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ABSTRACT  

Author: Shanthini Kumar 

Title: Females in U.S. Special Operations Forces 

Supervising Professors: Dr. Benjamin Gregg, PhD, and Dr. Austin Bay, PhD 

 

Female service members have played integral roles in United States military operations 

since the Revolutionary War. Initially serving in roles such as nurses, factory workers, secretaries, 

and intelligence gatherers, women today contribute to wartime activities through participation 

in ground combat units and special operations teams. The capacities in which they serve have 

changed immensely over the years, accommodating the social and political reflections of 

society’s perception of women. However it was only in January of 2013 when former Secretary 

of Defense Leon Panetta announced all military jobs—to include special operations forces and 

infantry occupations—be open to women without exception. Until just two years ago, female 

service members could not serve in official capacities in ground combat units or special 

operations forces.  

  In this thesis, I delve into the history behind female soldiers in ground combat during the 

war in Afghanistan, which began in 2001. Going back 15 years, I analyze key moments of female 

leadership and participation in ground combat operations, and review the positive and negative 

implications of women serving alongside their male counterparts. This will include studying 

female leadership in special operation forces in the Army, Air Force, and Marine branches, the 

effects of integration on unit cohesion, and research studies on gender integration conducted by 

or on behalf of the U.S. military. I evaluate the effects of integration on social and task cohesion 

of special operations units, specifically noting the origins and contributions of female 

engagement teams. I conclude that modern warfare promotes female leadership in combat, and 

that further evolution of military effectiveness includes successful integration of women into all 

fields of the U.S. Armed Services. 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

AFSC   Air Force Specialty Code 

ALO   Air Liaison Officer 

ARTEP   Army Training and Evaluation Program 

BUD/S   Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL Training 

CA   Civilian Affairs 

CO   Commanding Officer 

CRO   Combat Rescue Officer 

CST   Cultural Support Team 

DGCDAR  Direct Ground Combat Defense and Assignment Rule 

DI   Drill Instructor 

DoD   Department of Defense 

FET   Female Engagement Team 

FOB   Forward Operating Base 

JSOC   Joint Special Operations Command 

MCRD    Marine Corps Recruit Depot 

METL   Mission Essential Task List 

MISO   Military Information Support Operations 

MSSA   Military Selective Service Act 

MTP   Mission Training Program 

NCO   Non-commissioned Officer 

ODA   Operational Detachment Alpha 

PJ   Para-rescue Officer 

ROTC   Reserve Officer Training Corps 

SOF   Special Operations Forces 

STO   Special Tactics Officer 

TACP   Tactical Air Control Party Specialist 
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TRADOC  Training and Doctrine Command 

UCMJ   Uniform Code of Military Justice 

USMA   United States Military Academy 

USMC   United States Marine Corps 

USSOCOM  United States Special Operations Command 

WRAIR   Walter Reed Army Institute of Research 
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INTRODUCTION 

What about war welcomes violence? Is it the nature, the patriotic sentiment, or the raw, 

human desire for triumph? If victory were not tainted red, and surrender was offered in only the 

purest of shades, would the manifestations of war still expose the savage ferocity of man?  

Cuts, bruises, broken backs and broken bones—signs of strength, badges of honor, and 

medals of valor bestowed on brave soldiers.  Those who sacrifice their life for country are not 

necessarily meritoriously, academically, financially, or athletically gifted. The nature of war has 

never demanded of them these qualifications to serve. Instead, patriotic sentiment and 

unwavering loyalty to a symbol of freedom are what history commends in its accounts of the 

most courageous leaders. The conditions of warfare elicited an inner sense of purpose, and as 

centuries of change and innovation gave way to modernization, revealed itself as a powerful 

platform for the evolution of inspirational leadership.  

Still, the brutality of battle continues to exist today, and stems from a sentiment of 

patriotism. Universally defined as “love or devotion for one’s country,” a broad sense of the 

word was formally introduced by Alexander Hamilton as the collective interest in furthering 

national objectives. Over time, its definition evolved from a detached “collective interest” to a 

more concentrated attempt at national unification through government agency. It cultivated an 

environment of unparalleled camaraderie—a kinship amongst “brothers in arms” that inspired a 

community of men loyal and faithful to each other. However, “brothers in arms” gradually 

became more than just a phrase; the backbone of our country came to rest on the shoulders of 

those who had lived and died through bloodshed—not only for a nation, but for the man fighting 

next to him.  
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Then the United States military expanded the bounds of patriotism in war to include 

“brothers and sisters in arms.” Leadership encompassed new wartime activities which shifted 

some of the responsibilities of freedom and justice to new members of the military—namely, 

women. Society sought ways to advance military effectiveness without sacrificing social progress 

and political correctness. The dramatics of the social reforms enacted in the last few decades 

influenced battlefield training to a minimal extent. But recently the tides of the social and 

political global climate have turned, encouraging nations to focus foreign policy initiatives in 

areas of diplomacy, communication, and cultural awareness. The areas of combat where the U.S. 

military had failed in the past became the bases for improvement. Conditions for conducting 

effective warfare did not change, but they have expanded. As a result, men who have served and 

continue to serve in the Unites States Armed Services are being asked to make room for a new 

regiment of trained personnel—female combatants.  

To include the Marine Corps infantry, Air Force special operations career fields, and 

special operations forces such as Navy SEAL teams, Ranger Regiment units, and the Green 

Berets, women in the U.S. military can now legally serve in direct combat capacities. Although 

women had already been serving in these roles for the past few decades, formal recognition of 

their contributions were largely discounted; these women who had participated in ground 

combat and special operations had been the exception to a rule; in 1994, the United States 

Department of Defense (DOD) had included a clause in the Direct Ground Combat Definition and 

Assignment Rule (DGCDAR) allowing unit commanders to bar female soldier in high-risk and 

combat positions (Vergun). But after former Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta revoked this rule 

and stipulated that all combat roles be made available to female service members, the DGCDAR 
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was rescinded altogether, calling for formal removal of gender based barriers by January 1, 2016 

(Roula). Not only was this a step toward integration, it was also the cause for much controversy. 

Military leaders and politicians agreed that issues of unit cohesion would increase, and 

acknowledged the concerns females in combat posed to mission effectiveness. However, 

twenty-first century warfare called for soldiers of mental and physical tenacity, alongside cultural 

awareness and expertise. In Afghanistan, the cultural dimension of warfare translated to the 

gathering of information from Afghan families, much of which was shared with or available to 

Afghan women. Afghan cultural norms prevented U.S. soldiers, all of whom were male, from 

quartering and questioning these women with whom they could offer very little understanding 

or empathy; attempts to do so often resulted in clashes with the local government and people, 

at times obstructing communication and cooperation. Additionally, the soldiers were missing out 

on the opportunity to gain valuable information regarding the region, the people, and suspected 

terrorists. Hence, special operations forces and ground combat units were experiencing first-

hand the drawbacks of a lack of a female presence on their teams (Ricks). The U.S. military’s 

accommodation for an equal cultural exchange with foreigners became an essential component 

to military strategies in the Middle East.  

As a result, the first, organized attempt to integrate female service members into ground 

combat units and special operations forces came in the early 2000s when the war on terror 

propelled the U.S. into the battle in Afghanistan. Called Female Engagement Teams (FETs), these 

were all female units consisting of soldiers who received training and experience to work 

alongside spec-ops forces on the ground and in combat (McCullough). These combat jobs were 

specific to the Army’s Special Forces (Green Berets) and Ranger Regiment. However, there are 
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occupations in the other branches that also qualify under special operations, such as special 

tactics officer (STO), combat rescue officer (CRO), air liaison officer (ALO), combat control, para-

rescue (PJs), tactical air control party specialists (TACPs) career fields in the Air Force. Combat 

engineers, infantrymen, infantry officers, and field specialists are considered special ops in the 

Army. In the Navy, special operations include SEAL teams, explosive ordinance disposal 

technicians, aviation rescue swimmers, and a select few more jobs. Virtually all Marine Corps 

careers include special combat missions such as those carried out by Force Reconnaissance 

Marines, Scout Snipers, the Maritime Raid Force, Radio Reconnaissance teams, and Flee Anti-

terrorism and Recapture Tactics teams (Browne). While the Marine Corps possesses the least 

number of females across all the branches, it has acknowledged the potential for increased 

mission effectiveness that could result from female participation.  

When the Marine Corps initiated an FET program dubbed Lioness in 2003, offering 

instruction in self-defense, language, and weapons training to all-female Marine teams, the Army 

was quick to follow suit. However, the Army offered more focused training in areas of language, 

communication, culture, tradition, and fitness. Molding the training phases to reflect standards 

similar to those expected of Green Berets and Army Rangers, the program was structured to 

ensure that these select female service members would be able to “keep up” with the Rangers 

who were more physically fit and tactically astute for combat (McCullough). The U.S. military 

recognized this project as the successful implementation of an evolved strategy for intelligence 

gathering and data analysis. Succinctly stated, with the addition of female members to special 

operations teams, the U.S. Armed Services had exponentially increased eyes, ears, and influence 

on the ground.  
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However, gender integration in the U.S. military has generally been slow to materialize in 

the fields of combat and special operations forces due to a lack of sufficient training 

opportunities for all military members. Progressivism in the early 20th century addressed 

concerns of poverty, violence, class warfare, and racism, highlighting a more liberal approach to 

transforming American culture and politics. Women’s suffrage had also been making its own 

contributions, but it was the onset of the First World War that triggered the reformation of the 

woman’s role in society. Then the need for manpower in the Second World War mobilized a new 

class of warriors and engineered the original framework for females in fighting forces. Yet the 

capacities in which men and women served remained largely divided, and only recently have 

attempts been made to rectify this disparity. Does the blame for this separation fall on the 

limitations that society places on women, or does the nature of war necessitate a distinct set of 

rules which intentionally overlook the reforms applied in other dimensions of social interaction?  
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BRIEF BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY 

Unlike other spheres of social interaction, military doctrine has not reflected a similar 

enthusiasm for social progress or furthering reformation. Despite providing protection for and 

voicing discretion of its service members’ choices of lifestyle, sexual orientation, age, gender, 

and race, the U.S. military has never voluntarily lent itself as a platform for social change. 

