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 GUEST EDITORIAL 

 The many faces of diversity in the military and the need for 
culture change 

 Th e 2017 Canadian defence policy, Strong, Secure, En-
gaged (SSE), put military personnel at the forefront, sig-
nifying an important shift  in tone, but also a noticeable 
change in the orientation of personnel policies within 
the Department of National Defence (DND) and the 
Canadian Armed Forces (CAF).1     Th e stakes are high, 
as personnel costs are a sizable portion (approximately 
half) of the defence budget, and personnel well-being 
is a key indicator of organizational health and perfor-
mance for the defence team. Th is defence team, refl ec-
tive of a total defence force, including the armed forces 
and defence civilians, must therefore fi nd innovative 
ways to recruit and retain talented people. Moreover, for 
its military members, the principle of unlimited liability 
taps into unique motivations in individuals, given the 
commitment to risk their lives, if and when necessary. 

 Th is special issue of the  Journal of Military, Veteran 
and Family Health  (  JMVFH ) examines the many 
faces of diversity in military employment by explor-
ing both demographic diversity, such as race, gender, 
and LGBTQIA2S+ perspectives, and less recognized 
aspects of diversity, such as generational diff erences 
and distinctions among Regular Force, Reserve Force, 
and civilians within the defence team. Understanding 
the unique experiences, perspectives, and concerns of 
specifi c sub-groups of personnel is important in tack-
ling integration challenges as the DND and CAF strive 
to become more diverse. 

 Th e benefi ts of this diversity within DND/CAF are 
oft en presented through the prism of operational eff ec-
tiveness. Indeed, there is no doubt an organization will 
work better if it removes barriers for under-represented 
groups, tackles unconscious biases in personnel selection 
processes, and sets targets to better refl ect the diversity of 
the Canadian population. However, DND/CAF should 
continue to make clear that this is a core value, in addi-
tion to being an organizational and operational require-
ment. Improving diversity is the right thing to do and 
sets the conditions for a culture that is more inclusive and 
respectful. Th e lack of diversity and inclusion aff ecting 
specifi c sub-groups, most notably women and racialized 
service members, has caused people harm. Th erefore, to 
study diversity entails examining personnel policies and 

their eff ects, and also entails a recognition that culture is 
at the heart of DND/CAF dynamics. 

 Based on the various analytical requirements of this 
topic, we are pleased this special issue features research-
ers from diff erent professional and disciplinary back-
grounds. Th e special issue touches on two important as-
pects of diversity: DND/CAF personnel requirements 
and how to better achieve them, and the role culture 
plays in binding diff erent sub-groups together as part 
of the same team. Th e CAF has embarked on a journey 
of culture change that will evolve over the long term. 
To this end, our contributing authors have identifi ed 
specifi c initiatives and strategies that can contribute to 
improvement at the institutional level. In this short in-
troduction, we provide additional background on why 
diversity is such an important consideration and how 
culture change can ultimately support greater diversi-
ty within the defence team. Ultimately, diversity needs 
to be fostered in a positive organizational culture, one 
characterized by dignity and respect, to realize its po-
tential. 

 DIVERSITY AND CANADIAN SOCIETY 
 Th e question of to what extent a country’s military should 
stand apart as a distinct organization with its own sys-
tem of values and priorities has long been a point of 
reasoned discussion. Nonetheless, it is incontrovertible 
that defence and security forces are comprised of an array 
of individuals with diff ering identities, and the defence 
force as a whole is infl uenced in terms of structure and 
composition by the social context of the population from 
which it is drawn. 

 Th e CAF must continue working to ensure all per-
sonnel are respected and treated with dignity, regardless 
of gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, language, 
or religion. Th e simple reality is that societies in Can-
ada, and its closest allies, are changing, with both de-
mographics and social structures undergoing profound 
shift s. If the defence and security apparatus is to thrive 
through recruiting and retaining the right people, these 
are changes to which we need to react. While it is neces-
sary to maintain focus on the core mission and capabil-
ities required to be eff ective, infused within this process 

© Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, as represented by 
the Minister of National Defence (2022)
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must be an awareness of the way in which social changes 
and society’s perceptions of the defence enterprise shape 
the ability to recruit and retain personnel. A career in 
defence represents a small number of the broad and var-
ied gamut of available career options. Unless it is seen 
as a worthwhile and rewarding profession, the ability 
to maintain mission readiness and operate eff ectively in 
the twenty-fi rst century security environment will be 
eroded. 

A longside the demographic and social shift  is a sim-
ilar change in the roles and responsibilities that DND/
CAF is required to perform. Th e classic and most
straightforward example is the emergence of cyberspace 
as a genuine threat vector. Responding to threats in and 
throughout cyberspace requires both military and ci-
vilian personnel to engage new ways of thinking. How-
ever, the skill sets required to operate eff ectively in this 
space may not always align fully with those that have 
traditionally been valorized in the defence world. Con-
sequently, there is a growing understanding of the need 
to eff ectively integrate a range of services, knowledge 
bases, and lines of authority to ensure the ongoing secu-
rity of the state, and the support of its allies — Canada’s 
Pan-Domain Force Employment Concept represents an 
interesting example of this change. 

 Considering and reacting to the new force require-
ments means also thinking about how the military can 
work seamlessly alongside civilian agencies and depart-
ments that support, enable, and complement its actions. 
Recognizing that the military is simply one component 
of the total defence force also has a signifi cant eff ect 
on the way in which the defence and security of a state 
is understood. Th is acknowledgement heightens the
need for a more robust understanding of what diversity 
means in the context of defence and security. 

Y et, there is a growing awareness and understand-
ing about the oft en damaging challenges that have
existed in respecting and encouraging diversity in the 
armed forces. Th is special issue sets the foundation
for developing a better understanding of how diff er-
ent identities and practices have shaped cohesion and 
integration (both positively and negatively), as well as 
off ering fresh insight into how the total defence force 
can adapt and leverage the benefi ts of diversity through 
a healthy organizational culture. 

 

 

 

 

 CULTURE CHANGE 
 Th is special issue not only broadens our understand-
ing of diversity but also encourages readers to consider 

diversity at an individual level so as to recognize the 
unique backgrounds, perspectives, and subcultures of 
CAF soldiers, sailors, and aviators, both Regular and 
Reserve Forces, as well as those of public servants work-
ing in defence. Th is approach aligns with CAF direc-
tion, as delineated in the CAF Diversity Strategy,2     which
moves away from a minimal compliance with the legal 
obligations of the Employment Equity Act, toward a 
values-based approach focused on a deeper appreciation 
and inclusion of individual diff erences. Th is shift  is quite 
ambitious for an organization that has traditionally been 
homogeneous in its composition and uniform in its 
culture. 

 Th e CAF must continue working to ensure all per-
sonnel are respected and treated with dignity, regardless 
of gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, language, or 
religion. Foundational culture change will be diffi  cult, 
however, because DND is a large, unique, and extremely 
complex organization. In addition to demographic di-
versity, the CAF and DND have a diversity in personnel 
dynamics, including those between and among military 
and civilian personnel, Regular Force members and re-
servists, members of diff erent military services, offi  cers 
and non-commissioned members, rank diff erences, dis-
tinctions between those serving in operational and sup-
port occupations, as well as diff erences in the culture of 
those working in headquarters and on bases — not to 
mention the intersections among these. What is needed, 
therefore, is a deeper analysis of diversity in the organiza-
tion that can inform a culture change that appreciates in-
dividual diversity and establishes respect, inclusivity, and 
a safe and healthy work environment for all personnel. 

C ultural change requires paying attention to specifi c 
sub-groups with unique backgrounds, identities, per-
spectives, lived experiences, and challenges within the 
CAF and DND. Without this nuanced understanding, 
the organization will be challenged to meet the physi-
cal, psychological, spiritual, and emotional needs of its 
people. At the same time, all individuals need to feel safe 
and welcome to be their authentic selves at work, regard-
less of their individual characteristics. Th is values-based 
approach is more conducive to achieving a diverse and 
inclusive workforce and culture through the promotion 
of values and an ethos that embraces diversity and inclu-
sion. It is through this lens that the DND and CAF will 
most eff ectively minimize unconscious biases, eliminate 
discrimination, and remove systemic barriers to create 
an inclusive organizational culture in which everyone 
feels a sense of belonging and purpose. 
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D ND/CAF recognizes the gap between its aspira-
tions for the organization’s culture and the reality on 
the ground. Owing to a myriad of factors, including sig-
nifi cant demographic changes, evolution in the nature 
of work, changes in the types of threats and approaches to 
operations, not to mention recent revelations of sexual 
misconduct, hateful conduct, and other types of prob-
lematic behaviour, it is clear that action is needed to 
create a more respectful and inclusive institution for 
all members in uniform, and the defence civilians who 
serve alongside them. We hope this compendium pro-
vides useful insights, as the DND and CAF, as well as 
other militaries, navigate the institutional and societal 
imperatives to grow and create a workplace character-
ized by the meaningful inclusion of all members. 

 As Maj.-Gen. Lise Bourgon notes in the Foreword 
to this issue, embarking on culture change and enhanc-
ing standards of professional conduct represent an op-
portunity to think ambitiously about the factors that 
run counter to a culture of dignity and respect. In this 
way, DND and CAF can foster the cultural change that 
supports its dedicated members as they serve Canada, 
a culture that refl ects the core values of Canadian soci-
ety and rebuilds the public trust critical to the success 
of the institution and the morale of its members. Th e 
profession of arms must recognize, embrace, and actively 

promote diversity as a core organizational value that 
contributes to members’ health and well-being. Th is 
focus is exactly how diversity ultimately intersects with 
culture. 

  Irina   Goldenberg ,  PhD  
  Stéfanie   von   Hlatky ,  PhD  

  Th omas   Hughes ,  PhD  
  Co-Guest Editors , JMVFH 
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 FOREWORD 

 Th e year 2021 was a challenging one for the Canadian 
Armed Forces (CAF) following allegations of sexual 
misconduct, including at the highest levels of leader-
ship. Yet, CAF members continue with their exception-
al day-to-day work, supporting domestic operations, 
such as the pandemic response, international opera-
tions, such as United Nations peacekeeping missions in 
Africa and capacity-building eff orts in the Middle East 
and Ukraine, as well as enhanced forward presence in 
the Baltics to uphold NATO’s deterrence posture. 

 Our professional soldiers, aviators, and sailors are 
highly dedicated and resilient, able to carry on with their 
work while dealing with the internal turmoil precipitated 
by recent events, and the stated need for culture change. 
But CAF members, civilian members of the defence 
team, and Canadians deserve better. Military Personnel 
Command, along with the Chief, Professional Conduct 
and Culture, supported by every Level One organization 
and, indeed, all members of the defence team, bear the 
responsibility of resolving the personnel strains that can 
corrode the will to serve and the morale of the organiza-
tion, as well as erode public trust in the institution. 

 As we embark on this journey of culture change, we 
also need to meet CAF force generation requirements 
that have been made more diffi  cult to achieve because of 
disruptions within our recruitment and training systems 
caused by the global pandemic. How then can the CAF, 
as an organization striving to retain its employer-of-choice 
status, optimally harness and retain the talent it has and 
continue to attract the best Canada has to off er? Some of 
the answers to this question are found in the articles that 
follow. 

 Before becoming Deputy Commander of the Mili-
tary Personnel Command, I had the privilege of spend-
ing one year at the Centre for International and Defence 
Policy at Queen’s University, as a Visiting Defence Fel-
low, to study some of these military personnel challeng-
es. What struck me from that year of research was the 
importance of not solely looking inward when the CAF 
is facing internal challenges but also looking outward to 
see how those who are outside the organization can help. 
Culture change is hard and takes time; we need help 
from not only the entire defence team, but also from exter-
nal experts who can contribute to an ongoing dialogue 
about how the CAF can enact critical culture change 
and maintain the trust of Canadians while remaining a 

world-class fi ghting force tasked with defending our in-
terests and values both domestically and internationally. 

 Th is special issue refl ects the kind of partnerships 
that are critical to overcoming traditional professional 
divides and silos and to harnessing knowledge and in-
sight from a range of perspectives. Th e authors featured 
in this special issue of the  Journal of Military, Veteran 
and Family Health ha ve all directly contributed to what 
I hope will be an ongoing and multi-disciplinary con-
versation about optimizing CAF culture. A dialogue 
that, as this special issue’s title suggests, will build on the 
many faces of diversity the CAF is meant to embody. 

 Th e CAF will work to better recruit, employ, support, 
and retain members from under-represented and equity-
seeking groups so the military can keep pace with the 
changing demographics, and employment approaches, of 
Canadian society. We know that diversity contributes to 
operational eff ectiveness, in turn, improving our success 
on operations. We will be a better and more capable force, 
able to respond domestically and throughout the world, 
when we achieve our diversity and inclusion goals. 

 Th is special issue also underscores the importance of 
diversity in the professional sense, what has been termed a 
Whole Force Perspective, a Total Defence Force, or in Can-
ada, the defence team. Th is pursuit entails examining the 
institutional distinctions related to Regular and Reserve 
Force personnel, military members, and defence civilians, 
as well as cultural diff erences among the military services. 
Embarking on culture change and enhancing standards of 
professional conduct represents an opportunity to think 
ambitiously beyond the various elements that run counter to 
a culture of dignity and respect. Th is collection of original 
articles showcases important empirical work that off ers 
evidence in support of the challenges I have alluded to 
here, off ering some paths forward. 

W e have a long way to go from   here, but when we tap 
into a diversity of expertise, of people, and of professional 
backgrounds, we are — no doubt — well positioned to 
come up with the best available solutions, to honour those 
who serve and fellow Canadians who trust us to serve. 

 Maj.-Gen.  Lise   Bourgon  
 A/Comd Military Personnel Command & 

Acting Chief Military Personnel 
 Canadian Armed Forces Women, Peace and 

Security Champion  
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 REVIEW 

 Integrating civilians into military organizations: Linking micro 
and macro levels of analysis 

  Ryan   Kelty a   and  Richard   E.   Niemeyer  a  

  a  Department of Behavioral Sciences and Leadership, United States Air Force Academy, Colorado Springs, Colorado, United States 

 Correspondence should be addressed to Ryan Kelty at the United States Air Force Academy, Behavioral Sciences and Leadership, 
2354 Fairchild Hall, Suite 6L-162 USAF Academy, Colorado, United States, 80840-5002. Telephone: 719-333-0075. 
Email: ryan.kelty@afacademy.af.edu 

 ABSTRACT 
  Introduction: W estern nations have increasingly moved to a blended military-civilian (mil-civ) workforce for their 
armed forces. Much attention to the use of civilians in military organizations focuses on a macro perspective (e.g., 
policy, military doctrine). Th is article addresses the paucity of micro-level analyses of American mil-civ blended armed 
forces organizations and develops a theoretical model to link these fi ndings to macro-level outcomes important to 
military readiness.  Methods: A s ystematic search of sociological literature was conducted to examine several key mil-
civ integration micro-level outcomes. Results of this review are situated in a theoretical model that specifi es how mi-
cro-level fi ndings link to macro-level outcomes.  Results:  Connections between civilian contractors’ social identities 
and pro-military values and behaviours is present but limited. Perceived contractors’ eff ects on military culture indi-
cates they are believed to have numerous benefi ts, but also key negative eff ects on elements such as clarity of mission, 
accomplishing mission, and maintaining good order and discipline. Mil-civ social comparisons were found to decrease 
organizational commitment and retention among uniformed personnel but not civilians. Finally, mental health issues 
for deployed civilians and mil-civ diff erences in mental health were identifi ed. Systematic application of a proposed 
theoretical model illustrates how these varied fi ndings can be understood in a more holistic way by linking micro and 
macro levels of analysis.  Discussion:  Signifi cant challenges are examined across key domains that have relevance for 
military readiness at the macro level, but also important micro-level implications for health, safety, perceived cohesion, 
and satisfaction of military and civilian personnel. 

  Key words:  American, armed forces, civilian contractors, civilian integration, cohesion, mental health, military 
culture, readiness, retention, social identity, theoretical model, United States 

 RÉSUMÉ 
  Introduction : L es nations occidentales font de plus en plus appel à une main-d’œuvre mixte militaires-civils (mil-
civ) pour leurs forces armées. Beaucoup de l’attention accordée aux civils dans les organisations militaires est axée sur 
une macroperspective (p. ex., politiques, doctrine militaire). Cet article se penche sur le manque de microanalyse des 
organisations mil-civ de forces armées américaines et élabore un modèle théorique pour lier ces conclusions aux résul-
tats à une macro-échelle pertinente pour la disponibilité militaire.  Méthodologie : U ne recherche systématique de la 
littérature sociologique a été eff ectuée pour examiner plusieurs résultats clés d’intégration mil-civ à une microéchelle. 
Les résultats de cet examen sont situés dans un modèle théorique qui précise la façon dont les conclusions à une mi-
croéchelle sont liées à des résultats à une macroéchelle.  Résultats : D es connexions entre les identités sociales et les 
valeurs et comportements promilitaires des entrepreneurs civils sont présentes, mais limitées. Les eff ets perçus de la 
présence d’entrepreneurs sur la culture militaire indiquent qu’ils sont jugés comme apportant de nombreux avantages, 
mais qu’ils ont aussi des eff ets négatifs clés sur des éléments comme la clarté de la mission, la réalisation de la mission 
et le maintien de l’ordre et de la discipline. Selon l’étude, les comparaisons sociales mil-civ diminuent l’engagement 
organisationnel et la fi délisation chez le personnel en uniforme, mais non chez les civils. Finalement, des problèmes de 
santé mentale pour les civils déployés et des diff érences dans la santé mentale des mil-civ ont été notés. L’application 
systématique d’un modèle proposé théorique illustre la façon dont ces conclusions variées peuvent être comprises de 
façon plus holistique en liant les microanalyses et les macroanalyses.  Discussion :  Des défi s signifi catifs sont examinés 
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dans divers domaines clés pertinents pour la disponibilité militaire à une macroéchelle, mais il est aussi question d’im-
portantes répercussions à une microéchelle pour la santé, la sécurité, la cohésion perçue et la satisfaction du personnel 
militaire et civil. 

  Mots-clés :  Américains, cohésion, culture militaire, disponibilité, entrepreneur civil, États-Unis, forces armées, 
identité sociale, intégration civile, modèle théorique, rétention, santé mentale 

 LAY SUMMARY 
 Th e wars in Iraq and Afghanistan changed how civilians are integrated in military units, which has key implications for 
both personnel and the larger organization. Examining micro-eff ects is important because they reveal unintended con-
sequences of personnel policies based on macro-level goals and assumptions. Th is article reviews 15 years of sociological 
research on micro-level outcomes across several key domains. Extant literature presents consistent fi ndings of negative 
impacts of civilian integration on social comparisons, retention, cohesion, and mental health. Conversely, mixed results 
are found on military-civilian (mil-civ) integration on military culture and customs. Th is article also proposes a novel 
theoretical model to explain how these micro-eff ects aff ect macro-level military readiness. Accordingly, this article pro-
vides a framework to organize extant literature and identify new research linking micro-macro levels in military organi-
zations. It is clear mil-civ blended forces produce unintended challenges for military readiness and individual personnel. 
Moving forward, more research is needed to examine unintended eff ects based on race and gender representation in a 
mil-civ blended force. Th ere is much still unknown about the micro-level eff ects of systematically integrating civilians — for 
both military and civilian personnel — but what is clear is that it produces numerous unintended challenges for military 
readiness and individual service members. 

 INTRODUCTION 
 Th is article focuses on a review of micro-level analyses (in-
dividuals and groups) of American military-civilian (mil-
civ) blended armed forces organizations, and how these 
fi ndings link to macro-level (institutional) outcomes 
important to military readiness. Th e article fi rst presents 
a theoretical model that demonstrates how outcomes at 
an individual level infl uence institutional outcomes. In 
doing so, the authors show how mil-civ integration in 
military organizations serves a key diversity function. 
Once the model is presented, its utility is demonstrated in 
bridging micro-macro outcomes by reviewing literature 
across the domains of social identity, relative deprivation 
through social comparisons, perceived unit cohesion, and 
mental health as examples of the utility of the model. Th is 
study concludes by highlighting new lines of research 
suggested by the proposed integrated framework. 

 Mil-civ blended military organizations 
 Civilians have been incorporated in military organiza-
tions across the globe for a very long time. For example, 
the word contractor derives from the Italian condottieri 
who sold their military skills throughout Europe in the 
Middle Ages. Further back, private warriors fought for the 
Greek and Roman city-states, and for kings in Mesopota-
mia more than 2,000 BCE. Recognizing the broad histor-
ical record of civilian integration, the example of the U.S. 
military is taken as the empirical focus of this article.  1  -  3  

 Civilians have been part of America’s total force 
structure since before the Revolutionary War. Accordingly, 

 

the contemporary use of civilians is not novel. What is 
new in recent confl icts is the expansion in scope of duties 
civilians are performing.  4,5   Th ey are no longer restricted 
to rear detachment service-support roles. For example, 
for several decades now, civilians have been on the front 
lines in logistics, aviation, security and patrol, intelligence, 
and engineering roles. Since 2001, the U.S. military’s of-
fi cial position identifi es civilians as part of its total force, 
referred to civilians as force multipliers, and makes the 
argument that the U.S. Armed Forces depend on civilian 
personnel for operational eff ectiveness. 6  ,  7   

 Over the last 20 years, there has been a lot of atten-
tion paid to the shift  in emphasis and scope of civilian 
work in the U.S. total force from a macro perspective, 
highlighting issues related to civil-military relations, 
development of doctrine, and organizational eff ective-
ness. 8   -  10 M uch less attention has been given in the sci-
entifi c literature to the micro-level eff ects for mil-civ 
personnel on the increasing reliance on civilians. Th is 
article focuses on this under-studied, yet critical, area 
of civilianization of the military. It shows how these 
micro-level eff ects are connected to key macro-level 
military outcomes, including readiness and retention. 
In this pursuit, data from a range of civilian types are 
examined: federal civilians, civilian contractors, and ci-
vilian mariners. Findings are situated in a holistic theo-
retical model. While the article focuses on the Ameri-
can case to substantiate the model, its general principles 
can be used to examine military organizations across 
socio-cultural contexts. 
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 Th is article addresses three key questions: 1) What 
are some key micro-level outcomes for civilians serving in 
military organizations? 2) To what extent do military and 
civilian personnel have similar experiences, perceptions, 
and outcomes across a range of domains? 3) What im-
plications do these micro-level fi ndings have for macro-
level outcomes important to military organizations? 

 METHODS 

 Review of the empirical literature 
 Th is article focuses on the synthesis of micro-level analy-
ses in mil-civ blended military organizations. Results of 
this review are then situated in a theoretical model that 
specifi es how micro-level fi ndings link to macro-level 
outcomes. A search for articles was conducted using 
the criteria of being micro level in focus, empirically 
based, sociologically focused, analyzing the American 
military, and published within the last 15 years. Th e 
literature search was conducted across Google Schol-
ar, JSTOR, and the RAND Corporation. Additional 

search criteria focused on the key outcomes identifi ed 
in several of the initial articles that met the above cri-
teria. Key words used included civilian contractor and 
department of defense/army civilian, deployed civilian, 
defense civilian, social identity, military culture, cohe-
sion, retention, social comparison, and mental health. 
A total of 19 articles were found that were directly rel-
evant. Th ey are included in this review and model ap-
plication. 

 Theoretical model 
 Th e aim of this review is to create an analytical frame-
work that can generate holistic explanations for the caus-
es and consequences of collective military power (i.e., 
readiness). To accomplish this, the theoretical framework 
presented is an adaptation and integration of Turner 1 1  -  13  
and Mann 14  ( F igure 1) . Following Mann, 1 4  (  p  .   6  -  7  )  general
collective power is defi ned broadly as occurring when “hu-
mans enter into cooperative, collective power relations 
with one another” in order to “enhance their joint power 
over their parties or over nature.” 

 

   

 Figure 1 . Model of micro-to-macro linkages in military organizations
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 Th e model is divided into three parts. Th e model’s 
fi rst argument focuses on the macro level of analysis (de-
picted using solid lines). It argues that the magnitude of 
collective power is a positive function of 1) the number 
of people willing and able to participate in the power 
network, 2) the level of available power resources, and 
3) the degree of role and status diversifi cation within 
the power network. Th e term positive function refers to 
a positive association, such that an increase or decrease 
in the value of one variable correlates with a correspond-
ing increase or decrease in the value of another variable. 
Specifi cally, the greater the number of people willing to 
participate in the network of cooperative and collective 
power relations, the greater the magnitude of power the 
network can generate. 

 Th is direct relationship is moderated by the amount 
of power resources controlled by the network and the 
network’s degree of role and status diversifi cation. Th e 
former association stems from the fact technologies of 
violence (e.g., guns, bombs, tanks, planes) dramatically 
increase the scale and scope of the network’s lethal vio-
lence. Th e latter association stems from the fact complex 
divisions of labour and diverse stocks of knowledge, ex-
periences, and perspectives increase a network’s ability 
to innovate and engage in complex social actions. 15      

 Th e second part of the model accounts for how the 
above macro-level dynamics interact with micro-level 
processes (depicted using dashed lines). Specifi cally, it 
argues that increases in the number of people in the 
network increase the magnitude and severity of the 
network’s level of logistical loads — that is, the prob-
lems associated with the production and distribution 
of resources, and the motivation, coordination, and 
regulation of pro-organizational and goal-oriented be-
haviour. 15   Th is positive association is positively moderated 
by the degree of role and status diversifi cation as the 
number of diff erent roles and the potential for role-based 
and status-related confl icts increase. 

 Th is second part of the model also argues that an 
increase in the level of logistical loads is negatively asso-
ciated with the level of individuals’ willingness and abil-
ity to participate in the power network, which is posi-
tively associated with the network’s population size. In 
other words, the more individuals experience negative 
emotions and other negative experiences because they 
participate in the network, the less likely they are to be 
willing to continue to participate. 

 Over time, this lowered participation can lead 
to these individuals reducing eff ort on behalf of the 

 

 

network — or increasing desire to leave the network, 
thus reducing its size. In either case, the result is re-
duced organizational readiness. However, this second 
part of the model acknowledges the ability of successful 
cultural and technological innovation to create norms, 
values, beliefs, procedures, and physical technologies ca-
pable of minimizing the magnitude and severity of the 
level of logistical loads. Th is is depicted in the model via 
the moderating eff ect of level of successful cultural and 
technological innovation on the positive association be-
tween number of people willing and able to participate 
in power network and the level of logistical loads. 

 Th e third part of the model (depicted using dotted 
lines) considers the eff ect of exogenous infl uences — that 
is, the positive and negative eff ects or the frequency, du-
ration, and severity of violent confl ict with other power 
networks on the level of the individual’s willingness and 
ability to participate in the power network. According to 
this third part of the model, external confl icts initially 
increase the individual’s willingness and ability to par-
ticipate in the military’s power network due to patrio-
tism and collective identity. However, as the frequency, 
duration, and severity of confl icts increase, there comes a 
point when the association becomes negative due to ex-
cessive negative emotion (e.g., fear, anxiety, hopelessness), 
and increased rates of physical disability and death. 

 Th e level of successful cultural and technological in-
novation can negatively moderate this association by cre-
ating norms, values, beliefs, behaviours, and technologies 
to mitigate these harmful eff ects. However, the eff ective-
ness of these cultural and technological innovations may 
be negatively moderated by the power network’s degree 
of role and status diversifi cation if the level of diversity 
precludes the development of standardized interven-
tions. In other words, the greater the number of unique 
statuses and roles within the power network, the lower 
the probability a cultural and technological innovation 
will adequately address every individual’s needs. For ex-
ample, institutional innovations developed to help mili-
tary members deal with stressors of military deployment 
may not be as eff ective for deployed civilians, requiring 
new cultural innovations targeting civilians’ needs. 

 In the following sections, the model’s second argu-
ment is applied to show how several of military sociolo-
gy’s micro-level research programs related to mil-civ in-
tegration (i.e., identity, mental health, cohesion, military 
culture, order, and discipline) help to form a cohesive 
body of knowledge that links micro-to-macro levels of 
military organizations. While this article focuses on the 
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micro-to-macro linkages, the model also allows for work 
that examines the macro-to-micro linkages and, as such, 
may be used to address a wide range of research questions 
across myriad topics within military sociology. 

 RESULTS 

 Social identities 
W ithin blended mil-civ organizations, military and civil-
ian statuses have important implications for perceptions 
and expectations individuals have of themselves and 
others. 1   6  ,1  7  Identities tied to mil-civ statuses are highly 
salient in the rank-conscious institution of the military. 
In this model, developing and cultivating identities tied 
to the military institution (both military and civilian) 
is a form of cultural innovation that moderates the neg-
ative eff ect of logistical loads on the level of the individ-
ual’s willingness and ability to participate in the power 
network by increasing the member’s emotional connec-
tion to the network. 18   According to Turner,  12  (  p  .   93  )  indi-
viduals experience positive emotions when one or more 
of their basic identities is verifi ed. When individuals 
experience verifi cation of one or more identity, they ex-
perience positive emotions that they then attribute to 
the groups, networks, and organizations of which they 
are a part. 1 2  (  p  .   93  )  

 Over time, repetition of this process will increase 
their identity’s perceived legitimacy and their emotional 
connection to it. Th e positive eff ects of this emotional 
connection will continue even aft er individuals formally 
leave the group, so long as they continue to identify with 
the group and experience vicarious rewards whenever 
the group succeeds. 1 2  (  p  .   97  )  

I n recent years, arguments have been made that the 
socialization of a military identity serves as a mechanism 
of social control in an age of blended mil-civ staffi  ng of 
the military. Th e idea is that, since many civilian con-
tractors and Department of Defense civilian personnel 
previously served in uniform, the military identity they 
established as service members will continue to moti-
vate desired attitudes and behaviours now that they are 
civilians. Th e key set of interests in this set of issues is fa-
cilitating ethical behaviour, orientation toward service, 
and commitment to the organization.  1  8,19  

A s tudy of more than 200 private military and 
security force contractors found there was a general 
sentiment that “security contractors’ identities and op-
erational responsibilities resemble largely those of con-
stabulary or postmodern peacekeeping soldiers.” 1   8  (  p  .   283  )  

 

  

 

 

 

 

Other studies found a less strong connection between 
prior military service and continuation of military iden-
tity among civilians working with military organiza-
tions. 17 ,20 W  hile the military continues to focus intensely 
on establishing and enhancing military identity among 
those in uniform as an informal mechanism to foster 
desired pro-organizational attitudes and behaviours, 
the same emphasis is not present among civilians with-
in the total force. To the degree that military identities 
(for military and civilians) can be successfully inno-
vated and established, the model suggests this micro-
level outcome will aff ect the military’s readiness through 
retention by reducing the negative eff ect of logistical 
loads on the level of individuals’ willingness and ability 
to participate in the power network. 

 Military culture and organizational 
effectiveness 
 Several scholars and military operators have argued mili-
tary culture provides a stabilizing foundation for a mil-
civ blended force, especially since many civilians work-
ing for the military previously served in uniform. A 
study of U.S. Army soldiers and Department of Army 
civilians (DAC; federal civilians) found several poten-
tially concerning outcomes of the integration of private 
military contractors on the unit’s culture and organiza-
tional eff ectiveness. 21   More than 40% of military and 
DAC personnel reported that contractors negatively 
aff ect the military’s ability to maintain its customs and 
traditions. Approximately 30% of each group indicated 
civilian contractors decrease the ability to maintain 
good order and discipline. A quarter of service members 
and nearly one-third of DACs indicated contractors 
made identifying the mission of the unit confusing. In 
addition, more than one-third of soldiers and DACs re-
ported decreased unit morale as a result of contractor 
integration. Finally, approximately one-fi ft h of military 
and DAC personnel reported the civilian contractors 
they worked with had decreased the unit’s ability to ac-
complish its mission. 

 Th ese seemingly contradictory fi ndings can be 
accounted for in this model by acknowledging the 
countervailing infl uences the degree of role and status 
diversifi cation and level of successful cultural and tech-
nological innovation have on the power network’s emer-
gent logistical loads. According to the model, a shared 
military culture could stabilize interactions between ac-
tive duty members, civilian members with prior military 
experience, and civilian members with no prior military 
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experience by standardizing norms, values, beliefs, and 
behaviours and reducing logistical loads.  11,13   However, 
the nature of the status and roles fi lled by both civilians 
with, and without, prior military experience inevitably 
create logistical loads within the power network to the 
degree the positions themselves require novel norms, 
values, beliefs, and behaviours that diff er from those 
regulating the larger military network. 13    

 Social comparisons and retention 
 Diff erentiation within the division of labour and its 
eff ect on social interactions can also aff ect logistical 
loads through social comparisons. One of the critical 
contributions of the seminal work  American Soldier    22   
completed during the Second World War was the de-
velopment of the concept of social comparisons and 
its application to issues of satisfaction and cohesion in 
military units. In contemporary military organizations, 
this concept has been eff ectively applied in examining 
the eff ect of mil-civ comparisons on key outcomes such 
as cohesion, job satisfaction, and retention.  21,23  -  27  Service
members report the civilians (i.e., civilian contractors 
and civilian mariners) they worked with were better off  
than they were across numerous work-related items (e.g., 
pay, leave, work/family balance, how hard they work). 
Civilians’ social comparisons mostly replicated the fi nd-
ings from their military peers — they, too, thought ci-
vilians have better work conditions and benefi ts. 

