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Local engagement and U.S. military attitudes toward 
gender integration: Evidence from Afghanistan
Heidi Hardt a and Stéfanie von Hlatky b

aDepartment of Political Science, University of California, Irvine, CA, USA; bDepartment of 
Political Studies, Queen’s University, Kingston, Canada

ABSTRACT
As debates on gender integration growin the military and Women, Peace, and 
Security scholarship, security studies scholars and policy experts are scrutinizing 
the link between gender and operational effectiveness. This article argues that 
deployed experiences create opportunities for soldiers to observe women’s 
engagement with host communities, particularly local women - contributing 
to soldiers’ improved attitudes toward gender integration. Employing 
interviews and an online survey with a total of 43 US active duty and 
veterans who served in ISAF in Afghanistan, we find that most who 
hadserved in mixed-gender units commended female soldiers’ interactions 
with local populations and linked these observations with improved 
assessments of the operating environment. By contrast, those in male-only 
units report more negative views. Our study introduces an original argument 
to explain differences in soldiers’ attitudes toward integration, presents new 
empirical insights from a difficult-to-access sample and offers evidence that 
mixed-unit experiences matter for soldiers’ views on gender integration.

KEYWORDS Military; women; operations; gender integration; NATO; Afghanistan

For decades, scholars and members of the military alike argued that introdu
cing women into all-male units would upend the cohesion of those units— 
thereby jeopardizing operational effectiveness (Mackenzie, 2015; Trobough, 
2018, pp. 46–53).1 Over time, however, official narratives around women and 
operational effectiveness in the military have been changing, and diversity is 
argued to yield tangible operational benefits. These narratives are promoted 
by the United Nations, NATO and in countries that have signed on to the 
Women, Peace, and Security agenda (WPS) and developed WPS national 
action plans, including the United States.2 When the Obama administration 
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formally opened combat roles to women in 2013,3 military leaders and pol
icymakers expected the change would pave the way to gender integration4 in 
the armed forces, especially greater acceptance of women. In fact, women 
have served in 2,900 US Army combat positions since 2016 (BBC News, 
2020). Though they are now in the minority, many US soldiers remain 
opposed5 to integration, despite women constituting almost 18% of the US 
military6 and despite their occupying a growing number of leadership roles.

Understanding the factors that shape the attitudes of servicemembers is 
paramount for gender integration, particularly at a time when international 
organizations and governments are calling for greater women’s inclusion in 
all efforts to build peace after war (Hudson, 2009, pp. 287–315). This article 
seeks to identify why, while on deployment, US servicemembers update their 
military attitudes about gender integration. We theorize that soldiers whose 
operational experiences include serving in mixed-gender units (meaning 
units with both men and women) will have more positive views on gender 
integration because they have had direct exposure to the operational 
benefits of having female soldiers in theater. In the context of population- 
centric operations, when local engagement is key to successfully achieving 
military tasks, women have a comparative advantage in reaching out to 
women and girls, women’s organizations as well as civilian men. To be 
clear, both men and women in the armed forces have been responsible for 
these military tasks, but may have different experiences in operating environ
ments. Specifically, we apply intergroup contact theory from political psy
chology to argue that soldiers’ increased contact in such mixed-gender 
settings improves soldiers’ attitudes toward female peers. By contrast, we 
argue that those soldiers who have deployed but did not serve with 
women (or who did not deploy at all) will be more susceptible to negative 
stereotypes and tropes about gender integration displaying more negative 
attitudes overall.

Our study introduces a novel argument to account for positive attitudes 
toward integration, it offers rich, in-depth qualitative insights into the 
views of a difficult-to-access population (i.e., soldiers who served in 
NATO’s ISAF), and it advances scholarly debates on gender integration in 
the military. Extant research has tended to focus on critical examinations 
of the military, including topics of sexual misconduct, the origins and main
tenance of military policies toward women and women’s roles as combatants 
(Basham, 2019, pp. 728–744; Mackenzie, 2015; Taber, 2011, pp. 331–349). 
Other related work has explored how changing norms of military operations 
affect national militaries (Kronsell, 2012). Our article advances theory devel
opment on intergroup contact theory by identifying and expanding on an 
additional determinant of soldiers’ attitudes: operational experiences, 
which we define as the collection of experiences of servicemembers while 
deployed on military operations abroad. We argue that these experiences 
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are uniquely influential in military trajectories, both personally and profes
sionally, and as such, the pursuit of a common objective, namely operational 
effectiveness, is especially important to understand workforce dynamics like 
gender integration. We argue that these deployment experiences are particu
larly memorable and therefore likely to shape military attitudes for better or 
worse. We highlight a key factor—a specific type of intergroup contact: 
deployment in mixed-gender units, meaning units that have both male 
and female servicemembers as opposed to all-male units—to explain how 
operational experiences, particularly observations of female soldiers’ local 
engagement, shape soldiers’ attitudes. As an original empirical contribution, 
our new qualitative data from the war in Afghanistan yields important 
insights from interviews into how soldiers rationalize their attitudes 
toward gender integration on and after deployment. Our study concludes 
with policy implications for militaries that want to remove both formal 
and informal barriers to gender integration.

Gender integration and narratives around operational 
effectiveness

For centuries, the case against gender integration derived from the shared 
societal narrative that women joining the military would hurt operational 
effectiveness. Here, operational effectiveness refers to the broader Clausewit
zian sense of soldiers’ ability to fulfill an operation’s mandate. As products of 
“the multiplicity dynamic—namely the process of repetition and variation 
through which narratives are being reproduced at the societal sphere” 
(Shenhav, 2015, p. 7), these narratives, as successions of events (Shenhav, 
2015, p. 19), are rooted in assumptions that women simply cannot do 
what is required of a warrior (see examples in Do & Samuels, 2020). Such 
essentialist assumptions have translated into the shared narrative among 
some members of the military that women’s biological differences from 
men in combat settings diminish the effectiveness of military operations.

Yet in recent decades, militaries have switched gears, actively recruiting 
women, even in combat roles. Rather than measuring the operational effec
tiveness of a particular mission or operation, we seek to understand how ser
vicemembers assess workforce dynamics and demonstrations of military 
competence through the prism of operational effectiveness. In so doing, 
we assume that servicemembers share the professional priority of operational 
success—not only because their lives may depend on it while deployed but 
also because it is rooted in military ethos and doctrine. We thus aim to 
explain attitudes related to effectiveness for two, related reasons.

The term operational effectiveness has dominated the rhetoric of scholars, 
policymakers and military leaders in debates on gender integration in mili
taries (Basham, 2019; Harig et al., 2022; Karim & Beardsley, 2016; as well as 
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in peacekeeping [Bridges & Horsfall, 2009, Duncanson, 2009]). For members 
of the military, operational effectiveness is frequently used to justify why 
women should be included or excluded from combat. Second, research 
suggests that gender integration does have some effects on operational out
comes and thus the overall performance of a given military on operations 
(Harrell & Miller, 1997; US Army Research Institute for the Behavioural 
and Social Science, 1999). For these reasons, we are interested in investi
gating gendered experiences of operational effectiveness and how these 
also contribute to shaping attitudes toward gender integration.

Scholarly work on military cohesion is instructive here as it establishes a 
link between military competence and performance on the one hand and 
within-group attitudes on the other. This literature includes positive experi
ences from mixed-gender units, including evidence of American mixed- 
gender units outperforming all-male units (Campbell, 1993). (Here, 
mixed-gender units refer to teams in which women are present as well as 
men.) In three cases (US, Great Britain and Germany), mixed-gender units 
had no substantial issues with cohesion. In a study of gender integration 
in the US army, there were only moderate risks to “morale, unit cohesion 
and readiness” as long as issues of sexual harassment and assault were prop
erly addressed (US Army, 2015). Understanding cohesion as the bond that 
unites members of a team or unit, we build on previous findings that 
showed that the professional—rather than personal—experience of serving 
together leads to the development of positive affective ties among service
members (King, 2016, pp. 699–728). Following a similar logic, we argue 
that when servicemembers deploy and experience the operational benefits 
of a mixed force, we expect that this has a positive impact on attitudes 
toward gender integration, especially women in the military, though admit
tedly, for purely instrumental reasons.

