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Imagine spending years hiding who you are to fit into a group, only to become invisible once you

leave. This is the reality for many women who serve in the military.

Our research has found ex-servicewomen face a double burden: first, via suppressing their femininity

to fit into military culture, then struggling to be recognised as veterans at all.

The recent final report of the Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide has drawn

attention to a very concerning statistic: ex-serving women are twice as likely to die by suicide

compared to civilian women.

For those aged 25–34, they’re significantly more likely to need mental health care – 7.4% compared to 

4.9% of civilian women their age.

Our paper reviewing the research evidence on military culture, identity and mental health uncovered

a pattern that helps explain these statistics.
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Our research reveals women suppress their femininity to fit
into military culture – and struggle to be seen as veterans
when they leave
Published: November 13, 2024 2.55pm AEDT

https://researchonline.jcu.edu.au/au
https://researchonline.jcu.edu.au/au
https://researchonline.jcu.edu.au/profiles/carolyn-heward-1548798
https://academic.oup.com/milmed/article/189/11-12/e2382/7688231
https://defenceveteransuicide.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/final-report
https://defenceveteransuicide.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/royal-commission-glance#:%7E:text=Female%20suicide%20statistics,by%20suicide%20than%20Australia%20females.
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/veterans/ex-serving-australian-defence-force-suicide/contents/summary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/veterans/ex-serving-australian-defence-force-suicide/contents/summary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/veterans/ex-serving-australian-defence-force-suicide/contents/summary
https://academic.oup.com/milmed/advance-article/doi/10.1093/milmed/usae276/7688231
https://photos.aap.com.au/search/ADF%20stock?q=%7B%22pageSize%22:25,%22pageNumber%22:5%7D


Playing a character

Women in the military often feel compelled to “play a character”. They feel they must change their

behaviour, appearance and communication style to fit into a hypermasculine “warrior identity” that

defines military culture.

One US study described the experience for women as:

being a female in a man’s world […] but if you’re going to play the female role, then you’re

not going to be respected.

Another participant in a Canadian study explained that fitting in meant having to “prove yourself” and

“work twice as hard, as a woman, to be considered half as good.”

This pressure to conform doesn’t just mean wearing a uniform. It often involves suppressing

fundamental aspects of their identity by doing things such as hiding emotional responses during

difficult situations because showing empathy is seen as “weak”, or downplaying their achievements to

avoid standing out from their male peers.

Identity suppression can, over time, lead to profound stress, anxiety and other mental health

challenges.

But the challenges for women don’t end when they leave service.

Becoming invisible

Society’s perception of veterans remains steadfastly male, leaving women’s service unrecognised and

their struggles often unacknowledged.

Worse still, female veterans are accused of misrepresenting themselves. As one female veteran put it

in a media report:

On ANZAC Day this year I got to wear both of my medals in civilian dress and someone

came up and said ‘oh, you’ve got your medals on the wrong side, love’, or ‘whose medals are

they?’ And you just have to say ‘they’re mine — why wouldn’t they be?’

This invisibility compounds the mental health impacts of service.

Unlike their male counterparts, women veterans often face an additional struggle: becoming invisible.
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Women veterans report feeling excluded from veteran support services and communities, their

service questioned or diminished.

Our research found this lack of recognition can trigger or worsen existing mental health conditions,

creating a cycle of isolation and distress.

Australian military culture remains heavily masculine

While much of the research in our review is from international studies, the problem is acute in

Australia.

Australian military culture remains heavily masculine despite increasing numbers of women in

service.

Our research found women often experience harassment and betrayal when they don’t perfectly fit the

hypermasculine military ideal, leading to feelings of exclusion and internalised inferiority.

The mental health impact is significant.

Ex-serving women in Australia show higher rates of anxiety disorders (41.9%) and PTSD (24.8%)

compared to their male counterparts.

Almost one in five service members transitioning to civilian life experience very high levels of

psychological distress. This is four times the rate in the general community.

The military urgently needs new recruits

The Australian Defence Force is facing what has been described as “an acute recruitment crisis”.

With the Australian Defence Force actively working to recruit more women, understanding and

addressing the challenges military women face is crucial.

The current pattern of identity suppression followed by invisibility isn’t just harmful to individuals. It

undermines efforts to build a more diverse and effective military force.

One anonymous submission to the Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide said:

I can’t in good consciousness recommend the Army as a place to work for any female, which

truly saddens me as someone who has many grandparents and great grandparents that

were veterans and that I want to honour.

Understanding and addressing the challenges military women face is crucial to boosting recruitment.
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Where to from here?

There is an opportunity for the military to consider how to create space for different ways of being a

successful service member. Currently, success is often measured by how well someone fits the warrior

stereotype – tough, stoic and aggressive. But military effectiveness also requires leaders who can build

teams, show judgement, and adapt to complex situations. These qualities don’t depend on conforming

to a hypermasculine ideal.

In the broader community, we must expand our recognition of who veterans are and what they look

like.

For the thousands of Australian families with women relatives currently serving or transitioning from

the Australian Defence Force, understanding these challenges is the first step.

Recognition of women’s service – both during and after their military careers – isn’t just about

acknowledgement.

It’s about preventing the devastating mental health impacts that come from having to hide who you

are, then being ignored when you leave.

It’s time to recognise the true cost of asking women to suppress their identity to serve their country –

and to ensure that when they finish serving, they’re no longer rendered invisible.


