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Introduction
The turn of the new millennium represented a caesura for the Bundeswehr (German
armed forces), because the composition of its personnel was to change quite dramatically following a decision by the European Court of Justice in January 2000, which demanded considerably more employment opportunities for women in the military as soldiers rather than solely in medical services as practiced before. In the years that followed, the number of female soldiers in the Bundeswehr increased from about 2 % to
about 10 % by spring 2015.
The present article firstly outlines the history of women’s participation in the German armed forces up through today. Secondly, it summarizes the findings of the various
empirical studies that the in-house research institute of the German Ministry of Defense
(formerly the Bundeswehr Institute of Social Research (Sozialwissenschaftliches Institut
der Bundeswehr, SOWI)) and the Center of Military History and Social Sciences of the
Bundeswehr (Zentrum der Bundeswehr für Militärgeschichte und Sozialwissenschaften,
ZMSBw) have undertaken in this context. Lastly, these empirical findings are put into a
theoretical context.

Prologue: The Bundeswehr Meets Tanja Kreil
Women have long been involved in German war efforts. During World War I, women
worked in the German armaments industries and were recruited for medical, secretarial,
administrative, and combat support functions. Towards the end of the war, 500 of them
were trained for service in the field of communication. In World War II, the inclusion of
women in the war went even further, despite the pre-modern gender role views of the
National Socialists. A very substantial number of women, about 450,000, were recruited
for the Wehrmacht Assistance Corps (Wehrmachthelferinnenkorps), and tens of thousands were even assigned combat functions. However, this was not officially acknowledged, as their service was interpreted as merely assistance.1
The recognition of women as official and regular soldiers was delayed until the
Bundeswehr came into existence. The creation of the German armed forces, to be sure,
was by no means something “natural” in the decade following the Second World War. In
the end, Cold War turbulence in international relations in the late 1940s and early 1950s
*
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persuaded the Western powers to view the rearmament of West Germany in a different
light. As a result, in the mid-1950s, the Bundeswehr was established.
At that time, few considered female soldiers to be an issue. Yet the Bundeswehr soon
employed thousands of women as civilian employees in the Federal Armed Forces
Administration in functions that in many of the world’s other militaries would be performed by people in uniform. It took another decade until the issue of women as regular
soldiers began to be discussed in society and politics due to wide ranging democratization processes and significant socio-cultural and politico-cultural changes. Starting with
the so-called student movement, various parts of German society turned into important
social movements that called for political and societal participation. Among them were
various women’s groups that criticized the patriarchally structured German society and
sought emancipation and gender equality, as laid out in various UN documents. Accordingly, there were also demands for equal access and participation to professions that
hitherto had been male-exclusive domains, and very soon the male-dominated soldierly
profession and the Bundeswehr faced pressure from society that soon translated into the
political sphere, putting the issue of women in the military on the agenda. 2
In late 1973, the German government, at that time a coalition of the Social-Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) and the Liberal Party (FDP), responded to these societal
concerns by establishing the enquête commission, Women and Society. One result of this
was Minister of Defense Georg Leber (SPD) opening the Bundeswehr to women. Thus,
in autumn 1975, the year the UN had declared Year of the Woman, the first five women
entered the Bundeswehr, soon to be followed by others. They served in the medical service only. Here, the German armed forces had been confronted with substantial recruitment problems since the early 1970s, rising to a gap of 1,300 longer-service volunteers
in officer ranks.3 After some time, this access for women to military classifications and
trades was extended to military bands because of the legal connection between medical
service and military bands. The respective proposition reads that in the case of an emergency, the soldiers of the military bands are to be transferred to the medical service.
The discussion about extending female participation to new classifications gained renewed momentum in the early 1980s. In 1981, an independent Long-Term Commission
analyzed the shifts and trends in West German demographics with an eye towards
satisfying the Bundeswehr’s personnel needs. One year later, the Commission submitted
a report that in one paragraph recommended considering extending voluntary service of
women in the armed forces to non-combat functions. However, throughout the 1980s, no
such political move was initiated. Nevertheless, the issue remained on the agenda of social and political debate and soon further steps were taken to augment the representation
of women in the armed forces. Since the beginning of 1991, all careers of the medical
2
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and military musical service were made accessible to women; 4 in 1994, Verena von
Weymarn became Surgeon General, the first female general in German military history. 5
In the late 1990s, female soldiers made up about 1.2 % of all German soldiers. The
number of women came close to sixty in the military bands and to 4,350 in the medical
service, namely, approximately 400 medical officers, 700 medical officer candidates,
2,300 non-commissioned officers, two-hundred non-commissioned officer candidates,
and one hundred in private ranks.6 In addition, at that time close to 50,000 women
worked as civilian employees either in the armed forces or in the Federal Armed Forces
Administration.
This means that towards the end of the millennium women in the Bundeswehr were
still confined to non-combat roles, i.e., to the medical service and military bands,
whereas in other countries the integration of women had progressed further, sometimes
substantially. 7 Although female soldiers were trained in the use of weapons, their
utilization—except for cases of self-defense—was forbidden by Article 12a of the Basic
Law, or constitution (Grundgesetz). This situation changed fundamentally at the turn of
the century, in no small extent due to a woman named Tanja Kreil, who has been described by the media as embodying the male “nightmare of a woman with a gun in her
hand” 8 and indicating the end of the rule of men.9
The story reads as follows: in 1996, the nineteen-year-old trained electrician, Tanja
Kreil, applied for voluntary service in the area of maintenance, i.e., in a combat support
function. Her application, however, was declined by the Bundeswehr, with reference to
the aforementioned Article 12a of the Basic Law: women serving in combat functions
and with weapons in their hands was against the law. Kreil did not accept this decision
4
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and went to the courts with the support of the German soldiers’ union-like association,
the Bundeswehr Assocation (Deutscher Bundeswehr Verband).
Part of her charge was that her application was illegally rejected by the Bundeswehr
because of her sex, using a gender-specific argument that men were allowed to enter
positions involving the use of arms while women were not. The argument ran counter to
a February 1976 European Union (EU) directive (Council Directive 76/207/EEC)
requiring Member States to follow the principle of equality of treatment in the workplace, i.e., prohibiting discrimination in the workplace for reasons of gender. The
Administrative Court (Verwaltungsgericht) in Hanover found it necessary to have this
checked and, in mid-1998, decided to suspend the court proceedings and ask the European Court of Justice (ECJ) in Luxemburg for an interpretation. Eventually, in January
2000, the ECJ ruled that the EU directive indeed applied also to the specific workplace
of the armed forces, that it overrode the provisions of the German Law on Soldiers
(Soldatengesetz) and German Regulations on Soldiers’ Careers (Soldatenlaufbahnverordnung), and that community law governed matters of defense.10 Hence, the ECJ
overruled the arguments of national sovereignty put forward by the German government.
This means that the steps taken to open the Bundeswehr to women do not stem from
genuinely political initiatives as they may superficially seem, but rather from a court ruling that required the political sphere to take action. 11 As a consequence, for the German
armed forces the new millennium began with a dramatic change – the prospect of including women in the military on a much larger scale than before. To complicate things further, this departure from the status quo was part of a larger picture of reform, restructuring, and profound changes, either already underway or impending. Its main objective
was for the Bundeswehr to develop a “new profile of capabilities” as laid down by thenMinister of Defense Rudolf Scharping in his so-called Cornerstones Memorandum.12

