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General Report: NATO Advanced Research 
 

Workshop 
 
 
 
 
ñA Gendered Lens Approach to Milit ary-to-Civili an Transition and Reintegration for Ukraine 

 

Joint Forces Operation Women Combatantsò. 
 

 
 
 
 

Executive Summary 
 

 
 
 

In Ukraine, Canada and other NATO alli ed and partner nations, the advancement of womenôs 

participation and integration into military service, followed by a successful transition and 

reintegration to civili an li fe, is a high priority. In recent years, research has emerged that 

provides guidance to nations for effective military-to-civili an (MCT) policies and programs. A 

key area that remains understudied is research to build policy that identifies and addresses the 

specialized needs of women transitioning out of military service. 

 
 

Co-led by the Ukraine and Canada, with U.S. participation, this NATO Science for Peace and 

Security Programme (SPS) Advanced Research Workshop (ARW) applied a gender lens 

approach to identify the unique barriers and compounding challenges that can impede successful 

MCT and reintegration to civili an li fe for women military personnel and Veterans. A series of 

consultations led to a virtual ARW on Nov. 4, 2021. Overall , about 75 experts ð including 

research scientists, people with li ved experience, policy and program leaders, government 

organizations, serving military, Veterans, and representatives from non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) ð participated in the consultations or final workshop. 

 
 

Problem definition was explored through brief, nation-by-nation presentations on womenôs 

participation and integration into military organizations, as well as gender-based findings 

describing MCT experiences. Presenters identified MCT challenges facing women military 



5  

personnel and Veterans in each of the three nations, and shared viewpoints on priorities for 

future research and policy development. Workshop participants remarked on the extent of 

overlap and similarity of the MCT challenges experienced by women military personnel and 

Veterans in Ukraine, Canada and the U.S. However, differences were also noted in broader 

cultures, Veteran benefits systems, and availabilit y of supportive services across the three 

nations. 

 
 

In applying a gender lens, a model was developed to organize and highlight the unique 

challenges women military personnel can face in MCT. These are outlined in more detail in the 

report including: 

 
 
Å cultural factors in wider societies and within male-dominated military organizations 

 

Å research findings that indicate women Veterans have weaker social networks upon 

release 

Å less recognition for contribution as mili tary personnel and as Veterans in civili an li fe 
 

Å unique types and prevalence of physical and mental health problems 
 

Å identity challenges of fitting into military li fe and re-entering civili an li fe upon release 
 

Å work-li fe conflicts linked to unique family and caregiving roles 
 

Å challenges in areas of employment and finances, including greater li kelihood of 

experiencing larger income drops after release 

 
 
The workshop confirmed the urgent need for more gender-based research and analysis about 

women to inform program and policy development with respect to MCT program design. While 

not the subject of this workshop, the findings suggest a need for a broader program of 

intersectional LGBTQ2S+ research and analysis to inform military and Veteran program and 

policy design. 
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Background & Introduction 
 
 
 
 
 

Advanced Research Workshop Origins 
 
 

 
Project initiation for the ARW began in late 2019 when Dr. David Pedlar (Canada) and Ms. Olena 

Suslova (Ukraine) received an invitation from the NATO SPS to provide a preliminary 

assessment of the challenges and policy opportunities available to support Ukrainian Joint Forces 

Operations (JFO) women combatants and Veterans. This invite launched the fact-finding 

mission, which began in Kyiv in March 2020. Meetings took place with more than 30 
 

informants, including serving military members, Veterans, researchers, public servants, members 

of the non-profit sector, and JFO women combatants. During March and April 2020, 

consultations continued with Ukrainian informants and military, Veteran (former military, ex- 

military),1 and gender experts in Canada and the United States. Additional English and 

Ukrainian documents were reviewed. Ms. Ivona Kostyna, Chief Executive Officer of the Kyiv- 

based Veteran Hub, supported our work by coordinating meetings with various stakeholders and 

contributing insights based on her experiences as a leader delivering support services to 

thousands of Ukrainian Veterans through the Veteran Hub. 

 
 

Based on the fact-finding mission, and other sources of information, we concluded issues 

identified could be addressed through a NATO ARW entitled, ñA Gendered Lens Approach to 

Milit ary-to-Civili an Transition and Reintegration for Ukraine Joint Forces Operation Women 

Combatants.ò The original approved plan was to host a NATO ARW in person in Kyiv. Thanks 

to the support and approval of NATO SPS leaders, the program was converted into a virtual 

format. The ARW is Canada-Ukraine co-led. The U.S. was the third country involved through 

participation in the ARW planning and governance committee, and as expert participants. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1 In this paper, the word ñVeteranò means former military personnel during their li ves after release from service. We 

recognize that there are many different uses for the word in various settings. 
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Rationale for a Gender and Military-to-Civilian Transit ion Workshop Theme 
 
 

 
A methodologicall y strong body of MCT theory and research has emerged in recent years, as 

described in the findings of a recent NATO Research Task Group (RTG)-produced monograph 

(Castro & Dursun, 2019). Here, an international team of experts provided guidance to nations on 

how to build comprehensive and effective MCT programs. However, the unique needs of women 

were acknowledged as an important next step in advancing MCT research focusing on gender- 

based analysis of MCT. 

 
 

MCT is generall y conceptualized as a major li fe transition that occurs through a process of 

moving from one culture to another. The process requires planning and supports. Successful 

transition has been described as obtaining good well-being in all  major areas of li fe. Domains 

can be defined differently, but often involve assessing outcomes on health, employment, 

finances, social integration, housing, and cultural/social environment (Pedlar et al. 2019, 

Besemann et al. 2019). Recently, the Veteran Hub in Kyiv developed a ñJourneys of Veteransò 

model that highlights Veteran needs to support military-to-Veteran li fe courses and can be used 

to support careful planning and preparation for successful MCT. 

