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Canada’s defence policy, Strong, Secure, Engaged, emphasizes the importance of leveraging Canada’s diversity to strengthen the Canadian Armed Forces. Currently, women in the Canadian military are underrepresented across most elements and occupations, especially in the combat arms occupations, including among officers and non-commissioned personnel in combat units such as infantry, armored corps, artillery, and combat engineering. Research suggests that the benefits associated with the inclusion of women in combat arms occupations include an increase in collective intelligence, operational effectiveness, task cohesion, and diversity. This article explores the gender gap in the Canadian combat arms by examining the findings from two recent qualitative research studies on the perceptions of women in the Regular Force and Primary Reserve. The authors analyze female military personnel’s perceptions of women serving in the combat arms, and the ways to increase their inclusion in the military. The key findings reveal the following themes on women’s perceptions of servicewomen in the combat arms: great job for those who want it; challenging environment (e.g., working within a masculinized culture, necessary toughness, tokenism and the “pink list,” being treated differently, and family loyalty); unique challenges faced by women in combat roles; combat takes a toll on women’s mental and physical health; and benefits of women’s participation in multinational operations. The discussion highlights the need to increase diversity, equity, and inclusion, promote a culture change that fosters greater inclusion of women in the combat arms, and increase operational effectiveness through training and policies.
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1 Introduction

Many nations continue to promote greater diversity, equity, and inclusion within their armed forces (Pendlebury, 2020). Whereas diversity recognizes the unique experiences, perspectives, and backgrounds of individuals (Department of National Defence, 2016), equity ensures that people from various groups have impartial and equitable access to opportunities and benefits (Government of Canada, 2023a). Inclusion is an active process of creating and changing the social environment so that individuals with varying identities feel welcomed, respected, and valued, culminating in a sense of belonging and engagement (Government of Canada, 2023a). Employing women in military occupations represents a top-down commitment to these principles on the part of the military organization (Davis et al., 2021). Male and female military personnel emphasize the importance of equality and the need to provide opportunities for women to advance operational effectiveness in the military (Harvey, 2019).

From a global perspective, the integration and representation of women in military organizations has been slowly increasing over the last 50 years (King, 2013). However, only two dozen nations allow women to participate in all military roles, including combat arms occupations (Goldstein, 2018; Percy, 2019 in MacKenzie and Gunaydin, 2022). Combat arms occupations are those in which troops participate in frontline military combat. These jobs include infantry, armored corps, artillery, and combat engineering positions, as well as air force and naval combat roles (Government of Canada, 2023b). In some countries, women have been actively participating in these occupations for decades (King, 2013, 2016). However, as will be discussed herein, the inclusion of women in combat roles is much more recent in other nations (Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Fieldhouse and O’Leary, 2023).

The inclusion of women into combat occupations highlights several challenges. There is a limited amount of research analyzing the various facets of integrating women into combat roles, and more specifically, how these would influence stereotypes, leadership, operational effectiveness, cohesion, and attitudes of members already in the combat arms. To better understand women’s experiences and perceptions in combat occupations, we must first recognize the factors that influence integration, the challenges of working in a masculinized culture, the impacts on operational effectiveness, and the attitudes toward women in the combat arms. As a result, the purpose of this paper is to examine these challenges through the perceptions of women serving in the military, including the combat arms.


1.1 Factors driving the integration of women in combat occupations

The history of women’s participation in military activities is blurred by societal norms, exclusionary laws and practices, and sensationalism (Soules, 2020). Nevertheless, their contributions to global military efforts have been present throughout history (see Carreiras, 2006 for a full review; see also Trisko Darden, 2015). Still, the formal integration of women into military occupations as full status began only a little over three decades ago (1989), including the participation of women in combat occupations (Canadian Human Rights Commission, 1989).

The early integration of women into combat roles came about following a Canadian Human Rights Tribunal ruling in 1989, where all occupations, including combat arms, except for submarine service (opened to women in 2001), were accessible to all women (Department of National Defence, 2018). The geopolitical pressures, military needs, and women’s push for equal rights also played fundamental roles in enabling women to pursue all occupations in the Canadian military. For example, recruitment difficulties, women’s widespread entry into the labor force, and political promises with regards to women’s rights and gender equality earned women in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark access to many military positions in the early 1970s (Ahlbäck et al., 2022). Shortly thereafter, women in these military organizations pushed for their right to advance, both horizontally and vertically, through the institutions. A decade later, Scandinavian women became the first in the world to officially be allowed to participate in combat arm roles (Ahlbäck et al., 2022).

In some countries, women have only been allowed into combat positions following specific legal actions and rulings of discrimination (King, 2013; Berezin Cohen and Netzer, 2023). For example, in the 1990s, after a woman was denied access to pilot examinations because of her gender, the High Court of Justice granted women in the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) equal rights to all military positions including combat duties (Berezin Cohen and Netzer, 2023). However, women in the Israel Defense Forces are still excluded from combat positions due to a high probability of engagement or being faced with extreme physical demands (Fieldhouse and O’Leary, 2023). Moreover, in 2000, after a German woman was denied access to a voluntary position which required the use of firearms, the European Court of Justice ruled that the exclusion of women from all military posts was not legally justified and therefore should not continue (Kümmel, 2002; King, 2013).

Women’s successful performance in combat roles also enabled them to access all military positions (Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; MacKenzie and Gunaydin, 2022; Fieldhouse and O’Leary, 2023). For example, owing to their successes in Air Force combat roles since 1988, women in New Zealand were officially integrated into all combat occupations in the early 2000s (MacKenzie and Gunaydin, 2022). More recently, military needs in Iraq and Afghanistan required women to be placed into previously male roles in combat units. Women’s performance and the additional strengths they brought to these teams subsequently earned them official recognition and access to all combat roles in the United States and the United Kingdom (Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Fieldhouse and O’Leary, 2023).


1.1.1 Challenges of working in a masculinized culture

Many arguments surrounding women’s inclusion in military occupations center around stereotypes about gender, which is defined as a social construct encapsulating various norm-related behaviors, physiological and psychological traits, cultural meanings, and one’s felt sense of identity (Government of Canada, 2023a; see also Lindqvist et al., 2021 for a discussion on gender in research). Since gender is viewed as a social construct, it brings about descriptive and prescriptive assumptions about one’s attitudes, characteristics, and behaviors (Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Stewart et al., 2021). As such, gender roles perpetuate gender inequality in many notable ways across all social sectors (see Stewart et al., 2021).

Historically, gender stereotypes have touted military service as being almost synonymous with masculinity and maleness (Goldstein, 2018; Deng et al., 2023). A masculinized culture can be perceived as an environment that perpetuates male ideologies, and social and cultural norms in a work environment, sometimes to the exclusion of women and other groups and communities (see Waruszynski et al., 2022). Combat roles are some of the most prestigious and exclusive occupations in any military organization, as they can be depicted as demonstrations of having ‘masculinized’ power over others (Goldstein, 2018). As Crowley and Sandhoff (2017) state, “the most masculine space is combat” (p. 222). As a result, women and combat are not compatible constructs. In essence, women are perceived as the givers of life, placing them in stark moral contrast to the role of a soldier who is trained to kill (see Peach, 1994). Beyond this, women are equated with needing protection, as they are depicted as weaker than men and more emotional, thereby manifesting contradicting gender norms and rules (McSally, 2011). If women in the military embrace their feminine characteristics, they are disregarded as being incapable of doing a soldier’s job. However, when women strive to achieve the honorable ideal of masculinity to be effective soldiers, they are taking on men’s roles and status as the dominant group (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005; Goldstein, 2018; Van Gilder, 2019). To put it briefly, both attempting to change or to fit into military gender stereotypes challenges the notion that femininity is subordinate to masculinity. Thus, both strategies are refuted since they are disruptive to the culture of hegemonic masculinity which is present in most military organizations (Badaró, 2015; Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Goldstein, 2018).

Contending with the culture that has been created and maintained by the historically masculinized dominant group can be very challenging and can further generate multiple barriers for women wanting to succeed in military positions. Research has highlighted how servicewomen have had to portray themselves as “one of the boys” to fit in; reject notions of their femininity; work harder to prove themselves capable of doing the job; endure the negative perceptions of pregnancy and family responsibilities versus their capabilities and commitment to the armed forces; and challenge perceptions which attribute their success to their gender and not to their abilities (i.e., tokenism; Petite, 2008; King, 2016; Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Waruszynski et al., 2018, 2022; Davis et al., 2021).

A masculinized culture has also perpetuated sexual misconduct in the military. For example, the most recent survey of experiences of sexual misconduct in the CAF found that 67% of military members had witnessed or experienced a sexualized or discriminatory behavior in 2022 (Statistics Canada, 2023). While this represents a decrease in some behaviors, such as verbal or non-verbal communication, non-consensual physical contact and suggested sexual relations have increased since 2018 (see Statistics Canada, 2023). Although these behaviors were witnessed or experienced by members of differing genders, women were more likely than men to see, hear, or experience sexualized or discriminatory behavior (Statistics Canada, 2023). Most strikingly, 3.5% of members in the CAF reported having experienced sexual assault in 2022, and women were three times more likely to experience sexual assault than men (Statistics Canada, 2023). This represents an important increase over previous years in which less than 2% of military members indicated that they had experienced sexual assault; for example, rates of assault were 1.7% in 2017, and 1.6% in 2018 (Statistics Canada, 2023). Altogether, these examples show that women’s experiences in militaries around the world continue to be shaped by their gender, whether through experiences of discrimination and prejudice, career constraints, harassment and discrimination, or sexual violence, as examples (Badaró, 2015; Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Munshi and Pandey, 2017; Brown et al., 2021; Deng et al., 2023).

