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ARTICLE

Women and policing in the South Pacific: a pathway towards 
gender-inclusive organizational reform
Melissa Bulla, Danielle Watson b, Sara N. Aminc and Kerry Carringtonb

aCenter for Justice, Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia; bSchool of Justice, Queensland 
University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia; cSchool of Social Sciences, The University of the South Pacific, Suva, 
Fiji

ABSTRACT
Scholars have been critical of the gender-biased nature of policing, and its 
effects on service delivery. They highlight how law enforcement is male- 
dominated, and how this impacts negatively on women as offenders and 
victims of crime. Such criticisms have mobilised international and national 
institutional support for more gender equitable representation in policing 
agencies. A growing body of research has addressed the impact of 
increasing the numbers of women police, and how this might lead to 
more sympathetic and less gender prejudicial policing. This paper reports 
on a study commissioned by the Tuvalu Police Service that explored 
public perceptions of service delivery. Our analysis spotlights perceptions 
about women in policing, attitudes in relation to preferred officer-gender 
in calls for service and views on increasing the number of women 
employed as police. The findings identified clear support for increasing 
the number of women police, but ambiguous sentiments in relation to the 
types of roles female officers could perform. Closer analysis of qualitative 
data, however, revealed an appreciation of the strengths of women police 
who, in a context characterised by regulatory pluralism, were able to 
address the needs of female victims and offenders in ways that male 
officers could not.
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Introduction

Feminist scholars have drawn attention to the gender-biased nature of policing and been critical of 
its effects in relation to service delivery. They highlight how law enforcement is a male-dominated 
profession and how this impacts negatively on women (and children) both as offenders, but also as 
victims of crime (Prenzler & Sinclair, 2013; Ward, 2017). Historically this male bias has contributed 
to the invisibility of gender violence as a crime. Such criticisms have been forceful in mobilising 
international and national institutional support for more gender equitable representation in law 
enforcement agencies. Policing organisations across the world have worked to varying degrees to 
increase the number of women personnel at all levels and roles in service delivery (Prenzler & 
Sinclair, 2013). Research on women in policing has demonstrated how increasing numbers has led 
to improved security outcomes for women and children in both international and local settings. The 
presence of women police is said in particular to enhance increased reporting and reductions in 
violence against women and children (Bull et al., 2019; Carrington et al., 2019). This suggests that 
increasing numbers of female police in Pacific Island policing agencies may be particularly 
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important because, despite more than 30 years of targeted criminal justice and social reform that 
has aimed to address the problem, violence against women persists as one of the most pressing 
crime problems across all countries in the region (Pacific Leaders Gender Equality Declaration 
Trend Assessment Report 2012–2016 (2016). Some research has found, however, that simply 
increasing the numbers of women police alone may have little effect. Macintyre’s (2012) work 
with women police officers in Papua New Guinea (PNG) shows that, like their male counter parts, 
women officers were likely to see violence as an acceptable means of settling disputes with other 
women in matters where, for example, those women are deemed to pose a personal threat to their 
marriage or their family integrity.

Aside from this predicament, the goal of increasing the number of female police is challenged 
initially by the difficulty of attracting sufficient numbers of women to join policing services and take 
up law enforcement as a career. This is a problem even in states that have well-developed state 
policing agencies with supportive human resourcing policies and strong industrial relations frame-
works (Prenzler & Sinclair, 2013). In Pacific Island Countries (PICs) institutional accommodation 
of women in policing agencies, and their role in service delivery, is further complicated by the 
intersection of gender norms associated with professional policing and those that exist in cultures 
typically characterised by patriarchal power relationships. For example, McLeod’s (2007) work with 
police in PNG identifies problems experienced by women police officers whereby they became the 
target of broader social resentment regarding the changing role of women in society. Her research 
described how women’s advancement in the PNG police force was undermined by husbands 
preventing their wives from engaging in work-related travel and cases where women police officers 
were punished for career achievements (Curth & Evans, 2011). Curth-Bibb (2014) research with 
Solomon Islands police identified similar-gendered expectations and barriers for women police 
officers. Other research describes how, in Pacific Island contexts, gender expectations embedded in 
alternative forms of regulatory authority that function alongside, and at times in competition with, 
or in the perceived or actual absence of, rule of law in these countries add further complexity (Bull 
et al., 2019).

This suggests that in the context of policing in PICs gender bias norms, both within policing 
organisations and across society more broadly, might act as a barrier to increasing numbers of 
women in police, and to how they might be able to function to enhance policing, increase reporting, 
and reduce violence against women and children. This paper addresses this dilemma. It does so by 
exploring police and community perceptions of the role of women in policing and attitudes to the 
social value of increasing their numbers and the roles they might perform. It draws on a larger study 
of stakeholder perceptions of police-community relations that was conducted across the nine 
islands of Tuvalu, focusing specifically on the gender-related aspects of survey and interview data 
that were collected. This article begins with a brief review of the research literature focused on 
women in policing, sketching the arguments for and against more inclusive and gender represen-
tative policing agencies. We then provide an overview of the Tuvaluan research context and some of 
the challenges that must be confronted to achieve organisational change. This provides the back-
drop to our analysis which describes the empirical contours of community and police perceptions 
in relation to the role of women in policing in Tuvalu. The methodology section describes the 
processes of data collection and analysis used, before we outline and then discuss our results.

Women in policing – challenges, contestations and progressions

Police organizations across the globe have largely been regarded as socially, politically and histori-
cally gendered spaces built upon and affirming ideas about masculinism and patriarchy (Franklin, 
2007; Herbert, 2001). Shifts in ideas about women in security services – reflected in equal 
opportunity dialogue, international gender-agenda advancements, international affirmative- 
action gender policy and consideration of legislative redress – underscore and propel increasing 
examination of gender issues in policing. While there is clear agreement amongst scholars, policy 
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makers, practitioners and activists, from the international to the local level, about the need to 
identify and address gender issues within organisations and society more broadly, there is much less 
clarity about how this might be achieved. Advocates struggle to identify workable strategies to bring 
about change. Much of the existing scholarship on women in policing emphasizes longstanding 
gendered role assignations (Garcia, 2003), the shifting role of women in society (Barnett, 2004; 
Loftus, 2010), the importance of women in policing organizations and a general consensus about 
the need for gender equality (Greener et al., 2011; Westendorf, 2013). What has been explored to 
a lesser extent is the capability of both genders to satisfy the requirements of all types of policing 
(security sector) labour, or the impact of patriarchal orientations and expectations – traditional, 
cultural, societal and personal – beyond the organization, which impede women’s performance in 
a way that men’s performance is not. The paragraphs below sketch out arguments that have been 
made about police organizations (particularly in the Pacific) as spaces, perhaps paradoxically, not 
well adapted to patriarchal gender norms embedded in different social contexts in relation to 
women. This provides us with a conceptual foundation for our analysis of how women police (as 
actual officers or future recruits) are currently valued and understood in the Tuvaluan context.

