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Blue First and Foremost: Female
Descriptive Representation, Rape,
and the Justice Gap
Anna Gunderson and Laura Huber

The degree to which female political actors influence policy is hotly debated in political science. However, relatively little research
considers how women’s representation in the police influences policing outcomes. We argue that increasing women’s represen-
tation should be associated with increases in rape report rates but should not be associated with changes in rape arrest rates. We
expect public perceptions of female police to affect victims’ willingness to report and cooperate with the police, but the masculine,
hierarchical, and complex nature of police investigations of rape will make it difficult for those increases in reporting to translate into
increases in arrests for those crimes. We leverage unique police administrative data from 1987 to 2016 and find that although
women’s representation is associated with increased rape report rates, there is no relationship with rape arrest rates, highlighting an
important justice gap. Our article has implications not only for the study of female representation and representative bureaucracy
but also provides insights into how descriptive representation may be limited by institutional culture, norms, practices, and
procedures.

I
n October 2017, the #MeToo hashtag began trending
on Twitter, calling attention to the rampant levels of
sexual assault and harassment faced by women. As the

socialmovement took off, generatingmore than 12million
tweets using the hashtag in the first 24 hours, activists (and
critics) questioned whether tangible change would follow
(Mendes, Ringrose, and Keller 2018). Evidence indicates
that the #MeToo movement has encouraged survivors of
sexual assault and harassment to report their experiences to
the police (Levy and Mattsson 2021; Mendes, Ringrose

and Keller 2018), but police have been criticized for their
poor response to these increased number of reports.1 This
gap between reporting of sexual assault and poor police
handling of these allegations is reflective of a troubling
pattern regarding insufficient police responses to one of
the most common crimes in America. It has led many to
call for reform of police procedures and policies regarding
sexual assault, including a push to recruit more female
police officers because women are still very underrepre-
sented in police forces: in 2018, only about 13% of police
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officers were female (Federal Bureau of Investigation
2018).
One of the core political science debates is the extent to

which ascriptive characteristics like the gender of political
actors affect policy outcomes (Keiser et al. 2002; Meier
and Nicholson-Crotty 2006).2 We build on this literature
to examine the role of female police officers in the admin-
istration of state force and as representatives of women’s
interests.3 As bureaucratic agents with a relatively large
degree of discretion in decisionmaking, who also can act as
agents of repression and use force (Soss andWeaver 2017),
police officers are uniquely situated to have a radical
impact on the lives of those they interact with; they also
have the potential to represent members of their own
identity groups (Keiser et al. 2002; Meier and Nichol-
son-Crotty 2006). However, there is mixed evidence
regarding the impact of female police officers on police
outcomes (Poteyeva and Sun 2009). Do female police
officers behave differently than male police officers, espe-
cially regarding crimes that disproportionately affect
women like rape? Are female officers associated with
increased rape reports, and do police agencies with greater
female representation see higher rates of rape arrests?
We argue that although women’s increased representa-

tion may increase victims’ willingness to report rape, it
alone is not sufficient to increase rape arrests. We claim
that increased numbers of female police officers ought to
be associated with increased numbers of rape reports,
because women’s representation may increase the public’s
comfort with and trust of the police, especially regarding
sexual and gender-based crimes (Flores-Macías and Zarkin
2021; Karim 2020; Meier and Nicholson-Crotty 2006;
Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and Lavena 2014; Schuck, Baldo,
and Powell 2021). Women’s representation may increase
female victims’willingness to report rape because theymay
perceive female police as more sympathetic, more trust-
worthy, and more likely to take their complaints and
reports seriously (Kennedy and Homant 1983; Meier
and Nicholson-Crotty 2006). However, the impact of
female officers on the number of rape arrests may be
limited because of institutional features that decrease their
interest in and ability to represent women’s interests in
several ways. First, even if female officers did want to
represent women’s interests through the active investiga-
tion of rape reports, individual officers are limited by
departmental culture, norms, training, and practices, as
well as legal, political, and budgetary factors beyond their
immediate control. Rape arrests are often the product of
multiple actors’ decisions, not just one police officer, and
an individual officer’s assignment may limit her opportu-
nity to work on a rape case. Moreover, female officers may
not identify with or want to represent women’s interests
within the police because of masculine police cultures and
fears of tokenism (Belknap 2014; Chan, Devery, and
Doran 2003; Johnson 2011; Marks 2008). In sum, we

expect that despite increased rape report rates associated
with a higher percentage of female police officers, there will
not be a parallel upward shift in rape arrest rates.

Using periodic data on women’s representation within
approximately 9,500 unique law enforcement agencies
between 1987 and 2016, this study links the Law Enforce-
ment Management and Administrative Statistics
(LEMAS) series across this time period, providing a
unique opportunity to test the impact of women’s repre-
sentation across time and in different types of law enforce-
ment agencies throughout the country. This sample
improves on those in previous studies on the impact of
women’s representation in the police that have largely
either used a subset of large agencies (even though 71%
of police forces serve communities under 10,000; Hyland
and Davis 2019) or data aggregated to the county level.

We find that women’s representation in the police is
associated with more rape reports but not more rape
arrests. Improving women’s representation may increase
the likelihood that a rape victim reports the assault, but
there is no corresponding significant increase in the like-
lihood of an arrest. This justice gap is important and
troubling, indicating that the strategy of “just add women
and stir” is insufficient to improve the investigation of sex-
based crimes (e.g., Celis et al. 2008; Karim et al. 2018).
Yet, increasing women’s physical representation within
institutions, such as the police, remains a common focus of
popular discourse, proposed reform programs, and litera-
ture on policing. These findings point to the importance of
detailed data on the police that are often unavailable or
nonexistent; they also highlight the need for careful evi-
dence-based analysis of the impact of diversity in police
forces that considers the institutional and social dynamics
of police behavior. In other words, descriptive representa-
tion in the police may be mediated by police culture,
institutional and organizational structure, and procedures
used for some policing outcomes: with regard to rape
arrests, female police officers may be “blue” first and
women second. The question of whether the police pro-
vide adequate and equal services to all is a vital question
not only for women but also for every American.