The challenges attributed to women working in a masculinized environment can be presented within a social identity theoretical framework, as proposed by Tajfel and Turner (1979; see also Tajfel, 1974). Social Identity Theory (SIT) examines the characteristics that describe people’s membership with groups (e.g., in-group versus out-group). In the research on women in the military, SIT helps to discern the social identities that women undergo as they try to belong to the membership of a group (e.g., women trying to belong to a traditionally masculinized group; Veldman et al., 2021). Women may start to behave and communicate in ways that enable them to have a greater sense of belonging to the predominant masculinized group. The focus is on belonging to a masculinized group and taking on male-like attitudes and behaviors, thus moving away from those women who display more feminine qualities and behaviors. As a result, women tend to “distance from other women as a way to fit in a masculine domain” (Veldman et al., 2021, p. 118). Social identity threats become pervasive, and some women may feel intimidated if they identify with other women within a military context. From a social identity perspective, Veldman et al. (2021) highlight that “self-group distancing is an individual mobility strategy to cope with a threatened identity” (p. 118). As a result, there is a need to challenge masculinized norms suggesting that masculine stereotypes equated with military effectiveness may have negative implications on cultural inclusion.



1.1.2 Operational effectiveness

The question of operational effectiveness is often raised when it comes to women’s inclusion in military operations. Research highlights that personnel who do not display hegemonic traits such as physical strength, courage, or aggression, are seen to be putting military effectiveness at risk (Van Gilder, 2019). In fact, there is a stereotypical sentiment that women are physically inferior to men, which puts them at a disadvantage and at greater risk when they participate in combat activities (Munshi and Pandey, 2017). Yet, women already meet the physical and professional standards for military participation around the world. For example, the Canadian ‘Fitness for Operational Requirements of Canadian Armed Forces Employment’ (FORCE) evaluation fitness test and the standard for Universality of Service are the same for all prospective military members, regardless of gender or age (Canadian Forces Morale and Welfare Services, 2017). Another example focuses on the IDF where service in the military is mandatory for all citizens: there are no physical requirements for entry into the Israeli military service (Fieldhouse and O’Leary, 2023). Though these nations take different approaches to evaluating the physical fitness of prospective members, they both refute the premise that women are not physically suited to taking on military tasks.

When necessary, differences in physical strength, power, and military task performance between men and women can be reduced through resistance training (Kraemer et al., 2001). If need be, women can undergo training and adopt alternative methods of completing tasks, both of which give them greater opportunities to meet the challenges of the military and the combat arms (Waruszynski et al., 2022; Fieldhouse and O’Leary, 2023).

In brief, the resounding conclusions from the literature indicate that women are equally capable of gaining and demonstrating the capabilities and traits necessary to serve as effective soldiers. Thus, if women are fit to be soldiers and meet the criteria for deployment, then their gender should not deny their ability to contribute to operational effectiveness (Egnell, 2016). Unfortunately, negative attitudes attributed to women’s integration in the military, including the combat arms, continues to be perpetuated by a masculinized culture of gendered stereotypical roles and social norms that styme inclusion (Waruszynski et al., 2018; Van Gilder, 2019).



1.1.3 Attitudes toward gender integration

As a result of the hegemonic masculinized culture of most military organizations, there is often a caveat associated with positive statements made about women in combat roles. When examining comments toward American women in combat roles, one online user highlighted, “as long as females pull their weight and do what needs to be done and not create a spectacle of themselves, the guys do not see a difference either” (Brownson, 2014, p. 773). Despite indicating support for women, what is said may imply a lack of trust in women’s abilities and the notion that women can potentially “make a spectacle of themselves” is derogatory and suggests that women hold an inferior role to men. These sentiments can become internalized, with servicewomen often condemning their own feminine traits, adopting stereotypically masculine characteristics, and holding women responsible for the shortcomings of men (Van Gilder, 2019).

Women also disproportionately face questions about the impact of their career decisions on their familial obligations. Since family responsibilities and roles, such as motherhood and caretaking, are traditionally feminine, women often find it difficult to balance these roles with their career pursuits (MacKenzie and Gunaydin, 2022). Often, where men are lauded for their service, women may be chastised for choosing an occupation that takes them away from their families (Waruszynski et al., 2018; Van Gilder, 2019). Even when they manage to find a balance between the two worlds, women are expected to care for their family’s post-deployment (Trisko Darden, 2015). These attitudes affect the recruitment and retention rates of women in many gender-integrated militaries around the world (Badaró, 2015; MacKenzie and Gunaydin, 2022). In non-integrated military organizations, combat roles are seen as posing a risk to traditional family structures, thereby excluding women from these positions (Soules, 2020). Altogether, instead of pushing toward a cultural shift, these issues work to uphold the masculinized culture of the military and continue to be used to justify the exclusion of women in certain roles, including combat arms.




1.2 Canadian combat arms

The CAF is made up of approximately 68,000 Regular Force members, 27,000 Reservists and 5,200 Rangers (Government of Canada, 2023b). These members are divided among three main branches: Canadian Army, Royal Canadian Navy, and Royal Canadian Air Force. Each branch contributes to the core missions outlined in Canada’s defence policy, Strong, Secure, Engaged (Department of National Defence, 2017a), including defending Canada and North America, contributing to NATO efforts and security abroad, responding to international and domestic disasters, and conducting search and rescue operations. The CAF works toward these goals through patrolling and monitoring activities, conducting peace-support and humanitarian operations, assisting civil authorities, and engaging in combat operations, the last of which ended in Afghanistan in 2011 (Department of National Defence, 2017a).

Women have been a part of the Canadian military for over a century (Davis, 1966). However, they were only granted access to the combat arms in 1989 after Canada’s Human Rights Commission Tribunal found their exclusion from these jobs to be discriminatory (King, 2013; Department of National Defence, 2018). Over the last 21 years, however, the representation of women in the CAF has increased by less than 2% (see Figure 1; Department of National Defence, 2023). At present, representation rates for women in the CAF sit around 16.5% (Department of National Defence, 2023) and far from the mandated 25.1% by 2026. In the combat arms, representation remains below 6% across the Regular Force and the Primary Reserve (Department of National Defence, 2023). Despite numerous recruitment and retention efforts, this number has not grown significantly over the last two decades (see Figure 1).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Representation of women in the CAF across all professions and in the combat arms from 2002 to 2023.


In summary, there are many challenges and attitudes which can contribute to the lack of women’s participation in combat occupations. Issues attributed to working in a masculinized environment (e.g., harassment and sexual assaults) demonstrate the challenges that women in the military face, including women serving in the Canadian combat arms.



1.3 Current study

As highlighted above, many of the complexities surrounding the inclusion of women in combat occupations stem from broader questions and perceptions about women in the military. The purpose of this article is to examine more closely Canadian servicewomen’s perceptions of women serving in the combat arms. The authors summarize the findings and recommendations given by women in the CAF Regular Force and Primary Reserve in response to the question, “What are your perceptions of women serving in the combat arms?” Responses broached several overarching themes, including job fit, working in a challenging environment, challenges unique to women, and involvement in multinational operations. Moreover, recommendations from participants highlighted ways to increase the recruitment and retention of women in the CAF. Overall, this journal article aims to clarify several issues that may need to be addressed to help increase the representation of women in the CAF and to promote the inclusion of women in the combat arms.




2 Methods


2.1 Participants

The participants included N = 503 female members of the CAF Regular Force (n = 335) and Primary Reserve (n = 168)1 who were recruited from bases across Canada. Participants represented a wide range of ages, military ranks, service elements, years of service, geographical regions, education levels, marital statuses, and languages. A complete breakdown of the participants’ demographics can be seen in Tables 1–3. The sample also included women who had participated in combat arms occupations.



TABLE 1 Age, highest level of completed education, and region of participants.
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2 Military rank, element affiliation, and years of military service of participants.
[image: Table2]



TABLE 3 First official language, marital status, and spouse in CAF.
[image: Table3]



2.2 Recruitment

Women currently employed with the Regular Force and Primary Reserve were invited to participate in the two studies by way of an invitation letter from the Commander Military Personnel Command (CMPC). Command Personnel Selection Officers and Base Personnel Selection Officers (BPSOs) assisted in communicating to potential participants the opportunity to take part in the qualitative research studies.



2.3 Data collection methods and procedure

For the current article, the findings are based on the results of two internal qualitative research studies on women’s experiences in the CAF which have been summarized and combined in this article. Two separate studies were conducted with servicewomen from the Regular Force and the Primary Reserve. Women in both studies were asked about why they joined the CAF, their experiences with recruitment, their perceptions of having a career in the military, and, for the purpose of the current paper, their perceptions of women in combat arms. Only the findings that examined servicewomen’s perceptions of women serving in the combat arms were summarized within this article. The complete findings are presented in other scientific reports and journals (see Waruszynski et al., 2018, 2022).

Participation in these studies was voluntary, and all participants were given informed consent forms to read and sign before taking part in the studies. With the help of BPSOs, researchers divided participants into various focus groups (n = 499) and individual interviews (n = 4). A total of 45 focus groups were conducted with participants from the Regular Force, and 24 focus groups and four individual interviews were conducted with members of the Primary Reserve. Approximately five to seven women took part in each focus group. Individual interviews took place when only one woman was available in a particular timeslot, or when a participant requested to speak to the researchers individually so that they need not share their thoughts and insights in a public forum. The focus groups and interviews were conducted in person and ranged between 60 and 120 minutes in duration. The questions were the same for the focus group and individual interview participants. Topics focused on one’s motivation to join the CAF, recruitment experiences, perceptions about their own careers in the CAF, and suggestions for attracting and recruiting more women. Specific to women in the combat arms, participants were asked, “What are your perceptions of women serving in the combat arms?” The focus groups and individual interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed before being coded and analyzed. This last question was analyzed and summarized to provide a better understanding of servicewomen’s perceptions of women serving in the combat arms.



