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VIII. The Status of Women

in Leadership in Individual Sectors

Military

The United States military responsibilities have expanded and grown exponentially since the
1990s, and yet, its forces have shrunk in size. The U.S. military reflects just one percent of the
total population, the smallest in several decades. Soldiers and troops, who once prepared for
land, sea and air defenses, now prepare for land, sea, air, terrorist, cyberspace, and border
offenses and defenses. With declining rates of volunteers, women’s distinctive contributions
have become even more critical on and off the battlefield abroad, domestically, locally and in
cyberspace. In short, women’s presence and their progression to the top leadership ranks will
better equip the military to develop and strengthen its forces.
Women Leaders in the Military
Officers and Enlistees
The military is composed of two
distinct groups: officers and enlisted personnel. To become officers, individuals usually attend
one of the service academies,
enter an ROTC program in college, or go to officer candidate
school. Enlisted personnel who
decide to become officers must
attend officer candidate school.
Not many enlisted personnel
choose to pursue careers as
officers.
Since 1973 when the draft
ended, women’s participation in
the military has increased. The
number of enlisted women rose
from 2 percent to 14 percent,
and commissioned officers have
quadrupled from 4 percent to
17 percent.

On average, women
comprise 12% of
leadership roles in the
Armed Services.
In 2008, women comprised 14.3
percent of active duty personnel, and 15 percent of officers.
In 2011, women still comprise 14
percent of active duty personnel, but 17 percent of officers
(Patten and Parker 2011). From
1973–2010, active-duty enlisted women went from 42,000
to 167,000, although the total
number of enlistees decreased
by 738,000 in the same period
(from 1.9 million enlisted in 1973
to 1.2 million in 2010).
The number of women commissioned officers is greater in
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“The discussion about

women’s military service
must be about using their
capabilities to the fullest
extent. It is an absolute
necessity that we have
men and women working
together for the strongest
possible defense of our
country.”

— Claudia Kennedy,
Lieutenant General, U.S. Army,
retired

comparison to male commissioned officers (17 percent of
women compared to 15 percent
of men). On average, women
comprise 12.35 percent of
leadership roles in the Armed
Services, which includes all
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generals, admirals, colonels,
and senior agency leaders.

Women in the Military 1973-2010
250000

The military reports the demographics of its forces based on
black, white, Asian, mixed/other
races, and Hispanic or nonHispanic ethnicities. In 2008,
29 percent of non-white males
were active duty compared to
46 percent of non-white women.
Among officers, 32 percent of
women identify themselves as
non-white compared to 18 percent of male officers.
In 2011, the percentage of
active-duty females continues to
be more racially diverse than the
male force:

200000

Additionally, the percentage of
men of color, like their white
counterparts, has declined
slightly while the percentage of
women of color has increased.
Of the different branches of the
military, there are some significant differences in female to male
participation. Women who chose
to join the military are more likely
than men to join either the Air
Force or the Navy. Men are more
likely to join the Marine Corps
and the Army than women.
Among women who are in the
military 17 percent are commis-

Officers

100000
50000
0

1973

2010

(Pew 2010)

Women in the Military Based on Race 2010
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31 percent of AfricanAmerican women in service
compared to 16 percent of
African-American males.
53 percent of active duty
women are white compared
to 71 percent of men.
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sioned officers compared with
only 15 percent of men. This
is most noticeable in the Army,
where 18 percent of women are
commissioned officers in comparison to 13 percent of men. In
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all other branches, the numbers
show almost equal representation in the number of male and
female commissioned officers.
Women serve in 30 percent
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of administrative roles (AWV
2011). Women’s occupations
within the military determine
their salary and advancement.
Following the trends seen in
other sectors, female participation is quite low in areas such
as the infantry, which may have
been due to the Department
of Defense restrictions against
women serving in combat roles.

Percentage in Military Branches 2010
Marine Corp

Men
Women

Navy
Air Force
Army
(Pew 2010)
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The Department of Defense
loosened restrictions on women
in combat in 2012, and the Pentagon lifted its ban on women
serving in combat in January
2013. This offers women the
possibility of jobs previously
denied to them for lack of frontline experience, which results
in higher pay scale ranges and
more opportunities for leadership. Some combat jobs will
immediately be opened, while
some are still being debated.
Special operations detail, such
as Navy SEALS and Army Delta
Force, are still not open; however, the armed services must
provide a ruling on those roles
by January 2016 (Baldor 2013).

Officers in the Military 2010
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Occupations in the Military 2010
Non-Occupational
Craftsman
Men

Other Technical

Women

The Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended the new rule, which
“overturns a 1994 rule prohibiting women from being assigned
to smaller ground combat units”
(Baldor 2013). This decision
could open more than 230,000
jobs for women, most of them
in the Army and Marine infantry
units.

