Lead Police Officer Heather Mah #49532

Please give a brief history of your experience 
I started with TPD in October of 2006.  Right out of the academy, I worked in Operations Division East (ODE), but shortly after starting I was transferred the Operations Division West (ODW) patrol. During my tenure, I have obtained my certification for Crisis Intervention, a rifle operator, phlebotomy, HGN Certified, Flex Baton Certified, Shotgun Certified, a General instructor, Driving Instructor, High Risk Stop Instructor, Recruiting Officer and a Field Training Officer.  In 2009 I became a Lead Police Officer and have been and LPO ever sense. 
What made you want to get into a career in Law Enforcement?
Unlike so many law enforcement officers, I do not have a family history of law enforcement or military.  I stumbled across the application process when my fiancé was considering applying.  I figured I’d give it a try because I have always respected the police department and thought it could be a lot of fun.  I was correct and I have always said “being an officer as the best decision I ever stumbled across”.  
What concerns, if any, did your family and friends have with you becoming a police officer and did their concerns change after successful completion of your training?
Family & friends were not surprised when I told them I was going to become an officer.  I have always accomplished whatever I put my mind to.  I am very honest and take a leadership role in all that I do.  It was a cultural challenge for me to overcome.  My father’s side of the family is traditional Chinese and it was a difficult transition for some of them to understand that a female could be a law enforcement officer.  My family has remained my main support system and they are very proud of what I do and what I represent.  
Did you find it hard to compete with male officers during the academy and FTO program?
I personally felt that I had to prove myself not only to my male counterpart but also to myself.  I stepped into a male dominated career and I personally do not feel that it color, race, ethnicity or gender matters. When you put on that uniform with a badge on your chest and a gun on your hip, we are all police officers.  The male officers I have worked alongside throughout my career have become a part of my family. They don’t treat me any differently than my male counterparts. 

How do you balance family life and shift work?
I am single and only have furry babies so it’s been fairly easy to accommodate any schedule.  My parents and sisters have learned over the years that we will celebrate holidays when the family is together that it doesn’t actually matter that it falls on the actual day.  Working 4/10’s has allowed me the opportunity to still have a social life and get my everyday things done.  Most of my career has been spent working nights and weekends but in my opinion, working nights is the best and most exciting shift.
Have you ever found yourself in a situation you could not handle because you were a female?  If so, how did you deal with this?
I can easily and honestly say, no. There have been instances where being a female has helped me a great deal.  I have had suspects confront me and tell me “my mother always told me not to hit a woman”.  Well, that totally works for me!  But I have also, on a rare occasion, had suspects and arrestees fight with me thinking they could win because I am a female and they were sadly mistaken.  
Did you have any issues getting hired and how did you cope with the academy physical fitness requirements?
Went I went through the process it took me a year after testing before I had a job offer. This gave me plenty of time to physically prepare myself.  I still lost close to 30 pounds in the academy.  I have always been very physically active and played multiple sports so it was wonderful to get paid to work out.  
What unique qualities do you bring to TPD due to being a female?
I think one of the most unique qualities I bring to TPD is that I am not afraid to stand up for the “little guy”.  I will be honest and do what’s right, even if it is not popular.

What has been your most memorable experience as a police officer?
I have had so many memorable moments as a police officer so it’s hard to pick a most memorable one.  One of my very first big memories was the officer involved shooting when I was still in Field training and only about 6weeks on the job as a sworn officer.  The suspects had robbed a bank at gunpoint and fled from police.  I was the only officer who saw him with the gun in his hand.  He shot at me and all three officers behind me were struck. I was not wearing my vest because it was being resized. I reverted back to my training and was able to call out over the radio all the necessary information.  I played a very important role in the apprehension of the suspect.
What advice would you give to women who want to become police officers?
Make it happen’ Captain.  The only thing standing in your way is you.  If you’re not sure of what is required, please reach out and talk to an officer.  Fear is not a weakness it is just another obstacle that you can overcome.  Please don’t use the “female card”.  Work hard and your reputation will shine.  “Be the change you want to see in the world. - Gandhi