2.4 Data analysis methods

In both qualitative studies, deductive and inductive approaches were used to code and analyze the data for the thematic content analysis. Both approaches allowed for an investigation of the themes found in the literature review and the themes that emerged from the data itself (see Proudfoot, 2023). Initially, the researchers conducted a literature review on women in the military. This allowed them to understand the context and to distinguish the key factors which could be used to code, organize, and analyze the data. A deductive approach also provided greater insights of the issues in the literature; however, the researchers needed to ensure that they were not introducing any biases (e.g., confirmation bias) into the analysis. Therefore, after transcribing the audio-recordings verbatim, the researchers employed an inductive approach by listening to the audio recordings of the focus groups and individual interviews. The researchers also developed a set of initial codes to establish the key categories found across the transcripts and summarized the main themes for a comprehensive understanding of servicewomen’s perceptions of women serving in the combat arms. This allowed the researchers to ensure that the data analysis was primarily guided by the overarching themes which were brought forward by the participants in this study. This dual approach allowed the researchers to understand the context better and further helped to ensure that the main themes were drawn from the focus groups and interviews.

Using MAXQDA software (version 18.0), the researchers then coded participants’ responses into common themes associated with the question on perceptions of women in the combat arms. Although the findings come from two qualitative studies, the goal for this article was to only analyze the responses from servicewomen’s perceptions of women serving in the combat arms. Responses from the focus groups and individual interviews were analyzed in the same manner since all participants responded to the same question.

To better understand how other intersecting personal identities (e.g., individual perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, and values and other factors that influence our perceptions about how we view ourselves in the world) and social identity factors (e.g., religion, ethnicity, race, gender, sexual orientation, etc.) could impact women’s experiences in the combat arms, the researchers employed a Gender-Based Analysis Plus (GBA+) approach (Government of Canada, 2023c). This tool uses an intersectional lens to assess and address inequalities within policies, programs, and initiatives (Department of National Defence, 2017a; Government of Canada, 2023c). This enabled the researchers to understand the participants’ different experiences, knowledge, and insights of serving in the Canadian military.




3 Findings

Overall, several key themes emerged on the participants’ perceptions of women serving in the combat arms, including: a great job for those who want it; challenging environment (i.e., working within a masculinized culture, necessary toughness, tokenism and the “Pink List”, being treated differently, family loyalty); combat not a place for women (i.e., combat takes a toll on women’s mental and physical health); and women’s involvement in multinational operations.


3.1 A great job for those who want it

Most of the participants viewed women in the combat arms positively, using words such as “proud,” “brave,” and “tough.” Many felt that it was a great career choice for a woman who wanted to be a part of that environment, and that having women in combat is important for the Canadian military and for operational effectiveness. It was acknowledged by most of the participants that it takes a special woman to succeed in the combat arms. As one participant stated, “There is a particular type of woman that will thrive in the combat arms and it’s not for every woman out there.” This statement seems to allude to the idea that some women possess specific characteristics which make them better suited to combat occupations. One participant explained the challenge,


For a woman that wants to be in the combat arms, you had better know how to be. And unless you are a competitor and you like being challenged all the time, and you … have to prove yourself all the time, because that’s what you are going to have to do unless you get to that line where you are one of them and then you are working and you are equal.
 

Within a SIT framework (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Ellemers and Haslam, 2011), this type of statement clearly demonstrates the negotiation of various social identities, wherein women who belong to an ingroup from which they must distance themselves to become part of the better accepted ‘male-dominated’ outgroup. As one participant put it, women must “get to that line where you are one of them.” In other words, this participant is expressing the challenge that women who are interested in the combat arms must face to be included and accepted among their colleagues, who are predominantly men (see also Veldman et al., 2021 on self-group distancing).

In contrast, many participants spoke about how they were not interested in a combat role, but that they felt it was a great job for those who wanted it. A few participants pointed out that duties in combat roles can involve working in harsher conditions and these women stated that they preferred to be indoors where it is warm and dry. This was said to emphasize the fact that the combat arms was simply not an interesting career choice for many of these women. From a SIT perspective, these statements provide reasons for which women might move further toward their ingroup, rather than toward the male-dominated outgroup. Nonetheless, some findings with regards to those women who participate in combat occupations were generally spoken about as being positive. For example, physical fitness and the desire to be physically active, were attractive features of combat occupations. For many, it was gratifying to see what women could accomplish in terms of physicality and meeting the demands of training.

Overall, participants were clearly divided regarding the overarching theme that combat arms is not for everyone. For example, ‘toughness’ was a virtue of those who pursued combat roles, while others were intimidated by the need to be tough. Additionally, for some, combat arms occupations were a great way to break stereotypes and “shake off their femininity,” while others were wary of losing their female identity. While paradoxical, these findings demonstrate that women in the military and those already in the combat arms actively manage their social identities in various ways (Veldman et al., 2021). While women who are not in combat occupations may see those who are as possessing different traits and interests for themselves, they also recognize the challenges that women in the combat arms must face to be accepted. These perspectives reflect the active negotiation processes women in the military either observe or undertake to resolve being a woman in a male-dominated field.



3.2 Challenging environment

Participants, particularly those in combat roles, spoke about the benefit of being able to prove to oneself and others that one can perform challenging tasks. This was a major draw for women in the combat arms who wanted challenging work and thrived in that environment. Participants gave several reasons why the combat arms is viewed as a challenging environment, many of which were attributed to how women were perceived and treated in the units.


3.2.1 Working within a masculinized culture

Women described the combat arms as being “macho” with “lots of testosterone.” This culture was thought to be challenging for women and a hard place to fit in because of the male dominant culture and the small number of women in combat units. A few participants felt that the combat environment would be even more difficult for women to succeed compared to other military occupations. Interestingly, for a few women in the combat arms who stated that they fit in well within their units, it was because they could be “one of the guys” or they found it easier to interact with male colleagues. This speaks to previous research where women found it necessary to take on masculine characteristics, like changes in physical appearance, such as cutting their hair short, taking on ‘masculine’ mannerisms, comportment, and postures (King, 2016), and in the ways they spoke about themselves and other service members (Van Gilder, 2019). Overall, the masculine culture permeated many of the issues and represents an important overarching theme in the perceptions of women in the combat arms.



3.2.2 Necessary toughness

Women in combat roles felt that it was necessary to portray tough images. A physical toughness was essential, but so were having a strong personality and demeanor. However, having a tough image was also seen as a double-edged sword. To succeed, women felt that they needed to be tough; but, if they were too tough, they were often viewed negatively by their male counterparts. As one participant explained, “I’m not actually being snarky. I’m just wanting to do something and they are like no, no. And I’m like, yes. I’m asking you to do this thing rather firmly, so please go do it.” This was a frustrating challenge for many women when trying to establish respect and credibility among male colleagues and subordinates. One participant recounted the following situation, “I remember going through training and running a section attack and one of the guys in my section said, ‘When you start screaming, I tune it out.’”

Many women in the combat arms felt that they had to work harder to be accepted and prove their capabilities. Women felt they had to work to a higher standard before they were seen as capable by their male counterparts and needed to be better than everyone else. Once again, this reflects identity management strategies wherein women believe they must meet a certain standard before being valued and accepted by their male colleagues. Paradoxically, participants also described situations in which women were treated poorly when they outperformed their male colleagues. For example, one participant highlighted:


“So if you suck, they are going to drag you to the ground and frigging make sure you are out. If you are better than them, they are going to hate your guts because, my God, you make them look bad.”
 

In other words, if women outperform or exceed the standards laid out by their male counterparts, this poses a threat to the men’s own ingroup identity. Women who outperform these men challenge the latter’s worldview, and the extent to which they themselves meet their own group standards. In turn, men may act in such a way that reasserts their group’s superiority, such as punishing or dominating women (Ellemers and Haslam, 2011).



3.2.3 Tokenism and the “Pink List”

Feeling like a token was a common theme among participants, as was the concern that women in leadership roles in the combat arms would be viewed as having achieved their status due to their gender and not their abilities. Participants referred to a “Pink List” that included names of women who could be promoted to certain positions, should senior leaders want to have a woman in that role. While the term “Pink List” originates from actions with the overall goal of ensuring fair access to career advancement opportunities for women such as reserving seats in staff college courses (McCristall and Baggaley, 2019), it has come to be used colloquially to include any action directed at career advancement for women. In terms of the results reported herein, participants’ references to a “Pink List” implies that the women on this list may not necessarily be fully qualified for the role but would get the opportunity as a quota requirement. This was thought to be a common perception of women’s roles in the combat arms – that women were sometimes seen as not having earned their place based on their knowledge, skills, and capabilities. For many, such a perception led to women having to work harder to prove that they had earned their role, and the additional difficulties in establishing credibility among subordinates when they were placed in positions of leadership over men. For example, one participant stated,


You do not want to go somewhere on a pink slip. You want to go based on merit. You want to be recognized because you are a good soldier, not because you are male, because you are female. You just want to be part of that team, and you want to be part of that cohesion.
 



3.2.4 Being treated differently

Several women talked about the challenge of differential treatment from male colleagues. It was frustrating for some women in the combat arms to be asked if they needed help in carrying something heavy, for example. A few women also described situations in which military male personnel commented on women dressed in their military uniforms. For example, one participant reported being told by a male colleague, “You look so sweet.”

