents tensions from 
flaring in the first place).

To start changing the 
system, Smith has been 
working to expand the 
avenues used to find new 
cadets. “We’re using the 
Internet and going to more 
nontraditional events, 
whether it’s a Spartan Race or 
a music festival,” she says. 
“We try to be in more places 
where women who are 
outgoing and athletic would 
be. Some police departments 
are even doing faith-based 
recruiting at churches, 
mosques, or synagogues.”

The hope is that having 
more women on the force will 
lead to less violence overall—
and fewer devastating lists of 
names, protests, and hashtags 
in the news. 

Sarah Foster, 27, Oklahoma City 
Police Department 
Growing up in southern california, foster 
thought her household was run by 
superheroes: both her dad and stepmom 
were police officers. she enlisted in the 
marines after high school and earned an 
administrative leadership degree from the 
university of oklahoma before joining  

the force in January 2015 as a patrol officer. While the corps 
prepared her for both the male-dominated environment and 
the physical demands of police work, being a woman is 
sometimes her most useful tool for her most common cases: 
domestic violence. “A male partner of mine might come 
across the wrong way with a female suspect or victim, but 
often i can come in, de-escalate a situation, and get 
information about someone that we need to find,” she says. 
her civilian friends are largely supportive, but some are 
scared for her on a daily basis. her response: “come on a 
ride-along and i’ll show you how my partners take care of 
me—how we all take care of each other.”

La Vida Delozier, 39, 
Washington, D.C. 
Metropolitan Police 
Department 
delozier was raised in d.c. 
during the crack epidemic of 
the ’80s and ’90s, but it was 
the murder of a police officer, 
brian Gibson, that inspired  
her to apply to the police 
academy. “i’ve seen a lot of 
violent things—friends killed, 
neighbors killed, classmates 
killed—and at a certain point 
you get tired of it,” she says. 
delozier admits she’s 
experienced her fair share of 
disrespect while patrolling.  
“i have everything going 
against me—i’m short, i’m 
female, i’m black.” but she has 
also learned to use those 
stereotypes to her advantage: 
“A child can relate to a female 
police officer in the same  
way they would relate to their 
mom,” she reports. While her 
own 2-year-old son doesn’t 
quite grasp what she does,  
her husband—a fellow police 
officer—knows exactly how 
demanding the job is and 
respects her all the more for it. 
“in college, i had a steady 
boyfriend who had a lot of 
insecurity,” she recalls. “i 
carried a gun—he didn’t want 
that. he looked at me like i was 
no longer a lady. but now my 
husband and i complement 
each other; we want the same 
things out of life.”

Danielle Marotta, 37, Miami Beach Police Department 
As a former ballerina, marotta knew what it was like to be in a profession 
that demands mental, physical, and emotional grit. After she quit 
performing, she taught dance in inner-city schools but wanted to make a 
greater impact on the community at large. she’s now patrolled the rowdy 
streets of south beach for eight years. “it can be tough—people try to bait 
and distract you,” she says. “it’s primarily drunk or high people; a lot are 
disrespectful. i don’t know if it’s the uniform or because i’m a woman. it’s 
hard not to take it personally, but you can’t be afraid, because that’s what 

gets you hurt.” the vampire schedule of four 10-hour shifts in a row can be grueling, though 
“you get used to sleeping during the day and being up all night.” she squeezes in time with 
friends and family on her off days, but it helps to have a long-term boyfriend who shares the 
same line of duty—and schedule.  n

IntereSteD In  
jOInIng the FOrCe? 

chief harrington recommends  
first signing up for a ride-along with 
a female cop. or find out if your local 

department has a citizen police 
Academy, a program that works on 
improving communication between 
law-enforcement officers and the 
people they’re sworn to protect, 

suggests sergeant smith. both steps  
will shed light on what your day- 

to-day might eventually look  
like—and whether you’d 

be happy in uniform.
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