Instead, circumstances surrounding the major conflicts in U.S. history, such as the World Wars, 

Korean War, Vietnam War, and Cold War invited opportunities for expansion in military training 

as well as personnel. As a result, the military was able to take advantage of circumstances not 

apparent in American society—such as racially integrated Army units (Duncanson, and 

Woodward). At the same time, the military has always exercised certain degrees of 

“discrimination”, barring service members from serving in jobs they do not medically, physically, 

and psychologically qualify for. Additionally, age and level of technical skills are also eligibility 

factors. In fact, former Navy SEAL Andrew Paul states as much in an interview with Smarter San 

Diego in 2015 when he voiced his concerns about ideal “equality” in the military; “We say that if 

a female can complete BUD/S1, then she can be a SEAL. Well what about the 50 year old who 

successfully completes it? Can he also be a SEAL even though he exceeds the maximum age 

limitation?”2  

Retired U.S. Marine Gunnery Sergeant Jessie Duff also expresses a similar perspective in 

an interview by CNN a couple of years ago.3 “We don’t have a combat mission readiness need to 

put women on the front lines. I don’t think we’ve demonstrated that,” she claims, denouncing 

                                                           
1
 Basic Underwater Demolition/Seal Training; 6 month SEAL training course comprised of 3 different phases 

2
 “Should women be allowed in the Navy SEALs?”; Interview former NAVY Seal, Youtube.com 

3
 “Should women get to compete to be Navy SEALs?”; Interview, Youtube.com 
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the new policy to train female service members as SEALs or other combat positions. “What 

people don’t realize is the long-term physical effects of the training that is required of these 

regiments,” she continues; physically, female soldiers may be capable of outperforming their 

male counter-parts in the training environment and during deployment, but the physical 

ailments they suffer from later presents itself much earlier in their lives than in the males’. The 

female body deteriorates much quicker as a result of carrying heavy equipment for long periods 

of times in a way that her male counterpart’s does not. Duff’s standpoint is backed by another 

commonly overlooked detail: women are already well integrated in the special operations 

community. They may not be SEALs, Rangers, or Green Berets, but they work closely alongside 

these teams in capacities that are crucial to mission success. If women are already effectively 

contributing to these teams, then why is there a need to have them on the front lines?  

This thesis evaluates the social and physical elements of unit cohesion in special 

operation forces through observation of key moments of female military leadership in the U.S. 

military. Chronicling the experiences of women who have served in ground combat and 

alongside side Army Rangers and Green Berets, Navy SEALs, and Air Force combat pilots, I detail 

the two dimensions of unit cohesion which influence female leadership and decision making—

social cohesion and task cohesion. I offer military identity, sexual harassment, battlefield 

experience, and differences in male and female biology as significant factors of influence on unit 

cohesion. Additionally, I utilize past research studies to explore areas of combat effectiveness 

that may be remedied through advanced training regulations and opportunities that are better 

reflected in mission execution. I conclude that female leadership in special operations units is not 
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an attempt at social reform or the promotion of gender equality in the military.  Instead, it is a 

natural evolution for an advanced fighting force, and nearly inevitable in modern warfare.  
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FEMALE ENGAGEMENT TEAMS 

In a part of Afghanistan where the sun’s rays burned through deadened grass plains 

sparsely populating the otherwise barren landscape, a team of U.S. Marines faced down a group 

of active Afghan insurgents in the small town of Khan Neshin. The altercation led the team into a 

“multi-room compound” where the insurgents had taken over two dozen Afghans hostage. 

Despite taking heavy fire, the marines refused to leave the unarmed civilian women and 

children, and were loath to retreat from the potential capture of Afghan militants. They were in 

the initial stages of implementing a tactical operation to extract the hostages from the building 

with the help of their interpreter and an Afghan village leader when the first group of hostages 

fled the compound. Unsure of what to do, the marines decided to search the hostages before 

thundering into the building to extract the remaining villagers, taking extra an precaution to 

avoid patting down the Afghan women.  As they completed the first round of searches and 

prepared to attack, a second group of hostages was released, some of them covered from head 

to toe in burqas. After eliminating any threats of immediate danger, the Marine team invaded 

the compound, only to find it empty. By the time they had realized their mistake, the Afghan 

insurgents had escaped. (Starr).  

Bill Petellier, an Army Captain and spokesman for US forces in Afghanistan at the time, 

relayed the shock and frustration that followed. He recounted, "the Marines didn't have any 

female forces to do any searches, and they weren't going to violate cultural norms by patting 

down these women” (Starr). In an effort to respect customs, an entire team of Marines let a 

group of Afghan insurgents march right past them. Not only had the team recognized the need 

to search each hostage, but their explicit decision to do otherwise to avoid a cultural calamity 
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reinforced the necessity of an alternate approach to counter-insurgency operations in 

Afghanistan. Even more troublesome, Army Intelligence had confirmed Khan Neshin as a 

“Taliban stronghold,” and the mission failure had cost valuable targets and information to slip 

through the U.S. military’s fingers. Unfortunately, previous special operations in the Middle East 

had not adequately prepared American service members for these challenges of cultural 

propensity. 

This mishap had not been the first of its kind. In fact, U.S. special operations teams—

including Ranger Regiment units and Green Berets—experienced several failures that may have 

been rectified or prevented with the presence of a female soldier. So when Admiral William 

McRaven became Commander of JSOC, he commissioned Admiral Eric Olson to initiate a 

program for female combat soldiers. Alongside General Stanley McChrystal, these men played a 

vital role in advancing a new vision for the changing tide of war in an era and region that 

demanded cultural awareness and proficiency of American soldiers. For many young Americans, 

2001 had produced a heightened sense of patriotism and loyalty—and for senior service 

members, it had also ushered in a new period for change and innovation. So just a few weeks 

after the command was issued, flyers littered offices across all U.S. Army posts and recruiting 

centers across the globe. They called for females ready and determined to volunteer for what 

would become one of the most challenging special operations training programs in the Army. 

Female soldiers of varying rank, title, career field, academic acumen, and athletic ability flocked 

to the Landmark Inn Hotel at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where the U.S. Army Special Operations 

Command is headquartered. None of these ladies could have known what they’d be in for, but 

possessing superior physical fitness abilities and strong mental stability was a silently voiced 
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expectation. The message had been clear: “You must be able to keep up with the intense 

training regimen of the program.” Its primary purpose would be choosing the most highly 

qualified females through a selective process, and training them to “keep up” with Army Ranger 

Regiment units and Green Beret teams on the ground in Afghanistan. Most important, these 

females would be equipped with the cultural knowledge of regions in Kandahar to communicate 

with the Afghan women, without whose cooperation “meant that U.S. soldiers were entirely 

blind to half the country’s population, and all the information and social influence it held” 

(Lemmon 8).  

And so, the first class of Cultural Support Teams (CSTs)4 was born. Unlike the Marine 

Corp’s Lioness program which provided training in areas of cultural customs and courtesies over 

the course of just a few days—and with incredibly limited exposure to combat maneuvering and 

tactics—the CST program offered female soldiers weeks of concentrated study in similar areas 

but with a much larger emphasis on the physically demanding side of combat operations. 

Training included language tutorials and linguistic coaching, as well as high-roping, maneuvering, 

hand to hand fighting, and weapons handling (U.S. Army Special Operations Center of Excellence). 

Working alongside Army Rangers, they received the same access to resources and opportunities 

as their male counter-parts. However, unlike the Rangers, CSTs would serve as the link between 

U.S. special operations units and female civilians in Afghanistan. They would establish a 

foundation of trust and assurance with Afghan women and children that the previously all-male 

Ranger teams could not. Creating this type of environment would allow for better 

                                                           
4
 CST – Cultural Support Teams; however CST was also used to refer to a single female; i.e. “The CST was able to…” 
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communication and cooperation with Afghan civilians who could provide or had access to critical 

information such as locations, activities, and contacts of suspected terrorists.  

It was a success. A little over a year after completing the program, one CST saved the 

lives of her entire Ranger team during a high-risk mission to locate an insurgent in one of the few 

mountainous regions of eastern Afghanistan—in a Taliban stronghold. Tired from the long trek 

up the steep, rocky slope, this CST (unnamed) was on the brink of exhaustion when she and the 

Ranger unit she had been attached to during her deployment finally reached their destination. 