A few women also addressed concerns when interacting with male colleagues and the perception that friendly interactions were misconstrued. Participants suggested that women had to act a certain way to avoid being labeled in a negative manner. A few participants recalled giving advice to new members not to date anyone in their unit to avoid a negative reputation. In certain situations (e.g., while deployed), this became very isolating and lonely for women. Much of this was, again, attributed to the low number of women in the combat arms. In addition, there were some women who expressed frustration with reconciling their identity, whether having to pretend to be a different person at work or being reduced to their feminine identity. For example, one participant stated,


Because there are so few of us and there’s so many of them that even if you work alongside, you are someone’s wife, you are someone’s girlfriend. Like I’m not, you know, the logistics officer, I’m so-and-so’s wife.
 



3.2.5 Family loyalty

Having to choose between having a family or a career was a common reason for why women did not pursue a job in the combat arms. As combat trades are demanding regarding time devoted to training exercises and deployments, many women felt that they could not comfortably care for their children and maintain a high level of commitment to their jobs. For those who were able to have a family and pursue a combat trade, it was often because they had a supportive spouse who was willing to take on more duties at home.

Women who were in the combat arms spoke about how family and friends had questioned them about their decision to pursue a combat arms occupation. Their loyalty to their family and ability as a mother were questioned. As one participant stated, “I had somebody ask me, ‘Don’t you love your children?’” Many women whose husbands were also in the military felt this was a frustrating double standard as their husbands were never asked these questions, nor were they assumed to be neglecting their family responsibilities when they went to work. Along this same line, another participant described an interaction with a fellow military member,


And I, this year, had a senior person tell me that I should just quit my job and raise my kids because it’s the best thing I could do for my children and my husband makes good money. We make the same money!
 

As a result, it can be perceived that a woman may not be acting in the best interest of her family and that she should be at home with her children.



3.2.6 Unique challenges faced by women in combat roles

There were a few women who felt that women did not have a place in combat roles. For some, it was simply that they viewed women as not physically capable of performing the duties associated with combat roles. Women were sometimes viewed as too weak, both mentally and physically, to endure the conditions and expectations of the combat arms professions. Many participants questioned why a woman would even want to be part of that environment.

Just as in the study by Van Gilder (2019), a few participants raised concerns about men instinctively protecting women and how this may place units and fellow military members at risk. As one participant stated,


They [women] have the opportunity to do it, do they belong there? That’s where I…struggle with that. I do not think they belong there. Only because man’s perception is always to protect a woman, and what are they going to be doing differently if they have a female with them on some mission somewhere?
 

In addition, placing women within a large group of men was seen as dangerous by some participants, as there was the potential for sexual assaults from fellow soldiers. It was felt by a few participants from the Primary Reserve that the combat culture had changed because of women and the camaraderie that had once existed within all-male units was no longer present. This was viewed as a negative outcome of women’s integration and a detriment to effective military operations.



3.2.7 Takes a toll on women’s mental and physical health

Some women believed that the physical requirements and demands of combat occupations were greater than those needed for other military roles. These participants felt that they could not meet the additional level of training and fitness that would be required for combat. However, participants who worked in combat trades spoke about this misperception and stated that the physical fitness standards were straight-forward and manageable once engaged in the right training.

Several women spoke about the toll that combat occupations take on a woman’s mental and physical health. For women in the combat arms, the physical breakdown of their bodies was challenging and spoke to the demanding conditions in combat roles. Many participants believed that a woman could not stay in a combat occupation for an extended period because of the toll it takes on a woman’s body. The most common example was pain and mobility issues related to knee and back injuries. While injuries stemming from military service including the combat arms are not solely experienced by women, the worry that occupations within the combat arms pose a greater physical risk to women than to men is not unfounded. In fact, from 2014 to 2017, musculoskeletal injuries resulted in more releases from military service for women than for men (Serré, 2018, 2019).

Coupled with the belief that women in the combat arms need to be mentally tough was the perception that the combat arms took a toll on women’s mental well-being. Women need to be resilient because it is a mentally challenging environment. Participants alluded to the culture, including the jokes and comments that they must endure. This also encompasses other issues that were raised, including having to continually work harder and prove oneself capable, or to have to remind fellow service members that servicewomen are qualified for their positions.




3.3 Women’s involvement in multinational operations

Servicewomen expressed two opposing perspectives when discussing women’s involvement in international missions. Some participants felt that women were essential to international missions and that there were certain roles that only women could fill. While these findings echo those of Egnell (2016), who clearly outlines the benefits of incorporating women into international peacekeeping operations, other results refute these suggestions. For example, a few participants felt that it was futile to send women to work alongside men in communities where women are not viewed as equals.

Again, these results highlight the complexities surrounding women’s integration into various military operations. On the one hand, some participants recognized and expounded the benefits that women could bring to multinational operations. This finding mirrors the goals and objectives outlined within the UN’s Women, Peace, and Security agenda. On the other hand, other participants viewed these efforts as being fruitless and ineffective, since other barriers exist which prohibit women from providing effective service while on operations.

Interestingly, while participants reported safety issues with respect to their involvement in multinational operations such as a fear of being at a higher risk of sexual assault, other challenges and negative impacts have also been reported within the literature. For example, Davis et al. (2021) highlight that because of the limited number of women in UN operations, any strategy that tries to reach a deployment gender quota could mean that the same soldiers are deployed time and again. Additionally, involving women in certain multinational operations could perpetuate gender stereotypes if these soldiers are only seen as filling a quota, and not as qualified servicemembers for each mission (Phoenix Strategic Perspectives, 2021). Therefore, the findings reported here are not unique to the current study; rather, similar beliefs and fears exist among women in militaries on a global level.




4 Discussion

This article examined the perceptions of women in the Regular Force and the Primary Reserve, specifically looking at women serving in the combat arms. Salient themes, such as diversity and opportunity, a masculinized military culture, and women’s contributions to the combat arms, were highlighted by the participants. For example, participants spoke about the combat arms as being a good job for women who possess certain characteristics, and the challenges of working within a masculinized culture where they may not feel included or treated fairly. A double standard highlights the expectations surrounding women’s roles in the family versus in the military. Some participants expressed the view that combat was not an environment in which women should work, and many were concerned with the toll of the combat arms on women’s mental and physical health. Based on the research findings and literature review, we now examine the findings with a focus on increasing diversity, equity, and inclusion by creating opportunities for women, enabling culture change, and increasing operational effectiveness through advancing policies, gender mainstreaming, strategies, and programs.


4.1 Increasing diversity, equity, and inclusion to create opportunities

Diversity, equity, and inclusion are fundamental principles which are intended to enhance the functioning of the CAF. Although most participants were adamant that the combat arms is not for everyone, their responses seem to indicate that women who pursue a career in the combat arms may share certain characteristics. These include having a desire to engage in physical fitness and the need to challenge oneself. This echoes Waruszynski et al. (2018, 2022) who found that participants perceived military occupations as being some of the only jobs which encourage and develop physical fitness. In addition, participants in the combat arms spoke about the enjoyment they got from challenging themselves and seeing what they could accomplish.

To increase opportunities for people of various personal and social identities, including women, the shared characteristics could be used to inform recruitment strategies and to determine how someone might fare in a combat situation. For example, women who engage in physical challenges, such as the Spartan races, may be interested in the combat arms. Having servicewomen participate in these events or having recruiters at the events may be a way to connect with women who possess an interest in physical fitness and the need to challenge oneself. Other innovative recruiting methods, like the Women in Force Program (Department of National Defence, 2017b), provide opportunities for women to “try-out” the CAF through exercises and workshops, giving them a practical understanding of what military careers entail. Spending a few days trying out the job is much less intimidating for women who may feel uncertain about the physical aspects of the job.



4.2 Culture change in the combat arms

It is clear from the participants’ responses that culture change is needed in the combat arms. This is no different than what has been suggested from female participants in general (see Goldstein, 2018; Waruszynski et al., 2018; Pendlebury, 2020; Waruszynski and MacEachern, 2021a; Fieldhouse and O’Leary, 2023). Numerous societal expectations based on sustained perceptions of hegemonic masculinity can place additional strain on women’s perceptions of themselves and their place in the military. This is especially relevant in occupations which may be closely tied to the stereotypical warrior image, such as careers in the combat arms (Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Waruszynski and MacEachern, 2019).


4.2.1 Stereotypes and unconscious bias

Continued education about stereotypes and unconscious bias will be a key part of changing attitudes and behaviors toward women in the military. Women can perform duties just as well as men and should not have to continually prove themselves capable (Cawkill et al., 2009; Eichler, 2013; King, 2013; Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017). For example, participants in this work felt that they had to work harder to prove that they belonged in combat roles, lest they be subjected to humiliation and discriminatory comments. Likewise, women in the CAF should be treated in the same manner as their male counterparts when it comes to job performance. When women in this study did achieve the same performance standards as men or when they outperformed their male counterparts, they recounted being subjected to additional jokes and bullying. Despite their merits as soldiers, these findings clearly demonstrate the biased treatment of women in the military. However, this cycle of treating women differently only serves to reinforce and proliferate negative stereotypes and biases (Waruszynski et al., 2018).