 
 

Existing research of largely male Veterans demonstrates that, while many releasing military 

personnel experience some unique challenges and needs, most eventuall y reintegrate 

successfull y, especiall y with the benefit of advance preparation and adequate access to effective 

supports. However, some wil l encounter serious diff iculties facing complex challenges across 

multiple domains. The unwanted individual and societal issues associated with a failed MCT are 

well documented in Ukraine (World Bank, 2017), Canada (Thompson et al., 2015; Blackburn, 

2016, 2017; Jetly, & Sudom, 2016; Pedlar, et al., 2019) and internationall y (Ahern et al., 2015; 

Ashcroft, 2016; Bergman, Burdett, & Greenberg, 2014; 2017; Coll & Weiss, 2013; Cooper et al., 

2016, 2017; Demers, 2011; Faulkner & McGaw, 1977; Hatch et al., 2013; Joll y, 1996; Keeling, 
 

2019; Kintzle et al., 2016; Rogers, 1944; Sayer, Carlson,& Frazier, 2014; Sayer et al.2011). 

Consequently, many nations have completed policy-relevant research studies, and implemented 

substantial MCT legislative, policy, and program initiatives to mitigate the likelihood of poor 

MCT outcomes. 
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Despite important advances in MCT research, legislation and policymaking, the experiences and 

specialized needs of women military personnel and Veterans in Ukraine, Canada and 

internationall y are understudied and not well defined. For example, Eichler (2016, 2018) 

concluded gendered research on womenôs MCT process is very limited, mostly U.S.-centered, 

focused primaril y on health, and does not reflect the total experience of the MCT process for 

women. Population studies generall y have not been stratified for the smaller numbers of women 

in military service compared to men. The small sample sizes of women have hampered the 

power of studies to examine womenôs transition experiences at a population level. Internationally, 

the limited findings from quantitative and qualitative research identified differences between men 

and women: traditional gender roles in family (children, etc.), higher prevalence of some physical 

and mental health conditions, reproductive health issues, challenges in adapting to military norms 

of masculinity and readjusting to civili an roles, differences in rates of prevalence of posttraumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD) and depression, different kinds of psychological trauma exposures 

(including higher exposure to military sexual trauma), difficulty gaining recognition as Veterans 

because they are less likely to be recognized as ñVeteransò in military and civili an settings, 

comparatively large drops in pre- to post-release income levels in some nations, higher rates of 

suicide than civili an comparisons in Canada, and challenges finding social support networks, and 

special issues accessing Veteran benefits. 

 
 

At the policy level, there is strong international interest in advancing womenôs participation and 

integration into uniformed military service, and growing interest in assuring successful 

transitions from military service to civili an li fe. Ukraineôs interest in Gender-Based Analysis 

Plus (GBA+) to advance the participation and roles of women in the military was well 

established in the ñInvisible Battalion: Womenôs Participation in ATO Milit ary Operationsò 

(2016). The Canadian defence policy, Strong Secure Engaged, released in 2017, like some other 

nations, sets ambitious targets to increase womenôs participation in the Canadian Armed Forces, 

including a comprehensive plan for initiatives to support uniformed female service members. 

Veterans Affairs Canada established an Office of Women and LGBTQ2 Veterans in 2019. Since 

at least 2015, several Ukrainian reports highlighted the unique experiences and needs of women 

military personnel in MCT (World Bank, 2017; International Alert, 2019; Democratic 

Initiatives, 2020; Ministry of 
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Veterans Af fairs 2020). Ukraine has been implementing a series of recommendations to 

incorporate women into military operations, including work of the NATO-Ukraine Commission 

since 2016, Civil Society Advisory Panel 2021, UN Security Council Resolution 1325, and 

others. The Ministry of Veterans, together with other stakeholders, initiated research and 

discussion on MCT in Ukraine. A gender lens approach to building MCT policy and programs is 

of great importance to Ukraine, Canada, and the U.S. 

 
 

The ARW findings wil l be a step toward a NATO SPS research project application that will  fill  a 

major gap in Ukrainian and international MCT knowledge and practice. Many NATO and Five 

Eyes nations prioriti zed the implementation of comprehensive MCT legislation and programs. 

However, the important question of understanding MCT experiences from a gendered 

perspective has yet to be full y developed in Ukraine, Canada or internationall y. This workshop, 

and the subsequent research-to-policy project, will help fill  this gap. It should establish Ukraine, 

working with local and international partners, as a leader in understanding gender issues in MCT 

research. The topic will  attract strong international interest, as many nations have prioriti zed 

womenôs integration and participation in their armed forces. Most importantly, the project will 

highlight the urgent need for a GBA+ lens to support well -planned MCT and successful re- 

integration to civili an li fe. 

 
 

 
Workshop Objectives 

 
 
 

1.   Frame the issue of MCT from a gender-based womenôs lens in Ukraine, Canada, and the 
 

U.S. 
 

2.   Identify frameworks and theories to inform gender-based MCT research and policy 

development on women 

3.   Apply a gender lens to understand the gaps and challenges for women during MCT 
 

4.   Conclusions and next steps: from research to action 
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Workshop Process 
 
 
 

Agendas for each of the four  main workshop-related events are included as Appendix 1. 
 

 
 

- Kickoff Event May 19, 2021 
 

- Consultation 1 - Framing the Challenge June 30, 2021 
 

- Consultation 2 - Models and frameworks for research policy to guide MCT Sept. 30, 
 

2021 
 

- Individual Consultations - One-to-one interviews with some participants, August and 
 

September 2021 
 

- ARW Event Nov. 4, 2021 
 

- Submit ARW General Report to NATO SPS Nov. 30, 2021 
 

 
 

The events and the final Nov. 4, 2021, ARW were by invitation only. In total, there were 75 

participants including MCT researchers, people with li ved experience, poli cy and program 

leaders, government organizations, serving military, Veterans, and representatives from NGOs. 

The virtual versus in-person meeting approach featured repeated events leading up to the final 

Nov. 4 workshop presented unique opportunities for continuity and relationship building that 

facilit ated an increasingly informative and comfortable exchange of ideas. 

 
 
 
 

Report on Advanced Research Workshop Findings 
 

 
The Nine Principles of Building Successful MCT Programs 

 
 
 
 
Drs. Carl Castro and Sanela Dursun co-led the three-year NATO Human Factors and Medicine 

RTG project in 2016-2019 that examined the challenges military personnel encounter when they 

leave the military and transition to civili an li fe, and best practices to support them. Drs. Carl 

Castro and Sanela Dursun presented a nine-principle guide to designing effective MCT 

programs. 
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1. A tr ansition fr amework. Transition takes place in a complex ecosystem. A transition 

framework positions governments to organize programs supporting Veterans in many aspects of 

li fe. A framework should identify and organize the many aspects of transition; identify 

objectives, resources and expected outcomes; evaluate policies and programs; and align 

partnerships and research activities. 