In broader empirical work on integration, previous studies of peacekeep
ing revealed clear benefits to integrating women but these were focused on 
local communities rather than the deployed force itself, including “empow
ering women in the host community” or “interviewing survivors of gender- 
based violence” (Department of Peacekeeping Operations, 2019; Pruitt, 
2016). One study of peacekeeping found that diversifying the pool of 
talent enhances the creativity of and quality of ideas for problem solving 
(Stiehm, 2001, pp. 39–48). Another study suggested that including women 
in peacekeeping units decreased the likelihood of units committing acts of 
sexual violence against local populations (Simic, 2010, pp. 188–199). Other 
peacekeeping research similarly found that women’s presence led local com
munities to have increased trust in the peacekeepers, and lowered tensions 
overall (Bridges & Horsfall, 2009, pp. 120–130). Identifying the impact 
women make in peace operations has thus become a big area of focus for 
the United Nations and has validated its push to deploy more women 
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across its missions (United Nations, 2018; Nagel et al., 2021), but it does not 
address how these operational benefits might also have an impact within the 
deployed force. Beyond peacekeeping, a growing body of literature discusses 
the ways in which diversifying teams leads to increased quality and diversity 
of ideas that can enhance problem-solving. Beyond the military, research 
shows that companies with higher representation of women on their 
boards were able to generate higher profits (Bureau for Employers’ Activities, 
2019), that higher gender diversity in companies increased innovation 
(Hewlett et al., 2013) and that competence (or perceptions of competence) 
reduce prejudice (Manago et al., 2022). In different contexts then, the instru
mental benefits of gender integration are discussed and promoted, but it is 
unclear how these might shape attitudes within the organization.

By zoning in on how operational experiences shape soldiers’ attitudes on 
gender integration, we identify a new pathway by which positive attitudes 
toward gender integration might be fostered. This stands in contrast to the 
resistant attitudes that persist within the military, like the view that inte
gration could (a) lower the military’s physical standards, hurting soldiers’ 
combat motivation,7 (b) put women in operating environments that they 
could not handle, hurting mandate fulfillment,8 and (c) diminish unit cohe
sion (Castillo, 2013; Shils & Janowitz, 1948, pp. 280–315). Our theoretical 
argument on inter-group contact, in line with previous studies on military 
cohesion, suggests that experiences and displays of military competence 
rather than gender composition in and of itself contribute to shaping atti
tudes within the military.

Norms and attitudes toward gender integration

Previous surveys have found that about one in three US soldiers opposed 
women in combat, and most of the opposition came from male soldiers. 
In one recent survey, among male soldiers, 32% expressed opposition (vs. 
68% in support), whereas, among female soldiers, 12% expressed opposition 
(vs. 88% in support; Supplementary Materials, 1: Figure A). Scholars thus 
need to understand what is behind this diversity of views—particularly 
when such a sizeable percentage of the military remains skeptical (Trobough, 
2009, p. 49; Supplementary Materials, 1: Figure A). Because inclusive policies 
are not sufficient in and of themselves to end gender-based discrimination, it 
is important to identify how military experiences and practices affect atti
tudes, pointing out the dearth of studies on how deployment experiences 
may influence military perceptions of female peers (Abbe, 2023).

Attitudinal resistance among current and former members of the military 
is certainly not isolated to the US Variation in attitudes persists across 
regional and cultural contexts—from Europe to Asia (see discussion of atti
tudes in UK, France, Germany and South Korea in Supplementary Materials, 
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1). Given the global nature of such resistance to gender integration in the 
military, we expect our findings to be generalizable to other states—including 
many NATO allies—that have professional armed forces with codified com
mitments to gender equality. We focus on the US because there are still very 
few women deployed on operations, which would make testing our claims 
more challenging in smaller militaries. The US has decades of experience 
with deploying women in a variety of roles and has been the top contributor 
in military operations, which means we have a greater chance to access male 
participants who have direct operational experiences with women. One of 
the novelties of this study, then, is in our rich qualitative empirical data of 
soldiers’ attitudes revealing the impact of their operational experiences 
which, to the best of our knowledge, has not been done previously. Our 
claim about generalizability also applies to different military contexts. 
While previous work has tested the effects of contact theory in peacetime 
(Dahl et al., 2021; Ivarsson et al. 2005), specifically in training environments, 
our study extends the logic to operational contexts. And, while Afghanistan 
represents a specific operational context, mixed-gender units are present in a 
variety of contemporary contexts, from insurgent groups to peacekeeping 
operations (Darden et al., 2019).

To explain the variation in attitudes on gender integration, we propose a 
new explanation, which accounts for soldiers’ operational experiences, 
rooted in the logic that intergroup contact within mixed units provides a dis
tinct opportunity to demonstrate military competence. In other words, these 
operational experiences solidify task-based cohesion among servicemem
bers. This is distinct from the main bodies of scholarship that have informed 
the theoretical debate on gender integration to date—adaptation research in 
security studies, norms research in IR theory, and gender and politics 
research, which serve as alternative explanations. First, scholarship on mili
tary adaptation suggests that as well-resourced hierarchical institutions, the 
armed forces should adapt accordingly to system-wide changes and threats 
(Farrell, 2005, pp. 448–488), and, in turn, we should expect corresponding 
changes in attitudes as an important observable implication of adaptation. 
Members of the military are trained to adjust to changing conflict environ
ments, instructions from the chain of command, new personnel policies, as 
well as shifting training and equipment standards. Scholarly work has even 
examined how military organizations have adapted to gender mainstream
ing, but this is not the case for gender integration (Hardt & von Hlatky, 
2020, pp. 136–159; Prescott, 2013, pp. 56–62; von Hlatky, 2022). Whereas 
adaptation is neither easy nor always successful, the armed forces remain 
well suited to direct change from the top down and have unique levers to 
achieve this (Farrell et al., 2013; Schmitt, 2017, pp. 577–599; Williamson, 
2011). Indeed, soldiers might be introduced to training which summarizes 
key policies on gender integration, thereby shaping soldiers’ attitudes at 
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key milestones in their career, including deployment (see survey questions in 
Appendix). When asking soldiers what they think about gender integration, 
they might have either internalized existing gender integration policies, or 
just recall them when prompted.

Second, scholarship on international norms would suggest that national 
and international norm-entrepreneurs help with the process of norm 
diffusion and acceptance, ultimately leading to attitudinal convergence 
(Sikkink & Finnemore, 1998, pp. 887–917). At the national and international 
levels, civilian and military leaders have championed the link between gender 
and operational effectiveness, while promoting the Women, Peace and 
Security agenda, which calls for (among other things) greater women’s par
ticipation in the armed forces (Wright, 2016, pp. 350–361; Wright et al., 
2019). These norms have been reinforced over decades now, so there are 
more professional incentives for military commanders and leaders, sup
ported by gender advisors, to implement them. This is the normative 
context within which women’s participation and contributions are often dis
cussed and assessed, so they likely contribute to shaping general attitudes on 
gender integration, especially with the leadership cadre who must represent 
institutional policies and norms. We thus account for this in our interview 
questionnaire to see if leaders attempt to “talk the talk,” but we also have 
to account for age more generally, given the expectation that younger 
cohorts are more progressive.

Third, research in gender and politics would suggest that, as women’s rep
resentation increases in the military, so too should their acceptance. Accord
ing to critical mass theory, women’s situations should improve as 
recruitment increases up from 15% (i.e., a “skewed” group) toward 35% 
(i.e., a “tilted” group; Kanter, 1977; Dahlerup, 1988, p. 296; Childs & 
Krook, 2008, p. 731). The US military’s current 18% representation should 
lead to increased support for integration as women’s roles becomes more 
visible across the organization, but it is important to note that this 
number is still on the lower end of that 15–35% threshold, especially consid
ering that combat trades have fewer women than other trades and that 
women tend to be more under-represented still in deployed settings. 
Indeed, the representation of women deployed on operations is well below 
their representation within the armed forces writ large. At no point during 
ISAF was there a critical mass of women as part of overall deployed forces.