New “Face,” Same Body: Opportunities
and Limitations of Women’s
Representation in the Police
Scholars have long wondered how the representation of
women in political and bureaucratic institutions shapes
policies that affect marginalized groups, as well as percep-
tions of government legitimacy (Keiser et al. 2002; Meier
1975; Meier and Stewart 1992; Mosher 1982). There are
twomain ways that female police may alter police behavior
regarding rape: they may increase victims’ willingness to
report rape and increase police effectiveness in arresting
perpetrators. Although our empirical analysis considers the
crime of rape, our theory can apply more broadly to other
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crimes, especially ones that disproportionately affect
women, such as domestic violence or sexual assault.
Women in political positions and public office are often

perceived and evaluated differently by the public than their
male counterparts. Research on female legislative candi-
dates finds that gender stereotypes harm evaluations and
perceptions of those candidates, that womenmust bemore
qualified than men to win races, and that they must
outperform men once they are in office to retain their
position (Anzia and Berry 2011; Bauer 2019; 2020;
Pearson and McGhee 2013). Although there are certainly
stereotypes that can harm female political candidates and
politicians, some research finds that gender diversity
within institutions positively affects public perceptions
of those institutions. Institutional gender diversity may
increase perceptions of legitimacy, fairness, trustworthi-
ness, and support of the institution within the broader
bureaucracy and of police bureaucracy, in particular
(Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021; Gade and Wilkins
2012; Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and Jackson 2018; Riccucci,
Van Ryzin, and Lavena 2014; Schuck, Baldo, and Powell
2021; Theobald and Haider-Markel 2009). Comparative
policing research in other contexts supports this perspec-
tive: citizens in Liberia, Brazil, and Mexico perceive that
increasing female police representation makes the police
more trustworthy, more respectful of civil liberties, and
less corrupt (Còrdova and Kras 2020; Flores-Macías and
Zarkin 2021; Karim 2020). Although there may be dif-
ferences in howwomen’s representation affects attitudes in
the United States and internationally because of varying
levels of government legitimacy, capacity, and public
interactions with the police, findings that increases in
women’s representation improve perceptions of the police
are relatively consistent across countries, including in the
United States (Barnes, Beaulieu, and Saxton 2018; Ric-
cucci, Van Ryzin, and Lavena 2014; Schuck, Baldo, and
Powell 2021). The positive effect of women’s representa-
tion on perceptions of legitimacy appears to be primarily
driven by perceptions among men that female police are
outsiders within police and political networks, and thus are
less likely to abuse their authority, and by perceptions
among women that female police have higher risk aversion
and as a result are unlikely to be corrupt (Barnes, Beaulieu,
and Saxton 2018).
These changing perceptions of police induced by

women’s representation may translate into altered behav-
iors by the public, including an increased willingness to
cooperate. Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and Li (2015) found that
women are more willing to cooperate with the government
when they encounter female bureaucrats, including taking
on more costly behaviors. Similarly, research on racial
representation in the bureaucracy finds that parents of
students with a same-race teacher are more likely to trust
that teacher and invest in co-productive behavior (Holt
and Gershenson 2019). Other findings suggest that Black

police officers increase perceptions of the police’s legiti-
macy among Black Americans (Cochran and Warren
2012; Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and Jackson 2018). Improved
perceptions of police legitimacy, trustworthiness, effec-
tiveness, and fairness are not only important for the health
of democracy butmay also increase the public’s willingness
to coproduce and cooperate with the police, including
reporting crimes of all types.
Although increasing women’s representation in the

police may improve perceptions of the police and increase
reporting among both women and men, women may be
particularly likely to show an increased willingness to
engage with the police, especially regarding sexual vio-
lence. Theories of representative bureaucracy emphasize
that female bureaucrats may only improve outcomes for
women if the issue is considered a salient “women’s issue”
(Keiser et al. 2002). Sexual assault and rape have been
politically identified as such because the overwhelming
number of victims are women, and the perpetrators are
men (Black et al. 2011; Keiser et al. 2002; Meier and
Nicholson-Crotty 2006). Given social stigmas and taboos
surrounding sexual assault, its designation as a “women’s
issue,” and shared experiences of women within rape
cultures, female victims of sexual assault may believe that
female police will be more sympathetic and understanding
to their plight and so may feel more comfortable reporting
to a female police officer, especially if the perpetrator was
male (Keiser et al. 2002; Kennedy and Homant 1983).
One female police officer explained that victims prefer to
interact with female officers: “If they are the victim and
they’ve had a sexual assault…they would rather talk tome”
(Rabe-Hemp 2017, 130). Indeed, there is some evidence
that changing sex demographics in police forces may alter
reporting rates of gender-based violence specifically or
violent crime more generally (Meier and Nicholson-
Crotty 2006; Miller and Segal 2019; Schuck 2018). For
example, Schuck (2018) found that increases in women’s
representation in the police were associated with increased
reporting of rape and that this relationship is moderated by
agency structure, including the presence of a union, the
provision of resources for victims, and the presence of
community policing.
Even though the positive impact of women’s represen-

tation on perceptions of police legitimacy and trustwor-
thiness may increase both men’s and women’s willingness
to report other gendered and nongendered crimes, we
focus here on rape, because its designation as a women’s
issue combined with social stigmas surrounding sexual
assault may make female victims particularly likely to
positively respond to women’s representation in the
police. Yet, in the following analysis, we also probe the
impact of female police officers on other types of crimes. It
is important to note that a victim may not be aware of
how many women work in their local police department
when they are deciding whether to report. Instead, this
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mechanism may be more likely to operate when a female
officer is the responding officer or when a victim has
already decided to go to the police and their report is
taken by a female officer whom she believes may ensure
that the report is completed.

Hypothesis 1: Increases in women’s representation in police
forces should be associated with increases in rape reporting
rates.

