
43

Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 10  ❚  Number 2 ❚  June 2020

1 You can find this text and its DOI at https://tidsskrift.dk/njwls/index.
2  Corresponding author: rjm@socsci.aau.dk.

Conceptions of Gender and Competencies among 
 Police Recruits in  Scandinavia1

❚❚ Lotte Bloksgaard
PhD, former Associate Professor at Aalborg University, Denmark

❚❚ Silje Bringsrud Fekjær
Professor at Oslo Metropolitan University, Centre for the Study of Professions, Norway

❚❚ Rasmus Juul Møberg2

Associate Professor at Aalborg University, Department of Sociology and Social Work, Denmark

ABSTRACT

Conceptions of gender and competencies may be of importance for the gendered allocation of 
tasks and may help explain gender segregation in the labor market and within organizations. 
Drawing on survey panel data from Scandinavian police recruits in the male-dominated police 
profession, this article explores and discusses the prevalence of conceptions of gender and differ-
ent police competencies. A substantial portion of the police recruits disagree that men are more 
competent at specific police tasks (handling violence) and women at others (care and com-
munication). However, quite a large minority have more stereotypical conceptions of gender and 
competencies. Male police recruits generally report more gender-stereotypical conceptions than 
female and this tendency increases over time after entering the police. Furthermore, the Danish 
police recruits report the most gender-stereotypical conceptions, while the Swedish recruits more 
often dismiss the idea that men and women are suited for different police tasks.

KEYWORDS

Competencies / gendered organizations / gender segregation / gender stereotypes / police work

Introduction

When we measure, discuss and compare gender segregation in the labor market, 
the focus is often gender segregation at the macro level, also termed occupational 
segregation, and changes over time (Bettio & Verashchagina 2009; Charles & 

Grusky 2004; Reisel & Teigen 2014). However, the gender segregation taking place 
within occupations and organizations is not included in these analyses. Research indi-
cates that ‘gender segregation at the job level is more extensive than gender segrega-
tion at the level of occupations’ (Wharton 2005, p. 97) and shows that women and 
men working in the same occupation, despite having the same education and seniority, 
often have different tasks, working conditions, wages and opportunities for promotion 
(Holt & Lewis 2011; Wharton 2005). Thus, analyses at the macro level ‘underestimate 
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the degree to which women and men work in different jobs’ (Wharton 2005, p. 97) and 
experience different conditions and opportunities in work life. The research on gender 
and organizations documents that gendered processes in organizations are central to 
understanding gender segregation as an ongoing process, actively created, changed and 
recreated (Acker 1990; 2012; Gherardi 1994). Presently, we lack sufficient knowledge 
about gendering, especially regarding the male-dominated occupations that women are 
increasingly entering, and studies that include both women and men in these occupa-
tions (Ellingsæter 2013; Holt & Lewis 2011).

Studies of organizations have shown that cultural assumptions and stereotypical 
conceptions of gender linked to specific work tasks and fields of competency are central 
to the allocation of tasks. Stereotypical conceptions of gender is the belief that men and 
women are inherently different and ‘possess’ different/opposite qualities (Acker 1990; 
Bloksgaard 2008; Holt & Lewis 2011; Holt et al. 2006). If men and women are per-
ceived as suited for different tasks, this may affect their own and others’ assumptions 
about what kind of work they should do and may therefore contribute to explaining 
gender segregation. However, there are still few quantitative and comparative studies of 
specific occupations that can reveal how widespread (non-)stereotypical conceptions of 
gender and competencies are and how these conceptions vary across groups and across 
countries. 

In this article, we analyze the following research questions: To what extent do Scan-
dinavian police recruits perceive men and women to be equally suited for different types 
of police work? And how do conceptions of gender and police tasks vary depending on 
the recruits’ gender, experience, country of origin (Sweden, Norway or Denmark) and 
other background characteristics?

We focus on the Scandinavian police recruits for several reasons: In addition to 
being numerically male-dominated, the police has traditionally been associated with 
 masculinity  – action, use of force and physical strength – and a specific form of 
 masculinity – white, heterosexual and working-class (Andersson 2003; Larsson 2010). 
However, over the last decade, there have been a number of politically and organiza-
tionally driven changes in the police, possibly challenging the traditional conceptions 
of policing and the core tasks of the occupation. Generally, in Western countries, there 
has been a movement from ‘policing by force’ to ‘policing by consent’ (Reiner 2010). In 
Scandinavian countries, the ideal of ‘minimal-use-of-force’ and conflict solving via com-
munication is central, and there is an extensive focus on communicative and relational 
skills in the recruitment and training of police recruits (Bloksgaard & Prieur forthcom-
ing; Lagestad 2012). In addition, the professionalization of the police profession in the 
Scandinavian countries has led to an emphasis on the reflective and analytical police offi-
cer. Furthermore, the Scandinavian police organizations have policies promoting gender 
equality and diversity (Finstad 2014; Inzunza 2015).