Then, we must acknowledge that feminist security scholars in Inter
national Relations, would caution us against expressing surprise toward 
the persistence of resistance to gender integration (Cohn, 1987, pp. 17–24; 
Enloe, 1989; Hudson, 2009; Sjoberg, 2010; Sjoberg, 2014; Sjoberg, 2015
Tickner, 1992; Tickner, 2014). This scholarship uncovers underlying, 
gender-based power structures, documenting how military organizations 
have oppressed and harmed women, and would consequently push back 
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against the idea that deployment experiences can improve gender integration 
in the military, given that this proposition takes an instrumental view of 
women’s participation in military operations (Shepherd, 2016, pp. 324– 
335). This feminist line of argument highlights a paradox tied to women’s 
participation in military operations, meaning that what might look like 
genuine acceptance of women in the military, might actually be highly essen
tialized and ultimately counter-productive to their further professional 
advancement.

Theoretical argument

In this section, we introduce our argument that soldiers who have had some 
operational experience of serving in one or more mixed-gender unit/s will 
express more positive attitudes toward integration. We focus specifically 
on gender here because we are studying a particular dynamic about how 
gender roles play out in operating environments, rather than examining 
the strict representation of women and men in the military or deployed 
force. In line with Lindqvist et al. (2021, p. 333), we focus less on the “phys
iological” or “bodily aspects” (which are associated with sex) and instead 
focus more on gender, understood to mean “a non-essential category 
which instead is repeatedly performed based on societal norms.” Role con
ceptions are relevant here too, given the multidimensional nature of military 
operations since the end of the Cold War. The range of missions to which the 
armed forces are expected to contribute has expanded to include commu
nity-based engagement, peace support operations, humanitarian missions 
and disaster assistance, along with a range of policing and patrolling tasks 
(Harig et al., 2022). As militaries adapt to meet these demands, the 
benefits of a mixed force and broader skillsets become more salient. 
Through these multifaceted deployment experiences, serving in mixed— 
gender units is conducive to soldiers of different genders directly or 
indirectly observing the concrete operational benefits of women’s partici
pation through the performance of gender roles that are tailored to 
specific military tasks, such as local engagement (Nagel et al., 2021). As a 
result, these soldiers’ more positive attitudes toward integration can be 
explained through the prism of operational effectiveness, as gender is seen 
as a “force multiplier” in certain context (von Hlatky, 2022).

In terms of specifying the mechanism by which these dynamics play out, 
we draw from Dahl et al. (2021) as they have advanced similar claims about 
how greater exposure and interaction with women can change the attitudes 
of men in the military. In their article, they conduct a field experiment, 
forming mixed teams through random selection, and show that living and 
working with women leads men to adopt more egalitarian attitudes. The 
context is different from ours, as Dahl et al.’s (2021) experiment is in a 
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training context, but if anything, the intensity and impact of interacting with 
women in operational settings are likely to be higher, which could lead to 
compounding effects. Indeed, we pick up on the work of Schäfer et al. 
(2021) that establishes a continuum between past and present contact experi
ences, as well as the intensity of the contact to posit that deployment experi
ences might be particularly important in shaping attitudes. Instead of 
focusing strictly on familiarity, then, we combine the theoretical insights 
on task-based cohesion to show how interaction in deployed environments 
and the perceived instrumental benefits of being able to draw on a variety 
of gender roles for successful local engagements, lead to upgrading service
members’ view on gender integration. To be clear, both male and female ser
vicemembers participate in these local engagement tasks, based on gendered 
patterns they see as optimal for the operation.

We argue that the operational experience of serving together in units in a 
deployed context amplifies the logic of intergroup contact theory as soldiers, 
particularly male soldiers, observe women providing instrumental benefits to 
the operation. Thus, we introduce the proposition that soldiers deploying in 
mixed-gender units—relative to those soldiers in all-male units—are more 
likely to have positive attitudes, along with a supporting rationale, toward 
gender integration. In line with Kier’s (1998) findings from research on the 
integration of gays and lesbians in the military, we treat this type of unit cohe
sion as “primarily a function of situational and structural factors” and is con
ceptually closer to task cohesion, rather treating unit cohesion as “the 
characteristics of individual members of the group” (p. 8). This is a distinct 
logic from the primary group thesis, which has long asserted that interperso
nal relations among men (a “band of brothers”) were what determined cohe
sion, recalling the findings of King (2016) and other scholars that the shared 
professional—rather than personal—experience of serving together leads to 
the development of close bonds among soldiers (pp. 699–728).

Our main proposition builds on past scholarly work which has shown that 
intergroup contact alone should facilitate positive—rather than a negative— 
attitudes. In one statistical analysis of survey results, scholars found that male 
soldiers in Sweden who had more contact with their female counterparts 
were significantly more likely to have positive attitudes toward women in 
the armed forces (Ivarsson et al., 2005, pp. 269–282). In another study, scho
lars employed a field experiment to find that discrimination decreased 
toward female soldiers when, in Norway, male and female soldiers worked 
collaboratively within a squad (Finseraas et al., 2016, pp. 363–374). An 
additional study found that female Canadian soldiers “directly contributed 
to group cohesion” in mixed-gender units in Afghanistan. Male soldiers— 
who were initially against gender integration—did “not merely tolerate” 
the female soldiers with whom they served but respected them “as comrades” 
(King, 2014).
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According to intergroup contact theory, the attitudes of one group toward 
another group will become more positive as the amount and intensity of 
intergroup contact increases under specific conditions (Allport, 1954; 
Dixon et al., 2005, pp. 697–711; Boin et al., 2021). Moreover, “negative 
stereotyping, prejudice” and general gender bias against female soldiers 
should decline, particularly in settings where the individuals have equal 
status, such as a mixed-gender military unit where men and women are car
rying out the same types of military tasks (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, pp. 751– 
738; SAS-120 Research Task Group 058, 2021, p. 36; Kleinfeld, 2023). Exist
ing support for the intergroup contact theory appears in scholarship citing 
interviews with soldiers discussing their attitudes toward gender integration. 
These interviews emphasize the importance of serving in a professional 
capacity as a team over a substantial amount of time in order for acceptance 
to occur (Campbell, 1993, p. 312; Trobough, 2009). Sociologists and psychol
ogists alike have found evidence to support this theory on issues ranging 
from racism to segregation to same-sex relationships (Herek & Glunt, 1993).

We argue that intergroup contact in a mixed gender operational setting 
allows soldiers to directly witness the instrumental advantages of having 
women on the team, thereby constituting an additional explanation for posi
tive attitudes toward gender integration. The frequency and intensity of 
deployment experience would lead to particularly meaningful intergroup 
contact in terms of their effect on attitudes. Given the broader range of mili
tary tasks these mixed teams are asked to perform, there are more opportu
nities to leverage the diverse skillsets of its members. This dynamic was most 
obvious in Afghanistan as military women led successful community-level 
engagement with local populations, where their male counterparts could 
not for cultural or religious reasons (Dharmapuri, 2011). More specifically, 
these types of interactions can increase access to and information from 
local women and increase the unit’s ability to influence local attitudes 
about the operation (Dharmapuri, 2011, pp. 56–70). Whitman and 
O’Neill’s research (2012) found that women in military units were able to 
establish greater outreach with both local men and women, increasing the 
collection of more nuanced intelligence (pp. 7–8). Such outreach was poss
ible due to local women putting more trust in female soldiers than male sol
diers when it came to sharing information.