Some argue that female police officers may be more
effective, more likely to prioritize, and more proactive in
investigations of rape. Although there is some evidence
that female officers behave differently from male officers,4

it is inconsistent (Brandl, Stroshine, and Frank 2001;
Huber and Gunderson 2022; Poteyeva and Sun 2009).
Many of the theories underlying these studies assume that
female police will actively represent women’s interests,5

including those interests of victims of sexual violence.
Keiser et al. (2002) outlined the following criteria for
determining whether an issue area is gendered and there-
fore relevant for female bureaucrats: when that issue
benefits (or, in this case, harms) women as a class, when
the gender of a bureaucrat changes the client–bureaucrat
interaction, and when the issue has been defined as a
women’s issue through a political process. Rape, thus,
could be considered a women’s issue because women are
more likely to be exposed to the negative consequences of
sexual violence and to be victims of sexual violence (Keiser
et al. 2002).
However, it is important to note that not all women

may identify with or be concerned with “women’s issues.”
Female police officers may distance themselves from civil-
ian women, given that careers in the police tend to attract
more masculine men and women (Clinkinbeard, Solo-
mon, and Rief 2020). Therefore, although female officers
may seek to improve police responses to rape because of a
desire to actively represent women’s interests, this assump-
tion may not hold within the police, a possibility that we
explore more later. For example, even though female
police officers are more likely to provide support to those
involved in domestic violence situations (Stalans and Finn
2000; Sun 2007), male and female officers hold similar
beliefs about sexual assault and domestic violence victims
—and female officers may be even more likely to question
the credibility of rape victims (Wentz and Archbold
2012). Similarly, although some studies find that female
officers behave differently from each other in spheres other
than gendered crimes, female officers are less likely to do
the following: exhibit controlling behavior (Rabe-Hemp
2008), use weapons or injure suspects (Hoffman and
Hickey 2005), initiate traffic stops (Shoub, Stauffer, and
Song 2021), and use force (Ba et al. 2021). Yet other
studies found that female and male police officers behaved
similarly, or when differences were found, they were
substantively small (Brandl, Stroshine, and Frank 2001;

Hoffman and Hickey 2005; Poteyeva and Sun 2009;
Rabe-Hemp 2008). Thus, it is unclear whether women’s
representation in the police changes arrest outcomes or
whether female officers are more proactive regarding
arrests for rape, in particular.

Although increasing sexual assault arrests may appear to
be an ideal way for female bureaucrats to promote policy
outcomes that are favorable to women—given that female
police officers are street-level bureaucrats with high levels
of discretion and that this crime is salient as a women’s
issue—the structure, culture, hierarchies, and practices of
police forces may limit or dissuade women from actively
representing women’s issues (Keiser et al. 2002; Meier
1993). There are several reasons to doubt whether female
police officers are able to or choose to have a meaningful
impact on policing outcomes. We explore some of these
reasons here and note that some (or all) of them may
contribute to null effects of gender diversity on a variety of
police outcomes.

First, female police officers face immense pressure to
integrate into a masculine institutional culture shaped by
masculine practices. Police culture privileges behaviors
and characteristics commonly associated with masculinity,
such as aggression, courage, and competitiveness, while
devaluing tasks and characteristics associated with femi-
ninity, such as police work related to sexual violence
(Brown 2007). A masculine police culture increases the
likelihood that male (and female) officers will hold nega-
tive stereotypes toward women (Lockwood and Prohaska
2015). Police officers’ behavior is directly shaped both by
their own beliefs and departmental norms and practices
(Johnson 2011). Adherence to traditional gender roles and
the privileging of masculinity decreases the perceived
seriousness of crimes against women, particularly sexual
violence between partners, because the domination of men
over women and the presence of violence in relationships
are normalized (Lockwood and Prohaska 2015). Police
departments with highly masculinized cultures are less
likely to allocate the necessary resources and training to
ensure the proper handling of gender-based crimes
(Belknap 2014; Feder 1997; Heidensohn 1992; Loftus
2010; Martin 1982). Outside of gender-based crimes,
female police representation is associated with a decrease
in lethal force, but this is attributable to shifts in depart-
mental culture in response to female officers, rather than
the presence of these officers alone (Carmichael and Kent
2015). In addition, individuals—both male and female—
who hold more masculine views are more likely to be
interested in policing careers, reinforcing the masculine
culture of police (Clinkinbeard, Solomon, and Rief 2020).
Thus, female police officers may themselves hold mascu-
line and traditional gendered views and may have little to
no desire to represent women’s interests.

Second, female officers may feel a need to “prove”
themselves and their loyalty to the police by not embracing
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their femininity and women’s interests (Marks 2008). For
example, one female police officer explained that her
success in the police required her to deemphasize her
femininity: “I am successful because I don’t play up the
‘female’ part. I’m just one of the guys….We’re not treated
any differently.We’re not babied because that’s one thing I
hate. I don’t want to be babied because I am a girl. You know,
I just get in there and do what I need to do, just like any of the
guys would” (emphasis added; Rabe-Hemp 2017, 97).
Because female officers are often “tokens” and otherwise
have little institutional or cultural support, they are
unlikely to radically alter police behavior or to act in a
radically different way from their colleagues. Instead, they
tend to embrace the dominant occupational identity of the
department, feeling pressure to “keep your head down” or
turn a blind eye to be accepted by their (male) colleagues
(Chan, Devery, and Doran 2003). This pattern has been
demonstrated with racial representation too: Wilkins and
Williams (2008) found that the presence of Black officers
increased racial profiling. Similarly, Nicholson-Crotty,
Nicholson-Crotty, and Fernandez (2017) found that
Black police officers do not decrease police-involved homi-
cides until a critical mass of 35% Black officers is reached,
because as a minority group in the police department,
Black officers feel pressured to conform to organizational
culture.
Finally, even if a female officer wanted to represent