Thus, there has recently been a focus on attracting ‘another type’ of police recruit 
into Scandinavian police organizations distinct from ‘the masculine crime fighter’ type 
(Gundhus 2013) to obtain a more diverse ‘police corpus’ integrating multiple competen-
cies. Concurrently, new research finds that traditional conceptions of police work (as 
crime fighting) and who is suited for this type of work (physically strong/male bodies) 
are still dominant in the media and within the police profession (e.g., Karp & Stenmark 
2011; Lander 2013; Loftus 2010). Thus, it is central to explore the conceptions regard-
ing who is suited for different types of police work that exist among police recruits. The 
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conceptions of gender and competencies in the police force may of course differ from 
those found among the new recruits. However, the conceptions of new recruits are of 
interest, both because they could be an indicator of conceptions in the police force, and, 
more importantly, because they compose the police force of tomorrow and are believed 
to bring change and diversity into the police organization (Karp & Stenmark 2011). 
Furthermore, the Scandinavian countries are relevant for this study, as they are known 
for their commitment to gender equality, and they stand out from the other EU countries 
in terms of their relatively small gender gaps and high scores on gender equality mea-
sures (Teigen & Skjeie 2017). However, the Scandinavian countries still have segregated 
labor markets (e.g. Bettio & Verashchagina 2009; Charles & Grusky 2004; Reisel & 
Teigen 2014). In addition, the Scandinavian countries differ somewhat in respect to 
gender balance; Sweden is the most gender balanced with Denmark in the opposite end, 
at least in the economic equity dimension (Teigen & Skjeie 2017). 

Theoretical Perspectives on Gender and Competencies  
in Organizations

The article draws on theories about gender and organizations that illustrate how 
assumptions about and conceptions of gender contribute to the (re)production of gender 
differences and inequalities in work life. More specifically, we draw on three theoreti-
cal  perspectives derived from Kanter (1977), Acker (1990, 2012) and Solheim (2002). 
All these perspectives illustrate the importance of exploring cultural images of and 
assumptions regarding gender in occupations and organizations, as these may influence 
structuring practices in work life, especially the allocation of work tasks, and thus help 
explain gender segregation in organizations and work life (Acker 1990, 2012; Chan 
et al. 2003; Gherardi 1994). 

In her famous study, Men and Women of the Corporation (1977), Kanter introduces 
the term ‘structure of opportunities’ to capture the idea that gender differences in organi-
zational behavior are caused by the structural placement of men and women rather than 
the characteristics and performance of individual women and men. Her aim is to break 
with the assumption that men and women are inherently different, since such assump-
tions are ‘giving men an advantage in the business world and making women more 
suitable for support roles’ (Kanter 1993 p. 292). Kanter finds that when numerically 
underrepresented (e.g., in management), women are at risk of being seen and treated 
as representatives for an ascribed category – their gender – and being placed in certain 
roles and given job tasks perceived to be suitable based on their gender. When women 
encounter such stereotypes, one strategy is accepting that their role will be to perform 
tasks that are seen as suitable for women (e.g., handling human relations instead of tak-
ing on leadership responsibility) (Kanter 1993). Thus, not only colleagues and leaders 
but also the women themselves may participate in the stereotypification. 

Kanter concludes that it is the organizational structures – positions and numbers – 
that explain the problems women face in organizations (Kanter 1993 p. 293). Thus, she 
does not include societal gender structures – the existence of ‘a gender regime’ within 
which a hegemonic masculinity is privileged (Connell 1987) – and that this may entail 
different opportunities for men and women within organizations. In her well-known 
theory of ‘gendered organizations’, Acker criticizes this omission and conceptualizes 
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gender as a constitutive part of organizational processes, arguing that cultural assump-
tions about gender are imported from society and normatively reproduced in organiza-
tions (Acker 1990, 2012). Implicit beliefs in differences between men and women are 
embedded in the organizational culture, which ‘usually includes definitions of gendered 
behaviors, both acceptable and unacceptable’ (Acker 2012, p. 216). Thus, organizations 
routinely construct patterns of difference even if organizations think of and present 
themselves as gender-neutral, the organizational ‘logic’ is based on the imagery of men 
and masculinity. Previous research has described conceptions of an ‘ideal’ police officer, 
who is male, masculine, tall and physically strong (Chan et al. 2003; Lagestad 2012). 