The Research Project
Even prior to and especially following the ruling of the ECJ, there was a lively and
controversial debate on the topic of women’s inclusion in the military both within the
armed forces themselves and within German society and academia at large. An essential
reason for this was the vagueness of the ruling, as it only demanded that Germany open
more classifications and trades than before without defining the scope and extent of this
broader inclusion in detail. Therefore, one of the main issues discussed was the depth or
degree of integration, and thus the question of whether certain areas, classifications, or
trades should be denied to women, or whether the Bundeswehr should be completely
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open. In order to tackle this question in particular, and to implement integration in practice in general, the Ministry of Defense established an intra-ministerial steering group
and asked its in-house research institute, the Bundeswehr Institute of Social Research
(SOWI), to scientifically aid and support this process.

First Recommendations from a Review of the Literature (January/February
2000)
In a first step, a survey of the international literature was undertaken, which led to several recommendations.13 In mid-February 2000, the researchers turned against the idea
of defining off-limits areas, and instead advocated predominantly unrestricted access for
women to the military. The Ministry of Defense eventually agreed with this option and,
thus, the organization and implementation of this political decision began. Starting in
January 2001, women became eligible to enter all military classifications and trades beyond those hitherto already open to them. Later, according to the group of researchers,
integration was to be based on the principle of voluntariness: women would enter the
military services voluntarily and would not be subject to conscription, as still was the
case for men at that time. Also, integration was not to be grounded on the idea of
affirmative action, but on the principle of equality of treatment. Thus, there was to be a
gender-free or gender-neutral assessment of those who applied for military service, and
everyone would have to pass the criteria for the requested position irrespective of their
sex. Lastly, the researchers recommended the introduction of a gender training program.

Surveying Male Soldiers (April 2000)
In addition to this, an empirical research project focusing on male soldiers was commissioned by the SOWI during the implementation stage of the further integration of
women.14 Its main objectives were to gather information on the attitudes and perceptions of the male soldiers regarding the inclusion of women int the military; to find out
whether male soldiers had reservations about female soldiers; to single out, if possible,
in which areas, classifications, and trades these reservations were more pronounced than
in others; and to identify soldiers or groups of soldiers that displayed more reservations
than others. The questionnaire was sent to about 3,300 male soldiers in April 2000,
when the political decision on the extent of integration was still pending. Almost 2,650
questionnaires were returned.
The data presented in Figure 1, showing the pattern of responses given by male soldiers, reveal mixed feelings and ambivalence. In the analysis, this ambivalence in attitudes consists of a mixture (1) of skepticism/reservations concerning change and curios-
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Women in the Bundeswehr take away jobs from the male soldiers.

23

There should be no preferential treatment for women in the armed forces.

86

The extension of women's integration will lead to an increase of problems related to sexuality.

84

Female soldiers will change the tone in the armed forces.

75
65

With the further integration of women there will be more problems in military's everyday life.
30

With women the Bundeswehr will not be able to accomplish its military missions.

62

Armed forces with female soldiers do not loose in combat power.
Women are a disruptive factor in the military.

24

It is easy to imagine working with women in my own unit.

76

I can easily imagine being defended by a woman with a gun in her hand.

56

Women can very well be used in missions abroad which require negotiation skills.

66
23

Women are not suited for positions as superiors.

43

Women are not suited for trades requiring a high level of physical fitness.
31

Women are not suited for the difficult life in the field.
25

Women are to be protected.
There should be no restricted classifications and trades for women.

51

Women should be allowed to serve in all trades except for combat roles.

40

Women should only serve in the trades currently open to them.

27

Women should not be allowed to serve in the military.

15
67

If the integration of women is to proceed, conscription should be introduced for women.

