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A B ST R A CT 

As a male-dominated occupation that has historically valued strength, risk-taking, and control, policing may be particularly susceptible to mas-
culinity contest cultures (MCC), characterized by social norms that valorize physical ability, avoid weakness, prioritize work, and promote 
dominance. Through surveys of patrol officers from five Canadian police agencies (n = 238), this study explored the existence of MCCs and 
their relationship with organizational outcomes. The study suggested that an officer’s perception of their work within an MCC can predict job 
engagement (b = −0.48, P < .001), work meaning (b = −0.35, P < .001), self-reported performance (b = −0.07, P < .001), and turnover inten-
tion (b = 0.07, P < .001) when controlling for gender, supervisory status, years of police service, and university education. Additionally, univer-
sity degrees were a significant positive predictor of MCC scores (b = 2.40, P < .01), indicating that university-educated police officers perceive 
their workplace cultures as more masculine. As the first study that related MCCs to university education, job engagement, and work meaning 
in policing, it advances our understanding and provides insights into how these cultures relate to organizational outcomes. The results also have 
implications for policy and police administration.

I N T RO D U CT I O N
Historically, the ‘macho’ dimension of policing has been shaped 
by notions of danger, excitement, and physicality (Fielding 1994, 
Reiner 1992, Silvestri 2017). Certain police organizational cul-
tures have been characterized as ‘cults of masculinity’ that empha-
size brotherhood, toughness, stoicism, and self-control (Brough 
et al., 2016, Silvestri 2017, Workman-Stark 2017). Some argue 
that these aspects foster camaraderie and are necessary for a dan-
gerous profession (Chan 2007, Paoline 2003, Reiner 2010). Yet, 
others claim certain aspects of masculinity can be detrimental 
by perpetuating harmful social norms and fostering organiza-
tional cultures that discourage support, open communication, 
and innovation (Brown 2007, Workman-Stark 2017). For exam-
ple, the belief that vulnerability is a sign of weakness may create 
an environment where officers feel pressured to suppress their 
feelings, leading to increased stress and mental health disorders 
(Workman-Stark 2017, Bikos 2020, Buhrig 2023b). This may 
result in diminished job satisfaction and engagement, negatively 
impacting performance and organizational effectiveness (Glick 
et al., 2018, Matos et al., 2018). Thus, examining police culture 
can help identify strategies and pathways to more effective and 
supportive police organizations.

In this context, Berdahl et al’.s (2018) masculinity contest 
culture (MCC) framework may provide insight into some police 
cultures and their influence on behaviour and organizational 

outcomes. Four organizational characteristics characterize an 
MCC: (1) reluctance to show vulnerability, (2) valuing physi-
cality, (3) prioritizing work, and (4) a highly competitive work 
environment (Berdahl et al., 2018, Glick et al., 2018). Research 
has related these aspects to a host of individual and organi-
zational outcomes, including lowered work engagement, job 
meaning (Glick et al., 2018, Matos et al., 2018, Workman-Stark 
2020, 2021a, 2021b), and diminished mental health (Buhrig 
2023b, Glick et al., 2018, Rawski and Workman‐Stark 2018). 
Police organizations may be particularly susceptible as they are 
male-dominated occupations that retain a hierarchical structure, 
and involve significant exposure to risk, physicality, and trauma 
(Bikos 2020, Brough et al., 2016). Yet, despite the applicability 
of MCCs to policing, little is known about their existence and 
influence on organizational outcomes (Rawski and Workman‐
Stark 2018, Workman-Stark 2020, 2021a). This study aims to fill 
this gap in research by exploring police organizational culture 
through the lens of masculinity.