In the operational context of Afghanistan, the “simultaneous presence of 
women in the public and private spheres” meant that local women shared 
with female soldiers the locations of weapons caches and hidden explosives, 
as well as information about who was and was not a member of armed 
groups (Whitman & O’Neill, 2012, pp. 7–8). Numerous accounts of these 
types of experiences led militaries to develop and institutionalize strategies 
for gender-responsive local engagement (Pottinger et al., 2021; Dharmapuri, 
2011, p. 60; Whitman & O’Neill, 2012, p. 6).
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In accordance with contact theory, we argue that soldiers—particularly 
male soldiers—in mixed-gender units perceive their female peers as more 
easily able to gain the trust of local women and to have positive interactions 
with them, which in turn influences servicemembers’—especially male sol
diers’—attitudes. We suggest that these soldiers’ observations and lived 
experiences introduce a shared narrative about female soldiers positively 
impacting operational effectiveness via improved local engagement; such a 
narrative contrasts the traditional narrative of warriors as inherently mascu
line and corresponding assumptions that female soldiers harm operational 
effectiveness (e.g., Do and Samuels, 2021). Several studies on attitudes and 
local interactions in peace operations inform our argument. For example, 
Bridges and Horsfall found from interviews with female members of the 
Australian Defence Force (ADF) that the presence of female peacekeepers 
increased local women’s trust in the Australian peacekeeping unit of a UN 
mission and improved the ADF’s reputation (2009). Research on European 
Union (EU) military peace operations revealed local populations appeared 
more accepting of mixed-gender EUFOR patrols as fewer residents threw 
stones at those passing troops that included women relative to those that 
did not (Whitman & O’Neill, 2012). A growing body of qualitative and quan
titative research suggests that including women in units can have a deterrent 
effect on sexual violence by men in the unit against local populations 
(Bridges & Horsfall, 2009; Karim & Beardsley, 2016, pp. 100–115).9

Why does this specific type of intergroup contact matter? We assert that 
the operational setting provides a context in which soldiers in mixed- 
gender units recognize the diversity of gender roles as an important con
sideration to fulfill an operation’s mandate and thus, improve operational 
effectiveness, which is critical for soldiers’ safety as well as individual pro
fessional advancement. Psychology research suggests that those motivated 
by professional advancement are more likely to participate in intergroup 
contact when cued with the professional benefits of diversity (Stürmer & 
Benbow, 2017, pp. 1487–1502; Kauff et al., 2021, pp. 38–63). As soldiers 
link their perception of benefits with operational effectiveness and their 
own professional success, we expect soldiers’ attitudes toward integration 
to improve and to be more long lasting given the importance of deployment 
experiences in the military career trajectory.

If this argument is correct, we should expect to find evidence that soldiers 
who served in mixed-gender units will (a) recount positive experiences and 
have positive attitudes toward integration based on value added and task- 
based cohesion logics, and (b) cite examples in support of this, like female 
soldiers interacting with local populations. We also expect to find soldiers 
who did not have mixed-gender unit experience will report either neutral 
or negative attitudes toward gender integration. Therefore, we present our 
proposition below. 
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P1: Members of the military who have deployed in at least one mixed-gender 
unit will have more positive attitudes toward gender integration, whereas, sol
diers who served in all-male units will have more negative attitudes toward 
integration.

We have to acknowledge that soldiers might be citing such examples from 
training or directives, because they are consistent with current US and inter
national policies tied to the Women, Peace, and Security agenda. Because this 
agenda promotes the idea that women enhance operational effectiveness and 
that their presence should be increased in military operations, this might be 
reflected in our participants’ answers, especially if they indicate they have 
been exposed to such training. This would be consistent with how top- 
down military adaptation occurs, as previously mentioned, and is assessed 
as a competing explanation.

Another alternative is that trust among servicemembers may take hold 
simply because they are deployed as a team and spending time together, as 
opposed to any demonstrated operational effectiveness rationale. While 
this is plausible, evidence from studies in military psychology and military 
sociology provide support for our argument in showing the importance of 
task-based cohesion over identity-based cohesion (MacCoun & Hix, 2010; 
Neads, 2020, pp. 894–926). This means that performance and operational 
effectiveness matter more for military cohesion and acceptance. Moreover, 
friendships developing between men and women in the military might trans
late into positive feelings between people without necessarily translating into 
more positive attitudes toward gender integration in the armed forces 
(Hellum, 2014; Lilleaas & Ellingsen, 2014). Indeed, the survey responses 
depicted how women were frequently treated as sisters to be “protected” 
by their male colleagues rather than as colleagues of equal standing 
(Taber, 2011, pp. 336–338), showcasing the full range of attitudes we find 
in the military as it pertains to gender integration.

Another potential mechanism is that female peers might be effective in 
persuading their male counterparts that gender integration is simply the 
right thing to do, but past advocacy efforts and previous policy efforts to 
remove professional barriers for women in combat did not prevail with 
rights-based or moral arguments alone, so what would be different now? 
The more likely contender, as an alternative mechanism, might be that 
women in the military are often successful at conforming to, or at least 
not disrupting, prevailing gendered norms (Feinman, 2000; Winslow & 
Dunn, 2002, pp. 641–667). Even outside of military organizations, individ
uals perform certain roles and identities in order to conform and gain 
social and professional acceptance (Johnsson & Boud, 2010, pp. 359–372).

Finally, and consistent with our alternative explanation on norms, we 
must acknowledge the possibility that men with more military experience, 
and presumably of higher rank, have learned that it is better to express 
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support for gender integration, even if this does not reflect their views. As 
Cohn (2000) mentions in her research on men’s opposition to women in 
the military, resistant attitudes toward gender integration are “feelings that 
are no longer as acceptable to state directly” (p. 133). We look for such perfor
mative answers in our interview and survey responses, as these would show 
that norms are influencing leadership narratives, while not necessarily trans
lating into positive attitudes toward gender integration. To further control 
for this, we introduce an alternative explanation on generational change to 
see if age and experience translates into different attitudes toward gender inte
gration. This helps inform the extent to which gender equality norms are 
taking hold over time, regardless of operational experience. One military psy
chology study found that older veterans were less likely to support women in 
combat than younger veterans as older veterans likely “fear(ed) the impact of 
women on military effectiveness” (Wilcox, 1992, p. 320). Although previous 
work on attitudes toward women in the military has excluded age from ana
lyses10, several quantitative studies in the 1990s found that age has had statisti
cally significant effects on people’s attitudes toward the military in the US, 
more broadly. For example, one study found that, relative to younger US citi
zens, older ones are less supportive of ethnic minorities participating in the 
military (Butler & Johnson, 1991, pp. 283–286).

If ultimately what matters most is the era in which an individual grows up— 
rather than the context of one’s military service, then one would expect to find 
age-based differences in attitudes. Older members of the military grew up 
during a period of much stricter gender norms, when men were expected 
(and, in the case of the draft, required) to serve in the military and women 
were not. Older members of the military are also less likely to have served 
with women given women’s exclusion from numerous positions in the military. 
By contrast, young soldiers have grown up in a world where more and more 
people and institutions are challenging gender norms and roles in public and 
private spaces. Consequently, younger soldiers may be more likely to view 
women as strong and capable. Ivarsson et al. (2005, p. 275) found that 
younger members of the Swedish Armed Forces were in fact more likely to 
have more positive views of women in the military. Therefore, if this prop
osition is correct, survey findings should indicate that younger soldiers (age 
20–39) have more positive views on gender integration, compared to middle- 
aged soldiers (40–59), who should view integration as neither positive or nega
tive. We should also see the oldest group (60–79; acknowledging these are all 
retired servicemembers) as having the most negative views—thus making 
them the most resistant to gender integration. We therefore propose a distinct 
proposition to assess alternative explanations tied to the influence of norms: 

P2: Members of the military that are younger will have positive attitudes 
toward gender integration. Those who are older will have negative attitudes.
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Another factor influencing soldiers’ attitudes could be partisanship as a 
number of studies have found it influences belief systems and attitudes 
toward the military (Jost et al., 2008, pp. 126–136). Two military psychology 
studies found, relative to those identifying as Democrats, US military cadets 
who identified as Republicans were less supportive of women in the military 
(Laurence et al., 2016, pp. 488–497; Matthews et al., 2009, pp. 241–251). Par
tisan gaps also persist in broader US public attitudes about the use of force 
(Hansen et al., 2022, pp. 273–295; Betros, 2001, pp. 501–523). By contrast, a 
recent analysis of responses to a survey question, which we had included as 
part of a US public opinion study, did not find a statistically significant effect 
of partisanship on attitudes toward gender integration, even when control
ling for veterans’ gender (see Supplementary Materials, 3). However, in 
this study of soldiers serving in ISAF, we did not obtain sufficient data on 
subjects’ party preferences to analyze, which we acknowledge as a limitation 
to the study.