women’s interests and improve the police response to rape
reports, she may have a limited effect on whether a rape
report results in an arrest. This is because arrests are often
the product of the decisions of multiple police officers,
police leaders (like sergeants and other supervisors), and
prosecutors, rather than the outcome of individual actions
(Morabito, Williams, and Pattavina 2019). As a result,
even if a female officer were to want to use her discretion to
actively pursue a rape case, the structure and process of
pursuing arrests and the many people who may also
influence the decision to approve an arrest may dilute
her individual impact (Keiser et al. 2002). In other words,
whereas female officers may have an observable impact
with regard to policing outcomes determined by more
individual discretion—such as traffic stops (e.g., Shoub,
Stauffer, and Song 2021) or arrests while on patrol and
involving the use of force (e.g., Ba et al. 2021)—they may
be limited in their impact on outcomes that require
coordination and cooperation among multiple offices
and officials, such as rape arrests: any individual-level
differences may not aggregate to the often group-level
outcome of arrests. Rank-and-file officers are also limited
in their ability to alter the behavior of other police officers.
Moreover, female and male officers may not be evenly
assigned to tasks and patrols, and thus, female officers may
not be present for both the initial report taking and the
decision to make an arrest.

In addition, officers’ discretion in sexual assault cases
depends on their department’s mission, leadership,
resources, and support (Andrews and Johnston Miller
2013). Police forces tend to be hierarchical; this may
limit a female officer’s ability to represent women’s
interests because hierarchical organizations tend to
depersonalize relationships with outside groups and
emphasize adherence with the in-group institutional
identity (Keiser et al. 2002). Moreover, police often
minimize victims’ experiences by creating distinctions
between “worthy” and “unworthy” victims based on the
type of perpetrator—a stranger versus an acquaintance or
partner—and the victims’ life circumstances, appearance,
criminal history, or socioeconomic status (Charman and
Williams 2021). Police may use their discretion (andmay
feel institutional pressure) to pursue only those cases
where the victim is perceived as “deserving” of justice
or where the case is likely to lead to a result and
conviction; they may “write off” or “get rid of” cases
and, at times, actively pressure victims to drop com-
plaints that are deemed “too messy” or involve an
“undeserving” victim. This tendency for police officers
to prefer or only pursue rape reports that are deemed
“deserving” is exacerbated when departmental leaders or
budgets do not prioritize rape and sexual assault crimes,
forcing police officers to be highly selective in which cases
they pursue (Charman and Williams 2021). Finally, a
female police officer’s interest in actively pursuing rape
arrests may be dependent on the salience of rape within
the community as a women’s interest or issue. Women’s
bureaucratic representation only improves outcomes for
women if the policy outcome is salient as a women’s issue
(Keiser et al. 2002). Even though rape and sexual assault
are often considered crimes that are highly relevant to
women nationally, some communities and some police
agencies may not view rape as an important issue in their
community. Thus, if rape is neither a salient issue in the
community or within the department, female officers
may not feel a need or interest to actively pursue rape
arrests.
Thus, although there is the potential for female police

officers to actively represent women’s interests, which may
increase the arrest rate for rape, they may face constraints
on their interests, behavior, and priorities. As a result, they
may be encouraged to view their relationships with other
police officers as superseding their relationship or connec-
tion with other women, or they may simply be unable to
alter policing outcomes with regard to rape arrests because
of the complex, hierarchical nature of rape arrests and
policing.

Hypothesis 2: Increases in women’s representation in police
forces should not be associated with changes in rape arrest
rates.
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Data and Methods
Although previous studies present suggestive evidence of a
relationship between female representation and police
outcomes, these findings have several limitations. First,
many of these studies either used data from nonrepresen-
tative samples of police agencies, from only one police
force or one state, or from only police agencies in major
cities (Meier and Nicholson-Crotty 2006; Saltzstein
1989). Most police departments in the United States serve
small areas: in 2016, only 3% of police departments served
communities of more than 100,000 people; as mentioned,
71% served communities with less than 10,000 residents
(Hyland and Davis 2019). Thus, relying on data from
large, urban areas may bias the results by overrepresenting
police departments with higher rates of sexual assault and
greater demographic diversity. Moreover, some studies
used county-level data (e.g., Meier and Nicholson-Crotty
2006;Miller and Segal 2019), which is not ideal given that
individual agencies make arrests. These limited data pre-
sent a significant obstacle for researchers seeking to study
how characteristics of the police affect a variety of policing
outcomes.
To overcome these obstacles, we used the Law Enforce-

ment Management and Administrative Statistics
(LEMAS) series, data collected periodically by the federal
government from approximately 3,000 law enforcement
agencies in each survey year. These agencies are a nation-
ally representative sample, which necessarily changes each
survey year,6 of the approximately 12,000 law enforce-
ment agencies nationwide (see the Supplementary Mate-
rial for details). LEMAS data have been used in
criminology (e.g., Schuck 2014; 2018, Shjarback and
Todak 2019) though less often in political science
(though, see Huber and Gunderson 2022). To our knowl-
edge, we are the first to link the LEMAS data from the
1980s to the present, merging the data by unique agency
identifiers and connecting it to crime records for all years
in the series, despite the difficulties in doing so. Thus, this
article provides the first test of the effect of female repre-
sentation on policing outcomes using all available LEMAS
data (1987, 1990, 1993, 1997, 2000, 2003, 2007, 2013,
and 2016), comprising approximately 23,000 observa-
tions and more than 10,000 unique agencies. Because
agencies may be included in some sample years and not
others, our analysis cannot make within-agency compar-
isons over time and instead emphasizes broad observa-
tional patterns across agencies.7 Importantly, these results
reflect aggregate patterns across agencies, rather than
decisions made by individual police officers. Thus, we
cannot make conclusions about the behavior of individual
female and male officers but only whether women’s rep-
resentation within agencies alters policing outcomes of the
police force. However, as a robustness check, we also

examine individual-level data on arrest rates using data
from Ba et al. (2021).