Focusing on the Scandinavian countries, which are known for a commitment to 
gender equality, Solheim (2002) theorizes about modern work life as an arena for the 
continued (re)production of hierarchical structures of gender. She argues that, codifica-
tion and the assessment of competencies constitute a crucial basis for gendered catego-
rization and ranking: the ranking does not apply to women and men, at least not in 
principle; rather, value is assigned to the professional qualifications and competencies 
that women and men are expected to possess and bring to the labor market (2002 
p. 115–116), cf. also Acker (1990). Thus, competencies are what link value to gender, 
as certain tasks and competency fields are marked as female and male based on cultural 
ideas about female and male qualities. The division also implies a hierarchy, as the male 
competencies are held in higher regard than the female competencies. Thus, Solheim 
speaks of ‘a gender-oriented regime of competencies’ (2002, p. 118). For example, in 
the police, a ‘man of the street’ image is given high status both historically and today, 
whereas the indoor ‘PC police’ role is associated with women (Barrie & Broomhall 
2012; Gundhus 2009). Solheim (2002) emphasizes that gendered hierarchies are con-
stantly changing and being reproduced in new forms. As interpersonal competency and 
communicative competency, for example, are given higher status in modern work life, a 
differentiation between different types of relational competency develops: certain types, 
that is, those linked to external work, become masculinely gendered and ascribed greater 
value (2002, p. 129–131). 

In this article, we aim to analyze the conceptions of gender and competencies that 
men and women bring into and develop in the police organization in light of the three 
theoretical perspectives drawn from Kanter (1977), Acker (1990, 2012) and Solheim 
(2002). Especially, Acker’s critic of Kanter’s omission of the societal gender structure and 
Solheim’s concept of gender-oriented regime of competencies will constitute the theoreti-
cal framework within which the explorative empirical analysis is unfolded. 

A Gendered Hierarchy of Police Competencies and Tasks

In recent decades, there has been an increase in the proportion of women in the police 
services in many countries, although there are signs that this growth is levelling out 
(Prenzler & Sinclair 2013). Women make up 34% of the police force in Sweden (SCB 
2018), 31% in Norway (POD 2018) and 16% in Denmark (Rigspolitiet 2018). The 
police is still numerically a male-dominated occupation in all countries. In addition, 
the police traditionally has been and still is a strongly masculinely gendered occupation 
involving authority, use of force and physical strength. The imagery of ‘physicality’ and 
‘toughness’ as defining characteristics of police officers is linked to the legitimate use of 
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force in the exercise of police work (Barrie & Broomhall 2012) and explains why police 
work has been constructed as a masculine competence field, cf. Solheim (2002), where 
men (and men’s bodies) are seen as suited for policing, whereas women (and women’s 
bodies) are seen as unsuited. Historically, this has been the main argument for barring 
women from the police and for the resistance reported by the first women employed in 
the police. These perceived gender differences were also the reason for employing the 
first female police officers: female officers were needed to take care of women and chil-
dren and to frisk female offenders (Appier 1998; Finstad 2000).

Today, women are employed in the police to handle the same tasks as their male 
colleagues. In addition, new police tasks and demands for evidence-based policing and 
‘policing by consent’ are potentially creating openings for a new type of police officer, 
in whom competencies such as interpersonal and communicative skills will be valued 
(Gundhus 2013). In a recent Norwegian study, police leaders claim that they regard 
female police officers as especially competent due to their ‘feminine’ skills, for example, 
communications. Thus, leaders express a belief of gender as difference and see the rep-
resentation of women as an advantage (Nordberg 2018). The view that women are 
more competent due to social skills is, however, not prevalent in a Danish study of the 
recruitment, selection and training of police officers (Bloksgaard & Prieur forthcoming). 

In the Scandinavian police services, there has been an effort to put the ideal of 
policing by consent into practice, and this concept is now central to the education 
of new police officers in Scandinavia (Bloksgaard & Prieur forthcoming; Inzunza 
2015; Lagestad 2012). This new emphasis is reflected in the fact that Scandinavian 
police recruits, upon completion of their training, state that social/relational skills are 
more important for the professional competency of a police officer than physical skills 
(Bloksgaard et al. 2016; Olofsson & Petersson 2011). However, research indicates 
that socialization into the police profession is strong and that norms and perceptions 
of police work at the ‘street level’ are not necessarily aligned with the official ideals 
of the police organization communicated via police educations (e.g., Granér 2004; 
Petersson 2015). The classic literature and research on the police role has shown that 
crime-fighting tasks, linked to action, the use of force and physical strength, were his-
torically preferred among officers and considered to be the real work of the police 
(Reiner 2010). New research shows that there may still be a status hierarchy in the 
police occupation, according to which officers still consider the crime fighting role to 
be the ‘real’ police work (Atkinson 2017; Loftus 2010; Terpstra & Schaap 2013). New 
Scandinavian research documents that police officers are still to a large extent oriented 
towards crime fighting, action and risk (Bille 2014; Mikkelsen 2018). Thus, despite 
new managerial strategies, cultural norms and conceptions of meaningful police work 
as involving danger and violence hence require physical strength and the use of force 
still persists, whereas other tasks are downgraded in the hierarchy. Although police 
officers agree that interpersonal skills and communicative competency are important in 
police work (Inzunza 2015; Lagestad 2012), such ‘soft’ competencies may still be lower 
in the competency hierarchy. 