State Masculinism and the Tuvalu Context – Although many policing organizations across the 
globe acknowledge the need for improved gender representation of women, the drive for more 
female officers has often been met with organizational barriers and societal resistance (Martin & 
Jurik, 2006). The gendered division of labour and perceptions about gender-appropriate policing 
roles continue to inform officer assignment and task allocation (Miller, 1998, p. 156). Traditional 
thinking equating policing with physicality also contributes to negative symbolic representations of 
women as being not well-suited to policing roles, or posing a threat to the performance and public 
perception of police officers’ capabilities (Heidensohn, 1992). In primarily homogenous and largely 
male-dominated societies, steeped in patriarchal tradition and strong customary practices, like 
those characteristic of PICs, the promotion of a gender equality agenda not only challenges 
hegemonic masculinities but also the longstanding and uncontested male domination of power 
over the maintenance of law and order (Connell, 2006; Heidensohn, 1992). Societal gender ordering 
sets (or at the very least informs) the tone for gender relations at the organizational level; however, 
police organizations continue to make conscious attempts to revise, or deviate from, societal 
dictates about women in policing (Connell, 2006). For many small PIC’s such as Tuvalu, the 
drive for improved gender representation has manifested in organizational standardization of 
gender equality at the recruitment and promotion levels. Areas that require further consideration 
are: the willingness and availability of females to fill ranks; ambivalence in relation to role of female 
officers; the contextual applicability of an equality as opposed to equity agenda, where there is an 
acknowledgement of the need for more women in the organization without any consideration of 
gender roles within and beyond the organization; allocation of human resources; and community 
views on increased numbers of female officers.

Applying the Feminist Lens – Feminist scholars are critical of analysis that fails to consider how 
social practices shape the way gender is enacted in particular institutional contexts, arguing that it is 
likely to work in the disservice of women being equitably integrated into any organization (Gordon, 
2013; Hennessy, 1997; Kessler-Harris, 2014). According to this viewpoint, it is naïve to expect 
unproblematic organizational gender transformations in contexts where historically the population 
has been socialized with gender orientations that position women principally as nurturers and 
emotional supporters without any expectation that they might be equipped to assume masculinised 
attributes traditionally assigned to policing functions (Garcia, 2003). According to Westendorf 
(2013) accepting that there needs to be more female officers (as is the case in the Tuvaluan context) 
with no clear conceptual plan for organisational adaption and mindful integration of their role in 
local policing can easily result in haphazard human capacity increases and allocation across the 
organization. Westendorf’s (2013) point is that this ‘add women and stir’ approach to police 
organizational transformation may address the issue of gender inequality as it relates to numbers, 
and access for women at recruitment and promotion points. But while initially ‘improving’ 
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numbers, it glosses over the challenges that are likely to arise for women who are expected to 
function according to organisational standards and practices that are masculinised, and for 
a hierarchical rule bound organisation that is ill equipped to respond to tensions likely to be 
posed by women’s orientation into police work culture (Kessler-Harris, 2014). A potential outcome 
of applying such a formula is an increase in the number of female officers, together with confusion 
over the disruption to what existing personnel might perceive as the ‘natural order’. This scenario 
raises the risk that such measures will have reifying counter-productive effects, with the introduc-
tion of women police officers ‘confirmed’ as problematic, and women holding those positions in the 
organisation being alienated further.

Dialogue about gender and women in policing in the Tuvaluan context is unlikely to gain 
significant public support if there is a failure to consider contextual specificity. Like many other 
developing PICs, laws in Tuvalu reflect a combination of Christian and traditional principles, both 
of which reinforce male dominated power structures (Panapa, 2014; Taafaki, 1983). Tuvalu con-
tinues to adhere to customary approaches to dealing with the maintenance of law and order (Pratt & 
Melei, 2018). Conflict resolution is primarily seen as the responsibility of customary chiefly 
councils, groups of community elders or extended family groups who are all led by men (Panapa, 
2014; Pratt & Melei, 2018). Each island in Tuvalu has its own chiefly figure – also male – who 
determines the laws, rules and regulations specific to his island (Pratt & Melei, 2018); control of 
others in the community rests predominantly with him. In addition to the power granted to chiefs, 
male elders within extended family structures are also revered as an authority in the mediation of 
issues often managed by police (Panapa, 2014).

Scholars have described how across PICs such informal sources of regulatory authority, cus-
tomary or religious, are said to contribute to a system of ‘regulatory pluralism’ (Dinnen & McLeod, 
2009, p. 335), that is often considered more efficient and capable when managing social order and 
even dispensing appropriate forms of justice, than a reliance on state-based law and order mechan-
isms alone. Dinnen and Peake (2013, p. 572) refer to hybrid authority structures to describe and 
ideal of ‘constructive complementarity’ between formal state security agencies and other informal 
sources of regulatory authority. There is evidence, however, that the hybridity paradigm has limits 
when it comes to adequately protecting women from gender violence (Dinnen & Watson, 2019), 
despite efforts by the government and civil society actors to change the status of women in decision- 
making, economic and social life, including focusing on gender disparities in education, and 
educating boys and men about violence against women and gender equality (Raturi, 2016).

Customary approaches to dispute settlement in PICs tend to involve public meetings, known 
regionally as ‘custom courts’, where complainants present their grievances against alleged offenders 
before the community. The matter is then deliberated upon publicly and local tribal chiefs or elders 
come to a consensus about the validity of the complaint and an appropriate form of customary 
punishment. In these forums power-holders in the community, are typically older men, who tend to 
dominate the decision-making processes and the participation of women and youth can be limited. 
Male family members represent and speak on half of female residents who have been victims of 
crime or are suspected of being involved in an unlawful act. This works against the interests of 
women (Garap, 2000). These realities not only present an important backdrop for considering the 
potential for increasing the number of women police in Tuvalu, they are also likely to impact 
perceptions about women in policing and directly influence the public views about appropriate 
policing roles and responsibilities for women police officers. Here, we examine these views, and 
discuss the implications for women in policing.