Research design

To investigate variation in US military attitudes on gender integration, we 
conducted a 20-question survey (in-person, by phone and online) with a 
total of 43 soldiers who had participated in the ISAF military operation in 
Afghanistan between 2017 and 2019. Of these, 24 responded to the survey 
via a structured interview and 19 responded to it online. The survey captured 
both our dependent variable (attitudinal variation among soldiers) and evi
dence in relation to our hypotheses and alternative explanations. Our survey 
consisted of a mix of mostly open-ended and a few close-ended questions 
about soldiers’ attitudes and experiences serving in Afghanistan (our 
survey questions are listed in the Appendix, Table A1). By using primarily 
open-ended questions, we allowed for respondents to be more thorough in 
their answers about attitudes than they could be if we had used exclusively 
close-ended, more simplistic questions (e.g., yes, no, scales), as is often 
done in government-run surveys.

Case selection

In terms of case selection, we sought to examine individual-level attitudes 
within the framework of a single multilateral military operation to control 
for a number of factors (e.g., operational environment, local populations, 
etc.). We selected ISAF for two reasons. First, we sought an operation that 
had a large enough troop contribution to identify and sample enough sol
diers—both current servicemembers and veterans—with operational experi
ence. Second, we needed to select an operation that had both mixed-gender 
units (with men and women) and single-gender (all male) units. From 
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training materials and the literature, we knew that we could expect many sol
diers to have had at least some exposure to military tasks such as local 
engagement.

Among those militaries participating in the ISAF operation, we selected 
the US military to specifically understand attitudes toward gender inte
gration. Relative to many of the other also professional, mixed-gender mili
taries that participated, the US military consistently ranks in the top tier of 
NATO allies when it comes to female representation (18% of the US military 
are women). Unlike smaller countries within NATO, the US may or may not 
be influenced by NATO’s “women friendly” policies and directives; it tends 
to carve out its own path. As a result, the US constitutes a tough case since it 
should be most able to resist international norms on gender and military 
operations. Another reason that the US can be considered a tough case is 
because of its strong warfighting mentality. The US has shunned peacekeep
ing, where women’s participation has been championed, making debates on 
gender integration, physical standards and operational effectiveness 
especially sensitive.

Subject recruitment and sample

Our sample selection criteria included US soldiers of various genders and 
ranks who had served in ISAF. Since we do not work for a US military insti
tution, we were unable to circulate our survey within the military despite 
having tried via numerous formal requests. Therefore, we recruited subjects 
using publicly-available information in line with our Ethics Board regis
tration.11 We tasked a team of research assistants with searching the 
names and contact information of subjects fitting sampling criteria; first, 
we searched on LinkedIn, Twitter and Google, and, second, we searched 
members of think tanks and veterans associations, etc. We provide 
additional details on subject recruitment and the sample in the Supplemen
tary Materials (Section 2). From these searches, we were able to survey 24 
respondents by phone, via virtual meetings (e.g., Zoom) and by in-person 
meetings in think tanks, veterans’ associations in Washington D.C. and at 
universities’ ROTC offices. Research assistants also helped conduct these 
surveys. After having exhausted publicly-available sources, we sought to 
increase the size of our sample by distributing the survey to 19 respondents 
via US-based military veterans organizations. Additionally, we conducted 
two background interviews: one with a former US State department 
official who had participated in ISAF and one with a (non-American) 
ISAF regional commander. Excluding these two background interviews, 
the breakdown of our sample by service branch was as follows: Army 
(54%), Marines (24%), Navy (15%), Air Force (7%; see Supplementary 
Materials, 2).
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We decided to stop subject recruitment once we had achieved both a 
sufficient sample size (n > 30) and had a large enough number of women 
versus men to be representative of the broader population of the US mili
tary.12 Specifically, the proportion of female respondents in our sample 
was 16%, which is slightly above the 10% average proportion of the popu
lation of women who served in ISAF, according to official reports to 
NATO (Supplementary Materials, 4).13 The operation ISAF was gender-inte
grated from the outset (about 14%) and became more so across time (about 
18%; Supplementary Materials, 4: Figure B).

After completing data collection, we supervised two graduate student 
independent coders who each coded all the results of the surveys, ensuring 
inter-code reliability. Through qualitative content analysis, we designed a 
codebook with categories that each corresponded to our 20 survey questions. 
Our survey questions focused on inviting soldiers to reflect on how women’s 
participation affected (or did not affect) their (the soldiers’) ability to com
plete their specific tasks within the context of the ISAF mandate. In addition 
to coding the close-ended questions (e.g., yes (1) and no (0)), we tasked 
coders with measuring variables such as combat motivation and unit cohe
sion by determining whether responses were positive, neutral or negative, as 
explained in more detail below.

Our dependent variable was soldiers’ attitudes toward gender integration. 
To determine these attitudes, as negative, positive or neutral, we sought to 
collect data in the survey on two measures: (1) the perceived value added 
that women brought to operational outcomes and (2) the perceived effect 
of women’s participation on unit cohesion. First, and drawing on rationalist 
scholarship, we defined value added as meaning the utility that soldiers per
ceived women’s participation to be bringing to operational effectiveness (e.g., 
net operational benefits, net operational costs or no effect). As seen in survey 
questions #9 and #10, two of our open-ended questions asked soldiers to 
reflect first on the benefits and then on the costs of having women in the 
ranks. Coders identified and isolated all quotes describing benefits and all 
quotes describing costs and subsequently coded them as two count variables, 
respectively, in their coding worksheet (1 for each benefit identified, 1 for 
each cost identified).

We then had coders create a new variable called value added by subtract
ing costs from benefits. This value added score for each respondent rep
resented whether the soldier perceived integration as having a net positive 
operational effect (i.e., benefits exceed costs, meaning the score is an 
integer greater than zero), having a net negative operational effect (i.e., 
costs exceed benefits, meaning the score is an integer less than zero) or 
having no operational effect (i.e., costs and benefits are equal, meaning the 
score is zero). The assumption here is that a participant will devote more 
attention to points they value more. Nevertheless, after coding was complete, 
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we added a final check to see whether or not value added scores were con
sistent with soldiers’ overall attitudes toward integration. For example, a 
subject that had received a negative value added score (in this case of—1) 
had discursive responses that were consistently negative toward integration, 
such as referring to female soldiers as needing “babysitting,” as being 
“weaker” and as creating “sexual and physical barriers” to operational 
effectiveness.

Second, we considered attitudes toward women’s impact on unit cohe
sion. To measure unit cohesion, we tasked our coders with scoring subjects’ 
responses as either reporting that gender integration has (1) a negative effect, 
(2) a neutral effect or (3) a positive effect on unit cohesion. The score was 
assigned based on the subjects’ responses to question #6 in the survey (see 
Appendix). We then created a discrete variable unitcohes based on these 
coded responses. The latter had data ranging from 0 to 2 where 0 indicated 
a negative effect, 1 indicated a neutral effect and 2 indicated a positive effect. 
We also assessed the percentage of soldiers in the different groups (e.g., 
mixed-gender vs. all-male) who had positive, negative versus neutral atti
tudes to show the extent to which being in a mixed-gender group in ISAF 
may have affected differences in attitudes.14

With respect to methodological limitations, we acknowledge that the 
ISAF sample is limited in size due to aforementioned challenges accessing 
this particular population. We also recognize that our sample is not entirely 
comprehensive across the service branches, however, the Army’s overrepre
sentation in our sample (56%) does capture the outsized role that it played in 
contemporary multilateral military operations involving the US (e.g., Afgha
nistan, Kosovo, Iraq), especially patrolling and engagement tasks in local 
communities.

Finally, a note on positionality is warranted here. All scholars, including 
research assistants, who were a part of this study are academic civilians of 
the same gender. Thus, we expected participants to feel more comfortable 
expressing critical views (e.g., of integration, the military, etc.) given it is 
an external study (as opposed to one run within the military or by military 
officials). Additionally, since all interviewers were of the same gender but 
we consistently heard a range of different attitudes on gender integration, 
we did not see any red flags suggesting that interviewer gender might be con
ditioning responses in a significant way.