 

2. A clear defini tion of a Veteran. Formal definitions are important for eligibility to benefits 

and services, including who quali fies as a family member. 

 

3. Focus on work disabili ty prevention. In additi on to having income, having a purpose in 

work and li fe brings identity and social integration. 

 

4. Measur ing outcome successes and failu res. It is important to evaluate the effectiveness of 

programs after they are implemented and make informed changes when necessary. 

 

5. Timely and appropr iate engagement. Early engagement with personnel planning to leave 

the military is a key to success. 

 

6. Address unique health and social care needs. Transitioning members experience varying 

individual stresses while navigating complex release systems and supports before and after 

separation from service. It is important to identify and enhance membersô strengths and coping 

skills. 

 

7. Culture, recognition of Veterans. Adaptation to li fe in civili an culture after leaving military 

culture means finding new homes, jobs, health care providers, and learning to manage without 

military supports. It is important for society to recognize the contributions made by Veterans 

while they were serving. 

 

8. Involvement of famil ies in tr ansition. Transition to civili an li fe also stresses families. Some 

experience high levels of stress. It is important to make available supports known to families. 

 

9. Provide employment assistance. Employment is important to well-being. Doing well in 

employment is about more than simply having a job. Employment assistance programs can aid in 

finding the right fit for releasing members. 

 

Drs. Carl Castro and Sanela Dursun concluded by making two key recommendations for research 

on women Veterans: (1) apply these nine principles in understanding how women Veterans 
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transition from the military to civili an li fe, and (2) consider issues unique or amplified in women 
 

Veterans that merit further research or policy changes. 
 

 

By focusing on the MCT needs of women military personnel and Veterans, this ARW builds on 

the cornerstone work of Castro and Dursun (2019). 

 
 
 

 
Brief Overview: Women military personnel and Veterans and MCT in Ukraine, 

Canada, and the United States 

 

 
In Ukraine, Canada, the U.S., and other NATO allied nations, the successful transition and 

reintegration of women military personnel to civili an li fe as Veterans is an area of great interest. 

MCT research demonstrates most Veterans reintegrate successfull y, especially with preparation 

and access to effective supports. The societal impacts of a failed MCT are well documented. 

Nevertheless, key areas remain understudied. The lack of intersectional frameworks that meet the 

specialized needs of women transitioning out of military service is problematic. Furthermore, 

adopting effective, evidence-based policies to support successful MCT is important in Ukraine, 

Canada, the U.S., and internationall y. 

 

This section of the ARW contributed nation-specific perspectives by Ukraine (Ivona Kostyna), 

Canada (Dr. Sanela Dursun) and the U.S. (Dr. Dawne Vogt). The presentations highlighted a 

brief nation-by-nation perspective on womenôs participation and integration in military 

organizations, as well as gender-based findings in MCT experiences, highlighting challenges 

facing women military personnel and Veterans and priorities for future research and policy 

development. 

 
Ukraine 

 

Almost 30,000 women currently serve in the Ukrainian Armed Forces (UAF) (Mirzayev, 2020). 

This recent active participation of women in service confronts the long-standing structural 

barriers that historically impeded womenôs full participation in the military. Invisible Battalion 

and Invisible Battalion 2.0, initiated by a global advocacy group, were turning point documents 
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highlighting the challenges faced by women serving in the UAF (Ukrainian Womenôs Fund, 
 

2016). 
 

 

The Invisible Battalion projects advise that far more Ukrainian women served in the Donbas 

conflict than the Ukrainian government acknowledges (Tucker, 2019). Some reports indicate as 

many as 54,000 women served in the UAF in 2017 (Tucker, 2019). Yet, few enjoy the same 

salary, benefits, and recognition as men who served during the same time. As of 2017, it was 

reported only 6,282 women received Combat Veteran Status (CVS) (Tucker, 2019). Due to the 

informal nature of the volunteer forces, there is no off icial documentation certifying who served, 

for how long, or in what role (Damann, 2020). The lack of evidence makes it impossible for 

thousands of women to prove they were volunteers (Damann, 2020). As a result, many Ukrainian 

servicewomen are ineligible for the benefits and recognition tied to CVS. Among the few who 

have been granted CVS, many have not received the benefits to which they are entitled 

(International Alert, 2019). In October 2019, the Ukrainian Parliament voted to off iciall y 

recognize volunteer soldiers of the Donbas conflict as Veterans and extend respective social 

benefits (UN Women Ukraine, 2020). It is not yet clear if these reparations have been made. 

 

In a 2021 Veteran reintegration survey conducted by the International Research and Exchanges 

Board (IREX) (a global development and education organization) in partnership with Veteran 

Hub, women were more likely to report diff iculty in MCT. Decline in income after release, 

increase in mental health problems, and experiences of harassment were examples of problems 

identified by UAF servicewomen. 

 

The road to securing womenôs rights in Ukraine has not been a straightforward path. Ukraine 

continues to struggle to care for and reintegrate the 385,000 Donbas Veterans and volunteer 

combatants, 13,000 of whom are legall y disabled (Van Metre & Boerstler, 2020). The NATO- 

Ukraine Commission (NUC, 2016) deemed necessary to incorporate gender mainstreaming into 

the planning, execution, and evaluation in all phases of operations. Further, since the Civil 

Society Advisory Panel (2016), representatives from civili an society organizations and networks 

have been working with community leaders and academics, as well as networks and 

organizations on conflict prevention and resolution, to function as a channel for dialogue with 

women transitioning from military service. In considering differing experiences between 

servicewomen and servicemen in the MCT process, the government has been implementing UN 
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Security Council Resolution 1325 and the Annual National Programme under the auspices of the 

NATO-Ukraine Commission (2021). This allows for: providing women in the security and 

defense sector with infrastructural faciliti es, material and technical conditions that meet womenôs 

needs; identifying institutional mechanisms to combat sexism, sexual harassment, psychological 

and sexual violence, discrimination in recruitment, during performance of duties and 

participation in decision-making; ensuring appropriate conditions for the professional 

development of women cadets of higher educational institutions; revising the normative and 

legal acts that approve regulations on the activity of security and defense sector bodies, etc., in 

regard to compliance with the principle of equal rights and opportunities for women and men and 

making the necessary changes. 