L I T E R AT U R E  R E V I E W
Defining masculinity

Masculinity can be viewed as a social construct with a range of 
manifestations based on the individual, group, culture, and time 
(Connell 1987). While there is some debate as to the extent to 
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which masculinity is biologically or socially influenced, it is gen-
erally recognized that masculine behaviours are learned through 
a socialization process that begins at birth and extends through-
out life (Addis et al., 2010, Connell 1987). Humans acquire 
behaviours by modelling others, navigating social norms, and 
experiencing larger societal and cultural influences. Hegemonic 
masculinity is premised on a dominant form of masculinity 
prized among individuals, groups, and society (Connell 1987, 
Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Historically, key tenets 
of hegemonic masculinity have included rejecting femininity, 
restricting emotions, avoiding vulnerability, appearing tough 
and aggressive, and acting highly sexual with women. According 
to Connell (1987), these traits were required to solidify men’s 
dominant societal position. In modern Western cultures, the 
hegemonic masculine ideal is ‘rich, White, heterosexual, tall, ath-
letic, professionally successful, confident, courageous, and stoic’ 
(Berdahl et al., 2018, p. 426). Consistent with this image, Silver 
et al. (2017) found four defining features of masculinity present 
in Western cultures: (1) avoiding feminine appearances, (2) 
striving for success and achievement, (3) hiding weakness, and 
(4) aggressive risk-taking. While the extent to which individu-
als, groups, and society value these masculine ideals varies, there 
is convincing evidence that strong masculine expectations and 
norms generally exist, particularly in Western cultures (Cuddy 
et al., 2015, Silver et al., 2017, Wong et al., 2017).

Hegemonic masculinity can be described as abstract and ste-
reotypic. Most men do not strictly adhere to masculine ideals in 
their conduct, as the hegemonic goal of a rich, White, tall, athletic, 
and successful man is largely unattainable (Berdahl et al., 2018). 
Men, however, tend to worry about how others will view them 
for deviations from masculine norms and ideals (Bosson et al., 
2009, Vandello and Bosson 2013). Vandello and Bosson (2013) 
suggested that masculinity is precarious because it is difficult to 
earn and easy to lose. Phrases like ‘be a man’ imply that manhood 
is an achieved status, not an ascribed characteristic. This obser-
vation led Vandello and Bosson (2013) to define precarious 
manhood as the ‘hard-won and easily lost’ dimension of mascu-
linity (p. 1). While dominance is required to achieve hegemonic 
masculinity, showing weakness or vulnerability erodes it. In this 
way, hegemonic masculinity is elusive and tenuous, as it must be 
earned and sustained through actions that prove manhood. For 
those who strongly endorse masculine ideals, behaviours involv-
ing help-seeking, emotional connection, empathy, and under-
standing may be generally devalued as effeminate (Connell and 
Messerschmidt 2005, Silver et al., 2017, McCreary et al., 2020, 
Wedgwood et al., 2023). Given that males were socialized in a 
society that values masculinity, they may bring corresponding 
attitudes and behaviours to the police workplace.

Masculinity contest cultures in police organizations
The need to prove masculinity is a persistent theme in police 
organizational culture (Reiner 1992, Brough et al., 2016, 
Bikos 2020). The cultural stereotype of police officers being 
strong, brave men reinforces a police culture that values mas-
culinity (Workman-Stark 2017). Despite equity initiatives, 
anti-discrimination training, and a more racially and gender-
representative workforce, masculine norms have endured and 
evolved in Canadian police organizations (Silvestri 2017, Rawski 

and Workman‐Stark 2018). The conflation between masculine 
ideals and a competent police officer has been found in recruit-
ment practices (Aiello 2018, Robinson 2015), the induction of 
recruits into the police organization (Prokos and Padavic 2002, 
Buhrig 2023a), and police culture (Brough et al., 2016, Rawski 
and Workman‐Stark 2018). In a police culture that values mas-
culinity, there is likely a great degree of overlap between what is 
expected of a strong and competent male and what is expected 
of a strong and competent police officer. Therefore, officers can 
develop masculinized self-identities that perpetuate masculine 
norms throughout a police organization (du Plessis et al., 2021). 
Given that policing continues to be a male-dominated occupa-
tion that generally admires masculine traits, the MCC frame-
work can help conceptualize some police cultures.

An MCC is a ‘zero-sum game where people compete for dom-
inance by showing no weakness, demonstrating a single mind 
focus on professional success, displaying physical endurance and 
strength, and engaging in cut-throat competition’ (Berdahl et 
al., 2018, p. 430). MCCs reward masculine behaviour, including 
aggression, independence, ambitiousness, and competitiveness, 
while discouraging feminine traits, such as empathy, sensitivity, 
communication, and inclusiveness. Glick et al. (2018) found 
four masculine norms that were highly correlated with each 
other and with poor organizational outcomes in American 
workplaces: (1) showing no weakness, (2) valorizing strength 
and stamina, (3) putting work first, and (4) dog-eat-dog com-
petition. The undesirable outcomes connected to these factors 
included aggressive decision-making, low psychological safety, 
increased bullying and harassment, burnout and turnover, and 
diminished personal well-being (Glick et al., 2018, Matos et al., 
2018, Rawski and Workman‐Stark, 2018). In an MCC, negative 
masculine behaviours can become organizational characteristics 
and part of the workplace culture.