 Th e social comparisons service members made be-
tween themselves and their civilian counterparts had 
signifi cant negative eff ects on service members’ job 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, and reten-
tion attitudes. Th is set of fi ndings was robust across 
numerous military organizations (e.g., combat aviation, 
security forces, deployed naval ship, and logistics units). 
According to the model, service members reported rel-
ative deprivation based on comparisons with civilians 
elevates logistical loads by increasing the eff ort required 
to motivate, coordinate, and regulate pro-organizational 
and goal-oriented behaviour. Failure to secure desirable 
resources not only generates negative emotion per se, 
but also reduces commitment to the group and role dis-
tancing if the reason for the failure can be attributed to 
the group, organization, or institution.  28  (  p  .   142  )  

  

 

 Cohesion 
M any have questioned the eff ect a mil-civ blended or-
ganizational context might have on unit cohesion — a 
critical variable for military readiness. Despite the con-
cern raised on this issue, as of the writing of this article, 

only two empirical studies were published that assess 
this relationship. 2  3  S ervice members’ social comparisons 
with civilians were found to signifi cantly reduce per-
ceived unit cohesion among service members. Further, 
this perceived reduction in unit cohesion drove more 
negative outcomes for both job satisfaction and com-
mitment to the organization — both of which, in turn, 
negatively aff ect the willingness of those in uniform to 
remain in service. 

O nce again, the model predicts negative emotions 
associated with the feeling of relative deprivation will in-
crease logistical loads by increasing the eff ort required to 
motivate, coordinate, and regulate behaviour. Specifi cally, 
individuals will become increasingly angry with, and 
prejudiced toward, other group members in a blended 
force — and, thus, less willing to cooperate with them — 
if they perceive these individuals are responsible for the 
failure to secure desired resources (e.g., not completing 
their work). 2 8  (  p  .   142  ) G iven that cohesion has been empir-
ically established as a buff er against negative health out-
comes (e.g., anger, anxiety, depression) among deployed 
personnel 29   (see next section), this fi nding has implica-
tions beyond retention that can aff ect military readiness. 

 

 

 

 Mental health 
 As depicted in the third part of the model, mental health 
is a fi nal key set of micro-level fi ndings with institutional-
level implications related to mil-civ integrated organiza-
tions. Numerous studies have established threats related 
to deployment in a theatre of active hostilities are a sig-
nifi cant stressor.  5,  30  -  32   Additionally, several studies have 
determined that perceived threats lead to various adverse 
mental health disorders, independent of whether or not 
the threats are related to combat exposure.  33  -  35   Th ough 
extant literature confi rms connections between deploy-
ment threats, stress, and negative mental health,  36  -  38   scant
research has focused on civilians, and little is known about 
the extent to which military and civilian personnel may 
diff er on deployment-related mental health outcomes. 

 Despite some evidence civilians have rates of diag-
nosable mental health issues at least as high as their mili-
tary peers, they do not appear to have adequate resources 
to deal with the stressors of deployment.  5  A s tudy of de-
ployed contractors showed only a quarter reported ade-
quate mental health support during deployment in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. 5   I n studies using data from federal 
civilians in logistics units deployed to Iraq and Afghan-
istan, psychological resources used to deal with the ambi-
ent threats associated with deployment to theatres of war 
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found the presumed benefi t of coping mechanisms are 
not always realized. Both cohesion 28   an d mastery 39   (sense
of control over one’s life) were shown to have inconsistent 
moderation eff ects on the relationship between threats/
stressors and negative mental health (i.e., anger, depres-
sion, anxiety) among deployed civilians. 

A n additional study focused on diff erential men-
tal health outcomes between deployed federal civilians 
and military personnel. 40   A mong civilians, there was 
no evidence social support moderates the relationship 
between stress and mental health (i.e., anger, anxiety, 
depression). However, among service members, social 
support was found to be a signifi cant moderator for 
this relationship, though these eff ects were non-linear. 
At low levels of stress, high social support is most eff ec-
tive in reducing service members’ mental health issues. 
However, at moderate and high levels of stress, this psy-
chological benefi t disappears. 

Co llectively, these studies focused on the mental 
health of deployed civilian and military personnel indi-
cate a complicated relationship among variables assumed 
to promote psychological resilience. According to the 
model, increases in the frequency, duration, and severity 
of violent confl ict with other power networks eventually 
reduce the level of an individual’s willingness and ability 
to participate in the power network. In short, this associ-
ation occurs as the excessive negative emotions associat-
ed with the experience of confl ict accumulate to impact 
the individual’s mental health. As this toll increases and 
more individuals become unwilling or unable to partici-
pate, military readiness is undermined as the number of 
people willing and able to participate in the power net-
work decreases. Although the model acknowledges the 
military’s ability to innovate cultural and technological 
solutions to mitigate the adverse mental health eff ects 
of confl ict, the solutions must be tailored to the specif-
ic needs of the aff ected members. Th e reviewed research 
demonstrating diff erent mental health outcomes for 
military and civilians indicates existing interventions do 
not provide civilians with the same level of salutary bene-
fi t seen among their military peers. Even among military 
members, benefi ts are likely not maximized. 

  

 DISCUSSION 
 Th e micro-level eff ects of mil-civ integrated military 
organizations are important for many key macro-level 
outcomes. One take away from the analytical model pre-
sented is that the military-as-a-macro-social-institution is 
subject to numerous internal and external social forces. 

Some of these social forces act to promote social cohesion 
and eff ectiveness, while others increase the chance of dis-
integration. However, interventions to improve military 
readiness must account for possible unintended conse-
quences because these social forces unfold and interact in 
complex ways, that is, via direct and indirect eff ects and 
through reciprocal feedback loops. 15  For  example, while 
it is true an increase in role and status diversifi cation 
magnifi es the eff ect of population growth on the mili-
tary’s logistical loads, the positive eff ects on the military’s 
collective power associated with increased diversity (e.g., 
broadened perspectives, greater skill-sets, fl exibility, and 
enhanced creativity or innovation) are equally real. Con-
sequently, reducing mil-civ integration is not an eff ec-
tive solution for reducing the military’s level of logistical 
loads, even if increasing mil-civ diversifi cation is partly 
responsible for increasing logistical loads in the fi rst place. 

 Instead, military offi  cials and other vested parties 
should focus on increasing cultural and technologi-
cal innovations that directly target either the logistical 
loads themselves or the moderating eff ect of diversifi ca-
tion on logistical loads. 

N otably, the model highlights how macro-level and 
micro-level dynamics within institutions reciprocally in-
fl uence one another and how these interactions impact 
military readiness. For example, the level of successful 
cultural and technological innovation is a macro-level 
property of an institution. From a top-down perspec-
tive, cultural innovations that defi ne situations, status, 
roles, and identities will organize micro-level dynam-
ics by structuring individual courses of action, norms 
and values, expectations, and commitments. However, 
as this model illustrates, once these defi nitions are in 
place, modifi cations to cultural innovations occurring 
at the micro level can cause feedback that destabilizes 
the institution by increasing diversifi cation. 

 Th e degree and distribution of role and status di-
versifi cation within an institution is also a macro-level 
institutional property that aff ects micro-level process-
es. Specifi cally, the more diverse a population is, and 
the more uniformly distributed the diversity is, the 
higher the probability individuals will have an oppor-
tunity to engage in the social comparison process. As 
the proposed model indicates, these social comparisons 
can cause feedback that destabilizes the institution by 
increasing logistical loads. 

 

 Future research 
W hile the examples in this article focus on a micro-
level phenomenon, the model provides a framework 
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for identifyi ng research questions across micro-macro 
levels that allow researchers to address policy level (i.e., 
macro) implications of micro fi ndings, as well as testing 
micro-level eff ects related to institutional level changes 
in staffi  ng, use of forces, or issues related to mil-civ rela-
tions. In particular, the authors urge the application of 
the model presented in future research to generate more 
holistic understandings of the causes and consequences 
of diversity and inclusion policies that span micro- and 
macro-organizational levels. 

 Th e review of literature for this article highlighted 
specifi c gaps in the literature on mil-civ blended organi-
zations. More research is needed to understand mil-civ 
diff erences across various outcomes with an eye toward 
specifying the degree to which outcomes vary across dif-
ferent types of civilians in military organizations. Th e 
proposed model can also be generalized to frame future 
research examining the causes and consequences of in-
creased diversity beyond a simple mil-civ dichotomy. 

 As one example, the model argues: 1) individuals 
experience positive emotions whenever one or more 
of their basic identities is verifi ed, and 2) experiencing 
these positive emotions will increase a network’s legiti-
macy in its members’ eyes and their emotional connec-
tion to it — positively aff ecting retention and readiness. 
To examine how other identity (dis)confi rmation pro-
cesses aff ect military readiness (e.g., social identities re-
lated to the racial, ethnic, gender, religious, sexual, and 
class-based identities), one need only to instantiate the 
model for such cases. Specifi cally, one could examine 
the diversifi cation of the military to include people with 
transgender identities. On one hand, the model would 
predict this inclusion will increase the magnitude of the 
military’s collective power by increasing the diversity of 
ideas, experiences, and so forth at the network’s dispos-
al. However, the model also predicts this change would 
increase logistical loads as the military adapts to inte-
grate transgender members into the network. While 
these logistical loads can be addressed with cultural and 
technological innovations, the model predicts gaps in 
service may emerge elsewhere in unintended ways. For 
example, innovations to off set the eff ects of confl ict may 
not adequately meet the needs of transgender or cisgen-
der members. 

G iven that military organizations take great care 
to try to recruit and retain a diverse workforce of uni-
formed personnel to refl ect the societies they defend, a 
systematic eff ort should be undertaken to determine ef-
fects of civilian integration on retention of women and 

racial minorities in both the military and civilian com-
ponents of the total force. Gender and racial diff erences 
are also important to examine with respect to mental 
health outcomes, and the establishment and enactment 
of military related identities since the model presented 
suggests varying outcomes due to these key character-
istics. 

 Conclusion 
 Th is article presents a theoretical framework to analyze 
micro-level outcomes and link them to macro-level ef-
fects in the larger military. By focusing on the abstract 
relationships between degree of role and status diversi-
fi cation within the military, the military’s level of suc-
cessful cultural and technological innovation, logistical 
loads, and level of individuals’ willingness and ability to 
participate in the power network, this model provides a 
more holistic representation that links micro and macro 
levels of analysis and highlights critical similarities and 
diff erences between military and civilian populations. 
For example, by acknowledging how the degree of role 
and status diversifi cation can complicate the eff ective-
ness of cultural and technological innovation to address 
issues of identity, cohesion, or mental health issues, this 
model suggests new avenues of research to explain mil-
civ diff erences in the literature. 

O verall, the review of the literature across several 
micro-level outcomes has demonstrated the broad utility 
of this model to organize extant studies, to trace poten-
tial impacts across organizational levels, and to guide fu-
ture research in military sociology that integrate micro-
macro levels of analysis. 
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 Scoping review of mentorship programs for 
women in the military 

  Linna   Tam-Seto  a  and  Bibi   Imre-Millei a   

 ABSTRACT 
  Introduction:  Mentorship is used in various contexts, including in the military, to support career advancement and provide 
psychosocial supports. Mentoring relationships have benefi ts for mentors, mentees, and organizations. Th ey are increasingly used 
to support the success of minority populations, such as women. However, little is known about how gender and cultures within 
professions, such as the military, inform mentoring and mentorship programs.  Methods: A scopi ng review was conducted to 
answer the question “How does the literature conceptualize and describe mentorship and mentoring programs in military, 
military adjacent, and policing organizations for women?” Th e structured methodological approach outlined by Arksey and 
O’Malley was used to guide this study. Peer-reviewed, English-language articles regarding mentorship in military, military ad-
jacent, and policing organizations from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United States, and the United Kingdom were 
included.  Results:  A total of 23 articles were included in the full-text review, the majority of which were from the United States. 
Th emes included defi ning mentorship, how mentorship is used, the role of identity, and the impact of culture on mentorship. 
 Discussion: M entorship is being used to support the career and psychosocial development needs of all members of military 
and police services; however, there is increasing attention to its use to support women. Identity factors, such as gender and race, 
and organizational culture appear to aff ect the engagement and outcome of mentoring experiences. Th is scoping review high-
lights gaps in the current body of research, calling on the need for further exploration. 

  Key words:  mentoring, mentorship, military, police, scoping review, women 

RÉSUMÉ   
  Introduction  : L e mentorat est utilisé dans divers contextes, notamment dans les forces armées, pour encourager 
l’avancement professionnel et off rir de l’appui psychosocial. Les relations de mentorat sont avantageuses pour les men-
tors, les personnes mentorées et les organisations. Elles servent de plus en plus à soutenir la réussite de groupes mi-
noritaires, comme les femmes. Cependant, peu d’information est disponible sur l’eff et qu’ont le genre et les cultures 
dans des professions, comme les forces armées et les services policiers, sur le mentorat et les programmes de mentorat. 
 Méthodologie : U n examen exploratoire a été eff ectué pour répondre à la question « De quelle façon la littérature 
conceptualise-t-elle et décrit-elle le mentorat et les programmes de mentorat dans les forces armées, dans les domaines 
connexes aux forces armées et dans les services policiers pour les femmes? » L’approche méthodologique structurée 
décrite par Arksey et O’Malley a été utilisée pour orienter la présente étude. Des articles en anglais, approuvé par les 
pairs, sur le mentorat dans les forces armées, les domaines connexes aux forces armées et les services policiers de l’Aus-
tralie, du Canada, de la Nouvelle-Zélande, des États-Unis et du Royaume-Uni ont été inclus.  Résultats : U n total de 
23 articles ont été inclus dans l’examen complet, dont la plupart provenaient des États-Unis. Parmi les thèmes désignés, 
notons la défi nition du mentorat, la façon dont le mentorat est utilisé, le rôle de l’identité et l’impact de la culture sur 
le mentorat.  Discussion : L e mentorat est utilisé pour appuyer les besoins en matière d’avancement professionnel et de 
développement psychosocial de tous les membres de forces armées et de services policiers; cependant on accorde de plus 
en plus d’attention à la façon dont il est utilisé pour appuyer les femmes. Les facteurs identitaires, comme le genre et la 
race, ainsi que la culture organisationnelle, semblent avoir un eff et sur l’engagement et les résultats en ce qui concerne 
les expériences de mentorat. Cet examen exploratoire souligne des lacunes dans le corpus de recherches actuelles, ce qui 
montre la nécessité d’eff ectuer des explorations plus poussées. 

 Mots-clés : examen exploratoire, femmes, forces armées, mentorat, parrainage, police 
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 LAY SUMMARY 
M entorship is used in a variety of professions, including in the military to support careers and personal development. 
Mentorship is known to have benefi ts for mentors, mentees, and organizations, and it is being used more oft en to 
support minority populations, such as women in certain male-dominated professions. However, little is known about 
how gender and cultures within the military aff ect mentoring and mentorship programs. A review of the literature was 
completed to answer the question “How does the literature conceptualize and describe mentorship and mentoring 
programs in military, military adjacent, and policing organizations for women?” A total of 23 articles were included, 
the majority of which were from the United States. Th ese articles discussed defi ning mentorship, how mentorship is 
used, the role of identity, and the impact of culture on mentorship. Th is review highlights gaps in the current body of 
research, calling on the need for further exploration. 

 INTRODUCTION 
 Mentoring and mentorship programs are well studied 
topics in multiple contexts and are generally thought 
to improve an individual’s organizational adjustment, 
lead to career advancement, and provide psychoso-
cial support. Models of mentorship abound and range 
from strict assigned mentor-mentee relationships with 
a template for how interactions should occur to infor-
mal mentorship outside of organizational programs. 1    - 3   
Generally, both mentors and mentees report positive 
experiences from mentorship relationships. Positive ex-
periences of mentorship can also help under-represented 
populations to better integrate into workplaces. Better 
workplace integration is key to work-life balance and 
other mental and physical health concerns that may 
arise from workplace relationships. Under-represented 
populations tend to have greater health strains in their 
places of work, and mentorship could serve as a mech-
anism for support. 4   H owever, issues can also arise, es-
pecially in the balance of power between mentors and 
mentees,  5   - 7 t hat may be particularly pronounced in 
highly formalized structure- and rule-based cultures 
found in military, military adjacent (in our study, this 
includes individuals working in military health care), 
and policing organizations. 

 Th e cultures surrounding these organizations are 
unique from the civilian world, characterized by their 
own practices, attitudes, beliefs, language, traditions, 
and values.  8   , 9 I  n addition to their respective professional 
cultures (i.e., military culture), there exists the overlay of 
the culture of masculinity. In the U.S. military, women 
make up 16% of enlisted members and 19% of offi  cers.  10  
In Canada, women make up 16% of the Regular Force 
and primary Reserve Force. 11    

S cholars such as Whitworth and Managhan have 
documented a culture of masculinity in the Canadian 
Armed Forces that centres the white Canadian man 
as the heroic promoter of liberal values abroad and the 

 

 

 

defender of those same values at home. 12 ,13 In  these insti-
tutions, femininity is undervalued and seen as the cru-
cible men must defend and prove themselves against.  12  , 13   
Rawski and Workman-Stark also found similar ele-
ments of masculine competition culture in the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police and other Western policing 
institutions. 14   Th is leaves women who pursue careers in 
male-dominated and militarized fi elds with few options 
for expressing themselves authentically and for advanc-
ing their careers, because women in these institutions 
may adopt masculine characteristics to cope and prog-
ress in their careers.  15  

M entorship is seen as a route to women’s career ad-
vancement, particularly in organizations such as the mil-
itary where they may be marginalized as a result of their 
gender in a culture in which masculinity is dominant.  15  - 18  
Marginalization may lead not only to high rates of attri-
tion in these organizations but also to negative impacts 
on women’s mental and physical health as they struggle to 
feel included and heard in masculine spaces. 

M entorship for military, military adjacent, and po-
licing organizations has also been studied as it relates to 
career advancement and job satisfaction, as well as its 
necessity in the fi eld.  19  For example, some studies have 
explored the positive impact of mentorship on men-
tal health in the workplace, identifying support as an 
important health-promoting factor that aff ects men-
tees. 7    , 20 Ot her studies have applied social network the-
ory or models of mentor quality to the military as an 
institution. 21 ,22 W hite male mentors in the military also 
appear to be open to mentoring women and minorities, 
and diff erences are more likely to arise around rank and 
the organization of the unit.  23  

A s the studies reviewed identify — and as this 
review demonstrates — mentorship can be useful in 
military, military adjacent, and policing organizations. 
Literature on this topic comes from multiple diff erent 
perspectives and disciplines and is therefore hard to 
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unify, especially with respect to research on women in 
these organizations. Th is scoping review addresses the 
question “How does the literature conceptualize and 
describe mentorship and mentorship programs in mil-
itary, military adjacent, and policing organizations for 
women?” Th is review furthers eff orts to explore how 
women’s mental and physical health could be supported 
through mentorship in military, military adjacent, and 
policing organizations. 

 METHODS 
 Given the purpose of the study, a scoping review was 
determined to be the most appropriate method to 
review existing literature on the use of mentorship in 
the military and similar professions. Scoping reviews 
are the preferred method to “examine the extent, range 
and nature of research activities” as a way to map out 
a research area where it may be diffi  cult to “visualize 
the range of material that might be available.”  24  (p  .     22  )  
Th e structured fi ve-step methodological procedures for 
completing a scoping review, as outlined by Arksey and 
O’Malley and expanded on by Levac and colleagues,  24  ,  25  
were used to guide this study. Th e fi rst step in conduct-
ing a scoping review is to determine the scope and focus 
of the research question. As recommended by Arksey 
and O’Malley and Levac and colleagues,  24,  25  fact ors of 
breadth and specifi city were balanced when determin-
ing the research question as stated earlier.  

 Next, the search, identifi cation, and retrieval pro-
cess involved in accessing relevant databases was deter-
mined in consultation with a social sciences librarian to 
ensure a robust search across a wider range of databases. 
Canadian and international research was electronically 
searched in July and August 2020 using the following 
databases: OMNI, Academic Search Complete, Aca-
demic OneFile, JSTOR, Gender Studies Database, and 
Google Scholar. Hand searches of lists of eligible litera-
ture were also conducted to yield any additional sources. 
Database searches were completed by combing key de-
scriptor terms related to mentorship programs in mili-
tary, military adjacent, or policing organizations aimed 
at supporting women (e.g., military, police, women, fe-
males, mentorship program, mentoring). 

A rticles included in the study were limited to those 
that were peer reviewed, published in the English lan-
guage (because of the lack of translation capacity) in one 
of the Five Eyes nations (i.e., Canada, the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand), and 
published between January 2001 and August 2020. Th e 

 

 

Five Eyes nations were chosen because of similarities in 
socio-economic climate and national and international 
geopolitical positions. In addition, the Five Eyes nations 
have been involved in comparable peacekeeping mis-
sions since the 1990s, with increased involvement in 
combat operations aft er the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 
2001, that also saw increased participation of women on 
the front lines of both military and police services. In 
practice, most articles were from the United States. 

 Th e next stage was study selection. An iterative 
process occurs as decisions are made about inclusion 
and exclusion criteria. 25  F  or the current study, selection 
criteria were developed by the authors, and studies were 
retrieved using key search terms as a guide. Th e litera-
ture included reports on studies that used both quali-
tative and quantitative methods, as well as position or 
perspective articles, all from peer-reviewed publications. 
All articles included from 2001 to the present described 
the use of mentorship in military, military adjacent, or 
policing organizations. More specifi cally, the included 
literature either discussed a study examining the eff ect 
of mentorship on military or police careers (e.g., pro-
gram evaluation) and any gender diff erences or presented 
a position regarding mentorship in the military or sim-
ilar professions.  

 Th e process of charting the data in a scoping review 
includes reviewing, documenting, and sorting informa-
tion obtained by key issues and themes.  24 An   analytical 
data extraction tool was developed by the authors and 
used to guide and organize documentation of the key 
features of each of the included articles. Information 
extracted was the title, authors, journal, year of publi-
cation, research location, key focus of the article, type 
of article (i.e., study, perspective), organization, specifi c 
population described in the article, article’s stated ob-
jective, results or recommendations, defi nition of men-
torship, and defi nition of culture (i.e., military, civilian). 

 Th e fi nal stage of the scoping review required the 
implementation of an analytical process to identify 
and compare key themes across the extracted data.  25   
Th ematic analysis was supported by using MAXQDA, 
12.3.2 edition (VERBI Gmbh, Berlin, Germany), a 
qualitative data analysis soft ware program. Key themes 
consistent with the purpose of the review were collated 
and summarized. 

 RESULTS 
 Th e initial search yielded 42 distinct articles related 
to mentorship and mentorship programs in military, 
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military adjacent, and policing organizations. References 
were mined, and one other possible article was identifi ed. 
Primary review of titles and abstracts was completed in-
dependently by the authors and a third individual, an 
undergraduate student, using Covidence Systematic Re-
view Soft ware (Veritas Health Innovation, Melbourne, 
Victoria, Australia). Aft er a secondary review, 23 arti-
cles were selected for full analytic data extraction, with 
nearly all publications coming from the United States 
(n = 20). Th e remaining 3 articles were from Australia, 
Canada, and the United Kingdom, respectively. Th e 
sources were predominantly research studies (n  =  15), 
including a range of methods such as survey (n = 9), pro-
gram evaluation (n = 3), case study (n = 1), literature re-
view (n = 1), and multi-method (n = 1). Th e remainder 
of the sources were perspectives or calls to action (n = 7). 
Th e literature included in this study represented a range 
of contexts: army (n = 7), air force (n = 1), navy (n = 2), 
military academy (n = 6), police (n = 4), military health 
care (n = 4), and military not specifi ed (n = 1). 

 Th e following themes were identifi ed: descriptions 
of mentorship, use of mentorship in military, military 
adjacent, and policing organizations, role of identity in 
mentorship, and impact of culture on mentorship. 

 How does the literature describe 
mentorship? 
 First and foremost, mentorship in the literature was de-
scribed as a relationship between two individuals, 26   – 3 5  
and it was characterized as being voluntary, developmen-
tal, mutually respectful,  27   , 36-38  and even transformation-
al. 38  O  ne individual, the mentor, is more experienced 
and serves as a coach, cheerleader, confi dant, role model, 
devil’s advocate, and counsellor and, when possible, helps 
open professional opportunities for the less experienced 
mentee.  26  -  28 , 30 , 34 , 36-  40  Using the defi nition of mentorship 
found in the mentoring and leadership literature, some 
authors grouped the role of mentors in military, military 
adjacent, and policing organizations into two functions: 
career and psychosocial.  30  , 34 , 39-  42  

O f interest is that several reviewed articles did not 
present a clear defi nition of mentorship, likely assuming 
that readers were aware of how mentorship is under-
stood in military, military adjacent, and policing orga-
nizations. 43 -   45  Th e absence of a defi nition of mentorship 
is consistent with observations made by Johnson and 
Andersen, who stated:  

 

 

 

  

  

 ... the term mentoring is used so cavalierly and ap-
plied to such a wide array of command programs 

and initiatives that service members … may have 
little idea what mentors are supposed to “do” and 
what these dyads are supposed to accomplish; this 
of course, may elicit a range of reactions to formal 
programs, from enthusiasm to cynicism. 46  ( p. 118)    

A dding to the potential confusion caused by inconsis-
tent defi nitions of mentorship is the synonymous na-
ture in which leadership is used when describing men-

 29 , 30 , 38 , 47 toring.               

 How is mentorship used in military, military 
adjacent, and policing organizations? 
 Th e review identifi ed many sectors that have explored 
the use of mentorship, including police,  31   , 39 , 41 , 45  a ir force 
instructors, 43  mi litary leadership, 29    , 40  h ealth services,  27  , 47   
and military education.  26   , 30 , 35 , 38 , 42 , 48 , 49  

 Times of transition — such as when cadets are begin-
ning their service careers or when military members are 
rejoining the civilian workforce — were times during the 
career trajectory when mentorship was identifi ed as being 
most useful. For former service members beginning work 
in a non-military environment, the shift  in role and work 
environment was seen as an opportunity for mentorship 
engagement and support. 27   Th e transitional phase of join-
ing the military is also identifi ed as an ideal time to pro-
vide mentorship, as supported by the number of articles 
describing mentorship in military education (n = 7). 

In  combination with coaching and counselling, 
Allen and Galvin suggest that mentorship should be 
taught in military education.  38  Although the skills of 
coaching, counselling, and mentoring are an expecta-
tion throughout the military, Allen and Galvin argue 
that people fi rst need to be trained so that military ed-
ucational institutions can be viewed as centres of excel-
lence on mentorship as well as counselling and coach-
ing. 3  8  A su rvey study by Johnson and colleagues that 
examined the experiences of mentoring relationships 
among students at a naval service academy found that 
only 40% of respondents indicated receiving mentor-
ship, 30   d espite earlier studies highlighting that some of 
the most important mentoring experiences occur early 
in mentees’ careers. In the context of mentoring medi-
cal students at the Uniformed Services University, Scott 
and colleagues described a near-peer mentorship pro-
gram for medical students,  35 w ith the majority indicat-
ing positive experiences with their mentors. Early career 
students were able to obtain support from mentors on 
a host of issues, including academics, military lifestyle, 
medical school pathways, and specialty selections. 
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 How does mentorship support 
under-represented groups? 
 Th e use of mentorship to support the careers of under-
represented populations (e.g., gender, sexual orienta-
tion, ethnicity) in military, military adjacent, and po-
licing organizations has been identifi ed in the literature. 
Identity, for the purposes of this study, is understood 
as qualities or expressions that make up a person or 
group. 50  I dentity considerations made in the discussion 
of mentorship include race and ethnicity, 28    , 44   age, 28  sex-
ual orientation,  41   and gender.  28   , 31 , 33 , 36 , 39 , 45 , 49  

 Ethnic and racial identity appear to be factors in 
military mentoring relationships. Th e work of Cho 
shows that there is a preference among mentors and 
mentees to engage with individuals who share their 
background.  44  In an eff ort to support increasing calls 
for greater diversity within the ranks of the U.S. Army, 
Cho identifi ed several keys to success for cross-race 
mentorship,  44  including mentors actively learning about 
the backgrounds of their mentees, honest and eff ective 
communication between mentors and mentees, the abil-
ity of the mentor to be self-aware, and open-mindedness 
on both sides of the relationship. Th e challenges arising 
with increasing opportunities to mentor ethnic and 
racial minorities were also highlighted in an article by 
Crapanzano and Cook that discusses a phenomenon 
known as “cultural bias.” 2 8(p. 12)  C ultural bias describes 
the preference among mentors, regardless of their eth-
nicity and gender, to have mentees who are white and 
male, which is viewed as a manifestation of the “good 
old boys” network. 

 Th e Crapanzano and Cook article was also the only 
one in the review to discuss age as an identity that played 
a role in mentorship.  28  Specifi cally, they spoke about the 
Millennial generation (individuals born between 1980 
and 1996) and the greater value this generation places 
on mentorship and job satisfaction compared with older 
individuals. 28   Knowing the general perspectives of this 
generation on mentorship is seen as benefi cial to the 
military and was echoed in an article by Nakamura and 
Nguyen. 33   

 Sexual orientation as an identity aff ecting mentor-
ship was discussed in the context of law enforcement 
in a U.S. survey study of members of the organization 
Women in Federal Law Enforcement.  41   Th e purpose of 
that study was to examine the relationships among gen-
der role orientation (e.g., masculinity, femininity), sexual 
orientation, and mentorship for women. It concluded 
that masculinity was positively related to career-based 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

mentorship (e.g., promotion opportunities) and role 
modelling, whereas service members who were part of 
a sexual minority (such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender, queer/questioning, intersex, and asexual plus 
[LGBTQIA+] individuals) had fewer career mentoring 
opportunities. Although these fi ndings can only be gen-
eralized to the participants in that study, the fi ndings 
are an important step in understanding how sexual ori-
entation enables, or prevents, progression in a policing 
career. 

 Th e role of gender identity in mentorship match-
ing and infl uence on mentorship relationships were 
two common discussions in the literature. Th ere are 
arguments advocating for both same-gender and 
mixed-gender mentor-mentee matching.  31   , 33 , 36 , 48,49   Us-
ing conditional random assignment of cadets to tacti-
cal offi  cers at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, 
Kofoed and McGovney found that female cadets men-
tored by women were 5.9% more likely to choose their 
tactical offi  cer mentor’s branch of service.  49   Th e fi ndings 
of the study, which examined the role of both gender and 
ethnicity on service branch choices made by cadets, led 
the researchers to conclude that “if the Army would like to 
increase gender or racial diversity in certain branches, 
then selecting female or black offi  cers of these branches 
to serve as tactical offi  cers may prove eff ective.”  49  (p. 464)   A 
perspective article by Felix and Th omas highlighted the 
shared experiences of gender in the military as a reason 
for same-gender mentorship of early career women. 36    
However, the potential harm of single-gender mentor-
ships to individuals, and the institution as a whole, was 
raised as a concern because it could create diminished 
trust by reinforcing negative gender biases and hinder-
ing professional development.  36      

I dentity factors were broadly discussed as import-
ant factors in the nature of mentorship relationships in 
military, military adjacent, and policing organizations 
in the identifi ed literature. It is clear from the literature 
that mentorship can help under-represented populations 
feel more included in their workplace, but it is not clear 
exactly by which mechanism this occurs. 

 How does organizational culture affect 
mentorship? 
V arious types of organizational cultures were iden-
tifi ed throughout the reviewed literature as having a 
role in the success and failure of mentorship, as well 
as in infl uencing individual mentorship relationships. 
Culture, at the systemic level, was also examined from 
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the perspectives of health professional culture,  27  , 32 , 47   
navy culture, 30   , 4 0  ar my culture, 28    , 36 mi  litary culture,  38  , 46   
police culture, 31    , 39 , 45 le  adership culture, 30  civ  ilian cul-
ture, 27   , 36 c  ulture of masculinity, 31   work-life balance 
culture, 33   , 45  a nd mentorship culture. 40   S ome articles ex-
pressed the position that mentorship is already part of 
military culture; 28    , 40 h  owever, many others argued that 
current military culture is not conducive to the true te-
nets or defi nition of mentorship. 