Gundhus analyzes gendered practices and the competence hierarchy in the Nor-
wegian police and shows that they reproduce the modern gendered competency hier-
archy, cf. Solheim (2002). The tasks at the bottom of the prestige hierarchy (preventive 
policing, caregiving, etc.) are tasks that women are perceived to be suited for, while 
the tasks at the top of the hierarchy, seen as ‘real’ police work (involving working 
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the streets, use of force and action involving physical strength), are masculinely gen-
dered (Gundhus 2009). The police tasks seen as feminine are ascribed lower status and 
resisted. Other new research in Scandinavia and in other European countries (Atkinson 
2017; Lagestad 2012; Lander 2013; Loftus 2010) likewise finds that men are expected 
to exhibit the action-oriented masculinity of the physically strong officer, whereas 
women, seen as unsuited for the crime-fighting role, are ‘marginalized to the periphery 
of policing’(Atkinson 2017, p. 244). These studies indicate that the prevailing image 
of the crime-fighting role reproduces the gendering of police tasks and the gendered 
competence hierarchy in the police. 

Studies focusing on how conceptions of police competencies are linked to gender 
are generally sparse, and many are qualitative studies, which, as valuable as they are, 
provide limited knowledge on how widespread gender-stereotypical conceptions of 
police competencies and tasks are. An exception is an American study of SWAT team 
officers which shows that male officers are more likely to think that female officers lack 
the strength and skills to perform the job as a SWAT team member (Dodge et al. 2011). 
Another interesting quantitative study is conducted among Dutch police officers by 
Terpstra and Schaap (2013), which revealed that for the majority of officers, the image 
of police work is strongly linked to physical strength and courage. Concurrently, only a 
small minority of the respondents in the study of Terpstra and Schaap (2013) disagree 
with the statement that ‘women can do the job as well as men’. However, in a Danish 
quantitative study, Kjellman and Møberg (2018) find that police recruits tend to under-
report gender-stereotypical conceptions when answering more generally formulated 
questions about women’s suitability for police work compared to their responses to 
questions concerning more specific police tasks and gender. This methodological point 
indicates that survey questions on specific police tasks are better at measuring potential 
gender-stereotypical conceptions than more general statements on gender difference.

Data and Methods

The data in this article are drawn from the international research project RECPOL 
(Recruitment, Education and Careers in the Police), which follows police recruits over 
time via surveys. The entire cohorts of recruits were asked to participate. The response 
rate was generally very high, varying between 83% and 97% (with the exception of 
Norway in phase two; 69%, probably due to administrative challenges). The data are 
from 1346 police recruits in total from Sweden (N = 350), Norway (N = 637) and Den-
mark (N = 359). Official approval from the police colleges and the fact that the surveys 
were completed in class probably explain the unusually high response rates.

The phase one data are collected when the police recruits begin their education 
(2010 in Norway, 2011 in Sweden and 2012–2013 in Denmark). This means that they 
are new in the police profession but have most likely experienced pre-socialization 
in the recruitment and selection process to become police officers, which means that 
they to some degree already have taken on values, attitudes, skills, and knowledge that 
they believe characterize the organization and the organizational group to which they 
aspire. Pre-socialization is found to be strong in the police profession due to very explicit 
admission requirements and a through selection process (Chan et al. 2003; Van Maanen 
1973). The police recruits are asked the same questions about gender and police tasks 
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(see below) when they finish their police education (phase two: 2013 in Norway and 
Sweden and 2015–2016 in Denmark).

We measure conceptions of gender and competencies using three statements: ‘Male 
police officers are better suited than female officers at handling situations involving 
violence’, ‘Female police officers are better than male officers at caring for women and 
children’ and ‘Female police officers are better at communicating than male officers’. 
The three statements are worded in a gender-stereotypical way linking competencies and 
gender and, thus, measuring the police recruits’ support of gender stereotypes. 