72

The integration process furthers the emancipation of women.
69

The integration of women has a positive effect on the image of the Bundeswehr within society.
0

10

Source: SOWI Male Soldiers Survey 2000

Figure 1: Male Soldiers’ Attitudes towards the Integration of Women
into the Bundeswehr (2000); Percent “Agree.”
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ity about the future; (2) of classical/traditional prejudices against women and understanding combined with sympathy for the new or modern role of women in society; and
(3) of fears of rising competition with women in the workplace and respect for the capabilities and the performance of women.
In detail, about 70 % of the respondents thought that integrating women would buy
the armed forces prestige and legitimacy within German society, thus improving civilmilitary relations in Germany, which would support the process of women’s emancipation. On the scope of integration, 3/4 of respondents supported an integration of women
that transcended the long-practiced restriction of women to the medical service and military bands. Even comprehensive inclusion, without any restrictions in terms of
classifications and trades closed to women, was supported by a slight majority.
At the same time, however, the data reveal that there were soldiers who viewed
women in the military as a matter of principle and were strictly opposed to any measures
and policies taken to include women in the military (15 %). 27 % of the respondents preferred to uphold the status quo.
As regards gender images, the soldiers’ responses indicate the persistence of traditional images concerning the role of women in society and vis-à-vis men. In this vein, in
some segments of the sample, biologically-based perceptions and stereotypes came to
the fore. Close to 1/3 of the soldiers deemed women unsuitable for the challenging life
in the field, and more than 2/5 found women unsuitable for positions demanding high
levels of physical fitness. Socio-cultural arguments could also be inferred. Almost 45 %
could not imagine themselves being defended by a female soldier with a gun in her hand,
and 1/4 perceived women as the ones needing protection. Clearly, the classic genderrole ascriptions—the man as the protector and the woman as the protected—were still
adhered to by a significant number of male soldiers. However, traditional gender images
also left women a place in which they were thought to have a comparative advantage
over men. Thus, 2/3 of the respondents held the communicative (and thus deescalating)
skills ascribed to women in high esteem, in particular with regard to military operations
other than war.15
Moreover, there were areas in which an erosion of traditional gender images could
be inferred. No less than 77 % of those surveyed found women suitable for positions as
military superiors. A similar number, more than 3/4 of the respondents, claimed to not
have any problems imagining female participation in their own unit. In addition, about
70 % of respondents did not expect any disadvantage or hindrance to the realization of
military missions due to the integration of women. In a similar vein, more than 60 % did
not anticipate any losses in combat power due to the presence of female soldiers. About
15
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75 % expected the tone (the way of speaking) in the German armed forces to change
following an increase in the number of female soldiers.
On the negative side, more than 65 % firmly believed that, in general, there would be
more problems in their specific workplace once women were there. Also, roughly 84 %
anticipated an increase in the number of problems related to sexuality. Furthermore, the
data showed a certain uneasiness, if not fear, among male soldiers not only about
increasing competition in the workplace as a result of the inclusion of women, but also
about the possibility that male soldiers would be put at a disadvantage (reverse
discrimination). More than 1/5 of the men openly argued that women in the Bundeswehr
would take away jobs from men. Thus, they explicitly stressed the necessity of equality
of treatment. An overwhelming majority of 86 % demanded that no preferential treatment be given to women on the grounds of their sex.
The analysis subsequently set out to find out whether certain groups of soldiers were
more opposed to integrating women than others. The findings were very interesting and,
at times, surprising. According to the data, men in the army harbored more reservations
against women than those in the navy and air force. When comparing rank groups, officers showed fewer reservations than non-commissioned officers and rank and file soldiers. Yet, contrary to what might have been expected, younger men up to twenty-nine
years of age were less inclined to laud the integration of women than men aged thirty
and older. Also, shorter- and longer-service volunteers displayed more skepticism than
career service members. The same applies to members of combat forces compared to
those in non-combat areas. Lastly, men in the medical services showed much greater
resistance towards the integration of women than men in all the other services, which
runs against the well-known socio-psychological argument of the contact hypothesis.
Based on these empirical findings, the researchers recommended the introduction of
what was called gender or integration training into military education and socialization.
All the more so since not only the German police and German Border Guard (Bundesgrenzschutz), but also the armed forces from Scandinavian countries, Austria, Canada,
and the United States, had devised and implemented similar programs in the past with
positive results. The response to this advice was encouraging and the Zentrum Innere
Führung (“Internal Leadership Center”) in Koblenz was asked to devise a curriculum
for such a program. This came into practice in November 2000, namely in courses for
military leaders and trainers coming from military units in which the military education
and training of servicewomen was to begin in January 2001. The objectives of the
curriculum were defined as (a) improving men’s acceptance of women; (b) developing
an atmosphere of mutual trust, tolerance, and camaraderie between men and women;
(c) bringing the relevant legal provisions to the men’s attention; and (d) building and
strengthening men’s confidence in behavior towards women. This was thought to be
achieved by following the principle of multiplication, i.e., these courses were organized
centrally for a core group of soldiers that were deemed multipliers – who would pass
their newly-gained knowledge on to the various subordinate military levels and soldiers.
In other words, the integration training operated with the notion of a trickle-down or cascade effect. The concrete material contents of the curriculum centered on five different
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areas. One dimension was legal, in which the participants were familiarized with the legal provisions valid from then on. Here, particular attention was given to sensitization
regarding the issues of sexual harassment and sexual violence. The next dimension focused on the general or average physiological differences between men and women,
pointing to a special need for focused physical training programs for women. The third
addressed general psychological differences between the sexes, in particular different
response and coping strategies of the sexes towards stress, and discussed prevailing
traditional gender images. In the fourth dimension, differences in communicative behavior (direct versus non-direct styles of communication) were taught to the participants.
The final dimension involved motivational aspects.16
In the meantime, in the summer of 2000, the first job interviews and aptitude tests
were conducted with female applicants. Simultaneously, steps that most parties involved
deemed necessary were taken to revise the German constitution. At the end of October
and in early December 2000 respectively, the German parliamentary bodies, the
Bundestag and the Bundesrat, with 2/3 majorities, voted for the revision of the
aforementioned Article 12a of the Basic Law. Following this, and starting in January
2001, practical and unrestricted integration began and women entered the Bundeswehr,
usually in bi-monthly cohorts, in trades hitherto precluded for women. This opened the
door for another module of commissioned empirical research in this field.