Our independent variable is the percentage of each
agency’s sworn, full-time workforce that is female. Sworn
employees carry firearms, have arrest powers, and possess
badges. This variable therefore defines the percentage of
female police officers, and not clerks or other positions
without arrest powers. Figure 1 shows the variable’s
distribution over time. The data exhibit significant varia-
tion, though the average percentage of female officers is
relatively consistent and does not increase significantly
over time. This reflects the stagnant growth in women’s
representation at the national level over the past 50 years.

To estimate the relationship between the percent of
female police officers and the rape arrest and report rate,
we estimate an ordinary least squares model using
Equation 1:

Y i,t = α1þβ1 % Female Officersð Þi,t þX i,t þδt þ∈i,t

(1)

Our main coefficient of interest is β1, the percent of
sworn officers that are female. Yi,t refers to two depen-
dent variables, the first of which is the rate8 of rape
reports in agency i in year t. This variable is the rate of
reported rapes per 100,000 jurisdiction population,
because some jurisdictions are significantly larger than
others, and thus the raw number has significant skew.
The second dependent variable is the rape arrest rate in
agency i in year t.This variable represents the rate of rape
arrests per 100,000 population in the jurisdiction. Both
variables come from the Uniform Crime Reporting
Program at the Federal Bureau of Investigation, which
has known problems, including incomplete reporting
from agencies (Maltz 2006). We therefore include only
those agencies that reported annual arrest and crime data
to the FBI.

Xi,t is a matrix of control variables that may influence the
efficiency of the police department, rape reports and arrests,
andwomen’s representation.9We control for the number of
agency employees because well-staffed departments are
more likely to receive complaints, arrest more perpetrators,
and have female officers. We control for the percent of full-
time sworn officers who are Black to measure the demo-
graphic diversity of the police force and as a proxy for the
diversity within the community more broadly.10 We also
include a binary indicator for whether the agency is a county
sheriff’s office because of the unique electoral pressures that
sheriffs face (Farris and Holman 2015) that may lead these
agencies to act differently with regard to rape reports and
arrests and to make different hiring decisions. Approxi-
mately one-quarter of the agencies in the data are county
sheriff’s offices. Additionally, in the specification with the
arrest rate dependent variable, we control for the agency rape
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report rate. In some models we additionally control for
agency budget to measure resources that may contribute
to an increase in investigations of rape reports and whether
the agency has a community policing component in its
mission statement because women are more likely to join
these departments.11 These latter two variables are only
available for certain years, so we include them in only some
specifications.
Finally, δt represents year-fixed effects for each year of

the LEMAS data (see the Supplementary Material for
alternate fixed effects).12 We do not include agency-fixed
effects13 because more than half the sample are agencies
surveyed only once. We are limited by the availability of
agency- and city-level covariates so we only have a few
control variables. Ideally, we would include a measure of
institutional culture and specialized training or units on
rape, but inconsistent or absent data from LEMAS make

that impossible. Future studies should explore these fac-
tors to directly test the impact of institutional culture,
training, and resources.
Table 1 shows the summary statistics for variables used

in the analyses. Of note is the maximum value of the
percent of female officers: 28 agency-years record the
percent of female officers as 100%. Most of these agencies
have only one or two employees who happen to be
women. We include them in the main analysis, although
the results do not change if we exclude them. On average,
agencies comprise about 8%women (about 18 women per
agency) and make about 9 arrests for rape per 100,000
jurisdiction population—although they receive about
29 reports of rape for that same population size: this is a
significant difference between the number of rapes
reported and the number that result in legal action for
the victims.

Figure 1
Percent female sworn officers, 1987–2016. Source: Data from LEMAS.
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Table 2 estimates Equation 1.Columns 1 and 2 estimate
only the relationship between the percent of female police
officers and the rape report rate and rape arrest rate,
respectively; Columns 3 and 4 add a series of control
variables across the years 1987–2016; and columns
5 and 6 add controls that limit the analysis to post-
1997. We estimate columns 3 and 4, and 5 and 6 sepa-
rately, because we are concerned that those missing control
variables that limit our sample size could skew the repre-
sentativeness of our sample; we are cautious about drawing
firm conclusions on the basis of including those covariates
only.
In Columns 1 and 2, the percent of female officers is

positively and significantly correlated with both the rape
arrest rate and the rape report rate. Once we add control
variables, however, some of those magnitudes change. For
instance, column 4 indicates a negative correlation
between female officers and rape arrest rates, although this
does not reach statistical significance with the inclusion of
additional control variables in column 6. This finding
suggests both the importance of controlling for these
confounding factors and the potentially counterintuitive
effect of female officers on rape arrests. Column 4 shows a
negative correlation between female officers and rape arrest
rates, but that significance disappears once we include a
wider set of control variables in column 6. This null effect
is consistent with our expectations of a null effect of female
police officers on rape arrest rates. Yet, columns 3 and
5 show that one potential impact of increasing female
representation is indeed higher rates of rape reports. This
suggests that rape victims may be more likely to report
their assaults to female officers (e.g., Meier andNicholson-
Crotty 2006; Miller and Segal 2019; Schuck 2018), with
no (or a negative) commensurate increase in the actual
arrests for those crimes. This represents a significant and
troubling justice gap for victims of rape.
Figure 2 illustrates the patterns from table 2 with a

regression line showing the relationship between percent
female officers and the rape arrest and report rates. There
appears to be a slightly positive association between female
officers and the rape report rate and a fairly flat though

overall negative relationship between female officers and
the rape arrest rate. This graph may point to a potential
nonparametric relationship between female officers and
rape arrest and report rates; that is, the association between
female police and arrest and report rates may switch signs
as the percent of female police grows. We explore this
possibility in the Supplementary Material and find some
evidence for this phenomenon.

The control variables in table 2 are largely significant
and as we predicted: the number of employees (in column
3), the rape report rate, and sheriff’s offices are associated
with higher arrest rates. Interestingly, the percent of Black
officers is associated with higher rates of both rape reports
and arrests. This correlation could be an indication that
multiple forms of diversity—based on both gender and
race—and improved descriptive representation may
increase reporting and arrest rates. There appears to be
no significant effect of community policing on arrests, but
there is some evidence that it increases the rape report rate.