As the team stopped to recover and position their next move, she, the translator, and a couple 

of the men approached a nearby village that had been confirmed as “friendly.” She reached the 

children first, handing out candy and speaking to them in soothing tones while unobtrusively 

searching their persons for any threatening weapons or devices. At the same time, the chatter 

over her radio hummed familiarly in her ear; the Rangers were scoping out the area, gathering all 

the Afghan men in one location to determine if they were privy to the whereabouts of the single 

insurgent the team was after. She too was gathering Intel, now talking comfortably with the 

women who had slowly approached her. So when her team leader requested a headcount, the 

Afghan women were fully forthcoming and eager to share information about the Taliban activity 

in the area. However, the numbers the CST radioed in to her Ranger team lead did not match his 

count. The compound the Ranger unit had evacuated included 4 men, 6 women, and 12 

children. But the CST double checked with the Afghan women, who reported there had been 5 

men, 6 women, and 12 children.   

The Rangers realized they had a serious problem: one of the men was missing. The team 

worked quickly, and after some grueling questioning one of the Afghan men finally admitted to a 
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fifth guy hiding somewhere inside the compound. As the Ranger team moved stealthily to flush 

him out, the shooter open-fired and the air exploded. The team was taking heavy fire from all 

directions, and the CST jumped into action, guiding the women and children away from the 

compound while the Rangers worked to take out the insurgent. But unbelievably, an even more 

serious threat was fast approaching: daylight. If the Rangers were still there when the sun’s rays 

penetrated through the thick brush of trees surrounding the area, they would become “Taliban 

breakfast” in a matter of minutes. They needed to get out, fast.  

The team did succeed in pulling out and made it all the way to the medevac helicopter 

that waited to fly them out just a few miles away—an incredible feat considering the 

mountainous terrain and the heavy fire they had been enduring from nearby villagers. By the 

time they reached the safety of the forward operating base (FOB), they were exhausted but 

alive. They had made it out, and there was one person to thank for their entire team’s survival; 

the CST had managed to “corroborate the fact that [the team] was missing somebody”: if it 

hadn’t been for her role in collecting information from the Afghan women and disseminating it 

to her team, the entire platoon would have walked into the compound where an active shooter 

had been waiting (Lemmon 192-199). Her contribution as a CST emulated the purpose of her 

job: she had played a significant role in ensuring the safety of her Ranger team.  

The benefits of attaching CSTs to Ranger units had become apparent in special 

operations missions where male Rangers could not communicate with Afghan women and 

children like the CSTs. However, executing the “real mission” meant splitting this cohesive team 

of mentally and physically superior females. Unlike Ranger units, Green Berets, or Navy SEAL 

teams, which are fundamentally structured around a powerful concept of brotherhood, CSTs 
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were divided and attached to separate all-male Ranger units. The first premiere female fighting 

force was not a “sisterhood” in the same way other teams were “brotherhoods.” Their dynamic 

was no less different from that of a male spec-ops team, but they did not function as single unit. 

Instead, the division of their unit into “attachments” to spec-ops teams depleted these women 

of the opportunity to perform as a single entity. The integration of these highly trained and 

qualified CSTs to Ranger units demonstrated a usefulness in capitalizing on every resource 

available to special-ops teams, namely female soldiers. But despite advanced training geared 

specifically towards “keeping up” with Rangers as well as bridging relationships over cultural 

barriers, the CSTs and Ranger units were not immune to the challenges female integration posed 

on unit cohesion.  
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STUDIES AND DISCUSSION ON COHESION  

There are two types of cohesion the military takes into consideration when determining 

the effectiveness of gender integration—social and task cohesion. Task cohesion is the group’s 

ability to complete a shared goal. In the military, it is largely determined by each individual’s job 

qualifications, skills, prior experiences, and problem solving capabilities. Task cohesion is what 

gets the mission done, and is typically seen as a one-dimensional measurement for mission 

success.  

Social cohesion is the group’s ability to function fluidly as an entity. Bonds of friendship 

and the dynamic created by the individuals in the group often times demonstrate heightened 

levels of trust and assurance. This cohesion exceeds the workplace environment, placing 

emphasis on relationships cultivated outside the traditional professional realm. Research studies 

have found task cohesion to be sufficient enough in completing team assignments, yet the 

nature of the military—more prominent in special operations units—demands a unification in 

values, beliefs, and expectations that is unparalleled in the civilian world. Social cohesion is an 

indisputable must in every fully functioning special operations team. Without it, the team would 

cease to exist.  

Over the course of the last few decades, a number of studies was outsourced by the U.S. 

Department of Defense to measure the effects of gender integration in areas of unit readiness, 

physical and mental durability, group cohesion, and overall combat effectiveness overseas. The 

following studies and discussions offer relevant perspective into the threats gender integration 

poses to unit cohesion in special operations teams and ground combat units. 
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In 2014, shortly following Panetta’s public rescission of DGCDAR, Admiral William 

McRaven, commander of U.S. Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) at the time, requested 

an in depth study of the potential struggles of gender integration in special operation units from 

RAND’s National Defense Research Institute. The study, Considerations for Integrating Women 

into Closed Occupations in U.S. Special Operations Forces, was composed of a 42-question 

survey intended to analyze the issues of gender integration from members of special operations 

units’ perspectives, such as Rangers, SEALs, Special Forces, Marine Special Ops, and Air Force 

Special Ops. The research report focused on six key themes: cohesion, performance, readiness, 

morale, leadership, and general issues of women in special operations forces (SOF). The sample 

size was an estimated 2,000 SOF members, and included detailed information about each 

participant’s race, job specialty, age, years of service, academic background, and previous SOF 

experience in the field and in training. The final survey instrument was narrowed down to 7 

sections to include screening questions, implementation, importance, experience, expectations, 

and demographics sections. The screening questions ensured each participant was active duty or 

in the Reserve or Guard, and an “incumbent of a USSOCOM specialty” that had previously been 

closed to women. The implementation and importance sections were areas of the survey in 

which participants could offer personal opinion or feedback on a smooth transition of this policy, 

and its significance to combat effectiveness. The experience section included questions about 

the participants’ previous exposure to working alongside women in their units, and the 

expectations section observed participants’ perspectives on the advantages and disadvantages 

of including females on special operations teams. Finally, the demographics section analyzed 

attitudes toward opening these roles to women. For example, this study revealed that SOF men 



27 
 

who were married tended to exhibit a more open approach to serving in close quarters with 

women than SOF men who were unattached or not in a committed romantic relationship.  

The questions of the survey specific to cohesion revealed issues of trust and dependence 

on females’ ability to perform in combat units, emphasizing a particular reluctance to allow 

women in fields historically and typically habituated to men. For example, participants 

demonstrated a decreased lack of unit trust in integrated groups versus non-integrated groups, 

alongside a lack of faith in the unit’s performance in mission completion. More interesting, 

participants also voiced a greater lack of discipline and lowering of standards would be present 

with females incorporated into their units. The open-ended questions in the survey also highlight 

these sentiments, announcing the addition of females on special operations teams would do 

little to increase mission effectiveness. If anything, the participants admitted that overall, the 

tendency to extract intelligence and information was specific to female engagement with 

foreigners, but that the addition of females did nothing to improve combat readiness.  

Overall, the findings of this study highlighted the social and psychological concerns of 

integrating women in special operations units. Specifically, over 80% of participants indicated 

opposition to opening special operations roles to women, and almost 70% were against having 

females in their units. Aversion to integration aggregated from three primary concerns: the 

negative effects integration would have on unit cohesion, the lowering of standards, and the 

willingness of “leaders to resolve conflict between unit members” in integrated groups. This 

thesis focuses only on the first two concerns, although the final concern is also critical to mission 

effectiveness. The inclusion of this study as a basis for further analysis is an effort to approach 

the subject of integration from previously established conclusions. For example, female 
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involvement in ground combat has been admittedly integral to intelligence gathering and data 

analysis. However, the strong opposition of SOF men to gender integration 

 poses a significant challenge to successfully exploiting the benefits of female boots on the 

ground (Szayna et al.).  

 In 2015, the U.S. Army conducted and published its own Gender Integration Study to 

validate the physical requirements and offer insight for a smooth transition into integrated 

career specialties previously closed to women, such as the infantry, armory, and artillery. Similar 

to RAND’s conclusions, the study’s recommendations pushed for integration but also questioned 

the effects it would have on unit cohesion, morale, and readiness. However, unlike RAND’s 

conclusions, it found much of the potential issues to be rooted in sexual harassment concerns. 

The study took place over the course of two years, and included scrutinization of 200+ literature 

reviews, 100+ news articles on gender integration, as well as a survey conducted with 

approximately 60,000 participants. Eight different surveys were administered across a survey 

population comprising of female general officers, armory, artillery, and infantry enlisted female 

soldiers, as well as a select number of female Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) and U.S. 

Military Academy (USMA) cadets. In addition to the diverse survey population, the study also 

included a close analysis of concentrated focus groups comprised of male and female soldiers 

from similar career backgrounds.  

The results revealed 3 repeated themes: 1) a perception of lowered fitness capabilities, 

2) a concern for lowered standards, and 3) an issue of “higher and longer rates of medical injury” 

for women. It displayed heightened concern for the effects of current culture of interaction in all 

male-units, placing emphasis on the increased risk for sexual harassment and assault. However, 
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the participants acknowledged “what is currently acceptable behavior/language in all-male units 

will probably not be acceptable in mixed-gender units,” admitting a tremendous change in group 

dynamic would likely occur with increased integration of women into previously all-male units. 