We have chosen the three survey items, which according to Solheim’s (2002) and 
Gundhus’ (2009) empirical studies are situated at different places in the gender hierar-
chy. ‘Handling situations involving violence’ is at the top; and ‘caring for women and 
children’ is at the bottom of the gender hierarchy. Communication is traditionally seen 
as a competence ascribed to the female gender but has moved towards a more gender-
neutral status (Gundhus 2009). Individually, the survey items contribute to the analysis 
of the presence and development of specific gender stereotypical conception among the 
Scandinavian police recruits. Together, the survey items indicate a general presence of 
gender stereotypical conceptions, which potentially can affect the opportunity structure 
within the police. 

In the analysis, an index consisting of the combined score of the three single items 
is constructed to reduce the effect of measurement errors and capture an overall con-
cept of gender and competencies, which is difficult to measure when using single items 
(see Figures 1–3 for the distribution of the individual items). A Cronbach’s alpha test 
(CA = 0.75) shows a high intra-item correlation between the three variables. The index 
score is derived by adding the scores of the individual items and dividing the sum by the 
total number of items1 (mean = 1.6, SD = 1.0). Theoretically, the index ranges from ‘0’, 
indicating that gender is not related to how competent the individual police recruit is at 
different tasks, to ‘4’, indicating that gender is related. In the analysis, the index will be 
treated as a continuously scaled variable.

Social desirability bias implies that people may answer surveys according to what 
is presumed to be socially acceptable in the specific social context they are part of and 
not according to their true opinions (Podsakoff et al. 2003). In our case, this means that 
we would expect police recruits in Scandinavia to under-report support for the gender-
stereotypical questions in the survey. The results presented in this article therefore prob-
ably represent a minimum prevalence of gender-stereotypical conceptions among police 
recruits in Scandinavia. 

Finally, previous research has shown the importance of background variables for 
attitudes towards gender equality. The most positive attitudes towards gender equality 
are found among women, the younger generations, people with a higher education level 
and those who have highly educated parents (Davis & Greenstein 2009). Hence, we also 
control for crucial background variables: gender, age, previous education and parents’ 
education. Gender is coded 0 for males (66%) and 1 for females (34%). The percentage 
of females varies across countries, from 21% in Denmark to 36% in Norway and 38% 
in Sweden. Age is set to 20 years = 0, 21 years = 1, etc. (mean = 24.8 years, SD = 3.9). 
Previous education is divided into 0: no higher education (63%) and 1: higher education 
at the post-upper secondary level (37%). Parents’ education is divided into 0: no higher 
education (29%), 1: at least one parent with some higher education at the post-upper 
secondary level (67%) and 2: other/don’t know (4%).
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Conceptions of Gender and Police Tasks among Male and 
Female Police Recruits in Scandinavia

Overall, a substantial portion of the recruits disagree when asked whether male officers 
are better suited for some tasks and female officers for others; thus, these recruits reject 
the perception that police tasks are gendered. However, we also find that quite a large 
minority agree that gender does matter for performing different police tasks, that is, that 
male police officers are better suited to handling situations involving violence and that 
female officers are better at communication and caring for women and children. In addi-
tion, a substantial portion of the recruits are ambivalent towards these questions.2

Analyzing the questions separately (see Figures 1–3) reveals small but noteworthy dif-
ferences in the support for the three gender stereotypes, both between and within gender 
and over time. Of the three statements posed in phase one, the statement about women 
being better suited to caring tasks was agreed to by the largest proportions of male and 
female police recruits (see Figures 1–3). Thirty-nine percent and 30% of male and female 
police recruits, respectively, agree with this statement to some extent ( Figure 3). Thus, the 
idea that care is ‘natural’ for women, even in professional contexts, is the strongest of the 
three conceptions among the police recruits at organizational entry. Caring for women and 

Figure 1 Male police officers are better suited than female police officers at handling situations 
involving violence (%).

Figure 2 Female police officers are better at communicating than male officers (%).
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children is the police task that is the most strongly (femininely) gendered. In addition, this 
conception is more prevalent among the male police recruits,3 which means that the female 
recruits have male colleagues that to a higher degree perceive women as better suited for 
‘softer’ police tasks than the women do themselves. Interestingly, even though female police 
recruits are a highly selected group who have defied gender-stereotypical expectations by 
choosing a nontraditional profession, 30% of them agree to some extent that women are 
better suited for police tasks involving care, showing that women are also reproducing the 
gendered competence hierarchy, cf. Solheim (2002). The analysis shows that the idea that 
women are better suited for police tasks involving care is stable over time, as there is no 
statistically significant change in either male4 or female5 recruits’ agreement with this state-
ment from organizational entry to completion of the police education program.