 Military and police services are characterized as 
socialization organizations with a highly coordinat-
ed, singular identity.  38  , 41 , 43 , 46  O n the basis of existing 
evidence that supports the use of mentorship for mi-
nority populations such as women and ethnic minori-
ties, the military and similar professions have created 
opportunities for members to participate in mentor-
ing by integrating mentoring programs and initiatives 
into the existing culture of the services, quite oft en 
with little success. For example, a literature review by 
Johnson and Andersen identifi ed several challenges 
with implementing mentorship, 46   as defi ned by men-
torship literature,  51  within the structure of the mil-
itary. Johnson and Andersen found that varied defi -
nitions of mentorship are used across the military, 
which increases confusion regarding mentorship in a 
historical context in which mentoring has been equat-
ed with “exclusivity, unfairness, cronyism, … and fa-
voritism.” 46 (p. 119)  

 Other authors stated that not only does the tradi-
tionally masculine-dominant culture characterizing the 
military require careful examination, but eff ort is also 
required to create a diff erent culture that is supportive 
of the diversity brought by women. One of many chal-
lenges identifi ed by women in these services is the bal-
ancing act many must perform between their career and 
family. For example, Nakamura and Nguyen advocated 
developing a work-life balance culture that emphasizes 
the importance of personal and family time by encour-
aging leaders to take time off  and to “avoid implicitly 
promoting a culture of working on leave or during 
off -duty time.” 3 3(p. e377)   

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 DISCUSSION 
 Th is study examined how mentorship is understood 
and used with under-represented populations in 
military, military adjacent, and policing organiza-
tions. Th e fi ndings contribute to the growing body 
of knowledge of how this method of professional and 
organizational support is used. Consistent with the 

larger body of mentorship literature is the variability 
in the defi nition of mentorship in military, military 
adjacent, and policing organizations; however, this 
variability appears to be contingent on the context in 
which mentorship is used. Although some scholars 
discuss how the imprecise nature of the defi nition 
of mentorship impedes creating solid explanatory 
frameworks,  52  ot hers believe fl exible terminology is 
important for organizations. 53   

M ost models of mentoring view it as an activity 
centred on a person’s development through the ad-
vice of another person in career or personal areas.  54  
Many more modern models centre on a fl exible idea of 
mentorship that positions the mentor and mentee as 
learning from each other. 53   Most mentorship studies 
from the wider scope of the mentorship literature call 
for some form of structure in the mentorship experi-
ence, encouraging adaptable but somewhat standard-
ized models, supported by management, in which 
mentors off er quality time regarding advice and guid-
ance. 18   , 55 S ome studies found that formal mentorship 
is particularly important to a mentee’s perception of 
support from their organization. 7    , 20  Most studies on 
mentoring also focus on professional environments, 
such as the private sector or academia, but some focus 
on mentorship in personal environments and person-
al development outside of a career, such as in a study 
by Sheran and Arnold on mentorship in the gay com-
munity. 56   

 Th is scoping review identifi ed mentorship is used 
by people in a range of roles in military, military ad-
jacent, and policing organizations, which is consistent 
with how mentorship is used outside of these profes-
sions. A life course approach was evident in the liter-
ature review, where early career military members, 
military students, or both, were provided with oppor-
tunities to engage in mentorship. Th e use of early ca-
reer mentorship described in a study conducted in the 
context of undergraduate medical education explored 
the experiences of mentors and mentees in a mentor-
ing speed-dating event.  57  R esearchers found that, aft er a 
year, individuals involved in the event were more likely 
to have a mentoring relationship than those who did 
not participate, leading to the conclusion that such 
events have a role in matching mentees with potential 
mentors.  57   

I n the literature reviewed, mentoring oft en took 
a greater toll on women who are already overlooked 
in many professional settings, and women expected 
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more drawbacks to becoming a mentor.  58  - 60   Th is trend 
could point to women’s mental and physical health be-
ing negatively aff ected by mentoring, because it is one 
more responsibility in an already diffi  cult environment. 
For example, Rockwell and colleagues’ study  fo und 
that women tend to take on more empathetic styles of 
mentorship,  18 wh ereas men tend to stick to facts-based 
advice and keep mentees at arm’s length. Following this 
logic, women would be more emotionally invested in 
their mentees and feel personally responsible for them, 
which could lead to further mental health struggles. 
Women who had positive experiences with mentors 
were more likely to become mentors;  61  howe ver, more 
generally, men and women were open to becoming men-
tors at a similar rate. 59    , 62  

 Th ere is evidence in the civilian world that 
mentor ship is a useful tool to enhance recruitment 
of diverse groups into organizations, and supports 
retention eff orts by helping integrate new members 
of a team into the organizational culture, improve 
communication and knowledge transfer, and support 
diversity initiatives. 63   Alt hough mentorship has been 
used in militaries to ensure the success of all joining 
individuals, eff orts are increasing to discuss the use of 
mentorship for specifi c minority populations, such 
as visible minorities,  64  LG BTQIA+ personnel,  64   and 
women. 65    Same-race and same-gender mentor-mentee 
pairings were found to increase commitment to career 
and satisfaction among mentees. 66    In one specifi c study, 
Black mentors seemed to better relate to Black mentees 
because they were able to help them navigate through 
primarily white institutions.  60  S ome studies found that, 
although Black women face barriers, even when orga-
nizations focus on diversity, mentorship was a positive 
predictor for career success.  67   , 68   Th ere is no consensus 
on whether mentorship can change organizational 
culture, with Banwell and colleagues claiming benefi ts 
are felt on an interpersonal, not organizational, level.  69   
However, others, such as Th omas and colleagues,  70   
claim that mentoring could be a facilitating factor for 
organizational change. 

 

 

 

 Limitations 
 As a result of the inclusion criteria and methods, this 
review has some limitations. For example, it did not 
follow a citation trail, which may have limited the ar-
ticles included in the study. Th e fi ndings of the study 
may also have been enhanced through the inclusion of 
more databases. Articles behind paywalls and chapters 

in academic books were not accessible. Other articles 
may have been published since this review was conduct-
ed. Also, because of a lack of translation capacity, only 
English-language sources could be included. Finally, it 
should be noted that the intent of a scoping review is 
not to assess the quality of the research. When the re-
sults are reviewed, quality of research should be kept in 
mind and appraised. 

 Conclusion 
 Th e purpose of the scoping review was to examine the 
literature to understand how mentorship is conceptu-
alized and described in military, military adjacent, and 
policing organizations. Th is scoping review also placed 
emphasis on how mentorship could help integrate and 
support women and other under-represented popula-
tions in such organizations. 

 As revealed in this scoping review, there is no uni-
form description of mentorship in military, military 
adjacent, and policing organizations; however, the liter-
ature does begin to identify some general fi ndings and 
avenues for future research. Th ere is no agreement on 
one model of mentorship, but most authors emphasize 
the need for some structure, as well as fl exibility to fi t 
within organizational frameworks and mentor-mentee 
needs. 

M entorship programs should be specifi c and targeted 
because general models are unlikely to work in the 
unique settings found in military, military adjacent, 
and policing organizations. Th e literature also points to 
the importance of considering the labour mentors must 
put into being a mentor. In the design of mentorship 
programs, guidance on how to interact eff ectively and 
compassionately for both mentors and mentees bene-
fi ts everyone. Both sides of the mentorship relationship 
must be able to manage expectations to interact in pro-
ductive ways. 

A lthough there is little research on identity in men-
torship, the theme of cultural awareness and literacy 
emerges from the literature. Mentors and mentees oft en 
feel more comfortable mentoring someone like them, 
because mentors can pass on knowledge that was im-
portant for their journey and will likely aff ect the men-
tee as well. Th e masculine nature of military, military 
adjacent, and policing organizations can be an issue 
for both mentor and mentee when mentoring under-
represented groups. As mentioned earlier, guidance for 
both mentors and mentees on the nature of the mentor-
ship relationship can help combat this. 
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  Linna   Tam-Seto  a  

 ABSTRACT 
  Introduction:  In Canada, mentoring has been used in the armed forces to support women’s careers and personal 
development, but little is known about those mentorship experiences. Th e current study aimed to explore the career 
and psychosocial reasons why servicewomen use mentorship in the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF).  Methods:  A 
qualitative study was conducted that included semi-structured, in-depth interviews with subject matter experts in 
the area of mentorship in the military and mentors and mentees in the CAF.  Results:  A total of 28 individuals 
(21 women and 7 men) from across Canada, excluding the territories, and one international deployment participated 
in the study. Regular Force, Canadian Defence Academy, Canadian and international Veterans, and a not-for-profi t 
Canadian organization working with women in defence and security were represented. Th e participants connected 
with the CAF also represented a range of ranks. Women in the CAF use mentorship for career development and psy-
chosocial support functions.  Discussion: M en are more likely than women to seek mentorship to specifi cally address 
career development. For women, career development also includes obtaining advice on managing personal responsi-
bilities and career objectives. Psychosocial support from mentorship is most oft en sought by women to address issues 
related to gender and military culture, kinship and visibility, and surviving sexual trauma in the workplace. Th e current 
study provides a foundation for ongoing research and forms a basis on which future mentorship work can be built. 

  Key words:  CAF, Canadian Armed Forces, diversity, gender, inclusion, leadership, mentorship, military culture, 
qualitative study, women 

 RÉSUMÉ 
  Introduction :  Au Canada, le mentorat est utilisé dans les forces armées pour soutenir la carrière des femmes et leur 
développement personnel, mais on sait peu de choses de ces expériences. L’étude actuelle visait à explorer la carrière et les 
raisons psychosociales pour lesquelles les femmes militaires font appel au mentorat dans les Forces armées canadiennes 
(FAC).  Méthodologie :  Les chercheurs ont eff ectué une étude qualitative qui incluait des entrevues semi-structurées 
et approfondies avec des spécialistes du mentorat de l’armée et avec des mentors et des mentorés des FAC.  Résultats :  
Au total, 28 personnes (21 femmes et 7 hommes) de partout au Canada, à l’exclusion des Territoires, et les membres 
d’un déploiement international ont participé à l’étude. Les Forces régulières, l’Académie canadienne de la Défense, les 
vétérans canadiens et internationaux et un organisme à but non lucratif canadien qui travaille auprès des femmes dans la 
défense et la sécurité étaient représentés. Les participant(e)s des FAC occupaient également divers grades militaires. Les 
femmes des FAC font appel au mentorat pour leur développement professionnel et leur soutien psychosocial.  Discus-
sion  : Les hommes sont plus susceptibles que les femmes d’obtenir du mentorat expressément pour leur développement 
professionnel. Pour les femmes, le développement professionnel incluait également des conseils sur la gestion des re-
sponsabilités personnelles et les objectifs professionnels. Le soutien psychosocial que les femmes tirent du mentorat est 
surtout lié au genre et à la culture militaire, aux affi  nités et à la visibilité ainsi qu’à la survie après un traumatisme sexuel 
en milieu de travail. Cette étude jette les bases de futures recherches et de mesures possibles pour stimuler le travail de 
mentorat. 

  Mots-clés :  culture militaire, diversité, étude qualitative, FAC, femmes, Forces armées canadiennes, genre, inclusion, 
leadership, mentorat    
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 INTRODUCTION 
 Th e Government of Canada’s 2017 Defence Policy, 
Strong, Secure, Engaged, has committed to targeted re-
cruiting, thus “capitalizing on the unique talents and skill 
sets of Canada’s diverse populations.”  1   (p. 12) More  specifi -
cally, the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) has articulated 
the goal to “increase the number of women personnel by 
1% annually, with the target of reaching 25% by 2026 … 
through engagement and outreach, advertising and social 
media, media partnerships, and one-on-one recruitment 
eff orts.”  2  O utside the CAF, mentoring opportunities are 
being used to support the well-being and retention of mi-
nority populations, such as women, Indigenous Peoples, 
and racial-ethnic minorities, in similar male-dominated 
organizations. 3,4   A lthough the CAF acknowledges the 
diff erences in women’s experiences, by ignoring the eff ect 
of gender and intersecting identities, as well as military 
culture, in existing mentorship eff orts, support networks 
may be created that are inadequate in addressing the 
unique career and psychosocial needs of women. 

 Th e military community is united by shared expe-
riences of living within a distinct culture characterized 
by its own practices, attitudes, beliefs, language, tradi-
tions, and values.  5   Th e universal impact military culture 
has on engagement and interaction has underscored the 
increasing attention to and implementation of military 
cultural competency in the area of health and well-be-
ing. 6    Simply put, military cultural competency is the 
degree to which individuals are sensitive to the unique 
needs and relevant concerns of the military population.  7   

 Mentoring is understood as a dyadic relationship be-
tween individuals, a mentor and a mentee, in which the 
mentor uses their own knowledge and experiences to pro-
vide advice and guidance to augment the development of 
the less experienced mentee.  8  A ccording to mentoring 
theory, mentors can provide mentees with two types 
of support: career and psychosocial.  8   Career-oriented
functions of mentoring include providing mentees with 

 

sponsorship, increasing their exposure or visibility in an 
industry, coaching, enhancing job satisfaction, and creat-
ing opportunities for challenging assignments.  9   Psycho-
social-oriented purposes of mentoring include providing 
mentees with role modeling and giving mentees accep-
tance and confi rmation, counselling, and friendship.  10   

 One of the hallmarks of mentoring relationships is 
the mutual benefi t it brings to mentees, mentors, and 
organizations. 11   M entors have reported experiencing re-
juvenated interest in their work, increased knowledge, 
greater personal fulfi llment, increased self-confi dence, 
and an improved professional reputation.  9   Th e devel-
opment of the skills necessary to be an eff ective mentor 
in a military context oft en overlaps with the creation of 
transformational leadership behaviours.  12   

F or mentees in the military, mentoring that focuses 
on psychosocial development may lead to greater commit-
ment to a military career, expanded leadership competency, 
and an increased likelihood of providing mentorship com-
pared with peers who have not received mentorship.  13  -  16  

   Th ere is increasing eff ort to use mentorship in the military 
to support specifi c populations such as Millennials, 17   vis-
ible ethnic minorities, 18   LGBTQ personnel,  18  and wom-
en,  19   a s well as during moments of transition. 20   Identities,
qualities, or expressions that make up a person or group, 21   
  aff ecting every aspect of their lives and thus eff orts within 
organizations, including the CAF, have increased to create 
supports that acknowledge these diff erences and the expe-
riences that arise from these diff erences. 22    

L iterature on women and mentoring has found that 
mentoring does not necessarily have a positive impact on 
women’s work experiences; mentoring was seen to have a 
negative impact on women’s workloads, and some women 
did not see the benefi ts of taking on this new role.  23-25   For
example, Rockwell, Leck, and Elliott’s study conclud-
ed that women use more empathetic styles of mentor-
ship,  26  whe reas men tend to stick to facts-based advice 
and keep mentees at arm’s length. As a result, men are less 

 

  

   
 

 

 LAY SUMMARY 
I n Canada, mentoring has been used in the armed forces to support women’s careers and personal development, but 
there is little evidence that the unique experiences of being a woman in the military have been considered in mentoring 
eff orts. Th e current study aims to fi nd reasons why servicewomen are using mentorship in the Canadian Armed Forces 
and to identify the gender and cultural factors that may play a role in those mentoring experiences. Th is article presents 
some of the fi ndings from 28 interviews that explored the experiences of mentorship for women in the military. For 
women, career development advice includes learning how to manage personal responsibilities along with career objec-
tives. Women are also looking for support to address issues related to gender and military culture, kinship and visibility, 
and surviving sexual trauma in the workplace. Th e current study provides a foundation for ongoing research and forms 
a basis on which future mentorship work can be built. 
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emotionally invested. Benefi ts were also noted in the men-
torship literature; women who had positive experiences 
with mentors were more likely to become mentors them-
selves,  27  and a t the same rate as their male counterparts.  24,28  

 Women-focused mentorship opportunities are oc-
curring within the CAF, but there is a lack of knowl-
edge regarding the specifi c career and psychosocial 
needs that mentorship meets. Th e purpose of this arti-
cle is to explore the career and psychosocial reasons why 
women are using mentorship in the military. 

 

 METHODS 
G iven the exploratory nature of the study, a data collection
method, such as the critical incident technique (CIT),  29   
is suitable for qualitative information gathering. CIT is
considered an eff ective means of contributing to emerging
bodies of knowledge when little is known. 30,3 1 CI T allows
study participants to describe and refl ect on specifi c inci-
dents or “any observable human activity that is suffi  cient-
ly complete in itself.” 29    An incident is considered critical
when its purpose and outcome is clear and there is no un-
certainty regarding its impacts. In the current study, par-
ticipants were asked to refl ect on mentoring relationships
and interactions to begin to understand the reasons why
women engage in mentoring relationships in the CAF. 

 Th e CIT approach is also appropriate for ensuring
that intersectionality is incorporated into this study.
Encouraging participants to tell stories as a data collec-
tion method allows them to address gender and other
identities as a cultural construct, thus refl ecting a key
diff erence between the intersectionality approach and
the more traditional and dichotomous additive ap-
proach to conducting research.  32   

 

 
 

  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 Data collection 
 An interview guide was developed on the basis of the 
study’s objectives and the results of a scoping review con-
ducted by the author. Th e guide was informally reviewed 
by a mentoring subject matter expert for content validity 
and refi ned for further clarifi cation. Th e questions elic-
ited stories of positive and negative mentoring interac-
tions, with prompting questions to encourage further 
exploration, which were used only if appropriate. Addi-
tional questions inquired about participants’ experiences 
and perceptions of mentorship in the military. 

 Th e study protocol obtained ethical clearance 
from the Queen’s University Research Ethics Board 
(GRHBS-139-20), as well as the Department of Na-
tional Defence/Canadian Armed Forces Social Sciences 

Research Review Board (SSRRB Number 1905/20F). 
All study participants provided written consent aft er 
reviewing the study’s Letter of Information, which they 
reviewed again with the researcher just before complet-
ing interviews. 

 With assistance from a member of the CAF Training 
Development Centre, CAF members were purposely 
recruited. For individuals not associated with the CAF, 
social media (i.e., Twitter) and emails sent from the 
researcher’s research institute were used to support 
recruitment eff orts. Recruitment was also supported 
by study participants using snowball, or chain-referral, 
sampling. Inclusion criteria included the following: 
English-speaking adults who had experience or exper-
tise with mentorship of women in a military context. 
Interviews were conducted in English because that is 
the language spoken by the researcher. Acknowledging 
the diff erences in occupational roles (between Regular 
Force and Reserve Force members), workplace culture, 
and eff ects on daily life,  33,34  on ly Regular Force members 
were included in the study. 

 Interviews were conducted by the researcher over 
the telephone; they were electronically recorded and 
transcribed verbatim by a transcription team. Inter-
views were approximately 45-90 minutes in length and 
were conducted between August 2020 and January 
2021. Th e researcher maintained fi eld notes containing 
observations, thoughts, and any other pertinent infor-
mation. 

 Data analysis 
 Data analysis for the current study was completed in 
two parts. Th e fi rst part involved rough coding by a re-
search assistant according to an established coding tree 
based on current literature on the functions and pur-
poses of mentorship, as well as the results of a scoping 
review that examined the use of mentorship in military, 
paramilitary, and police services. Th is initial stage re-
quired the research assistant to identify large segments 
of the transcripts that could be organized into the ma-
jor themes in the coding tree. Th e second part of data 
analysis, thematic analysis, was completed by the re-
searcher in accordance with Hsieh and Shannon,  35  with
a focus on the specifi c career and psychosocial functions 
of mentorship. Rough codes identifi ed by the research 
assistant were then uploaded into MAXQDA soft ware 
(version 12.3.2, VERBI Soft ware Consult Sozialfor-
schung GmbH, Berlin), which allowed for line-by-line 
review for pattern coding and memoing. 36    
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 RESULTS 
 In total, 28 individuals (21 women, 7 men) from across 
Canada, excluding the territories, and one international 
deployment participated in interviews. Members of the 
Regular Force (Canadian Army, Royal Canadian Navy, 
and Royal Canadian Air Force), Canadian Defence Acad-
emy, Canadian and international Veterans, and a not-for-
profi t Canadian organization working with women 
in defence and security were represented. Th e partici-
pants connected with the CAF also represented a range of 
ranks, including Chief Warrant Offi  cer, Captain, Major, 
Lieutenant-Colonel, Commander, and Brigadier-General. 

 Th e results of the current study indicate that men-
torship for women in the CAF meets specifi c career de-
velopment and psychosocial support functions that are 
clearly infl uenced by women’s gender identity and mil-
itary culture. 

 Career development 
F or many of the participants, the main purpose of hav-
ing a mentor is to have someone of higher rank to act 
as a system navigator,   someone who can help a less ex-
perienced member learn about the formal and infor-
mal promotion and succession processes. One mentor 
shared some advice she has provided to women and men 
mentees who turn to her for guidance: 

 I [would] ask them, wanna get promoted? Here’s 
what you have to do to get promoted. Th e system 
is the system. I can’t change that system. I can tell 
them how the system works and the best way to go 
forward. Th ere’s no one way in the system but [for 
example] French is a pretty obvious one. … So, I can 
help teach them the rules. What I’m doing is I’m 
teaching them the system. How best to use the sys-
tem to do what they want to do with it. Not to ex-
ploit it but to make it work, I guess, to make it work 
for them. And the life they want. 

M entorship is described as a lifelong journey; however, 
there are gaps in providing members with knowledge 
and education on mentorship in the military. As a re-
sult, many participants report turning to their mento-
ring network to learn what mentorship is and what to 
do as a mentor. As rising military leaders, participants 
eagerly shared stories of receiving support and advice 
from their mentors so that they themselves could be-
come good and eff ective mentors. For example, one par-
ticipant shared that she was expected to provide men-
torship early in her career with little knowledge of what 
to do and turned to her mentor to learn how: 

 If you wanna call it a closed door opportunity, 
where I could say “Here’s how I’m reading a situ-
ation, this is what I think the right thing to do is, 
[what are the] pieces I’m missing?” and “You don’t 
think I’m totally out in the left  fi eld?” We can 
sort of war game it a little bit without the fear of 
judgment and then they could give me that sort of 
[feedback] like “Yeah, you’re on the right [path] 
and that’s a good way to approach it” or “Have you 
thought about this?” Just that bit of a fi lter to run 
through a solution before I had to stand in front of 
my subordinates and own it. 

 Th ere were scenarios of women participants going to 
their mentors to problem solve work situations and 
brainstorm solutions. Th is appeared to be a common 
way women have used mentorship to develop their 
careers. Women participants repeatedly shared expe-
riences of feeling as though they did not quite fi t into 
the military culture and, therefore, looking for oppor-
tunities to work out their leadership approaches to be 
seen and respected in the workplace. One participant 
described striving to be visible at work: 

 I think women want to talk about how to be seen 
as a credible leader in a system where there are oft en 
few of them at the table. We talk a lot about being 
confi dent in a situation where you might be the only 
woman or because of being a logistics offi  cer. We’re 
also a support trade so we have a couple of strikes 
against [us.] You’re a woman, you’re a supporter, so 
how do you fi nd credibility in the system? 

M entors reported that both men and women mentees 
look to them for career development; however, it ap-
pears that men are more likely than women to use men-
torship to further their careers. Women mentees are 
more likely than men to learn from their mentors how 
they can manage their career aspirations with their per-
sonal lives, as described by this participant: 

I t hink men, from my experience, want the facts. 
Th ey were very interested in the steps, the logic, of 
how career management worked and my role and 
how I would represent them[, whereas] women 
wanted to know more about “How can I reach my 
goal?” [and] “How do I operate in a system where 
not everybody looks like me?” Th ey wanted to 
know, based on my experience, how I found successes 
and also how I work through failures. … Like how 
can I be a mom and a woman who is an offi  cer and 
how do I manage those things. Women were look-
ing for more of the work-life balance piece. 
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 Psychosocial support 
 On the basis of the results, women mentees are report-
edly more likely than men to seek support for psycho-
social issues (e.g., family issues, co-worker relationships, 
workplace culture). Although a variety of issues were 
identifi ed across all the interviews, the vast majority 
of psychosocial issues were related to gender and mili-
tary culture, kinship and visibility, and surviving sexual 
trauma in the workplace. 

  Gender and military culture  
 Th e evidence presented in the results highlights the 
dominance of a culture of masculinity within the CAF. 
Accordingly, the impact of women’s gender on their 
ability to manage professionally in the current military 
culture is oft en the subject of mentoring discussions, 
ranging from uniforms and equipment that are not tai-
lored for women to how feminine leadership styles are 
dismissed or challenged. Th ere is a clear acknowledge-
ment of the importance of mentorship for women; how-
ever, how gender plays into mentoring relationships also 
requires insight from men who have mentored women 
in the military. One participant shared that his gen-
der may be a limitation to his ability to adequately and 
appropriately provide support for women, particularly 
when it comes to psychosocial issues experienced in the 
military. He stated: 

 If we don’t have a network [or] have a mechanism 
out there [like] mentorship where it is a priority, 
women can’t know what other women are going 
through. And [to be able to] share in a safe manner, 
share those thoughts, share their problems. If they’re 
not being led by people who get what they’re going 
through, at the end of the day, it’s a silo of women 
[who are] not going to work. We [will have] missed 
an opportunity. [As a man], I acknowledged my 
blind spots that there’s a lot that I just simply don’t 
understand and I’ll never understand and, not to be 
defeatist, but there’s limits of what I can compre-
hend and what I’ll experience. 

  Kinship and visibility  
Ma ny of the woman participants found it important to 
have a mentor who shares their experiences of being a 
woman in the military. Women mentors who identifi ed 
as being in the middle or later stages of their military 
careers reported feelings of isolation when they fi rst 
joined, or when they were fi rst working toward promo-
tion, because the number of women available to provide 
them with the support they were looking for was lim-
ited. Now that she is a mentor herself, one participant 

recognized the importance of having that shared expe-
rience: 

Whe n we joined, women, we didn’t have anyone to 
be there for us. During my fi rst posting … we were 
all [rank type]; there was one female [rank type] 
and there was no one else higher than that. Th ere 
was no one to guide us on things like starting fami-
lies and stuff  like that because it hadn’t been done. … 
So, over the years as younger people came in behind 
me they would reach out to me about “How are you 
balancing with kids?” “How are you doing deploy-
ments with kids?” I was kind of mentoring without 
calling it mentoring all along. 

 In addition to having a mentor with shared life experi-
ences, women participants expressed the importance of 
mentoring in creating a platform to increase visibility in 
the military and provide validation of their experiences. 
Women shared stories of being invisible and dismissed 
because of the diff erences they brought to their teams or 
because of their caregiving responsibilities. Mentorship 
helped some women participants feel as though they 
belonged in their careers and workplaces by creating a 
support structure, as described by this participant: 

 Oh, I think [the benefi ts are] huge in the CAF. I 
think we all just want to see somebody who looks 
like us or who’s in a similar circumstance or who has 
had similar circumstances as us just to validate that 
we have a place, and our thoughts and feelings are 
important too. Where I think sometimes women 
can really feel dismissed or when they’re the only 
woman sitting at the table it can be very intimidat-
ing. 

  Surviving sexual trauma in the workplace  
 When asked about specifi c incidents of positive or neg-
ative mentoring interactions, a number of participants 
shared how mentoring has been used to support those 
who have experience with trauma in the workplace, in-
cluding sexual misconduct in the military. Stories were 
shared by mentors and mentees who are survivors. One 
participant shared how her own experiences of surviv-
ing a sexual assault led potential mentees to seek her out: 

I w ould say the women come to me for diff erent 
reasons … Th ey know [that] I was a victim of sexual 
misconduct … sexual assault when I was in military 
college. Th ey heard, reached out to me on that as-
pect because they too had encountered a similar sit-
uation and wanted guidance and help on that aspect 
and moving forward in their careers. Th ey thought 
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that I would be a good mentor to them on how to 
continue on in your career despite some initial chal-
lenges like that. 

 Understanding the complexity and potentially trauma
inducing experiences of sexual misconduct, anothe
mentor felt it was important for her to proactively en
gage her women mentees. Th is participant describe
how, as a mentor, she felt compelled to support he
mentees’ health and well-being by providing them wit
current information about reporting and disclosing sex
ual misconduct and by sharing her own experiences. Th 
participant shared what she did in hopes of providin
mentees with support to move forward: 

I se nt [my mentees] an email saying “If you’re like 
me you probably got the email [and] thought it was 
good that something was being done about it but 
you weren’t planning on joining in yourself and you 
probably deleted it without even clicking on the 
link.” I said “Here’s some of the information that 
I’d like you to know because it helped me make my 
decision.” … I emailed out to everyone, and the re-
sponse has been pretty positive. 

-
r 
-

d 
r 
h 
-
e 
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 DISCUSSION 
 Th e purpose of this study was to identify and better 
understand the specifi c career development and psycho-
social reasons why women in the military participated 
in mentorship. Th e fi ndings support existing research 
on the use of identity-specifi c mentorship programs to 
support minority populations in male-dominated pro-
fessions, such as the military. Th e results of this study 
are unique in that specifi c aspects of mentorship sup-
port sought by women highlight the role of gender and 
military culture in these relationships. 

 Women experience careers diff erently than their 
male counterparts, in large part because of their gender, 
and they, in turn, seek support to navigate their complex 
reality. Th e culture of masculinity in the CAF, one that 
is grounded in the white Canadian male hero, has been 
well documented by Whitworth and Managhan. 37   ,   38  
As a result, femininity is undervalued, thus informing 
the reality of the dominant culture. 37  - 39  Mentorship is 
viewed as one route to women’s career advancement, 
particularly in organizations such as the military where 
women may be marginalized on account of their gen-
der and the dominance of masculinity.  26,4  0  - 42  Research
conducted by Jones on the utilization of mentorship to 
support women in the male-dominant organization of 

  

 

   

the Central England Police Force found that “mento-
ring can provide a huge amount of support to develop 
self-confi dence, self-awareness and positivity: all key 
ingredients for career success.” 4    (p. 9) I n the U.S. Army, 
there have been eff orts to create and implement wom-
en-centric mentorship programs, such as the Women 
in Uniform Mentorship Program (WIU).  43 W IU is of-
fered at Fort Bragg (NC) for the military police brigade 
as a means to contribute to organizational culture; 43   it 
matches lower ranking soldiers with experienced men-
tors. WIU serves as an educational program that “teaches 
new Soldiers to be observant to the potential warning 
signs of sexual harassment and assault, and how to avoid 
being a victim of such violence” as well as “learning to 
professionally reach one’s potential, and dealing with 
work-related and personal issues that Soldiers encounter 
on a daily basis.” 43   Eff ective mentorship programs that 
meet the needs of mentors, mentees, and organizations 
must include conscious consideration of factors such as 
culture and gender. 9    

 Th e link between gender and the specifi c types of 
psychosocial supports identifi ed in this study contrib-
utes to the paucity of information currently available 
in the Canadian military context. Many mentoring 
conversations supporting psychosocial development 
were grounded in the work-life balance sought by many 
women in the CAF. Nakamura and Nguyen advocate 
developing a work-life balance culture in the military 
that emphasizes the importance of personal and fam-
ily time by encouraging leaders to take time off  and 
to “avoid implicitly promoting a culture of working 
on leave or during off -duty time.” 3    (p. e377)  Th e need for 
greater work-life balance in this line of work was also 
identifi ed by Ward and Prenzler,  44 w ho highlighted the 
importance of organizations leading culture change for 
greater fl exibility. A change in military culture to one 
that de-emphasizes masculinity may also mean a shift  
toward a culture of work-life balance. 

 Th e desire for same-gender mentorship pairing was 
evident in the current study, but the existing research 
supporting this is mixed. 3,4 ,45 - 47  A study conducted by 
Kofoed and McGovney  47 t hat randomly assigned cadets 
to offi  cers at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point 
found that women cadets who were mentored by women 
were 5.9% more likely to choose their mentor’s branch. 
Th is study examined the potential role of both gender 
and ethnicity and concluded that if the military — 
the army, in particular — aims to increase diversity in 
specifi c branches, promoting minority populations, 
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such as women and Persons of Colour, may be benefi cial 
to the overall goal of diversity. 47   

 Felix and Th omas argued that the shared experi-
ence of being a gender minority in the military is an im-
portant factor to consider when providing mentorship 
to women early in their careers, because it provides men-
tees with women to whom they can look up.  45  However,
they cautioned against the use of single-gender mentor-
ship pairing because it may “reinforce negative percep-
tions and biases of gender [and therefore] hinder profes-
sional development and diminish trust” 45   (p. 3)  and thus 
harm individuals and the institution. 

T urning to a mentor for support related to sexual 
misconduct was cited in the study as another, not ex-
clusive, reason why mentorship is being used by women 
in the CAF. Th ere is acceptance that sexual miscon-
duct experienced in the military aff ects the whole in-
dividual, thus requiring a collective healing process 
that may involve the support of mentors who have an 
understanding of the context (i.e., military service) in 
which the misconduct occurred. 48   Th e benefi ts of going 
to someone who is familiar with workplace culture was 
found to have protective or buff ering eff ects for women 
living with traumatic experiences, such as military sex-
ual trauma (MST). A study by Smith et al.   of women 
Veterans who reported being sexually harassed during 
their time in the military reported that they had high-
er levels of posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms and 
impairments in social functioning than individuals 
who did not report MST. 49    Th e study also found that 
supportive peers seemed to protect against some of the 
negative outcomes. Th e benefi ts of having support from 
peers were also identifi ed in a study by Azevedo and 
colleagues.  50  Although this particular study examined 
a pilot program of a peer support group for Veterans liv-
ing in rural communities facilitated by a peer support 
specialist, it found that a peer-based relationship can 
create trust that enables Veterans to speak freely about 
their traumatic experiences. Although these studies may 
not necessarily use the term mentor in their description 
of relationships, it is well understood that mentors can 
serve in the role of friend and peer. 