Most relevant, the repeated themes of lowered fitness capabilities and overall standards in 

integrated units indicate a threat to combat effectiveness of these teams. Lowered fitness 

capabilities may result in increased risk to individual as well as group survival, and a shift in 

standards is detrimental to mission execution in dangerous regions such as those in Afghanistan.  

Overall, the study delves deep into numerous factors influencing a shift in dynamic of 

integrated units. Within the three barriers of integration previously mentioned, exists 

“contributing factors” to include physical standards, combat arms unit culture, fraternization, 

professional standards of conduct, sexual harassment and abuse, and consensual sex, all of 

which the study predicts will change with the integration of females into predominantly male 

career fields. While it also offers risk assessment and mitigation in these areas of concern, it is 

unrealistic to prevent or alleviate the negative effects of one of these factors without 

discounting caution in another factor. However, the conclusions of this study recommend the 

Army move forward with integration in all fields, and offers both reactive and preventative 

methods to withstand the backlash of integration (Arnhart et al. 5-56).   

Going further back a few decades, when the draft on male enlistment was lifted in 1973, 

the U.S. Army initiated several research studies measuring the effect of female soldiers on 

military effectiveness. The first of its kind, The Women Content in Units Force Development Test 

observed 40 female soldiers in combat support and combat service support units in Medical, 

Maintenance, Military Police, Transportation, and Signals. Following their performance through 
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Army’s Training and Evaluation Programs (ARTEP) over the course of 18 months, researchers 

concluded that the proportion of women (about 30%) did not “affect operational capabilities of 

the unit”  (U.S. Army 13-62). ARTEPs create and utilize Mission Training Plans (MTPs) for Mission 

Essential Task Lists (METLs) development.  Essentially, this is one of the primary ways the Army 

measures combat readiness and combat effectiveness. Commanders select and disseminate 

“battle-focused training programs that are based on wartime requirement,” narrowing down the 

objectives most relevant to mission success. This includes 1) war plans which are operations and 

contingency plans, and 2) external directives to include mission training, mobilization, 

deployment, and force integration plans. There have been discussions about the ARTEPs and 

METL development, much of it centered on its re-structuring to accommodate changes in 

forward deployed environments where operational wartime missions can change from day to 

day (Treuting).   

There have been several other studies analyzing the effects of integration on unit 

cohesion, many of which offer similar conclusions. These include observation and evaluation of 

integration of female service members into training teams, special task forces, infantry units, 

units in deployed versus non-deployed environments, and even a couple on women serving 

alongside spec-ops teams. The discussions focus on the effects of integration on combat 

effectiveness. Britannica defines combat effectiveness as “the readiness of a military unit to 

engage in combat based on behavioral, operational, and leadership considerations.” However, 

this definition is broad and is often concentrated into categories specific to a unit, opponent, or 

recommendation for reorganization. For example, Lt Col Timothy Kracher measures combat 
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effectiveness of Army Infantry Rifle Squads in terms of control, flexibility, and sustainability in his 

book, Enhancing Combat Effectiveness (Karcher).  

In another example, a research study on gender integration in infantry units conducted 

by the U.S. Marine Corps revealed combat effectiveness as a measurement of individual—not 

unit—performance. In the open-ended questions sections, a majority of the Marine participants’ 

pool was largely opposed to integrating females, but the study found that these Marines’ overall 

individual performance improved in integrated units (Schaefer et al. 1-86). Herein lays another 

pertinent factor: If combat effectiveness is measured in terms of mission completion, yet 

individual performance declines, what does it say about the effects of unit cohesion?  

Finally, there have also been studies surrounding reorganization of units and training 

tactics in efforts to 1) expand female presence in general as number of women in the military 

increases, and 2) acknowledge the need for a female presence in particular ground combat 

scenarios. The Walter Reed Army Institute of Research (WRAIR) published a research study in 

1996 on cohesion, combat readiness, and acceptance of women among enlisted members and 

non-commissioned officers (NCOs) in combat service support companies. “Cohesion and combat 

readiness increased with increased acceptance of women, but decreased as the proportion of 

females in the unit increased” (Harrison et al.). So while there are several interpretations of 

“combat effectiveness”, this thesis focuses on cohesiveness and a team’s ability to complete a 

mission as a group.  

Assertions previously made by researchers about integrating females into a 

predominately male workforce are useful to understanding potential causes for problems with 

cohesion. Discussion surrounding integration has significant roots in societal sexism, but also 
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legitimate arguments for safety, survival, and safeguarding national objectives. Arguments have 

been made for and against females in fighting roles, but Rostker v. Goldberg Supreme Court case 

in the early 1980s opened up formal discussion of society’s influence in combat affairs. When the 

Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1980, President Jimmy Carter sought to reactivate the 

Military Selective Service Act (MSSA), but to include female registration alongside males’. The 

Supreme Court ruled against Carter, causing men and women alike to challenge the U.S. 

government’s decision to force conscription laws on men but not on women. After much debate, 

the court held their original ruling, claiming the Due Process Clause was inapplicable because the 

decision had not been the “accidental byproduct of a traditional way of thinking about females” 

(Findlaw). They retained that the lack of experience in training women would make doing so 

impractical and untimely with the potential onset of war. However, women had been granted 

rights to serve in non-combat units. This had not been the first time that a concept of equality 

had come up to bat against military norms, but it held some weight where the government was 

concerned.   

The conclusions made from well-known studies on gender integration in the U.S. military 

are integral to understanding the evolution of combat operations in the years to come. 

Specifically, analyzing the challenges both males and females face in ensuring unit cohesion, and 

the transition from a strictly-support role for females in combat units to a direct engagement 

capacity influences combat effectiveness.  
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR COHESION 

The U.S. military has conducted several studies and spent thousands of dollars into 

developing the best possible methods of ensuring gender integration contributes to combat 

readiness and effectiveness. Unit cohesion is just one among several factors when considering 

the challenges both male and female service members will have to overcome before successfully 

finding a balance in both professional and personal development. Unfortunately, an individual’s 

personal views can prove to be far more detrimental to a unit’s effectiveness in dangerous or 

life-threatening situations than strategic or tactical errors, especially in instances when individual 

opinion supersedes the ability to complete the mission successfully and with as far few problems 

ensuing. Resisting automatic reactions to predisposed beliefs is more often than not successful 

when the individual makes a conscious attempt to do so. But in combat units and special 

operations teams, there come moments when split-second decisions allow for the conscious 

barrier to crumble and a subconscious one to appear, allowing the bias to influence decision-

making. Studies show that a combination of training and experience provides a notable buffer 

for poor decision-making, but that there still exists a margin of error which allow for mistakes 

made in the field due to preconceived notions of behavior.  

For example, a Ranger team taking sudden fire in the dead of night with limited sight and 

sparse cover, is likely functioning on immediate and instinctual reactions to a life-threatening 

environment. If two females were part of this 12-person team, the leader’s first instinct—shaped 

by society’s norms and his upbringing—may be to pull the females in from the fire instantly, 

protecting the perceived “weakest” members of the unit first. However, what if these females 

happened to be the best in the unit for laying down cover? What if one of the 10 males on the 
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team sustained a serious injury, and his immediate extraction was critical to his survival? The 

team leader’s response to protect the females in the unit first would produce a fatal outcome.  

Evidently, there are multiple considerations at play when determining how best to 

achieve a unit cohesion that does not threaten individual lives, but instead produces a group 

dynamic which promotes strong personal ties. Leaders and members of special operations teams 

have already voiced their concerns about females’ inferior physical abilities, and the potential 

dangers this weakness could induce in high-risk environments. Also present is a perceived notion 

that overall standards of physical fitness and adaptability will be lowered with the addition of 

females to special operations units. In summary, the primary concern of males in special 

operations is a lack of confidence in their female teammates’ levels of competence when it 

comes to performing out in the field. The following sections explore the different factors that 

contribute to this mindset, including 1) developing a military identity, 2) dealing with the 

negative effects of sexual harassment on group dynamics, 3) compensating for varied levels of 

experience in the battlefield, and 4) harnessing the advantages of differences in the male versus 

female biological and behavioral responses to stress.  
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The Military Identity 

Society struggles to define “equality” equally across different realms of social interaction. 

As a result, there is a contest among the multiple identities society has come to demand of a 

single individual. The mother of three is a different woman from the loving wife, who is different 

from the combat pilot; she who cooks and cleans may also kill and conquer. This transformation 

of housewife to working woman begets an unequal expectation: the sacrificing of one duty for 

another is outwardly accepted—sometimes applauded—but is inwardly detested. Women strive 

to succeed in one social realm without renouncing their responsibilities in another. Incidentally, 

men also aim to do the same. However, the failure to accomplish this commendable yet often 

times improbable goal is magnified in the female’s attempt and implicit in the male’s. Why?  

Female leadership in the workplace environment does not mirror female 

accomplishment in the home setting. However, male leadership in the workplace environment 

advances male accomplishment in the home setting. The parameters used to measure the 

success to failure ratio vary from realm to realm for the female far more often and with less 

flexibility than it does for the male. One would consider the following: there are multiple 

platforms of society which lend itself to social experimentation and development. There’s the 

home, where structure, order, and compassion for the family make-up the ideal household. 