Due to the masculinized culture, women in the military often choose to take on various masculine characteristics to feel included and respected (see also King, 2016; Waruszynski et al., 2018; Van Gilder, 2019). For example, our participants described “shaking off their femininity” and becoming “one of the guys” to fit into the predominantly male environment of the military and the combat arms. Attempting to amplify masculine characteristics can create a dichotomy in their identities and gender expressions, where a more “masculine” self exists within the armed forces, but feminine traits can be displayed in women’s social and personal lives (Badaró, 2015). Although men are also subject to the culture of hegemonic masculinity within most militaries, their expression of dominant masculine traits and their work toward achieving the persona of the “ideal soldier” allow them to be part of their in-group. In contrast, as participants’ responses demonstrate, even when women display these characteristics, they still face negative repercussions such as harassment, discreditation, exclusion, bullying, discrimination, and sexual violence (see also Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Munshi and Pandey, 2017; Pendlebury, 2020; Brown et al., 2021; Deng et al., 2023). As our participants described, some women are harassed, sexualized, or reduced to their feminine attributes even when they make attempts to fit into the dominant group. Even women in positions of leadership within highly masculinized environments, such as the military, can perpetuate existing gender stereotypes through micro-aggressions toward persons with the same gender identity (Derks et al., 2016). It is clear, therefore, that the culture of hegemonic masculinity is pervasive and shapes women’s military experiences at all levels.

Some participants alluded to women’s inclusion within combat arms occupations as representing a token and being placed on the “Pink List.” Put simply, it was the belief of some participants that women may be included in combat roles in some small numbers to fill gender quotas and to reach the bare minimum standard of gender integration. These comments refer to the concept of tokenism, where the underrepresentation of women within certain roles makes them more visible and subjects them to greater performance pressures (Perez and Strizhko, 2018). In other words, women in the combat arms may not be seen as full members who have earned their rankings, but as tokens of inclusion. This concept is a double-edged sword for women. On the one hand, they may receive special, preferential treatment and attention since they are a minority within a much larger group. On the other hand, their visibility can increase performance pressures and judgments of their work (Brookshire, 2017). This increased pressure and scrutiny can lead to isolation, micro-aggressions, and negative health and well-being outcomes (Perez and Strizhko, 2018).

In moving forward, it is important for the CAF to dismantle the hegemonic masculinity found within its culture and find a place for femininity and other gender expressions (Badaró, 2015; Tait, 2020; Phoenix Strategic Perspectives, 2021). This can be achieved by challenging gender stereotypes, by promoting the equitable treatment of women, and by recognizing and valuing the unique and diverse capabilities that women bring to the organization (Badaró, 2015; Van Gilder, 2019; Waruszynski and MacEachern, 2019; Tait, 2020; Waruszynski et al., 2022). If militaries continue to integrate women into the existing masculinized culture without allowing for a cultural shift, they risk losing the opportunities and benefits associated with gender-diversity (Davis et al., 2021).



4.2.2 Respect and inclusion

The military possesses a cultural identity that is based on military service customs, traditions, practices, and values that encourage a team-oriented spirit and a sense of belonging; yet not all military personnel feel that they are part of an inclusive culture. For example, the research on women in the CAF highlight that although upholding respect and inclusion are key characteristics for a thriving military culture, many servicewomen feel the need to take on different strategies that would enable them to feel respected as capable soldiers and included as part of the military culture (Waruszynski et al., 2022). For instance, some servicewomen in the combat arms felt that they needed to work twice as hard to be accepted as soldiers; while others took on more male-oriented traits to fit into the predominantly masculinized culture (Waruszynski et al., 2022).

Moreover, based on previous research, the lack of respect toward women in the military is of grave consequence when it comes to gender-based issues and sexual misconduct. For example, women in the CAF are four times more likely to be sexually assaulted than men, and twice as likely to be subjected to sexualized or discriminatory behavior (Cotter, 2016). This includes sexual jokes and comments, unwelcome physical contact, offering work-related benefits in exchange for sexual activities, mistreatment, and exclusion due to gender or sexual orientation (see Cotter, 2016; Waruszynski and MacEachern, 2019). These types of experiences can affect a person’s career, health, and mental health (Watkins et al., 2017; Eichler, 2021). Since there is an even greater risk of sexual assault on women during deployments (Watkins et al., 2017), respect is especially critical for the safety of women in occupations such as the combat arms. Some participants worried that being in such occupations, and therefore being surrounded by large groups of men, could increase their risk of sexual violence. Still, it is important to note that sexual misconduct and discrimination based on gender or sex can occur at any point in time, and it is not limited to women working in the combat arms or to women in general (see Heyder Beattie Class Action, Department of National Defence, 2021). Nonetheless, sexual assault is more prevalent among members of the military who identify as women, who are young, Indigenous, have a disability, or who are not heterosexual (Statistics Canada, 2023).

Based on the current statistics (see Statistics Canada, 2023 for the latest figures), it will be important to reexamine the current thinking and the lack of understanding of the current policies and programs designed to eliminate sexual misconduct in the Canadian military. Therefore, respect and inclusion must be emphasized throughout all public communications and internal CAF messaging, policies, and systems (Waruszynski and MacEachern, 2021b). Further, the need for respect must be consistently promoted in leadership at the most senior level and across all personnel to help combat sexual misconduct, harassment, and discrimination across the armed forces.




4.3 Increasing operational effectiveness through training and policies


4.3.1 Physical fitness and mental health

Many participants spoke about the challenges related to physical fitness standards. Physical fitness standards in the combat arms were perceived as a barrier to women’s participation in combat occupations. Although entry level fitness standards are the same as in other military occupations, participants were apprehensive about the additional training and fitness expectations of the combat arms. Many participants felt they could not achieve the standards necessary to perform combat roles. Still, as responses from participants who were employed in the combat arms demonstrate, this is a common misconception. In actuality, the participants in combat trades felt that the physical standards of combat were attainable once one was engaged in the correct training regimens. Findings from the global literature suggest the same thing: once women follow proper training programs, they can meet the physical standards and perform the tasks necessary to combat trades just as well as their male peers (Kraemer et al., 2001; Waruszynski et al., 2022; Fieldhouse and O’Leary, 2023). Even in militaries where physical fitness standards for entry into military service differ based on gender, such as in the United States, there has been a concession that there is no link between these tests and military occupations (Do and Samuels, 2021). So, despite the misperception that the combat arms trades require more physical fitness and are therefore unattainable, women have proven themselves to be very successful in these occupations (Trisko Darden, 2015).

It was also commonly stated that women’s bodies were different from men’s and performing the same duties had different physical impacts for women (see also Davis et al., 2021). Many participants were concerned about how their bodies broke down, including knee and back injuries. Nonetheless, proper training to support areas prone to injury may help prevent further injuries or minimize the impact of an injury (Kraemer et al., 2001). Ultimately, understanding how best to train a woman’s body may be an important part of retaining women in combat positions. Additionally, educating women about the physical fitness standards and standardized evaluations within the CAF could help to resolve this perceived barrier (see Waruszynski et al., 2022).

As for mental health, women in the current research studies expressed the need to be mentally prepared for any potential forms of discrimination (including discriminatory jokes), comments undermining their capabilities, and other forms of harassment. Gender-based harassment and discrimination have been associated with an increased risk of mental health disorders and suicidality (Brown et al., 2021). Moreover, military sexual trauma puts servicewomen and veterans at an even greater risk of suicide (Brown et al., 2021). Although these experiences do not just occur in combat occupations, the deep-rooted cultural issues of most military organizations may increase the incidence of these outcomes for women in the combat arms.



4.3.2 Family-friendly policies

Attempting to balance family commitments and a combat occupation can be very challenging. In moving forward, the CAF must continue to adopt family-friendly policies and look at additional ways to assist servicemembers with family responsibilities. The family-work life balance has been detailed in many publications on women in the military (e.g., Badaró, 2015; Waruszynski et al., 2018; Waruszynski and MacEachern, 2021a,b) and speaks to a major barrier for women in military occupations. Women in the CAF Regular Force identified this as a concern (Waruszynski et al., 2018) and the ability to balance family and work commitments was a major reason why women pursued jobs with the Primary Reserve (Waruszynski and MacEachern, 2021b). Increasing family-friendly and gender-inclusive policies will help all members of the CAF but may be particularly beneficial to women in the military, especially those who are in combat arms trades (see Davis et al., 2021).



4.3.3 Gender mainstreaming

Gender mainstreaming is the routine process of considering gender in public policy development, programs, activities, and initiatives (Department of National Defence, 2017a). The CAF has undertaken the objective of becoming a leader in gender mainstreaming by fully implementing the Women, Peace and Security agenda laid out by the United Nations (UN; Department of National Defence, 2017a). While their work is not and should not be limited to fulfilling gender-specific roles (see Egnell, 2016), women in the combat arms already contribute to the contemporary objectives of this agenda such as protecting human rights and supporting vulnerable and marginalized populations (Department of National Defence, 2017a). For example, servicewomen in Iraq and Afghanistan enhanced their teams’ situational awareness and access to information by communicating with local women who were prohibited from speaking to men (O’Connor, 2010; Egnell, 2016; Davis et al., 2021).

Women can also help to inform their teams about gender perspectives; address the specific needs of other servicewomen (e.g., mentoring female cadets, interviewing survivors of gender-based and sexual violence, etc.); serve as role models for women and girls in local communities; and identify the manifestation of inequalities in decision-making and power dynamics, both within the organization and on the ground (Egnell, 2016). Additionally, women have shown exceptional performance in ground combat and infantry (Cawkill et al., 2009; Eichler, 2013; King, 2013). Ultimately, women belong in the combat arms, both as soldiers engaged in combat and war fighting, and as peacekeepers. Nonetheless, despite these important contributions to various operations, women who are already serving in the combat arms continue to be questioned about their abilities, motives, and belonging within the organization (Waruszynski et al., 2022). Even some participants in the current study believed that the barriers faced by women in the combat arms made their service ineffective.