Research methods and data collection

This paper draws on a larger study of stakeholder perceptions of police-community relations that 
was commissioned by the TPS to inform organizational reform and conducted across the nine 
islands of Tuvalu from July to December in 2017 (Watson, 2018). The larger study employed 
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a quota sampling approach targeting police and residents of Tuvalu’s nine islands who were aged 
16 years or older to obtain information about their attitudes and perceptions of the Tuvaluan Police 
Service (TPS). Tuvalu has a population of approximately 10,640 inhabitants, with about 50% of the 
residents below 25 years of age (Tuvalu Census, 2012). A total of 1896 community members 
(approximately 17% of the total population) with 48% males and 52% females were surveyed, and 
65 of these participated in a semi-structured interview.

For the interviews, purposive sampling was used to identify community members form different 
age groupings, gender, and leadership positions at the community level. The sample therefore 
included religious leaders from the 10 denominations on Tuvalu, a male and female community 
elder from each island, a male and female civil servant between the ages of 30–45 from each island 
(who resided on the island for more than 20 years), a male and female young person who resided on 
the respective island for the past 10 years.

A second set of questionnaires were administered to 84 members of TPS, including all the 6 
female officers on active duty, accounting for 100% of the officers on active duty at the time of the 
study. Fourteen of the officers surveyed also participated in a semi-structured interview. Availability 
sampling was used to identify police officers on the outer islands as 1 of the islands had 5 officers 
posted, another had 3 officers posted, 3 islands had 2 officers posted, 1 island had only 1 officer 
posted and 1 island had no officer posted. The sample on Funafuti was more purposive as an 
attempt was made to interview officers from different genders, ranks and age categories. The total 
number of officers interviewed was 14 (7 on Funafuti, 7 from outer islands).

A sub-section of the study addressed police and community views on the need for increased 
numbers of female officers in Tuvalu Police Service. Here we focus on data drawn from that part of 
the study. The sample surveyed is a representative subset of the entire Tuvaluan population.

Study participants were distributed across the nine islands as described in Table 1:
This distribution was based on the number of residents living on each island – thus, the sample 

was proportional to the island’s population. The survey instrument, which contained items adopted 
from Christine McMurray’s 2013 Tuvalu Police Service Community Survey, was presented in both 
the Tuvaluan language and English Language. Respondents who were not familiar with the English 
language were given the Tuvaluan version of the instrument. To ensure anonymity, respondents’ 
names were not documented on the survey instrument. However, participants were required to sign 
a consent form allowing for the use of their responses in disseminated documents.

Table 1. Number of respondents by island in Tuvalu.

Island
Number of community 
respondents surveyed

Number of community 
respondents interviewed

Number of police 
respondents surveyed

Number of police respon-
dents interviewed

Funafuti 760 
(44% M, 56% F)

13 66 
(91%M, 9%F)

7

Vaitupu 344 
(40%M, 60%F)

7 5 
(100%M)

1

Nanumaga 133 
(57%M, 43%F)

7 3 
(100%M)

1

Nukufetau 170 
(58%, 42%)

7 3 
(100%M)

1

Nanumea 119 
(66%M, 34%F)

7 2 
(100%M)

1

Niutoa 143 
(55%M, 45%F)

7 2 
(100%M)

1

Nui 113 
(49%M, 51%F)

7 2 
(100%M)

1

Nukulaeae 89 
(49%M, 51%F)

5 1 
(100%M)

1

Niulakita 25 
(52%M,48%F)

5 0 
(100%M)

0

TOTAL 1896 65 84 14
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Individual participants were identified using either a household-based approach or 
a community-based approach. These two approaches were combined to account for structural 
differences that exist among the islands (see Pratt & Melei, 2018; Watson et al., 2019). For instance, 
the household-based method was adopted to select individuals from the Funafuti Island because 
this island has multiple communities comprising residents from the other eight outer islands. On 
the outer islands, a community-based method was used for participant identification because 
communities on those islands are considered one collective group with one chiefly headsman. On 
each island, research assistants were recruited and trained to assist in the administration of survey 
instrument. Data collection across Tuvalu required customary approvals from community elders 
through community consultation. This was in addition to academic ethics approvals and state 
permits for research in Tuvalu. Community elders had to be informed about the nature of the study 
and what was required from residents before permission was granted for us to proceed.

Data – Attitudes about women’s role and place in the Tuvalu Police Service were examined the 
following ways. We first asked about support for having more female officers in both the commu-
nity and among police respondents. Respondents were asked ‘Do you think the numbers of female 
officers in the TPS needs to increase?’. Respondents could choose yes or no. The closed-ended 
question was followed by an open-ended question giving them the opportunity to explain their 
response. Second, we explored whether the community perceived police behaviour to reflect 
support of women’s rights. Specifically, respondents were asked ‘Do you think police pay enough 
attention to women’s right when they perform their duties?’ Respondents could respond: yes, 
sometimes, no or don’t know. Finally, we looked at community preferences for female versus 
male officers in relation to the three most common crimes in Tuvalu: stealing or damaging property, 
domestic violence or child abuse, and disturbing the peace or violence in the community. For 
example, respondents were asked ‘If you needed police assistance with a case of disturbing the peace 
or violence in the community, would you rather deal with a male or a female police officer?’ 
Respondents could choose Male or Female officer, or no preference, and this was followed by an 
open-ended question asking them to explain their preference for each of these items. All open- 
ended responses were then coded by common themes into categories to allow for descriptive 
analyses.