 

  

 

 

 

 Limitations 
 Some important limitations of this study need to be 
considered. Although the sample was heterogeneous, 
offi  cers and senior non-commissioned members were 
over-represented, highlighting the need to capture the 
experiences of junior members. Th e sample size was 

limited to those individuals who volunteered to partic-
ipate in the study and, therefore, cannot be generalized 
to the larger Canadian military population. Also, the 
sample size limited the ability to fully understand the 
role of intersecting identities such as age, ethnicity, sex-
uality, and language, among others. Th is study should 
be replicated with French-speaking mentors and men-
tees within the CAF to identify diff erences and simi-
larities in mentoring experiences compared with their 
English-speaking counterparts. Although the study’s 
focus was examining women’s experiences, the represen-
tation of men was limited, thus lacking their experiences 
with mentoring women. Finally, to ensure inclusivity 
of mentoring work in the CAF, future work should in-
clude exploring the mentorship experiences of women 
in the Reserve Force. 

 Conclusion 
M entorship is being used in many male-dominated 
organizations and professions to address challenges in 
recruiting and retaining minority populations such as 
women. It is well documented that women’s experiences 
in the military are diff erent because of their gender and 
the culture of masculinity that dominates the military. 
As a result, gender and culture should be considered 
when providing mentorship support. Until now, little 
has been known about the mentorship experiences of 
women in the CAF and, more specifi cally, the reasons 
why women seek out mentorship. Th e current study 
confi rmed both career development and psychosocial 
reasons why many women use mentorship in their mili-
tary careers. More important, this study identifi ed some 
of the eff ects of gender and military culture as reasons 
why women seek mentoring support. Th e results of this 
study will be signifi cant in informing the development 
of a mentorship program that is sensitive to the unique 
experiences of women in the CAF, as well as consider-
ing the role and impact of culture on mentoring eff orts. 
Th is work provides a strong foundation for ongoing re-
search and development of mentoring resources that is 
relevant to the CAF. 
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 Making military and Veteran women (in)visible: The continuity of 
gendered experiences in military-to-civilian transition 

  Maya   Eichler a  

  ABSTRACT 
  Introduction:  Th is study explores how gender and sex shape the military-to-civilian transition (MCT) of women. 
 Methods: S emi-structured, in-depth interviews and focus groups were conducted with Canadian women Veterans. 
 Results:  Th irty-three women who served in the Canadian Armed Forces, and had since released or retired participated 
in the study. Participants had heterogeneous military service backgrounds but were fairly homogeneous in terms of 
their identity backgrounds (cisgender, and primarily white and heterosexual). More than half had a present or past 
relationship with a military or ex-military member.  Discussion:  Whereas the MCT literature tends to emphasize dis-
continuities between military and civilian life, women Veterans’ accounts highlight continuities in gendered experi-
ences. Women are expected to fi t the male norm and masculine ideal of the military member during service, but they 
are rarely recognized as Veterans aft er service. Women experience invisibility as military members and Veterans and 
simultaneously hypervisibility as (ex-)military women who do not fi t military or civilian gender norms. Moreover, 
gendered caregiving expectations are placed on them as spouses and mothers during and aft er service, making it hard 
to balance military work and family life or to focus on their MCT. Women encounter care and support systems set up 
on the normative assumption of the military and Veteran man supported by a female spouse. Study fi ndings point to 
a needed redesign of military and Veteran systems to remove sex and gender biases and better respond to the sex- and 
gender-specifi c MCT needs of women. 

  Key words:  Canadian Armed Forces, CAF, gender, health, military, military-to-civilian transition, qualitative study, 
sex, transition, Veterans, women 

 RÉSUMÉ 
  Introduction : Cette étude ex plore l’infl uence du genre et du sexe sur la transition de la vie militaire à la vie civile des 
femmes.  Méthodologie :  L’équipe de chercheurs et chercheuses a organisé des entrevues semi-structurées et appro-
fondies et des groupes de travail auprès de vétéranes canadiennes.  Résultats  :  Trente-trois femmes qui ont servi au 
sein des Forces armées canadiennes (FAC) et ont depuis quitté la vie militaire ou ont pris leur retraite ont participé 
à l’étude. Les participantes possédaient une expérience hétérogène du service militaire, partageaient une expérience 
identitaire relativement homogène (cisgenres et surtout blanches et hétérosexuelles). Plus de la moitié d’entre elles en-
tretenaient ou avaient entretenu une relation avec un(e) militaire ou un(e) ex-militaire.  Discussion : L es publications 
sur la transition de la vie militaire à la vie civile tendent à souligner les décalages entre la vie militaire et la vie civile, 
mais les témoignages de vétéranes rendent compte d’expériences genrées récurrentes. On s’attend à ce que les femmes 
se conforment à des normes et à des idéaux masculins pendant leur service, mais elles sont rarement reconnues comme des 
vétéranes après leur service. Les femmes sont invisibles dans leurs rôles de militaires et de vétéranes, mais deviennent hy-
pervisibles dans celui d’ex-militaires qui ne correspondent pas aux normes de genre de la vie militaire ou civile. De plus, 
en raison de leurs rôles de conjointes et de mères, elles font l’objet d’attentes genrées en matière d’éducation et de soins 
pendant et après le service, ce pour quoi il leur est diffi  cile de concilier leur vie militaire et familiale ou de se concentrer 
sur leur transition de la vie militaire à la vie civile. Les femmes doivent composer avec des systèmes de soins et d’appui 
créés selon le postulat normatif d’hommes militaires et vétérans soutenus par une conjointe. Les résultats de l’analyse 
démontrent qu’il est nécessaire de réaménager les systèmes destinés aux militaires et vétéran(e)s pour en éliminer les 

 h
ttp

s:
//j

m
vf

h.
ut

pj
ou

rn
al

s.
pr

es
s$

{c
on

te
nt

R
eq

.r
eq

ue
st

U
ri

} 
- 

W
ed

ne
sd

ay
, A

pr
il 

20
, 2

02
2 

11
:4

7:
53

 A
M

 -
 I

P 
A

dd
re

ss
:2

00
1:

19
70

:5
22

0:
42

00
:6

88
6:

85
32

:6
ae

6:
2b

95
 

https://jmvfh.utpjournals.press
https://doi.org/10.3138/jmvfh-2021-0077
mailto:maya.eichler@msvu.ca


Making military and Veteran women (in)visible

Journal of Military, Veteran and Family Health 37
8(Special Edition 1) 2022 doi:10.3138/jmvfh-2021-0077 

biais de genre et de sexe et mieux répondre aux besoins des femmes sur le plan du sexe et du genre lors de la transition 
de la vie militaire à la vie civile. 

  Mots-clés :  étude qualitative, FAC, femmes, Forces armées canadiennes, genre, militaire, santé, sexe, transition, 
transition de la vie militaire à la vie civile, vétéranes     

 LAY SUMMARY 
 Th is study explores how gender and sex shape the military-to-civilian transition (MCT) for women. Th irty-three Cana-
dian women Veterans were interviewed about their military service and post-military life. MCT research oft en empha-
sizes discontinuities between military and civilian life, but women Veterans’ accounts highlight continuities in gendered 
experiences. Military women are expected to fi t the male norm and masculine ideal of the military member during 
service, but they are rarely recognized as Veterans aft er service. Women experience invisibility as military members and 
Veterans and simultaneously hypervisibility as (ex)military women who do not fi t military or civilian gender norms. 
Gendered expectations of women as spouses and mothers exert an undue burden on them as serving members and as 
Veterans undergoing MCT. Women encounter care and support systems set up on the normative assumption of the mil-
itary and Veteran man supported by a female spouse. Th e study fi ndings point to a needed redesign of military and Vet-
eran systems to remove sex and gender biases and better respond to the sex- and gender-specifi c MCT needs of women. 

 INTRODUCTION 
A t 15% of the Veteran population, women are the largest 
and fastest-growing minority Veteran group in Canada.  1   
Th e Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) is actively seeking 
to recruit and retain women, which will lead to a further 
increase in the population of women Veterans.  2   In light
of these trends, researchers in Canada began turning 
their attention to women’s military-to-civilian transi-
tion (MCT).3     , 4  Th ey found military and Veteran wom-
en experience additional risks to health and well-being 
compared with military and Veteran men, as well as 
with women in the general population.  5   Women face 
higher rates of medical releases and musculoskeletal 
problems,  5   a less “easy adjustment to civilian life,”6    (p. 6)   
a steeper decline in post-release income,7   a g  reater risk 
of dying by suicide,  8   and more.  9   , 10 A lthough it is now 
established Canadian women experience MCT in sex- 
and gender-specifi c ways, what role gender in particular 
plays in women’s MCT is not well understood. 

D rawing on a critical feminist approach, this article 
uses gender as the primary category of analysis.11     , 12   Gen-
der denotes the social construction of masculinities and 
femininities in contrast to sex, which refers to biological 
classifi cation into male, female, or intersex. Gender is 
about the norms, expectations, and roles associated with 
what it means to be a man or woman in a particular time 
and place. In critical feminist scholarship, analysis of gen-
der goes beyond individual gender identities to uncover 
power hierarchies that inform women’s subordinate so-
cial status. Masculinities, especially hegemonic masculin-
ities, are associated with power and defi ned in opposition 
to, and privileged over, femininities (and subordinate 
masculinities). Feminists argue gender is an organizing 

  

 

 

  

principle of societies, centrally shaping institutions such 
as the military, legal system, or family life.  13   , 14  

 Drawing on such a critical feminist approach, this 
article seeks to understand how gender and sex shape 
women’s military and post-military life. On the basis of 
a qualitative study with Canadian women Veterans, the 
article fi nds a continuity in gendered experiences across 
MCT. Women’s accounts point to military and Veteran 
systems rooted in a male and masculine norm. Th e 
woman service member and Veteran is expected to fi t 
this norm while also supporting men (and the military) 
as spouse. Th e military and family are both “greedy in-
stitutions” that create confl icting demands on women 
during service and continue to shape the experiences of 
women in dual-service couples aft er release.  15   Th ese gen-
dered contexts leave military and Veteran women invis-
ible and lacking in adequate sex- and gender-informed 
supports and, at times, make them hyper-visible as tar-
gets for discrimination. 

 

 METHODS 
 Th ese fi ndings are part of a qualitative study aimed at 
understanding the experiences of CAF members as they 
transition from military to civilian life. To this end, 
in-depth, semi-structured interviews and focus groups 
were conducted with men and women Veterans, service 
providers of Veterans, and spouses of Veterans. Th is 
article presents fi ndings from the data collected from 
women Veterans in the study. 

 Data collection 
P articipants were recruited by distributing the study 
information letter to the author’s contacts in the military 
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and Veteran community and by advertising on Facebook 
and Twitter. Snowball sampling was also used as exist-
ing participants shared the call for participants with 
others. Veterans with any amount of service in the Ca-
nadian military aft er 1990, who had since released or 
retired, were eligible to participate. Rationale for the 
study’s eligibility time frame was based on the change 
in type and frequency of CAF operations since 1990.16     
Inclusion criteria were broad because this was an explor-
atory study open to Regular and Reserve Force Veterans 
across service elements (land, sea, and air), member 
status (offi  cers and non-commissioned members), and 
rank. Individual interviews and focus groups were con-
ducted by the author, primarily in person, audio record-
ed (with consent), and transcribed verbatim. Th e author 
asked respondents about experiences serving in the 
Canadian military and transitioning from military to 
civilian life, as well as about how gender, sex, and oth-
er identity and structural factors may have shaped their 
military and post-military lives. 

 Data analysis 
 Interview transcripts were imported into MAXQDA
computer soft ware (VERBI Soft ware, Berlin, Germany)
to support data analysis. Using a grounded theory method
helped identify emerging themes in the data related to
women Veterans’ experiences during and aft er military
service.  1  7   In addition, a critical feminist approach helped
discern aspects of these themes related to gender, such
as gender norms, gender discrimination, and gendered
expectations. Sex-related issues were also noted, even
as this social sciences study foregrounded gender over
sex.1    8   Th e inductive analysis of women Veterans’ ac-
counts using a grounded theory method allowed for the
development of an innovative conceptual understand-
ing of MCT that did not presuppose women’s particular
experiences. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 RESULTS 
 Th irty-three Canadian cisgender women Veterans were 
interviewed between 2015 and 2020. Th ey served in the 
CAF between 1972 and 2019, with at least some service 
aft er 1990. Th e sample was heterogeneous in terms of 
age (range, 27–64 years; mean = 47 years), length of ser-
vice (range, 2–39.5 years; mean = 19 years), reason for 
release (voluntary, n = 20; medical, n = 12; other, n = 1), 
and service branch (air force, n = 10; army, n = 7; navy, 
n  =  5; combination, n  =  11), and it included Regular 
Force (n = 19) and Reserve Force (n = 6) Veterans, as 

well as those who served in both the Regular and 
Reserve Forces (n = 8). Th e sample was fairly homoge-
neous in terms of race and sexual orientation, with the 
majority of women being white (n = 31) and identifying 
as heterosexual at the time of the interview (n  =  28). 
More than half the women were, or had previously been, 
in a relationship with a military or ex-military member. 

 Th e overarching study fi nding is that women’s gen-
dered experiences in the military carry forward into 
civilian life aft er release; that is, MCT manifests as a 
continuity in gendered experiences. Gender norms de-
fi ne the ideal soldier, sailor, aviator, and Veteran as male 
and masculine, making military and Veteran women 
invisible and, at times, hyper-visible as targets for dis-
crimination and violence. For some participants, these 
gendered experiences stood out more than for others, 
but all either directly experienced or witnessed other 
women negotiating gender norm expectations both in 
service and aft er release. Th ese gendered experiences 
co-existed with and, in some cases, overshadowed the 
pride and satisfaction women felt for their military ser-
vice. A thematic description of these experiences fol-
lows.  Table 1  provides examples of participant quotes 
related to each of the themes and corresponding sub-
themes. References to the quotes are noted in the de-
scription of each theme (Q1–Q8). 

 Theme 1: Gendered experiences during 
service 

  Having to conform to the masculine ideal 
and male norm  

 Almost all study participants reported having to fi t in 
and conform to the masculine ideal of the soldier, sailor, 
or aviator. Fitting in meant having to “prove yourself” 
and “work twice as hard, as a woman, to be considered 
half as good.” Others felt they had to change their per-
sonality to fi t in. Many found it a diffi  cult — if not im-
possible — task. As one participant noted, being “phys-
ically imposing” and having a loud voice helped some 
women more easily perform the masculine ideal of mil-
itary service member. 

 Th e expectation to conform to a male norm was ex-
perienced in having uniforms and equipment that did 
not fi t correctly. Th is led to health problems for some 
women (Q1). Several study participants noted that they, 
and other women, did not receive equitable care or treat-
ment because their bodies did not conform to the male 
norm. Th ey remained invisible in a health care system 
designed to serve men. Th is included the observation 
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that women had diffi  culty receiving medical care for sex-
specifi c health issues (e.g., reproductive health). Women 
were also reluctant to seek medical care because they did 
not want to be seen as weak compared with the mascu-
line ideal of the strong military service member. 

  Facing gender discrimination and gender-
based violence  

 Many study participants were reminded they did not fi t 
the male and masculine ideal of military service member 
through acts of gender discrimination. Th ey were as-
signed menial tasks or kept out of the loop because they 
were women or had recently returned from maternity 
leave. Refl ecting the gendered hierarchy among trades 
and types of service, some felt their work was not valued 
because they were in a feminized trade (such as medical 
or clerical) or because they were a Reserve Force member 
among deploying Regular Force members. To varying 
degrees, participants experienced sex- or gender-based 
harassment and discrimination by their peers or com-
manders. Th is was especially the case in male-dominated 
trades or units. Some women reported facing further 
discrimination during the release process, for example, 
by not receiving, or having to fi ght for, a Depart With 
Dignity ceremony or a shadow box. 

W hile in many ways invisible within the military 
system, women were, at times, hyper-visible targets of 
discrimination and violence. In addition to facing dis-
crimination, approximately half the women reported 
facing gender-based violence during service in the form 
of ongoing harassment, physical abuse, or sexual assaults, 
in some cases leading to health issues and premature re-
lease (Q2). Women described various health problems 
resulting from experiences of sexual (and non-sexual) 
harassment and assault, including posttraumatic stress 
disorder, eating disorders, chronic pain, fi bromyalgia, 
migraines, and depression. Some survivors of military 
sexual trauma (MST) expressed feeling deeply betrayed 
by the institution and their peers as a result of how their 
reporting of a sexual assault incident was handled (Q3). 

  Being a military spouse and mother 
while serving  

 When refl ecting on their time in the military, women 
recalled a diffi  cult balancing act between family and 
work. Some expressed being treated diff erently aft er re-
turning from maternity leave. Oft en, the challenge was 
compounded by the fact the servicewoman’s spouse was 
also in the military, and the woman had to deal with the 
demands of his career. Th is led some women to put their 

 

own careers on the back burner or to leave the military 
because of diffi  culty balancing family and work. Some 
participants supported a military husband aft er deploy-
ment, or through transition, while still serving. Th e 
competing roles of service member, spouse, and mother 
were noted by several participants as creating a seemingly 
unresolvable dilemma, with both military and family 
demanding their full commitment (Q4). 

 Theme 2: Gendered post-service 
experiences 

  Being a woman Veteran: Not fi tting the 
male and masculine Veteran norm  

 All women reported not being recognized by civilians or 
service providers as Veterans. Th ey found civilians and 
service providers in the general population assumed a 
Veteran is a man (and, secondarily, someone older). For 
example, one participant with a Veteran licence plate 
shared her experience of having her Veteran identity and 
military service downplayed by a member of the public 
(Q5). Many women also expressed not identifying as 
Veterans. Th ey felt they did not deserve the Veteran label 
either because of the nature of their service (e.g., having 
served in support occupations or not having deployed) or 
because military identity was not their primary or most 
important self-identity (compared with their profession-
al identity or identity as a mother). 

W omen had diffi  culty accessing benefi ts, treatments, 
and services because their sex- and gender-specifi c inju-
ries did not fi t the male and masculine Veteran norm. 
Th is was especially true for MST survivors seeking sup-
ports. Study participants commented that male-domi-
nated Veteran spaces are not welcoming or safe for wom-
en or MST survivors. Th ey felt dismissed when those 
serving the Veteran community told them to go to ci-
vilian support services or join support groups for female 
military spouses, because neither of these options could 
adequately address their unique needs (Q6). In an act of 
resistance and empowerment, a small minority of MST 
survivors decided to actively embrace the Veteran identi-
ty through advocacy for improved recognition, benefi ts, 
and services. 

  Standing out as a Veteran woman: 
Not fi tting femininity norms  

S tudy participants reported challenges having to 
learn or re-learn civilian femininity norms aft er re-
leasing or retiring from the military,   such as how 
to dress or act as a woman in the civilian world. 
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  Table 1 . Select participant quotes related to each theme and corresponding sub-theme 

  Theme and sub-theme    Quote  

  Theme 1: Gendered experiences during service  

 Having to conform to the  Q1.  “Yeah, the rucksack that we had to wear and that sort of thing ’cause it never ever fi t 
masculine ideal and male norm right. And that’s, my back problem is because of that.” 

 Facing gender discrimination  Q2.  “In the military they would say that in order for you to be a strong man you can’t 
and gender-based violence be like a weak woman, so they’re building strength up from saying that, you know, 

strength is the opposite of anything that is feminine. So, there was a lot of stuff that 
was happening along those lines that was a diffi cult pill to be able to swallow, but 
so, just having to deal with that level of violence directed toward me as a female was 
a hard thing to have to deal with.” 

 Q3.  “And then you end up being released. Either you quit, you do your medical release, 
you can’t face the retaliations anymore. Yeah, basically quit. Um, so there ... you’re 
going to end up releasing. So, when you release you realize that, well fi rst of all, 
reporting didn’t work out the way you thought. And second, that people didn’t back 
you up ... that brotherhood was never including sisterhood. And even though you 
thought it did, right?” 

 Being a military spouse and  Q4.  “I know that for me I felt that, that pull of I want to be here, I loved my career, and 
mother while serving I was good at it. And, but at the same time I knew I was never going to progress 

because I wasn’t going to be able to do the things that will allow me to progress in 
my career. I was never going to go back and do a post-grad, I was never going to go 
and volunteer to do a deployment because I had little kids at home. And my hus-
band certainly wasn’t going to be around to take care of them, because he’s in the 
navy and he’s progressing well in his career. And so it was, ugh, I can’t advance in 
my career, I’m not feeling very, very welcome in my career anymore because I have 
kids, you know, because I can’t give them [the military] what they want, which is my 
full attention.” 

  Theme 2: Gendered post-service experiences  

 Being a woman Veteran:  Q5.  “But what I was going to say about the licence plate was the fact that I went to park 
Not fi tting the male and mascu- it at Sobeys, the grocery store, and an old man came out and he said, ‘What did 
line Veteran norm your husband do in the military?’ And I looked at him and I said, ‘I’m the Veteran,’ 

and he just, it stopped him cold and he just said, ‘Well,’ and he said, ‘Well, you 
probably didn’t serve very long, you had babies.’ I looked at him and said, ‘No, I had 
babies and 25 years.’ But I will say that sometimes I’m not necessarily as pleased as 
I should be with that Veterans licence plate. I’m still very confl icted about having it.” 

 Q6.  “And I tried OSISS [Operational Stress Injury Social Support] thinking they could 
help. Turns out that they somewhat can. They said, ‘Oh yeah because we were 
operational, yes’ but because, you know, I wasn’t comfortable going to the whole 
combat thing, and being with people from Afghanistan and all that they sent me. 
‘So, we don’t know where to put you’ but they put me with the family support 
coordinator, which is the lady that was taking care of the spouses of people with, 
husbands with PTSD, which didn’t fi t really either.” 

 Standing out as a Veteran  Q7.  “Well fi rst it would be like people not understanding why a woman in the fi rst 
woman: Not fi tting femininity place would want to go in the military so there’s an assumption that there must be 
norms something wrong with me, right? So, there’s just that part. And then the, again, the 

Rambo factor, so, oh, you know, she would have been in command and control 
and she would have, so she reacted that way and that’s why she’s psycho, she’s so 
aggressive, ex-military. And then you go like, no, everybody sort of reacts that way 
and then it was like, yeah, being like, you know the, what they would expect with the 
whole feminine thing, and I don’t think I’m not feminine, I just think that I was a little 
bit more kind of assertive in how sort of I handled myself.” 

  Women Veterans as spouses  Q8.  “So again gender, for the female soldier we are much less likely to have the, you 
and mothers: Gendered care know, traditional presupposed, stay-at-home, civilian spouse. It’s actually a rarity for 

us, where it’s assumed for the men. And so again, as a female transitioning through, 
if your spouse is still in the military, which a large number of them are, you’re still 
stuck then with that military soldier, that military stuff.” 
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Some also reported facing stigma and discrimination 
in the civilian labour force because of their military 
history or military habitus (Q7). Military service set 
women Veterans apart from civilian counterparts and 
made them visibly stand out in the context of civilian 
femininity norms. 

  Women Veterans as spouses and mothers: 
Gendered care  

 Many study participants reported primarily giving care 
to, rather than receiving care from, others during MCT. 
Many still had children to care for and were leaving the 
military because of challenges balancing military work 
with child rearing, to devote more time to family, or to 
start a family. Some were caring for military or ex-military 
spouses with health challenges resulting from a diffi  cult 
deployment or MCT. Others dealt with family break-
downs, separations, and, in some cases, single parenting 
as part of MCT. Th ese developments meant women were 
doing a disproportionately larger share of parenting and 
caregiving labour than their spouses or former spouses, 
and were not the focus of care from others during MCT. 
Th ose who were still military spouses felt the military 
continued to dictate many aspects of their lives, which 
could lead to substantial frustrations. Th us, both mili-
tary and family continued to exert pressures on women 
aft er service. Although some embraced their caregiv-
er roles, others found it hard not to have more support 
themselves (Q8).   

 DISCUSSION 
 MCT literature emphasizes military and civilian spheres 
have distinct norms, expectations, and formal and in-
formal rules.19   C  ooper et al. describe MCT as “move-
ment between two diff erent fi elds, the military and 
the civilian, and [they] have highlighted some of the 
diffi  culties that can occur when negotiating diff erent 
rules within each of these social arenas.”  19   (p. 58)  However, 
this common understanding of transition may refl ect a 
particular gendered standpoint, because it is primarily 
rooted in men’s experiences. Examining women’s mili-
tary and post-military experiences highlights the conti-
nuity in gendered experiences across military and civil-
ian life. Both military and Veteran systems are designed 
around men and their needs. Women are treated as the 
other in the military as a result of sex, gender, and moth-
ering, but also oft en no longer fi t civilian gender norm 
expectations upon release. Th is element of continuity 
manifests in contradictory experiences of invisibility 
and hyper-visibility across military and civilian life. 

Th e MCT literature misses this important feature of 
continuity, even as it acknowledges continuity in terms 
of “an enduring attachment to the military ” 19 (p. 53) or  the 
embodied legacy of military socialization.2    0   

M uch of the literature focuses on women’s 
experiences as individuals and their ability to cope and 
adjust,2    1   - 23 wh ereas a critical feminist lens shift s the 
focus to the way gender norms shape MCT. Consistent 
with existing feminist research on the CAF, this study 
found the military is a deeply masculinized institu-
tion in which women have to continuously prove they 
belong. Masculinity is privileged over characteristics 
associated with femininity despite claims of gender neu-
trality.2    4   - 27 W omen had to make themselves invisible as 
women to belong in an institution built without them 
in mind. Pressure to fi t in takes many forms: material 
(uniforms and equipment), social (being one of the 
boys), performative (acting like a soldier), profession-
al (working twice as hard), and more. Th e pressure to 
fi t in is especially heightened in male-dominated parts 
of the military, as earlier Canadian research has also 
shown.  2  8 I  n trying to fi t in, women in this study oft en 
downplayed gender identity and sex- and gender-specifi c 
needs while having to prove they were as good as men, 
or even better, at performing military roles. While 
becoming less visible by conforming to the male norm 
and the masculine ideal, women were also targeted as 
hyper-visible others who stood out in a male-dominated 
and masculinized military culture, as earlier Canadian 
research has also found.  29 A  lthough some women 
experienced only the occasional sexist or discriminatory 
incident, others faced repeated sexual harassment, 
gender discrimination, and sexual assault, echoing re-
ports of high rates of gender-based violence experienced 
by women in the CAF.9     , 30 , 31   Th ese experiences led to a 
sense of betrayal by the institution and fellow service 
members, premature departure, and long-term negative 
health and well-being consequences — themes well-
established in the U.S. literature on women Veterans.  3  2   - 35   

W omen continue to encounter biased systems and 
invisibility as they transition out of the military. Civilian 
society does not readily recognize women as Veterans, 
leading U.S. researchers to describe women as invisible 
Veterans.3    6   , 37   Th e invisibility of women Veterans is 
refl ected in a lack of adequate sex- and gender-specifi c 
services, as Canadian researchers are beginning to point 
out.  3  8   Th e importance of developing services tailored 
to women’s needs is well established in the U.S. liter-
ature.  39   - 41  W omen Veterans also encounter challenges 
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fi tting into the dominant norms of femininity, a theme 
previously identifi ed in the U.S. literature.  2  2   , 42   Not fi tting 
into civilian femininity norms is yet another form of hy-
per-visibility associated with the stigma of Veteran wom-
anhood in civilian culture. 4   3 M  oreover, the fact there is 
no publicly recognized woman Veteran identity to step 
into may explain why the loss of military identity was 
found to be more salient for women than men Veterans 
in Canada. 4   4   

P arenting and caregiving are key issues aff ecting 
women’s well-being across military and civilian life, re-
fl ecting a central theme in feminist research beyond the 
military.4    5 W  hen servicewomen have children, they are 
marked as less-than-ideal military members, confi rm-
ing earlier Canadian research showing the ideal service 
member is assumed not just to be male but also to have 
a particular family unit attached to him supporting his 
military career.26     , 46 A  lthough the burden on women of 
negotiating work and family demands is acknowledged 
in the literature on gender and the military,15     , 25 , 32 , 46 , 47   it 
has been neglected in the MCT literature thus far. Th e 
competing demands of military and family — described 
as “greedy institutions” — continue to exert pressure on 
women during MCT.15   W  omen take on multiple roles 
in support of the military, as both service member and 
military spouse, and these roles compete for women’s un-
divided loyalty. When their role as service member ends, 
their role as military spouse may continue, highlighting 
another reason to pay attention to women Veterans’ un-
paid reproductive and caregiving labour in the context 
of MCT. Th ese fi ndings resonate with Veterans Aff airs 
Canada (VAC) research showing women Veterans are 
more likely to be engaged in caregiving than men.7     De-
spite greater vulnerability resulting from intersecting 
identity factors of sex, gender, relationship status, and 
parenthood, military and Veteran women who are also 
mothers and military or Veteran spouses are largely in-
visible in Canadian research and programming. 

 Military and Veteran women transgress gender norms 
both within the military and in civilian society, making 
them both invisible as military members and Veterans 
and hyper-visible as women who challenge the male and 
masculine norm, as well as femininity norms. Th e invis-
ibility and simultaneous hyper-visibility of military and 
Veteran women is a product of a history of male-centrism 
and gender blindness. Th e military was historically set up 
around the norm of the male service member. Although 
explicitly discriminatory policies were replaced by poli-
cies aimed at gender neutrality in the 1990s, they did not 

undo systemic sex and gender biases and left  women’s dis-
tinct needs invisible.2    4   , 48   Gender neutrality manifests as 
gender blindness and, as such, negatively aff ects women’s 
health and well-being. 

 Th e study fi ndings highlight how sex- and gender-
biased military and Veteran systems set women up for 
less-than-ideal MCTs. Women have long been expect-
ed to change to fi t a system designed for men and to 
fi nd individual solutions to systemic sex and gender 
problems. However, acknowledging this is neither 
fair nor just, a more systemic approach to change is 
required. First, the Department of National Defence 
(DND)/CAF and VAC should acknowledge and ad-
dress systemic sex and gender issues aff ecting women’s 
MCT. Although some changes are underway, fi ndings 
of this study reinforce the need for swift  and systemic 
change. 

 Second, meaningful change requires a redesign 
of military and Veteran systems through a thorough 
application of Sex- and Gender-Based Analysis and 
Gender-Based Analysis Plus to ensure women do 
not experience discrimination and inequitable out-
comes.  49   , 50   Finally, it is essential to listen to the voices 
of military and Veteran women, as highlighted in this 
qualitative study, to develop MCT supports that meet 
their sex- and gender-specifi c needs. As the continuity 
of gender norms experienced by women across military 
and civilian life underscores, these eff orts need to in-
clude DND/CAF and VAC, as well as civilian service 
providers. 

 Limitations 
 Th e study has several limitations. First, the study included 
a heterogeneous but nonetheless non-representa tive 
sample of women Veterans. Second, this article did not 
provide a comprehensive analysis of factors contribut-
ing to Canadian women’s MCT experiences. Instead, 
its focus was on identifying key gendered experiences 
across military and post-military life that shape wom-
en’s MCT. Th ird, this study did not include a diverse 
enough sample of women Veterans to undertake an in-
tersectional analysis that would reveal potential diff er-
ences based on, for example, race, age, element, or rank. 
Fourth, participants who served earlier may have served 
in a less welcoming context than more recent women 
Veterans, something this analysis did not capture. Fift h, 
the study focused on gender and only to a lesser degree 
on sex-specifi c issues (e.g., health issues) encountered by 
military and Veteran women. 
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 Conclusion and future directions 
 This study highlights how gender and sex shape 
women’s experiences across military and post-military 
life through the continuities of invisibility and hyper-
visibility. Making military and Veteran women visible as 
women, with their specifi c gendered MCT experiences 
and sex- and gender-specifi c needs, is a key objective of 
this article. It provides a critical feminist perspective 
on MCT in Canada, contributing to MCT research, 
research on women in the military, and research on 
women Veterans. Continued research is needed to 
capture women’s evolving experiences of military and 
post-military life in Canada and to better meet the 
needs of the growing population of women Veterans. 
Future research has the task of drilling deeper into spe-
cifi c women’s experiences, especially lesbian, racialized, 
and single women’s MCT experiences, to uncover how 
sex and gender are confounded by other intersecting 
factors. Future research will also need to delve into spe-
cifi c aspects of Canadian women Veterans’ experiences, 
such as homelessness, social supports, or reproductive 
health. Th is article provides a foundation for a sex- and 
gender-informed understanding of MCT on which fu-
ture research can build. 
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 ABSTRACT 
  Introduction:  Th e Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) has experienced diffi  culties in maintaining desired personnel num-
bers and has sought to remedy this with a renewed emphasis on recruitment and retention. Th e CAF is also attempting 
to reach 25.1% women by 2026. Th e primary goal of this study was to identify successful strategies reserve units use to 
enhance recruitment and retention.  Methods:  Interviews with 29 members of the Canadian Army Reserve were con-
ducted to gather qualitative data on perceptions and beliefs surrounding recruitment and retention to explore where 
these two goals of the CAF overlapped.  Results:  Th e study revealed patterns tied to the CAF’s broader recruitment 
and retention eff orts, as well as unit-level strategies. Results point to some specifi c changes the CAF could implement 
i.e., better defi ning retention strategies for the reserves, the importance of focusing on mid-ranking individuals, the positive 
impact of camaraderie, and creating a recruitment-focused climate.  Discussion:  Findings are discussed in the broader 
context of recruitment and retention in the reserves to identify ways through which current eff orts can be bolstered. 
Th ese fi ndings are of particular importance for future military personnel policies, especially as they relate to women in 
the military and the inclusion of under-represented groups. 

