
EXPECTA!IONS WHIcn nAVE SHAPED 

WOMEN'S ROLE 

IN POLICING NEW YORK CITY 

by 

Joyce L. Sichel, Ph.D. 
City of New York - Office of the Mayor 
Criminal Just~ce Coordinating Ccunei: 
111 John St'i:ee~ 
New York, New York 10038 

(212) 73~-0804 

.:r.:.-~.(;~ 
Thi s pap er 'i"as pr spar ad fo r tIt a Na tional Gt:tune:f:~l on Cr ime and 

De1~nqucney Conference, Major Panel # 3: P~liLing in a Chnngin& 

Society, Miami, Florida, June 18 - 21, 1978. 

\ 

If you have issues viewing or accessing this file, please contact us at NCJRS.gov.



1 

~,;'e'vc .l11 heard of: Hc1'::·-fulfillinp, proi11lesie8 .. CaEJCS where:; 

events were causod by the anticipation of them. It is my theme in 

th:i.s b'rief talk that policing by women, hath hi8toricnlly and 

today, has been shaped in much this manner by the expectancies or 

expectations which key actors have held about the appropriate 

work for wcmen in policing. 

I would like to offer as an introduction this documented case 

of a self-fulfilling prophe8y in a somewhat different job area. 

tiThe year Wc'lS 1890 and th(:! Hollerith tabulating r.1Bch:ine had 

just been inst&lled &t the United States Census Bureau. The 

machine, something like a typewriter, required the cle:k8 to learn 

a new skill Yhich the inventor, Hollerith, regarded as quite 

demanding. He expected that a trained worker could punch about 

550 cards per day. After tyO weeks the ~orkers were adequntely 

trained and beaan to produce about 550 cards per ~ay. After a 

while the clerks began to exceed the expected performance but only 

at great emo~ional cost. Workers became so ten~e trying to beat 

the expected limit that the Secretary of the Intericr for~ade t~e 

estab1is~ment of Dni minim~m perforlance criterion. 

as a step necesiary to preserve the mental health of the establish-

mente 

Then, a new group of some 200 clerks was brought in to augment 

the llollerith machine work force. These clerks knew nothing of the 

work, had no prior training, and hnd never even Been the muchinc. 

No on~ had told th0se workers what the emotional CORt of the work 

might be nor of the upper limit uf production that co~ld be achieved. 

TIl is lac It (l fin for rna t i () n t u rl1l' d 0 u t to bet 11 e i r g r e 11 t est ass e t • 
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Within three days tb~s new group was performing at the level which 

WilS reached only after sevC!n weeks by the e~lrlier, "more::. properly" 

indoctrinated group. Whcreus clerks from the initial .r;roup were 

exhausted after p:roducing 700 cards per day, members of the ne'.V 

group began turning out three times that numblH and without ill 

e£fects."~< 

The idea that expectations can limit horizons of work is so 

central to the history and current expeT~ence of women in policins -

at least in New York City where I come - that I would like to 

show you how I think expectations have de&ermincd not only how 

women will be used in policing but actually how they will perform 

as police officers as well. 

EXPECTATIONS OF POL:CE DEPARTMEN: AND POLICE SUPERVISCRS: 

Back in the days when policemen in New York City were wearing 

bowler hats, the first woman was added to the force for the care-

taking of v:'omen. and children in police cuetody, This woman und 

her successors perforned the duty of matrons, which was all that 

':las e>q:e.:ted of them) <.'Ind pr0.Bumably th€'y did it cor.1petently and 

cheerfull)y, As the. force expanded und as ·the paper~"ol'k gr2T,,', 

women were added to perform clerical work, another task for which 

the department's leadership believed, as did the' wider. society, 

,.,Olncn were particularly well suitt~d. Here again, Homen did ..,ltat 

was expecled but a numher of them began to resent the imposed 

linrLtn tions. TherE~ ~,ore a Ie",' opportllnitil\s f\lr nore exciting 

crime decoy work, but t~is wus Dnly for C~08l who w~rc conuidcrcd 

~~ Take.n frol:l Rosent.hul, Rob(nt und Lenore Jacobson. Pygtnalio~n. in 
the Classroom. New York: Holt,'Rinehart & Wi 1968 P ~6 nston, " .;) 
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"tough" c:nouglt for it. 'rhC'rc \H1:-:) little chn11ge 1.n these arrang,:-

ments until .1971 vlitem Nei&hborhood Tenm Policing VIas being tried 

as a new concept. Becrluse of the receptivity to innavntion of the 

Poli~c Commissioner at that time, the Police Department was 

re~ponHive to the voice of a policewoman who had rLssn tu high 

rank in the Department and to leadership of the segregated "Police­

womc:m's Bu.t:eau." She urged that women \1ho \vished to expand their 

role in the Department be made part of the new Neighborhood Teams 

where field supervisors could dEploy them in nore active roles, 

including that of patrol ufficer. The reality of that early 

experiment, documented in an Urban Institute evaluation report 

(1974), ~as that supervisors, especialJy those at the field level, 

did not use the \vomen on. their teams very innovatively, and that:, 

with the e}:cc·t1tion of H very high-crlm2 Brooklyn pre(~tnct, l10men 

offic~1B rarely rode in redio patrol cars. When they did, it was 

usually a~ an extra ofE~c0r rather than as a substitute, or in a 

special car for the purpose of takinG reports of paG~ criIT0s rather 

than respouding to the run of jobs. Dhile the potential [or wom~n 

fTl.1.l~tionlng i.ntt:)t:'chJ.tlg';dbly \~ith men 'vas thc:re, it was not actt;lnlized 

becauGe many in leaders~ip, like the SccrQta~y of the Interior ill 

the Hollerith case, were [righter.cd to go b(~yond the expectet! .~inits. 