The statement about men being better at handling violent situations (Figure 1) 
shows larger gender differences, as agreement with this idea is markedly more predomi-
nant among male police recruits. Thus, at organizational entry, 35% of the male police 
recruits agree to some extent that male officers are better at handling violent situations, 
compared to only 18% of female police recruits.6 This result indicates that the female 
police recruits in general are more confident that they can handle violent situations. 
However, they have male colleagues that are more skeptical about female police officers 
being able to handle violent situations. Again, it should be noted that differences in con-
ceptions of gender and competencies are observed both among the males and among the 
females: a large proportion of the males (43%) to some extent disagree with the state-
ment that male police officers are better suited to handle violent situations, thereby indi-
cating that gender is not related to competency or is only weakly related. Additionally, 
18% of female police recruits do agree to some extent with this stereotype.  However, the 
gender difference in the perception of men’s and women’s suitability for handling violent 
situations increases over time: whereas the proportion of female recruits who agree to 
some extent that men are better at handling violent situations is virtually unchanged 
from organizational entry to completion of the police education,7 we observe an increase 
in the proportion of male recruits that to some extent agree that men are better suited for 
this police task, from 35% to 47%.8 This means that at the end of the education, more 
male police recruits agree that men are better suited to handle violent situations than 
agree to the statement about women being better suited to caring tasks.9

Figure 3 Female police officers are better than male officers at caring for women and children (%).
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Finally, concerning the statement about women being better at communication, 
20% of both male and female recruits agree, while nearly every second male and female 
police recruit disagree to some extent. These results indicate that communication skills 
are not perceived to be as femininely gendered (as care tasks). This result is interesting, 
as  Solheim (2002) stresses that the gendering of competence fields may change over 
time, as the status of these fields in work life is changing. The results in this article 
could be seen as an indication that communicative competencies are becoming more 
androgynous – in other words, the majority of both male and female recruits perceive 
communication as a competency that men are also suited to perform in police work. At 
organizational entry, no gender difference can be observed. However, at the end of the 
education, the male police recruits agree to a lesser extent that female police officers are 
better at communication.10 Thus, at the end of the education, male officers to a larger 
extent see their own gender as suited to perform communicative tasks. This is interesting 
in the case of the police, as communicative skills have become of higher value concur-
rently with ‘policing by consent’ becoming the official ideal (Reiner 2010).

In summary, the results show that many of the police recruits do not agree that 
police tasks are gendered in the sense that male officers are more competent at handling 
violence and female officers at caring and communication. However, a large minor-
ity believe that gender does matter for competency in performing these specific police 
tasks. Their answers reflect a well-known gender stereotype: ‘Violence is for men, care is 
for women’. The gender-stereotypical conceptions of police tasks are more widespread 
among male police recruits. Among the male recruits, the conception that men are better 
at handling violence and the conception that men are equally suited to communication 
increase after their entry into the police. Even though the analysis shows that changes 
in the perceptions occur, the design of the study and the data retrieved do not make it 
possible to discern how these changes are related to the teaching on the police academy 
and the exposure to the practical police work at the local police stations. 

Conceptions of Gender and Police Tasks – do Country, Age and 
Educational Background Matter?

Do police recruits from different countries, age groups and educational backgrounds 
have different conceptions of how police competencies are linked to gender? We explore 
this question utilizing the index combining the three questions on gender and police 
tasks (concerning violence, communicating and caring) in Table 1. We show the results 
of a multivariate OLS regression model in which gender is introduced in model 1 and 
the background characteristics are introduced in model 2.

Model 1 shows that male police recruits tend to more often believe that men and 
women are unequally suited for different types of police work. Men score 0.26 points higher 
than women on the scale of gendered competencies, which ranges from 0 to 4, a significant, 
although not very large, difference. Thus, the results from Figures 1–3 are also confirmed 
when we choose a different methodological angle by combining the items in an index and 
applying OLS regression. It is also worth noting that the effect of gender is virtually unaf-
fected by the addition of other explanatory variables in the regression analysis. Hence, male 
and female police recruits differ in their conceptions of gender and different police tasks, 
even when comparing those who are similar in terms of other background characteristics.
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The individual characteristics of the police recruits in terms of their own and their 
parents’ educational backgrounds have no significant effect on the conceptions of gen-
der and police tasks. 

This finding implies that recruits’ conceptions are independent of their own educa-
tion and their parents’ education. The significant and negative effect of age indicates that 
younger recruits are more likely to believe that men and women are unequally suited for 
different kinds of police work. However, the differences are not very large.11

Turning to country differences, we find quite large differences among the Scandina-
vian countries. The largest difference is found between Denmark and Sweden. Danish 
recruits score on average 0.49 higher than the Swedes on the index (which ranges from  
0 to 4), indicating that the police recruits in Denmark are more likely to believe that 
male and female police officers are unequally competent at different kinds of police 
work. The Norwegian recruits are in between, however, closest to the Danish recruits. 
The Swedish police recruits’ views tend to a greater degree towards refusing gender-
stereotypical conceptions and stand out as the exception.