In two studies, Glick et al. (2018) empirically tested and vali-
dated the MCC theory, demonstrating that MCCs were strongly 
correlated to other culture measures, such as heterosexist cul-
ture, toxic leadership, bullying, sexual harassment, and ethnic 
harassment. Similarly, MCCs were negatively related to individ-
ual and organizational outcomes, such as psychological safety 
(r = −0.52 to −0.64, P < 001), work-life balance (r = −0.36 to 
−0.59, P < .01), organizational dedication (r = −0.29 to −0.34, 
P < .01), job performance (r = −0.21 to −0.28, P < 0.01), and 
psychological health (r = −0.20 to −0.31, P < .01). Further-
more, the relationships were consistent among genders, indi-
cating both men and women were negatively affected by MCCs. 
Ultimately, Glick et al.’s (2018) conclusion was consistent with 
Berdahl et al.’s (2018) overarching MCC theory that hegemonic 
masculinity can manifest in organizational culture, causing nega-
tive personal and organizational outcomes.

There is also increasing academic interest in the links between 
MCCs, work engagement, and work meaning. Matos et al. (2018) 
surveyed 1,000 working Americans and found a weak but statis-
tically significant positive relationship between the MCC scale 
and work meaning (r = 0.07, P < 0.01) and work engagement 
(r = 0.16, P < .01). To measure work meaning, Matos et al. 
(2018) used only three items derived from Steger et al.’s (2012) 
10-item Work as Meaning Inventory (WAMI). The WAMI mea-
sures the meaning, purpose, and intrinsic value individuals derive 
from their work. This shortened inventory was likely less valid and 
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reliable than the full, ten-item scale. Work engagement was mea-
sured using the full nine-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 
(UWES), often considered a valid and reliable measurement tool 
(Schaufeli et al., 2011, Seppälä et al., 2009). However, Matos et al.’s 
(2018) sample was heavily skewed towards university-educated 
professionals, as it only included participants who either held or 
were completing a 4-year University degree (Matos et al., 2018, 
p. 509). Furthermore, 80 per cent of participants self-reported 
that they were ‘expected to use their judgment to apply special-
ized information from an advanced field of knowledge to changing 
situations (e.g. medicine, law, teaching, business, accounting, tech-
nology, research, etc.)’, while 22 per cent held a Master’s degree or 
doctorate (Matos et al., 2018, p. 509). Given the sample, Matos et 
al.’s (2018) findings may not apply to police officers or the general 
population.

The relationship between MCCs and work engagement and 
meaning has not been empirically tested outside Matos et al.’s 
(2018) study, but their findings may have several explanations. 
First, those in a strong MCC may rationalize their self-destructive 
behaviour by exaggerating work meaning and engagement. MCCs 
inherently expect individuals to put work first, which often man-
ifests in over-commitment to the organization (Berdahl et al., 
2018). This pressure may influence individuals to self-report high 
work meaning and engagement as their organizational culture 
rewards. Second, individuals may self-select into professions or 
roles that fit their views around masculinity. In turn, those who 
value masculinity may derive greater meaning and engagement 
from an organization that also idealizes and rewards masculine 
behaviour. Finally, individuals may bifurcate their feelings about 
the job from the organization. For example, police officers may 
separate negative feelings about the organization from meaning 
and engagement in job tasks, such as protecting the public or 
community policing (Workman-Stark 2017). This reasoning may 
also explain how police officers rationalize remaining in masculine 
work environments, as they dislike the organization but believe 
the job itself has meaning. More research is undoubtedly required 
to understand further how individuals derive meaning from and 
are engaged with a work environment that strongly endorses mas-
culine values, particularly in police organizations. With this in 
mind, the current study sought to explore the presence of MCCs 
in a sample of Canadian police agencies and their relation to work-
place experiences and outcomes.

Methodology
Current study

This study explored MCCs in police organizations, including 
their relationship with job engagement, work meaning, per-
formance, and turnover. Although Matos et al. (2018) found 
a small positive relationship between MCC scores and work 
meaning and work engagement, their sample was heavily skewed 
to specialized professionals in fields such as medicine, law, and 
accounting. Following findings by Workman-Stark (2020, 
2021a, 2021b) and Rawski and Workman-Stark (2018), it was 
expected that patrol officers working in a team environment 
would be less engaged, have lower work meaning, and be more 
likely to seek other employment if they perceived their work 
environment as an MCC. Furthermore, given police recruitment 
initiatives focusing on gender diversity and higher education, 

the study sought to explore if gender or education could predict 
MCC scores.