  Key words:  army, CAF, Canadian Armed Forces, gender in the military, military reservists, recruitment, retention, 
women 

 RÉSUMÉ 
  Introduction : L es Forces armées canadiennes (FAC) éprouvent de la diffi  culté à maintenir le nombre souhaité de 
membres du personnel et ont entrepris de remédier à la situation en mettant de nouveau l’accent sur le recrutement et la 
rétention. Les FAC tentent également d’atteindre 25,1 % de femmes d’ici 2026. Cette étude a comme objectif primaire 
de déterminer les stratégies fructueuses qu’utilisent les unités de réserve pour accroître le recrutement et la rétention. 
 Méthodologie :  Les chercheurs ont interviewé 29 membres de la Réserve de l’Armée canadienne afi n d’amasser des 
données qualitatives sur les perceptions et les croyances entourant le recrutement et la rétention et explorer où se situent 
les chevauchements entre ces deux objectifs des FAC.  Résultats :  L’étude a révélé des tendances liées aux eff orts plus 
larges de recrutement et de rétention des FAC, de même que des stratégies adoptées au sein des unités. Les résultats 
font ressortir certains changements précis que les FAC pourraient adopter, comme défi nir les stratégies de rétention 
des réserves, l’importance de se concentrer sur des personnes de rang intermédiaire, les répercussions positives de la 
camaraderie et la création d’un climat axé sur le recrutement.  Discussion : L es résultats sont abordés dans le contexte 
des eff orts de recrutement et de rétention des réserves et des approches qui pourraient être adoptées pour les renforcer. 
Ces résultats revêtent une importance particulière dans le cadre des futures politiques auprès du personnel militaire, 
particulièrement à l’égard des femmes militaires et de l’inclusion des groupes sous-représentés. 

  Mots-clés :  armée, FAC, femmes, Forces armées canadiennes, genre chez les militaires, recrutement, réservistes 
militaires, rétention    
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 LAY SUMMARY 
I n this qualitative study, 29 members of the Canadian Army Reserve were interviewed to investigate Canadian Armed 
Forces (CAF) recruitment and retention strategies. Studying member attitudes and participation in recruitment and 
retention led to original insights about the importance of community outreach, peer recruiting, and commitment on 
behalf of leadership when it comes to fostering a recruitment-focused culture. Participants pointed to camaraderie and 
the quality of training opportunities as signifi cant considerations to improve retention, providing further validation 
to existing research on retention in reserve units. Using a gender-based lens, reservists were asked about the culture of 
the CAF, sexual misconduct, and issues facing under-represented groups. Participants felt the military was doing well 
meeting recruiting targets and that representation and mentorship were important tools to encourage women and 
members of under-represented groups to join. Th e answers regarding sexual misconduct were extremely consistent: 
most were surprised when hearing Reserve Force statistics on sexual misconduct, and many displayed low awareness of 
how to report incidents. Nevertheless, participants thought their units were better than others when it came to equity, 
diversity, inclusion, and preventing sexual misconduct, signalling these topics could be further examined in the reserves. 

 INTRODUCTION 
 Th e Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) has plans to grow 
its ranks yet continues to fall short of recruitment tar-
gets, especially for under-represented groups such as 
women, visible minorities, and Indigenous people.1     Th is 
article begins from the premise that recruitment and 
retention challenges are diff erent when comparing sub-
groups within the military with a dearth of scholarship 
in Canada explicitly focusing on the reserves. A focus on 
the reserves is important for several other reasons. First, 
the CAF is set to increase the size of the reserves, and 
tailored recruitment eff orts are needed to guide units in 
achieving this goal. Second, reservists are drawn from the 
communities in which they live, contrasting the need for 
relocation inherent in the Regular Force. Th erefore, the 
reserves might be a lesser-known alternative to Canadi-
ans who are interested in the military, but do not want to 
move. Th ird, investing in the reserves can deliver benefi ts 
for the CAF when it comes to increasing the visibility and 
awareness of the general population vis-à-vis the military, 
since many reserve units are in urban centres. 

 Th is article informs the discussion by using qual-
itative data from interviews to identify successful re-
cruitment strategies in Canada. Th e contribution of 
this article is twofold: theoretically, it sheds light on 
gender-based and intersectional considerations aff ect-
ing recruitment and retention; and empirically, it off ers 
original data drawn from reservists, which continues to 
be an understudied military sub-group. 

 Literature on recruitment in the reserves, most nota-
bly articles published in the  Canadian Military Journal , 
centre around the need for stronger focus on recruitment 
and retention in the reserves,2   r  eadiness problems (i.e., the 
reserves are not ready for the next confl ict Canadians will 
face),  3   a rebuttal to this assertion,  4 an  d an article in defence 

of reserve armouries.5    Bu t what drives recruitment and re-
tention trends at reserve regiments across Canada? Beyond 
permissive policies at the national level, what generalizable, 
unit-level conditions contribute to successful recruitment 
in the reserves? By conducting 29 interviews with members 
of the army reserves, this study found that broad unit in-
volvement and enthusiasm were key to recruiting success. 

 While leadership from the command and recruit-
ment teams is a necessary condition, it is not suffi  cient. 
Th e research fi ndings reveal that a key strategy for re-
cruitment is to cultivate a strong regimental culture, 
conveyed by unit members to their peers, coupled with 
broad unit participation in recruitment, so that it is the 
responsibility of not just the command and recruitment 
teams, but the whole unit. On the retention front, pro-
viding continued training and deployment opportuni-
ties for reserve personnel was seen as a key determinant, 
which some members found lacking. 

 Literature on recruitment and retention 
  Th ere is ample evidence that the CAF struggles with 
institutional barriers preventing it from recruiting new 
members and processing applications with enough 
speed and effi  ciency to meet recruitment goals.6     -  9    
Acknowledging these supply-side explanations for 
why recruitment eff orts are hampered, this article puts 
more emphasis on the demand side, which starts with 
the recruitment pool: Canadian society. While some 
discussions focus on why the Canadian public seems 
disconnected from the military, these do not oft en fo-
cus on the reserves, despite its visible presence in urban 
centres and small towns, creating an opportunity for 
the military to establish ties with communities across 
the country.   10 A   ccordingly, the Reserve Force, rather 
than the Regular Force, may be uniquely positioned to 
increase the Canadian public’s awareness of the CAF 
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and to infl uence young Canadians’ attitudes toward 
military service.   Recommendations stemming from this 
study can thus inform eff orts to    increase connections 
between the military and the general population, in 
addition to improving recruitment strategies to better 
refl ect reservists’ lived experiences.  

  When it comes to retention, several studies have 
been conducted within the CAF on reasons why mem-
bers choose to either leave or remain within the military. 
Th e 2015/2016 Your-Say Survey in the reserves noted 
the top fi ve self-reported reasons (in order): lack of 
opportunities, civilian obligations, job dissatisfaction, 
family-related issues, and dissatisfaction with compen-
sation and benefits.   11    Certain   similarities in the results 
can be noted with the Regular Force; for instance, job 
dissatisfaction rated highly on both the Regular and Re-
serve Force surveys, which is not dissimilar from what 
was found in other countries.   12    Additionally, the survey
results indicate dissatisfaction among both Regular and 
Reserve Force members regarding compensation, pay, 
and benefits.   12   

  Th ere were also notable diff erences between the 
groups. Geographic stability was the second most com-
mon reason given by Regular Force members for leaving 
the CAF, whereas this factor did not make the list for 
Reserve Force members, who typically remain in their 
communities.   12   Another signifi cant reason for reserve
members leaving the CAF was civilian obligations, an 
issue that did not appear in the Regular Force results.12       
Th is distinction is to be expected, as reserve soldiers pre-
dominantly work for the CAF part time and have other 
full-time obligations (i.e., other careers, school, etc.), 
whereas the military is a Regular Force member’s full-
time employment.   12   

I  nterestingly, the most common reason reserve
members gave for leaving the CAF was a lack of
opportunities.   12    Th ough this is interesting in its own 
right, the Auditor General’s report (2012-15 fi scal 
years) notes almost half of reserve soldiers who left  the 
CAF did so before completing the fi rst level of their 
occupational training.   6          Indeed, the Auditor General’s 
report on the Reserve Force stated the CAF has “rec-
ognized that providing challenging, exciting training 
will help improve retention.” 6    (s. 5.55) P   icking up on this 
aspect, this interview-based study provides more fi ne-
grained evidence to examine if eff orts designed to pro-
vide reserve soldiers with opportunities for training and 
professional advancement have merit.  

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

   Recruitment and retention of 
under-represented groups   

  Although the CAF is actively working to increase the rep-
resentation of service members from under-represented 
groups, there exists a cultural context keeping the military 
from eff ectively succeeding in its goals.1     3  -15    For example,
  when examining the viability of the Canadian military 
as a career option for women, Waruszynski et al. argued 
that the prevailing warrior culture creates an unwel-
coming environment for women and must be addressed 
if the military wants to meet its diversity objectives.1     4   
Harassment and misconduct are related problems that 
contribute to recruitment and retention challenges, and 
these incidents are disproportionately experienced by 
women and other minority service members when com-
pared with the dominant demographic of the military 
(i.e., cisgender white men).   1  3     Regarding the sexualized
culture of the CAF, although some changes were imple-
mented with Operation Honour, the rate of sexual assault 
women experienced only decreased in 2018 for those who 
did not identify as visible minorities.  1  5    Hateful conduct 
has also been identifi ed as a problem within the CAF that 
might uniquely aff ect racialized service members.   1  3   

   Th is discussion thus far has highlighted how 
recruitment and retention patterns vary when applying 
an intersectional lens based on employment status 
(reserves vs. Regular Force), gender, and race. While 
exit surveys, harassment reporting data, and reviews 
conducted by the Auditor General represent a strong 
evidence base, qualitative data derived from interviews 
are needed to validate these broad fi ndings and provide 
more nuance and context to the patterns of recruitment 
and retention in the CAF.  

  

 

   

 METHODS 
 Th is study aimed to gather qualitative data on percep-
tions and beliefs regarding recruitment and retention 
trends in the CAF but focused on a participant pool 
from the primary reserves. Aft er the authors secured  
ethics clearances, participants were recruited to identify 
factors that contribute to successful recruitment strategies 
within the reserves (the interview questionnaire for this 
study is available online  16  ).

 Th e fi rst stage of the study involved assessing key 
themes covered in the interviews, during which service 
members would provide valuable insight on recruitment 
and retention. To analyze the data, a list of key themes 
w as  developed, drawn from existing training materials, 
as well as the broader literature on military recruitment 
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and retention. Th ree themes of interest were developed 
for the interviews: perceptions pre-enrollment, percep-
tions post-enrollment, and recruitment and retention 
challenges. Four participant groups were identifi ed for 
the interviews: 

 1. Th e command team would provide a unique lens by 
outlining the contours of the regiment’s recruitment 
strategies. 

 2. Th e recruiting team would provide insight on 
recruit ment trends and activities. 

 3. Recruits from training companies would provide 
the perspective of new recruits. 

 4. Trade-qualifi ed junior non-commissioned members 
would provide the perspectives of more experienced 
members of the regiment. 

Ou t of 29 interviewees, 2 were from Group 1, 4 from 
Group 2, 6 from Group 3, and 18 from Group 4. A total of 
24 men and 5 women were interviewed; 25 interviewees 
identifi ed their ethnicity as Caucasian. Th e sample is 
roughly consistent with the proportion of women and 
visible minorities in the CAF primary reserve, accord-
ing to CAF employment equity statistics.7     A total of 
16.80% of primary reservists are women, and the sam-
ple comprised 17.24% women. A total of 11.30% of pri-
mary reservists identify as visible minorities, and in the 
sample, 10.35% of participants identifi ed their ethnicity 
as other than Caucasian. However, the sample did not 
have any Indigenous participants, even though Indig-
enous reservists make up 2.60% of the CAF primary 
reserve. 

 RESULTS 
T o identify the conditions under which units employ 
successful recruitment and retention strategies, it must 
be acknowledged that part of the increase in high-per-
forming units can be attributed to a permissive policy 
environment for recruitment in reserve units, the full-
time summer employment program, and overall im-
provements in the CAF recruitment system (e.g., more 
streamlined recruiting processes with some documents 
housed locally with recruiting regiments). Additional 
factors were identifi ed through the interviews, which 
highlight more unit-specifi c dynamics. 

S ocial media presence and community outreach 
were identifi ed by participants as contributing factors to 
recruitment success when recruiting teams saw them as 
a priority, evidenced by staff  time and material resources 
invested. On a more individual level, participants 

reported personal commitment on behalf of command-
ing offi  cers (COs) as important. COs could demonstrate 
this by talking about recruitment during parade nights 
and regimental activities, as well as encouraging per-
sonnel to hand out recruiting materials, and to discuss 
employment in the reserves with family and friends. In-
deed, COs who focus on expanding the recruiting team 
and bringing all reservists into the process undoubtedly 
play a part in recruitment success. Many recruitment 
events take place at high schools, colleges, and univer-
sities to directly target student populations, which re-
cruiting teams oft en prioritize, though this varies from 
community to community. 

W hile recruitment was clearly a priority for in-
dividual units, as well as the Department of National 
Defence (DND)/CAF, it was more diffi  cult to fi nd ex-
plicitly stated retention strategies. Participants noted 
that without training opportunities or exciting deploy-
ment opportunities, people will eventually lose interest 
in the reserves unless fi nancial incentives are the driv-
ing motivator. What came out of the interview data is 
that the most positive experiences were associated with 
training or deployment. Grievances centred on reservists 
not feeling as if they were provided enough opportu-
nities to train and deploy, as well as complaints about 
equipment. Some junior leaders were also concerned 
about heightened training responsibilities that they did 
not feel equipped to handle. For most who raised the 
prospect of leaving their units, the rationale was tied 
to fi nishing university or college. Some of those who 
planned to leave had goals of careers in the Regular 
Force or in policing. Th e reserves were largely seen as a 
fallback option, with more desirable careers in the par-
ticipant’s fi eld of study or in other security fi elds as the 
priority. Th is is understandable, as most of the partici-
pants in the sample were in their early twenties. 

A nother interesting fi nding from the interviews re-
lates to the unintended consequences of either recruit-
ment success or personnel challenges at the mid-level. 
Lieutenants, corporals, and master corporals were con-
cerned they were not receiving training and their unit 
was recruiting over capacity. Th ese participants felt they 
were not aff orded opportunities to train and that they 
were asked to train members without the required qual-
ifi cations. 

S exual misconduct and other issues facing under-
represented groups such as discrimination and hate 
speech were seen by some participants as side concerns 
that did not aff ect the whole of the unit. Participants 
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were hesitant when speaking to these issues and felt the 
military was doing well with recruiting targets overall. 
Th ose who off ered strategies for recruitment claimed 
representation and mentorship were key to encourage 
women to join. However, both men and women dis-
cussed how women, visible minorities, and Indigenous 
people were sometimes paraded out to showcase the 
unit’s diversity and achievements, with some resent-
ment expressed toward this practice. 

 Th e way sexual misconduct was discussed by 
those in the unit was extremely consistent. Upon hear-
ing statistics of sexual misconduct in the reserves, 
interviewees oft en fi rst expressed surprise.  17   Overall,
participants also thought their units were better than 
others when it came to sexual misconduct preservation. 
Many focused on peer-to-peer assaults in their responses, 
as opposed to evidence that points to abuse of power as 
a signifi cant factor in sexual misconduct and discrimina-
tion. Participants also seemed to paint an idealized por-
trait of the Regular Force, suggesting that trust and fa-
milial connections between Regular Force members may 
explain lower rates of sexual misconduct. Participants 
oft en discussed sexual misconduct from the military’s 
point of view, noting how individuals are easier to con-
trol in the Regular Force setting, and how reserve units 
have more time together off  duty than on duty, creating 
more windows of opportunity for sexual misconduct to 
occur without repercussions. Some participants revealed 
they did not know how sexual misconduct was reported 
and disciplined within their unit and expressed confu-
sion about the rules. Th ese participants also discussed 
the lack of direct and immediate repercussions and the 
long time frame of processing allegations. 

 

 DISCUSSION 
 Creating an environment where everyone is expected 
to contribute to recruitment is an important and nov-
el fi nding not previously identifi ed in the Canadian 
literature as an eff ective recruitment strategy. While 
surveys conducted by DND/CAF show family and 
friends are a big source of infl uence when making de-
cisions about joining the military, the mechanism by 
which this happens is not specifi ed.1    8   Th is is where in-
terview data can provide a clearer picture. Multiple 
participants reported friends joined based on informal 
conversations about the reserves, which signals that peer 
group dynamics can positively impact recruitment. Th e 
possible consequences of peer-based recruiting should 
be further explored. On one hand, it could reinforce 

prevailing networks dominant in the CAF (i.e., cisgen-
der white men), but on the other, if diversity eff orts are 
explicitly off ered as a rationale for recruitment, recount-
ing positive, peer-based experiences to women, visible 
minorities, and Indigenous people may encourage them 
to join. Another point emerging from the interviews is 
that recruits who expressed an interest in joining the 
unit only temporarily were not turned away. While 
these applicants boost recruitment numbers, they can 
negatively impact retention numbers. Th is recruitment 
pool is fl ighty, but it is renewable, given the proximity of 
universities to some reserve units in urban centres. Th e 
interviews also showed that good camaraderie at the 
regiment may also contribute to retention, as regimental 
climate can vary widely, across time and space.  17,1  9   Overall,
it seems that more junior members were more satisfi ed 
with their experience — an interesting avenue for future 
research. 

I n terms of more generalizable recruitment and 
retention factors identifi ed by the study, it is worth re-
stating that recruitment strategies that push hard for 
certain demographics can have a detrimental eff ect on 
longer-term retention. For example, if a regiment relies 
heavily on transient university students as a main re-
cruitment pool, it must be a clear-headed strategy with 
mitigating measures, as almost all plan to leave the regi-
ment upon graduation. Many participants did not want 
to leave the regiment but knew they would have to move 
for their jobs (and so transfer to another unit) or wanted 
a career in the Regular Force. 

I nteresting gaps in reservist recruitment strategies 
were also found. For example, local part-time workers, 
who are less of a fl ight risk, might be interested in the 
reserves if they had more knowledge of opportunities. 
Investing in more — and better — training opportu-
nities for reservists and improving career advancement 
prospects are factors identifi ed as recruitment and re-
tention challenges in the international literature. Th e 
interviews provide additional confi rming evidence from 
the Canadian context.20     Th e interviews highlight the 
interconnected nature of training and culture, mean-
ing an approach that meets the needs of the regiment 
and translates into a more enthusiastic recruitment cul-
ture can deliver bottom-up results and might be more 
eff ective than a top-down recruitment strategy. 

 More research should be conducted on recruitment 
and retention of under-represented groups, such as 
racialized minorities, within the primary reserves. Mem-
bers of the regiment were oft en stumped on the diversity 
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questions posed during the interviews, despite these 
issues receiving signifi cant media and policy attention 
nationwide. Participants noted the military has a bad 
reputation when it comes to including women, visible 
minorities, and Indigenous people but off ered that this 
view was inaccurate, as their experiences did not refl ect 
this reputation. Th is suggests topics such as equity, di-
versity, and inclusion, as well as sexual misconduct pre-
vention, should be further emphasized in the reserves 
through tailored training and clear leadership guidance. 

 Conclusion 
W hen assessing the factors that contribute to recruit-
ment and retention in the CAF, this study has shown 
that while policies at the national level and streamlined 
recruitment processes are important, attention should 
also be paid to unit-level dynamics. Indeed, while all units 
stand to benefi t from a permissive policy environment, 
there is considerable variation in terms of how units per-
form when it comes to taking advantage of these policies 
and being successful at boosting overall numbers. To 
help explain this variation, the interview data  16   revealed
that a positive and welcoming culture makes recruits 
want to stay and encourages them to recruit friends and 
acquaintances. Furthermore, retention strategies aiming 
to improve training opportunities were confi rmed to 
be eff ective, but these should be implemented evenly at 
all levels so that all members of the regiment are off ered 
similar training and advancement prospects. 

I n terms of areas of improvement, there was a lack 
of focus and awareness on under-represented groups and 
their needs, both in the content of unit-level policies and 
in the answers provided during the interviews. Diversity 
and inclusion should be a key part of a broader and more 
holistic recruitment and retention strategy that enhances 
unit-level culture and is embedded in leadership and 
soldier guidance, so it is consistent with the broader 
diversity eff orts of the CAF. Finally, army reserve units 
with similar community demographics should share best 
practices when it comes to recruitment and retention, 
rather than having these discussions at the brigade or 
division levels, where units might be harder to compare. 
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 Pictures tell a story: Diversity and inclusion on the National 
CFMWS website 

  Lynne   Gouliquer  a ,  Carmen   Poulin  b ,  Alissa   Moore b   and  Hilary   Longobardi  b      

 ABSTRACT 
  Introduction:  Despite eff orts to end discrimination in the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF), policy reform will not be 
eff ective unless the culture changes. Aft er the offi  cial policy preventing gay and lesbian soldiers from serving (Canadian 
Forces Administrative Orders [CFAO] 19-20) was struck down, these service members and their spouses still faced 
discrimination and were disadvantaged by a heteronormative military culture. Th is study examines a lack of representa-
tional equity that may impede progress toward a military community that is truly inclusive of women, LGBTQIA2S+ 
members, and those who identify as Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour (BIPOC).  Methods:  A visual analysis of 
the Canadian Forces Morale and Welfare Services national website (h ttps://www.cafconnection.ca/ ) was conducted 
by capturing screenshots of images displayed. Images were coded for diversity-related themes (gender, LGBTQIA2S+, 
or BIPOC representation) using NVivo 12 qualitative analysis soft ware. Re sults: F indings indicate that women, 
LGBTQIA2S+, and BIPOC service members were disadvantageously represented.  Discussion: C urrent online de-
pictions of people maintain the historic heteronormative and cisnormative assumptions and image of the CAF. Th e 
authors conclude unconscious biases and hegemonic assumptions can, if left  unexamined, obstruct diversifi cation, in-
clusion, and recruitment/retention in the CAF. 

  Key words:  BIPOC, Canadian Armed Forces, CAF, cisgender, diversity, gender, heteronormativity, LGBTQIA2S+, 
qualitative visual methodologies, women 

 RÉSUMÉ 
  Introduction : M algré des eff orts pour mettre fi n à la discrimination au sein des Forces armées canadiennes (FAC), une 
réforme des politiques ne sera pas effi  cace sans modifi cation de la culture. Après la résiliation de la politique offi  cielle 
interdisant aux soldats gais et lesbiennes de servir (Ordonnances administratives des Forces canadiennes [OAFC] 19-
20), ces militaires et leurs conjoints doivent encore composer avec de la discrimination et sont désavantagés par une 
culture militaire hétéronormative. La présente étude examine un manque d’équité représentationnelle qui pourrait faire 
obstacle au progrès quant à l’atteinte d’une communauté militaire qui est pleinement inclusive des femmes, des mem-
bres LGBTQIA2S+ et ceux qui s’identifi ent comme personnes autochtones, noires et de couleur (PANDC).  Méthod-
ologie :  Une analyse visuelle du site Web national des Services bien-être & moral des Forces canadiennes ( https://www
.connexionfac.ca/ ) a été eff ectuée en faisant des captures d’écran des images affi  chées. Les images ont été codées selon 
des termes liés à la diversité (représentation des genres, personnes LGBTQIA2S+ ou PANDC) du logiciel d’analyse 
qualitative NVivo 12.  Résultats :  Les conclusions montrent que les femmes, les personnes LGBTQIA2S+ et les PAN-
DC n’étaient pas représentés de manière avantageuse.  Discussion :  La représentation actuelle, en ligne, de personnes 
conserve l’image et les présomptions historiques hétéronormatives et cisnormatives des FAC. Les auteurs concluent 
que des préjugés inconscients et des présomptions hégémoniques peuvent, s’ils ne sont pas examinés, faire obstacle à la 
diversifi cation, à l’inclusion et au recrutement/à la fi délisation au sein des FAC. 

  Mots-clés :  cisgenre, diversité, FAC, femmes, Forces armées canadiennes, genre, hétéronormativité, LGBTQIA2S+, 
méthodologies visuelles qualitatives, PANDC 
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 LAY SUMMARY 
 Women, BIPOC, and LGBTQIA2S+ people have faced, and continue to face, discrimination in the Canadian 
Armed Forces. Th is study examined the Canadian Forces Morale and Welfare Services national website (h ttps://www
.cafconnection.ca/ ) to see how diversity was represented. Th e authors captured screenshots from the site between No-
vember 2020 and April 2021. While images of women, Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour, and LGBTQIA2S+ 
people were present, the images that showed diversity were usually purchased, generic photos of people, and not rep-
resentative of military life. In general, the photos maintained a patriarchal status quo largely depicting cisgender male 
soldiers and heteronormativity. 

 INTRODUCTION 
 Canadian society has changed signifi cantly over the last 
60 years. Parallel changes in the Canadian Armed Forces 
(CAF) were much slower and were usually the result of 
political legislative powers such as those imposed by a 
Royal Commission, Human Rights Tribunal, or federal 
court ruling. Th e 1970 Royal Commission on the Sta-
tus of Women resulted in signifi cant gains for women 
in the military, such as equivalent pensions, access to 
CAF college education, and the right to serve when 
pregnant.  1  (  p.   134-138)  In 1989, a Human Rights Tribunal 
directed the CAF to eliminate employment occupa-
tional barriers and fully integrate women into the mil-
itary. 2   (  p.   27)  In 1992, a federal court ruling directed the 
military to cease discrimination against non-normative 
sexual orientations and gender expressions. 3    (  p.   165)  Th ese 
legislative tools aided in eliminating most discrimi-
natory military laws and policies toward women and 
LGBTQIA2S+ people. 

 Th e 1989 Human Rights Tribunal recognized 
deep-rooted and widespread prejudice against women 
in service, and in military culture itself, given that it 
granted the CAF 10 years to fully integrate women into 
its ranks.  2  (  p.   28  )  Yet, more than 30 years later, military 
culture continues to entail the objectifi cation, subor-
dination, and exclusion of those who diff er from the 
quintessential soldier.  4  -  13 I n other words, anyone who 
is not heterosexual, hypermasculine, white, and a man 
is vulnerable to experiencing discrimination and ha-
rassment in the CAF. 1 4  (  p.   1  0  4) W omen, LGBTQIA2S+, 
and Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour (BIPOC) 
soldiers continue to endure discrimination.  10  (  p.   70)  ,12  (  p.   18-

20,  )  ,13  (  p.   81-82)  ,15  (  p.   50  -53) F or example, the Deschamps report 
revealed CAF culture is inhospitiable to women and 
sexual minorities, and rife with sexual harassment and 
assault. 1 2  (  p.   86  )  

Ope ration HONOUR was implemented to end 
sexual misconduct in the Canadian military.  16   Recent
allegations of sexual misconduct at the highest level of 
CAF hierarchy (e.g., the former Chief of the Defence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

staff  who launched Operation HONOUR) highlight 
the depth of the problem. 1 7  -  21  Callaghan argues this 
initiative did not address the underlying problematic 
aspects of military culture. 1 3  (  p.   82) Ope ration HONOUR 
ended and was denounced as indicative of the CAF’s 
inability to change. 19 ,20  Another Independent External 
Comprehensive Review of the Department of Nation-
al Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces, headed by 
former Supreme Court justice the Hon. Louise Arbour, 
was ordered in 2021. 22  S  imilar to the Deschamps report, 
its purpose is to continue the work of eliminating sexual 
misconduct in the CAF. 

 

 

 

 Integration of women into the CAF 
 Examining changes simply in terms of the number of 
women in the ranks of the CAF reveals an interesting 
trend. In the 50 years following the 1970 Royal Com-
mission, the CAF Regular Force saw a 650% increase 
in the representation of women, going from 2% to 15%. 
More specifi cally, between the 1970 Royal Commis-
sion and the 1989 Human Rights Tribunal, there was a 
350% increase in the number of women in the forces, ris-
ing from 2% to 9% of all members. From 1989 to 2001, 
there was a 33% increase (9% to 11%), and from 2001 
to 2019, the increase was 36% (11% to 15%). 23   Th e CAF 
now aims to increase the number of women in the forces 
by 67%, from 15% to 25% in 10 years.  24 His torically, the 
CAF achieved a 67% change, but over a 30-year period 
that included a mandated policy forcing change. 23   Is this 
new objective achievable, considering the complexity of 
change required in terms of gender equity, diversity, and 
inclusion (EDI) in the context of CAF culture? Th is snap-
shot of gender progression demonstrates the challenges 
change represents for the CAF. However, assessment 
of women’s integration into the CAF must go beyond 
the numbers; Eichler proposes that further research on 
the experiences of women Veterans and CAF members 
should draw on feminist theories and incorporate an 
analysis of the implications and constructions of gender 
roles. 2 5  (  p.   7)  ,26  (  p.   686-  687)  
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 Another example of inequality is the pay gap. In 
a quantitative analysis of CAF members’ military pay, 
Gouliquer found a gendered pay gap in both the offi  -
cer corps and the non-commissioned member (NCM) 
ranks, with the largest diff erence aff ecting women of-
fi cers.  27  (  p.   97-117)  All accountable military factors did not 
eliminate the gender diff erence in pay. Given institu-
tional resistance to change, gendered pay diff erences are 
likely to persist. Th us, despite positive policy changes, 
discrimination persists. 

 

 Integration of LGBTQIA2S+ soldiers into 
the CAF 
P revious fi ndings indicate an enduring lack of acceptance 
of diff erence underpins the institutional structures of 
the CAF. 1 0  (  p.   70)  ,12  (  p.   18-20)  ,28,29  (  p.   90)  Th is lack of acceptance 
negatively aff ects cisgender women, LGBTQIA2S+ 
personnel, and ethnically and racially diverse soldiers. 
Oft en, the pronouncement that culture is slow to 
change is given to evoke understanding and forgive-
ness for institutional leaders and lack of substantive 
change.  30  (p. 402-404)  ,31  (p. 38)  Evidently, there is an under-
standing that informal realities (culture and attitude) 
do not oft en match offi  cial rules and policies, yet policy 
reforms are essential, and induce progress. However, 
policy reforms are not suffi  cient and do not change cul-
ture, as illustrated by the unresolved problems plaguing 
the CAF. 1 3  (  p.   73, 80-82)  ,18,21,32  Indeed, research indicates a hy-
permasculine, heteronormative, cisgender, white, male 
soldier ideal is pervasive within the CAF, along with a 
belief that soldiers need to display traits embodied by 
this schema. 3   -  10,12  -  15,23,33,34  For example, due to the infor-
mal policing of sexual orientation and gender expression, 
gay and lesbian service members feared repercussions if 
they were to offi  cially come out for over 10 years aft er 
CFAO 19-20 was rescinded.  8  (  p.    71-72)   ,10  (  p.    65-66  , 68  )  ,11  (  p.   5  6  -57  , 60)     

   Th ere is a disparagement of behaviours or traits associat-
ed with femininity, non-heterosexuality, non-cisgender 
identity, or other non-normative identities. 