 

Ukrainian Veteran Hub contributed to MCT by introducing a Journey of Veterans map in 2020. 

The goal is to provide a structured approach to prepare for the evolving needs of Anti-Terrorist 

Operation (ATO)/JFO Veterans. For example, Veterans interact with numerous people and 

organizations who may not be considered Veteran service providers on an off icial basis, but who 

nonetheless impact Veteransô experiences. In an important step forward, Veteran Hub introduced 

the Journey of Veterans map to help identify the needs of Veterans and types of services required 

to support successful MCT. 

 
Canada 

 

Today, women represent 16.3% of the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) and are among the fasting 

growing cohort of Canadian Veterans (Shoemaker & von Hlatky, 2020). This trend is in keeping 

with other Five Eyes partners and elsewhere, where rates of representation range between 10.9% 

and 19.2%. 

 

Dr. Sanela Dursun identified a recent increase of women entering uniformed service and holding 

command-level positions, and noted women remain disproportionately represented in 

administrative, logistics, and intelligence roles. Half  of the women in the Regular Force 

component occupy one of only 10 trades, namely Health Service and Logistics. By contrast, 

combat arms represent 30% of the CAF, yet women only account for 5.5%. 

 

Issues involving the integration of women into the CAF extend beyond representation rates. 

Women often reported ña lack of fit with military li festyle,ò or a challenge in finding an adequate 
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identification within military li fe, as a reason for releasing. Many concerns explain this deficiency 

in identifying and fitting into military culture, such as: family and work/li fe balance; training, 

deployments and multiple postings that impose frequent upheavals and impact children; long 

separations from family; service couples with dual deployments; career management and 

progression barriers due to maternity leave; the lack of women in senior ranks or the unfairness 

of merit boards; male-dominated military culture; and issues with harassment and sexual 

misconduct. In a survey assessing the relationship between transitioning from the CAF and well - 

being, women respondents were more likely than men to report experiences such as finding a 

health care provider or losing their military identity as ñvery to extremely challenging.ò Among 

recently released CAF members, women also commonly reported experiencing chronic health 

conditions that included chronic pain, hearing problems, arthriti s, and mood disorders. Over 90% 

attributed their condition to military service. Regarding Veterans, the Life After Service Study 

found notable differences in the MCT experiences of men and women Veterans. For example, in 

Canada, women Veterans face a steep decline in income and have lower rates of labour force 

participation after releasing from the military. Many work part-time, attend school, or become 

full -time caregivers (Beck, 2017). 

 
This Canadian presentation identified the following areas for future study: the attrition rates of 

servicewomen with 20+ years in the military, womenôs health from a GBA+ perspective, and 

identity in MCT. Ultimately, there is a need for deliberate, structured research to 

comprehensively examine the MCT process for women through a GBA+ lens, to assess how 

women, men and gender diverse people may experience policies, programs, and initiatives. A 

more holistic, multi-disciplinary, synthesized, contextualized, intersectional understanding of 

personnel issues in the milit ary will  better inform decision and policymakers, as well  as 

clinicians, practitioners, and military members themselves, in post-service transition to optimize 

the mobili zation of personnel science into action. Policy-relevant research in many of these 

subject areas is underway. 

 
United States 

 

Dr. Dawne Vogt examined womenôs experiences during and after U.S milit ary service. In a brief 

overview, she advised the number of women in the U.S. military has grown substantially since 

the 2% cap on womenôs participation in active-duty service was lifted in 1968. Similar to the 
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Canadian and Ukrainian contexts, women make up more than 15% of the U.S. Armed Forces, 

with over 200,000 women deploying to Iraq and Afghanistan. This increase is attributed to the 

rescinding of a 2015 combat ban, and many women now serve in key combat support and 

combat arms roles. 

 

Women report challenges persist, despite their increased participation. Milit ary sexual trauma 

(MST) remains a pervasive problem. Additionall y, the risk for combat trauma has risen as 

women increase participation in combat roles and operations. Women in the military cite 

resistance to womenôs participation and recognition, particularly among male peers, as an 

additional stressor during military service. Less recognition of military experience and Veteran 

status, poor mental health, divorce, and single parenthood post-military are identified as 

challenges in the MCT process. 

 

Regarding future directions, Dr. Dawne Vogt highlighted expanding research on the impact of 

combat exposure on womenôs health and broader well -being; testing strategies to increase social 

support for women during and after military service; identifying and remediating barriers to 

mental health treatment for women; and enhancing knowledge of why women experience poorer 

post-military li fe outcomes as criti cal for identifying and remediating barriers. Dr. Dawne Vogt 

urged that future research efforts move MST intervention strategies upstream, placing a greater 

emphasis on prevention and early intervention. 

 
 

Research Methods: The Path Forward Through Research and 
 

Action 
 

 
Background information 

 
Drs. Margaret McKinnon and Linna Tam-Seto discussed how, across nations, our work has been 

guided by UN Resolution 2242 (adopted by the Security Council on Oct. 13, 2015) and aims to 

integrate women, peace, and security concerns in its agenda (United Nations, 2015). This 

includes aiming to double the number of women in peacekeeping operations within the next five 

years. Despite mounting progress, in 2020, of the estimated 95,000 peacekeepers involved in 

UN-led missions, women made up only 4.8% of milit ary contingents and 10.9% of police units 
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deployed. Targets for 2028 include the goals that women make up 15% of the UN military and 
 

25% of military observers and staff officers. A similar target has been set for women to comprise 
 

20% of uniformed police units and 30% of individual police off icers. 