Participants
This study included police officers assigned to patrol or frontline 
duties in municipal police agencies in Canada. Police scholars 
observed that organizational culture often differs in patrol and 
specialized workgroups (Brough et al., 2016, Reuss-Ianni 2017). 
Patrol officers were selected as they more regularly interacted 
with the public, applied force, and made important decisions on 
arresting and charging individuals. The selection of agencies was 
based on their moderate size and ability to hold in-person meet-
ings. Eight municipal police agencies were invited to participate, 
but three declined. The five participating agencies ranged from 
54 to 183 sworn members.

Measures
A survey was designed to measure perceptions of MCCs in 
patrol-level workgroups and their relationship with various out-
comes. Demographical information included gender, supervi-
sory status, years of police service, age, and university education. 
Table 1 summarizes the scales and measurement tools.

Masculinity Contest Culture Scale
Glick et al.’s (2018) eight-item MCC scale included two items 
for each of the four MCC dimensions (show no weakness, 
strength and stamina, put work first, and dog-eat-dog competi-
tion). Participants answered questions about their work environ-
ment on a five-point Likert scale ranging from ‘not at all true’ to 
‘absolutely true’. Cronbach’s alpha for the MCC scale was within 
the acceptable range at 0.81.

Work engagement
The UWES involves three dimensions that assess work engage-
ment: vigour, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2011). 
High work engagement measured using the UWES has also been 
linked to greater job satisfaction, increased organizational identi-
fication, and lower turnover intentions. Responses were recorded 
on a six-point Likert scale ranging from ‘never’ to ‘always’. The 
Cronbach’s alpha for the UWES in this study was 0.93.

Work meaning
Steger et al.’s (2012) WAMI assessed work meaning. The inventory 
consisted of ten items and measured the degree to which people 
found their work meaningful as a source of personal investment 
and growth. An absence of work meaning may predict minimal 
work engagement, low organizational identification, a perceived 
lack of support from leadership, and poor intrinsic motivation. 
The Cronbach’s alpha calculated for this study was 0.93.

Work performance
Participants self-assessed their performance through two items: 
‘I am satisfied with my work performance’ and ‘I feel that I am 
performing to my full potential’. Respondents answered on a 
5-point Likert scale from ‘absolutely untrue’ to ‘absolutely true’. 
Although this measure was not independently validated, it has 
been used in prior research on MCCs (Glick et al., 2018). The 
Cronbach’s alpha for this study was 0.77.
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Turnover intentions
A single item from the National Study of the Changing Workforce 
(NSCW) was adapted to measure turnover intentions (Matos 
et al., 2018). Participants were asked, ‘How likely is it that you 
will look for a new job with another agency or employer in the 
next 12 months?’ and responded on a 5-point Likert scale from 
‘extremely unlikely’ to ‘extremely likely’. Even though multi-item 
scales are desirable, single items may be acceptable straightfor-
ward concepts (Bergkvist and Rossiter 2007).

Sampling procedures
After obtaining permission from police management, the 
researcher attended shift briefings through a video conference 
to recruit participants. The researcher explained the study’s pur-
pose, discussed the benefits and risks associated with partici-
pation, and explained that a hard copy of the survey would be 
distributed for voluntary completion by officers in attendance. 
Police officers were told that their responses would be anony-
mous, and they were not incentivized to participate. Once com-
pleted, a police staff member in attendance collected the surveys, 
sealed them in an envelope, and delivered them to the researcher. 
The researcher then inputted the surveys into the Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 25 for analysis.

R E SU LTS
Sample and descriptive statistics

The study obtained a high response rate, likely due to the sur-
vey being completed in person at work. Approximately 82 per 
cent of patrol officers in the five police agencies participated. All 
police officers who attended shift briefings submitted a survey, 
although four chose not to respond to many of the survey ques-
tions. The study did not include these surveys, as these officers 
did not answer key questions on the MCC scale. Some police 
officers were absent for shift briefings (n = 51), likely due to ill-
ness, training, or vacation leave. Table 2 lists the agencies partic-
ipating and response rates.
Dummy variables were assigned for gender (coded as 0 for 
male and 1 for female), supervisory status (coded as 0 for 
the Constable rank and 1 for supervisory ranks of Corporal, 

Sergeant, and Staff Sergeant), and university degree (coded as 
0 for not possessing a university degree and 1 for possessing a 
4-year university degree). Table 3 outlines the descriptive statis-
tics for the study variables.