Laundry folded, dishes completed, toys picked up, counters cleaned off, kids in bed, food always 

on the ready—these are just a few broadly accepted standards for creating the peaceful home, 

and ultimately the perfect family dynamic. The impossibility of achieving this ideal is 

acknowledged, yet never cast aside. The standards are implemented and upheld primarily by the 

female, which society has not only come to accept but also expect. These expectations are 
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associated with a fine set of qualities predominantly identified with the female, and either 

lacking or neglected in the male. The social realm in the workplace environment is another 

platform of society that is evident in most individuals’ lives. Dressing well, being on time, 

socializing with co-workers, sending emails, meeting with clients, scheduling events,—this 

domain solicits a different set of skills specific to success in the workplace. To be competent and 

qualified requires a separate commitment from the one made to foster the ideal household 

environment. The shift from nurturing parent to aggressive stockbroker diverts focus from one 

social realm to another.  

Jean Bethke Elshtain’s analysis of the male versus female tendencies to initiate, control, 

and define the characteristics of war provide a thorough, albeit dramatic understanding of 

gender roles in a military environment. According to Elshtain, women are not pre-disposed to 

engage in violence, and those who are “are the unfortunate few to suffer from uncontrollable 

habits of destruction.” In today’s military, the “unfortunate few” would be the women who crave 

the adrenaline that comes with the action and make their livings protecting others before 

protecting themselves. In fact, she claims a creature capable of reproduction cannot voluntarily 

wreak havoc on the living: it is against its nature. On the other hand, an animal whose purpose is 

not in the creation of life, but rather the preservation of it, is offered an alternate rationalization. 

In the past, this is what it is has ultimately boiled down to: men preserve what the women create 

(Elshtain). Societal norms have reflected this seemingly intuitive explanation for the natural 

tendencies of man and woman. 

As a result, the greater the number of social domains the individual must adapt, the 

farther stretched the individual’s identity becomes. In an article published by two researchers at 
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the University of Kansas, the challenge of altering the identity to suit the demands of different 

environments is referred to as “identity fluidity.” In their study, Alesha Doan and Shannon 

Portillo noted the “experience of identity in the workplace is different for men and women 

because women experience fluidity in their identity depending on with whom they are 

interacting and where interactions occur, whereas men experience and understand gender 

identity as a fixed, static trait.” On the surface, this difference appears to be irrelevant, but in 

fact plays a critical role in the perception of women as “dependents” and men as “protectors.” 

Especially in a military environment, where responsibility of mission completion is equally 

dispersed to all members of a unit regardless of gender, race, or sexual orientation, the 

“support” role of female service members versus the “command” role of their male 

counterparts creates a hierarchy of sorts that is detrimental to unit cohesion. Doan and Portillo 

created surveys across 28 different focus groups, 4 of which were comprised of females from 

Civilian Affairs (CA), Military Information Support Operations (MISO), and Cultural Support 

Teams (CSTs) to gain insight into how these females were integrated into their teams. All three 

of these sectors—CA, MISO, and CST—operate under Army Special Operations, alongside U.S. 

Army Special Forces and occasionally the Ranger Regiment. This study observed to what extent 

gender influenced a soldier’s ability to communicate and forge bonds with indigenous people 

while deployed overseas. The female participants admitted that their roles on special 

operations teams often times resulted in them being viewed as a “third gender” in Middle 

Eastern countries such as Afghanistan and Iraq. For example, while their presence elicited vital 

information from the female indigenous population, Afghan customs dictated men have little 

to no contact with females not in their direct families. This meant the presence of female 
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soldiers increased communication with Afghan women and children, but had the potential to 

halt information flow from the indigenous male population. Understandably, the study was not 

able to measure to what extent this risk affected operational effectiveness in Afghanistan, but 

the conclusions indicated a necessity for fluidity in the female soldier’s identity that was not 

imperative in the male soldier (Doan and Portillo).  

The findings from this study displayed the military’s heavy demand on the female  

soldier’s ability to adapt in multiple capacities. Not only did these women need to be physically 

capable, culturally sensitive, technically trained, and mentally on par with their male 

counterparts, but the conditions for social and professional success in special operations teams 

in Afghanistan was akin to fending off attacks from both sides. Female soldiers needed to “fit 

in” with their special operations teams as well as be able to understand their place as a “third 

gender” when confronting or working with Afghan men and women. They were caught in 

multi-operational roles such as moderator, peacekeeper, soldier, and team player (Doan and 

Portillo). The fact that special ops teams are all-male units made it easier for men to fade into 

previously established positions which required little to no flexibility in identity compared to 

that demanded of female soldiers. Ultimately, the different expectations placed on the male 

versus the female in these settings produces unequal challenges for adaptability. The 

challenges the female soldier faces in finding the middle ground between being a woman in an 

American special-ops team and being a woman in a culture which disregards female authority 

are realistic threats to unit cohesion.  
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Sexual Harassment  

 As previously established, an individual’s identity is not multiplied or multiple—it is 

stretched to accommodate varying demands of different social realms. As a result, the effects of 

one realm on the individual often extend into another realm. The research study by RAND Co. 

included questions specific to how SOF men felt about including females in their units. Nearly 

100% of the responses to the open-ended questions reflected a negative attitude toward 

incorporation of women in predominately male teams. Similarly, the results of the U.S. Army’s 

Gender Integration Study revealed barriers to integration involving male perception of 

competency among female soldiers, in addition to a potential increase in unprofessional 

behavior. Both these concerns are rooted in the shift in dynamic of a group when a female 

enters the picture, disrupting an established social cohesion (Arnhart et al. 5-56). Researchers 

place partial blame for this on the military’s inability to protect its female service members 

behind the front lines. For example, in 2016 over 14,000 female service members across all 

branches of the U.S. military reported an encounter of sexual harassment or assault ranging 

from groping to rape. While this number was lower from prior years, a report showed that “58% 

of victims experienced retaliation or reprisals for reporting sexual assault,” indicating a potential 

lack of support for victims, and an even greater lack of discipline for perpetuators  (Department 

of Defense Annual Report on Sexual Assault in the Military FY2016 13-18).  

For Mary Jennings Hegar, former combat pilot and recipient of the Purple Heart and the 

Distinguished Flying Cross with Valor, the challenges of integration in a predominantly male 

fighting force are personal just as much as they are professional. A member of the Air National 

Guard, former Captain MJ Hegar commissioned into the U.S. Air Force and completed her 
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training as a fighter pilot. In her book “Shoot Like a Girl,” she details several encounters 

throughout her career, ranging from minor incidents of crude humor and insensitive 

commentary to the struggles of dealing with sexual harassment and assault as a female officer in 

the United States and Afghanistan (Hegar). In the initial stages of her career, Hegar faced 

challenges which researchers confirmed in multiple studies to be unique to the female service 

member. One in particular questioned her value as an asset to the U.S. Air Force, and ultimately 

led to her voluntary separation from the military.   

In the Air Force, flight physicals are required medical examinations for certain career 

fields where job performance may be affected by a medical disorder or affliction. For example, 

an intelligence officer is not required to have a flight physical, but a combat systems officer (CSO) 

has to do one before he or she can be awarded the CSO Air Force Specialty Code (AFSC). AFSC is 

an acronym commonly used to refer to a career field in the Air Force. During a flight physical, 

airmen undergo a series of medical exams and are subject to a full study of their previous 

medical records and history. They may receive waivers for certain conditions—perhaps he or she 

suffered from a broken rib when they were ten, or are allergic to avocadoes. However, if the 

airman fails her flight physical, she becomes ineligible for any AFSC requiring a passing one.  

The officer to conduct the flight physical is usually a doctor or nurse with degrees and 

backgrounds in the medical field. In Hegar’s case, the doctor who conducted her medical exams 

sexually assaulted her during the pelvic portion of the physical. Astonishingly, when she became 

scared and upset, he justified his behavior during the assault by questioning her psychological 

health. He threatened to fail her flight physical if she refused to “cooperate”, which would 

ultimately deem her as an unacceptable candidate for a pilot career. Hegar endured the pain and 
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humiliation of his assault for fear of losing her only chance to become a pilot. The psychological 

and sexual abuse she encountered as a result of his higher rank, position, and superiority 

demonstrates the exploitation of a vulnerability more commonly sustained in the female service 

member than in the male. Perhaps most shocking is what followed; the doctor who had 

assaulted Hegar won an award for superior leadership just a year later (Hegar).  

Previous to this encounter, Hegar had seen combat overseas in Afghanistan, working 

alongside para-rescue officers—better known as PJs—or the Air Force’s “special operators.” 

These individuals are part of Air Force Special Operations Command, and are trained in 

underwater as well as land rescue tactics. Their special operations teams possess a wide range of 

skills useful in combat medical evacuations and rescue missions over enemy lines. Alongside PJs, 

Hegar also worked with Special Forces Operational Detachment Alpha team (ODA), one of the 

Army’s premiere Green Beret units. These men are also highly trained in unconventional 

warfare, with specific focuses in special tactics reconnaissance and extraction. Hegar’s combat 

crew was composed of four members, but often times missions involved multiple crews in the 

same squadron, making Hegar one of the rare female combat pilots in her first deployment to 

Kandahar, Afghanistan. The obstacles she details as a woman in a deployed combat environment 

include unprofessional comments regarding her physique and feminine qualities, challenges to 

her physical fitness abilities, and inquires to her ability to react under fire (Hegar).   