Surveying the Class of 2001
The research findings and the widespread assumption in the Bundeswehr and German
Ministry of Defense that the German armed forces would change quite dramatically due
to the full-scale and thorough integration of women persuaded the Defense Ministry to
commission an evaluative research project by the SOWI. Thus, the women who entered
the Bundeswehr in 2001 were surveyed in the first few weeks of their military career in
order to capture an initial, early picture of their attitudes and perceptions, which could
later on be compared to the attitudes and perceptions displayed after serving in the military significantly longer.17
The survey of the class of 2001 firstly aimed to sketch a profile of the “typical” female soldier and identify potential, perceived, or real problems with the integration
process. The questionnaire was sent to some 2,740 women in the first few weeks of their
basic training and more than 40 % responded. This profiling of the “typical” female soldier revealed that, on average, women were 21 years old and about 7/10 came from villages and small towns. Women from the new Bundesländer (federal states) were clearly
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overrepresented when compared to their representation in the general population. Indeed, 44 % were raised in the territory of the former German Democratic Republic. Although only 11 % were unemployed prior to their military career, this may be explained
by pointing to the more intense economic problems of these areas when compared to the
old Bundesländer and to the much greater social experience of working women. This
disproportionally high number of women coming from the East was also reflected in
religious—or rather non-religious—affiliations, as the group that did not adhere to any
religion had over time become the largest one. More than 60 % had a secondary school
diploma (Realschulabschluss), and another 25 % had a high school diploma (Abitur).
Close to half of the women had a lasting relationship with a boyfriend or were married;
only 4 % already had children. Almost all servicewomen reported having had a positive
role model, as their mothers had worked in the past or were still working.
More than 60 % were non-commissioned officers, while about 28 % chose officers’
careers. In most cases servicewomen, both officers and non-commissioned officers,
opted for quite “traditional” occupational slots in administrative, logistical, and maintenance functions. Nevertheless, some 17 % and 19 % percent respectively joined the combat and combat support forces. The army received the bulk of the incoming servicewomen. Their motivations to join the military were basically circumscribed by three
dimensions: (a) comradeship, i.e., some longing for community; (b) general occupational characteristics like job security, good salaries, and reasonable career prospects;
and (c) specific characteristics of the soldierly profession such as adventurism and testing one’s physical and mental limits.
In addition to the class of 2001, the questionnaire, for comparative reasons, was also
sent to female soldiers who had been soldiers prior to 2000, as well as to male soldiers.
Attitudinal congruence emerged regarding the basic principle that would guide the
integration process. Overwhelming majorities of more than 80 % of both sexes wanted
integration to be based on the principle of equality of treatment and equal opportunity.
Much the same can be said, although at a somewhat lower level, for the presumption that
female integration into the military advances the cause of women and furthers emancipation. Apart from this, the data analysis rendered two areas that were or could be
problematic in the future course of integration.
The first problem resonated with the social side of integration as distinct from the
technical side of integration. When it comes to military life, in everyday situations as
well as in the context of concrete missions, considerable difference and variation in the
attitudes and perceptions between the sexes was found. Whereas overwhelming majorities of both men and women could easily imagine cooperating well with the women in
their own unit, and about double the number of men than women anticipated an increase
of problems in everyday military life; life in the military was expected to become more
complex and difficult in the future. Moreover, every fifth male soldier had some reservations in regard to women in leadership functions. Not surprisingly, the percentage of
women who argued the same was five times less. In a similar vein, with integration,
much more men than women expected increasing difficulties related to sexuality. Here,
only half of the women agreed to this point, while more than 4/5 men did so.
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Women can very well be used in missions abroad which require negotiation skills.
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66
10

With women the Bundeswehr will no be able to accomplish its military missions.

30

Armed forces with female soldiers do not loose combat power.

90
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Female soldiers will change the tone in the armed forces.
36

With the further integration of women there will be more problems in military's everyday life.

75
65

It is easy to imagine working with women in my own unit.

88

76
5

Women in the Bundeswehr take away jobs from the male soldiers.