Concluding discussion

Our results show that police recruits are divided in their conceptions of whether gen-
der is linked to specific police competencies and tasks. A substantial portion of police 
recruits disagree when asked whether men are best suited for some police tasks (handling 
violent situations) and women for others (care and communication). Thus, these police 
recruits reject perceptions of different police competencies as gendered. However, a large 
minority agree that men and women are suited for different police tasks and thus report 

Table 1 Conceptions of gender and police tasks based on gender and background characteristics.

 Model 1 Model 2

Coef. p>|t| Coef. p>|t|

Female –0.26 0.00 –0.24 0.00

Country (Sweden = 0)

Denmark 0.49 0.00

Norway 0.36 0.00

Age (20 = 0) –0.03 0.00

Own previous education (no higher education)

Higher education –0.08 0.16

Parents’ education (no higher education)

Higher education 0.09 0.13

Other/don’t know 0.03 0.83

Constant 1.73 0.00 1.54 0.00

Adjusted R2 0.01 0.08

n 1313 1278
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gender-stereotypical conceptions. At organizational entry, care is perceived as the most 
gendered competence; femininely. Communication skills are not perceived to be as femi-
nine as care tasks. Handling violent situations is to some extent perceived as masculinely 
gendered, especially among male police recruits, and increasingly so over time. Over time, 
agreement with the statement that male police officers are better at handling violent situ-
ations and disagreement with the statement that female police officers are better at com-
municating become the most prevalent perceptions among male police recruits. Thus, 
male recruits are highly confident both in men’s (their own) ability to handle violent situa-
tions and communicative tasks. However, the vast majority of female recruits remain con-
fident in women’s (their own) ability to handle violent situations throughout the research 
period. However, a minority of the female recruits agree that men are better suited to 
handle violent situations (and an even greater number agree that women are better suited 
to care tasks), showing that even women who choose a non-traditional profession for 
their gender report gender-stereotypical perceptions of gender and competency. Changes 
in gendered conceptions over time are primarily found among male police recruits, and 
consequently, we find that the majority of male police recruits have some form of gender-
stereotypical beliefs about police tasks at the end of the education. Whether these changes 
in gendered conceptions are caused by practical experiences, the organizational culture 
or other factors are difficult to judge based on our empirical design. However, we do note 
that the changes seem to be quite similar across countries, although the Swedish police 
education does not involve long periods of on-the-job training.

Since men make up the majority of the police force, their conceptions of gender and 
different police competencies may be important in terms of the tasks women are assigned 
and, thus, the opportunities they will have in the police organization (Kanter 1977). 
The prevalence of gender-stereotypical conceptions of competencies and work tasks in 
organizations may lead to (unintended) statistical discrimination and limit individuals’ 
opportunities to choose jobs and careers freely. If one has coworkers and supervisors who 
presume that one is less competent for some tasks based on gender, this may structure 
one’s opportunities and the tasks one is assigned – and the tasks one seeks out (cf. Kanter 
1993). Also, Acker (1990, 2012) describes how gendered conceptions can result in real-
life segregation. For example, if female officers are perceived to be less competent in 
situations involving violence, they are less likely to be assigned such tasks and to develop 
this task competency or seek out this kind of task. Hence, gendered conceptions of com-
petencies may create structural barriers and decrease both men and women’s opportuni-
ties when choosing tasks and specializations (Acker 1990; Kanter 1993). Recent studies 
indicate that the allocation of tasks may to some extent be based on gender and ethnicity 
in Scandinavian police organizations (Löfstrand & Uhnoo 2014; Slot 2012). 

Although our results clearly indicate quite widespread gender-stereotypical con-
ceptions of police competencies, our design does not allow us to draw conclusions on 
whether these competencies are ranked hierarchically, with the male competencies held in 
higher regard than the female competencies. This hierarchically ranking is central in the 
theoretical understandings of gendered competencies (cf. Solheim 2002). Several previous 
studies of the police have reported a ranking of competencies with the ones tradition-
ally seen as ‘male’ on top (e.g. ‘toughness’ and physical strength) (Barrie & Broomhall 
2012; Loftus 2010; Reiner 2010). But we also note new studies indicating some degree of 
change within the police, increasing the status of competencies traditionally seen as more 
‘soft’ or ‘feminine’ (e.g., communicative competence) (Gundhus 2013; Inzunza 2015).
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The research presented in this article only uncovers a few aspects relevant to the 
discussion of how and why ‘real’ police work is (still) masculinely gendered. In the article, 
the analysis is centered on the police recruits’ conceptions and could be said to reflect the 
gender ideologies of the police recruits. How these ideologies relate to and are reflected 
in and affected by gender practices both at the police academy and at the local police 
stations cannot be determined in this empirical analysis. A question that goes beyond 
the scope of this article is whether the changes in recruits’ conceptions are related to 
their experiences with police practices or with ideologies existing in the police. Thus, this 
article takes an initial step in exploring and explaining the relations among gender, com-
petencies and police work in a Scandinavian context.