Infantry, Gun Crews, and Seamanship
Electronics
Communications
Electrical
Supply
Medical
Administrators
(AWV 2011)
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On average, women comprise
5.38 percent of all generals and
admirals in the Armed Services,
and 10 percent of all colonels.
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Women's Military Rank and Grade, All Branches
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Salaries and Earnings
The Armed Services was one
of the first employers to give
women equal pay for equal
work. Since 1901, when women
began serving in the military,
they have received the same
compensation as men, based
on rank and time in service, and
never based on gender. However, as with other business and
professional sectors, the higher
one rises, the more one earns.
Because women are typically not
reaching the top ranks, they are
not making top salaries.
A relatively small number of
women are promoted to the
upper ranks of the military, and
therefore, they are not earning
the same high salaries (BLS
2011).
Women as Veterans
In 2010, women comprised 8
percent of all veterans. However,
among the veterans of post-
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terrorist attacks of September
11, 2001, women comprise 19
percent. By 2035, the number of
female veterans is expected to
grow another 15 percent to 34
percent.
Research shows that serving in
the military offers women a better
chance at obtaining a college
degree than the civilian population. It is likely that a college
education, in tandem with serving
in the military, equates to fewer
women living in poverty and
being uninsured at almost every
stage in their lives (SWAN 2011).
History of Women in the
Military from 1976–2012
In 1976, the Armed Services
permitted women to reach the
rank of general and admiral.
Two years later, the Marine
Corps promoted the first woman
to the rank of general. Nearly
twenty years later, in 1996, the
Marine Corps selected the first
woman for promotion to threestar rank, Lieutenant General
Carol Mutter. Simultaneously,
Navy Vice Admiral Patricia
Tracey was also selected for
three-star rank and was promoted before Lieutenant General
Mutter. In 2008, the first woman
was promoted to a four-star general rank in the Army, more than
ten years after the first threestar promotion occurred. Only
in 2012 were the first AfricanAmerican females promoted
to general rank, 36 years after
women were permitted to serve
as general and admiral.
The Air Force is the only branch
of the Department of Defense in

which nearly all jobs are open
to women, and thus it leads the
Armed Services with the largest
percentage of females. Unlike
the other branches, the Air
Force does not have a ceiling
on the number of women it can
recruit. However, despite them
having the largest number of
women recruits, the Air Force
has the smallest percentage of
female top senior leaders of any
of the military branches.
The following timeline captures a
historical overview of significant
military events that have allowed
positions and opportunities to
open up for women.
1976
Women become eligible to
become generals and admirals.
1976
Women admitted to three major
service academies.
1978
First woman named brigadier
general, General Margaret
Brewer of the Marine Corps. It
is important to note that General
Brewer was promoted just one
year after the Marine Corps
disbanded the Women Marines
Office.
1986
First women test pilots in the
U.S. Navy.
1991
Congress repeals the ban
against women serving in
combat aviation.
(Not all services comply)
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1993
President Bill Clinton signs
“Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy into
law, forbidding the military from
asking personnel and forbidding
personnel from disclosing their
sexual orientation.
1996
First two women selected for
and promoted to three-star rank
in Navy and Marine Corps.
1999
First woman makes Lieutenant
General in Air Force.
2005
First woman promoted to Air
Force Academy Commandant of
Cadets.
2006
First woman makes Vice
Commandant of Coast Guard.
2007
First woman becomes
Commander of Naval Fighter
Squadron.
First Latina woman promoted
by Marine Corps as general,
General Angelina Salinas.
2008
Army promotes first woman,
General Ann Dunwoody, to fourstar general.
2011
President Barack Obama
repeals the “Don’t Ask, Don’t
Tell” policy, which prohibited
gays and lesbians from serving
openly in the military.
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Coast Guard Admiral, Rear
Monthly Salary by Rank 2011
Admiral Sandra Stosz, becomes Rank Level
first female Rear Admiral in
Coast Guard history.
0-10 General-Admiral
0-9
2012
Pentagon loosens restrictions on 0-8
0-7
women in combat.

Army promotes first openly gay
woman, General Tammy Smith,
as Brigadier (one-star) General.
Air Force promotes first fourstar general, General Janet
Wolfenbarger.
Vice Admiral Michelle Howard
becomes first African-American
woman promoted to Vice
Admiral in the Navy.
First African-American woman,
Major General Marcia Anderson,
promoted to rank of general by
the Army.
2013
Department of Defense removes
the combat ban on women.
Women in Military Leadership
Women’s career advancement had been restricted by the
military’s combat policy, which
prevented women from serving
in direct combat roles. Though
women have been serving in
combat-related roles, they have
not been recognized as serving
in combat, because of the ban.
In April 2012, the Marine Corps
invited women to join in infantry
training. In January 2013, the
Department of Defense lifted the
combat ban on women. Defense
Secretary Leon Panetta opened
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more combat-related positions
to women primarily as tank mechanics and field artillery radar
operators. The ban marked one
of the last hurdles for women in
the military.1

diversity and inclusion affects
the overall effectiveness of the
military. The chart below captures the total number of women
and people of color serving in
the military.