Demographical variables and MCC scores
A multivariate linear regression model was constructed to 
confirm if gender and education could predict MCC scores, 
controlling for supervisory status and years of service. Due to 
the small sample size, police officers identifying as non-binary 
(n = 2) were not included in the analysis. Possessing a university 
degree was a significant positive predictor (b = 2.40, P < .01), 
indicating that having a university degree is associated with 
higher MCC scores. Similarly, years of police service was a sig-
nificant positive predictor (b = 0.10, p < .05), suggesting that 
longer police service is related to higher MCC scores. Gender 
and supervisory status were not significant predictors. Table 4 
outlines the model.

Outcome variables—correlations
It was predicted that MCCs would be related to undesirable 
organizational outcomes, including negative self-reported 
performance, work engagement, work meaning, and turnover 
intentions. A Pearson’s correlation found a weak, moderate 
relationship between MCC scores and self-reported perfor-
mance (r = −0.29, P < .001). This correlation indicated that 
police officers who perceived their work environment as high 

Table 1. Summary of scales and Cronbach’s alpha values.

Variable Scale Example item(s) α

1. MCC Scale Eight items on a scale of one (not at all true) 
to five (absolutely true) (Glick et al., 2018)

‘Admitting you don’t know the answer looks 
weak’.

0.81

2. Work engagement 
(UWES)

Nine items on a scale of one (never) to six 
(always) (Schaufeli et al., 2011)

‘My job inspires me’.
‘I am immersed in my work’.

0.93

3. Work meaning 
(WAMI)

Ten items on a scale of one (absolutely 
untrue) to five (absolutely true) (Steger et al., 
2012)

‘My work helps me better understand myself’. 0.93

4. Work performance Two items on a scale of one (absolutely 
untrue) to five (absolutely true) (Glick et al., 
2018)

‘I am satisfied with my work performance’. 0.77

5. Turnover One item adapted on a scale of one 
(extremely likely) to five (extremely unlikely) 
(Matos et al., 2018)

‘How likely is it that you will look for a new 
job with another agency or employer in the 
next 12 months?’

—

Table 2. Agencies participating and response rates

Agency Patrol Officers in 
Agency (n)

Police Officers 
Participating 
(n)

Response Rate

A 24 19 79%
B 44 42 95%
C 28 22 79%
D 105 82 78%
E 88 73 83%
Total 289 238 82%
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on the MCC scale reported lower performance. There was a 
moderate negative relationship between the MCC scale and 
work meaning (r = −0.32, P < .001), suggesting that police 
officers who scored high on the MCC scale typically derived 
less meaning from their work. A moderate negative relation-
ship existed between the MCC scale and work engagement 
(r = −0.33, P < .001), implying that police officers who per-
ceived their work environment as high on the MCC scale were 
generally less engaged. Finally, Spearman’s rho rank correla-
tion demonstrated a moderate positive association between 
the MCC scale and turnover intentions (rs = 0.33, P < .001), 
indicating that those with higher MCC scores are more likely 
to consider leaving the organization. Overall, these results 
suggest that MCCs are related to negative organizational out-
comes. Table 5 depicts the Pearson’s and Spearman’s rho rank 
correlations for each study variable.

Outcome variables—linear regression models
Multivariate linear regression models were constructed to 
explore these univariate relationships while controlling for 
other variables, including gender, supervisory status, years of 
police service, and university degree. An officer’s perception of 
their work as an MCC can predict job engagement (b = −0.48, 
P < .001), work meaning (b = −0.35, P < .001), self-reported 
performance (b = −0.07, P < .001), and turnover intention 
(b = 0.07, P < .001) when controlling for gender, supervi-
sory status, years of police service, and university education. 
Gender was a predictor of work meaning (b = 3.41, P < .01) 
and performance (b = 0.52, P < .1), suggesting female par-
ticipants had higher work meaning and self-reported perfor-
mance. Additionally, supervisory status is positively associated 

with higher engagement (b = 3.93, P < .05), work meaning 
(b = 3.11, P < .01), and performance (b = 0.72, P < .01), indi-
cating that supervisors tend to report better outcomes for these 
areas. Conversely, years of service in policing are associated 
with lower engagement (b = −0.17, P < .05) and work mean-
ing (b = −0.07, P < .05). University degrees are not significant 
predictors of these outcome variables. Table 6 outlines the four 
models.