To see whether the relationships in table 2 are unique to
the crime of rape, we consider the effect of female police
officers on the rate of reports and arrests for violent crime
—murder, assault, robbery, and rape—as defined by the
FBI. Table 3 uses these dependent variables and finds little
evidence that female representation in the police is asso-
ciated with increased arrest rates for violent crimes, con-
sistent with our findings regarding rape. We also find
inconsistent evidence that female police are associated
with increases in report rates for violent crimes. Although
the specification is significant in columns 1 and 3, once we
add additional control variables, the coefficient is no
longer significant (whereas it stays significant and positive
in table 2). We attribute at least part of the significance of
violent crime reporting and arrest rates in columns 1 and
3 to the fact that rapes are included in our calculation of
violent crimes, following the typical FBI calculation of this
variable.14 An additional specification with property
crimes is in the Supplementary Material and is similarly
insignificant once we add control variables. We take this as
evidence that this positive relationship between female
police officers and report rates is unique to the crime of

Table 1
Gender Composition and Crime Data of US Police Forces, 1987–2016

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Pctl(25) Pctl(75) Max

Perc. Female Officers 23,095 7.7 9 0 0 11.3 100
No. Female Officers 23,095 18.2 127.3 0 0 9 6,265
Rape Arrest Rate 15,827 9.4 30.9 0 0 11.9 3,225.8
Total Agency Employees 23,095 157.8 816.2 1 9 119 53,029
Perc. Black Officers 23,095 5.4 11.5 0 0 5.9 100
Rape Report Rate 17,775 29.1 60.6 0 0 42.4 6,451.6
Sheriff’s Office 23,095 0.2 0.4 0 0 0 1
Agency Budget 13,740 22,844,723 115,596,257 3,500 900,000 14,230,180 5,559,000,000
Community Policing 17,114 0.6 0.5 0 0 1 1
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Table 2
The Effect of Female Police on Rape Report and Arrest Rates, 1987–2016

Rape Report Rate
(1)

Rape Arrest Rate
(2)

Rape Report Rate
(3)

Rape Arrest Rate
(4)

Rape Report Rate
(5)

Rape Arrest Rate
(6)

Perc. Female
Officers

0.413***
(0.039)

0.092***
(0.017)

0.384***
(0.040)

−0.031*
(0.016)

0.203***
(0.050)

−0.018
(0.021)

Total Agency
Employees

0.001***
(0.0004)

0.0002
(0.0002)

−0.001**
(0.0004)

0.0003
(0.0002)

Logged Agency
Budget

2.717***
(0.228)

−0.188**
(0.093)

Perc. Black
Officers

0.340***
(0.031)

0.067***
(0.013)

0.196***
(0.036)

0.042***
(0.015)

Rape Report Rate 0.220*** 0.171***
(0.003) (0.004)

Sheriff −12.329*** 1.226*** −11.982*** 0.979***
(0.734) (0.304) (0.913) (0.375)

Community
Policing

2.308***
(0.843)

−0.052
(0.343)

N 14,980 15,826 14,980 14,980 9,919 9,919
R2 0.012 0.022 0.040 0.246 0.052 0.161
Adjusted R2 0.012 0.021 0.040 0.245 0.051 0.160
Residual Std.
Error

37.184 (df = 14970) 17.194 (df = 15816) 36.653 (df = 14967) 15.067 (df = 14966) 35.089 (df = 9908) 14.264 (df = 9907)

* p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01.
Note: Year dummy variables included.
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rape; that is, a justice gap exists among victims of gendered
crimes that does not seem to exist among victims of other
types of violent or property crimes.
We estimate several robustness checks in the Supple-

mentary Material, including a matched analysis; nonpara-
metric (i.e., squared) measures of female representation;
subsets by year and agency type; county- or state- or
agency-fixed effects to account for heterogeneity in police
agencies and police responses to rape across counties,
states, and agencies; and clustered errors, all of which are
fairly robust.15 Our main findings on the positive and
significant association between female police and the rate
of reported rapes remain, though we do find some evi-
dence of a nonparametric effect as well.
We also replicate the results found by Ba et al. (2021)

and subset their arrest data to sex crimes arrests only.
Briefly, Ba et al. (2021) used data on daily patrol

assignments from the Chicago Police Department
(CPD) to compare how officers of different demo-
graphic profiles behave while on the job. One of their
findings is that female officers make fewer arrests than
their male counterparts. We use their data and code to
replicate their results with one key difference: we limit
arrests to only sex crimes to analyze how female officers
behave with regard to arrests for these crimes.16 This
replication and extension provide supplemental support
for our main results. Our research uses aggregate data
from police departments, whereas Ba et al. (2021) used
individual-level data, and yet we find similar outcomes;
female officers are not significantly associated with
substantive increases in arrests for sex crimes. This
suggestive evidence supports our main findings and
highlights that those results are consistent across differ-
ent contexts.17

Figure 2
Scatterplot of percent female officers and the rape report and arrest rates. Source: Data from
LEMAS.
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Table 3
The Effect of Female Police on Violent Crime (VC) Report and Arrest Rates, 1987–2016

VC Report Rate
(1)

VC Arrest Rate
(2)

VC Report Rate
(3)

VC Arrest Rate
(4)

VC Report Rate
(5)

VC Arrest Rate
(6)

Perc. Female
Officers

14.766***
(1.952)

2.342***
(0.383)

9.226***
(1.974)

0.372
(0.377)

2.230
(2.072)

−0.530*
(0.296)

Total Agency
Employees

0.073***
(0.019)

0.011***
(0.004)

−0.030*
(0.018)

0.005**
(0.003)

Logged Agency
Budget

118.766*** −0.177

(9.370) (1.349)
Perc. Black
Officers

34.207***
(1.556)

1.843***
(0.302)

31.103***
(1.481)

−1.174***
(0.216)