To identify potential predictors for support of gender equality in policing in the community, 
binary logistic regressions were run on the above four items indicating support for increasing 
female officers and wanting assistance from female officers for specific crimes. In the logistic 
regressions, we used four predictors 1) sex of respondent to explore whether there was 
a gendered difference in support, 2) age of respondent to see if there were generational patterns 
in support, 3) highest level of education of the community respondent to test for the potential role 
of formal education in changing attitudes toward gender equality in relation to policing, and 4) 
whether the community respondent was resident in the outer islands or in Funafuti, since outer 
islands are governed more strongly by customary laws that enforce gendered hierarchy and 
inequality. Sex was self-identified and recorded for all respondents as either male or female. Age 
was self-reported and used as a continuous variable in logistic regressions and for cross tabulations 
(see below) was coded to have three categories, 16–24 years, 24–55 years, and 55+ years, reflecting 
local understandings of young, old and different stages of adulthood. Highest level of education was 
self-reported as no schooling, primary schooling, secondary schooling and post-secondary school-
ing. Island residence was reported specific to islands and all non-Funanfuti islands were coded as 
‘Outer Island’ as is the normative practice and understanding in Tuvalu. Table 2 provides summary 
descriptions for all variables in the analysis of the two datasets. The VIFs for all predictor variables 
were below 2 and the mean VIF was 1.16, indicating no issues regarding multicollinearity.

For the police data, there was not sufficient variation by gender (only 6 female officers among the 
84 size sample), by education (given the education criteria of police recruitment), or island 
residence/origin (given most police officers are posted in Funafuti and TPS officers tend to be 
usually recruited from those who have resided in Funafuti for a long time). As such, for the police 
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respondent data, we report summary descriptions of their responses and compare these summary 
variations with those in the community for equivalent items. All results are reported in relation to 
significance at α = 0.05.

In the presentation of our findings below, we first present the quantitative descriptions and 
analyses of community and police attitudes towards gender equality in the TPS, and then explore 
how respondents explain their attitudes from the qualitative data.

Findings

Support for increasing number of female police officers

Among both community (66.7%) and police respondents (92.9%), there is a strong sense that the 
number of police officers generally are not sufficient. In addition, community members and police 
officers were supportive of an increase in the number female officers in the TPS. Over two-thirds 
(69.88%) of community respondents and 83.1% of police respondents agreed that the number of 
female police officers posted throughout Tuvalu needs to increase. Both community respondents 
(64.4%) and police officers (79.3%) also agreed that female officers should be posted to outer islands. 
In the community, as Table 3 shows, the significant predictors of whether community respondents 
think number of female police officers in the TPS need to increase are respondent sex and level of 
education: Women were 1.3 times more likely than men to support the increase in the number of 
female officers. Compared to respondents with only primary school education, those with second-
ary school education were 1.45 times more likely and those with post-secondary education were 1.8 
times more likely to support the increase in the number of female officers.

Police are sensitive to women’s rights

Both community respondents and police officers were of the view that police are sensitive to 
women’s rights in how they perform their duties. Over half of (52%) of community respondents 
stated that they believe police pay enough attention to women’s rights in performing their duties 
and 23% respondents said sometimes, with only 4.6% responding that police do not pay enough 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of study variables.

Variables M (SD)/%

Community Respondent 
data

Police Respondent 
Data

N = 1896 N = 84
Sex (Male) 48% 93%
Age (min. = 16 and max. = 92) (Years) 37 (16) 34(8)
Education:
No education 2% 0%
Primary school 23% 12%
Secondary school 42% 50%
Post-secondary school 24% 32%
Island residence (origin) (Funafuti) 40% -
TPS needs to increase female officers (Yes) 70% 83%
Police pay enough attention to women’s rights in performing their duties 

(Yes)
52%

Would you prefer female or male officer assistance in the case of:
Stealing or property damage (Female officer) 27% 27%*
Domestic violence or child abuse (Female 
officer)

26% 63%*

Disturbing the peace or violence in the 
community (Female officer)

11% 22%*

*Indicates proportion of police officers who would prefer female assistance or had no preference by sex.
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attention to women’s rights when they perform their duties. Police respondents evaluated their 
sensitivity to women’s rights more positively, with 89.3% of respondents stating they pay enough 
attention to women’s rights, with only 6% saying sometimes and only 1.2% saying that they do not 
pay enough attention.

Majorities of both men (71.1%) and women (61.2%) in the community said that police pay 
enough attention to women’s rights when performing their duties. A greater proportion of women 
(32.7%) compared to men (23.3.3%) said that the police only sometimes pay enough attention to 
women’s rights. As Table 3 indicates, women in the community are 0.65 times less likely than men 
to think that police are sufficiently sensitive to women’s rights in the course of their official duties. 
Also, as age increases by one year, the odds of thinking police are sensitive to women’s rights 
increase by 1 unit, suggesting that the odds for older people will be much higher than those for 
younger people in thinking police are sensitive to women’s rights during police work. Finally, 
relative to those with primary school education, community respondents with post-secondary 
school education are significantly less likely to think police are sensitive to women’s right during 
police work.

Preferences for male officers for all types of crimes

Despite the support for increasing the number of female officers among community respondents 
and policers offers alike, when we examine community and police preferences for police assistance 
for specific crimes, there are important differences between the community and police officers (See 

Table 3. Factors influencing support for gender equality in the police force.

Dependent variables

Thinks # of 
female 
officers 

needs to 
increase 

(No = 0, 
Yes = 1)

Police are sensitive 
to women’s 

rights 
(No/ 

Sometimes = 0, 
Yes = 1)

Preference of sex 
of police officer 
for instances of 

stealing 
(Male Officer = 0, 

Female 
Officer = 1)

Preference of sex of 
police officer for 

instances of domestic 
violence/child abuse 

(Male Officer = 0, Female 
Officer = 1)

Preference of sex of 
police officer for 

instances of 
disturbing the 

peace 
(Male Officer = 0, 
Female Officer = 1)

Predictors Odd-ratios (Standard Error)
Respondent Sex 

(Males = 0)
1.31* 
(.16)

0.65*** 
(.08)

2.60*** 
(.31)

2.51*** 
(.31)

2.04*** 
(.34)

Age of 
respondent 
(years)

1.00 
(.004)

1.01** 
(.004)

1.00 
(.004)

1.00 
(.004)

1.00 
(.006)

Highest level of 
education 
(Primary 

education = 0)

Secondary 
School

1.45* 
(.23)

0.78 
(.13)

1.21 
(.20)

1.61** 
(.27)

0.940 
(.21)

Post-Secondary 1.81** 
(.35)

0.69* 
(.13)

1.38 
(.25)

2.31*** 
(.43)

0.996 
(.24)

From which 
Island (Outer 
islands = 0)

1.01 
(.13)