 
For these goals to be achieved, criti cal research is required to identify and address the unique 

challenges faced by women military personnel and Veterans. MCT has been identified as a 

criti cal period where women Veterans face unique obstacles to successful transition to post- 

service civili an li fe. Throughout the preceding NATO workshops, numerous models and 

frameworks were presented that, together, assist in conceptualizing the universal and nation- 

specific experience of MCT among Veterans. These existing models and frameworks aim to 

describe and better understand the processes and factors that contribute to the MCT experiences 

of releasing members. Specificall y, existing models and frameworks of MCT across Canada, 

Ukraine, and the United States share a common consideration of factors such as health status 

(e.g., mental health, physical health, access to health services); social relationships (e.g., family, 

friends, community); financial situation; housing; and post-release education and/or work. 

Despite these common frameworks, to date, little has been done to characterize the specific 

experiences of women Veterans. 

 

Although continuously evolving, these models are not conceptualized, validated, or applied 

within guiding principles for research on women Veterans as proposed by Eichler (2021). 

Speaking from a Canadian context, Eichler (2021) argues that: 

 

 
 
 

Milit ary and Veteran research has li kely reinforced ð rather than challenged ð existing 

sex and gender inequities, with negative spill over effects for milit ary and Veteran policy, 

programming, benefits, and servicesé the goal of research should be to address the 

diverse needs of all in the military and Veteran population in a way that enables fair 

access to services, benefits, and treatment and, ultimately, promotes equitable service and 

transition outcomes for all (p. 144). 

 

 
 
 

The importance of using an approach that addresses sex and gender equaliti es to inform and 

guide any future work (e.g., research, policy development, program evaluation), must 
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consciously consider the principles identified by Eichler (2021), as well as integrate the 

aforementioned learnings stemming from this ARW series of NATO SPS meetings, workshops 

and small group consultations. 

 

In her NATO SPS presentation and perspective piece, Eichler (2021) emphasized it is 

insuff icient to simply conduct research concerning women Veterans. Instead, we must also pay 

careful attention to how such efforts are conducted. As elucidated by Eichler (2021), five 

principles for research on women Veterans should include: 

 

 An intersectional sex- and gender-based analysis and GBA+ lens (Government of 
 

Canada, 2018b) 
 

 Inclusion of li ved experience voices to ensure that, in all work surrounding MCT, the 

experiences and voices of those with li ved experiences are engaged and included 

 Feminist scholarship that includes reflection on the role of power dynamics and how 

power informs every aspect of research, policy, and program development 

 Trauma-informed practice that carefully considers the impact of trauma and engages in 

research that is conducted in a manner sensitive to these deleterious impacts 

 Ethics guidelines such that all research is informed by, and follows, careful ethical 

guidelines to which all  researchers are accountable, including the Declaration of Helsinki 

(World Medical Association, 1964) 
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Figure 1: Approach to Understanding Gaps and Challenges for Women Dur ing Mili tary- 

to-Civilian  Transition 

 

During the final SPS workshop, Drs. Linna Tam-Seto and Margaret McKinnon of Canada 

(drawing on Eichler, 2021) presented a model to guide future work in research, policy 

development, program development and evaluation, and to assist in better understanding gaps 

and challenges experienced by women during MCT. 

 

This approach was informed heavil y by an analysis of the information presented at previous 

workshops and during small group consultations held with stakeholders, researchers, and 

individuals with li ved experiences in Canada, Ukraine, and the U.S. 

 

Several important considerations emerged in relation to this proposed approach: 
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1. The themes and subthemes presented in Figure 1 are based on information obtained from 

previous ARW meetings and small group consultations. It is important to note these themes and 

subthemes are not definiti ve, as they do not include the insights, experiences, knowledge, and 

voices of stakeholders, researchers, and people with li ved experience who were not included in 

conversations until this point in time. 

 

2. It is evident from work thus far that identified themes and subthemes are not siloed. Here, 

relative ñsuccessò or ñshortcomingò in one area may affect the same in another area. Thus, it is 

criti cal any future work recognize efforts addressing one area of the model requires conscious 

consideration of other areas. For example, an initiative to support women in finding civili an 

employment needs to also consider issues of finance (e.g., does pay sufficiently address financial 

demands), identity (e.g., how does new employment impact identity changes), health (e.g., are 

resources suff icient to access and utili ze health), and culture (e.g., does a civili an workplace 

recognize and respect military service?). This example highlights the interconnectedness of 

identified themes and subthemes evident throughout the consultations. 

 

3. The proposed approach highlights the importance of time as a concept when understanding the 

MCT experiences of women Veterans across Canada, Ukraine, and the U.S. Workshops and 

consultations emphasized research, policy, and programs need to extend beyond the immediate 

months and years of a release date, underscoring the need to consider temporal factors related to 

military release. The need for preventative efforts was identified in various consultations, pointing 

to the urgency of enacting preventive and early-intervention systems to ward against known 

obstacles for women in MCT the moment they enter military service. 

 

For many people, early foundational experiences in the military may serve as a harbinger of li fe 

at time of release. For example, while numerous workshop presentations drew attention to 

womenôs physical health issues related to reproductive li fe cycle, fertilit y, and menopause there 

is littl e research to further understanding of these issues and allow for evidence-informed 

prevention and early intervention during military service and into the MCT period. There is also 

a proactive need to examine health and well -being not only at time of release, but also as 

Veterans age. For example, work by Ritchie et al. (2019) explored the relationship between 

combat trauma exposure and dementia, highlighting the need to not only conduct research in this 

area, but also to establish policies and programs aimed at healthy aging. Here, the principle of 
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temporal thinking, or considering health and well -being across li fespan, is useful in identifying 

gaps and challenges in the MCT experiences of women that must be addressed in a meaningful 

way. 

 
Lighting the Path Forward 

 
As we reflect on current understanding of the MCT experiences of women Veterans, we need to 

consider not only the voices forming the current corpus of work, but also voices 

underrepresented in past efforts to address these issues. Here, the rich voices of Veterans 

belonging to equity-deserving, marginalized, and racialized communities, along with Veterans 

like those in Canada who suffered the LGBTQ2S Purge and, across nations, those who 

experienced the detremental impact of MST, must be upli fted and heard. An intersectional lens 

will  assist in these efforts, recognizing the multiple identities (e.g., woman, Indigenous, 

LGBTQ2S) embodied by Veterans. Finall y, the lingering effects of gender-based violence and 

other forms of trauma on women Veteransô post-service li fe must be considered and addressed 

throughout the MCT and beyond. 