Increasing the number of women who participate in all aspects and at all levels of the military, including the combat arms, could become cyclical. For instance, individuals with friends or family in the military are those most likely to join the armed forces (Anderson, 2018; United Kingdom Parliament, 2019; Waruszynski and MacEachern, 2021a,b; Waruszynski et al., 2022). Increasing the number of servicewomen in the CAF means that more Canadians will have female role models to emulate, and more women will have opportunities to be promoted through the ranks. In fact, leadership is of utmost importance for organizational culture change and productivity, and increasing the number of women in leadership positions has been shown to reduce the use of gender-stereotyped language within an organization (Lawson et al., 2022).

It has been theorized that increasing the presence of women in combat roles would have a great impact on the operational effectiveness, policies, and culture of the armed forces (see Haring, 2013; Davis et al., 2021). However, a recent report by MacKenzie and Gunaydin (2022) found that although the Canadian and New Zealand militaries lifted their combat exclusions for women decades ago, the enrolment and retention of women into their armed forces has not greatly increased. Further, most women were only promoted into middle ranks, and very few attained higher leadership positions. In sum, opening combat roles to women was a change toward recognizing their contributions and capacities as effective soldiers. That said, the representation of women in these roles remains low, and has not yet brought about any significant cultural shift. At the level of the organization, the CAF has not made sufficient cultural changes to address the lived experiences of marginalized minorities or encourage their participation in combat (Phoenix Strategic Perspectives, 2021).





5 Limitations and future research

The largest limitation in the current study was the small number of women who were currently employed in combat occupations in our final combined sample. The very low representation of women in combat arms within the CAF would have resulted in a very small, non-representative sample even if we had been able to recruit all the women in combat occupations in the military. Still, our intent was not to gather a representative sample as in quantitative research. Rather, we aimed to build on the rich lived experiences of women serving in the CAF. The findings within this article can help to inform a future quantitative study which could examine the specific factors attributed to women working in the combat arms, both nationally and internationally.

Further, there is still a need to better understand the lived experiences of women in the combat arms and the reasons that other women would or would not join this profession. Nonetheless, our work centered only around women in the Regular Force and the Primary Reserve of Canada’s military. It would be of great interest to understand the perspectives of women who come from different nations and to make comparisons on the lived experiences and perceptions of women serving in the combat arms. For example, one recent study in Sweden investigated women’s and men’s perspectives on women in military occupations, including combat (see Linehagen, 2023). Unfortunately, despite Sweden’s long history of gender integration within the military and societal efforts toward gender-equality, the conclusions of this research reiterate our own findings. In brief, they point to a male-dominated organizational culture that is resistant to change (Linehagen, 2023). These similar findings lead us to believe that a broader global perspective should be sought. Importantly, this should be done through an intersectional lens to understand the perspectives from military members with diverse personal and social identities.

The need to address intersectionality within the CAF is undeniable. Factors such as sex, gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, and Indigeneity, mental or physical disability, socioeconomic status, and age can intersect and create a set of experiences that are greater than the sum of the individual components (Crenshaw, 1989; George, 2020; Eichler, 2021; Eichler et al., 2021). As Eichler et al. (2021) state, in the military, “Layers of disadvantage may arise, for example, as a result of intersecting experiences of rank, trade, race, and gender” (p. 145). In the current study, disadvantages included inequitable treatment, health and mental health issues, and sexual harassment (see also Gill and Febbraro, 2013; Eichler, 2016; George, 2020; Eichler et al., 2021). Intersectionality should be addressed when recruiting and selecting new personnel, promoting members, conducting research, and creating or analyzing policies, strategies, and programs to enable greater inclusion (see Eichler et al., 2021). For example, using tools such as GBA+ can allow researchers to examine intersecting identity factors and their impacts on lived experiences, especially for underrepresented populations such as women in the combat arms (Eichler et al., 2021).

Finally, there is a need to create a framework and conceptual model through which to foresee and address challenges related to women’s participation in the combat arms. This framework and model could be used to reduce barriers to participation and to increase the recruitment of women into combat roles around the world.



6 Conclusion

This article aimed to illustrate the perceptions that current servicewomen have of women serving in the combat arms. The responses brought to light numerous perceptions and attitudes, including many challenges that are consistent with the international literature on servicewomen serving in the military, such as the embodiment of “masculine” characteristics (Badaró, 2015; Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Goldstein, 2018), being treated differently due to one’s gender (Petite, 2008; King, 2016; Crowley and Sandhoff, 2017; Waruszynski et al., 2018, 2022), and additional pressures due to societal expectations of family roles (Trisko Darden, 2015; Soules, 2020; MacKenzie and Gunaydin, 2022). Positive perceptions about women in the combat arms included the importance of the diverse knowledge and expertise that they bring to combat operations, including their capabilities as combat soldiers. However, a few serious drawbacks and barriers were also discussed. Many of these centered on the masculinized culture of the military, and specifically, the culture of the combat arms. The responses provide useful information as to what drives a woman to pursue these occupations, and what changes are required to make the combat trades more accepting and inclusive.

Based on the overarching research findings and literature review, we discussed the findings with a focus on increasing diversity, equity, and inclusion by creating opportunities for women, enabling culture change, and increasing operational effectiveness by advancing policies, gender mainstreaming, strategies, and programs. Overall, many of the findings presented a duality in the perceptions of women in the combat arms. While some participants had negative perceptions of women serving in the combat arms, others reported positive opinions and felt that women contributed significantly to combat-related missions and operations. This speaks to the complex nature of the perceptions of women serving in the combat arms.

Following from these findings, several recommendations were put forward to enable a greater culture change. First, the characteristics shared by many women who already occupy combat roles should inform recruitment and retention strategies. Furthermore, biases need to be addressed, inequalities challenged, intersecting identities acknowledged, and respect promoted throughout the combat arms. It is also important to train women in such a manner that respects their different physiological capabilities and protects them from injury, while allowing them to attain the same level of fitness and to perform the same duties as their male colleagues. Additionally, specific policies and programs should be put in place to protect and support women’s mental health, since they are more at risk of severe mental health issues and suicidality (Brown et al., 2021). Finally, family-friendly policies need to continue to be adopted, since women are disproportionately impacted by family-related responsibilities. Ultimately, implementing these organizational culture changes and promoting innovative recruitment and selection strategies will make the combat arms stronger, more diverse, equitable, and inclusive, and a top-of-mind professional career choice for women serving in the Canadian military and around the world.
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Footnotes

1   Two female participants were from the Regular Force but provided suggestions on how to improve the recruitment of women in the Primary Reserve.



References

 Ahlbäck, A., Sundevall, F., and Hjertquist, J. (2022). A Nordic model of gender and military work? Labour demand, gender equality and women’s integration in the armed forces of Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. Scand. Econ. Hist. Rev. 72, 49–66. doi: 10.1080/03585522.2022.2142661

 Anderson, J. (2018). The 2015 reserve force retention survey: descriptive results from the primary reserve. Ottawa, Canada: Director General Military Personnel Research and Analysis, Department of National Defence DRDC-RDDC-2017-R162

 Badaró, M. (2015). “One of the guys”: military women, paradoxical individuality, and the transformations of the argentine army. Am. Anthropol. 117, 86–99. doi: 10.1111/aman.12163

 Berezin Cohen, N., and Netzer, I. (2023). Women in combat roles: themes characterising adjustment in the Israel defense force – a pilot study. BMJ Military Health 169, 32–36. doi: 10.1136/jramc-2019-001216 

 Brookshire, A. R. (2017). Tokenism & resistance: gender, sexism, and culture in the United States military. Perpetua 2, 38–44. Available at: https://louis.uah.edu/perpetua/vol2/iss1/6

 Brown, E. K., Guthrie, K. M., Stange, M., and Creech, S. (2021). “A woman in a man’s world”: a pilot qualitative study of challenges faced by women veterans during and after deployment. J. Trauma Dissociation 22, 202–219. doi: 10.1080/15299732.2020.1869068 

 Brownson, C. (2014). The Battle for equivalency: female US marines discuss sexuality, physical fitness, and military leadership. Armed Forces Soc. 40, 765–788. doi: 10.1177/0095327X14523957

 Canadian Forces Morale and Welfare Services. (2017). Balance: the Canadian Armed Forces physical performance strategy. Available at: https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2022/mdn-dnd/D2-453-2019-eng.pdf

 Canadian Human Rights Commission. (1989). Equal rights for men and women in combat. Available at: https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/en/node/597

 Carreiras, H. (2006). Gender and the military: women in the armed forces of Western democracies. London: Routledge.

 Cawkill, P., Rogers, A., Knight, S., and Spear, L. (2009). Women in ground close combat roles: the experiences of other nations and a review of the academic literature. Wilshire: Defence Science and Technology Laboratory.

 Connell, R. W., and Messerschmidt, J. W. (2005). Hegemonic masculinity: rethinking the concept. Gend. Soc. 19, 829–859. doi: 10.1177/0891243205278639

 Cotter, A. (2016). Sexual misconduct in the Canadian Armed Forces, 2016. Statistics Canada. Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-603-x/85-603-x2016001-eng.pdf

 Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: a black feminist critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. Univ. Chic. Leg. Forum 8, 139–167.

 Crowley, K., and Sandhoff, M. (2017). Just a girl in the Army: U.S. Iraq war veterans negotiating femininity in a culture of masculinity. Armed Forces Soc. 43, 221–237. doi: 10.1177/0095327X16682045

 Davis, L. K. (1966). Employment of women in the Canadian Armed Forces past and present. Ottawa, ON: Department of National Defence: Directorate of History and Heritage, 86–330.

