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• Our society has undergone social and technological change of 

unprecedented magnitude.  In this world where nothing is as it was even a 

couple of decades ago - with rapidly changing technology, with an 

unbelievably diverse ethnic mix in our communities, with old-fashioned 

crimes like robberies, burglaries and assaults being complemented by crimes 

like credit card fraud, medicare fraud, superannuation fraud, computer 

hacking, etc. it takes a special person to be a cop.  And its going to keep on 

changing.  The years ahead will see a continuation in the global movement 

of products, finance, people, plants and animals, and information.  Add to 

that the telecommunications revolution, and there’s a life of continual 

problem solving ahead of our police. 

  

• Unlike other professionals, police do not work in surroundings they control.  

Many work where the rest of us would not want to go: dark back alleys, 

domestic situations that have got out of hand, and venues that are physically 

and socially uninviting.  Police work in the seamy side of life, with sleaze, lust, 

perversion, greed, rage and malice - not the sort of thing professionals would 

choose as their working context.   

  

• It is pretty obvious that special skills are needed to do the job that only a couple 

of generations ago, the major qualification of which were whether you were 

big enough  -  and male, too boot! 

  

• Today being big enough is not good enough - police have to be smart as well.  

Police have to understand the dynamics of the community and work well across 

gender and ethnicity lines. 

  

• The whole structure of our information technology will require an analytical 

mind, and the ability to learn fast.  Crime solving and dealing with evidence 

such as DNA typing, biochemical assay, automated data-base fingerprint 
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matching, accident reconstruction, arson analysis, weapons innovation, not to 

mention non-coercive persuasive techniques, such as mediation, hostage 

negotiation, rape counselling will all require skills that need to be upgraded 

regularly.  Not everybody will be skilled in all of these, but there’s probably not 

a lot of future for those skilled in none of these! 

  

• Young men and women, mostly under 35 years of age continually deal with life 

situations that require either a very strong education in the social and 

behavioural sciences, or 40 odd years of life experience.  The educational 

challenges facing police services are just enormous.  Our police need to be 

among the best educated people in our community, but many people who have 

high educational attainment do not see policing as their calling. 

  

• In recent years Australia has seen a notable change in educational attainment 

patterns.  Year 12 completion rates, and university graduation rates are higher 

for females than for males.  Girls do better at school than do boys, and this has 

caused educationists to look to compensatory programs for boys.  When we 

apply this to a merit based selection process for one of the hardest jobs in our 

community, policing, we can expect smart organisations to attract smart 

people.  I know that the police commissioners who will all be here on 

Wednesday think of their organisations as smart organisations. 

  

• The Commonwealth Parliament, I’m pleased to say is exhibiting characteristics 

of becoming a smarter organisation with the recent election of a large number 

of skilful, well informed, and talented women.   

  

• The people of Australia have demonstrated that they want their parliamentarians 

to better reflect the community, and if we look towards our police services, then 

the argument that they should be more broadly based is irrefutable.   
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• For a long time, police work has taken place in highly rank-conscious 

organisations, in which workers are subject to strong authority, intended to 

maintain control and punish errors.  Notwithstanding recent innovations and 

structural changes in the AFP, police organisations have been stable and 

hierarchically ordered, command based, and dominated by lower level 

participants.  Among those lower-level participants are most of the women in 

Australian policing. 

•  

How many police officers are women? 
 
• Women are joining police organisations in increasing numbers. 

 

• In 1995, women constituted 13.5% of sworn officers in Australia, with one 

police service as high as 17.3%. 

 

• But they don’t stay. 

 

• They leave at disproportionate rates compared with male officers, and they 

begin to leave from recruitment onwards. 

 

• In Australia, data show that (as at mid 1995) women comprise 27% of 

probationery constables, 20% of constables, 13% of senior constables, 4% of 

sergeants and 3% of senior sergeants. 

 

• What this means is that, somewhere around the senior constable to sergeant 

level, women officers are leaving in large numbers.  Relatively few go on 

beyond sergeant rank. 

 

What does this mean for police organisations? 
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• A lot of officers are failing to find a career 

 

• Financially, it is not a good situation, since money expended on training is 

devalued. 

 

• And police organisations lose a valued resource. 

 

Why does it happen? 

 

• Is it something as simple as the rigours of shiftwork?  The fact that work 

practices do not sit comfortably with other responsibilities such as children?  

Or, and this seems more likely, is it something to do with the highly gendered 

nature of the organisation?  This conference will provide us with some answers 

to these questions. 

 

What sorts of things can we do? 

 

• Women police officers want to do a good job, just like any other police 

employee. 

 

• They want equal rights, and to be given a fair go. 

 

• But what does this mean in practice? 

 

• Does it mean that we should have equal numbers of men and women.  And, if 

we do just this, will the problem go away?  Will the differences disappear? 

 

• On the other hand, are there distinctive values that women officers bring to the 

organisation, that should be encouraged precisely because of their difference? 
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• Or, if differences or similarities between women and men officers is not the 

key issue, then how might we recognise and constructively employ women in 

police work? 

 

 

• Community attitudes in general, are quite favourable towards police, though 

there is always room for improvement.  In the ABS Population Survey 

Monitor, August 1995 two thirds (68%) of the respondents Australia-wide said 

they were satisfied in general with the services provided by police; two thirds 

(68.4%) also said they have confidence in the police, and of those who had had 

contact with the police in the previous 12 months (51.1%), three quarters 

(76.1%) were satisfied with the service they received.  When asked if they 

thought that “police treat people fairly and equally” only a small majority 

(54.7%) agreed.  I said that there is always room for improvement, and it has 

often been hypothesised that the recruitment of more women, and the 

promotion of more women, and the blossoming into leadership of more women 

might be part of that improvement process. 

 

 

• Two years ago the Ministerial Council on the Administration of justice issued 

an Australasian Policing Strategy : 

 

“By the year 2000”, it said, “we will have a safer and more secure community.  

The focus will be on 

• A partnership approach to policing 

• An increase in community confidence in police 

• A reduction in the incidence, effects and fear of crime 

• An increased level of community safety” 
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• Each of these concepts shapes police practice - partnership approach to 

policing  this involves the community as a whole, and requires policy and 

practice input from a variety of professional areas - police are part of the 

community, not above or apart from it!.  Community confidence has taken a bit 

of a battering recently, but we are on the verge of a new look, new culture 

police service.  There is a long standing argument that police have little impact 

on the incidence of crime, though there is evidence that they do contribute to 

perceptions of community safety. 

  

• Again, the conference will examine these issues.  I look forward to learning 

more about them, and what we can do to improve the situation both for police 

organisations and for women officers themselves. 

  

• The task at this conference is to learn and understand about the dynamics of 

giving service to the community, to identify the barriers that are thrown up at 

all police, but particularly at women police who are perceived by some to be 

intruding into a man’s world, and to develop best practice approaches to gender 

equity.  In this way, women will be winners, police services will be winners, 

and most of all the people of Australia will be the real winners. 

 