D I S C U S S I O N
Police officers with university degrees reported significantly 
higher perceptions of their work environment as an MCC than 
those without university degrees. Interestingly, Matos et al.’s 
(2018) sample of professionals with university degrees also 
reported higher mean MCC scores (n = 1,000, M = 21.2) than 
Glick et al.’s (2018) study of general workers (n = 1,043, M = 
17.65). Although many scholars have studied the relationship 
between higher education and policing outcomes, they have 
reached varying conclusions regarding university education’s 
influence (Punch 2007, Rydberg and Terrill 2010, Paterson 
2011, Cox and Kirby 2018). Cox and Kirby (2018) examined 
university students’ attitudes in a British police studies pro-
gramme. They found that students in this programme began to 
experience negative aspects of police culture during university. 
Specifically, students formed a strong police identity, segre-
gated themselves from students in other fields, and developed 
strong attitudes through stories told by police instructors. For 
this study, the composition of university education fields is not 
known. Still, it could be expected that many police officers stud-
ied criminology, criminal justice, or police sciences and may 
have experienced similar effects. It is possible that problematic 
views developed during university and were reinforced by the 
police organization.

Conversely, Paterson (2011) observed that university edu-
cation fostered abstract thinking while promoting humanistic 
values. It is also possible that university-educated police offi-
cers have a greater understanding of the effects of problematic 
and hypermasculine behaviour through education on gender 
equality, gender role expectations, and societal constructs of 
gender. Therefore, officers with this educational background 
and experience may be more attuned to recognizing the 
behaviour in their work environments but not necessarily sup-
porting it.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of study variables.

Variable n M SD Min Max Skew Kurtosis

Gender—Female 233 0.21 0.41 0 1 1.40 0.16
Supervisor 228 0.17 0.38 0 1 1.76 0.16
Years of Service 225 10.35 8.69 0 37 0.96 0.16
Age 219 38.44 10.05 22 66 0.40 0.16
University degree 230 0.42 0.49 0 1 0.34 0.16
MCC Scale 228 20.6 5.58 8 35 0.03 0.16
Work engagement 233 43.44 9.48 12 64 −0.55 0.16
Performance 237 7.53 1.49 2 10 −1.18 0.16
Work meaning 234 36.73 7.12 10 50 −0.98 0.16

Table 4. Linear regression model—demographical variables.

MCC

B (SE)

1. Gender −0.56(0.94)
2. Supervisory status −0.26(1.09)
3. Service (years) 0.10(0.05)*

5. University degree 2.40(0.80)**

*P < .05.
**P < .01.
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Finally, these results may be attributed to the personality of 
individuals pursuing higher education. Closely aligning with 
hegemonic masculinity, Cuddy et al. (2015) suggested that ambi-
tiousness was the most valued characteristic of American uni-
versity students. Tosevski et al. (2010) observed that university 
students face multiple stressors, including work overload, pressure 
to succeed, and peer competition. Universities may contribute to 
perfectionist attitudes and anxiety over success and status. Thus, 
ambitious and competitive behaviours may be learned and nor-
malized by students in university, transferred to their work envi-
ronments, and then amplified in the cutthroat environment of an 
MCC. University graduates may be more ambitious and driven for 
professional success than non-graduates, increasing internal pres-
sure to ascribe to masculine ideals.

It was predicted that MCCs would be related to negative orga-
nizational outcomes, including self-reported performance, work 
engagement, work meaning, and turnover intentions. A mod-
erate negative association was found between the MCC scale 
and self-reported performance, suggesting that individuals who 
perceive their work environments as higher on the MCC scale 
generally believe their performance is lower. Since the scale mea-
sured self-reported performance, respondents relied on personal 
definitions and perceptions. In an MCC, the organizational cul-
ture likely influences the criteria one uses to judge performance. 
For example, in an MCC, aggressiveness and risk-taking are 
prized over empathy and communication skills. Some respon-
dents may have judged their performance based on criteria 
that did not reflect actual performance. In this study, however, 
self-reported performance was positively related to desirable 

variables, such as work engagement and meaning. These rela-
tionships indicate that self-reported performance was linked to 
how police officers reported being passionate about and deriving 
meaning from their jobs. Therefore, while these results should 
be interpreted cautiously, they suggest that MCCs are associated 
with decreased perceptions of performance, possibly compared 
to MCC-related ideals. Perceptions of lower performance in a 
high MCC environment may also influence work engagement 
through decreased motivation.