23
52

The extension of women's integration will lead to an increase of problems related to sexuality.
I can easily imagine being defended by a woman with a gun in her hand.
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Women are not suited for positions as superiors.
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Women are not suited for trades requiring a high level of physical fitness.
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Women are not suited for the difficult life in the field.
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Figure 2: Attitudes of Male and Female Soldiers towards the Integration of Women
into the Bundeswehr (2001); Percent “Agree.”
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With regard to military effectiveness, 43 % of male soldiers deemed women unfit for
physically demanding classifications and trades; this percentage was more than double
than that of the women. This skepticism points to a rather widespread perception that
combat, actual fighting, is a male business. Similarly, more than 3/5 of men anticipated
some damaging effects of female integration on military combat capabilities. Interestingly, this is somewhat qualified, with only 30 % of men stating that following female
integration, the Bundeswehr would no longer be able to fulfill its military tasks. By contrast, 9/10 of the women did not expect this to happen, and were thus confident in the
military capabilities of women. The same percentage of women also thought that women
were perfectly suited for military missions other than war, i.e., the de-escalation of conflict situations, due to their presumably better developed social skills.
These data not only show that fighting was still predominantly considered a male
business, but also provide evidence that soldierly interaction was perceived to become
more difficult and strenuous once men did not have to deal with other men only, but had
to include women in the equation.
The second field where problems were either already present or were expected is
circumscribed by the notion of “greedy institutions.” 18 This term denotes both the family/ partner on the one hand, and the military on the other, as forces that pull the individual soldier in opposite directions; he or she is, so to speak, torn between these two demanding institutions. Harmonizing them, making them compatible, was perceived as a
legitimate problem. One indicator of this compatibility problem was found in the much
less pronounced enthusiasm or approval for the decision of the females to join the military on the part of the servicewomen’s male partners. Whereas 80 % of fathers and 74 %
of mothers, sisters, and brothers of servicewomen were reported to have viewed positively the decision of their daughters/sisters to voluntarily join the armed forces, only
47 % of partners were equally positive or enthusiastic. Another indicator that corroborated the centrality of this problem is mentioned in Figure 3. Speaking of perceived
difficulties and problems in their military career, the demanding criteria of physical fitness were followed by partnership problems and difficulties in harmonizing one’s family
life with one’s occupational life.
A third, and final, indicator was found in the coincidence of (a) the notable majority
of about 60 % that even in this early stage were determined to stay in the military much
longer than their contract ran; (b) the preference and desire for long-term work; and
(c) the 75 % majority that wanted to have children later on in their life. Interestingly, and
also quite surprisingly, the topic of sexual harassment/sexual violence ranked comparatively low when it came to difficulties, but also to doubts, fears, and apprehensions. Sex-
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Mady Wechsler Segal, “Toward a Theory of Women in the Armed Forces: Applications to the
Future,” in Armed Forces at the Dawn of the Third Millenium. SOWI-Forum International 16,
ed. Jürgen Kuhlmann and David R. Segal (Munich: SOWI, 1994), 347–368; Mady Wechsler
Segal, “Gender and the Military,” in Handbook of the Sociology of Gender, ed. Janet Saltzmann Chafetz (New York: Kluwer/Plenum, 1999), 563–581.
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Figure 3: Anticipated Difficulties and Problems by Female Soldiers (2001);
Percent “Agree.”
ist language and sexual harassment were named by just 8 % of female soldiers when they
were asked about apprehensions they might have with regard to their being female in a
previously predominantly male environment. Indeed, the perception of servicewomen at
the beginning of their military career was that the Bundeswehr provided a rather secure
occupational context in this regard. What worried them more was unfair behavior by
their male and female comrades and superiors, each ranging between 13–18 %, and unfair behavior by female comrades, which was mentioned by 18 %, which ranked at the
top of the list.
These data were proof that the incoming servicewomen were highly motivated to
prevail in this hitherto male-exclusive occupational field, and did not cultivate unrealistic expectations about their life in the military. They entered the social space of the military well-informed. Nevertheless, some doubts did remain on their side, but, generally
speaking, at a relatively low intensity level. Yet the analysis revealed considerable
potential for future trouble. Here, it was the harmonization of occupational and family
demands on the one hand, and the notable differences and gaps in attitudes of men and
women that may translate into behavior in the social interaction of men and women in
the Bundeswehr on the other, that must be mentioned.
This interpretation is strengthened by notable changes in the attitudes of male soldiers between 2000 and 2002. Indeed, a comparison of the data from the survey of male
soldiers in 2000 with those of the SOWI’s general armed forces survey of 2002 shows
that the skepticism with regard to the physical and military capabilities of women and to
military effectiveness had become more pronounced in the meantime.
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Thus, the researchers argued that problems would probably emerge only over the
middle- and long-term, paradoxically in the course of a “normalization process.” This
pointed to the necessity of continued efforts in managing gender relations in the
Bundeswehr, of structurally and persistently establishing gender mainstreaming training
programs within the organization. The social integration of female soldiers was to be
perceived as a permanent effort. Establishing, maintaining, and promoting the social
integration of servicewomen was a constant challenge requiring persistent attention. The
recommendation, then, was to pay increased attention to the social side of integration, as
well as to somehow accommodate both “greedy institutions,” i.e., the family and the
military. In this regard, steps thus far undetermined were added to the discussion,
namely: (1) the introduction of part-time working schemes and childcare policies in the
Bundeswehr; (2) the creation of a surplus pool of personnel that would compensate for
maternity and family leave; and (3) the “permanentization” and intensification of gender
mainstreaming programs.
The Ministry of Defense did take up some of these recommendations. It established,
in a pilot project, twelve so-called family care centers all over Germany, which include
various types of childcare ranging from childcare throughout the Bundeswehr itself to
childcare in cooperation with local institutions and companies. Further on, Zentrum Innere Führung’s gender training program was modified and subsequently referred to the
manual, Acting as Partners (Partnerschaftlich handeln), of the Bundeszentrale für gesundheitliche Aufklärung, which was adapted to the military.19 This program followed a
more decentralized approach and thus brought gender and integration training to military
training and education institutions. The program was launched in 2003.20 From then on,
it was no longer a separate section in military education, but was to become a basic element of military education. Last, but not least, the Bundeswehr began debating the options and possibilities of making working hours more flexible and implemented a gender
mainstreaming program in cooperation with the Federal Ministry of Family Affairs.21
Here, the debate focused on adapting the civilian Law on Mainstreaming (Bundesgleichstellungsgesetz) to the military sphere, which was eventually accomplished and
put into practice in 2005. This Law on Mainstreaming in the Military (Soldatengleichstellungsdurchsetzungsgesetz) takes a recruitment and human resources perspective and tries to improve the attractiveness of the Bundeswehr as an employer by
various means that aid the work-life balance and prevent discrimination against
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Bundeszentrale für gesundheitliche Aufklärung, ed., Partnerschaftlich handeln: Mitarbeiterorientierte Personalpolitik in der Ausbildung. Ein Bausteinmanual für TrainerInnnen und
AusbilderInnen (Cologne: Bundeszentrale für gesundheitliche Aufklärung, 2001).
For an evaluation of the program see Michael Hahn and Cornelia Helferrich, Gender-Fragen
in männlich dominierten Organisationen. Erfahrungen mit der Fortbildung “Partnerschaftlich Handeln” bei der Bundeswehr (Cologne: Bundeszentrale für gesundheitliche Aufklärung,
2007).
Michael Meuser and Claudia Neusüß, Gender Mainstreaming. Konzepte, Handlungsfelder,
Instrumente (Bonn: Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 2004).
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women.22 In this vein, for example, it allows for part-time work and telecommuting in
the military for family reasons, and calls for the election of Mainstreaming Commissioners (Gleichstellungsbeauftragte). Furthermore, it aims to double the percentage of
women in the military from 23 % in the medical services to 50 %, and from some 6 % on
average in the non-medical services to 15 %. Though affirmative action measures were
consciously left aside, one instrument to achieve this is to employ positive discrimination of female service members in cases in which the male and the female applicant for a
military position show equal performance. In this situation, the Ministry of Defense
commissioned a further study on gender integration in the German armed forces.