 

Taken together, the work described herein is useful in understanding and supporting the MCT 

process of serving members, including women. While some work is already known, going 

forward, researchers must reflect on the strengths and limitations of existing knowledge 

surrounding womenôs military experiences. Using tools, such as the Sex- and Gender-Based 

Analysis Plus (SGBA+) lens (Government of Canada, 2018a, 2018b), and Eichlerôs guiding 

principles (2021), we can advance across nations to foster a broader and deeper lens of 

inclusivity and intersectionality.  

 

Together, the SPS workshops and consultations have not only identified specific areas of MCT 

that require additional exploration and support, but also highlighted the urgent need to embrace 

the role of time (e.g., prevention vs. reaction; womenôs place and experience in the military and 

civili an worlds across the reproductive li fe cycle). Understanding and appreciating unique 

cultural contexts will  also be criti cal in strengthening and enhancing the MCT experience for all 

women. 

 

As we move forward in these multinational efforts, it will  also be criti cal to prominently feature 

voices of those with li ved experiences as a guiding star for our efforts to improve the MCT 



22  

experience for all those who serve, and, as brothers and sisters in arms, stand united in the quest 

for a more just and peaceable society across nations and globall y. 

 
 

Identified Gaps and Challenges in Research and Programming 

for Women in Ukraine, Canada, and the U.S. 

In addition to providing a summary of research presentations shared during previous NATO 

workshops (May 19, June 30, and September 15), this report also includes stories of those with 

li ved experiences, results of one-on-one interviews with workshop participants and stakeholders, 

and the outcomes of roundtable discussions. 

 

Current challenges and gaps in understanding of the MCT process among female Veterans in 

Canada, Ukraine and the U.S. are highlighted. This summary is organized thematicall y, with the 

understanding that several themes overlap and, therefore, cannot be viewed as distinct entities. 

 

As previously indicated, there are overlapping challenges and gaps across each nation, along with 

important differences. Together, the challenges and gaps identified here assist in informing how 

each of the themes outlined herein are understood, how future priorities wil l be set, and how 

solutions wil l be developed, implemented, and evaluated. 

 
Major Themes 

 
Critically, any projects or initiatives stemming from these workshops wil l need to be completed 

with the following in mind: 

 

 Intersectional sex and gender lens 
 

 Lived experience voices 
 

 Trauma awareness 
 

 Reflection on power relations 
 

 Ethics guidelines 

 
Here, there is an urgent need for more SGBA+ research, and for data and evidence to support 

decision-making in mili tary and Veteran research generall y, as well women and MCT, 

specificall y. This work is expected to focus on understanding the needs of women in MCT using 
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SGBA+ and feminist approaches, and through related designs that systematically collect 

information on men and women to understand their differences and the underlying mechanisms 

of these distinctions. In general, there is very limi ted research and policy development using the 

SGBA+ approach to examine, understand, and address challenges and issues identified during 

MCT. Considerable policy development and research is needed to address the similarities and 

differences experienced by women in each country. 

 

Research and policy development grounded in intersectionalit y needs to go beyond sex and 

gender, as it relates to women, to incorporate an intersectional approach (McKinnon 2021). 

Examples of needs in Canada include an enhanced understanding of the LGBTQ2S Purge and its 

associated impact on Veterans, as well as increased knowledge surrounding the MCT 

experiences of LGBTQ2S communities. The compounding effects of intersectional identities 

also need to be better understood, for example, why young minority women are most li kely to 

experience sexual assault in the CAF Regular Force (McKinnon 2021). 

 

One of the current challenges of this work is person-to-person and country-to-country differences 

in how success during MCT is defined (Dursun 2021). Any future approach wil l need to consider 

ñbroader li fe outcomesò (Vogt 2021). Not only is there a call to enhance the breadth and depth of 

our understanding of factors contributing to successful MCT, but there is also a need for careful 

examination of the foundation of MCT, with a focus on prevention (Vogt consultation, 2021). 

 

It is important to note the domains identified by speakers do not exist in isolation. Relative 

success in one domain has implications for others. This interdependent relationship between 

domains is ill ustrated by the overlapping areas of Figure 1 above. 

 

1.   Culture 

 
Today, there is an enhanced understanding that military organizations are situated within broader 

societies where structural gender-based inequaliti es can disadvantage women. These issues are 

exacerbated by ongoing issues concerning violence against women and children, including 

domestic violence. These issues appear salient in military organizations where women are, 

generall y, a minority population and less li kely to hold senior leadership roles. 

 

Overall , there is increased recognition broader societal and military-specific cultural barriers 

must be identified and studied to enhance understanding of challenges in MCT for women. 
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Militar y/Veteran culture 

 
As a minority group in the military, women face numerous challenges in male-oriented military 

organizations, including post-discharge access to benefits, health care, and service specific to 

their unique needs. Although common challenges were identified across nations, there were also 

distinct differences in the kinds of health care systems available to female Veterans, with various 

states of development regarding health care observed. Overall , several potential structural 

barriers were identified as targets for remediation efforts. 
 
 
 

 
National (civilian) culture 

 
There is an urgent need to better understand womenôs experiences of shifting from military 

culture to civili an culture, with speakers noting the role and effect of each nationôs civili an 

culture on this transition. Indeed, national/civili an culture is considered key to shaping Veteran 

identity (Castro 2021). The role of women in society, beyond their role in the military, is 

informed by commonly perceived roles of women in civili an culture, including expectations of 

women as caregivers in families and expected norms of femininity. 

 

Research identified a variety of reasons for women voluntaril y leaving the military. Many of 

these factors appear attributable to ña lack of fit with military li festyleò (Dursun 2021), including 

family and work-li fe balance (gendered, social culture); training, deployments, and multiple 

postings (military culture); career management and progression (military culture); and sexual 

misconduct (military culture). 

 

Recognition of service 

 
Across nations, speakers identified resistance to womenôs participation in the milit ary from men 

military peers. Similarly, civili ans appear to not value, or recognize much less so, the 

contributions of womenôs military service, and appear less willi ng to readily accept womenôs 

Veteran status. 