 Davis, K., Brundtland-Steder, F., Harvey, J., and Chewning, L. (2021). Integration of women into ground combat unit. NATO Science and Technology Organization. Available at: https://cradpdf.drdc-rddc.gc.ca/PDFS/unc365/p813434_A1b.pdf

 Deng, M. E., Nicol, A. A. M., and Suurd Ralph, C. (2023). Masculine conformity and social Dominance’s relation with organizational culture change. Armed Forces Soc. 1–27 doi: 10.1177/0095327X231178522

 Department of National Defence. (2016). Canadian Armed Forces Diversity Strategy 2016. Available at: https://cimvhr.ca/documents/Canadian%20Armed%20Forces%20Diversity%20Strategy%20-%20bilingual-final.pdf

 Department of National Defence. (2017a). Strong, Secure, Engaged: Canada’s Defence Policy. Available at: https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/corporate/reports-publications/canada-defence-policy.html

 Department of National Defence. (2017b). The women in force program, a new Canadian Armed Forces initiative for women. Available at: https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2017/05/the_women_in_forceprogramanewcanadianarmedforcesinitiativeforwom.html

 Department of National Defence. (2018). International Women’s Day (2018): Royal Canadian Navy speaking lines and quick facts. Available at: http://rcn-mrc.mil.ca/assets/RCN_Intranet/docs/en/NAVRES/hq/cos-navres/sso-pa/toolbox/pa-products-templates/speaking-notes.pdf

 Department of National Defence. (2021). Heyder Beattie Final Settlement Agreement. Available at: https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/corporate/reports-publications/proactive-disclosure/secd-state-of-caf-19-april-2021/reference-material/heyder-beattie-final-settlement-agreement.html

 Department of National Defence. (2023). Director Research Workforce Analytics Data Mart (populated with data from Guardian), 1997–2022.

 Derks, B., Van Laar, C., and Ellemers, N. (2016). The queen bee phenomenon: why women leaders distance themselves from junior women. Leadersh. Q. 27, 456–469. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2015.12.007

 Do, J. J., and Samuels, S. M. (2021). I am a warrior: an analysis of the military masculine-warrior narrative Amond U.S. air Force officer candidates. Armed Forces Soc. 47, 25–47. doi: 10.1177/0095327X20931561

 Egnell, R. (2016). Gender perspectives and military effectiveness: implementing UNSCR 1325 and the National Action Plan on women, peace, and security. PRISM J. Center Complex Operat. 6, 73–89. https://genderandsecurity.org/projects-resources/research/gender-perspectives-and-military-effectiveness-implementing-unscr-1325

 Eichler, M. (2013). Women and combat in Canada: continuing tensions between ‘difference’ and ‘equality’. Crit. Stud. Sec. 1, 257–259. doi: 10.1080/21624887.2013.814855

 Eichler, M. (2016). Learning from the Deschamps report: why military and veteran researchers ought to pay attention to gender. J. Milit. Vet. Fam. Health 2, 5–8. doi: 10.3138/jmvfh.3394

 Eichler, M. (2021). Equity in military and veteran research: why it is essential to integrate an intersectional sex and gender lens. J. Milit. Vet. Fam. Health 7, 143–149. doi: 10.3138/jmvfh-2021-0016

 Eichler, M., Smith-Evans, K., Spanner, L., and Tam-Seto, L. (2021). Mind the gap: sex, gender, and intersectionality in military-to-civilian transitions. J. Milit. Vet. Fam. Health 7, 19–36. doi: 10.3138/jmvfh-2021-0018

 Ellemers, N., and Haslam, S. A. (2011). “Social identity theory” in Handbook of theories of social psychology. eds. P. A. M. Van Lange, A. W. Kruglanski, and E. T. Higgins (London: Sage Publications), 379–398.

 Fieldhouse, A., and O’Leary, T. J. (2023). Integrating women into combat roles: comparing the UK armed forces and Israeli defense forces to understand where lessons can be learnt. BMJ Milit. Health 169, 78–80. doi: 10.1136/bmjmilitary-2020-001500 

 George, T. (2020). Troubling diversity and inclusion: racialized Women’s experiences in the Canadian Armed Forces. Atlantis J. 41, 42–56. doi: 10.7202/1076199ar

 Gill, R., and Febbraro, A. R. (2013). Experiences and perceptions of sexual harassment in the Canadian Forces combat arms. Violence Against Women 19, 269–287. doi: 10.1177/077801213478140 

 Goldstein, A. N. (2018). “Why are you trying to destroy the last good thing men have?” understanding resistance to women in combat jobs. Int. Fem. J. Polit. 20, 385–404. doi: 10.1080/14616742.2018.1451259

 Government of Canada. (2023a). Guide on equity, diversity and inclusion terminology. Available at: https://www.noslangues-ourlanguages.gc.ca/en/publications/equite-diversite-inclusion-equity-diversity-inclusion-eng

 Government of Canada. (2023b). The Canadian Armed Forces – browse careers. Department of National Defence. Available at: https://forces.ca/en/careers/combat

 Government of Canada. (2023c). What is gender-based analysis plus? Available at: https://women-gender-equality.canada.ca/en/gender-based-analysis-plus/what-gender-based-analysis-plus.html

 Haring, E. L. (2013). What women bring to the fight. Parameters 43, 27–32. doi: 10.55540/0031-1723.2893

 Harvey, J. (2019). UK infantry perspectives on integration. United Kingdom: Army Personnel Research Capability, United Kingdom Ministry of Defence.

 King, A. (2013). Women in combat. RUSI J. 158, 4–11. doi: 10.1080/03071847.2013.774634

 King, A. (2016). The female combat soldier. Eur. J. Int. Rel. 22, 122–143. doi: 10.1177/1354066115581909

 Kraemer, W. J., Mazzetti, S. A., Nindl, B. C., Gotshalk, L. A., Volek, J. S., Bush, J. A., et al. (2001). Effect of resistance training on women’s strength/power and occupational performances. Med. Sci. Sports Exerc. 33, 1011–1025. doi: 10.1097/00005768-200106000-00022 

 Kümmel, G. (2002). Complete access: women in the Bundeswehr and male ambivalence. Armed Forces Soc. 28, 555–573. doi: 10.1177/0095327X0202800403

 Lawson, M. A., Martin, A. E., Huda, I., and Matz, S. C. (2022). Hiring women into senior leadership positions is associated with a reduction in gender stereotypes in organizational language. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 119:e2026443119. doi: 10.1073/pnas.2026443119 

 Lindqvist, A., Gustafsson Sendén, M., and Renström, E. A. (2021). What is gender, anyway: a review of the options for operationalising gender. Psychol. Sex. 12, 332–344. doi: 10.1080/19419899.2020.1729844

 Linehagen, F. (2023). Gender (in)equality within the Swedish Armed Forces: resistance and functional disinclination. Available at: http://lucris.lub.lu.se/ws/portalfiles/portal/158085226/Avhandling_Frida_Linehagen_utan_papers.pdf

 MacKenzie, M., and Gunaydin, E. (2022). Does raising the combat exclusion lead to equality? Measuring the recruitment, retention and promotion of women in Canada and New Zealand’s defence forces. J. Mil. Strateg. Stud. 21, 107–152. https://jmss.org/article/view/72449

 McCristall, P., and Baggaley, K. (2019). The progressions of a gendered military: a theoretical examination of gender inequality in the Canadian military. J. Milit. Vet. Fam. Health 5, 119–126. doi: 10.3138/jmvfh.2017-0026

 McSally, M. E. (2011). Defending America in mixed company: gender in the U.S. armed forces. Daedalus 140, 148–164. doi: 10.1162/DAED_a_00105

 Munshi, A., and Pandey, S. (2017). Attitude of men towards inclusion of women in Bhutanese and Indian Army: a literature review. South Asian J. Hum. Resources Manag. 4, 139–148. doi: 10.1177/2322093717733401

 O’Connor, R. A. (2010). The fatal errors of cross-cultural communication in United States troops in Iraq. Int. J. Divers. Organ. Commun. Nations 9, 187–200. doi: 10.18848/1447-9532/CGP/v09i06/39787

 Peach, L. J. (1994). An alternative to pacifism? feminism and just-war theory. Hypatia 9, 152–172. doi: 10.1111/j.1527-2001.1994.tb00438.x

 Pendlebury, J. (2020). “This is a man’s job”: challenging the masculine “warrior culture” at the U.S. Air Force academy. Armed Forces Soc. 46, 163–184. doi: 10.1177/0095327X18806524

 Percy, S. (2019). What makes a norm robust: the norm against female combat. J. Glob. Sec. Stud. 4, 123–138. doi: 10.1093/jogss/ogy044

 Perez, A. L. U., and Strizhko, T. V. (2018). Minority representation, tokenism, and well-being in army units. Mil. Psychol. 30, 449–463. doi: 10.1080/08995605.2018.1482184

 Petite, K. (2008). Tinker, tailor! Soldier, sailor! Mother? Making sense of the competing institutions of motherhood and the military. Unpublished Master’s Thesis. Halifax, NS: Mount Saint Vincent University.

 Phoenix Strategic Perspectives. (2021). Elsie Initiative, Measuring Opportunities for Women in Peace Operations. Prepared by Phoenix Strategic Perspectives, Inc. PSPC Contract Number: W7714-217663-001-CY.