 

   

  

 

  

 Integration of BIPOC soldiers into the CAF 
A cknowledging the CAF’s historical (mis)treatment of 
racially diverse soldiers is pertinent to contextualize the 
current reality. 3 4  (  p.   114, 116, 134)  Th e CAF is what George 
refers to as a “white space,” where BIPOC soldiers are 
seen as “other,” and whiteness and hegemonic mascu-
linity predominate. 1 5  (  p.    43,   50  -51  )  ,34  (  p.   115) His torically, Can-
ada discriminated against its racialized citizens, such as 
Chinese and Japanese Canadians, who were willing to 
serve during the Second World War. 3 5  (  p.   341)  Th e premier 

   

  

 

of British Columbia during that time feared recruit-
ing Chinese and Japanese Canadians into the military 
would result in “Oriental domination” in British Co-
lumbia. 3 5  (  p.   343)  Regardless of citizenship or years spent in 
the country, Asian Canadians were socially constructed 
as a menace to the nation.  35  (  p.   343,     350)  

 Black and Indigenous Canadians have also expe-
rienced discrimination in military recruitment poli-
cies.  36  (  p.   17)  ,37  (  p.   9  -10  , 13-14) F or example, during the Second 
World War, until 1943, the Royal Canadian Navy’s 
policy required recruits to be “of pure European descent 
and of the white race.” 3 7  (  p.   9)  Th e Royal Canadian Air 
Force maintained a similar policy until 1939.  37  (  p.   11)  

 Today, racism and homophobia are no longer bla-
tantly written into the CAF’s policies the way they were in 
the past. George argues CAF initiatives to boost diversity 
have been a superfi cial solution to deeper problems.  15  (  p.   43  ,  

   5  3  )   Arguably, increasing the demographic diversity of the 
CAF should be accompanied by an acknowledgement 
of, and a willingness to change, the prevailing culture of 
white, heteronormative masculinity.  15  (  p.     51  -53)  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 Aim of this study 
 Sanctioned discriminatory policies against BIPOC, 
LGBTQIA2S+, and cisgender women soldiers no longer 
exist in the CAF. However, as discussed above, hyper-
masculine, white, colonial, heteronormative, gendered 
assumptions remain deeply embedded within military 
structures and culture, in both subtle and blatant ways. 
It is essential these be identifi ed, acknowledged, and ad-
dressed if the CAF is committed to not alienating, eras-
ing, or overlooking women, BIPOC, and LGBTQIA2S+ 
members. Considering the commitments made in the 
CAF’s diversity strategy to increase the organization’s 
overall diversity and inclusion by 2026,  38  (  p.   8  -  9)   signifi cant 
change is required. To examine the inclusivity of the Ca-
nadian military, an analysis of the Canadian Forces Mo-
rale and Welfare Services (CFMWS) national website 
was conducted. Th e CFMWS provides current and re-
tired CAF members and their families with services and 
resources such as fi tness programs, fi nancial services, and 
educational information.  39,40   

 Th e CFMWS website is intended for use by the 
entire military community, which comprises over 
1 million people.  41   Recent initiatives from the CAF and 
Department of National Defence show diversity and 
inclusion are important to the military community 
and for recruitment and retention in the CAF. 4 2  -  44  
Th e lack of diverse and unbiased pictorial representation 
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of minorities on institutional websites and virtual 
media spaces is shown to exacerbate marginalization 
and perceptions. 4 5  (  p.   477-478)  ,46(  p.   17-18),  47  (  p.   4  89  ) A ccording to 
Rose,  46  (  p. xxii,   14  -1  8  , 22-23  , 46  )  a visual methodological analysis 
of images highlights how images can carry and transmit 
meaning and messages about cultural norms. Rose also 
contends images can potentially do harm by reinforc-
ing, or erasing, social categories such as race, gender, and 
ethnicity. 4 6  (  p.   17-18)     Th us, an analysis of visual images on 
the CFMWS website is an informative means to eluci-
date the CAF’s progress.  

 

    

 METHODS 
 Th e authors conducted a visual methodological qual-
itative analysis of images from the CFMWS national 
website ( https://www.cafconnection.ca/ ). Screenshots
of webpages were systematically captured and analyzed 
using version 12.7.0 of the qualitative analysis soft ware 
NVivo 12 (QSR International Pty Ltd., Melbourne,
Australia). 48   Th e screenshots were collected between No-
vember 2020 and April 2021. Like other quantitative
or qualitative studies, the analyzed images represent a 
snapshot of the website during this time period and may 
not refl ect the site as it currently exists. For more informa-
tion regarding the images analyzed for this study, please 
contact the authors. Th e following themes were a priori 
identifi ed from the literature: LGBTQIA2S+ representa-
tion, ambiguous identity, BIPOC representation, family 
relationships, gender, symbols and logos, text language, 
traditional norms, and who is wearing the uniform.
Th ese themes helped guide data collection and orient
researchers toward the images. Given the scope of this 
study, not all themes yielded results. Th us, the discussion 
and analysis focus on LGBTQIA2S+ representation, de-
pictions of families, and BIPOC representation. 

 Additionally, the authors analyzed the diff erence 
between photos based on origin (i.e., stock photos or 
military-generated images). Rose argues the “site of pro-
duction” of images infl uences the meanings they con-
vey. 4 6  (  p.   27-32)  Photo credits for stock images purchased 
from a company read “iStock” or “Th inkstock,” whereas
military-produced images usually credited “Military
Family Services” (MFS) or “Combat Camera.” Although 
what is depicted in an image is important, knowledge 
about origin, or how an image was made, infl uences and 
informs the viewer.  46  (  p.   27)  Arguably, the stock images were 
created for purposes that were diff erent from military-
produced photos (i.e., monetary vs. self-promotion). 

  

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 RESULTS 

 LGBTQIA2S+ representation 
F indings revealed little LGBTQIA2S+ representation 
on the CFMWS website. Most notable was the absence 
of artifacts such as LGBTQIA2S+ symbols or pride 
fl ags. Furthermore, depictions of non-heterosexual cou-
ples were located far from the main landing pages. Im-
ages of LGBTQIA2S+ couples were only visible once 
one navigated three layers/pages down inside the site 
(home> programs and services> health> healthy relation-
ships). On the Healthy Relationships page, the dominant 
image is a non-white heterosexual couple. Further down 
the page, there were four photos with links to other pag-
es. Two of the photos were of a lesbian and a gay cou-
ple and subtitled Tips Sheets and Supports Available to 
You, respectively. Both couples were interracial. Photo 
credits indicate both images were stock images. Neither 
depicted a person in a Canadian military uniform. On 
the Tips Sheets page, which focuses on family violence 
and abuse prevention, there is another photo with a link 
subtitled the Intimate Relationships Continuum and 
Chart page. Th is image highlights another gay couple 
who are white. Th e Intimate Relationships page pro-
vides information to help members understand healthy 
versus unhealthy relationships. Th e photo is also a stock 
photo and neither of the men can be visually identifi ed 
as a military member.   

 Depictions of families 
 Also found on the Healthy Relationships page is a link 
to a page entitled Stories of Military Members and Th eir 
Families. Th e families featured in short videos on this page 
at the time of the study were all heterosexual-presenting 
military families and contrasted starkly with the stock 
photos of non-military LGBTQIA2S+ couples. All 
the people in the videos were white, and each video 
had a single family name as its caption. In these videos, 
the men were identifi able as military members and the 
women usually as civilians, although in one video both 
the man and woman were service members.  

 BIPOC representation 
 While white, heteronormative military family depic-
tions were most oft en featured, interracial couples were 
also depicted. One image showed a white man wearing a 
Canadian military uniform with children and a woman 
in civilian clothing who was a Person of Colour. Th ere 
were many BIPOC individuals and couples depicted but 
most were stock images. Th us, BIPOC representation 
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was quite common on the site. However, no images of 
BIPOC members wearing a military uniform and ac-
companied by their families were present. Of the many 
images showing familial relationships where at least one 
parent was in uniform, the families were predominantly 
white and showed a man wearing a Canadian military 
uniform. However, at the time of the analysis, one of 
the rolling images on the main webpage indicated that 
April was the Month of the Military Child. Th e associ-
ated image showed three Black children sitting together 
and wearing CAF t-shirts. 

 From the main page of the CFMWS website, fol-
lowing the About Us link to a sub-page, there was a 
short, animated video about CFMWS as a social enter-
prise. Th e still image used to introduce the video shows 
two animated fi gures of women, both People of Colour. 
One is wearing a CAF identifi able sweatshirt. In the ac-
tual video, one animated Black woman is the only service 
woman depicted, and the main character dominating 
the video is an animated white man in a CAF army shirt. 

O n the Our Policies sub-page of the About Us page, 
there is obvious BIPOC representation. All fi ve images 
for the Our Policies subsection were stock photos featur-
ing BIPOC individuals. For example, the main image for 
the Confl ict of Interest section shows a stock photo of a 
Black woman. Given the context, it is implied she is being 
negatively aff ected by a confl ict of interest. Similarly, the 
image for the Non-Public Funds (NPF) Workplace Ha-
rassment and Violence Prevention Policy is a stock photo 
of two women, one Black and one white, who appear to 
be in a discussion with a third mostly unseen person. At 
the time of the study, there was no BIPOC representa-
tion in the other sub-pages of the About Us page titled 
Our Values, Our Leadership, and Our Strategies. Th ese 
other pages contained primarily photos of CAF soldiers, 
all of whom were white. Th ere was no BIPOC represen-
tation among the 10-person leadership team on the Our 
Leadership page, and a white hand holding a compass is 
located at the top of the page.   

 DISCUSSION 
 While LGBTQIA2S+ representation on the CFMWS 
website does exist, it is limited and located three to 
four clicks (or layers) away from the main page. Th e 
images of LGBTQIA2S+ couples were also associated 
with topics of advice, such as intimate relationships, 
domestic violence, and abuse. Th ere were no images of 
LGBTQIA2S+ couples found in sections dealing with 
fi nances, parenting, or relocations. Th ere were also no 

images of LGBTQIA2S+ couples parenting. Most no-
tably, the pictures were usually purchased stock images. 
None depicted people with a Canadian military affi  lia-
tion (e.g., wearing a military uniform). 

 Regarding military families, Spanner argues the 
demands of the military spousal role have not changed 
over decades and the CAF continues to benefi t from 
conventional, gendered labour within military fami-
lies.  49  (  p.   67)  Th is analysis of the CFMWS website revealed 
some examples of women in uniform with children, and 
one example of a heterosexual couple both in uniform 
with a child. However, there were no examples found 
showing a family with a woman in uniform and a man 
in civilian clothing. Moreover, representations of family 
on the website predominantly adhered to the schema of 
a “Standard North American Family” — two white par-
ents of diff erent genders and children, all using the same 
family name. 5 0  (  p.   157-171) B y routinely depicting a man in 
uniform, images symbolically promoted a traditional, 
patriarchal, heterosexual, cisgender CAF hierarchy and 
culture. Although women are pictured in uniform, they 
are oft en in nurturing roles (i.e., with children, or caring 
for the sick and injured). 

 Regarding BIPOC representation, the image for the 
Month of the Military Child on the landing page seemed 
to be a photo of actual military children. Th is is a positive 
step toward diversity and inclusion. In the animated vid-
eo, while the inclusion of BIPOC women (and men) are 
indicators of inclusivity, the inclusion remains cursory. 3 4  (  p.  

 123  -124  ,   133-134) U ndercurrents of white dominant power re-
lations also underpin the video. Furthermore, images of 
BIPOC people on the CFMWS website were associated 
with problems that needed to be solved and monitored, 
such as a young Black girl held by her father while a white 
medical technician treated her injury, rather than being 
associated with CAF leadership roles or positive sub-
themes. Th us, BIPOC and LGBTQIA2S+ persons are 
depicted as needy (i.e., associated with concepts of con-
fl ict, violence, and disclosure of wrongdoing), and not 
fully integrated members of the CAF. 

I n summary, the representations of CAF members 
and their family constellations remain white, heterosex-
ual, cisgender, and dominated by masculinity. Th e fact 
that stock images depicting diversity and inclusion were 
added is a step in the right direction. However, with dif-
ferent sites of production,  46  (  p.   27-32)  they send the message 
that diversity is outsourced and not integral or import-
ant to the military. Arguably, diversity and inclusion 
render military institutions stronger and impart unique 
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strengths. 51  F or instance, the recruitment of Indigenous 
Peoples into the Canadian Army during the Second 
World War led to the formation of a unit of Cree code 
talkers who created a code the German Axis was unable 
to crack, thereby helping secure Allied intelligence.  52  

 Whether the absent or subordinated depictions of 
BIPOC and LGBTQIA2S+ members and their families 
is inadvertent or intended is not the point. In a culture 
that tries to erase diff erences to bolster cohesion, equi-
table depiction and inclusion of women, BIPOC and 
LGBTQIA2S+ CAF members and families remains 
extremely challenging. Like previous fi ndings in the con-
text of academic recruitment, 5 3  (  p.   262-264  , 275-276)  the use of 
both stock and military photos created an illusion of in-
clusion and, in this case, sustains a military culture which 
values whiteness, men, heteronormativity, cisgender, and 
hypermasculinity. Diverse individuals should see them-
selves refl ected in a realistic way and celebrated in visual 
media. 4 7  (  p.   482,   489-490)  ,53  (  p.   278-279)  While a certain type of in-
clusion is evident in the images analysed, strategic eff orts 
on the part of the CAF will require further mindful anal-
yses for unconscious biases and hegemonic expectations. 

 

 

  

 

 Limitations and suggestions for future 
research 
 All research, whether quantitative or qualitative, in-
volves the subjective positioning of researchers, and an-
alyzing images is no diff erent. 4 6  (  p.   16,   46  )  ,53  (  p.   268-269)  While
this study examining the CFMWS website was small, 
the fi ndings indicate where change, with respect to 
diversity and inclusion in the CAF, is needed. Future 
research should expand to in-depth quantitative and 
qualitative examinations of all CAF and CFMWS 
websites. 

  

 Conclusion 
 Th is article presents an informative visual qualitative 
analysis of images on the CFMWS national website. Given 
the current impetus to diversify the CAF and Department 
of National Defence, and the historic discrimination faced 
by marginalized groups in the military, an analysis of visual 
representations is timely. Th is analysis revealed limitations 
to how and when LGBTQIA2S+, women, and BIPOC 
CAF members and their families were represented. Th e 
military families pictured predominantly consisted of white 
men in uniform with women in civilian clothing ac-
companied by two children. A critical analysis of how 
heteronormative and cisnormative relations of power 
are privileged in the CAF is necessary. Th is analysis will 

require a long-term commitment to carefully examine 
institutional structures, practices, and culture using Gen-
der-Based Analysis Plus,  54   critical feminist theory, critical 
race theory, and Indigenous approaches. 
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SNAPSHOTS
Canadian Rangers 

Photos clockwise from top left: Canadian Ranger Melina Tessier-Fontaine of Dawson City, Yukon, Canada, is pictured after a two-week Arctic patrol 
during Operation NUNALIVUT. Photo by Cpl. Pierre Létourneau; Sgt. Emily Coombs of the 4th Canadian Ranger Patrol Group teaches 3rd Canadian 
Division soldiers about the importance of fi nding the right wood to start a fi re during Basic Wilderness Survival Training in Dease Lake, British Columbia, 
Canada. Photo by O.S. Alexandra Proulx/Directorate of Army Public Aff airs (Ottawa); Members of the Royal Canadian Air Force 436 Transport Squadron and 
the Canadian Rangers evacuate residents of Pikangikum First Nation during Operation LENTUS. Photo by Cpl. Ken Beliwicz; Canadian Army reservists 
participate in Exercise NORTHERN SOJOURN near Goose Bay, Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada. Th e exercise brought together soldiers from 
Canada, the United States, and Poland. Canadian Army photo; Members of 1st Canadian Ranger Patrol Group conduct search and rescue drills on Great 

Th e Canadian Rangers are part of the Canadian Armed Forces and work in remote, isolated, and coastal regions of Canada. 
Drawn from their local communities, Rangers speak 26 diff erent languages and dialects, and bring diversity of experience and 
insight to their training, alongside other Canadian Army members.
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Slave Lake near Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, Canada, during Operation NUNAKPUT. Photo by Petty Offi  cer, 2nd Class Belinda Groves; Th e Inukjuak 
Junior Canadian Ranger Patrol, located in Nunavik, Québec, Canada, conduct a training activity under the supervision of the Canadian Rangers. Th e 
Junior Canadian Rangers program promotes traditional cultures and lifestyles, including Ranger skills, by off ering a variety of structured activities to youth 
ages 12-18 years living in remote and isolated communities. Canadian Army Photo; Master Corporal Gordon Reed performs a daily check-in between Teslin, 
a satellite patrol, and Carcross, Yukon, Canada, using an iridium phone, as part of the Northern response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Canadian Armed 
Forces photo; Pte. Dennis Funk, a Canadian Ranger, patrols the coastline of Hudson Bay in Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, during Operation NANOOK. 
Photo by Cpl. Tina Gillies/DND-MDN Canada

Canadian Rangers
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 Socio-cultural dynamics in gender and military contexts: 
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  Karen D .  Davis a   

 ABSTRACT 
 In response to a 2015 external review and subsequent allegations of sexual misconduct, high priority has been placed on 
socio-cultural change in the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF). Canada’s Defence Policy,  Strong, Secure, Engaged , reinforces 
this priority, calling for a culture of respect and inclusion that supports gender equality and a workforce that leverages 
the diversity of Canadian society. Notwithstanding multiple eff orts targeting diversity, inclusion, sexual misconduct 
elimination, and integration of gender perspectives into policy, planning, and military operations, understanding and 
monitoring culture and culture change is a persistent challenge. Drawing from historical documents and social science 
research on culture and gender in the Canadian military, this article presents an analysis of socio-cultural shift s since 
1970. Th e analysis illustrates the importance of understanding the complexity of cultural infl uences and describes how 
cultural discourses have shaped responses to gender diff erence. Related narratives are frequently adopted at face value 
in the absence of comprehensive analysis of cultural infl uences. Research has made valuable contributions to better un-
derstanding and monitoring of Canadian military culture; however, historical evidence suggests the meaning of gender 
integration has not been fully understood or achieved. Th is analysis underscores the importance of critical and compre-
hensive analyses to support aspirations for social inclusion. 

  Key words:  CAF, Canadian Armed Forces, culture change, gender, military culture, policy, planning, women in the 
military 

 RÉSUMÉ 
E n réponse à un examen externe et à des allégations subséquentes d’inconduite sexuelle, les Forces armées canadiennes 
(FAC) ont fait de la modifi cation de leur environnement socioculturel une priorité. La politique de défense du Canada, 
 Protection, Sécurité, Engagement , vient renforcer cette priorité, en réclamant une culture de respect et d’inclusion qui 
soutient l’égalité des genres et une main-d’œuvre qui vient tirer parti de la diversité de la société canadienne. Malgré des 
eff orts multipliés pour cibler la diversité, l’inclusion, l’éradication de l’inconduite sexuelle et l’intégration de nouvelles 
perspectives dans les politiques, la planifi cation et les opérations militaires, il reste diffi  cile de comprendre la culture et 
les changements culturels et d’en faire le suivi. En se fondant sur des documents historiques et des travaux de recherche 
en sciences sociales sur la culture et le genre dans les forces armées canadiennes, cet article présente une analyse des 
changements socioculturels survenus depuis les années  1970. L’analyse illustre l’importance de comprendre la com-
plexité des infl uences culturelles et décrit la façon dont les discours culturels ont façonné les réponses aux diff érences 
de genre. Des narratifs connexes sont souvent pris au pied de la lettre en l’absence d’une analyse complète des infl uences 
culturelles. Des travaux de recherche ont off ert d’utiles contributions à une meilleure compréhension et à un meilleur 
suivi de la culture militaire canadienne; cependant, la preuve historique suggère que la signifi cation de l’intégration des 
genres n’a pas été pleinement comprise ou atteinte. L’analyse souligne l’importance d’analyses critiques et exhaustives 
pour appuyer des aspirations liées à l’inclusion sociale. 

  Mots-clés :  changement de culture, culture militaire, FAC, femmes dans les forces armées, Forces armées canadiennes, 
genre, planification, politique     
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 INTRODUCTION 
 In response to the 2015 external review on sexual harass-
ment and sexual misconduct, high priority was placed 
on social-cultural change in the Canadian Armed Forc-
es (CAF).1     Th is is reinforced within Canada’s Defence 
Policy,  Strong, Secure, Engaged , in its call for a culture 
of respect and inclusion that supports gender equality 
and a workforce that leverages the diversity of Canadian 
society.  2 N  otwithstanding the multiple eff orts targeting 
diversity, inclusion, the elimination of sexual harassment 
and sexual misconduct, the integration of gender-based 
analysis into policy and planning and gender perspec-
tives into military operations, understanding and mon-
itoring culture and culture change to inform the multi-
ple objectives of the socio-cultural change strategy is a 
persistent challenge. While the commitment of senior 
and institutional leadership is held up as a critical com-
ponent of change, it is less well understood what needs 
to change and how to determine if, and when, culture 
change eff orts are realizing success. 

D rawing from historical documents, including
CAF organizational policies and directives and social 
science research on gender and culture in the Canadian 
military, this article begins with an overview of the 
socio-cultural shift s that have taken place within the 
CAF, including consideration of cultural narratives re-
lated to sex, gender, and diversity that have shift ed and 
persisted over time, and the impacts of those narratives 
on culture change strategy and cultural response to 
change imperatives. In doing so, the discussion revisits 
the CAF experience with gender-related social change 
to illustrate the importance of understanding the com-
plexity of cultural infl uences in determining approaches 
to understanding and monitoring culture change. 

 Th is analysis recognizes that the most recent em-
phasis on culture change is driven by highly visible and 
important imperatives to respond to sexual misconduct. 
Sexual misconduct is a particularly insidious and harmful 

 

experience infl uenced by cultural context and response, 
and the experience of sexual misconduct has repercus-
sions for gender integration and inclusion in military or-
ganizations.3   Co  nsequently, the analysis includes, but is 
not limited to, sexual misconduct in the CAF. 

 GENDER AND SOCIO-CULTURAL CHANGE 
IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY 
 Th is section presents a gender-based conceptualization of 
the changes claimed within the CAF in recent decades, 
in moving from a male, heterosexual warrior paradigm 
to the various gender and diversity-based imperatives be-
ing negotiated today. It highlights four phases of CAF 
discourse and claims to social change that are relatively 
visible and supported by CAF narratives: 1) the integration 
of women, 2) gender integration, 3)  gender-neutral 
culture, and 4) recent focus on integrating gender per-
spectives. 

E ach of these phases took varying priority and 
diff ered in visibility within CAF policy and practice 
over time as the CAF responded to external pressures 
for change. Th e phases are visible in ways that suggest 
linear and progressive change, and are supported by the 
language, assumptions, and policies at work within the 
CAF over time, as the military negotiated the increas-
ing participation of women in selected occupations and 
roles, followed by the participation of women in virtually 
all military roles, including combat, and, most recently, 
responded to calls for unique gender-based contribu-
tions to enhance operational eff ectiveness. 

A nalysis further suggests these responses are lim-
ited in terms of understanding the implications for 
gender-related culture change. Most frequently, formal 
policy changes have signaled visible change, followed by 
short-term initiatives and monitoring approaches that 
captured indicators and outcomes as proxies for culture 
change. Th ese indicators, such as the representation of 
women, while important components of monitoring, 

 LAY SUMMARY 
T oday, changing the culture of the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) is a high priority so that all members feel respected 
and included and do not experience discrimination, harassment, or any form of sexual misconduct. Th is article looks 
back at the CAF experience with gender integration to see what it tells us about what should be done today. Over 
20 years ago, many believed the job was done, that the CAF had fully integrated women and welcomed all members, 
regardless of who they were. Women have served in the Canadian military for several decades; they make important 
contributions, and there are no formal limitations on how they contribute and what they can achieve. Although policies 
and practices have changed, too oft en, some women and men continue to experience discrimination, harassment, and 
sexual assault. Based on past experience, this article suggests that thinking about diff erent ways of understanding culture 
in the CAF is important in paving the way for a more inclusive experience for all members. 
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have been insuffi  cient to capture the complexity of root 
causes embedded within culture, including the norms 
that present gender-related barriers despite “equal em-
ployment rhetoric.”4(  p.     29)   

 Th e theoretical frameworks addressing military cul-
ture frequently relied on interpretations of the military 
as a “total institution,” a world with “its own unique 
set of norms of behaviour and dress, its own judicial 
system, and its own rights and responsibilities.”5(p.          158)  
C   ritical feminist analysts such as Zilla Eisenstein6     and
Cynthia Enloe7     have further claimed that military cul-
ture is sustained by masculine norms that draw heav-
ily on traditional conceptions of male warriors and is 
reinforced through enduring cultural processes. In her 
gender analysis of Canadian military peacekeepers, San-
dra Whitworth highlights the role of military myths in 
defi ning what is natural, normal, and legitimate within 
a framework of military masculinity — courage and en-
durance, physical and psychological strength, rational-
ity, toughness, obedience, discipline, and patriotism.  5   
Historically, military leadership was strongly commit-
ted to assumptions regarding operational eff ectiveness 
that were dependent on all-male heterosexual teams, 
and in combat domains in particular.8     Th e explanato-
ry power of the combat masculine warrior paradigm,  8  -  9   
or the warrior paradigm,10     is rooted in key assumptions 
about the essential diff erences between women and men 
in society. 

 Indeed, prior to the February 1989 direction of a 
Canadian Human Rights Tribunal (CHRT) to fully 
integrate women into all environments and roles, resis-
tance to the full participation of women in the Canadi-
an military was driven by sex-based beliefs and assump-
tions about the essential and dichotomous character 
and abilities of women and men. Th e participation of 
women, the military claimed, would undermine the 
values of the masculine heterosexual warrior identity, 
a vocational orientation to military service and opera-
tional eff ectiveness. Even as military leadership recog-
nized the important contributions of women in support 
roles, they sought scientifi c evidence to seek exemption 
to the inclusion of women in combat roles to protect the 
culture and cohesion of all-male heterosexual combat 
teams.11     

 In directing the CAF to fully integrate women into 
all environments and roles in the following 10 years, 
the CHRT asserted that operational eff ectiveness is a 
gender-neutral concept and further directed external 
and internal monitoring of CAF eff orts to integrate 

 

women.1    2 W  ithin months of the ruling, military poli-
cies were updated to remove exclusions to the partici-
pation of women. Th ese policy changes meant women 
in all occupations were immediately eligible, and im-
mediately liable, for operational deployments and roles 
from which they were previously restricted. While this 
opened opportunities for women, in the short term, at 
least, they were frequently placed in positions for which 
they were not trained or prepared.11     In tandem, CAF 
policy changed in 1992 to permit Canadians, regardless 
of their sexual orientation, to serve in the military with-
out restriction.  1  3 C  hanges to the  Employment Equity 
Act i n 1996 signaled expanded application to include 
the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and the CAF. 

 As the CAF negotiated the expectations of the 
CHRT, the language also shift ed, from the integration 
of women to gender integration.   Th is shift  was intended 
to refl ect the inclusion of women and men in a process 
focused on mixed-gender cohesion and the equality of 
women and men.1    4   By the late 1990s, as women and 
LGBTQIA2S+ members struggled for belonging and 
acceptance, the CAF settled on gender integration “as 
the process of facilitating the full participation of wom-
en.”1    5  (p.     3) I  n 1996, the Canadian guide for gender-based 
analysis defi ned gender as “the culturally specifi c set 
of characteristics that identifi es the social behavior of 
women and men and the  relationship  between them,” 
emphasizing the social construction of gender includes 
the relationships among women and men.1    6  (p.      3)   Not-
withstanding the potential for a sex- and gender-inclusive 
framework, the CAF defi nition embedded gender as 
language referring to the equality of women in the CAF 
rather than a gender-inclusive concept. 

 Coming out of the 1990s, military analysts ob-
served that military institutions had undergone signif-
icant change as they shift ed from homogenous mas-
culine military institutions to cultures refl ecting full 
gender integration.1    7   Th e representation of women in 
greater proportions, and in expanding roles, supported 
assumptions regarding shift s away from masculine cul-
tures to those refl ecting gender-neutral ethos and greater 
permeability with civilian society. Th e Canadian mili-
tary, according to military sociologist Franklin Pinch, 
became “more democratized, liberalized, civilianized, 
and individualized.”1    8  (p.     156)   Change was visible in terms 
of sex- and gender-neutral approaches to policy devel-
opment, and in 1998, anonymous self-report survey 
measures indicated experiences of sexual harassment 
among military women had declined since 1992.1    9   Yet 
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many women, as well as members of marginalized sub-
groups of women and men, continued to face signifi cant 
challenges as they struggled for success and belonging 
in the military.20    -22   Also in 1998, CAF perceptions were 
challenged by high-profi le media claims of sexual mis-
conduct in the Canadian military.2    3  ,  2  4   

I n 1999, at the end of the 10-year timeline, the Ca-
nadian Human Rights Commission determined gender 
integration was incomplete but expressed confi dence 
that military leadership was committed to progression 
toward that goal.2    5  A s a result, the requirement for ex-
ternal monitoring was removed, and strategy to employ 
women was largely subsumed within broader equity 
objectives  11 a  nd assumptions regarding the extent to 
which gender equity had been achieved.2    6  ,  2  7   While gen-
der-neutral policy seeks equity, it breaks down when 
assumptions are made about shared perspectives, expe-
riences, and impacts among women and men, and — in 
particular — when the dominant gendered experience 
subsumes alternative perspectives and experiences.  2  6   
What the CAF claimed to be gender integration was 
essentially a strategy of assimilation, associated with 
tolerance for the physical presence of diff erent bodies 
without challenging the ways in which social construc-
tion of gender, masculinity, and femininity2    8   shaped
CAF culture and its impacts on women, as well as 
under-represented groups. 

 Th roughout Canada’s commitment to Afghanistan 
in 2004-11, assumptions about the gender-neutral char-
acter of the Canadian military were reinforced, at least 
in part due to the challenges shared by women and men, 
coupled with the high visibility of these combat-related 
challenges.2    9  ,  30   However, in 2014, sexual misconduct 
was once again highly visible in the media,31    ,  3  2   shattering
any remaining conceptions of gender-neutral impacts in 
the CAF. Th e public re-emergence of sexual misconduct 
underscored diff erential impacts of the lived experienc-
es of women and marginalized sub-groups of women 
and men in the military. Th is marked the fi rst of multi-
ple external infl uences prompting the CAF, for the fi rst 
time since 1999, to place signifi cant focus on building 
capacity related to gender and diversity. In response, the 
CAF commissioned the  External Review into Sexual 
Misconduct and Sexual Harassment in the Canadian 
Armed Forces .  1   Released in 2015, the report claimed a 
disjunction between the high professional standards es-
tablished by CAF policies and the day-to-day reality ex-
perienced by many members. Consequently, the exter-
nal review authority, Marie Deschamps, recommended 

 

 

 

the CAF “establish a strategy to eff ect cultural change to 
eliminate the sexualized environment and to better in-
tegrate women, including by conducting a gender-based 
analysis of CAF policies.”  1(p.     ix)   As the CAF initiated its 
response — Operation HONOUR — in a bid to elim-
inate sexual misconduct,3    3   numerous related priorities 
for reconceptualizing the role of gender in military cul-
ture were also brewing. 

P arallel to the implementation of Operation HON-
OUR, a CAF diversity strategy was in development,3    4   
along with initiatives to implement Gender-Based 
Analysis Plus (GBA+) across the CAF and the De-
partment of National Defence.3    5   Concurrently, the 
discourse around diversity in organizations, including 
within the CAF, expanded from diversity to diversity 
and inclusion.3    6   Th e year 2015 also marked the fi ft eenth 
anniversary of United Nations Security Council Reso-
lution (UNSCR) 1325, the fi rst in a series of UNSCRs 
making specifi c reference to the priorities of women, 
peace, and security (WPS). Th e anniversary was lever-
aged to reboot eff orts to address global gender-related 
security priorities, including the recruitment and reten-
tion of women in armed forces.  3  7   

 In 2016, the CAF launched its formal response, with 
direction to implement UNSCR 1325 (and subsequent 
WPS SCRs), along with GBA+, to facilitate the inte-
gration of gender perspectives into planning and opera-
tions.3    8   Concurrently, eff orts continued to increase the 
representation of women to 25% by 2026.  2(p.      11)   Th ese 
initiatives, in highlighting claims to the particular value 
women contribute to military operations, represent a 
disruptive departure from the gender-neutral conceptions 
that have undermined meaningful gender-based culture 
change, including shaping of the warrior framework 
since at least 2000. 

A long with challenges to the lived experiences of 
women and men, these developments further reinforced 
calls to challenge assumptions about how the warrior 
is framed in the CAF and, at the very least, recalibrate 
what it means to be a warrior, with a view toward meet-
ing emerging defence and security challenges. 3   9   

 Th is analysis suggests cultural discourses have 
shaped organizational response to gender in the Ca-
nadian military, moving from essentialist-based narra-
tives considering heterosexual women as a dichotomous 
complement to heterosexual men to a struggle between 
gender-neutral posture and increasing recognition of sex, 
gender, and related intersecting experiences and identi-
ties. Changing narratives over time have been adopted 
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at face value, largely in response to the removal of formal 
policy barriers. Th ese observations, coupled with analyses 
of current gender-related change challenges in the CAF, 
underscore the importance of better understanding how 
to capture dynamics within military culture in ways that 
contribute to understanding the complexity of culture 
and imperatives for culture change. 