The Integration Climate in 2005 and in 2011
Following this, the SOWI research project was resumed and another research module
started that aimed at evaluating the integration climate in the Bundeswehr, first in 2005
and then in 2011.23
The first study in 2005 again used a questionnaire that was sent to more than 5,300
male and female soldiers.24 The data showed a continuingly high willingness of female
soldiers to meet the performance of male soldiers and to successfully integrate into the
military. They usually followed a policy of adapting to the military organizational culture that they found, and which was defined by men. Accordingly, the data revealed
phenomena of “women-prejudiced-against-women,” 25 i.e., female soldiers took over the
reservations and the stereotypes of male soldiers towards women in the military.
More important for the purposes at hand, however, are the data for the male soldiers.
When comparing men’s attitudes and opinions as they came up in this study with those
of male soldiers in the study of the year 2000 (see Figure 5), there were clear signs of a
more positive attitude towards the integration of women that can be inferred from responses to a number of items. Most importantly, in 2005 about 2/3 of the men agreed to
the unrestricted access of women to the Bundeswehr, compared to about 50 % in 2000.
In addition, the percentage of men who viewed female superiors critically was eight per-
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VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2005), 123.
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cent points less than before. Also, considerably less male soldiers than before thought
that female soldiers would take away their jobs. Instructive also is that the percentage of
those men who feared that the German armed forces could not meet their military missions was cut by half.
Yet, the study revealed findings that gave reason for concern. The data showed that
men and women differed in basic attitudes and norms. In general, compared to female
soldiers, male soldiers adhered to a more negative general image of human beings,
showed more patriotism, and were more inclined to advocate an active foreign policy for
Germany and to use military means and military force. Next, with regard to some items,
there was no change between 2000 and 2005. For example, the percentage of men who
deem women physically incapable for the military remained almost the same. In addition, the susceptibility of men to violations of gender justice increased, which was
largely due to the Law of Mainstreaming in the Military. At the same time, about 28 %
of male soldiers explicitly viewed the performance of female soldiers as worse than that
of men, and between 1/5–1/4 of men stated they did not have confidence in female soldiers in military missions abroad. Lastly, almost 4 % of women reported having been the
object of attempted or perpetrated sexual violence and rape.
Given these findings, the study argued for the resumption of specific gender training
in order to tackle the issues that turned out to be problematic and, in the end, to uphold
the military readiness, performance, and effectiveness of the Bundeswehr.
In 2011, ten years after the unrestricted opening of the German armed forces to
women, questionnaires were sent to 8,500 women, i.e., every second female service
member at the time, and to 6,000 men. Responses came in from some 3,000 female and
close to 1,800 male soldiers.26
According to the data, there were some problems that both male and female soldiers
identified. Both men and women reported a decreasing attractiveness of the Bundeswehr
as an employer. In this regard also, both sexes perceived striking a balance between
work and life as a Bundeswehr soldier to be very difficult. Apart from that, the study
proved sexual harassment to be a continuing phenomenon in the military, with 3 % of the
female soldiers reporting having been sexually assaulted and raped in the Bundeswehr.
Nevertheless, female soldiers showed a robust willingness to perform well as soldiers.
Some other findings even pointed towards improvement of the integration climate in the
Bundeswehr. In this vein, for example, the percentage of men who expected an increase
of problems in military everyday life decreased from 61 % in 2005 to 55 % in 2011.
Furthermore, one could observe some tendencies towards mental and attitudinal congruence between men and women, which may further integration. While in 2005 45 % of
women advocated an active foreign policy for Germany, by 2011 this increased to 57 %.
Also, in 2011, more women viewed the use of military force to advance national interests to be necessary in some cases (65 %) than in 2005 (50 %). In addition, between 2005
and 2011, the confidence of female soldiers in their own capabilities and performance
had grown quite considerably.
26
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Overall, however, the data clearly point to a strain on the integration climate in the
Bundeswehr on the side of male soldiers between 2005 and 2011. This is illustrated by
the men’s responses to quite a few items. Some of the most important ones are as follows: in 2005, 28 % of the male service members perceived women as unsuited for the
demanding life in the field; in 2011, this percentage was 34 %. Compared to 44 % of
men who in 2005 deemed women unable to serve in physically demanding functions,
more than every second man argued so in 2011 (52 %). In addition, the skepticism of
men with regard to women in positions as military superiors had become more nuanced
between 2005 (15 %) and 2011 (22 %). At the same time, the number of men who
perceived a positive discrimination of women violating the principle of equality of treatment increased between 2005 and 2011. More men thought that the performance of
women was rated too positively by military superiors (51 % compared to 39 %), that
women had better career perspectives (62 % compared to 53 %), and that military superiors treated female soldiers in a better way (33 % compared to 15 %). Also, there were
more men in 2011 compared to 2005 who perceived a loss of military effectiveness, and
who thought that the Bundeswehr had undergone a negative development due to
women’s integration. There were also less men who trusted female soldiers with regard
to military missions abroad, and who thought it possible to work well with women.
Lastly, as a general impression, the number of men who thought that integration would
require much further effort more than doubled from 22 % in 2005 to 48 % in 2011.
The basic finding of this research, the strain of the integration climate on the side of
male soldiers, was explained by the fact that the Bundeswehr had paid less attention to
the issue of integrating women into the armed forces for quite some time, and that other
things ranked higher on the agenda – such as the suspension of conscription and, in
particular, the military missions abroad, foremost the mission in Afghanistan. Given this
finding, the study advocated resuming the gender integration program and making it
visible on its own.
The study was released for publication after Ursula von der Leyen became the first
female Minister of Defense in German history in December 2013 and was presented to
the public in late January 2014. This was clearly a sign of renewed attention to this issue
and of renewed resolve to do something to improve the situation. Thus, in July 2014, the
study was broadly discussed during a high-ranking symposium at the Führungsakademie
in Hamburg, including a keynote speech by the Minister of Defense. Here, the findings
of the study were put into context and compared to the gender situation in different
institutions, such as businesses, the Federal Police, and the armed forces of other countries. Following this symposium, Zentrum Innere Führung was asked to establish working groups on certain topics. This is already well under way and it is expected that these
working groups may come up with concrete proposals on how to improve the integration
climate in the Bundeswehr by the end of 2015.
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Conclusion
By way of concluding the present article, the author aims to present the empirical findings in a theoretical perspective. There are several avenues to do this. Those presented
as follows are based on a gender and neo-institutionalist approach.
With regard to gender, it can safely be said that the gender system in Germany as
well as in modern societies in general is subject to change. In the analysis of Norbert
Elias, this is part of what he calls an “emancipatory trend.” 27 Hence, the overall direction seems to point to full-scale equality of women vis-à-vis men both in formal and in
real terms. Nevertheless, this process might be neither one-dimensional nor smooth, thus
constituting the need for more, and more comprehensive, research. The question then is
whether and to what extent the German armed forces are involved in and affected by
these processes. The empirical studies presented above point to an affirmative answer,
i.e., the Bundeswehr cannot distance itself from developments going on in the greater