Findings on soldiers’ attitudes toward gender integration

Proposition 1: Local engagement

In relation to proposition 1, we find a recurring narrative that emerges from 
soldiers’ survey responses about female soldiers and local engagement, and 
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we find that such a narrative supports our intergroup contact argument— 
suggesting that soldiers’ operational experiences contribute to differences 
in attitudes toward gender integration. Across survey responses in both 
interviews and our online survey, we repeatedly heard the same view: 
through operational experiences, soldiers had observed women in their 
unit engaging with local populations in positive ways, which they viewed 
as improving operational effectiveness. Without making strong causal 
claims (given our sample size discussed elsewhere), we instead present recur
ring themes in our interview evidence, suggesting an association between 
soldiers’ operational experiences—particularly those related to local engage
ment—and soldiers’ attitudes toward gender integration. We report and 
discuss these responses below.

First, we reviewed how soldiers responded to questions regarding the 
costs and benefits of female soldiers in the ranks (Questions #9 and #10). 
We found that, on the Value Added score variable, the modal response 
was “no effect” (see distribution in Figure 1), and, instead, soldiers more fre
quently identified benefits than costs in discussing the consequences of 
gender integration on operational effectiveness (Figure 2). This reveals 
important attitudinal shifts toward gender integration that occur in 
specific operational contexts, which would not be captured in the surveys 
cited in our review of the literature. While we cannot decisively claim that 

Figure 1. Distribution of Soldiers’ Value Added Score.
Note: n = 43. Frequency chart references responses to questions 9 and 10. If score > 0, benefits exceeded 
costs; if score was 0, no effect; if score < 0, costs exceeded benefits.
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attitudes can fundamentally change in favor or against gender integration 
through deployment, we argue that at a minimum, they are updated in 
light of these operational experiences.

In interview responses to questions about benefits (Question #9) and 
about leadership (Question #8), those male and female15 soldiers who had 
served with women linked women’s presence with operational effectiveness. 
This link is also echoed in survey responses to questions about gender con
siderations in day-to-day planning (Question #13) and about value that 
women added to the military (Question #17). As one Army veteran said in 
an interview in response to Question #13, “Having a female on the team 
gave us an advantage. The locals felt more open to us” (Online survey 
with US Army veteran who served in ISAF, 2018). We found that soldiers 
repeated story after story of how female soldiers had gained access to critical 
intelligence and other relevant information due to their abilities to engage 
with local Afghan women. Female soldiers were able to leverage existing 
gender norms about women as trustworthy to advance the ISAF mandate. 
These survey responses reflect a broader narrative of soldiers, particularly 
male soldiers, viewing female soldiers as necessary for improving local 
engagement. By contrast, survey responses among soldiers in all-male 
units provided less focus on the benefits of gender integration and local 
engagement.

Within our sample, soldiers who had served in mixed-gender units 
appeared to be more likely to perceive integration as adding value to oper
ations. In coded responses to our survey question #9 about benefits, the 
most frequently cited perceived benefit of integration was the military’s 
ability to gain access to local women. Specifically, 42% of all survey respon
dents cited having women in combat was critical for (a) intelligence access, 
(b) improved trust in the community and (c) enhanced situational aware
ness. In responding to the question about benefits (Question #9), one 
soldier reflected on the first of these points in reference to his experience 

Figure 2. Box Plots of Total Cost and Benefits Identified by Respondents.
Note: n = 43.
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in Paktika Province. He described efforts to acquire digital information about 
the Taliban’s plans and operations: 

“Often Afghan men try to give their cell phones or thumb drives to the Afghan 
women knowing that we won’t touch a woman, and then they’re free of the 
evidence. We had these cultural engagement teams where there was a young 
American woman or an Allied woman. When you see these young women 
take their helmets off at the end of a battle, and the Afghan women see 
these allied women in full battle equipment, it’s this sense of unrestrained 
glee—this sense that this young woman (the Allied woman) has truly achieved 
what this Afghan woman couldn’t even conceive of. When an American 
female begins to ask these Afghan women questions, these women will sing 
like a bird. They hand over the thumb drives!” (In-person interview with 
former US soldier who served in ISAF, Washington, D.C., 2018).

In response to this same question about benefits (Question #9), male and 
female soldiers also recounted their observations of and personal experiences 
of female soldiers establishing trust when speaking with Afghan girls and 
young women, as noted in one example: 

“Picture these female military leaders, Afghan military dudes and Afghan 
leaders. Young Afghan girls thought this was the coolest thing they ever 
saw, seeing women in uniform. That was a benefit. The family is very 
strong. Any dad seeing the kids happy makes him feel good” (Phone interview 
with a former US soldier who served in ISAF, 2018).

On situational awareness, soldiers described how female soldiers allowed 
units to acquire important information from local women while simul
taneously respecting strict local gender norms. Typically, Afghan women 
were not allowed to leave the home except to go to market or on family 
visits, while being escorted by a man. One female soldier described how, 
in serving in ISAF, a governess complained to her that her “male counter
parts, provincial governors, were getting more money from US government 
for personal security than she was; training and the security of the provi
dence itself were issues for male governors” (Online survey with US veterans 
who served in ISAF, 2019). Female soldiers were able to mediate disputes and 
gain improved understanding of the situation on the ground. A similar 
account is noted by Lund (2007): the “ISAF experience indicates that 
using female military officers opens doors that can be closed to male 
officers.” Specifically, female US soldiers being able to communicate with 
local women in the Women’s Park in Kabul, where soldiers gained “a lot 
of information about women’s concerns and about the situation in Kabul 
province.” These examples from our survey were clear firsthand accounts 
of how deployment experiences related to local engagement informed atti
tudes, rather than norms, or formal training and, military requirements 
which speaks to our alternative explanation on top-down military 
adaptation.
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With respect to gender awareness and training (Question #14), soldiers 
reported having little exposure to such subjects. Therefore, we do not 
believe this affected our results. Out of all respondents, only three had 
access to gender advisors, and two others had received gender training 
(only one participant had access to both a gender advisor and training), 
with one responding: “I’m against any kind of gender awareness training” 
(In-person interview with a former US soldier who served in ISAF, Washing
ton, D.C., 2018). When it came to seeing NATO’s gender annex for ISAF, 
only one participant answered in the affirmative, stating that “only occasion
ally we did—specifically one time in the many months that I commanded. I 
received one letter (by post) by the NATO Secretary-General admonishing 
me for my lack of gender integration and for not having any senior 
women in my leadership” (Phone interview with a former ISAF commander, 
2017).16

In this study, US soldiers also described how the absence of women in 
units hindered soldiers’ ability to communicate with local women, findings 
which are replicated in other operational contexts (von Hlatky, 2022). For 
example, soldiers without women in their units discussed how they found 
themselves having to temporarily bring in female soldiers from other units 
to accomplish missions. In describing his key tasks in his operation (Ques
tion #3), one soldier recounted how such subbing-in became necessary in 
his case in Afghanistan because his unit lacked women and female soldiers 
were “required” to “serve as search teams for local national women in 
order for us to adhere to local norms” (In-person interview with a US 
Army veteran who served in ISAF. Washington, D.C. 2018). However, this 
soldier observed that a shortage of female soldiers ultimately became “a liab
ility for my [sic] unit” and the unit “would have been much better served by 
qualified and directly assigned female soldiers.” In one study, US soldiers in 
the field identified a clear need for women to enhance civil–military 
cooperation (CIMIC). Yet key mandate documents, such as the ISAF Oper
ational Plan (O-Plan), lacked any gender-specific considerations (Lund, 
2007, p. 5). Consequently, leadership in ISAF Headquarters expressed little 
interest in taking these into account—even when expressly requested to do 
so by those in the field. Frequently, NATO rejected requests to dispatch 
women for CIMIC projects. In one study, author Lund found the following: 

Letters were sent to the ISAF Headquarters to receive authorization to hire 
female interpreters, but the HQ was not interested. The lack of female 
interpreters affected the overall CIMIC work and ISAF was not able to 
assess the situation when the HQ was tasked to analyze the different CIMIC 
lines of activities. (2007, p. 4)

From our qualitative content analyses, we also found significant differences 
between how soldiers perceived the benefits of integration, depending on 
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whether they had or had not served in a mixed-gender unit. We found 
support for our argument, in that soldiers who had served alongside 
women had more positive attitudes toward gender integration and its 
effects on operations.