Violent Crime
Report Rate

0.088***
(0.002)

0.155***
(0.001)

Sheriff −785.972***
(36.504)

−0.235
(7.079)

−649.282***
(37.537)

37.912***
(5.440)

Community
Policing

76.370**
(34.637)

−2.819
(4.947)

N 14,943 15,826 14,943 14,943 9,896 9,896
R2 0.012 0.011 0.075 0.204 0.110 0.562
Adjusted R2 0.011 0.010 0.074 0.203 0.109 0.562
Residual Std.
Error

1,883.574 (df = 14933) 380.839 (df = 15816) 1,822.136 (df = 14930) 347.996 (df = 14929) 1,440.515 (df = 9885) 205.677 (df = 9884)

* p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01.
Note: Year dummy variables are included.
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Taken together, the robustness checks provide addi-
tional evidence of our main findings and indeed point to a
troubling justice gap: female police officers may increase
the rape report rate with no commensurate increase in rape
arrest rates. This provides suggestive evidence that increas-
ing women’s representation within police forces may
improve the public’s and particularly rape victims’ percep-
tion of the police and may make victims more willing to
report the crime. This supports previous findings that
women’s participation in police forces and other institu-
tions improves perceptions of legitimacy and trust and
increases cooperation by the public with institutional
agents (Barnes, Beaulieu, and Saxton 2018; Flores-Macías
and Zarkin 2021; Karim 2020; Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and
Lavena 2014). However, female police alone may not be
able to substantively affect the arrest rate. We do not take
this as evidence that female police officers are not doing
their job or that they have no impact on policing outcomes
more generally, but rather that there may be larger insti-
tutional and organizational barriers to secure justice for
rape victims. Individual officers are limited by departmen-
tal culture, norms, training, and practices, as well as legal,
political, and budgetary factors beyond their immediate
control. Moreover, female officers may face pressure to “fit
in” as “one of the guys,” may face discrimination and
tokenism, and may simply not identify with or desire to
represent women’s interests within the police. Moreover,
some scholars argue that to change police behavior, it is
important to recruit men who respect women as equals
and discuss gender stereotyping during police training
(Belknap (2014). Additionally, even if female officers
wished to actively pursue a rape case, the process of taking
a case from initial report to arrest often involves other
police officers, legal representatives, and political offices,
which may dilute the effect of female officers. Similarly,
female andmale officers may be assigned to different duties
and patrols, which may limit female officers’ impact on
arrest decisions. Although this analysis cannot directly
uncover why female police officers are not associated with
increased arrest rates due to the daunting, if not impossi-
ble, task of measuring the culture of police departments
and the complex and varied process of arrests across
departments, the results highlight that simply adding
women to the police force does not immediately translate
into improvements for victims of rape; the findings also
underscore the need for more careful analysis not only of
descriptive diversity within police forces but also of insti-
tutional cultures, training, professionalization, arrest pro-
cedures, and norms.

Discussion and Conclusion
We contribute to the essential debate of whether demo-
graphic representation affects outcomes in police bureau-
cracy by analyzing whether female police officers are
associated with differences in rape reporting and arrest

rates. Although female representation is significantly and
positively associated with increases in rape reporting, it is
not associated with positive changes in rape arrests. This
highlights that the strategy of “just add women and stir”
alone is not sufficient to alter police behavior (Belknap
2014; Carmichael and Kent 2015; Karim et al. 2018;
Wentz and Archbold 2012). Moreover, this highlights a
significant and troubling justice gap for victims of sexual
assault. Even though increasing the gender (and racial and
other characteristics) diversity of police departments
means these departments better reflect the communities
they police and, it is hoped, improves community–police
relations and increases the public’s willingness to report
crimes, we find little evidence that this strategy alone is
enough to change police behavior with regard to arrests for
rape. This highlights that, despite police officers having the
potential to use their discretion to represent their interests
or beliefs, they are still limited by police culture, organi-
zational structure, and processes. At least in this context,
female police officers appear to be “blue” first—both in
terms of belonging to a police culture and being con-
strained by police procedures, budgets, and policies—and
women second.

Future studies should explicitly examine the root cause
of the null effect of women’s representation on arrests for
rape. Several factors that may limit their impact are
institutional cultures, the complex and multifaceted pro-
cess of arrest decision making, issues of tokenism for
women, professionalization pressures to fit in with col-
leagues and prioritize certain crimes, departmental norms
and leadership, and the roles and experiences of female
officers: future work should directly explore these possible
limitations.

Many reform initiatives have assumed that increasing
women’s representation will improve responses to sexual
violence, and in fact some research finds that increasing the
number of female police officers does affect some policing
outcomes (Ba et al. 2021; Shoub, Stauffer, and Song
2021). We hope that these findings will act as a catalyst
for more research on the potential and limitations for
demographic representation of women within the police.
Previous work indicates that institutional cultures and
leadership powerfully dictate the behavior of bureaucrats;
thus, police culture should be carefully interrogated to
examine how it affects arrest rates, justice, and represen-
tation. Additionally, these data are cross-sectional and only
provide a snapshot of police force composition. Future
studies should further probe the causal relationship
between the positive relationship with reporting and the
lack of a relationship with arrests for rape, Moreover,
future work should explore other types of gendered diver-
sity, including LGBTQþ representation, and how gender
diversity may intersect with racial and ethnic diversity.
Finally, this data cannot identify the roles or tasks to which
male and female police officers were assigned, which may