 

In keeping with women servicemembersô devaluation in society, one speaker reported women 
 

not in combat roles do not view themselves and their contributions as equally important to that of 

men. This diminished self-recognition appears to further intersect with identity challenges. 
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As noted by Dr. Carl Castro, service members need to develop a new identity during MCT, one 

that merges military and civili an identities. Accordingly, transition programs must facilit ate this 

identity integration by recognizing the sacrifices and contributions military Veterans have made. 

 

Unfortunately, recognition of the contributions of women military members appears inconsistent 

in the civili an world, causing a potentiall y deleterious impact on how women view themselves 

and their military service. 

 

2.   Social Integration 

 
Interestingly, women Veterans who developed social networks during milit ary li fe appeared to 

have weaker social networks and support systems post-service than men Veterans. Consistent 

with an overwhelming body of literature pointing to the positive impact of social support, Dr. 

Carl Castro highlighted social support as a key area of focus when considering future paths and 

research aimed at supporting the needs of women Veterans. 

 

Notably, U.S. research by Vogt shared in the workshop indicated that women receive a less 

positive reception from civili an communities learning of their Veteran status and service history 

than men. Many women Veterans report civili an employees do not full y recognize or value their 

military experience or Veteran status. 

 

Here, support services are urgently required to better understand the unique needs of women 

Veterans and to establish enduring supports within the military community that meet the needs of 

women Veterans. Notably, it is common for women to retire and remain in the communities of 

their last postings. Without long-standing community relationships, these women may lack social 

supports and connections to assist with MCT. Peer support, a type of social support, is a valuable 

resource for minimizing negative mental health outcomes for women Veterans during MCT. 

 

3.   Health 

 
Physical health 

 
Within the Canadian context (McKinnon 2021), key research recommendations from the first 

annual Women Veterans Forum (2019) included increased focus on the observation that women 

experience certain physical health conditions in greater proportion to men, including: migraines, 

asthma, arthritis, cardiovascular disease, chronic obstructive pulmonary disorder, cancer, chronic 
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pain, and gastrointestinal problems. Other women-specific physical health issues, and their 

relation to military service, remain largely unknown and unsupported, including infertility,  stress 

incontinence, menopause, musculoskeletal issues, and medication metabolism. 

 

The need for increased focus on womenôs health issues was echoed in the speakersô descriptions 

of support programs serving women Veterans in Ukraine (Ukrainian Women Veteran Movement 

consultation, 2021). Current challenges include the need to reduce the knowledge gap 

surrounding how reproductive health is impacted by service, and the need to better understand 

womenôs unique relationships with the military healthcare providers responsible for assisting 

women. 

 

Mental health 

 
Women face shared, but also unique, forms of trauma exposure and stressors that, together, may 

impact mental health. These include heightened rates of MST among women, although, notably, 

MST is experienced by men and women. Here, MST and harassment are unique stressors that 

can be difficult to disclose, where such disclosures may result in complex and ð at times 

ð deleterious, social implications for women in military organizations and communities. 

Accordingly, specialized approaches to disclosure and intervention are required, as are 

organizational-level culture changes to prevent and treat MST. 

 

Although, across nations, women appear to report experiencing higher levels of anxiety and 

depression, the causes underlying this discrepancy are poorly understood. It is also unknown 

whether women are more likely than men to report symptoms of depression and anxiety if faced 

with similar experiences. 

 

In the U.S., increased numbers of women served in combat roles. Women were no more li kely 

than men to experience PTSD due to combat exposure. 

 

In Canada, a smaller proportion of women served in combat roles. Nonetheless, approximately 
 

40% of women medicall y released from the CAF due to mental health challenges, highlighting 

the need to better understand the root causes of higher levels of some mental health problems 

among women (Dursun 2021). 
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There is also a criti cal need to better understand the role family stressors (e.g., expected familial 

roles of women during and after service) play in the overall mental health of women Veterans. 

 

Across nations, speakers highlighted mental health challenges post release. Although factors 

contributing to mental health challenges among women Veterans remain understudied, it appears 

probable that unique stressors arising from MCT, including social integration post-release, 

recognition of service issues, family stressors, and post-release identity changes, are 

contributory. 

 
Various speakers raised concerns about the abilit y of women Veterans to access mental health 

care. For example, there appears to be a shortage of trained psychologists and mental health 

services in Ukraine. Speaker Maryna Lazarenko from Ukraine pointed to psychological health 

and suicide prevention in the military as important directions for future work. 

 

There was also considerable discussion among speakers about how to approach mental health in 

MCT research. Many identified the need to determine underlying stressors contributing to mental 

health challenges among women Veterans, as well as the need to understand diagnostic criteria 

relating to the presence of mental health diff iculties. 

 

Health services 

 
Numerous speakers identified the need to recognize the unique health needs of women and, at 

times, their limited access to services meeting their needs. Indeed, across nations, there were 

shared, but also unique, issues identified relating to women Veteransô abiliti es to access health 

providers and health benefits ð including mental health care. 

 

There is an overwhelming need to identify, recognize, and address barriers to health services 

specific to the roles and expectations of women. Proposed areas for targeted study included 

barriers preventing women from timely access to services and the impact of childcare 

responsibiliti es on womenôs abilit y to seek care (Vogt consultation, 2021). 

 

Across nations, there appears to be limited military cultural competency among health care 

providers, including ð strikingly ð those serving the health needs of women military personnel 

and Veteran women. Notably, this absence of understanding and cultural competency among 
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health providers was shared further by Ukrainian stakeholders during consultation (Ukrainian 
 

Women Veteran Movement consultation, 2021). 
 

 

4.   Identity 

 
Changes (and challenges) in identity, and the impact of these changes on the MCT journey of 

women, remain poorly understood (Castro consultation, 2021). Here, the complex interplay of 

identities described by speakers points to the need for an intersectional approach to the 

researching womenôs MCT, as well as in-program development and evaluation. During 

transition, many women describe scrutiny of their identities as service members and Veterans, as 

well as their personal identities. 

 

Militar y/Veteran 
 

 

An emerging body of work points to the various challenges surrounding identity women face 

during their military careers. For example, upon entry to a military organization, many women 

are challenged to fit into the male-dominated organization. Similarly, there is often a need to 

redefine identity in the post-release civili an context. Social adaptation was a further challenge 

identified by stakeholders and researchers in Canada, Ukraine and the U.S. 