Somewhat reassured about 'vor.w.n's patrol nbilities by thi:! team 

experience, ~nd ~]so somewhat influenced by e~unl employment legis­

lative chang0s, Department leadership decidedLn 1973 to abol~sh 

t 11 tl P 0 sit ion 11 P (I lie ..... IV 0 IIUl Ll, If t u tl i 8 C 0 11 t. i 11 U :: t 11 n t 13 tl rea U , and t 0 ll"i r c 

\v 0 Ill<' n ;'1 sPa t r 0 1 0 f .r i c.: l':r s t 0 b c us u J 1. n ~ ere han b e a h 1 Y \,' i t h t 11 e 111 ea. 

While deployment WUG not exactly equal in actuality, many uomen did 
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begin to acqutrc sisnificont amounts of patrol experience. But 

t 1 HH" " \1' ere 8 t i 1.1 neg a t 1. vee x pee tit t ion s a b out h 0 't-1 the y 'Vl (.l U 1 d me c t 

the test (especially where violence or physical force was prcs~nt) 

,~nd a spe('ia1 pcrform;;'Tlce evaluation, to be conducted jointly ~vith 

the Vera Institute of Justice, was undertaken. From this study, 

in which I served as Director, we were able to reassure the 

Department about the ability of women to perform patrol, although 

some differences did surface which I would like to discuss in 

connection with the expectations which the male line patrol officers 

had about the newccreers to their ranks, and the expectations the 

policewomen themselves brought to their patrol assignment. 

EXPECTATIONS OF MALE PATROL OFFICE~S: 

Before women basan to perform patrol, there were few male 

officers who w~ce in favor of the concept. Especi~l1.y among the 

older officers, a set of long-standing attitudes toward police­

'iV'omen included vlcHving S0111e as sexual objects, and a11:10sl: all l,1.S 

"'Iveak sisters." They Ivere expected by the men to need D.SSi8tance 

and perhaps protection in strenuous or dangerous situations. They 

\vere expected to l~)se their salf control, perhaps to "go to pieees 

in tht' crunch." The police union luudersllip pnrticularly rcinforcZ\d 

these uttitud~8, voicing their ~nrkest expectations about the women 

endangaring the man's Gafety on the job, and marita~ stability at 

homa. 

Act u 0.1 a x p G l' i e nee s h : nv c. d Otl 1': Y a E fie c. nl t h n t the y co u 1 d ,V' 0 r k 

safely nnd ('free tivc.1)r \vith ;vomen partnars, and kE'cp their marriage!:> 

as 'vall! Aud the Vcr:.! study rc.:t>Jted the hl(\ak t'xl'ectatiotH1 about 
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women's propensitIes. L1.deed, '..:onwn wl;re fou:td to perform c1bly as 

patrol offi(:ers, and to be more sim;'.lar to the IlICn. in tllei: patrol 

activity than they were different. However) the Vera study did 

find that women 'VTho patrolled :1.n t' .... a-person tearr..s with mille officors 

~'lerc slightly less active and more likely to hnng back froln phys:i.-

cally strenuous activity; they were less likely to drive tbe patrol 

car, they were less apt to try to exercise control over citizen8, 

to assert themselves in patrol decision-making, and less often 

credited wit11 arrests thi:'1.n their male counterparts. 

These differences in patrol performance appear rpl£ted to the 

negative expect~tions their pErtners held about their performance 

potentia.l. Tha p~rtner of a femsie officer was lik~ly to t~ke over 

more than his share of responsibility for th0 patrol: to make. 

decisions on his own, to perform the central taskG, to rush into 
, 

the physical fray, sometimes leaving the woman to do the paperwork 

and stand-by. The activity and aasertivenoGs of a w~man was 
. 

di.minished by the over-compensating activity and assertiveness of 

her rr..ale. partner HIlo expected less from her than s lu: waf) capable 

of doing. The fact that voman patrolling ~ith other women djd 

behave more ~ctively and assertiveJ.y le~JE support to th~ limittng 

effect of behaviors Ahup~d by negative expertations. 

However, it would appear that the WOmen may have unwittingly 

conspired to limit themselves by their own expectations and it is 

to this area that I turn in concluuion. 

