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Research Question: 
An exploration of organisational barriers to the progression of women to senior ranks or role speciality 
____________________________________________________________________________________
Research Aim: 
To critically examine the organisational, structural and cultural barriers that inhibit women’s progression to senior ranks or speciality of role.  To identify strategies that promote gender equity and inclusive leadership across policing.

Research Objectives: 
1. To critically review existing literature on gender equality, leadership, and women’s progression within UK policing.
2. To explore factors that influence the career progression and leadership opportunities for women within policing, including cultural factors but with a particular focus on organisational and structural barriers 
3. To assess the perceptions and lived experiences of women within policing in relation to equality of opportunity, workplace culture, and organisational support mechanisms.
4.  To evaluate the effectiveness of existing policies and initiatives aimed at improving gender equality and women’s representation in senior roles and speciality departments 
___________________________________________________________
Literature Review: (Explore the current literature around your subject area, provide a rationale for your research) 

Policing in the UK and internationally has changed in terms of culture and fairness of opportunity for women, both in terms of leadership and specialist roles – all UK police forces recommitted to tackling gender imbalances in middle management teams and tackling sexism and misogyny (HeForShe, 2024).  Individual forces have highlighted the changes and the better equality that now exists for women officers compared to a generation ago (Metropolitan Police, 2018), however, empirical research shows that representation at senior ranks is not equal and that a gender pay gap still exists – in the largest police force in the UK the mean difference in pay between men and women officers across the organisation is 4.86% (Metropolitan Police , 2025), meaning that male officers earn more than women officers (largely on account of the under-representation of women at senior, better paid ranks).  Further research from the police HeForShe report demonstrates significant under-representation of women at middle management and senior levels across all police forces in the UK and highlights that this is “the most obvious means of showing the imbalance of power between men and women” in these organisations (HeForShe, 2019).  Furthermore, the Baroness Casey report examined the role of culture within the Metropolitan Police and concluded that the organisation was institutionally misogynistic, highlighting a “boys club culture” which impeded the progression of women, particularly in specialist functions (Casey, 2023).

The commitment to change is welcomed by advocates of gender equality but the translation into action is criticised.  A range of academic research supports the notion of prevailing gender inequality in UK policing (Brown, et al., 2019), with international research supporting the fact that this appears to be a global issue in policing (Garcia, 2021).  A range of impacting factors have been suggested by academics, ranging from the expectation of an archetypal masculine version of police leadership (Loftus, 2009); the societal expectation for women to be primary carers and the impact of balancing child caring with work and career progression (Silvestri, 2006).  Alexander and Charman (2024) respectively categorise these as cultural and structural barriers inhibiting the progression and opportunity for women.

Within the report author’s home force – Devon and Cornwall police -  a gender imbalance in leadership roles continues to exist, with women making up 55.3% of the lowest paid quarter of roles which is disproportionate when compared to the fact that the women headcount is 35.9% (Gender Pay Gap Service, 2024).  This report aims to critically examine the organisational, structural and cultural barriers that inhibit women’s progression to senior ranks or speciality of role within Devon and Cornwall police.  Much has previously been academically researched in respect of the barriers that exist for women in their careers and specifically in policing.  With an Ipsos survey showing that 29% of British Men believing that feminism down more harm than good (Beaver, 2022) the role of men in embedding gender quality is often overlooked.  

This report, however, will look at the extent at which structural barriers exist in the organisation and the impact these have on preventing women from achieving equality.  
____________________________________________________________________________________
Methodology: 
Any dissertation must be based upon reliable research to ensure that it meets academic rigour and adds to the reliable existing body of research on the topic.  Research can be described as “a systematic and methodical process of enquiry and investigation with a view to increasing knowledge” (Collis & Hussey, 2009)  and can be split into three types: quantitative, qualitative and a mixed method approach.  
· Quantitative research has been defined as the collation of numerical data which is analysed mathematically to explore observed phenomena (Aliaga & Gunderson, 2002).  In its simplest term, this sees the researcher applying mathematically analysing data to gain an insight into the topic.  
· Qualitative research involves using a chosen methodology to collate or analyse non-numerical data to understand exploratory research questions.  There are 5 traditional qualitative approaches: case study; ethnographic; grounded theory; narrative and phenomenological (Cresswell, 2013)
· Mixed Method is a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches, analysing both sets of data to answer the purpose of the dissertation (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018)

There are two main ways in which to collect the data which is then used in a quantitative; qualitative or mixed method approach: primary and secondary.  The latter refers to the research of data that has already been obtained which will be further analysed, whereas primary research relates to data which is collected specifically for the research project and this dissertation (Saunders, et al., 2023).   

This dissertation will involve a mixed methodology of research and will see data being collated from both primary and secondary sources. 

The methodology of my dissertation will focus on two distinct phases.  The first of these will be the literature review of existing literature, a secondary research methodology.  The purpose of a literature review is multi-faceted but includes: setting out the context of relevant research that has already been conducted on my topic; provides an in-depth critical evaluation of the research that is already in existence; identified pertinent and relevant issues and cites a number of further reading/other sources in a well referenced manner (Biggam, 2014).

I believe that a literature review is appropriate for this dissertation as the issue of gender equality and misogyny in policing is on which is topical (BBC News, 2025).  This means that the public and indeed academics provided comment and discourse around the topic – in particular, the academic research allows me to tap into modern thinking and build upon already established academic thoughts and ideas.

I will also conduct primary data collection and will do so in a mixed methodological manner.  A wealth of official resourcing data exists in police forces in the UK and will obtain Human Resourcing data to understand the number of women in management roles or in speciality departments within Devon and Cornwall Police – this the quantitative aspect of the mixed methodology.  I will also conduct qualitative research by using an interpretive phenomenological approach – this is a process to “describe, explore, understand or examine the experience of participants” (Adu & Miles, 2024).  I will do this by conducting surveys or interviews with selected female officers, such as middle or senior managers, within Devon and Cornwall Police.  

I believe that a mixed methods approach for this dissertation will be effecive as it will allow for official empirical data to be analysed alongside the up-to-date, lived experience from individuals in policing.  I will ask for the assistance of the women in policing support network to identify individuals that accurately reflect the views and experiences of those in the organisation

I do not anticipate any ethical matters as I will anonymise the feedback from individuals.  Where there are any experiences reported which go against the College of Police’s Code of Ethics, a set of rules all officers must abide to, I will seek the advice of the Police Professional Standards Department (who investigate breaches of behaviour) – this can be anonymously if the participant does not support overt reporting.  I will also ensure all participants have adequate peer or line manager support.

After collating data I will identify common themes and analyse this to understand the dissertation topic.
_________________________________________________________________
Proposed timeline: 
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Anticipated Outcomes: 

Although this research is focused on Devon and Cornwall police, it is anticipated the findings will be relevant to law enforcement agencies across the UK.  This will provide a contemporaneous understanding of organisaitonal barriers in policing that experienced by women and, particularly through the questionaries and interviews with individuals within the organisation, it is hoped that there may be recommendations which can directly impact policy and future experiences of women.
__________________________________________________________________
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