Work engagement was a significant predictor of MCC scores, 
measuring vigour, dedication, and absorption towards work 
(Schaufeli et al., 2011). This finding further confirms that MCCs 
do not contribute to enhanced organizational performance. Even 
though putting work first is valued in an MCC, officers reported 
being less dedicated to their jobs. Similarly, while MCCs pro-
mote cutthroat competition, officers did not approach work with 
increased enthusiasm or vigour. This result, however, was sub-
stantially different from Matos et al. (2018), who found a weak 
and positive relationship in a population of 1,000 professionals. 
They considered MCCs might endure because they produce bet-
ter organizational results, but these findings suggest otherwise. 
The primary difference between the studies was the population 
sampled. Matos et al. (2018) surveyed those in professional 
fields, such as law, medicine, accounting, business, and tech-
nology, whereas this study included only patrol officers. Reid et 
al. (2018) proposed that team organization strongly influenced 
how MCCs were experienced. The professions surveyed by 
Matos et al. (2018) are very technical and, to some extent, indi-
vidualistic. Workers in these environments may bifurcate their 

Table 5. MCC correlations.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. MCC Scale –
2. Age 0.07 –
3. Service 0.14* 0.71*** –
4. Engagement −0.33*** −0.14* −0.14* –
5. Work meaning −0.32*** −0.10 −0.09 0.79*** –
6. Performance −0.29*** −0.02 0.00 0.64*** 0.69*** –
7. Turnover 0.33*** −0.18** −0.05 −0.37*** −0.42*** −0.36*** –

Italics indicate the use of Spearman’s rho.
*P < .05.
**P < .01.
***P < .001.

Table 6: Linear regression models—outcome variables.

Engagement Work meaning Performance Turnover

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

1. Gender 1.91(1.50) 3.41(1.11)** 0.52(0.23)* −0.07(0.21)
2. Supervisory status 3.93(1.71)* 3.11(1.26)* 0.72(0.27)** −0.39(0.23)
3. Service (years) −0.17(0.08)* −0.07(0.06)* −0.00(0.01) −0.00(0.01)
4. University degree −0.02(0.04) −0.04(0.03) −0.00(0.01) 0.00(0.01)
5. MCC −0.48(0.11)*** −0.35(0.08)*** −0.07(0.02)*** 0.07(0.02***

*P < .05.
**P < .01.
***P < .001.
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work environments and the job itself when contemplating their 
work engagement. For example, a lawyer may have a particular 
commitment and passion for law even though their workplace 
culture is toxic. Policing may be different from these professions, 
as there is a strong emphasis on team acceptance and status 
(Brough et al., 2016, Workman-Stark 2017). Police officers who 
perceive their environment as more competitive may have dimin-
ished feelings of belonging and, therefore, lower motivation and 
engagement when excluded from their peer group. Even police 
officers considered part of the in-group might feel like outsiders, 
as MCCs discourage vulnerability and weakness, discouraging 
them from being their authentic selves among peers. These dif-
fering findings highlight the need to explore MCC experiences 
in various professions to understand how work characteristics 
mediate the relationship between MCCs and work engagement.

Work meaning was negatively associated with MCCs, mea-
suring the degree to which individuals find their work signifi-
cant, feel it contributes to broader meaning in life, and believe it 
positively contributes to society (Steger et al., 2012). This aspect 
may be particularly critical, as the literature indicates police cul-
ture could result in problematic attitudes and ways of viewing 
the world (Skolnick and Fyfe 1993, Armacost 2003). Police 
may rationalize aggressive and risk-taking behaviour valued in 
an MCC, such as excessive force, based on the understanding 
that they are necessary evils for society’s benefit. The negative 
relationship between MCCs and work meaning suggests that 
police generally believe they contribute less to society when 
operating in these competitive environments. Contrary to some 
theories, the results indicate that police officers typically derive 
decreased meaning through notions of competition, aggression, 
and risk-taking common in MCCs.

Other scholars posited police officers could develop mascu-
linized identities that shape their understanding of work and 
life (Prokos and Padavic 2002, Silvestri 2017, Workman-Stark 
2017). Officers may also self-select the profession because their 
views of masculinity are validated and rewarded. Identities are 
built in police organizations through a sensemaking process and 
sharing stories to give meaning to experiences (Campeau 2015). 
Officers holding masculine identities and worldviews may use 
MCCs as a resource to make sense of life and workplace situa-
tions. If officers on a broad scale employed masculine identities 
to understand and process experiences, it would be expected 
that MCCs would be linked to increased, not decreased, work 
meaning. Therefore, these results do not support the theory 
that MCCs thrive because they serve a useful function in police 
officers’ understanding of themselves and their life experiences. 
Even so, one cannot conclude that there are no police officers 
who find meaning in an MCC since Pearson’s correlation ana-
lyzes relationships and trends. Further qualitative research may 
contextualize how officers negotiate meaning in an MCC.