 Proudfoot, K. (2023). Inductive/deductive hybrid thematic analysis in mixed methods research. J. Mixed Methods Res. 17, 308–326. doi: 10.1177/15586898221126816

 Serré, L. (2018). Descriptive Analysis of Reg F medical releases from FY 14/15 to FY 16/17 by type of injury or illness and sex. DGMPRA, Scientific Letter, DRDC-RDDC-2018-L037 Ottawa, ON: DRDC.

 Serré, L. (2019). A comparative analysis of medically released men and women from the Canadian Armed Forces. J. Milit. Vet. Fam. Health 5, 115–124. doi: 10.3138/jmvfh.2018-0008

 Soules, M. J. (2020). Women in uniform: the opening of combat roles in state militaries. Int. Interact. 46, 847–871. doi: 10.1080/03050629.2020.1814766

 Statistics Canada. (2023). Sexual misconduct in the Canadian Armed Forces, 2022. Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/85-603-x/85-603-x2023001-eng.pdf?st=A5gfPXVN

 Stewart, R., Wright, B., Smith, L., Roberts, S., and Russell, N. (2021). Gendered stereotypes and norms: a systematic review of interventions designed to shift attitudes and behaviour. Heliyon 7, e06660–e06615. doi: 10.1016/j.heliyon.2021.e06660 

 Tait, V. (2020). Regendering the Canadian Armed Forces. Atlantis 41, 9–25. doi: 10.7202/1076197ar

 Tajfel, H. (1974). Social identity and intergroup behaviour. Soc. Sci. Inf. 13, 65–93. doi: 10.1177/053901847401300204

 Tajfel, H., and Turner, J. C. (1979). “An integrative theory of intergroup conflict” in The social psychology of intergroup relations. eds. W. G. Austin and S. Worchel (Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole), 33–47.

 Trisko Darden, J. (2015). Assessing the significance of women in combat roles. Int. J. 70, 454–462. doi: 10.1177/0020702015585306

 United Kingdom Parliament. (2019). 1. TIN 2.101 Defence Inclusivity Phase 2: The Lived Experience Final Summary Report. Available at: https://depositedpapers.parliament.uk/depositedpaper/2282933/details

 Van Gilder, B. J. (2019). Femininity as perceived threat to military effectiveness: how military service members reinforce hegemonic masculinity in talk. West. J. Commun. 83, 151–171. doi: 10.1080/10570314.2018.1502892

 Veldman, J., Van Laar, C., Meeussen, L., and Lo Bue, S. (2021). Daily coping with social identity threat in outgroup-dominated contexts: self-group distancing among female soldiers. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 47, 118–130. doi: 10.1177/0146167220921054 

 Waruszynski, B. T., and MacEachern, K. H. (2019). Women serving in the Canadian Armed Forces: strengthening military capabilities and operational effectiveness. Can. Milit. J. 19, 24–33. http://www.journal.forces.gc.ca/Vol19/No2/eng/PDF/CMJ192Ep24.pdf and Available at: http://www.journal.forces.gc.ca/Vol19/No2/page24-eng.asp

 Waruszynski, B. T., and MacEachern, K. H. (2021a). Women in the profession or arms: female Primary Reserve members’ perceptions on the attraction, recruitment, employment, and retention of women in the Canadian Armed Forces. Director General Military Personnel Research and Analysis. Internal Scientific Report, DRDC-RDDC-2021-R122.

 Waruszynski, B. T., and MacEachern, K. H. (2021b). Women’s lived experiences of serving in the Canadian Armed Forces Primary Reserve. Can. Milit. J. 21, 47–52. http://www.journal.forces.gc.ca/PDFs/CMJ231Ep47.pdf and http://www.journal.forces.gc.ca/cmj-article-en-page47213.html

 Waruszynski, B. T., MacEachern, K. H., and Ouellet, E. (2018). Women in the profession of arms: female Regular Force members’ perceptions on the attraction, recruitment, employment, and retention of women in the Canadian Armed Forces. Director General Military Personnel Research and Analysis. Internal Scientific Report, DRDC-RDDC-2018-R182.

 Waruszynski, B. T., MacEachern, K. H., Raby, S., Straver, M., and Ouellet, E. (2022). Desire to serve: insights from Canadian defence studies on the factors that influence women to pursue a military career. J. Milit. Vet. Fam. Health 8, 75–84. doi: 10.3138/jmvfh-2021-0089

 Watkins, K., Bennett, R., Zamorski, M. A., and Richer, I. (2017). Military-related sexual assault in Canada: a cross-sectional survey. CMAJ Open 5, E496–E507. doi: 10.9778/cmajo.20160140 


Copyright
 © 2024 Hendel, MacEachern, Haxhiu and Waruszynski. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

OPS/images/fsoc-09-1304075-t002.jpg
Regular Force

% total sample

Military Rank (n=429)

Primary Reserve

n % total sample

Junior NCM* Private/Ordinary Seaman/Able Seaman/Master Corporal/ Master Seaman 32 64
Corporal/Leading Seaman 67 133

Senior NCM*  Sergeant/Petty Officer 2nd Class 30 60
‘Warrant Officer/Petty Officer Ist Class 2 44
Master Warrant Officer/Chief Petty Officer 2" Class, and Chief Warrant 14 28
Officer/Chief Petty Officer 15t Class

Junior Officer  Second Lieutenant/Acting Sub-Lieutenant, Lieutenant/Sub-Lieutenant, 76 151
and Captain/Lieutenant (N)

Senior Officer  Major/ Lieutenant-Commander, and Lieutenant-Colonel/Commander 43 85

46
a4

2

8

9.1
87
26
04

48

16

Element Affiliation (n=493)

Sea 83 165
Land 127 252
Air 62 123
Support 63 125

87
143
42
62

Years of Military Service (n=495)

0-5years s1 161
6-10years 77 153
11-15years 78 155
16-20years 49 97
21-25years 2 44
Over 25years 2 52

74
2
2

147
40
50
26
24
36

The total number of cases for military rank, element affiliation, and years of military service do not add up to N=503 because of missing demographic data. However, the percentage of the
otal sample i based on N'=503 participants for al variables.
NCM refers to Non-Commissioned Members.





OPS/images/fsoc-09-1304075-t003.jpg
Regular Force Primary Reserve

% total sample % total sample

First Official Language (n=497)

English 261 519 108 215
French 72 143 54 10.7
Both Official Languages 0 00 2 04
Single (never married) 87 17.3 76 (A ]
Living common-law 41 82 25 50
Married 166 330 55 109
Separated/Divorced/Widowed 40 8.0 12 24
Regular Force * * 58 s

Yes Primary Reserve * * 38 76
Both . » 12 24

No L L 60 119

The total number of cases for firstoffcial language, marital status, and spouse in the CAF do not add up to N=503 because of missing demographic data. However,the percentage of the total
sample is based on N=503 participants for all variables.
*This information was not available for the Regular Force sample.





OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		“Proud, brave, and tough”: women in the Canadian combat arms



		1 Introduction



		1.1 Factors driving the integration of women in combat occupations



		1.1.1 Challenges of working in a masculinized culture



		1.1.2 Operational effectiveness



		1.1.3 Attitudes toward gender integration









		1.2 Canadian combat arms



		1.3 Current study









		2 Methods



		2.1 Participants



		2.2 Recruitment



		2.3 Data collection methods and procedure



		2.4 Data analysis methods









		3 Findings



		3.1 A great job for those who want it



		3.2 Challenging environment



		3.2.1 Working within a masculinized culture



		3.2.2 Necessary toughness



		3.2.3 Tokenism and the “Pink List”



		3.2.4 Being treated differently



		3.2.5 Family loyalty



		3.2.6 Unique challenges faced by women in combat roles



		3.2.7 Takes a toll on women’s mental and physical health









		3.3 Women’s involvement in multinational operations









		4 Discussion



		4.1 Increasing diversity, equity, and inclusion to create opportunities



		4.2 Culture change in the combat arms



		4.2.1 Stereotypes and unconscious bias



		4.2.2 Respect and inclusion









		4.3 Increasing operational effectiveness through training and policies



		4.3.1 Physical fitness and mental health



		4.3.2 Family-friendly policies



		4.3.3 Gender mainstreaming















		5 Limitations and future research



		6 Conclusion



		Data availability statement



		Ethics statement



		Author contributions



		Funding



		Conflict of interest



		Publisher’s note



		Footnotes



		References



















OPS/images/fsoc-09-1304075-g001.jpg
18.00%
17.00%
16.00% M
15.00%

14.00%
13.00%

S1200%

S 11.00%

510.00%

& 9.00%

g

8.00%

7.00%

6.00%

5.00% W

4.00%

3.00%

2.00%

1.00%

0.00%

SELEES TS

—4—CAF

—e—Combat Arms

Percent:

AU
B N O ¥
EAEENEN NEN

Year





OPS/images/fsoc-09-1304075-t001.jpg
Age (n=503)

Regular Force

% total sample

Primary Reserve

% total sample

<25years

25-34years
35-44years

45years and over

Highest Level of Completed Education (n=494)

High school diploma
College or CEGEP diploma

University certificate or diploma (below Bachelor’s level)
Bachelor’ degree

Graduate degree (e.g., Master's or Doctorate)

13

42

Region (n=503)

National Capitol Region (either Ontario or Québec)
Ontario (excluding NCR)

Québec (excluding NCR)

Atlantic Provinces

Prairie Provinces

British Columbia

14

93

13

46

The total number of casesfor participants’highest level of completed education does not add up to N= 503 because of missing demographic data. However, the percentage of the total sample s

based on

03 participants for all variables.





OPS/images/cover.jpg
’ frontiers | Frontiers in Sociology

“Proud, brave, and tough”:
women in the Canadian combat
arms












OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|






OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers Frontiers in Sociology