0.359 
(.11)

1.27 
(.16)

1.44** 
(.18)

1.61** 
(.27)

Constant 1.51 
(.48)

3.13*** 
(.99)

0.063*** 
(.02)

0.041*** 
(.01)

0.027*** 
(.03)

Model fit
Log Likelihood −813.15 −827.06 −859.23 −853.31283 −542.4833
χ2 (df = 5) 18.40*** 43.98*** 79.21*** 106.09 28.75***
Number of 

observations
1533 1335 1452 1468 1504

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Figures 1 and 2). While both men and women in the community had a clear and dominant 
preference for male officers for all types of crimes (see Figure 1 and Table 1), police officers’ 
preferences varied by crimes and police officers also expressed ‘no preference’ at much greater 
proportions than community respondents (See Figure 2). In fact, while 22.2%, 14.5% and 17.3% of 
police officers indicate no preference for stealing/damage of property, domestic violence/child 
abuse, and disturbance of peace/violence in the community, respectively, only 1.3% and less of 
community respondents indicated no preference for assistance for the three crimes.

More than two-thirds of all community respondents and police officers expressed a preference to 
have male officers respond to calls for service related to stealing or property damage. When it came 
to calls for service related to disturbing the peace and community violence, the preference for male 
officers was even stronger, with 87.5% of all community respondents and 70.7% of police respon-
dents expressing a preference to have male officers respond to calls for service related to distur-
bances and community violence. However, community and police respondents’ preferences 
differed in relation to domestic violence or child abuse cases. While 69.5% of community respon-
dents preferred a male officer for domestic violence or child abuses cases, 55.3% of police officers 
preferred a female officer for these cases.

Figure 1. Figure showing preference among community members for assistance with different crimes.

Figure 2. Figure showing preference among officers for assistance with different crimes.
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As Table 4 indicates, majorities of both women and men in the community prefer male officers 
for assistance in all three types of crimes. Both men and women respondents seem more ‘willing’ to 
have female police officers attend when it comes to stealing/property damage and domestic 
violence/child abuse-related crimes, compared to the overwhelming preference for male police 
officers (90.7% of men and 84.5% of women) in cases involving crimes related to disturbing the 
peace or violence in the community.

As Table 3 indicates, however, there are gender differences among those that prefer female police 
officers. Women respondents are 2.5 times more likely to prefer a female officer for calls for services 
related to stealing and crimes related to domestic violence/child abuse and 1.98 times more likely 
than male respondents to prefer a female officer for those concerning disturbing the peace and 
community violence. In contrast to responses for stealing and property damage related crimes, 
where island of origin was not significant, for domestic violence/child abuse and disturbing the 
peace-related crimes, respondents from Funafuti (the main and most urbanised island) are 1.43 and 
1.56, respectively, more likely to choose female officers compared to respondents from the outer 
islands. Education level was not significant predictor in relation to instances of disturbing the peace 
and stealing related crimes, but was for domestic violence/child abuse cases. Relative to those with 
primary school education, respondents with secondary school education are 1.6 times more likely, 
and respondents with post-secondary education are 2.3 times more likely, to prefer female officers 
in callouts for domestic violence/child abuse cases.

While the differences in gender preferences persist in all age groups, there was some variation in 
the strength of this difference by generation. As Figure 3 indicates, overall, younger women 
(16–24 year old and 25–55 year old) prefer female office assistance in larger proportions than 
men of all age groups and older women (55+) to prefer female officer assistance. However, 
interaction between age and gender in logistic regressions were significant only in the case of 
domestic violence/child abuse cases (See Table 5): For male respondents, the odds ratio is 1.02 for 
a one year increase in age and the odds ratio for female respondents is 0.79 for one year increase in 

Table 4. Gendered preferences in the community for male and female officers for different crimes.

Type of crime

Male Respondents Female Respondents

Male officers Female Officers Male officers Female Officers

Stealing or damaging property 79.0% 21.0% 58.4% 41.6%
Domestic violence or child abuse 79.5% 20.5% 60.3% 39.7%
Disturbing the peace or violence in the community 90.7% 9.3% 84.5% 15.5%

Figure 3. Figure showing preference for assistance by female officers with different crimes by age and sex.
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age for respondents from outer islands with primary school education as the highest level of 
education. Looking at education and island further in the same model, Figure 4 illustrates that 
the difference in probabilities for male and females is statistically significant and positive for all 
levels of education and island residence for approximately all respondents under 70 years. Figure 4 
also suggests that the difference in probabilities for males and females decreases over age with 
differences reducing quickly for respondents approximately 40 years or older. This indicates that 

Table 5. Interaction between age and sex in preference of sex of police officer for instance, of domestic violence/child abuse.

Dependent variables

Preference of sex of police officer for instances of domestic violence/child 
abuse 

(Male Officer = 0, Female Officer = 1)
Predictors Coefficients 

(Standard Error)
Odd-ratios 

(Standard Error)
Respondent Sex (Males = 0) 1.90*** 

(.32)
6.73*** 
(2.17)

Age of respondent (years) 0.02*** 
(.01)

1.02*** 
(.01)

Sex*age −0.026** 
(.01)

0.97** 
(0.01)

Highest level of education (Primary education = 0)
Secondary School 0.47** 

(.17)
1.59** 
(.27)

Post-Secondary 0.80*** 
(.19)

2.23*** 
(.42)

From which Island (Outer islands = 0) 0.40** 
(0.12)

1.49** 
(.19)

Constant −2.87*** 
(.33)

0.0569*** 
(.02)

Model fit
Log Likelihood −847.71 −847.71
χ2 (df = 5) 117.30*** 117.30***
Number of observations 1468 1468

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Figure 4. Figure showing sex difference by education and island.
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older men and women think more similarly then younger men and women. Finally, we also see that 
the differences in probabilities for males and females over preference for sex of police officer is 
greatest among those residing in Funafuti and with post-secondary education and lowest among 
those residing in the outer islands.