Implications for practice
These findings have several important implications for police 
practice and administration. Recently, police organizations 
have prioritized recruiting university-educated officers, as they 
presumably enhance decision-making, cultural competency, 
and the ability to work with different stakeholders (Paterson 
2011). The finding that university-educated officers perceive 

their workplaces as more masculine suggests that education 
alone may not meaningfully change police culture or organiza-
tional performance. The police workplace and culture must be 
structured to allow university-educated officers to reach their 
full potential. This requires aligning recruitment strategies 
with cultural changes that promote an inclusive and supportive 
work environment. Hiring educated officers without addressing 
the underlying masculine norms will not achieve the desired 
improvements to organizational performance.

Second, Matos et al. (2018) suggested that MCCs may thrive 
due to their association with increased work engagement and 
meaning, as masculine norms were required for the organization 
to succeed. However, this study’s opposite finding presents an 
opportunity for mutually beneficial cultural reforms. Berdahl et 
al. (2018) emphasized eliminating the misconception that every-
one endorses masculine norms to counter MCCs. Similarly, 
Munsch et al. (2018) found that employees in MCCs thought 
their co-workers endorsed masculine norms when they actually 
did not. Thus, police officers may openly reinforce norms they 
dislike out of fear of being labelled, creating an illusory con-
sensus. For example, police officers may promote working long 
hours or more aggressive patrol tactics if they believe peers sup-
port them to better ‘fit in’ and prove themselves. Leaders must 
publicly reject masculine norms while aligning policies and prac-
tices with teamwork, work-life balance, and psychological safety. 
In policing, this may include modifying reward systems, such as 
promotions, promoting wellness, and ensuring poor behaviour 
and misconduct are appropriately punished. Such reforms can 
lead to a more engaged and motivated workforce, enhancing 
organizational effectiveness and service to the community.

Limitations
The study design was cross-sectional, so conclusions on causality 
cannot be drawn. MCC theory was used to interpret the results. 
Drawing on hegemonic masculinity theory, Berdahl et al. (2018) 
suggested that pressure to adhere to masculine norms caused the 
outcomes. Other factors may have created the effects reported. 
In the policing context, factors unexplored in this major paper 
include increased public oversight, unfavourable media narra-
tives, crime issues in the community, workload levels, and trau-
matic exposures. Future research can integrate multi-method 
and longitudinal designs to confirm that MCCs drive outcome 
variables and identify strategies that counter these negative cul-
tures. Despite these limitations, this research was the first known 
study to explore MCCs in patrol officers from multiple police 
agencies and one of the few to link these results with workplace 
variables, such as work engagement and meaning. Second, a rel-
atively homogeneous group of police agencies were surveyed, as 
they were all located in a similar geographical area with essen-
tially identical job requirements, employment contracts, and 
training. Further research should incorporate different types of 
police organizations from a broader geographic distribution to 
confirm the relationships found between this study’s variables.

CO N CLU S I O N
This study demonstrated negative relationships between MCCs 
and various organizational outcomes, including work meaning, 
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work engagement, and self-reported performance. Generally, 
police officers ranking their work environment higher on the 
MCC scale were less engaged and believed their performance 
was worse. Consequently, cultural improvements may be lever-
aged to create more effective police organizations. Furthermore, 
the connection between MCCs and work meaning was a crucial 
finding. Some scholars have suggested that a masculine ethos 
thrives in law enforcement since it contributes to officers’ under-
standing of themselves and their societal role (Skolnick and Fyfe 
1993, Armacost 2003, Silvestri 2017). Instead, this research 
found that police officers typically derived less meaning from 
their work and believed they contributed less to society when 
operating in high MCC environments. Conceivably, police offi-
cers gained greater meaning when their work environments were 
inclusive, understanding, and collaborative. Therefore, the MCC 
model may provide a valuable framework to understand how 
these issues are interconnected through unhealthy masculine 
norms and help identify problematic police organizational cul-
tures. Overall, this study advanced the understanding of MCCs 
in police organizations by providing insights into the relation-
ships between these cultures and outcomes for police officers.
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