 MONITORING SOCIO-CULTURAL CHANGE 
 Past research reveals multiple models for how to eff ect 
culture change and has well established the importance 
of measuring and monitoring change initiatives.40     How-
ever, limited evidence-based research in non-profi t con-
texts includes assessment of successful culture change 
initiatives and, in particular, the sustainment and con-
tinued development of culture change objectives over 
time. Claims to successful culture change are frequently 
predicated on highly visible, short-term initiatives and 
outcomes, along with relatively little focus on the less 
visible practices and relationships that limit meaning-
ful and sustainable change. Given the complexities and 
impacts of culture, understanding the dynamics infl u-
encing culture and subcultures, and determining what 
needs to be monitored over time, is critical. In a CAF 
context, this includes fi rst understanding the ways in 
which experiences of harm such as sexual misconduct as 
well as the broader experiences of all CAF members are 
shaped and impacted by cultural dimensions and values 
that can conceal and reinforce tensions embedded in 
the intersections of gender with authority, power, race/
ethnicity, sexuality, and religion — all essential consid-
erations when conducting organizational analysis. 41   ,  4  2   

C ulture can be monitored through the application 
of quantitative approaches to assess dimensions and out-
comes of culture and qualitative approaches to determine 
which (and how) elements of the existing culture aid or 
hinder the change process.  4  3   Strategies that favour posi-
tivistic models of organizational behaviour frequently 
rely on standardized survey instruments, while inductive, 
qualitative approaches tend to be used by researchers seek-
ing explanations for the complexities of organizational 
culture.  4  4  D rawing from analyses of gender and military 
culture, Nancy Taber further suggests that researchers 
need to continuously push methodological boundaries to 
address those areas traditional methodologies cannot ad-
dress. Her analysis highlights, for example, institutional 
ethnography as an approach particularly useful in under-
standing how institutional ideology creates and reinforces 
social relationships of power.4    5   

 Broadly speaking, three basic perspectives can be 
applied to the examination of culture, and although 
constructed in diff erent ways, the role of language and 
discourse, and culture as a process of co-production and 
meaning, are considered in most approaches.4    6   Interpre-
tive approaches consider the relationship between cul-
ture, communication, normative rules, and resources. 
Inter-group perspectives, rooted in social identity the-
ory,4    7 a  re concerned with the creation of group mem-
berships and identities and how in-group/out-group 
distinctions are maintained. Critical perspectives un-
derstand culture as a source of power and seek to explain 
how culture treats those at the margins.4    6   Feminist the-
ory and critical race theory present particular potential 
for revealing the social construction of power and priv-
ilege undermining inclusion in organizations. All these 
perspectives are important to consider in a longer-term 
culture monitoring strategy, as each will capture unique 
insights through engagement with diff erent perspectives 
and research methodologies. While triangulation can be 
an important benefi t of multi-method approaches, under-
standing culture demands understanding from diff erent 
experiences, perspectives, and methods,  4  7 wh  ich can be 
both complementary and contradictory. 

R egardless of approach, monitoring culture change 
is a complex process that needs to engage multiple di-
mensions of an organization to capture elements infl u-
encing behavioural outcomes. According to W. Richard 
Scott, a sociologist specializing in institutional theory 
and organization science, this includes three pillars: reg-
ulative (formal policies and direction), normative (val-
ues and norms), and cultural-cognitive elements (shared 
conceptions and meaning making to mediate external 
and internal worlds).4    8   Th ese elements work together 
to stabilize, produce, and reproduce social life and will 
resist or adapt to change when accepted patterns and 
outcomes (e.g., behaviour) of meaning making are chal-
lenged.4    4  ,  4  8   

A s suggested by the earlier discussion on gender-
based culture change, critical gender-based perspectives 
off er an important key to understanding culture. It is 
critical to unpack gender-based concepts to challenge 
the espoused and frequently compelling narratives that 
reinforce and sustain military culture. Recent analyses 
of the Masculinity Contest Culture scale in military 
and paramilitary contexts, for example, reinforce the 
correlation of valu es- based assumptions that are instru-
mental in reinforcing and sustaining dominant mascu-
line values. Showing no weakness, displaying strength 
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and stamina, putting work fi rst, and competing in a dog-
eat-dog manner correlate in military and paramilitary 
contexts with outcomes including bullying, harassment, 
discrimination,4    9  ,  50   gender bias,51     poor personal well-
being,4    9   and toxic leadership. 4   9  ,  50  ,52   However, masculinity
is not a homogenous concept. In fact, gender researcher 
Jeff  Hearn asserts that “any rigid, monocultural defi ni-
tion” should be dismissed.  5  3  (p.     64)   Monitoring culture in 
the CAF demands further unpacking the infl uences of 
gender, including masculinity,5    4 a  nd how they operate 
across CAF culture and subcultures to shape objectives 
of diversity, inclusion, and operational eff ectiveness. 

 In response to the external review on sexual harass-
ment and sexual misconduct, internal research was initi-
ated with a view to integrating gender-based perspectives 
throughout the research. In addition to survey-based 
measures of individual experience and member percep-
tions and perspectives, qualitative lines of research seek 
greater understanding of the values, norms, and shared 
conceptions among military members, including how 
new members’ socialization infl uences both explicit and 
implicit assumptions regarding sex- and gender-based 
values and conduct and how dynamics across the chain 
of command impact leader and bystander responses to 
inappropriate conduct. 

 Importantly, this includes interviews with aff ected 
members, as well as focus groups, non-participant ob-
servation, and analysis of subcultural artifacts. In mon-
itoring culture change, all approaches are important. 
Surveys administered to CAF personnel, including, 
for example, those related to sexual misconduct admin-
istered in 2016 and 2018,5    5  -  5  7 a  re valuable in ensuring 
visibility of patterns of gender-based harms impacting 
CAF members, including disproportionate impacts on 
women, LGBTQIA2S+, Indigenous, and racialized 
members. It is also critical to engage multiple qualitative 
research strategies to create and maintain comprehen-
sive understanding of culture and subcultures, as well 
as to engage the perspectives and readiness of all mem-
bers, as the organization seeks to be fully responsive 
and prepared for continuous alignment with emerging 
socio-cultural developments and challenges. 

 
  

 Conclusion 
 Th e extent to which socio-cultural change in the Ca-
nadian military has shift ed from dominant expressions 
and infl uences of hegemonic heterosexual masculinity 
to inclusive cultural spaces for expressions and contribu-
tions of multiple masculine, feminine, and intersecting 

identities is, from some perspectives, abundantly clear. 
Yet from the perspectives of stakeholders — including 
those who experience the impacts of marginalized sta-
tus in the military — it is much less clear. When viewed 
through the lens of longer-term historical change, the 
extent to which change has taken place is both visible 
and deceptive. For example, in spite of past claims to 
successful gender integration, evidence suggests full 
gender integration has never been achieved. While it is 
important to recognize sex- and gender-based shift s, in-
cluding the extent to which claims to cultural outcomes 
such as gender integration have been achieved, it is also 
important to maintain full visibility of gaps that persist. 

 Drawing from the CAF research response to the 
external review, this discussion suggests that related 
research has made valuable contributions to better un-
derstanding and monitoring CAF culture. Th e discus-
sion further reinforces the importance of a strategy that 
includes short-term monitoring of member response to 
new initiatives, maintenance of highly visible measures 
of member experiences, such as sexual misconduct, and 
longer-term strategy for understanding infl uences on 
the creation and sustainment of CAF culture and sub-
cultures. 

F inally, analysis suggests the application of dif-
ferent analytical perspectives is invaluable and claims 
gender-based perspectives are particularly critical as 
monitoring strategy seeks enhanced understanding of 
relational dynamics to identify key risks and barriers to 
healthy and inclusive military culture and subcultures. 
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 ABSTRACT 
 Th e Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) set a goal of having women represent 25% of its workforce by 2026 to enable 
greater diversity and inclusion. Within this context, this article explores the fi ndings of internal CAF research studies 
to determine why women may (or may not) consider a military career. Researchers used secondary data analysis involv-
ing three internal studies to examine the factors that infl uence women to pursue a military career. First, the Earnscliff e 
Strategy Group (ESG; 2017) study focused on the perceptions of women in the Canadian public. Second, the Women 
in the Regular Force (WRF; 2018) study explored the perceptions of women in the CAF. Finally, the Canadian Forces 
Recruiting Group (CFRG; 2017) study examined the recruitment and retention of women in the CAF. Th e ESG study 
disclosed the following factors that impacted women’s decisions to join the military: negative public perceptions of the 
military, lack of familiarity with the Canadian military, and motivators and perceived benefi ts that defi ne career choice. 
Th e WRF study revealed the following factors that motivated women to join the military: subsidized education, job 
security, challenging opportunities, physical fi tness, familiarity with military culture, and concerns from family/friends. 
Th e CFRG study uncovered the following factors that infl uenced women in a military career: family and work-life bal-
ance, posting cycle, and physical fi tness standards. Th e fi ndings highlight the need to examine these factors alongside 
public outreach, impacts of policies, and organizational culture change to improve the representation of women in the 
military. 

  Key words:  attraction, diversity, gender, gender equity, inclusion, masculinized culture, military career, motivation, 
operational eff ectiveness, recruitment, retention, women military culture 

 RÉSUMÉ 
 Les Forces armées canadiennes (FAC) ont établi l’objectif d’avoir une main-d’œuvre à 25 % féminine d’ici 2026 pour 
encourager la diversité et l’inclusion. Dans ce contexte, le présent article explore les résultats d’études internes des FAC 
pour déterminer les raisons pour lesquelles les femmes pourraient considérer (ou non) une carrière militaire. Les cher-
cheurs ont utilisé une analyse de données secondaires recoupant trois études internes pour examiner les facteurs qui 
encouragent les femmes ou non à faire carrière dans les forces armées. Tout d’abord, l’étude d’Earnscliff e Stratégies 
(ESG; 2017) s’est axée sur les perceptions des femmes au sein du public canadien. Ensuite, l’étude sur les femmes dans la 
Force régulière (WRF; 2018) a exploré les perceptions des femmes au sein des FAC. Et fi nalement, l’étude du Groupe 
du recrutement des Forces canadiennes (GRFC; 2017) a examiné le recrutement et la fi délisation des femmes dans les 
FAC. L’étude d’ESG a révélé les facteurs suivants qui ont un eff et sur la décision des femmes de se joindre aux forces 
armées : perception publique négative des forces armées, manque de connaissance sur les forces armées canadiennes et 
éléments de motivation et avantages perçus pour la défi nition du choix de carrière. L’étude du WRF a exposé les facteurs 
suivants qui motivent les femmes à se joindre aux forces armées : une éducation subventionnée, la sécurité d’emploi, 
des occasions de se dépasser, les aptitudes physiques, les connaissances de la culture militaire et les préoccupations de 
membres de la famille/des amis. L’étude du GRFC a dévoilé les facteurs suivants qui ont un eff et sur la carrière mili-
taire des femmes : la famille et l’équilibre entre la vie professionnelle et la vie personnelle, le cycle de déploiement et les 
normes en matière d’aptitudes physiques. Les conclusions soulignent le besoin d’examiner ces facteurs avec les mesures 
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de sensibilisation du public, l’impact des politiques et les changements à apporter à la culture organisationnelle pour 
améliorer la représentation des femmes au sein des forces armées. 

  Mots-clés :  attrait, carrière militaire, culture des femmes militaires, culture masculinisée, diversité, effi  cacité 
opérationnelle, égalité des genres, fi délisation, genre, inclusion, motivation, recrutement 

 LAY SUMMARY 
 Th e Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) continues to highlight the need to promote greater diversity and inclusion in its 
ranks. An increased representation of women in the Canadian military would enable greater capacity and capabilities 
to serve people, both domestically and abroad, and would contribute to a more diverse and inclusive military. To better 
understand how the CAF could increase the representation of women in the Canadian military, this article provides the 
key fi ndings of three internal research studies on women’s perceptions of joining the military and women’s experiences 
as CAF members. Th ese research studies examined the factors that infl uence women to join the military, the possible 
challenges impacting women’s decisions to join the military, and the improvements required for enabling a more eff ective 
military culture, including recruitment strategies that may help to increase the representation of women. Th e fi ndings 
highlight specifi c factors and recommendations military leaders may consider to help promote greater capacity and 
capabilities through a more diverse and inclusive military. 

 INTRODUCTION 
 Th e Canadian defence policy, Strong, Secure, Engaged 
(SSE) 1   (p. 19-28) h ighlights the need to promote greater 
diversity and inclusion in the Canadian Armed Forces 
(CAF). Coupled with the Canadian Armed Forces 
Diversity Strategy,  2  t he CAF emphasized the valuable 
contribution diversity makes to mission success. Part 
of this increased emphasis on diversity and inclusion 
includes the attraction of more women to occupations 
within the CAF. In essence, gender equality is core to 
contemporary Canadian values, along with values of 
inclusion, compassion, accountable governance, and re-
spect for diversity and human rights.  1  (p. 20-24)   Although
women represent 16.3% of the CAF’s total strength,  3   
the CAF’s employment equity goal is to increase the 
representation of women to 25.1% by 2026, a signifi -
cant increase (from 15.2%)  4  f rom the time the SSE     de-
fence policy was released. 

Co untries around the world are strategizing how to 
best attract and retain women in their militaries. For ex-
ample, the Australian Defence Force (ADF) published its 
own strategy on how to increase the diversity in its ranks.  5   
Th e ADF has similar goals to Canada: the need to achieve 
25% representation of women in the navy and air force by 
2023, and 15% in the army by 2023. 6  ( p. 1)  Th e UK Armed 
Forces set a recruitment goal of 15% women by the year 
2020, but it was not met.  7  (p. 3)  As many armed forces with-
in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 8    
and the United Nations  9   are attempting to increase wom-
en’s representation, it will be important to examine the 
factors that infl uence women to join the military. 

 Th is article explores key fi ndings of three inter-
nal research studies conducted by the Department of 

 

 

  

  

National Defence (DND) on why women may (or may 
not) consider a career in the military. 

 WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION IN THE CAF 
 Women have been involved in Canadian military op-
erations since the late nineteenth century, typically in 
nursing and support roles. 10  U ntil the latter part of the 
twentieth century, women were restricted in the occu-
pations they could pursue. In 1989, the CAF removed 
all gender-based barriers aft er two successful trials re-
lated to the employment of women in combat support 
and operations (Service Women in Non-Traditional 
Environments and Roles [SWINTER] 11  a  nd Combat 
Related Employment of Women [CREW] 12  ). Th e CAF 
was forced to make this change due to a complaint of 
discrimination under the Canadian Human Rights 
Act based on sex, which led to a landmark Canadian 
Human Rights Tribunal decision in 1989 whereby the 
CAF was directed to remove all employment restric-
tions and integrate women in all military occupations. 13    
At this time, women accounted for 9.7% of the Regular 
Force and could serve in any occupation they chose, ex-
cept submarine services. 1  4   By the time the ban on sub-
marine services was lift ed in 2001, women’s representa-
tion had risen slightly to 11.5%.  4   

 Women’s participation has primarily been in oc-
cupations attributed to health care and logistical and 
administrative support. 4   I n 1989, 49% of Regular Force 
women were in logistical and administrative support 
trades, and 15% were in health services. 1  4  W hile women 
still tend to serve in similar occupations to those they 
served in 1989, more women are now serving at higher 
ranks. Among Regular Force offi  cers, only 8% of women 
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were at senior ranks (Major and above) in 1989, resulting 
in a representation rate of 2%.  1  4  S ince then, these fi gures 
have increased to 30% and 18%, respectively. Mean-
while, the representation rate of women among gener-
al and fl ag offi  cers increased from 1% to 10%. 4    Among
non-commissioned members, 15% of women were serv-
ing at senior ranks (Sergeant and above) in 1989 (a rep-
resentation rate of 5%), 14   compared to the current rate of 
29% (a representation rate of 15%).  4   

 In addition, several studies explored women’s ex-
periences in the CAF and the factors that motivated a 
military career. 10   , 15  A s tudy from 2017 showed that, to 
achieve the 25.1% goal by 2026, women would need to 
make up about one-third of new recruits — double the 
average representation rate among new enrolments over 
the preceding fi ve years.  1  6   

A lthough the number of women serving in the 
CAF has increased, progress has been slow. Th is slow
progress can be attributed, in part, to the hierarchical 
nature of military organizations that require members 
to join at the lowest rank and work up to senior levels. 
For example, the representation rate of women at senior 
ranks cannot be increased rapidly through external re-
cruiting; rather, it increases slowly over time, and is driven 
by factors such as past intake and attrition. 

 

 

 

 

 ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE AND 
MILITARIZED MASCULINITIES 
 Th e development of an organizational culture requires 
members to have shared experiences in the workplace 
by observing artifacts, values, and assumptions of the 
organization. 1  7   Th e military is a unique organization, 
as it possesses its own cultural identity.  1  8  , 19   Th rough the 
ranks, insignia, uniforms, traditions, and etiquette of 
military service, personnel are made to feel part of this 
unique culture.  1  8  , 20  Th is unique culture can also present 
challenges to those who do not see themselves represented 
by this cultural identity. 

M en are primarily represented in occupations cen-
tral to military operations (e.g., combat or special opera-
tions), and are more likely to achieve higher ranks. 2 1  (p. 472-

475)  B y the nature of the occupation (i.e., warfi ghting) 
and historical male dominance, society may have come 
to attribute masculine characteristics to the military. 22    
For centuries, the military has been a way for men to 
demonstrate their masculinity.  21 A s women entered the 
military profession, they had to confront this hegemon-
ic masculinity and reconcile the disparity between what 
society expects of women and of military members. 22    

 

 

  

 

 

 Using a gender analysis lens, hegemonic masculin-
ity refers to stereotypical male characteristics that are 
valued as the “masculine cultural ideal,” and denote why 
men continue to maintain a dominant social role over 
women. 23   Th ese male characteristics can be evidenced 
in physical strength, authoritative behaviours, and use 
of violence involving confl ict.  24  T raits and attitudes 
that are hypermasculine and hegemonic are primarily 
associated with the military, 25   a nd studies have shown 
women taking on male characteristics as a way to fi t into 
the military setting. 26    , 27  Understanding the role of he-
gemonic masculinity is key to promoting organization-
al culture change in which women would experience 
greater inclusion in the military. 

 From the initial attraction to the military and the 
desire to join, women have been questioned if they are 
real women,  22  (p. 2)  with the implication being they can-
not be real women if they are pursuing a military career. 
For example, fathers are lauded for their service, while 
mothers are questioned for theirs. 28   On the other hand, 
those who are attracted to a military occupation may 
characterize themselves as being tomboys or not overly 
feminine.  2  9  (p. 224-226)   

O nce in the military, women may experience a myr-
iad of challenges. Fitting in with male colleagues can 
be diffi  cult, and women have spoken about becoming 
one of the guys to fi t into their units. 2  9   , 30   Also, wom-
en have to contend with attitudes that challenge their 
capabilities as military members. For example, women 
have to prove themselves capable in their occupational 
roles, 31  f acing reprisals for becoming pregnant,  32  , 33   in-
teracting with co-workers without being viewed as pro-
miscuous,  10  , 30 a ttempting to balance work and family 
responsibilities, 32   , 34  a nd experiencing harassment/dis-
crimination based on gender.  35  , 36   Th is masculinized cul-
ture represents a key barrier to diversity and is central to 
many of the fi ndings presented here. 

M oreover, the landmark report by former Justice 
Marie Deschamps and the External Review Author-
ity about sexual misconduct and sexual harassment in 
the CAF are fundamental to the changes required in 
the CAF’s organizational culture.  37  For example, Des-
champs reported, “Th ere is an undeniable link between 
the existence of negative and discriminatory attitudes 
towards women in the CAF, the low representation of 
women in senior positions in the organization, and the 
prevalence of sexual harassment and assault”     3  7(p. 24).  Re-
cent allegations of sexual misconduct against two for-
mer Chiefs of the Defence Staff  and other senior leaders 
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have also put the integrity and leadership of the CAF 
into question. 38   , 39    

 SECONDARY DATA ANALYSIS OF 
INTERNAL RESEARCH STUDIES 
 Th e fi ndings presented in this article are based on a sec-
ondary data analysis of three separate internal research 
studies designed to understand the factors that would 
help increase the representation of women in the Cana-
dian military. Researchers examined the fi ndings from 
the three internal reports to help answer the research 
question, “What factors motivate or dissuade women 
(within the CAF and the Canadian public) to seek a 
military career?” Th ese internal reports allowed the re-
searchers to compare and contrast multiple sources of 
data through a triangulated process to help develop the 
themes and provide a more robust approach to answer-
ing this research question. 

 Study 1: Earnscliffe Strategy Group 
I n 2016, the Earnscliff e Strategy Group (ESG) 40    con-
ducted a study with women in the Canadian public to 
determine their perceptions about having a military 
career in the CAF. Participants of the study included 
self-identifi ed women, aged 18 to 34 years, who had 
never served in the CAF, as well as a group of infl uenc-
ers. Th e infl uencers were women and men (aged 35 to 60 
years) considered to be in positions of having infl uence 
over women’s career choices. Participants completed 
surveys and were involved in focus groups or interviews 
that examined the attraction of having a military career. 

 Study 2: Women in the CAF Regular Force 
 From the fall of 2016 to the spring of 2017, an internal 
research study was conducted with self-identifi ed women 
in the CAF Regular Force (WRF) looking at the attrac-
tion, recruitment, employment, and retention of wom-
en in the military. 41    Th e study aimed to: 1) look at the 
reasons why women joined the CAF, 2) examine poten-
tial explanations as to why women are not joining the 
CAF, and 3) determine how women currently serving 
in the CAF can infl uence recruitment strategies or out-
reach programming to help increase the representation 
of women in the Canadian military. Th e study involved 
the conduct of 45 focus groups across 12 locations with 
335 women in the Regular Force. 

 Study 3: Canadian Forces Recruiting Group 
 In November 2016, the Canadian Forces Recruiting 
Group (CFRG) study  42 w as formed to identify and rec-
ommend approaches that would help to increase the 

 

number of women enrolling in the CAF and further re-
spond to the CAF’s direction to achieve a 25.1% repre-
sentation of women in the military by 2026. Th e work-
ing group brought together focus groups from within 
the CAF and from other government agencies. Th e ex-
amination of these studies, augmented further by analy-
ses of administrative human resources data as presented 
in the Introduction, allowed for a view of broad-ranging 
factors aff ecting women’s decisions to join the military. 

 RESULTS 
B y analyzing the three internal research studies, research-
ers unveiled the main factors that either motivate women 
to join the military or potentially impede a career in the 
military. 

 Perceptions of women in the Canadian 
public (ESG, 2017)  40   
 Of the 2,017 participants who took part in the survey 
component of this study, only three selected the mili-
tary as their fi eld of interest. Health care and education 
were selected by participants as the top fi elds of interest. 
Out of 20 occupational fi elds, the military was second 
only to mining as the least interesting fi eld to enter. 
Th ree factors explained why women would not pursue 
the military as a career choice, including: negative pub-
lic perceptions of the military, lack of familiarity with 
the Canadian military, and motivators and perceived 
benefi ts that defi ne career choice. 

 Negative public perceptions of the military 
B arriers to joining the military included: being separat-
ed from family and friends, perceptions of women’s poor 
treatment in the CAF, and perceptions that those who 
leave the military (retired or discharged) are not sup-
ported in daily living and may suff er from posttraumatic 
stress disorder. Additional factors include concerns 
about risk and physical danger in combat operations, 
passing the physical fi tness tests and basic training, and 
exercising family and work-life balance. 

 Lack of familiarity with the Canadian 
military 

 Many women stated they did not know about occupa-
tions within the CAF. For example, only 13% of par-
ticipants stated they would pursue a career in the mili-
tary. However, when the participants were asked if they 
would consider applying if their preferred career of in-
terest (e.g., health care) was available in the CAF, the 
number of participants who were more likely to do so 
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increased to 42%. Equipped with the proper informa-
tion, more women viewed the military as a viable option. 

 Motivators and perceived benefi ts that 
defi ne career choice 

 Th e study highlighted specifi c motivators that defi ne 
one’s career choice, including: securing a rewarding job, 
income stability, opportunities for career advancement, 
higher education, health benefi ts, pension, and travel. 
Many participants identifi ed the military as a noble 
occupation, one that women should be encouraged to 
pursue. 

 Perceptions of WRF currently serving in 
the CAF  41   
P articipants in the WRF study provided practical reasons 
to join the CAF in line with what women in the ESG 
(2017) study 40   identifi ed as important motivators to join 
the military. Th ese included the opportunity to obtain 
higher education and to fi nd a job that off ered challeng-
ing opportunities, as well as one that provided fi nancial 
security. A sense of familiarity with the CAF and mili-
tary life was also an asset to women who joined the CAF 
and a particularly salient reason for joining. Similar to the 
ESG  40 pa rticipants who did not see the CAF as an em-
ployer of choice, WRF participants highlighted concerns 
about personal safety. Th ese concerns were also expressed 
by friends and family of many WRF prior to joining the 
military. Ultimately, there were specifi c motivating fac-
tors for women who joined the Regular Force. 

 

 

 Subsidized education 
P aid education was a great motivator to join the military 
and, in many cases, this motivating factor led to partici-
pants wanting to remain and build a career in the CAF. 
In looking at potential recruits, women were more likely 
than men to list the opportunity for subsidized higher 
education as a motivating factor in applying to the mil-
itary. 43    

 Job security 
 A career in the military also gave participants greater 
job security, including medical and dental benefi ts, and 
a pension. For participants with families, particularly 
single mothers, the ability to take care of one’s family 
was important for women. 

 Challenging opportunities 
 Participants felt they were given opportunities to learn, 
demonstrate leadership, and meet people from diff er-
ent countries and cultures. Women highlighted the 

importance of being introduced to new trades (e.g., pi-
lot, medical professional, electrician, or engineer). 

 Physical fi tness 
 Service members must maintain a standard of physical 
fi tness to ensure preparedness (e.g., Universality of Ser-
vice policy). 44   For those currently serving, the ability to 
engage in physical fi tness, sports, or exercise represented 
an incentive to join the military. 

 

 Familiarity with the military culture 
 Many participants were attracted to the military be-
cause they were familiar with the CAF prior to enrol-
ment. Participants who were in the Cadets or Primary 
Reserve were well acquainted with the military lifestyle, 
and many members went on to pursue a career in the 
Regular Force. Participants also revealed family and 
friends in the military played signifi cant roles as infl u-
encers and supporters in joining the military. Familiarity 
with the military as a motivator to join has also been 
identifi ed by the Ministry of Defence with the British 
Armed Forces. 45   Regarding the U.S. military, there ex-
ists a warrior caste phenomenon where those most likely 
to join the military are those who have family members 
in the military.  46  

 

 

 Concerns from family and friends 
 Family members and friends of many Regular Force 
participants expressed concerns that women would be 
harmed if they joined the military (e.g., physical harm 
through combat or being a target for sexual assault).  41  (p. 14)  
Publicity around the issue of sexual misconduct in the 
military  47   , 48  and the military’s response, Operation 
HONOUR, were met with criticism, particularly from 
those who experienced harassment.  36  , 41(p. 18-19)  

   

 

   

 Perceptions of CFRG participants on the 
recruitment of women  42   
 Th e CFRG study uncovered several factors that may im-
pact women in a military career, including family and 
work-life balance, the posting cycle, and achieving phys-
ical fi tness standards. 

 Family and work-life balance 
 Responses from the ESG (2017) study,  40  echoed by the 
WRF  41  a nd CFRG 42  s tudies, emphasized that the larg-
est barrier to recruiting women into the military is the 
perception that employment in the military makes it 
diffi  cult to raise a family. Th e CFRG study considered 
how alleviating major family-related concerns for wom-
en may improve retention and recruitment for those 
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who may consider a career in the CAF. Th e CFRG
study revealed fl exible hours, job sharing, and expanded 
day care services would allow for an easier transition for 
women to return to work. 

 

 The posting cycle 
 An important aspect of military life is the posting cycle 
and the need for CAF Regular Force members to move 
to diff erent geographical locations for career develop-
ment and advancement. Postings provide an opportunity 
for personnel to pursue career objectives and advance 
in trades. 4 2  (p. 28-29)  Th e CFRG study outlined important 
potential changes to policies that could remedy some 
issues surrounding postings.  42  (p. A-4/10)  F or example,
the CAF has an opportunity to examine the length of 
the posting cycle to allow members to remain in one 
location for a longer period of time. Other suggestions 
included updating the defi nition of family to recognize 
the many ways in which a military family exists and pro-
viding assistance with housing through better availability 
of modern residential housing units. 

  

 

 Achieving physical fi tness standards 
 Th e CFRG study addressed concerns associated with 
physical fi tness standards and the trepidation women have 
toward achieving these standards. 4 2  (p. 35)   All members of 
the CAF, regardless of age or gender, must maintain an 
appropriate fi tness level to complete a standardized Fit-
ness for Operational Requirements of Canadian Armed 
Forces Employment (FORCE) Evaluation, which con-
sists of a series of military-specifi c physical manoeu-
vres. 49  S  ome individuals may see this as an obstacle 
to military enrolment, fearing they are not capable of 
achieving these standards. Th is statement is substanti-
ated by other studies. For example, the CAF Prospect 
Survey 4 3  (p. 139) fo und women were more likely than men 
to have doubts about their abilities to meet the require-
ments. Another study of recently enrolled CAF mem-
bers found women were nearly three times more likely 
to indicate concerns with the physical fi tness aspects 
of basic military training (e.g., failing to meet the re-
quirements), and women were more likely to indicate 
they would have liked to have known more about the 
physical requirements of their training.  5  0  , 51  As suggest-
ed in the CFRG study, educating women, perhaps by 
demonstration of the FORCE Evaluation in person, or 
by video on social media, may resolve this barrier to en-
rolment.  42  (p. 15-17)  

  

  

  

 DISCUSSION 
 By examining three separate internal research studies, 
the authors were able to provide a comprehensive over-
view of the key factors that infl uence women to join the 
military — more so than would be possible by consid-
ering any of the studies in isolation. Increasing the rep-
resentation of women in the Canadian military is de-
pendent on specifi c factors that draw women to, or away 
from, a military occupation. 

 Th e fi ndings highlight several factors military lead-
ers may consider to further understand how defence or-
ganizations can increase the representation of women, 
such as public outreach, impacts of policies, and orga-
nizational culture change. Th ese factors are implicit in 
any potential change process, as organizational change 
cannot occur without an adjustment in the mindsets 
and behaviours of the people in the organization. 1  7    

 Public outreach 
R ecommendations made in the above studies centred 
on the need for more women to work in recruitment 
centres and be involved in public outreach (including 
podcasts, YouTube, or Instagram). 41    , 42   

 Educating the public about a career in the 
military 

 Of women in the Canadian public who participated in 
the ESG (2017) study, many did not know about occu-
pations or opportunities available in the CAF.  40  (p. 26)   For
many women already in the Regular Force, education, 
job stability, challenges, and opportunities are the main 
factors that led them to pursue a career in the mili-
tary.  41  (p. 13-14)   

 In addition, part of this education is to reformulate 
the concept of hegemonic masculinity at the global level 
to allow for a robust model of gender hierarchy that 
embraces the inclusion of women in the military and 
moves toward gender democracy. 23   

 

 

 Public awareness of operations and trades 
 Many women expressed reticence to joining the military 
owing to fears associated with military combat.  40  (p.  27)   
Th e fi ndings indicate the public needs to gain a better 
understanding of the types of operations the CAF reg-
ularly undertakes, and the various occupations therein. 
Military outreach needs to consider how the Canadian 
public could become better aware of various CAF op-
erations, including search and rescue, Canadian sov-
ereignty, emergency response and prevention, training 
assistance to partner forces, peace support operations, 
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fi sheries patrol and surveillance, assistance to law en-
forcement, counterinsurgency, and international security 
and stability.  5  2  F urthermore, humanitarian aid missions 
off er the opportunity to help those in need and contrib-
ute to the greater good, something research found many 
women seek in occupational endeavours.  40  , 41    

 Innovative recruiting 
 In 2017, the CAF launched the Women in Force Pro-
gram (WIFP), a week-long, commitment-free trial of 
military life aimed at providing women with a realistic 
job preview through interactions with currently serving 
women CAF members. A recent report on the eff ective-
ness of the WIFP found 60% to 80% of the 34 women 
who participated in the program were either defi nitely, 
or probably, going to apply to the CAF in the next six 
months.  5  3  (p. 12-13) R esults also showed women who at-
tended the WIFP reported feeling more familiar and 
confi dent in the CAF as a potential employer.  5  3  (p. 20)   Th e 
WIFP is intended to run again across Canada to attract 
more women to non-traditional military occupations 
(e.g., combat arms). 

  

 Impacts of policies 
F lexibility in family care and the treatment of military 
members who choose to have children are examples 
of personnel policies that may impact the representa-
tion of women in the CAF. Social institutions, such 
as work, family, and military are greedy institutions in 
that they place a high demand on individual members’ 
time. 5   4  (p. 563-581) Strate gies that consider these perceived 
expectations, and their associated policies, are typically 
required for organizational change.  1  7  For example, ex-
amining the possibility of lengthening posting cycles 
would allow members and their families to remain in 
a given location for an extended period of time.  42  (p. 28-29)  
Th is adjustment will require cultural change and the 
shift ing of normative expectations of women, men, and 
gender diverse members of the CAF. Policies that sup-
port work-life balance will benefi t all CAF members. 