EXPECTATIO~S OF POLICEWOMEN: 

'l'hcre haB 1><.:.(>n Hide vurint:ton in the attitudes of policc~.;romvn 

in the New York City Police Department. Whi10 mnny of the old-

timers wore bored nnd r0sentful of their limited duties, others 



v7~rc rn017e amh:! .. nll.nnt nl:out th(~m, or H'CHC resistant to the idea 01: 

patrolling the rHl"ec.,ts and fJubjC!ct.ing Lhclllcc.lv(!s to t~:1e l'1.lhlic. 

Those policewomAn ~ho havc w~lcomcd p~trol work (and t'is is true 

of: almost: all newcom:i.n3 poli.cm'lC)mcn) do not seem to expt'Gt inGupcj:­

able difficulties on patrol, especially after thcJr initial period 

oft r it :L n"i n g and S 0 lit e f a Val' c. b 1 c ear J. y e :i: p <.~ r i e n c (~S 0 11 L h est r e e, t . 

On the other hund, they Rre unlike the second gToep of Hollerith 

ewployeea i~ beine aware of others' limiting expectations for 

tltC·il~ perforar.D(.!3. AMI the. Vera study, w'hich comprises women who 

had been ~ssigne~ rather than choRe~ their patrol job, suggested 

that wonen lack0d a sense of self-confidence about their own 

patrol abilities, ~ p~tt~ln ~cs obsa~v!d of the w~~cn deferring 

The wom~n Fowctlmc8 bch~vcd UA though 

the y 11 a d 11 ~ II b ~; .1. (' 1, n r y l' ole c nth t:? t Q 0. ~n . 

yield to their mal'~ p<:~r.tn.t'rs, and to e:lqHH~t t~lC mGtl to take the 

nC'giit:ivo '''X~)(~ctfl.tiot'',\,; JCHI to n h ... gl1 In.j'i;l of activ:,ty t.~lilt !i litl"d 

1.h0. \vcm~n, :it ,;':1:; 111:';0 '.::hG Ivo'nr>n's acccptnl1ce of mc.Hl.'S expcctati()n~ 

for thCJ.l that led tlJl?l11 to .1.lhll't a. rulatively passive. role in. the 

face 0f t~l~ gr0ater activity. 

:'IOD t!,:'Y Tne; EXl'F C'rA mT 0)l!1 TlI ROUCn S E:':'lS :~TI ZAT: ON: 

Th~~ T: r:ru ~jtlldy concluded t'.l.:1t Vt'rit1U,3 tra!.'l..illg d~vic.0.,B could 

iwpro~~ thu purity between m0U nnd women in N0wYork City policin~ 

nnd thcs(' dc'vicu: might ~",ol"k Cl.s~pntially b':'H!tl.tl:~.2 tl'f'Y modlf:y t~~(l 

C' X pc c tat i () n ~~ 0 f the l' n~. c van t .:, c tor s • 
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Train:l.nL (:ollld Urst be dtrect:ecl at Department fit'ld 8upc!r­

ViS01'~; ,,,hoHn ncgatlvu cxpL:ct.:ations lJ.ndt wo:'wu's poLc'ut.:.inl hy 

leadi.:lg them to ocp/.n)' .Iomen dj.ff,O!rently than 1l1pn ilnd 1.0 super-

vise women wi~11 inadcqllat~ und0rstunoing for their spccinl concerns, 

Sec 0 n d , t r a i n:l. n g cl"l r (~c :: E! d a t mal e 1 ::. n e PDt r 0 1 0 f fie at: s co t1 J d 

break down their negative expectations about women's abilities, 

and make them a~are of and curb their tendency to take un 

more than ~heir Rhare of the patrol job when partnered with a woman. 

Finally, the women themselves could benefit from training to 

bolster their confidence and to develop tbeir ahilities su~h ~A 

the abiJity to '!:le BBscrtivp. ',.,'1t.h citi.zl'r.s, and to ](>llrn ho,,,':o 

insist on tak:ng their ~r()PQr sha=e of the patrcl ~ob. 

Policl·!~"omc:1 miaht' '10V(:r re,~c:l th.::.. "skyl,~ t}:e. limit" G:l-:!,cGta­

t:i.nnn cf I:h0 scco!l.cl cohort of H(lllel'ith employ('(\[j~ 8:'ve.u the 

rC>Dlit:ipl:. cf t.l·cdni11~ l:ill:i.t'nti(I11H; bUI g:!vlm tht;: impro\J(.~d (~:l\.p~;ctn­

t:ions of the ,.Tiller soc.1.e.ty fen: t"or.E:'n i11 g<'lwr'n.1. (;'\11d \1,1:.1I:m patrol 

o f: f. i cur s 1. n p n r l :. c u' a r, t c (! 0 nli 11 G t () t h ,: ,: era i~ L tl cl: ) t 11 e 1" (' 1, s 

limit:1 c.rl~:,t('d 'lY t~~~Pl~, :.<tt"inl's, n;Hl. tCl b('tt(.'r t1ct\l:l:fz~' .t:l'cd:· 

pot. .H.:: i <11 i 11 i) 11 1 .t c i 11 0 • 
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