The findings of quite widespread gender-stereotypical conceptions of police com-
petencies, even among police recruits in Scandinavia, point to the fact that the develop-
ment towards more gender-balanced societies is neither gradual nor linear but rather 
uneven and contradictory. The fact that gender-segregated labor markets also exist in 
Scandinavia has been referred to as ‘a gender equality paradox’, but rather it shows the 
complexity of the process of social change, emphasizing that gender equality in one 
area does not automatically lead to gender equality in other areas (Borchorst 2011; 
Reisel & Teigen 2014). Gendered conceptions in work life seem to be more resistant 
to change than in the private sphere (Ellingsæter & Solheim 2002), and overall, soci-
etal ideologies about gender equality and ‘equal opportunities’ may coexist with more 
gender- stereotypical conceptions in regard to which jobs are perceived as suited for 
women or men (Bloksgaard et al. 2015; Charles & Grusky 2004). As stated above, this 
article does not analyze how the gendered perceptions identified are related to gender 
practices. However, we believe that ideas about gendered fit to different types of work is 
one explanation for gender segregation within and between professions. 

Our results also show large differences between the Scandinavian countries. The 
most gender-stereotypical conceptions are found among Danish police students, fol-
lowed by Norwegian students, while Swedish students are the most likely to report that 
men and women are equally suited for different tasks. Although there is a tendency 
to think of the Scandinavian countries and their ‘gender models’ as if these were one 
and similar, there are considerable differences in gender policies and discourses in the 
three countries. Sweden has the most institutionalized gender model, gender is highly 
politicized and there is a strong discourse about gender equality, while in Denmark, 
the political significance of gender is limited, and there is a strong belief that gender 
equality has already been achieved. Norway is somewhere in the middle, with stronger 
institutionalization than Denmark and intermediate politicization of gender (Borchorst 
2011). The country differences in our results reflect these differences. Additionally, the 
organizational contexts, including the proportion of female police officers, in the three 
countries differ. Unfortunately, our methodological design does not allow us to fully 
discern possible effects of the political/institutional and organizational levels.

Although the police, with its history as a male-dominated profession and emphasis 
on physical strength and possible violence, can be seen as an extreme case for studying 
gender and competency in modern work life, the police profession has many character-
istics in common with other professions, for example, monopoly of certain tasks and 
a degree of discretion in work performance (Freidson 2001). Gendered conceptions of 
competency are likely to be found in other professions as well, and this can represent 
a challenge, especially if the goal is to change the profession. The police also makes an 
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interesting case because the responsibilities involve both tasks traditionally seen as clearly 
‘male’ (e.g., handling violent situations) and clearly ‘female’ (caring), a combination that 
also can be found in other professions. For example, working in the mental health services 
often involves caretaking, the possibility of violence and tasks that demands physical 
strength. Hence, gender-stereotypical conceptions of competencies may cause different 
work-life conditions and career paths for men and women in many professions and may 
contribute to explaining gender segregation in the labor market and in organizations.
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Notes

1  In the event that a respondent only answered two out of the three questions, the combined score is 
divided by two. This solution minimizes deletion due to missing responses. 

2  Answered in the middle category of the question, ‘neither agree nor disagree’ to the statement in the 
question. 

3  Pearson Chi2 = 24.27, df = 4, p < 0.001.
4  Wilcoxon Signed-ranks, Z = 0.960, p = 0.3369.
5  Wilcoxon Signed-ranks, Z = 0.911, p = 0.3623.
6  Pearson Chi2 = 55.59, df = 4, p < 0.001.
7  Wilcoxon Signed-ranks, Z = –0.955, p = 0.3398.
8  Wilcoxon Signed-ranks, Z = –8.055, p < 0.001.
9  Wilcoxon Signed-ranks, Z = 5.463, p < 0.001.
10  In phase two, there is a difference between male and female police recruits (Pearson Chi2 = 12.45,  

df = 4, p < 0.014) and a statistically significant decrease in the proportion of male police recruits agree-
ing to the statement (Wilcoxon signed-ranks, Z = 5.752, p < 0.001).

11  If we, for example, compare a 20-year-old police recruit with a police recruit who is 30 years old, the 
oldest police recruit is predicted to score 0.3 points lower on the scale of gendered competencies, which 
ranges from 0 to 4.
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