12 Perspectives on Politics

Article | Blue First and Foremost

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592722000974 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592722000974


influence their impact both on report and arrest rates
(Shoub, Stauffer, and Song 2021). Future work should
tease out the causal forces behind this (lack of an) effect.
This investigation is essential to our understanding of

policing and justice (Soss and Weaver 2017). In the
aftermath of prominent incidents of police violence
(George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, among countless
others), it is vital to understand the determinants of
police behavior. Police forces have neglected to investi-
gate or devote resources to gender-based crimes and
violence against women, despite their prevalence and
deleterious effects for victims and communities more
broadly. Although one in five women will be raped in
their lifetime (Black et al. 2011), sexual violence is
underreported, and the arrest rate for sexual assault cases
is only 19% (Morabito, Williams, and Pattavina 2019).
These crimes not only severely harm the victims but also
undermine the legitimacy of the police and the govern-
ment. With increasing pressure and attention paid to
gendered crimes in the aftermath of the #MeToo Move-
ment, it is key that scholarship and policymakers prior-
itize evidence-based policy solutions, rather than
solutions based on stereotypes, and examine the impacts
in multiple settings with detailed police administrative
data and representative samples. Growing access to and
availability of more fine-grained policing data (e.g., Ba
et al. 2021; Cohen et al. 2019; Shoub, Stauffer, and Song
2021) will allow scholars to investigate these relation-
ships in more detail.
One proposed solution to police bias and violence has

been to hire more women andmore Black police officers in
the expectation that members of these groups will change
police behavior. More research is needed to explore how
the integration of female and Black officers affects out-
comes at multiple levels from writing tickets and perform-
ing traffic stops to arrest patterns and police violence. The
findings presented here contribute to scholarship that
shows that simply adding women to an institution will
not necessarily provide opportunities for women to sub-
stantively represent the interests of women (e.g., Celis
et al. 2008).
However, despite recognition of the limitations of a

“just add women and stir” approach among scholars of
gender and politics, a focus on women’s physical repre-
sentation within institutions, such as the police, remains
a common focus of popular discourse, proposed reform
programs, and literature on policing. Thus, future schol-
arship should continue to investigate how the structures,
processes, priorities, leadership, power dynamics, and
culture of those institutions provide an opportunity for
both men and women to improve services and policy
outcomes for women. In the meantime, a troubling
justice gap remains for victims of sexual violence, and

police reforms are needed that emphasize evidence-based
changes to prompt real procedure change.

Notes
1 Evidence of whether the #MeToo movement has had

an impact on arrests is mixed. See Levy and Mattsson
(2021) and the report by Owen Bowcott, “#MeToo
and the Justice System: Complaints up, but Convic-
tions down,” The Guardian, October 15, 2019.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/15/
metoo-justice-system-complaints-up-convictions-
down.

2 Gender is the socially constructed roles, behaviors, and
attributes considered appropriate for women andmen,
whereas sex refers to biological sex (Butler 2011). We
use the word “women” to refer to members of the
female sex. Because we cannot observe ormeasure each
officer’s gender identity, our discussion focuses on
female representation, rather than a broader, and
indeed necessary, exploration of gender. However,
future analyses should explore other types of gendered
representation within police forces.

3 See existing work on female police officers, including
Ba et al. (2021); Barnes, Beaulieu, and Saxton (2018);
Karim (2020); Karim et al. (2018), Riccucci, Van
Ryzin, and Lavena (2014); Schuck (2018); and
Shoub, Stauffer, and Song (2021).

4 For example, see Ba et al. (2021); Bazley, Lersch, and
Mieczkowski (2007); Brandl, Stroshine, and Frank
(2001); Karim et al. (2018); Miller and Segal (2019);
Schuck (2018), Shoub et al. (2020); Shoub, Stauffer,
and Song (2021); and Sun (2007).

5 The definition of “women’s interests” has been
debated and is fluid but often includes childcare,
maternity, sexuality, women’s participation in the
economy, and gender equality (Celis et al. 2014).

6 LEMAS includes all agencies with more than
100 employees and samples smaller agencies from
strata based on characteristics like number of full-time
sworn officers and agency type. In this time period,
86–97.4% of requested agencies completed ques-
tionnaires, with typically lower response rates among
sheriffs’ departments than local or state departments.
We do not think that female representation influenced
response rates, but we explore differences by agency
type in the Supplementary Material and find robust
results. LEMAS changed its weighting strategy in
1997, and when we explored subsets of the data in the
Supplementary Material, the results are robust.

7 However, in the Supplementary Material, we explore
within-agency effects for the subset of the sample for
which there are multiple agency observations across
years. Results are robust.

13

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592722000974 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/15/metoo-justice-system-complaints-up-convictions-down
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/15/metoo-justice-system-complaints-up-convictions-down
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/15/metoo-justice-system-complaints-up-convictions-down
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592722000974


8 See the Supplementary Material for raw numbers in
place of rates and the number of female officers instead
of the percent. We also explore the rape clearance rate
as an alternative dependent variable, and the results are
null, consistent with those reported later.

9 Women’s representation is higher in larger, more
diverse agencies with higher education requirements,
greater benefits, no fitness criteria, community polic-
ing, and affirmative action policies (Morabito, Wil-
liams, and Pattavina 2019; Schuck 2014). We control
for as many of these factors as are relevant and for
which data are available through LEMAS.

10 In the Supplementary Material, we use available US
Census data and add a specification with the percent of
the jurisdiction that is Black and logged population.
The results are consistent.

11 We do not control for the gender of agency leadership
here, though findings elsewhere provide little evidence
that the gender of police leadership is associated with
differences in arrest rates of sex crimes (Huber and
Gunderson 2022).

12 See the Supplementary Material for the results sepa-
rately by year. They are consistent.

13 In the Supplementary Material, we subset to those
agencies that are surveyed more than once and include
a specification with agency fixed effects and clustered
standard errors. The results do not substantively
change.

14 See the Supplementary Material for this table exclud-
ing rape. The results are similar.

15 However, the percentage of female officers falls below
significance with regard to the rape report rate in the
county and state-fixed effects models when we control
for community policing and sheriffs’ offices.

16 Sex crimes was defined according to the Chicago
Police Department Incident Report Guide.

17 It is interesting to note that while there is a significant
negative finding regarding female officers and arrest
rates for violent crimes, female officers were not
significantly associated with more or less sex crimes
arrests. Future research should explore the reasons for
these differences.

Supplementary Materials
To view supplementary material for this article, please visit
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592722000974.
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