society. Nevertheless, it may be too far-fetched to hypothesize or assume civil-military
congruence in this regard.28
The attitudes of German male soldiers towards the integration of women presented
above clearly indicate the necessity to speak of masculinity in terms of masculinities.29
Quite a few men display modern conceptions of a man’s and a woman’s role in society.
Yet, resistance can also be observed and, as a reaction to the perceived shifting gender
order, a renewed emphasis on traditional gender images. Hence, focusing on men, one
may distinguish four different types: traditional men, insecure men, pragmatic men, and
new men.30 Those men cultivating reservations against the integration of women into
the armed forces may be grouped on the basis of the two different sources that guide
their thinking and nourish their reservations.
The first type or group may be called the traditionalists. Their images of the military,
the soldier, of men and women, and of the division of labor among the sexes within society are the classical, traditional ones. The preference for denying women access to the
military and for confining them to certain classifications and trades is thus based on the
binary construction of men and women, which, inter alia, ascribes to males the roles of
fighting, killing, and protecting, while females are ascribed the roles of caring, being
protected, and giving birth to and bringing up children; thus, male aggressiveness is
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juxtaposed with female peacefulness.31 In this sense, it may be inferred that the military
in general (and the Bundeswehr, also) may be particularly attractive to men who deem
the military as a place where the world is still in balance, i.e., where the traditional gender system is still valid. Yet traditionalist thinking is not the only source of reservations,
nor is it necessarily the predominant one.
A second type or group may be referred to as the status inconsistents. They perceive
women as a socio-economic threat because of the increasing competition in the workplace due to the presence of female soldiers. This perception is based on the grounds
that their socioeconomic and professional situation, and hence their future, is insecure.
In addition, they fear that they themselves will be discriminated against and that women
will be given preferential treatment. In their view, it is they who are put at a disadvantage, and not the women. The status inconsistents can typically be found among the
younger and contract soldiers, i.e., the shorter- and longer-service volunteers. Here, indeed, the socio-economic, workplace-related competition from women is much more
real than for career service members. Male soldiers in the medical services who had already been working with women prior to the ECJ ruling showed surprisingly strong
reservations. It could have been assumed that gender relations in the medical service,
i.e., in an area where the integration of women into the military had a substantial history,
were, or in the meantime have become smooth. However, once the fact that women in
the medical service were exempt from guard duty in the past—a task that had to be done
by male soldiers in the medical service—is taken into account, it becomes clear that the
reservations of men had some real substance, and that there was a subjective feeling of
having not been treated equally, along with a sense that justice in gender relations was
not assured in the workplace. 32 Because of this suspicion of or belief in reverse
discrimination, they explicitly pointed to the necessity of equality of treatment of men
and women in the armed forces.
In empirical reality these two types may very well overlap. Nevertheless, distinguishing between them analytically is important because underlying them are two different
sources motivating the negative attitudes towards the ongoing inclusion of women into
the armed forces, which in turn necessitates a broader approach in managing this issue
and therefore different tactics in dealing with these attitudes. The two types identified,
the traditionalist and the status inconsistent, resonate with the findings of sociopsychological research on stereotypes. Negative attitudes towards women—just like
31
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those towards ethnic or racial minorities—may be seen as stereotypes and prejudices
following the classical definition by Gordon Allport.33 Several decades ago, stereotypes
and prejudices against women were more openly expressed. This situation has changed
remarkably because of the observed significant shifts in the socio-economic, socio-cultural, and politico-cultural spheres.34 In general, living conditions, education, and job
opportunities for women have improved substantially in recent decades; also, socio- and
politico-culturally, in many societies women are increasingly considered equal to men.
This points to the formation of perceptions in society that are based on images of
egalitarianism. 35 Nevertheless, it is hardly possible to argue that gender-based
discrimination in the workplace and in society at large has been completely eliminated in
modern societies. Rather, discrimination against women can be observed when examining the division of labor in the families and in the ratio of women working in the top
echelons of business, politics, and academia.
However, in the recent past, the phenomenology of these discriminating attitudes towards women has changed. Open, manifest expressions of prejudices against women
have become less visible, whereas subtle forms have increasingly shaped the gender
landscape. In the literature on sexism at least two forms of sexism are distinguished:
(1) traditional sexism characterized by an emphasis on differences between the sexes, a
belief in the inferiority of women compared to men, an adherence to classical gender
roles, and a strong opposition towards women assuming non-traditional roles; and
(2) modern sexism consisting of denying the persistence of discrimination against
women, criticizing the economic and political demands of women, and strongly opposing any affirmative action measures on behalf of women.36
In addition to this, the empirical findings of the research on the integration of women
into the Bundeswehr corroborate Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s concept of tokenism. This
concept refers to Georg Simmel’s work on the implications of the number of members of
33
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a smaller group within a larger group for social interaction, and has already been developed in the 1970s. Her organization-sociological study, “Men and Women of the
Corporation,” is considered the classical reference to her concept.37 The meaning of the
word “token” is “sign,” and implies that the members of a minority group within the larger dominant group are not considered individuals, but representatives and symbols of
the minority group at large. This severely impacts their status and role within the larger
group. Kanter speaks of “tokens” if the smaller social category differs from the larger
group in a central criterion and makes up less than 15 % of all the members of the
group.38 In the present case, this central criterion is biological sex, which places women
as a minority group in the larger group of the military organization, which is dominated
by men. This, then, applies to most militaries in the world, as there are few countries in
which female soldiers constitute more than 15 % of the military.
In essence, then, for Kanter the social interactions between the members of the
minority and the dominant group are a function of the percentage ratio of the two groups
in a given organization, implying that the negative interaction effects for the minority
group decrease as the share of the minority group members increases. 39 Her prediction
is that with a minority group of up to 15 % (“skewed group”) of the overall group, social
interactions between the members of the minority and the majority group are the most
problematic. Here, the most intense integration problems will occur. As Kanter writes,
the “form of a group with a skewed distribution of social types generates certain perceptions of the tokens by the dominants. These perceptions determine the interaction
dynamics between tokens and dominants and create the pressures dominants impose on
tokens.” 40
Three aspects come into play here, which lead to specific interaction dynamics. First,
there is visibility. This implies that the term token indicates that members of the minority group can easily be identified as belonging to the minority group, and they are also
perceived as symbols of the minority group, which puts them in the position of being
attentively and critically observed by the dominants, which Kanter refers to as
“overobservation.” 41 In practice, this means that the “poor” performance of a female
soldier is not considered to be poor the performance of an individual female soldier, but
rather signals the poor performance of all female soldiers, i.e., of the minority group at
large.42 This puts enormous pressure on the members of the minority group to perform
well.
37
38
39