 Ms. Mary Mae Potter, former Miss Veteran USA and also a combat pilot during her time 

served in the United States Air Force, recalls similar personal experiences as a female in a unit 

composed almost entirely of males. Specifically, Potter discusses the differences in a deployed 

environment versus a non-deployed environment. “There is a notice-able difference between 
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being in a deployed environment and being state-side,” she says. “Deployed, all anyone is 

concerned about is surviving and just making it through the long, hot weeks ahead. When you’re 

back home, things are a little less panicked. There is more time for socializing and bonding, 

which often times can be mistaken by drunken airmen as opportunities for sexual release or 

intimacy.” She recounts a particular incident when she experienced fear for her safety from the 

men she worked with. At the time, she and the other members of her squadron had been 

housed in dorm rooms. Potter had made it her personal rule to never consume alcohol or 

engage in behavior that could be viewed as unprofessional. Still, as one of the few female airmen 

in her squadron, it was hard to be ignored.  As a result, she found herself in the midst of a get-

together that was beginning to resemble a college party more by the minute. Potter recalls 

having to lock herself in her small bathroom closet to prevent her drunken commanding 

officer—a male USAF officer of superior rank and status—from making unwanted sexual 

advances toward her. “I didn’t know what else to do,” she remembers thinking at the time. “He 

was my CO, and everyone around me was drunk or getting there. Even the few men I had 

become friends with were drinking, and I didn’t believe I could trust them to have my back in the 

state that they were in” (Potter).  

Even CSTs had encountered similar situations of harassment prior to serving alongside 

Army Rangers. Lemmon describes Lane Mason, one of the first CSTs in the program, as a mother 

and wife who had jumped at the opportunity to join a special operations task force for more 

than one reason. In addition to wanting to serve her country in a capacity which included first 

hand combat, Mason had also been seeking a way to escape from an incident that had occurred 

several months before. A few weeks into her deployment in Iraq, she had been raped by another 
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soldier. Unsure of what to do, she had quietly returned to the states, suffering in silence and 

hoping that in time, the flashbacks would eventually fade away. Her hopes of the terrible 

experience dimming into a hazy memory became dishearteningly desperate, especially when it 

began to influence her performance at work. A small comfort, around the same time the Army 

had initiated a new effort to address sexual harassment and assault in the military head-on. After 

attending one of the workshops, Mason was finally able to confront the horrors of what she’d 

endured overseas. The initiative proved to be useful. Instead of being scorned or rejected, she 

found a large community of supporters who “wrote letters to tell her how much her admission 

had meant to them and taught them.” She took their encouragement in stride, and with it made 

a promise to herself to never allow her experience to define her again. For Mason, getting the 

opportunity to join a special operations task force—challenging her mental and physical 

capabilities beyond the limits of which she’d never attempted before—became the grounds for 

her victory over her “inner demons” (Lemmon).  

Ms. Hegar and Ms. Potter both served alongside special-ops units in the time that they 

were deployed overseas. Their experiences with their male counter-parts were more often than 

not, positive, but still included challenges of integrating into their units as equals rather than the 

“exceptions”. Mason’s background was different from those of Potters’ and Hegars’, but the 

capacity in which she served her special-ops team required a similar mental strength and 

fortitude in being one of the first female pioneers in combat. In the 6 months prior to and post 

Leon Panetta’s lifting of the ban for female soldiers serving in combat roles, much controversy 

surrounding issues such as those faced by these three women questioned the extent to which 

this modern approach to warfare would influence combat effectiveness. One of the primary 
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factors of concerns for SOF men was the effect a single female presence could have an entire 

special operations teams. The Army’s Gender Integration Study honed in the same concerns, but 

posited that careful oversight over integrated units would ultimately result in increased 

performance and minimal risk for female assault. However, many question whether the risks of 

integration to female assaults and combat effectiveness of predominantly male spec-ops teams 

outweighs the benefits.   

Unfortunately, sexual harassment and assault is present in nearly all social realms, and 

may often be unreported or brushed under the rug. The military has its own and unique set of 

regulations for handling cases of sexual abuse under the Uniform Code of Military Justice 

(UCMJ). While the Army’s study on gender integration meticulously outlines preventative and 

reactive measures for combating incidents sexual in nature, it will always be a point of concern 

regarding integrated teams.   

Studies have observed sexual harassment to be detrimental to develop trust, as well as 

establishing levels of individual competency. For instance, in a survey conducted by the U.S. Air 

Force just last year, a majority of the male combat pilots admitted to viewing their female 

counterparts as less competent and more dependent on the males in their flights. However, in 

the series of questions that followed, the same pilots also noted that this response is immediate, 

and not an actual reflection of the female pilots’ performance.  Additionally, of the 15 flights that 

participated in the survey, 9 of them had all their female pilots ranking in the top 10% of their 

flights in performance. When asked why males have a tendency to automatically view their 

female counterparts as less capable, several of the open-ended responses voiced that most of 

the females in their flights tended to display a different attitude or behavior outside the work 
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setting. The results of this survey, along with a few others of similar nature, displayed a 

correlation between perception of female performance and social skills outside the workplace 

environment (Women in Service Review (WISR) 1-6).  
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Battlefield Experience 

The exclusion of women in certain specialties detracts from their ability to develop the 

skills necessary to succeed in unexpected roles, and mitigates a risk of safety to themselves and 

the units they serve in. Past reluctance from the military to train females alongside male recruits 

interrupts traditional conditions of task cohesion—it becomes increasingly difficult for females to 

succeed in combat environments if their training does not mirror the threats they will face out in 

the field. For example, females Marines begin at a disadvantage in the earliest stage of their 

career development due to the segregates training of male and female recruits. Unable to train 

alongside men, these women cultivate their skills during the 13 week training program to reflect 

their experiences with other women. On the flip side, male Marines also face a similar setback; 

they are unable to train with their female counterparts and so build their skills to accommodate 

the group dynamics of all-male teams. The Marine Corps creates a divide in genders early on, 

resulting in negative implications for effective communication between male and female 

Marines in the future.  

This section explores how differences in training for male and female puts the female 

soldier at a disadvantage. A closer look into the unrealistic expectations for task cohesion in 

integrated teams considering the unequal exposure to training and experience among the two 

genders reveals underlying issues of progress and development when it comes to individual 

success in combat.  

 Task cohesion is affected by the perception of an individual’s level of competence. The 

lack of formal training for female soldiers reveals a very realistic oversight of expecting women 

to perform in areas in which they have little to no experience or guidance. The cusp of any social 
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movement is unsuccessful until the flaws that prevent it from moving forward overcome the 

challenges of integrating into the group it is aiming to transform; women cannot succeed in 

combat until they have been given the opportunity to do so. Brigadier General Angela Salinas, 

the first female to become commander of the Marine Corps Recruit Depot (MCRD) in San Diego, 

is one woman who can relate to this dilemma more-so than most.  

In the spring of 2006, General Salinas became the first female commander of the MCRD, 

one of only two Marine Corps training sites to train and equip new Marine recruits. Her 

promotion to commander of MCRD ruffled feathers, and created an uproar that couldn’t have 

been easy for her to ignore. In fact, many Marines had never worked for a female Marine, which 

was not uncommon considering the ratio of male to females in the Marine Corps. Tanya Biank’s 

interview with General Salinas in her book “Undaunted: The Real Story of America’s 

Servicewomen in Today’s Military”, as well as her account of the female Marine’s experience as 

commander of MCRD, reiterates the challenges women face in advancing their careers as well as 

achieving their goals of  serving in combat alongside their male counterparts.  

The history of the United States Marine Corps (USMC) dates back to the late 18th century, 

when the American Revolution called for fighters of a uniquely different caliber. Captain Samuel 

Nicholas, known today as the first official commandant of Marines, created a vision for this 

Continental Service which saw many successes and failures in the centuries to come. It operated 

under the US Navy beginning in the late 1800s, and is its own armed services branch today. 

Boasting nearly 200,000 members, USMC engages in amphibious warfare as well as ground 

rescue operations, and possesses its own special operations forces units. Females have served in 

official capacities in the Marine Corps for exactly one full century, thanks to Opha May Johnson, 
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the first known female to enlist and serve in the Marines. However, female Marines did not fall 

short of the opposition and resistance women in the other armed services branches faced. In 

fact, General Salinas recalls her first encounter with the honorable General Victor Krulak, 

nicknamed “Brute” Krulak for his tenacity and vigor despite his small 5’ 4” build.   

In the final years of the Cold War, General Krulak had published an article in the Evening Tribune, 

pitching his solution for creating a “leaner Marine Force.” His idea called for the exclusion of 

females in the Marines, echoing the sentiments of several prominent and highly-trained “military 

leaders and politicians at the time” (Biank, and Thompson 43). Although General Krulak was in 

support of females in the military, he did not believe there was a place for them in ground 

combat.  

Years later, as General Salinas, new commander of MCRD, mentally prepared herself for 

her first face-to-face with General Krulak, she remembered the article and braced herself for any 

insults that would be thrown her way. However, the meeting was successful and she eventually 

found an ally in this great leader who’d seen many battles and had contributed immensely in 

developing and shaping the Marine Corps for future generations. However, Salinas noted one 

crucial gap in her professional resume that no Marine hero could help her fill. Despite her 

incomparable experience with developing training programs and training Marine Corps 

recruits—an accomplishment which had gotten her the position of commander and the revered 

status of Brigadier General—Salinas was severely lacking in combat experience. Many 

questioned her ability to lead the next generation of Marines into a world where war was 

inevitable with the current international climate. Salinas was the first to recognize this 

deficiency, and was once again faced with overcoming a problem that she hadn’t had any say or 
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influence in solving. The truth of the matter was very few female Marines had come as far as she 

in their professional careers. Unfortunately, combat deployments were extremely limited for 

female Marines, with commanding officers often overlooking or blatantly ignoring the pool of 

female talent at their disposal. There had been no way for Salinas to gain the ground combat 

experience of Marine officers of her same rank, title, and years of service. And now that she was 

leading the next generation of recruits into the Corps, she could feel the hesitant—almost 

antagonistic—glares of the men she would be leading. General Salinas’ situation is not 

uncommon in the United States Armed Services (Biank, and Thompson). Although women have 

continued serving in combat roles in various capacities for several decades, the precedents 

available to shape and integrate coed battlefield training techniques are still limited. 