 

Family roles 

 
Caregiving roles were cited as being one of many identities challenged for women during MCT. 

 
 
 

 
5.   Meaningful Activi ties 

 
Employment 

 
There was discussion across contexts about potential stigma surrounding Veteran status during 

post-release civili an employment. The reduced likelihood of civili an employers recognizing the 

value of a Veteranôs milit ary skills and training was also identified as a barrier to employment 

during MCT. 

 

Numerous presentations further highlighted the unique challenges women face in finding civili an 

employment. 
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Education 

 
Programs have been established to support the educational efforts of Veterans. For example, in 

Ukraine, the Bohdan Radchenko Scholarship for Veterans helps support access to qualit y 

educational opportunities. 

 

6.   Finance 

 
Typicall y viewed as a key marker of successful MCT (Castro consultation, 2021), there is a need 

to better understand the financial well -being of women Veterans in relation to other areas of 

MCT. It is notable that indicators of financial success may differ across individual Veterans and 

wil l be influenced by cultural norms and expectations. For example, home ownership is viewed 

strongly as an indicator of financial success in Ukraine. 

 

In some cases, women are more likely to experience a drop in income, a longer period to recover 

losses of income at release and to recover pre-release income levels, and challenges in accessing 

benefits. 

 

As discussed by Drs. Margaret McKinnon and Sanela Dursun, in the Canadian context, 
 

following discharge, medicall y released members and women experience the largest decreases in 

income. Veteran income recovers over time, reaching pre-release income approximately eight 

years post-release, taking women Veterans longer than male Veterans to reach pre-discharge 

levels of military income. 

 

The financial challenges experienced by women were further echoed in a consultation with the 

CAF Transition Group. Here, several factors were identified as impacting the financial well - 

being of servicewomen on release, including a tendency for women not to work as long as men 

(therefore not achieving the same pension benefits); women being burdened with financial/time 

costs related to family responsibilities; and women having less time to pursue a post-military 

career due to family time commitments. 
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Conclusion and Next Steps 
 

 
 
 

By applying a gender lens, this AWR confirmed the striking, high-level extent of overlap and 

similarity in the nature of unique experiences and challenges women military personnel and 

Veterans experience in MCT in Ukraine, Canada and the U.S.  Participants noted priority-setting 

on these challenges and strategies for mitigation could differ by nation. 

 
 

The workshop produced a model to organize the findings by a list of challenges: cultural factors 

in wider societies and within male-dominated milit ary organizations, research findings that 

indicate women Veterans have weaker social networks upon release, less contribution 

recognition as military personnel and as Veterans in civili an li fe, unique types and prevalence of 

physical and mental health problems, identity challenges of fitting into mili tary li fe and civili an 

li fe upon release, work-li fe conflicts linked to unique family and caregiving roles, and challenges 

in areas of employment and finances, such as the magnitude of income drop upon release. It 

should be noted these findings are not based on the reporting of a research study conducted as part 

of this project, but from an ARW where highly quali fied researchers and other stakeholders 

shared research findings and other perspectives through presentations, discussions and one-on- 

one interviews. 

 
 

The workshop findings are suff iciently robust to confirm the urgent need for more gender-based 

research and analysis on women to inform program and policy development about MCT program 

design. We suggest future research to policy analysis build on the body of previous MCT 

research and be based on the principles for research of women Veterans presented in this 

workshop. 

 
 

The high level of similarity and overlap in the gender-based MCT challenges faced by women 

military personnel and Veterans indicate a solid foundation for a multi -year, multi-nation, 

intersectional study of MCT. Continuing a focus on women is a high priority, given the 

commitments to increase their military participation, but a broader, long-term vision is suggested 

to widen the scope to include LGBTQS2+ populations. Projects could be organized around the 
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challenges identified in this workshop. Another option suggested by a well-known scientist at the 

event was a multi -year, multi-nation longitudinal study on womenôs MCT where many of the 

issues identified in this workshop could be viewed together, including how they interact with 

each other, as well  as the effectiveness of mitigation strategies. 
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In  Ukraine,  Canada  and  other   NATO allied  and  partner 

nations, the advancement of womenôs  participation and 

integration into military service followed by a successful 

transition and reintegration to civilian  life is a top  priority. 

Military to  civilian  transition (MCT) research  demonstrates 

that  while  many  releasing   military personnel   experience 

unique challenges and needs, most reintegrate successfully, 

especially  with   the  benefit of  preparation and adequate 

access to effective supports.  However, some will experience 

severe difficulties in varying areas of life, such as:  forming a 

civilian identity, employment, finances, mental health, PTSD 

and other  common  mental  health  conditions. The societal 

impacts  of  a failed  MCT have been  well  documented.  For 

these reasons, adopting effective evidence-based policies to 

support successful MCT is a high priority internationally. 
 

In recent  years, research  has emerged  that  provides 

guidance to nations for effective MCT policies and programs. 

Nevertheless,   key  areas  remain   understudied,  including 

the development of transition theories  and multi-domain 

frameworks  to  support transition policymaking, with 

emphasis on meeting the specialized needs of women 

transitioning out  of military service. One key priority area 

is understanding how  women  experience  PTSD and other 

common  mental  health  conditions when  they  return from 

combat zones. 
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Apply a gender  lens to translate existing  research to policy 

opportunities and define priorities for new  research relevant 

to MCT policy development for NATO member  and partner 

nations. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

During the virtual workshop, speakers from Ukraine, Canada 

and the United States will apply a gender lens to MCT research 

findings, theories,  and  frameworks, to  advance this   area 

of research. Released or releasing Joint Force Operations 

(JFO) women  combatants in Ukraine  with  lived  experience 

will  be given  a voice to inform the  workshop proceedings 

and outcomes. The  final  workshop report will  summarize 

immediate research-to-action opportunities and clarify  the 

path forward for possible new projects and studies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The project  will  adapt  current frameworks, and  examples 

reviewed  through  gender-based lenses  to  better  support 

policy development to advance successful MCT for  woman 

combatants. 
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