Respondent explanations for support and lack of support for female police officers

Qualitative analysis of open-ended questions in the questionnaire revealed that both support and 
lack of support for female police officers were explained in terms of perceptions of the particular 
qualities and capabilities of women officers brought to their law enforcement role. Among respon-
dents that agreed that the number of female officers needs to increase, 52.4% of male community 
respondents, 63.6% of female community respondents and 71.9% of police respondents (who were 
mostly men) explained their support by citing how female officers would be better able to deal with 
women-related issues, female and child victims, domestic violence and/or that they have culturally 
defined women-specific knowledge and skills needed in the police. Officers said, for example, that 
they were needed to ‘Handle female victims, specializing with students in schools and handling 
domestic violence cases especially female victims’; that ‘female officer[s] respectively understood the 
victim perspective in domestic violence situation’; and that having more female police officers 
would be good because it would ‘help male officers deal with family cases’. Others focused on the 
special skills female officers could bring: ‘Most of the victims are more open up to female police’ or 
woman were needed ‘to deal with cases that related to woman, but not man to deal with victim like 
woman, otherwise the case is getting worse’ or ‘Because sometimes females have better ideas than 
males according to a case’ and ‘or because ‘female officers are more confident in terms of commu-
nication, public speaking.’ Other police respondents expressed their support for an increase in the 
number of women officers using the language of gender equality, explaining that is was needed 
‘because we promote the gender equality, we need female[s] to work together with male officers’ or 
to ‘balance the number of females and males working in the Tuvalu Police Service’ and to ‘create 
gender balance or job opportunity for female’ and ‘Because Tuvalu is [introducing] new laws, 
especially the right of women, so female officer should deal with the female.’

Community respondents shared many of the same views expressed above. In interviews they 
pointed to women’s special skills and the cultural barriers that male police face as reasons for why 
more female officers are needed. For example, a young community respondent from the main island 
noted,

Women bring a unique dynamic to policing and female officers are often competent in crucial components of 
community policing. Generally, women are good communicators with great interpersonal skills. While this is 
important to policing as a whole, it is especially helpful in situations were victims feel more comfortable 
discussing the details of a crime with a female officer.

Another community respondent from Nanumea Island noted that female officers are needed to 
help deal with cultural barriers that male officers may face,

The thing about the gender-based violence is that there should be female officers for this kind of case and so 
the point of having them is that there are women involved in these kinds of issues and the main purpose of 
having the female police is that they may understand the ladies’ problems due to our traditions and cultures, 
the man should counsel man and women should counsel women. Sometimes when there is a lady found drunk 
and they send police[man], but they are cousins or related and so the police[man] cannot do a thing because 
they are related so he cannot handle the matter. So it is better for male officer to counsel male and for female to 
counsel female, it would be better that way.

Among both community and police respondents, there was also a perception that more women 
police officers were needed because ‘we are facing more women cases, so we need a lot of female 
police’, ‘Nowadays, females are also common in committing crimes’ and ‘as we experience the 
increasing numbers of domestic cases, thus, we require female officers to empower their gender.’
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Among the minority of respondents who did not think the number of female officers needed to 
increase, 63.8% of men and 58.6% of women in the community, and 66.7% of police, explained their 
decision by citing women ‘not [being] not fit to do the job’. Community members who held these 
views made the following comments: ‘They can’t do what a man can do within the situation’, and 
female officers do ‘not [have] enough power to handle fighting among man’ or they are not ‘strong 
enough, but male officers, they can do more.’ Reluctance expressed by both the community and 
police respondents in relation to posting female officers to outer islands was explained in terms of 
women’s lack of physical fitness, their lack of training, and risks to their safety. In open-ended 
questions in the questionnaires, some police officers expressed negative views terms of the draw-
backs posed for the TPS by maternity leave. One commented that female officers ‘waste time. Also, 
being pregnant will delay the work in cases of crimes’, and another noted, ‘The more we increase the 
number, the more maternity requests we have!’ Others complained about female officers being ‘too 
noisy in the office’.

Discussion

Our findings demonstrated that there was strong support for increasing the number of women 
police in the TPS, with more than three quarters of the community – who were representative of the 
split of men and women in the wider population – and more than 80% of police respondents – all of 
whom but 6 were men – saying this is the case. Support for women police was explained in terms of 
their ability to deal with women-related issues (including customary matters), domestic or family 
violence, that they were better with victims, had superior community policing, interpersonal and 
communication skills, and finally that it would help meet equality targets and respond to the 
increasing number of women offenders. The comparatively small number of respondents, who were 
not supportive of increasing the number of women in the service, drew on negative gender 
stereotypes to support their views. For example, they claimed that responding to ‘fighting amongst 
men’ required physical strength that women lack; and that posting women to outer islands would be 
a risk to their safety. Other less supportive police respondents expressed gender-discriminatory 
views saying that women officers ‘waste time’, are ‘too noisy’, and will have a negative impact on 
human resource allocation because of maternity leave.

While there was clear support for increasing the number of women police in TPS, puzzlingly this 
was not reflected in preference in the community for male or female officer assistance in response to 
different crimes. Aggregate analysis of community responses revealed a consistent preference for 
male officers across stealing or property damage, domestic violence and child abuse, and particu-
larly for disturbing the peace or violence in the community. Only in the responses from police, in 
the context of domestic violence or child abuse cases, were female officers generally preferred. 
Across the three crime categories referenced in the study, police officers expressed no preference for 
male or female officer at much higher rates than community responses. It should be noted that 
women (generally more than twice as many as men) made up a statistically greater proportion of 
those who did prefer women in each of the crime categories we examined. The strongest preference 
for women to attend calls for service in domestic violence or child abuses cases was evident among 
younger women, those with higher levels of education, and respondents from Funafuti. This 
suggests the influence of generational change evident in younger women, awareness of women’s 
rights promoted by education campaigns, and greater exposure to women acting in the role of 
police as they are deployed mainly in Funafuti. More research would be needed to confirm this.

Gendered biased attitudes similar to those described by Curth-Bibb (2014) in the Solomon 
Islands were expressed amongst our respondents. These might act as a barrier to increasing the 
number of women recruited into the TPS – even though there was support for this – because 
perceptions amongst both police and the community were restrictive in relation to the types of roles 
that women police might perform, and the types of crimes they could police. For example, views 
expressed amongst the minority who did not think that the number of female officers needed to 
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increase, included the belief women officers were not ‘fit to do the job’ because ‘[t]hey can’t do what 
a man can do’ because they don’t have ‘enough power to handle fighting among men’ or are ‘not 
strong enough’ to deal with situations that might come up. This perception aligned with the strong 
expression of preference (87.5% of community and 70.7% of police) for a male officer in relation to 
assistance with ‘disturbing the peace or violence in the community’.