  

 

  

 Organizational cultural change 
 Th ere are three important aspects to consider when cul-
tivating sustainable culture change. First, the purpose 
behind attracting more women to the military needs 
to be clearly relayed, rather than creating a perception 
that the CAF needs a higher representation of women 
to satisfy a quota. Second, the CAF needs to cultivate 
a sustainable culture with a renewed emphasis on the 
physical and psychological safety of all members, and 

greater inclusion, and mutual respect and trust across all 
military personnel. Finally, gender inclusion will con-
tinue to play a fundamental role in sustainable culture 
change with the aim of addressing greater fairness and 
human rights, and employment equity, and the need for 
the CAF to be representative of all Canadians.  23  , 24 , 25    

 Conclusion 
 Th e Canadian defence policy, SSE, promotes positive 
culture change through greater diversity and inclusion. 
Emergent themes drawn from the narratives of partic-
ipants in three internal research studies highlight how 
women take into consideration specifi c factors when 
considering a military career. Th rough examining the 
three studies that used diff erent research approaches, 
this article identifi ed a range of factors aff ecting wom-
en’s desire to serve in the military (e.g., subsidized edu-
cation, job security, and family and work-life balance). 
Th e fi ndings explored these factors within the context 
of public outreach, impacts of policies, and organiza-
tional culture change to understand how military orga-
nizations can increase the representation of women. 

A m ilitary cultural shift  requires people to under-
stand the social patterns that embrace hegemonic mas-
culinities and the need to adopt a gender democratic 
approach. Addressing hegemonic masculinity, and the 
infl uences it has on military culture, is essential to foster-
ing sustainable organizational culture change in which 
women experience fulsome inclusion in the military. 
Th is shift  in sustainable organizational cultural change 
will create diff erent societal patterns that are based on 
respect for gender equity and diversity in the Canadian 
military. 
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 Working together to address sexual misconduct in the Canadian 
Armed Forces 
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 LAY SUMMARY 
 In 2015, the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) implemented Operation HONOUR to eliminate sexual misconduct 
(SM) in the military. Sexual assault, inappropriate sexual behaviours, sexual harassment, and gender discrimination are 
all types of SM. Experiencing SM can result in depression, substance abuse, physical health problems, and even post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Despite Operation HONOUR, SM still happens in the CAF. At this time, many 
groups are working together to address SM and to support those who have experienced SM. Canadian-based research-
ers, policy makers, military members, Veterans, and clinicians are collaborating to identify new approaches to training, 
culture change, research, and treatment relating to SM in the CAF. Th e end goal of working together is to minimize SM 
in the CAF and ensure the health and safety of all CAF members and Veterans. 

     Key words: Canadian Armed Forces, military sexual trauma, sexual misconduct, trauma, veterans  

  Mots-clés :  Forces armées canadiennes, inconduite sexuelle, traumatismes, traumatismes sexuels militaires, vétérans    

 INTRODUCTION 
 Th e traumatic nature of high-risk military work, such 
as combat, is well-recognized. However, there is a sub-
stantial gap in knowledge regarding other potentially 
traumatic events related to service in the CAF, especial-
ly as they relate to sexual misconduct (SM). Th e CAF 
defi nes SM as “conduct of a sexual nature that can cause 
or causes harm to others.”  1 S  M, as defi ned in the Survey 

on Sexual Misconduct in the Canadian Armed Forces 
(SSMCAF), includes “sexual assault, inappropriate sex-
ualized behaviours, and discriminatory behaviours, on 
the basis of sex, sexual orientation, or gender identity.”2     
SM has been associated with adverse health outcomes, 
such as increased rates of depression, substance use, 
sexual health problems, physical health problems, and 
PTSD in the U.S. military population. 3   -  5   
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 To prevent and address SM within its ranks, the 
CAF initiated the now discontinued Operation HON-
OUR in 2015.6     Operation HONOUR included four 
lines of eff ort: 1) understanding the issue of SM, 2) re-
sponding more decisively to incidents, 3) supporting 
aff ected persons more eff ectively, and 4) preventing in-
cidents from occurring.  7   Th e implementation of Oper-
ation HONOUR led to numerous changes in the CAF, 
including SM-focused training and education, policy 
changes relating to diversity, harassment, and SM, SM-re-
lated research,8     and establishing the Sexual Misconduct 
Response Centre (SMRC). Th e SMRC provides expert 
advice, guidance, and recommendations to the CAF on 
SM-related matters, as well as providing support services 
and facilitating access to internal and external services 
for CAF members harmed or aff ected by SM.  1     More re-
cently the CAF released a new culture change strategy 
entitled the Path to Dignity and Respect.9     Veterans Af-
fairs Canada (VAC) has also updated its approach and 
policies for determining Veterans’ SM-related claims.10     

Des pite these many actions, SM persists in the 
CAF. In 2018, 70% of actively serving Regular Force 
CAF members witnessed or experienced at least one 
form of SM (including inappropriate verbal or non-
verbal communication, sexually explicit materials, physical 
contact or suggested sexual relations, discrimination on 
the basis of sex, sexual orientation, or gender identity) 
during the previous 12 months of military service, 
with 15.4% of respondents stating they had been per-
sonally targeted (women 28.1%, men 13%).  2   SM was
reported by male and female members, although 
female members reported being sexually assaulted 
at a rate fi ve times higher than male members.  2   In
2018, 4.3% of female-identifying and 1.1% of male-
identifying Regular Force personnel reported they had 
been sexually assaulted during active service, and 7.0% of 
female-identifying and 1.2% of male-identifying reservist 
personnel reported being sexually assaulted.11     For both
Regular and Reserve Force members, unwanted sexual 
touching was the most common form of sexual assault 
experienced. Higher reports of SM were disclosed by 
female-identifying, younger, Indigenous, disabled, LGB
TQIA2S+, and junior non-commissioned members for 
both Regular and Reserve Forces members.  2  ,  12   

 

 

  

 

  

 MOVING FORWARD 
 To better support CAF members and Veterans aff ect-
ed by SM, future work on SM-related issues should 
move forward collaboratively between the CAF, VAC, 

the Department of National Defence (DND), and other 
agencies and institutions. To that end, Canadian-based 
researchers, policy makers, military members, Veterans, 
people aff ected by SM, and clinicians are coming togeth-
er to create an operational plan to establish core areas 
of focus that will inform the next steps in research and 
treatment of SM in Canada. Collaborative knowledge ex-
change discussions are taking place through SM-focused 
symposiums, workshops, and a weekly Community of 
Practice established to better understand and increase 
awareness of the issues and gaps associated with SM in the 
areas of research, policy, and treatment. Th e remainder of 
this article will highlight and discuss gaps and recom-
mendations identifi ed during a one-day workshop on SM 
held in December 2019 and more recent discussions that 
took place in the Community of Practice. Th ese recom-
mendations address training, culture change, research, 
and treatment relating to SM in the CAF. 

 Training 
 SM perpetration in the military was, until recently, sup-
ported at a systems level through acceptance of hyper-
masculinity and a hypersexualized workplace culture.  1  3   
For the CAF to foster an environment of dignity and 
respect, expectations are best established beginning at 
recruitment and entrance into the training systems. Th e 
following training changes could be implemented: 

 1.  Moral dilemma training. C AF members are oft en 
faced with morally ambiguous situations in which 
they are unsure of how to properly react.  1  4   Includ-
ing SM-related moral dilemmas in diverse training 
scenarios could provide members with a chance to 
both identify SM-related situations and also work 
through these scenarios in a consequence-free envi-
ronment. Th ese SM-related moral dilemmas could 
augment or be included in Respect in the CAF train-
ing workshops being conducted by the SMRC. 1   5   

 2.  Skills training. N ew recruits and currently serving 
members can be taught crucial boundary setting 
skills, assertiveness skills, emotional intelligence, and 
coping skills, as well as be provided with awareness 
training on SM. Existing evidence suggests that cru-
cial skills, such as boundary-setting and assertiveness, 
may help to reduce the risk of SM victimization, 1   6   
and other skills, such as emotional intelligence, may 
reduce the experience of negative emotional responses 
and intrusive thoughts aft er experiencing or witness-
ing incidents of SM, which may enable members to 
adapt more readily to the experience. 1   7   
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 Culture change 
C urrently, the CAF is striving to empower women, visible 
minorities, and LGBTQIA2S+ serving members. Cana-
da’s Defence Policy states the CAF must “refl ect the di-
versity of the country we defend” and that it is committed 
to “gender equality and providing a work environment 
where women are welcomed, supported, and respected.”  1  8   
In fact, the CAF is striving to have 25.1% representation 
of women, 3.5% representation of Indigenous Peoples, 
and 11.8% representation of visible minorities within 
its ranks by 2026.1    9 U  nder Operation HONOUR, the 
CAF also implemented systems that support and validate 
members who come forward with allegations of SM.6     

A n important part of the culture change will be a 
shift  from rules-based ethics to values-based ethics. Al-
though the CAF’s ethical culture is formally stated to 
be values-based,  20   its history of SM in the CAF suggests 
that, in practice, the culture  —  as it relates to SM  —  
has remained more rules-based. With rules-based eth-
ics, military actions are valued if they are in accordance 
with conventions, laws, and rules of engagement, where-
as with values-based ethics, military actions are valued if 
they promote good and prevent evil.21     

 Values-based ethics, also known as virtue-based eth-
ics, is argued to be the best method to prevent miscon-
duct by military personnel.22   I  f the CAF ethics were, in 
fact, values-based, the rates of SM would be low because 
members would not engage in behaviours that do not 
uphold “respect and dignity of all persons.”20     However, 
the Deschamps Report described a “hostile, sexualized 
environment” in which there were few consequences for 
engaging in SM.  23   Since the implementation of Opera-
tion HONOUR, reported rates of SM have declined.2,  12   
Th is decline suggests SM behaviour has been chang-
ing because of threat of punishment under the new 
policies and directives. Th e authors believe the CAF’s 
goal of culture change will be supported by shift ing to 
values-based ethics that stresses the unique contributing 
value of all members of the CAF. 

 Changing the culture around SM will also require 
addressing informal CAF culture. As noted earlier, the 
CAF recently released a new culture change strategy, 
Path to Dignity and Respect,  9   which provides an in-
depth analysis of CAF culture and identifi es cultural as-
pects the CAF must eliminate, change, or strengthen to 
address SM. However, the focus of the strategy appears 
to be on the formal CAF culture, not the informal cul-
ture. Informal organizational culture is the shared val-
ues and norms that govern members’ interactions with 

each other and with those outside of the organization.24     
Informal culture includes implicit behaviour norms, 
values, organizational myths and rituals, organizational 
beliefs, and language.  2  5 I  n the CAF, informal culture in-
cludes the ways members interact with each other when 
they feel relaxed enough to share their feelings and be-
liefs about larger issues and intolerances, which may oc-
cur more oft en in social settings, apart from the regular 
workplace. Any eff ective culture change should address 
both the formal and informal CAF culture. 

 Research 
 Future research on SM in Canada should include investi-
gators from a range of backgrounds external to, and from 
within, the CAF, DND, and VAC. Until recently, little 
SM-related research was Canadian-specifi c, and much 
of it had been conducted independently within one or-
ganization, rather than collaboratively between organiza-
tions. Coming together to work collaboratively, investiga-
tors are now working to move SM research forward and 
address gaps through knowledge exchange and research 
programs. Future areas of SM research identifi ed through 
collaborative knowledge exchange discussions include: 

 1.  Th e link between SM and moral injury . Moral injury 
(MI) is the “psychological distress experienced in 
response to perpetrating, observing and/or failing 
to prevent acts that transgress deeply held moral 
standards.”1    4   Shay2    6   defi nes MI as a betrayal of what 
is right by someone who holds legitimate authority 
or by oneself in a high-stakes situation. MI events 
can have psychological, biological, spiritual, be-
havioural, and social impacts.  27   MI oft en leads to 
feelings of guilt, shame and betrayal. 27    SM in the 
military can be a MI when the incident involves a 
signifi cant perceived betrayal by those in a circle of 
trust (e.g., within-rank/peer violence) and/or by 
those in a position of authority (e.g., leadership).  28,29   
However, there is a spectrum of SM (e.g., from sexu-
ally off ensive comments to rape)  1   and not everyone 
is traumatized by or develops MI from SM situa-
tions. Understanding the link between SM and MI 
will inform future treatment directions. 

 
  

 2.  Research with non-CAF members . Although Sta-
tistics Canada is conducting research on Regular 
Force and Primary Reserve Force CAF members, 2   ,  1  2   
gaining a fulsome understanding of the impacts of 
SM also requires research that involves other Cana-
dians who have been impacted by SM, such as Veter-
ans, as well as family of CAF members and Veterans 
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aff ected by SM. Information on many of these Ca-
nadians, and the long-term impacts on their health 
and wellness, is currently unavailable and is need-
ed to evaluate where resources should be targeted 
and what kinds of organizational interventions can 
be implemented. Such research can also address 
knowledge gaps in subpopulations impacted by SM 
that are not as visible as women (e.g., qualitative in-
terviews with men and LGBTQIA2S+ members 
to understand their experiences in more depth) to 
identify targets for further research and prevention 
eff orts. 

 

 3.  Allegations of SM perpetration . Being accused, and 
possibly convicted, of committing SM can be trau-
matic for alleged perpetrators. Research suggests 
they, and their families, can suff er enormously from 
the stigma associated with the accusation, inves-
tigation,3    0   and conviction.31,32   A  t this time, little is 
known about the implications of allegations of sexual 
misconduct on CAF members and their families. 

 4.  Aff ected men and LGBTQIA2S+ members . Men 
and LGBTQIA2S+ members may have their own 
unique experiences of SM, as well as unique experi-
ences of PTSD and MI that may develop. Research-
ing ways in which men and LGBTQIA2S+ mem-
bers experience SM and developing appropriate 
treatment approaches for them is essential. 

 

 Treatment 
 Suggestions for treating those aff ected by SM include: 

 1.  Community-based therapy . Developing community-
based therapy specifi c to SM, such as peer support, 
will help to mitigate isolation, build skills, and help 
aff ected members process traumatic experiences. 
Current U.S. research on the use of peer-support 
for Veterans with PTSD suggests attending peer 
support provides social support and understanding, 
and helping others within a peer-support setting 
provides a sense of purpose and meaning. It also 
suggests discussing experiences with peers helps to 
normalize experiences and reduce stigma, and that 
peer support provides a link to support for those 
who are unwilling to reach out for professional treat-
ment.  33 Alt  hough the SMRC is currently looking 
into peer-support programming both online and in 
person, it has not been implemented at this time.  34   

 2.  Discharge . While experiencing SM is oft en isolating 
at any point during or aft er service, this isolation 
can be exacerbated for some by feelings of purpose-

lessness upon leaving the CAF. 3   5   For those strug-
gling in this respect, therapists, clinicians, and other 
support persons should explore strategies to help 
Veterans fi nd a new sense of purpose. 

3.  Tiered model of care. A t iered model of care, from 
community supports to specialist treatment, is crit-
ical to ensure integrated care pathways. Integrated 
care pathways are patient-focused, multidisciplinary 
care plans that improve the coordination and con-
sistency of patient care. 3   6   Implementing integrated
care pathways through DND- and VAC-accessed 
treatments is critical to facilitating the appropriate 
level of care for each individual and should be pri-
oritized. 

  

 4.  Innovative therapies.  In addition to typical thera-
pies, there is a need for clinicians to explore new and 
innovative treatments for individuals experiencing 
complex disorders that do not respond to current 
therapies. Most trauma treatments are cognitively 
based and, while they are eff ective for many, there 
is a signifi cant group, particularly within the mili-
tary population, who do not fi nd adequate relief 
through these traditional therapies. 3   7   Investigating 
integrative personalized treatment approaches us-
ing novel adjunctive treatments for trauma-related 
disorders will be critical for this population. 

 Conclusion 
G iven the signifi cant adverse eff ects SM can have on 
CAF members and Veterans, it is important to continue 
working together collaboratively on SM-related issues. 
In Canada, researchers, policy makers, military mem-
bers, Veterans, people aff ected by SM, and clinicians are 
coming together to discuss and work collaboratively to 
address the issues and gaps associated with SM in the 
areas of research, policy, and treatment. Th rough these 
collaborative eff orts, all are working to ensure the health 
and safety of CAF members and Veterans. 
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 Barriers to French language use in the Canadian Armed Forces 

  Sara   Rubenfeld a   and  Carla   Sowinski  a  

 ABSTRACT 
 Th e Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) is working toward changing its culture to ensure it is an inclusive organization for all 
segments of the Canadian population, where members feel comfortable bringing their whole selves to work. Th ese cul-
ture-change eff orts can also be an opportunity to make progress toward normalizing linguistic duality in the CAF. As 
an offi  cial language in Canada, French language rights are enshrined in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, 
giving them equal status, rights, and privileges to English in all of Canada’s governmental institutions. Despite this 
status, and the further articulation of these rights in the Offi  cial Languages Act, barriers to French language use in the 
CAF exist, some of which are unique to military contexts. Th is article draws from the research literature — specifi cally 
research on ethnolinguistic vitality, Communication Accommodation Th eory, and Self-Determination Th eory — to 
discuss underlying mechanisms infl uencing these barriers and second language training approaches to mitigate them 
and to provide insight for leadership. 

  Key words:  barriers, CAF, Canadian Armed Forces, diversity, English, French, inclusion, offi  cial languages, second 
language use 

  RÉSUMÉ  
 Les Forces armées canadiennes (FAC) cherchent à modifi er leur culture afi n de s’assurer d’être une organisation inclusive 
pour tous les segments de la population canadienne, où les membres se sentent à l’aise d’être pleinement eux-mêmes ou 
elles-mêmes au travail. Ces eff orts en vue de changer la culture peuvent également se révéler l’occasion d’évoluer vers la 
normalisation de la dualité linguistique au sein des FAC. Le français est une langue offi  cielle au Canada, et à ce titre, les 
droits qui s’y rattachent sont inscrits dans la Charte canadienne des droits et libertés et lui donnent le même statut, les 
mêmes droits et les mêmes privilèges que l’anglais dans tous les établissements gouvernementaux du Canada. Malgré ce 
statut et l’exposition claire de ces droits dans la Loi sur les langues offi  cielles du Canada, il reste encore des obstacles à 
l’utilisation du français au sein des FAC, dont certains sont caractéristiques des contextes militaires. Cet article puise dans 
des documents de recherche, notamment sur la vitalité ethnolinguistique, la théorie des aménagements en matière de 
communication et la théorie de l’autodétermination, pour examiner les mécanismes qui infl uent sur ces obstacles et sur 
les démarches de formation en langue seconde afi n de les atténuer et d’éclairer les dirigeants. 

  Mots-clés :  anglais, diversité, FAC, Forces armées canadiennes, français, inclusion, langues offi  cielle, obstacles, 
utilisation d’une langue seconde 

 LAY SUMMARY 
 Despite the offi  cial language status of French in Canada, there are barriers that may limit its use in the Canadian Armed 
Forces (CAF). Th is article discusses academic literature on second language learning, group relations, and motivation 
to describe the dynamics underlying these barriers and provide recommendations to mitigate them. In particular, the 
concept of ethnolinguistic vitality is discussed to diff erentiate between minority and majority groups in terms of how 
second languages are acquired and used. In addition, Communication Accommodation Th eory explains how elements 
of CAF culture — namely, prioritizing operations, team cohesion, and adhering to a chain of command structure — 
may contribute to Francophone members sensing they are less able than their Anglophone counterparts to use their lan-
guage of choice in the workplace. Lastly, drawing on Self-Determination Th eory, the incentivizing of offi  cial language 
learning is discussed regarding its potential impact on second language profi ciency, willingness to use a second lan-
guage, and continuation of learning. Insights for leadership and second language training approaches are also provided. 

 © Her Majesty the Queen in right of Canada as represented by 
the Minister of National Defence (2022)     
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 INTRODUCTION 
Eng lish and French have equal status, rights, and priv-
ileges as Canada’s offi  cial languages (OLs).1     One of the 
requirements of the Offi  cial Languages Act,2     which ar-
ticulates how these rights are applied by Canada’s federal 
government, is that work environments of federal in-
stitutions accommodate and be conducive to the use of 
both OLs by offi  cers and employees. Th is accommoda-
tion relates to working conditions such as availability of 
supervision in one’s language of choice, correspondence 
and work instruments being available in both OLs, the 
ability to use one’s language of choice during meetings, 
and the provision of services aff ecting employees on a 
personal level (e.g., pay and benefi ts, performance ap-
praisals), or that are essential for performance of duties, 
in one’s language of choice. 3  

 Th ese requirements are mandatory in bilingual 
regions of the country, and leaders in the Canadian 
Armed Forces (CAF) are responsible for demonstrating 
compliance with the Act by respecting the OL rights of 
their subordinates. Regardless of the bilingual status of 
the region, members of the CAF are encouraged to learn 
and use their second OL to demonstrate linguistic dual-
ity. It is argued that, despite its OL status, there are bar-
riers to using French in the CAF, which can create ineq-
uitable working conditions for those who speak French 
as a fi rst language. Th is article examines barriers to 
using French in the CAF and provides evidence-based 
insights to address aspects of these barriers. 

 

 OFFICIAL LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY 
AND USE AS A REFLECTION OF 
ETHNOLINGUISTIC VITALITY 
Des pite holding OL status and rights in Canada, through-
out most of the country, French has relatively low eth-
nolinguistic vitality (ELV) compared to English. ELV 
refers to characteristics that promote the survival of a 
language community and infl uences how individuals 
acquire and use a second language. 4  (p. 410-412)  Objective 
measures of ELV are based on a linguistic group’s social 
status, demographic representation, and institutional 
support. For example, in terms of demographic repre-
sentation, only 21% of people living in Canada report 
French as a fi rst language, compared to 56% for English.  5   
Additionally, the growing population of Allophones  — 
those whose mother tongue is neither English nor 
French — who account for approximately 21% of Cana-
da’s population, learn English as a fi rst OL (80%).  6     Fur-
ther contextualizing demographic representation, most 

Francophones (85%) are concentrated in the province 
of Québec. 7     Des pite these demographic disparities, the 
Constitution of Canada and other legal frameworks 
protect the OL status of French in Canada and in the 
federal government, which demonstrates institutional 
support and social status for French language commu-
nities.4    (p.   412-416)   

 Th e preponderance of English in Canada’s socio-
institutional milieu results in greater second OL fl u-
ency for Francophones, even without extensive class-
room instruction.8    (p.   516-517)   Th is immersive contact with 
English-speaking communities allows for, or imposes, 
high levels of exposure to the culture of the second OL 
community and language learning that occurs within 
context — experiences associated with higher-quality 
second language learning.  9  (p. 154) W  ith this level of ex-
posure in mind, it is not surprising that Francophones 
are far more likely to be bilingual than Anglophones 
on both a national level (46% of Francophones vs. 9% 
of Anglophones)  10   and an organizational level (58% of 
CAF members whose fi rst OL is French vs. 9% of those 
whose fi rst OL is English).  1  1   

 In addition to being an optimal language learning 
environment, immersive opportunities for second lan-
guage acquisition are linked to greater willingness to use 
the second language, and to do so across a broader range 
of situations.1    2  (p. 327-332)   With this linkage in mind, the 
recent resumption of university-level education at Roy-
al Military College Saint-Jean is positive for developing 
second OL capabilities among Anglophone leaders be-
cause bilingualism is fostered in an immersive context, 
such as through military training, sports, and activities 
conducted in both OLs.1    3  (p. 109) I  t would be optimal to 
identify additional immersive opportunities for second 
OL acquisition across a broader range of CAF members 
who speak English as a fi rst language. Th is identifi ca-
tion would help address the well-recognized gap be-
tween achieving a linguistic profi le and using French as 
a second language in the workplace.  1  4   

 Th e benefi t of immersive contact for French sec-
ond OL use is only part of the dynamic at play when it 
comes to ELV. ELV also impacts French as a fi rst OL. 
Th at is, for low ELV groups, second language acquisi-
tion can come at the detriment of the fi rst language, a 
phenomenon known as subtractive bilingualism.1    5  (p. 538-540)   
In an organizational context, this phenomenon could 
occur in various ways, such as losing (or never devel-
oping) the ability to speak fl uidly about work-related 
topics in one’s fi rst OL. Having French social networks, 
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particularly where work-related discussions can occur, 
may help counteract the eff ects of subtractive bilingual-
ism.1    6  (p. 222-225)   

 Taken together, the discussion of social and linguis-
tic consequences of ELV sheds light on some reasons 
that Francophone CAF members, compared to their 
Anglophone counterparts, are more likely to be able and 
willing to use their second OL. Furthermore, based on 
research in this domain, Francophone members may ex-
perience linguistic barriers to using their fi rst OL, par-
ticularly for those whose professional development and/
or day-to-day work occurs primarily in English. 

 STRUCTURAL AND CULTURAL 
CHALLENGES TO FRENCH LANGUAGE 
USE IN BILINGUAL CAF WORKPLACES 
 Elements of CAF culture — namely, the prioritization 
of operations, team cohesion, and adhering to a hierar-
chical structure — may pose challenges to French lan-
guage use. Th e primacy of operations may encourage 
bilingualism in domestic, foreign, and joint operations 
with French-speaking populations. However, prioriti-
zation of operational success can also undermine bilin-
gualism when there is pressure to use the language of the 
majority to be effi  cient and clear when communicating. 

 Cohesion is an important element of a strong and 
eff ective team. However, it can also create pressure to 
conform to a norm or a majority. In a military context, 
demonstrating belonging to a team and deference to 
the chain of command may motivate Francophones to 
converge to the language of the majority (i.e., English) 
to fi t in. Th is conforming can be understood through 
the lens of Communication Accommodation Th eory 
(CAT). According to CAT,  1  7   communication is not 
simply an exchange of referential information, it also 
refl ects and demonstrates interpersonal and intergroup 
attitudes. Th ese attitudes are conveyed by accommoda-
tive strategies interlocutors use — that is, the extent to 
which they converge, diverge, or maintain communica-
tion behaviours. Convergence refers to adapting verbal 
and non-verbal communication to become like other 
interlocutor(s). Th e communicator that converges is 
perceived as more competent, attractive, warm, and co-
operative and, therefore, is oft en motivated by a desire 
to gain approval. In contrast, individuals can accentu-
ate diff erences between themselves and others through 
divergence or maintenance of the communication style. 
Th ese strategies have benefi ts, such as demonstrat-
ing and maintaining an important personal or group 

identity. However, their use comes at a risk of being per-
ceived negatively. 

 Following the tenants of CAT, the OL spoken in 
the workplace can infl uence how those involved in the 
communication are perceived. For example, although 
individuals in bilingual regions have the right to use 
the OL of their choice, in reality, diverging to a fi rst OL 
could be seen as uncooperative and could have social 
consequences. Being perceived as uncooperative poses 
unique risks in a military context because of the acute 
consequences of not respecting the chain of command 
or not fi tting in with peers. Furthermore, the interpre-
tation and response to diverging communications does 
not occur in a vacuum. Intersectional factors, such as 
rank, gender, race, and fi rst OL, can diff erentially im-
pact the extent to which divergent communications 
are perceived negatively. For example, use of French 
with Anglophones, or in English-speaking situations, 
is probably more likely to be perceived as a divergence 
than using English with Francophones because there 
are lower levels of bilingualism among CAF members 
whose fi rst language is English, as well as existing social 
norms to use the language of the majority. According-
ly, Francophone members of the Regular Force are less 
likely than their Anglophone counterparts to feel they 
can use the OL of their choice during meetings (49% 
vs. 92%) and when communicating with immediate su-
pervisors (68% vs. 95%).  1  8   Th erefore, it is incumbent on 
CAF leaders to encourage and use both OLs in bilin-
gual workplaces to shape group norms conducive to and 
accommodating of the use of both OLs. 

A nother structural challenge to OL bilingualism 
stems from the way second OL competence is incen-
tivized and the impact this has on motivation. In the 
CAF, achieving a specifi c linguistic profi le is linked to 
receiving points or meeting established criteria that in-
crease the likelihood of promotion. Th is approach not 
only places focus on achieving a linguistic profi le, rather 
than using the second OL, but is also an externally reg-
ulated way of infl uencing behaviour related to second 
OL acquisition and use. According to Self Determina-
tion Th eory (SDT), external control will decrease the 
extent to which motivation to engage in a behaviour is 
internalized and held as an important part of one’s iden-
tity. Instead, it shift s the focus to more extrinsic motives 
(e.g., desire to gain a reward).19    (p. 627-628)   Th is focus is 
consequential to second OL learning and use because, 
compared to less self-determined learners, those with 
internalized motives expend greater eff ort and are more 
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likely to continue learning aft er training is complete, use 
more active learning strategies, fi nd the learning process 
more enjoyable, and achieve positive learning outcomes 
(e.g., greater profi ciency and willingness to use the sec-
ond OL).20    (p. 25-26)   

 Although purely intrinsic motives for learning a lan-
guage are unlikely in an organizational context where 
OL bilingualism is linked to career progression, SDT 
posits that more internalized forms of motivation can 
still be fostered by supporting learners’ basic psycholog-
ical needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. 
Applying this theory to second OL learning, some rec-
ommended approaches include providing opportunities 
for learners to make choices that permit learning in a way 
that resonates with them (autonomy support), setting 
clear and attainable learning goals (competence support), 
and providing opportunities for learners to connect 
with, and immerse themselves in, the second OL com-
munity (relatedness support). 

   3.  Department of National Defence. DAOD 5039-0, 
Offi  cial languages. Ottawa, ON: Department of 
National Defence; 1998 [cited 2021 Nov 2]. Available 
from https://www.canada.ca/en/department
-national-defence/corporate/policies-standards/defence
-administrative-orders-directives/5000-series/5039/5039
-0-offi  cial-languages.html    

   4.   Bourhis   RY ,  Sachdev   I ,  Ehala   M ,  et al.   Forty years of 
group vitality research.   J Lang Soc Psychol .  2019 ; 
38 ( 4 ): 408 - 21 .   https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927
x19868974   

   5.   Statistics Canada .  Census profile  [Internet].  Ottawa : 
Statistics Canada ;  2015  [cited  2021   Jul   30 ]. Available 
from:   https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/
2016/dp-pd/prof/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo1=
PR&Code1=01&Geo2=PR&Code2=01&SearchText=
Canada&SearchType=Begins&SearchPR=01&B1=
All&TABID=1&type=1   

   6.   Statistics Canada .  Table 98-400-X2016066 mother 
tongue, fi rst offi  cial language spoken, knowledge of 
offi  cial languages, age and sex for the population exclud-
ing institutional residents [Data table] .  Ottawa :  Statis-
tics Canada ;  2016  [cited  2021   Sep   2 ]. Available from: 
  https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/
2016/dp-pd/dt-td/Rp-eng.cfm?LANG=E&APATH=
3&DETAIL=0&DIM=0&FL=A&FREE=0&GC=
0&GID=0&GK=0&GRP=1&PID=109670&
PRID=10&PTYPE=109445&S=0&SHOWALL=
0&SUB=888&Temporal=2016,2017&THEME=
118&VID=0&VNAMEE=&VNAMEF=   

  7.   Statistics Canada .  Census in brief: English, French 
and offi  cial language minorities in Canada  [Internet]. 
 Ottawa :  Statistics Canada ;  2017   Aug  [cited  2021   Aug  
 4 ]. Available from:   https://www12.statcan
.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/as-sa/98-200
-x/2016011/98-200-x2016011-eng.cfm   

   8.   Landry   R ,  Allard   R .  Subtractive bilingualism: Th e 
case of Franco-Americans in Maine’s St John Valley .  J 
Multiling Multicult Dev .  1992 ; 13 ( 6 ): 515 - 44 .   https://
doi.org/10.1080/01434632.1992.9994513   

  9.   Byram   M ,  Feng   A .  Culture and language learning: 
Teaching, research and scholarship .  Lang Teach . 
 2004 ; 37 ( 3 ): 149 - 68 .   https://doi.org/10.1017/
s0261444804002289   

  10.   Statistics Canada .  Census in brief: English-French 
bilingualism reaches new heights  [Internet].  Ottawa : 
 Statistics Canada ;  2017   Aug  [cited  2021   Jul   20 ]. 
Available from:   https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census
-recensement/2016/as-sa/98-200-x/2016009/98-200
-x2016009-eng.cfm   

  11.   Director General Military Personnel Research and 
Analysis .  Director research workforce analytics data 
mart, 1997-2021 .  Ottawa (ON) :  Department of 
National Defence ;  2021 . 

 Conclusion 
 Th e CAF is striving to convert its culture to one that 
better celebrates diversity and ensures equity, as there is 
growing recognition many members struggle to bring 
their whole selves to work — including being able to use 
both OLs in bilingual workplaces. As a fundamental 
aspect of Canadian identity, linguistic duality should 
not be separated from these culture-change eff orts. Th e
research discussed herein suggests a greater focus on im-
mersive opportunities to learn and use French for mem-
bers whose fi rst OL is English, leader-led normalization 
of French in the workplace, and a shift  toward more
internally driven second OL acquisition, helping to
bridge the gap between second OL profi ciency and use. 
However, further research is recommended to explore 
barriers to French language use among CAF members 
and the eff ectiveness of training, leadership, and policy 
approaches to mitigating these barriers. 
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