The CSTs experienced similar challenges that were out of their hands, despite their 

younger age and fewer years of service to the military. For example, the same CST mentioned in 

a previous section, who had served as a bridge between her Ranger team and the Afghan 

women deducing that there was a missing Afghan male in a group of villagers, also recounts the 

lengths she went to keep from falling behind when her unit had to high-tail it back to the FOB. 

Noting that the Rangers seemed to make weaving in and out of trees and high brush with 50+ lbs 

of gear on their backs and rapid fire rounds being shot off all around look as easy as strolling 

through a  park, in that moment, the CST realized the extent of her lack of experience in such 

situations. Because the infantry had not been open to female soldiers, she was deficient in the 

training that was provided to the Rangers (Lemmon).  

The primary issue with altered training for males and females is that females continue to 

struggle in areas of combat that they already begin with a disadvantage in—perpetuating the 
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misconception that they are less competent and capable in this area compared to their male 

counterparts. For instance, a portion of the first class of CST training included marksmanship and 

a series of other tasks related to quick getaways in dangerous situations as well as rescue 

missions requiring physical speed, power, and agility. The instructor for the course, Sergeant 

Scottie Marks, had served in Operations Iraqi Freedom and New Dawn, participating in his fair 

share of parachuting off perfectly functioning aircraft into routine raids and firefights. He had 

originally joined the Army in hopes of becoming a sniper, and succeeded. His accomplishments 

under McChrystal’s joint special operations teams proved to be useful in gaining ground and 

influence in Iraq and Afghanistan. Upon receiving numerous awards and achievements, Marks 

eventually accepted the honorable position of training new Ranger Regiment recruits in 

marksmanship for RASP.5 He had trained and pushed through several Ranger classes, yet met 

resistance when he accepted the job of training the first ever all-Army female combat soldiers. 

Marks had already experienced the lack of a female military presence during his time in Iraq 

when several of his missions required him to face down Al Qaeda threats masked behind the 

families and friends of suspected terrorists. As he recalls, having female soldiers ready to search 

and communicate with the wives, sisters, and daughters of the Iraqi men in question would have 

made his job much easier, and a whole lot safer. So when the call came requesting his 

involvement in developing a group of females who could keep up with Ranger Regiment units, 

Marks jumped at the opportunity. And as he began the unconventional task of preparing these 

women for combat, Lemmon recounts how he noticed a different kind of behavior and mentality 

in his newest class.  

                                                           
5
 8 week Ranger Assessment and Training Program required for all Ranger recruits 
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For starters, these women did not display an expected attitude of arrogance that typically 

accompanied the Ranger recruit mindset. Instead, Marks noted an attitude of professionalism 

and effectiveness that he rarely experienced when training young men— especially when it 

came to staying focused on the basics. Rather than make repeat mistakes, which many male 

trainers had often attributed to the men’s ego and unwillingness to “relearn” proper stance and 

technique when firing weapons, the CSTs rarely made the same mistake more than once.  

In another instance, during one of the many fitness challenges the CSTs faced during 

their training, Marks recalls a time when one of them went so far as to point out her inaccurately 

timed 2-mile run: it was noted at 12:25 minutes, but she argued her time had never been faster 

than a 12:30. When Marks later measured the distance around the track, he found that it indeed 

fell short of the 2-mile mark, confirming the time for her run had been incorrect. Marks relayed 

this story to Lemmon as an example of the girls’ unwillingness to accept anything that wasn’t 

earned—a trait ideally expected in all soldiers but unfortunately with few opportunities to prove. 

The level of trust and dedication the CSTs placed in him as their instructor was more that he was 

used to receiving, and absolutely elevating. Lemmon’s account of Marks’ experience with these 

young women relay his feelings of awe, faith, and pride in their abilities to meet and ultimately 

surpass the achievements of their male counterparts’. “There was no ego to contend with, no 

pushback about how, ‘well, my dad taught me this so it must be right,” Marks said.  

A similar mindset toward all aspects of combat training is idealistic but necessary to 

ensure proper training of female soldiers for two reasons: 1) guaranteeing female service 

members are not ignorantly or unknowingly risking the lives of their male counterparts due to 

lack of or improper training they receive, and 2) employing effective tactics for strategizing and 
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executing high-risk missions without the concern of a lack of trust or dependability of the 

members in a unit. It is nearly impossible to achieve a productive state of group cohesion if 

competency levels are not equal and consistent throughout. Higher performing members of a 

team will automatically distrust the capabilities of the lesser performing individuals; however, it 

is important to note that this state is only created when there are blatantly obvious 

discrepancies in training. Therefore, it is crucial that military leaders make conscious efforts to 

measure the 47 variances in training for male and female service members. Integration begins 

from the bottom up, and without a shared base for improvement, unit cohesion may as well be 

non-existent. 
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Differences in Male and Female Biology 

Studies such as the ones noted in previous chapters of this thesis have observed 

differences in the male versus female’s ability to reason through conflict in a war zone. The 

extent to which critical “life or death” moments in special operation missions on the ground are 

influenced by the individual’s immediate response to danger ultimately affects a unit’s ability to 

communicate with and trust one another. Much of this trust and communication is put to the 

test in situations where death is imminent and survival is paramount: you cannot survive if you 

cannot fight. A very basic grasp of this concept was introduced by Walter Bradford Cannon and 

his quickly popularized “fight or flight” response theory back in the 1920s. Also called an “acute 

stress response,” Cannon put into words the body’s immediate instinct to react in dangerous 

situations (Fight-or-Flight Response (in Humans). The limits of these responses to an immediate 

threat are interesting to consider in relation to unit cohesion. The extent to which practiced 

training and level of experience in combat influences an individual’s survival response directly 

questions a female’s ability to fight or flee as opposed to that of a male’s. In other words, can the 

instinctual decision for flight, or the instinctual decision to flee, be influenced by the individual’s 

previous exposure to similar situations, or the individual’s level of training in survival tactics? Is 

there a difference between the male and female nervous systems’ automatic response to 

danger? If so, how can these responses ultimately affect unit cohesion and effectiveness? 

Unlike the average American civilian, service members—especially those serving in 

ground operations—are required to develop unique and specialized responses to threats they 

face in an active war zone. These individuals typically receive copious amounts of training in the 

form of physical, academic, and mental exercises. However, Cannon’s fight or flight theory has 
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been tested and proven accurate in a number of experiments in the past century. In fact, the 

United States military has allocated hundreds of thousands of dollars in the past 5 years alone to 

measure the likelihood of training soldiers to rationalize before they react in situations when 

responses resulting from fear could increase the possibility of other soldiers or civilians being 

injured. Considering this could indicate the very “re-programming” of biological instincts for 

survival, a breakthrough in this research would prove to be incredibly valuable in the battlefield.  

To understand an individual’s immediate reaction to danger, as well as the possibility of 

an option to re-program that reaction, a rudimentary understanding of the fundamental “fight or 

flight” response is necessary. A result of two biological systems, the limbic and the sympathetic 

nervous, the response occurs in the following process: the limbic system is made up of the 

amygdala, hypothalamus, and pituitary gland. The threat of danger registers in the amygdala 

through sensory details, such as loud sounds or visual images of blood or pain. Once danger has 

been subconsciously identified, the hypothalamus delivers nerve impulses to the spinal cord 

while the pituitary gland releases warning hormones into the blood stream. Both the hormones 

and neurotransmitters reach the adrenal gland, activating the sympathetic nervous system. 

Responsible for reacting to stress, this system immediately begins delivering epinephrine 

(adrenaline) and non-epinephrine (no adrenaline) to different organs and tissues in the body to 

prepare it for a reaction. Once adrenaline is released, the body undergoes several instant 

changes over the course of 30 seconds to 3 minutes. Sweat, dilation of pupils, increased heart 

rate, rapid breath, goosebumps, and jitters are a few. (Fight-or-Flight Response (in Humans). The 

body immediately enters “survival” mode, and becomes capable of exceeding the individual’s 

normal physical limitations; a timed 20 second 100 meter sprint could turn into a 10 second one 
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when the body believes it is in immediate danger. It takes the brain at least several seconds 

longer to catch up with the body’s response, and the immediate biological reactions to the 

threat are what occur in the time between. 

 Biological influence directly affects behavioral tendencies and natural instinctive 

responses. Traits traditionally defined as masculine or feminine by society have some 

physiological or biological roots. For example, women are viewed as the caregivers, 

homemakers, and teachers in a community while men are seen as the bread-winners and 

protectors. Regardless of the new age feminist movement or the re-defining of “feminism” in 

21st century society, the history of gender roles has been one that designated the female to the 

home and the male to the work place. Paralleling these roles, qualities that reflected a selfless 

need to please others, a desire to demonstrate grace and poise, and a yen for creating the 

perfect home became defined as “feminine” characteristics. Just a few traits that are considered 

to be inherently feminine include gentleness, compassion, empathy, nurturing, and dependence. 