Research has noted how this traditional view, which equates policing with physicality 
(Heidensohn, 1992), contributes to negative perceptions of women as being not well suited to 
policing roles, or that they pose a threat to the community and their own safety in their performance 
of duties. Indeed, the question of physical strength has been linked to reluctance to hire women into 
policing. Past studies have documented police and community concerns that women are not strong 
enough or aggressive enough for police work (Lonsway et al., 2003; Sherman, 1973). Physical 
strength, however, has not been shown to be a requirement for general police effectiveness, or an 
officer’s ability to successfully navigate dangerous situations (Beck, 2002; Bell, 1982). International 
research has repeatedly demonstrated how women police officers rely less on the use of physical 
force, and that they are more adept than their male counterparts at defusing and de-escalating 
potentially violent confrontations (Chan et al., 2010; Grennan, 1987).

Because women officers rely more on communication than physical force, they are more likely 
than their male counterparts to deescalate potentially violent situations and less likely to become 
involved in problems with excessive use of force (Lonsway et al., 2003). Research demonstrates that 
they are less likely to use either deadly force or excessive force. Female officers are also less likely 
than their male colleagues to be involved in fights or other ‘physical assaultiveness on the job’ 
(Horvath, 1987; Lonsway et al., 2003). In terms of any risk associated with their lack of strength, 
police officers are not generally killed in the line of duty because of physical weakness (Chan et al., 
2010), but ‘due to circumstances beyond their control, or as a result of poor judgment.’ (Charles, 
1982, p. 198). Indeed, scholars suggest that women police officers’ ability to defuse potential 
violence, and maintain composure, is preferable to the use physical strength or force in situations 
of conflict (Lonsway et al., 2003).

This aspect of women police officers’ capability could be used to counter traditional views 
described above, and promote women’s increasing inclusion in the TPS. The assumption that 
female police will automatically express empathy with female victims of gender violence has, 
however, been rightly criticised as essentialist (Carrington et al., 2020; Hautzinger, 2002; 
Ostermann, 2003). It may well be the case that women police officers also become encultured 
within masculinitst and militarist organisations with similar levels of contempt and skepticism 
toward victims of gender violence (Hautzinger, 2002, pp. 246–247). This is a contradiction that we 
acknowledged early in this article, and it continues to haunt arguments for increasing the levels of 
women’s participation in policing. Nevertheless, consistent with the research laid out above, our 
participants regarded women police officer’s interpersonal and communication skills as an asset, 
commenting that ‘[g]enerally women are good communicators with great interpersonal skills’. 
While research around use of force highlighted the value of good communicating in the context 
of de-escalating potentially violent situations, our participants saw it as ‘especially helpful 
in situations were victims feel more comfortable discussing the details of a crime with a female 
officer’. Indeed, scholars have documented how women officers, who have better communication 
skills than their male counterparts, are better able to facilitate the cooperation and trust required to 
implement a community policing model (Belknap & Shelley, 1993; Worden, 1995).

Our participants expressed views agreeing that female officers are more likely to have 
a community-oriented style of policing, and suggested that they are more effective at handling 
domestic violence incidents, and crimes of violence against women. This is important in the PICs 
where rates of violence against women are high. A UNICEP report released in 2017 cited survey 
data indicating that life time prevalence rates for physical and sexual violence (by intimate partners 
and non-partners) among Pacific Island women were between 60 and 80%, which is twice the global 
average. Because the police response to crimes of violence against women is so critical, it is worth 
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noting that in the Global North female officers have long been viewed as more effective in this area 
than male officers (Chan et al., 2010; Moses Schulz, 1995). This is a perception shared by the 
community (Breci, 1997), police training instructors and female officers themselves (Beck, 2002; 
Martin et al., 1986). It is also supported by research on the value of women police in the context of 
international deployment. In peacekeeping environments shame and related experiences around 
sexual violence mean that women are more comfortable reporting and seeking help from women 
(Bleckner, 2013; Mazurana, 2003; Pillay, 2006; Pruitt, 2013). Research on women police in peace-
keeping and stabilisation missions describes how increasing their numbers led to improved security 
outcomes for women and children. Their presence enhanced increased reporting and was asso-
ciated with reductions in violence against women and children (Furnari, 2014; Greener, 2009; 
Harris & Goldsmith, 2010; Van der Spuy, 2011). And recent investigations of women’s police 
stations have consistently found that the culture of policing is dramatically different when under-
taken from a gender perspective. This is one of the key findings of Carrington et al.’s (2020) study of 
Argentina’s specialist police stations that addressed the complex tension between valuing the work 
of women police because of their gender, but also their work as police/strangers and advocates for 
the victims of gender violence, irrespective of their sex.

One other important consideration in relation to the value of women officers in responding to 
cases of domestic violence is the high rate of family violence committed by police themselves. 
Particularly high rates of family/domestic violence have been documented in police families in the 
Global North (Neidig et al., 1992). In the Global South research conducted by ethnographers 
working within the PNG constabulary argued that members of this force were highly likely to be 
perpetrators of gender violence in their own conjugal relationships (McLeod & Macintyre, 2010). 
They were frequently also accused of perpetrating violence against women in the course of their 
professional duties, or when women approach them for protection from other sources of violence 
(Chandler, 2014; McLeod & Macintyre, 2010). It is insufficient to discuss the police response to 
violence against women without addressing the possibility that responding officers have committed 
these crimes themselves. Violence against women is much more likely to be committed by men 
rather than women, so increasing the number of female law enforcement professionals has the 
potential for lessening the chance that crimes of violence against women will be handled by an 
officer who has perpetrated such a crime (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1999).

In PICs, institutional accommodation of women in policing agencies and their role in service 
delivery is complicated by the complex intersection of gender norms associated with professional 
policing and those that exist in cultures typically characterised by patriarchal power relationships, 
together with competing forms of regulatory authority that function alongside, and at times in 
competition with, or in the perceived or actual absence of, rule of law (Dinnen & McLeod, 2009; 
McLeod & Macintyre, 2010). Research has described how women officers may emulate the 
masculinised norms that pervade police agencies generally, and thus police gender violence cases 
in ways no different to their male colleagues (Parsons & Jesilow, 2001). This suggests that in the 
Pacific Island context gender bias norms, both within policing organisations and across society 
more broadly, can act as a barrier to increasing numbers of women in police, and to how they might 
be able to function to enhance policing in this domain to increase reporting and prevent and reduce 
violence against women and children.