In terms of our content analysis, we assessed the value added variable 
based on our value added score. A value added score above 0 would mean 
that soldiers perceived benefits as exceeding costs, a 0 would have meant sol
diers perceived no effect (i.e., neither costs nor benefits) and a score below 0 
would mean that costs exceeded benefits. As seen in Figure 3 below, the 
average perception among soldiers who had served in mixed-gender units 
(value added score = 0.88) was that integration added more value than 
what soldiers who had only served in male-only units perceived (value 
added score = 0.2).

Despite the positive effects on perceived benefits, we did not find from 
survey responses that being in a mixed-gender unit significantly affected sol
diers’ attitudes regarding the costs associated with integration (see, for 
example, Supplementary Materials, 5: Table H). In survey responses, the 
most frequently cited cost associated with gender integration were logistical 
concerns about having to house female and male soldiers separately. The 
second most frequently cited cost was fraternization. Numerous soldiers 
recounted stories of secret relationships souring, but most soldiers who 
had served in mixed-gender units emphasized that such relations could simi
larly happen between male soldiers and that these relations were not dissim
ilar from “workplace romances.”

Figure 3. Plot of mean value added scores, by unit gender composition.
Note: Soldiers in all-male units n = 10; soldiers in mixed-gender units n = 33. If score > 0, benefits 
exceeded costs; if score was 0, no effect; if score < 0, costs exceeded benefits. Means denoted by x 
with number.
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We also found that being in a mixed-gender unit appeared to have a 
slightly different but not contradictory effect on attitudes toward unit cohe
sion. First and perhaps most interestingly, more than half of all soldiers 
(55%) viewed gender integration as not having any effect on unit cohesion. 
This finding stands in stark contrast to long-held debates in security scholar
ship. However, the evidence here suggests that much of the military today 
(here, half of our sample) denies a link between integration and cohesion, 
which indicates attitudes are growing more accepting of gender integration 
over time, perhaps with women’s increased presence and rise through the 
rank. This finding is consistent with the studies we introduced earlier, 
which emphasized the importance of exposure alone, as a pathway to chan
ging attitudes toward gender integration.

Second, we do find that responses on unit cohesion do vary by unit gender 
type, however, serving in a mixed-gender unit appeared in survey responses 
to somewhat exacerbate most soldiers’ pre-existing viewpoints about the 
impact of integration on unit cohesion. That is, soldiers from mixed- 
gender units tended to have more positive attitudes but also more negative 
attitudes than those in all-male units. As seen in Figure 4 , more soldiers 
who had served in mixed-gender units believed that women improved 
unit cohesion (as evidenced by a 8% higher frequency of reporting positive 
attitudes). In surveys, many of these soldiers argued that women’s presence 
alone discouraged “bad behavior” in a unit—leading male soldiers to act 
more professionally. At the same time, many from mixed-gender units 
described observing more problems with fraternization and sexual assault 

Figure 4. Mixed-gender experience and unit cohesion, by unit gender type.
Note: Soldiers in all-male units n = 10; soldiers in mixed-gender units n = 33.
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(as evidenced by a 10% higher frequency of reporting negative attitudes rela
tive to the all-male units).

Given these results, one should not hastily conclude that increasing the 
number of mixed-gender units will be enough to resolve problems which 
are perceived as tied to gender integration. Indeed, all types of organizational 
change comes at a cost and change is dependent on more than just improv
ing attitudes (e.g., need for structural change, etc.), a point we return to in the 
discussion of policy implications.

Proposition 2: Age and attitudes

To further interrogate our competing explanations on norms, we examined 
the factor of age by examining themes emerging from our survey responses 
and by employing qualitative coding analysis as previously explained, to 
assess mean value added scores. We did not find support for Proposition 
2. Rather, the effect of age appeared in the opposite direction predicted. 
Older—rather than younger—soldiers were somewhat more likely to 
express positive attitudes toward gender integration. In qualitative 
content analyses below, Figure 5 demonstrates how the average value- 
added score becomes, surprisingly, increasingly positive from .75 up to 
1.4 across three age groups: younger (20–39), middle-aged (40–59) and 
older (60–79); with the understanding that we have more veterans than 
active servicemembers in the middle-aged and older categories. On 

Figure 5. Plot of mean value added scores, by age.
Note: n = 26. Age range: 24–72. If score > 0, benefits exceeded costs; if score was 0, no effect; if score < 0, 
costs exceeded benefits. Means denoted by x with number.

24 H. HARDT AND S. VON HLATKY



average, all major age groups viewed the benefits of having women in units 
as exceeding the costs.

In reflecting on these counterintuitive findings, we believe that these 
results reflect older soldiers’ overall, relatively higher, aggregate exposure 
to narratives and experiences tied to the instrumental benefits of women 
on operations, further reflecting the powerful (and additive) dynamics of 
intergroup contact over time. From our interview responses, there were no 
references to policy and the benefits of having women on the team could 
not be interpreted as a well-groomed official position on women in the mili
tary or in operations. One (self-identifying) older soldier described how such 
experiences led him to update his beliefs: 

“When you have integration, you have to make sure you’re not leaning one 
way or the other. It was extremely dangerous in Helmand; we had to make 
sure women were taking the same risks as men, but also that they were not 
being unduly exposed like “we’ll show them.” The females I had (under my 
command) performed brilliantly. I had no issues at all. You have to get used 
to seeing women casualties. I’m an old dinosaur. We have to get used to 
that” (Phone interview with a US Marines veteran. 2018).

Across all three age groups, we found that high percentages of respondents 
viewed women as neither increasing nor decreasing unit cohesion. Figure 6
below presents a histogram, showing the frequency with which different age 
groups reported different responses. First, we see that younger soldiers were 
generally more supportive of gender integration. Less than a third reported 
negative attitudes and about half had positive attitudes. Less than a third also 

Figure 6. Perceived effects of integration on unit cohesion, by age.
Note: n = 26. Age range: 24–72.
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reported there being no effect as women were simply accepted as soldiers— 
without question.

In contrast to our prediction, we found that a majority (60%) of the oldest 
age group (60–79) reported that the inclusion of women had no significant 
effect on unit cohesion. However, we must also acknowledge that there may 
be an effect of rank. Rank and age correlate. We cannot ultimately dismiss 
that those in the highest ranks (i.e., the oldest age group) might feel the 
most responsibility toward protecting the reputation of the military—even 
under cover of anonymity.

Conclusion

In this article, we identified the importance of operational experiences in 
shaping military attitudes toward gender integration through our analysis 
of soldiers’ perspectives. By studying the experiences of US soldiers who 
served in the ISAF operation in Afghanistan, we sought to understand the 
variation in soldiers’ attitudes in a context where resistance to gender inte
gration persists despite national and international policies to increase 
women’s participation. A key strength of our article is to provide original 
empirical evidence through interviews for how attitudes are rationalized 
by soldiers who have deployment experiences with women. We argued 
that, among those 43 subjects who participated in our study, intensive inter
group contact (here, deployed mixed-gender units) contributed to shaping 
soldiers’ attitudes, and likely their behavior, toward gender integration— 
not simply because women serve alongside men but because they might 
observe specific operational benefits from women’s local engagement. 
Additionally, this study fills a gap in the security studies literature by inter
rogating how soldiers perceive the link between gender integration and oper
ational effectiveness, which is assumed in various policy documents and 
statements, but not thoroughly examined when it comes to soldiers’ attitudes 
and experiences. The research also presents new empirical data from ISAF in 
Afghanistan on soldiers’ own—often instrumentally-focused—views on the 
operational impacts of gender integration.