Not universally indistinguishable, these traits are still representative of the general conception of 

women’s behavior and personalities which, when contrasted to those of men, appear to be more 

deeply rooted in emotional responses (Shpancer). On the other hand, characteristics that have 

been defined by society as inherently masculine loosely include aggression, leadership, 

rationality, physical strength, and independence. While a number of sociologists would argue the 

merits of attributing these behavioral differences in the male and female to cultural influences, 

scientists would reciprocate by maintaining that biological and chemical differences in the male 

and female body are responsible for the characteristic discrepancies. The level of the biological 
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influence over the sociological one, or the sociological influence over the biological, is 

immediately relevant to the male versus female’s instincts on the battle field. 

 In a study led by Dr. Justin Carre, a social psychologist specializing in neuroendocrine 

mechanisms and social perception, researchers found that male participants subjected to 

sudden, loud noises, flashing lights, continuously blaring sirens, and other physical stressors 

intended to trigger an immediate, instinctual response from the body, resulting in increased 

levels of testosterone. Before both testing days, these men had been injected with a drug that 

aided in regulating normal testosterone levels to ensure levels remained the same among all 

participants. They then partook in a number of tasks while “undergoing a functional magnetic 

resonance imaging scan.” The data from the scan affirmed that the heightened testosterone 

levels produced “increased reactivity of the amygdala and hypothalamus,” both of which are 

immediately responsible for the “fight or flight” response. The study showed a direct correlation 

between testosterone effects and the “brain circuits involved in threat-processing and human 

aggression" (Carré).  

In a different study, researchers analyzed testosterone levels in 58 subjects, 35 female 

and 23 male, while they competed with confederates in games structured to produce winners 

(the confederates) and losers (the subjects). The purpose of this was to assess how the subjects 

responded to losing, behaviorally and chemically. The goal was to measure the variances 

between males and females who suffered from social anxiety versus those who did not, against 

social dominance. First, it found that socially anxious men had decreases in their testosterone 

levels, while socially anxious women did not. Second, the less socially anxious men showed 

higher levels of testosterone in their system, which the researchers credited to their response to 
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“having their dominance threatened.” Ultimately, the study produced a connection between 

testosterone levels and achieving dominance in situations (the games) that threatened the 

subjects’ physical capabilities. Where the female subjects who lost in the games 51 did not have 

any changes in their testosterone levels, the male subjects did. The conclusions drew 

connections between heightened testosterone levels in males in scenarios when their 

dominance was questioned. However, it also noted these connections to be more prevalent in 

less socially anxious men, suggesting biology alone may not influence chemical reactions in the 

body; personality types matter as well.  

The first study measured testosterone levels in males as they were subjected to stimuli 

focused on triggering an immediate reaction. The behavioral reaction was aggression, and the 

chemical reactions were the heightened testosterone levels and threat-response. The second 

study analyzed human desire to maintain or assert dominance in conjunction with changes in 

testosterone levels. Testosterone levels did not change for any of the female participants, but 

did change in the male participants. Testosterone was found to have decreased in the socially 

anxious men, and increased in the less socially anxious men (Josephs et al.). 

In recent years, researchers began to notice that the previous studies observing the fight 

or flight theory was lacking in the area accounting for social interaction. The fight or flight 

responses did not accommodate the female biological and behavioral reaction to immediate 

danger, and was not possible to view in the male reaction since social factors of survival were 

rarely presented. Thus Shelley E. Taylor, professor of psychology at the University of California 

with a concentrated background in social cognition and psychology, published several papers 

and works that specifically noted a lack of female participants in stress-induced studies up until 
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just a few years ago. Exploring this discrepancy, she noted that many of the hormones typically 

used as control factors or independent variables to measure reactions in subjects to stimuli 

intended to cause stress were injected into male rats, or male participants. It had already 

become evident through other social and scientific experiments that the testosterone levels in 

males 52 tended to have a greater influence in aggressive behaviors than in females. However, 

since the levels of testosterone in females is significantly lower, and not necessarily released 

during moments of intense stress as is testosterone in males, this data was not sufficient enough 

to make any concrete conclusions about female responses to immediate threats. 

To rectify this oversight, Taylor studied the hormones released by the female body when 

under stress. Alongside cortisol, a hormone called oxytocin appeared to have increased 

significantly when participants were tasked with completing mental and physically arduous 

challenges. Oxytocin is a hormone in the female body that is usually released during lactation, 

immediately following pregnancy, or in situations where the female body experiences stress. The 

oxytocin hormone is also responsible for perceived and practiced social interaction. The female 

participants of these studies measuring immediate responses to perceived dangers were noted 

to have higher levels of oxytocin in the bloodstream than those who did not experience the 

perceived danger. 

As a result, instead of immediate or instinctual acts of aggression, such as fighting or 

fleeing as seen in the male’s response to stress, researchers found that females automatically 

looked to join a group or seek protection in “befriending” a source of power or comfort nearby 

(Azar). In addition, females presented an instinct to “tend” to the disadvantaged members of the 

community; the fight or flight response was overpowered. In other studies, researchers 
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interviewed males and females who had just finished a stressful day at home or in the office. 

They found the males to have a generally less sociable demeanor, withdrawing into themselves 

and avoiding interaction with their families or significant others. Contrarily, females exhibited an 

open and friendly attitude, displaying more patience and care towards their husbands and 53 

children. The women appeared to find a solace in interacting with others to help them alleviate 

their stress (McCarthy). 

Differences in the male and female biological responses to acute stress regarding combat 

become increasingly relevant when the ultimate sacrifice or greatest mistake results in loss of 

life. When placed in dangerous situations where the individual’s instinct for survival supersedes 

all others, the primary responses of said individual could very well result in the entire group’s 

survival or demise. For instance, unit cohesion is entirely dependent on each individual’s ability 

to trust and acknowledge one another’s skillsets in evading injury and death and seeking the 

most direct route to mission success. However, if the individuals in a group all possess varying 

skillsets or aptitudes in different fields of study, it increase the group’s overall chances at 

survival. This probability increases in combat zones where the “tend and befriend” response 

proves to be more beneficial if establishing connections with the indigenous population aids in 

the unit’s survival or ability to complete a mission. The female’s instinctual response to stress is 

different from that of a male’s, but that does make it any less useful. In fact, some researchers 

argue the “fight or flight” responses only accommodate individual survival, detracting from the 

establishment of a unit cohesion, whereas the “tend and befriend” response endorses it. 
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CONCLUSION  

“War is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things: the decayed and degraded state of 

moral and patriotic feeling which thinks that nothing is worth a war, is much worse. 

When a people are used as mere human instruments for firing cannons or thrusting 

bayonets, in the service and for the selfish purposes of a master, such war degrades a 

people. A war to protect other human beings against tyrannical injustice; a war to give 

victory to their own ideas of right and good, and which is their own war, carried on for an 

honest purpose by their free choice, — is often the means of their regeneration.” 

       —John Stuart Mill  

 

Today, there is a need for female soldiers on the ground that was not present in the 

decades before. However, issues of social interaction within units that participate in direct 

combat ops or special operations must be rectified, or at the very least adequately 

acknowledged, in order to maximize the advantages female service members contribute to 

combat effectiveness. The inability of both male and female soldiers to find a comfortable 

"middle ground" in areas of social interaction, physical fitness, and technical skills and 

applications is one primary flaw in achieving team cohesion. Furthermore, biologically rooted 

reasons for differences in social behavioral tendencies include additional areas of concern for 

unit cohesion. The U.S. military has done a thorough job conducting its own as well as 

outsourcing a number of focused research studies specific to the effects of integration in 

combat/special ops to find solutions to these dilemmas. However, this thesis demonstrates that 

currently, the military practices preventative measures when dealing with issues of cohesion far 

more often than it exercises reactionary methods. If the focus were to shift 

to reactionary methods, such as  stronger repercussions for sexual harassment, objective 
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expectations of females to meet set standards, and observing to what extent gear and 

equipment influence training productivity, then perhaps the goal of achieving an effective unit 

cohesion would become more realistic. These problems do not have simple solutions, but the 

U.S. military cannot be expected to function in the same manner as civilian organizations, 

because the risk of failure is serious physical or mental injury, or death: ideas of gender equality 

must be carefully integrated into the military realm.  

Yet, the U.S. military has made great strides in expanding and developing strategy and 

tactical operations for warfare on a global sphere. It has also unwittingly served as a platform for 

leadership in advancement of a society which is continually seeking change and innovation. 

Although concerns of integration have only recently been formally addressed in the last few 

years, American society has always managed to find ways to breakthrough barriers. For instance, 

long before combat roles were formally opened to females, women had been serving alongside 

men in multiple capacities. The onset of World War II initiated the beginnings of female 

engagement in combat military operations, with official establishment of the Women’s Army 

Corps (WAC), the Navy’s Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Services (WAVES), the 

Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASPs), and the United States’ Coast Guard Women’s Reserves 

(SPARs). These groups paved the way for female advancement and achievement in 

predominantly male career fields. And as the decades pass by, the challenges of U.S. military 

advancement on the battle front have only increased, chief among them the dire need for a 

dependable, consistent state of cohesion. 
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