40
41
42

Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Men and Women of the Corporation (New York: Basic Books, 1977).
Ibid., 208.
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Michael Hill (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1987), 297.
Kanter, Men and Women, 282 f.
Ibid., 210.
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Second, assimilation refers to processes and effects persuading tokens to act as the
dominants expect them to. Thus, they agree to stereotypical female role definitions and
prescriptions ascribed to the social category of women by the dominant male group.
This also implies that, as a general rule, women do not challenge the organizational culture in the military that has been shaped by men. Rather, they take over and assimilate to
the present organizational culture.
Third, polarization means that tokens become the object of strategies of division by
the dominant group. Confronted with the hitherto largely unknown presence of women
in the military, male soldiers heighten the boundaries of the dominant organizational culture, stress differences instead of similarities, and try to establish a certain distance towards the tokens. Usually, this leads to the marginalization and isolation of the tokens.
Sexual harassment is one such polarization strategy.
Although there is some empirical evidence that Kanter’s mathematical and linear approach is imperfect,43 others have corroborated her findings.44 The present empirical
findings, in turn, can very well be contextualized within Kanter’s concept of tokenism.
Lastly, the present empirical findings can be placed within organization theory.
Organization theory suggests that there is a tendency towards homogeneity in organizations leading towards institutional isomorphism; that is, in this case, over time military
organizations will become increasingly alike with regard to the role of women in the
military. In their work, Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell explore the “startling
homogeneity of organizational forms and practices.” 45 To this end, they highlight that
“in the initial stages of their life cycles, organizational fields display considerable diversity in approach and form.” Yet, “once a field becomes well established (…), there is an
inexorable push towards homogenization.”
Furthermore, in the case of the German armed forces, such institutional isomorphism
is furthered by the organizational pressure that comes from the membership of Germany
in NATO. Indeed, NATO members share central values and are culturally, economically, and politically quite similar: all democracies, all market economies, all fairly open
societies, all part of a special in-group communication within NATO. There is a close
43

44
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military cooperation among NATO countries and a NATO-wide transnational military
and organizational culture. 46 This generates socialization and convergence effects
across NATO Member States and their militaries. Taken together, these theoretical
considerations suggest that female integration into the militaries of NATO countries
would look quite similar.
In addition, one may assume that such pressure towards institutional isomorphism
does not only come from military organizations, but also from other organizations and
institutions. In particular, one may think of the military as a state institution, i.e., the
armed forces are contextualized by society in the ensemble of other state institutions. In
these institutions, gender mainstreaming is well underway and sometimes further developed than in the military. This urges the military to also take the path of gender
mainstreaming. Furthermore, since state institutions, and thus also the Bundeswehr, are
in need of societal legitimacy, they are requested and feel obliged to follow the (perceived) expectations of society. Very much the same effect is being exerted by the fact
that the military competes with civilian employers in the labor market in order to meet
its human resources and recruitment needs. Therefore, the armed forces must closely observe and sometimes follow practices in the business world, for instance with regard to
job opportunities for women and work-life balance in order to remain an attractive employer.
The empirical reality with regard to the integration of women into the armed forces
reveals that although some trend towards institutional isomorphism does exist, there is
no such thing as complete homogeneity. Rather, there is considerable variance to be observed. Sometimes, the militaries of the world respond to societal expectations and to
societal legitimacy needs by establishing well-known rationality facades that merely
feign or only partly respond to and follow these expectations. With regard to the present
case, the integration of women into the Bundeswehr, we may well close by arguing that
the litmus test for such institutions is currently underway.
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