Our findings indicate that soldiers’ operational experiences in mixed- 
gender units can account for some of the variation in attitudes on gender 
integration. First, among those in our sample, we found strong qualitative 
empirical support for our theory that intergroup contact permitted soldiers 
to make instrumentally-focused observations of operational benefits related 
to female soldiers and the performance of discrete tasks, such as local engage
ment with host communities. Many soldiers viewed gender integration as 
increasing the military’s access to information as a result of these local con
nections and as improving the US military’s ability to influence the views of 
people in local Afghan communities.
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These findings are important because they reveal the relevance of operational 
experiences in shaping the attitudes of soldiers, particularly male soldiers. 
However, they also lead to a controversial implication: improved attitudes 
toward gender integration may come at the cost of gender equality. While 
views on gender integration seemed to improve as a result of operational experi
ences in mixed-gender units, interview responses revealed that these changes 
were not based on updated beliefs about gender equality or on new thinking 
about diversity and cohesion; rather, soldiers views were updated based on a 
shared instrumentalist belief that women bring concrete benefits to the battlefi
eld. Is performing specialized competences in war then the price that female sol
diers must pay for acceptance? Feminist scholars would be quick to point out 
that gender integration in this context is a chimera and that instrumentalist 
logics of this kind are deeply essentializing and problematic.

Second, we found some surprising but moderate evidence that, among 
those individuals in our sample of 43 subjects, it appeared that older soldiers 
reported more positive attitudes toward gender integration, as it relates to 
operational effectiveness. In so far as experienced soldiers likely have had 
more opportunities to interact with female soldiers in operational settings 
over the course of their career, this finding is in line with our argument 
but with some caveats. It would be a fruitful avenue for additional research 
on different samples of soldiers in military operations.

We recommend two additional avenues for future research. First, how 
lasting are the effects of intergroup contact? Does serving in mixed-gender 
units only result in positive effects in the short-term? The literature on inter
group contact suggests that such positive effects might fade over time, with 
the implication that longer and more consistent exposure to women would 
lead to more long-lasting egalitarian attitudes (Dahl et al., 2021, p. 1026). 
Second, does the mission matter for how soldiers experience deployments 
with women? Would conventional conflict where there is little contact 
with the local population be as influential on people’s attitudes, when com
pared with Afghanistan or Iraq? On this point, we would contend that even 
conventional conflict would contain a broad range of military tasks, as can be 
observed in Ukraine, which makes the diversity of teams more salient, com
pared to the narrow application of lethal force.

To conclude, there remains much room for future exploration of the 
subject of attitudinal variation in the military on gender issues. Our research 
demonstrated the role that intergroup contact—and particularly via the per
formance of a broad range of military tasks, such as local engagement—can 
play in soldiers’ attitudes toward gender integration. As soldiers from 
different genders have the chance to serve together, narratives emerge 
about the benefits that a mixed team brings to operations—namely, 
improved interactions with local populations on the battlefield. For the 
armed forces, there are clear lessons here in terms of both promoting 
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operational successes and gender integration. From a scholarly perspective, 
however, one must be cautious when analyzing  militarized takes on 
gender integration, as it can lead to the instrumentalization of women for 
what they bring to the table. Just as Black soldiers were held to a higher 
(and thus unfair) standard during racial integration in the US military, 
our research should not be used to frame women’s inclusion 
as conditional on certain levels of operational performance or to introduce 
a gendered division of labor within the military. Rather, as stated in Panetta’s 
directive, people of all genders have the legal right to benefit from inclusion 
and acceptance in the US military—just as men do and the benefits of doing 
so are just more obvious as military tasks expand and become more complex.

Notes

1. The authors’ views are theirs alone.
2. At the UN and NATO, these efforts are well documented and often updated: 

https://dppa.un.org/en/women-peace-and-security; https://www.nato.int/cps/ 
en/natohq/topics_91091.htm

3. US Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta announced that any member of the mili
tary should have “the right to serve, regardless of creed, color, gender or sexual 
orientation,” so long as he or she meets the qualifications. See: Claudette 
Roulo, “Defense Department Expands Women’s Combat Roles,” American 
Forces Press Service, January 24, 2013, https://archive.defense.gov/news/ 
newsarticle.aspx?id=119098.

4. Here, integration refers to the acceptance of policies that remove professional 
barriers for women’s participation in the military.

5. Among male soldiers, 32% expressed opposition, and, among female soldiers, 
12% expressed opposition. See: Delton Daigle, “America at War Poll,” Smith
sonian Magazine, 2018, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/new- 
poll-us-troops-veterans-reveals-thoughts-current-military-policies- 
180971134/.

6. As of 2022, there were about 1.3 million active-duty personnel total in the US 
military, and it is important to note that women’s representation in the mili
tary varies by service. See: Department of Defense. “2022 Demographics 
Profile of the Military Community”. Military OneSource. https://www. 
militaryonesource.mil/data-research-and-statistics/military-community- 
demographics/2022-demographics-profile/ See also: Mary Denver, “With His
toric Number of Women in Uniform, the Vet Community Is About to 
Change,” March 11, 2019, https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/03/11/ 
historic-number-women-uniform-vet-community-about-change.html

7. Combat motivation broadly speaking refers to the notion that soldiers need to 
also believe in the mission. See: Bartov (1998, pp. 200–214); Ben-Shalom et al. 
(2005, pp. 63–79), Wong et al. (2003).

8. Mandate fulfillment more generally examines the extent to which soldiers’ 
actions are advancing the mission of the operation.

9. See also Nordås and Rustad (2013, pp. 511–534), Smith & Smith (2010, 
pp. 125–145). For other implications of integration in peacekeeping, see also 
Simic (2010, pp. 188–199).
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10. For example, Matthews et al. (2009) and Laurence et al. (2016) studies of atti
tudes toward women in the military examined, in addition to non-military 
affiliated students, the views of military cadets and those participating in 
ROTC who were all in a similar age range (pp. 17–25).

11. Approved by the Queen’s University General Research Ethic Board 
(TRAQ#6018380), copied to the University of California Irvine’s Institutional 
Review Board or IRB. Verbal and written consent was explained to participant 
and tracked in a log, with participant ID, date of consent and name of individ
ual overseeing the interview.

12. We acknowledge the importance of new research on transgender individuals 
in the military, but we did not include any members of this population in 
this sample as they continue to constitute an extremely small percentage of 
the military (e.g. estimates: one percent or less but the US has no official stat
istics). See more in Lewis et al., 2021.

13. 10% is a very rough estimate; the US only reported troop numbers by gender 
for three out of the 13 years that ISAF was ongoing.

14. We conducted regression analyses using OLS to verify the findings, however, 
our small sample size (for aforementioned reasons) limits our ability to gener
alize so we have decided to exclude them here. These analyses appear in Sup
plementary Materials, Sections 5–7 for reference.

15. No subjects identified as any gender besides female and male, and no subjects 
identified as non-binary.

16. We removed the specific number of months to protect the subject’s anonymity.
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Appendix

Table A1.  Survey questions
# Question Content
1 How long did you serve in Afghanistan?
2 How would you describe your leadership style during your time in Afghanistan?
3 What were your main tasks while there?
4 Did having women in your unit change in any way the accomplishment of those tasks?
5 Did you have any women under your command?
6 Did gender integration affect unit cohesion? When?
7 What was your experience with overseeing mixed-gender troops?
8 What was your leadership approach to overseeing gender-integrated forces?
9 What were the benefits of having women in the ranks?
10 What were the costs of leading troops that were integrated?
11 What were, if any, the challenges to integration?
12 Did you have a gender advisor—anyone providing advising on gender perspective? (e.g., 

considering how particular changes in strategy would affect men/women differently)
13 Were there ways that you had to consider gender in day-to-day planning?
14 Did the military provide you with any gender-awareness training, such as on a gender perspective, 

implications of operational decisions for men/women?
15 Did gender integration affect combat motivation of troops?
16 Did gender integration useful at certain stages of engagement more than others (e.g., intelligence, 

leadership, PRTs, etc.)?
17 Do women bring any value added to the military relative to men on the battlefield or are they 

interchangeable?
18 What are barriers that remain today to gender integration in the U.S. Army for military operations?
19 In your experience, what recruitment tactics have worked for increasing the number of women in 

the military? Have any been particularly effective?
20 Did you see a gender annex attached to the bottom of any directives or documents you received? 

As in, an annex that specifically referenced gender or 1325 in some way.
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