Amongst our sample, support for women police was explained in terms of their ability to deal 
with women-related issues, including customary matters. This was particularly evident in the 
quotation cited below that described the main advantage of having women police officers:

. . . they understand the ladies’ problems due to our traditions and cultures, the man should counsel man and 
women should counsel women. Sometimes when there is a lady found drunk and they send a police[man] but 
they are cousins or related and so [he] cannot do a thing because they are related . . . it is better for male officer 
to counsel male and for female to counsel female it would be better that way.
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From this perceptive, the female officer could navigate gendered social norms dictated by customary 
and religious authority, while still exercising the authority of the state to protect women, in ways 
male police officers could not. This suggests both community and police (who supported increasing 
the numbers of women police) valued the contribution that women police officer could make to 
policing within the complex hybrid regulatory environment that is typical in PICs.

Bull et al. (2019) usefully theorise how women police officers in other PICs function in such 
environments, by strategically navigating the demands of their local culture and networks on the one 
hand, and the neutrality, resources and oversight of the of policing authority on the other. These 
authors reconceptualise the work done by women police as ‘policing by strangers’ using Simmel’s 
(1971) configuration of the stranger as a complex identity that is situationally located and able to 
adopt a perspective that is simultaneously that of an insider and an outsider; a type that is defined in 
terms of context and social distance, rather than membership of a particular social or cultural group 
(Chan et al., 2010). In making this claim they draw on the ‘multiplex’ and discontinuous character of 
personhood implied by Foucault’s (1984) concept of pluralite d’ego that recognises the possibility 
that the same individual can in some circumstances acquire the habits of thinking and capacities for 
being affected which are appropriate to apparently conflicting ways of comporting oneself. In other 
words, it is possible to describe experts as amalgams of institutionalised types of ethical character or 
persona, no less than as bearers of technical knowledge and the terminals of formal institutional roles 
and statuses (Minson, 1997, p. 407). Applying this perspective, it is possible for (expert) women 
police to maintain views consistent with religious and cultural beliefs, at the same time as they uphold 
professional ethical standards dictated through the rule of law.

Carrington et al. (2019) demonstrates the utility of this framework for understanding policing in 
the Global South, arguing that the success of women’s police stations in Argentina is linked to their 
ambiguous location as insiders and outsiders in the criminal justice domain. Women police are 
insiders because they belong to the same gender sharing an awareness of the culturally located 
experience of violence, and this sense of connection enhances women’s willingness to confide in 
them. However, by also being outsiders with state power to enforce laws that criminalise gender 
violence, women police are situated in the unique position of being able to challenge local norms 
that underpin gender violence, and take action against perpetrators (in ways other authorities 
can’t). Carrington et al. (2019) conclude that it is the unique formal and informal regulatory 
framework of women’s police stations that enhances their capacity to respond and prevent gender 
violence in new and novel ways. Our results indicate that the role of women police in Tuvalu, and 
their value in responding to female victims and offenders, could be framed in a similar way.

Conclusion

Arguments for more gender equitable representation of women in policing are well accepted in 
international and national institutional and policy forums. In the context of PICs, however, gender 
bias norms within policing organisations and across society more broadly, can act as a barrier to 
increasing the numbers of women police. In primarily homogenous and largely male-dominated 
societies, like Tuvalu, that are steeped in patriarchal tradition and strong customary practices that 
contribute to local systems of regulatory pluralism, the promotion of a gender equality agenda not 
only challenges hegemonic masculinities but also the longstanding and uncontested male domina-
tion of power over the maintenance of law and order (Connell, 2006; Heidensohn, 1992). Societal 
gender ordering sets the tone for gender relations at the organizational level. Police organizations, 
nevertheless, continue to seek to increase the number of women amongst their ranks. This paper 
addressed this dilemma by exploring police and community perceptions of the role of women in 
policing, and attitudes in relation to increasing their numbers and the roles they might perform in 
the context of the TPS.

Our results demonstrated strong support for the view that the number of women police officers 
within the TPS should be increased. Our analysis raised questions, however, in relation to the role 
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that they can usefully play in responding to crime. Community members and, to a slightly lesser 
extent, police themselves expressed strong preference for male officers in calls for the most frequently 
occurring crimes: stealing or damaging property, domestic violence or child abuse and disturbing the 
peace or violence in the community. This suggests that there was some reservation regarding the 
capabilities of women officers when performing general policing functions. Our qualitative data 
indicated that such reservations were linked to stereotypical assessments of women police informed 
by views that equate policing with physical strength. Such views are not supported by wider research. 
Contrasting assessments, also expressed in the qualitative component of this study, nevertheless 
proved scope for optimism in relation to how women might be included and valued in the ranks or 
more broadly the Police Service. Participants identified positive attributes and strengths of women 
police officers, including their strengths in relation to community policing, as well as their commu-
nication and interpersonal skills. This is consistent with research that neutralises anxieties about the 
physical capabilities of women police by providing evidence of how they are more effective than their 
male counterparts in de-escalating potentially violent situations because they rely more on commu-
nication than physical force. Indeed, scholars suggest that women police officers’ ability to defuse 
potential violence, and maintain composure, is preferable to the use of physical strength or force 
in situations of conflict (Lonsway et al., 2003; Rabe-Hemp, 2008).

Finally, participants – both community and police – identified a particularly important con-
tribution that women officers can make to the TPS response to gender violence, which is a pressing 
problem in all PICs. They described how women police are able to respond to female victims (and 
offenders) in ways that their male counterparts cannot. In particular, they outlined how women 
police are able to traverse traditional and customary norms in the line of duty. As women, and 
‘strangers within’, they are able to navigate the hybrid authority structures that regulate everyday 
life in Tuvaluan society in ways that meet the needs of women dictated by religion or custom, while 
at the same time operationalising the rule of law, opening a pathway for change (Bull et al., 2019). 
Understanding our apparently conflicting results in this way allows us to conclude that there is 
support to increase the number of women in the TPS, and while there was also some reservation, 
both the community and police – at the very least – are aware of the important role that women 
officers can play in responding to crime.
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