Veterans Affairs is also a militaryrelated agency charged with the
management of military veterans’
benefits. This cabinet secretary is
second from the bottom in line to
the presidency.

The impact of this decision on
the advancement of females
as military leaders is unclear
at this time. When the military
prohibited women from participating in combat occupations,
they were unable to be promoted into top leadership roles that
require combat service. Therefore, theoretically, this decision
should have a positive effect
on women’s advancement. As
an aside, women have been
engaged in combat-related
service, injuries, etc. spanning
many decades, yet the military
did not recognize this service.

The Departments of Homeland
Security and Veterans Affairs
have the highest percentage of
senior women leaders. In 2009,
President Barack Obama appointed Arizona Governor Janet
Napolitano to lead the Department of Homeland Security.
This agency is a military-related
agency charged with targeting
domestic terrorism and security,
and remains the only agency with
any military-related responsibilities to ever be led by a woman.
Perhaps most noteworthy is that
this cabinet secretary position
is last of the eighteen positions
in line for succession to the
presidency. The Department of

A closer examination of the two
military-related agencies with
the highest percentage of senior
women leaders reveals three
important points. First, among all
executive agencies, the secretaries of Homeland Security and
Veterans Affairs are the least
powerful positions. Second, both
agencies are civilian; arguably, a
reason why women are entrusted in senior leadership roles.
Third, there are two types of
leadership positions: top executive and senior leaders. Department of Homeland Security is
comprised of 41 top executives,
including Secretary Napolitano.
Among the 41 leaders, 10 are

As in other sectors, the lack of
2006
Total #
Demographic Data by Senior
Department
Women

Total #
Senior
Men

Senior
Senior
People Women
of Color of Color

Senior
Men of
Color

Total % 2001
Senior Agency
Women Head a
Woman

2006
Agency
Head a
Woman

2012
Agency
Head a
Woman

Air Force

38

248

25

1

24

15%

No

No

No

Army

65

339

35

5

30

19%

No

No

No

Navy

109

656

66

9

57

17%

No

No

No

Defense

376

1786

188

38

150

21%

No

No

No

Homeland Security

115

398

71

16

55

29%

No

No

Yes

Veterans Affairs

249

868

179

53

126

29%

No

No

No

Total Average
Agency
Representation

22%

(OPM 2006)
1 Another hurdle includes the sexual assault epidemic that plagues not only the military but U.S. and global societies as well.
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women (24 percent). Conversely,
the Department of Veterans Affairs, a department that has never
had a woman head, is comprised
of 19 top executives, including
the secretary, one of whom is a
woman, or 5 percent. Having a
woman leader seems to make a
significant difference in the overall
female representation among the
senior leadership. Each of these
departments should be more
closely examined to better understand existing practices and policies that may have contributed to
more female promotions in senior
leadership positions.

Areas of Future Action
First and foremost the Department of Defense’s Advisory
Committee on Women should
be heeded and the recommendations offered need to
be adopted accordingly.

Recommendations for
Closing the Leadership
Gap
The culture of the military transcends the Armed Services and
impacts civilian culture. The
military helps to define masculinity, and in many ways, has been
at the forefront of many societal
issues, including addressing
sexual assault. The military has
a responsibility to not only create
a world-class institution but also
to set standards of culture and
norms in U.S. civilian society.
Moreover, women leaders are
essential to the long-term sustainability and ingenuity of the
U.S. Armed Services. To establish a critical mass of women in
the military, the services must
work to attract and retain women
in significantly larger numbers.
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The Department of Defense
should open all units and
military occupations to women
as well as men. It should
build qualifications on certain
physical skills and intellectual
requirements based on the
needs of the position rather
than a blanket exclusion of a
gender. This recommendation
will only be useful if promotion is used proportionally
for both males and females.
Females, despite performance
to the contrary, often have to
overcome presumptions and
biases against them as able
leaders.
As military leaders are promoted, the expectations
and demands of spouses,
or more accurately wives,
creates an uneven playing
field for female leaders. Male
spouses do not have the
same expectations and duties
as female spouses, which
inherently places women
leaders at a disadvantage.
A culture needs to be created that does not assume
the male or female leader is
married, which will also help
to address the disadvantages
presented to single parents.

Direct public appeals to join
military service toward young
women, as well as men.
While the active duty military is predominantly male,
women should be encouraged to choose military service as a career and should
be actively recruited.
Navy, Air Force and ROTC
should increase the number
of both scholarships and
placements offered to women
at service academies.
Whereas a balanced gender
demographic is important, do
not restrict placements based
on gender. Develop new
outreach efforts to encourage
more women to apply to the
service academies and seek
ROTC scholarships.
Each of the armed services
should foster a military culture that demands respect
for all service members and
punishes those who violate
sexual harassment and
assault rules. Military leaders must hold all violators
of laws and policies against
sexual assault and harassment strictly accountable and
foster a culture in which peer
pressure helps to uphold
these rules. New reporting
procedures for sexual assault in 2005 have encouraged more women to report
violence against them to the
proper authorities than prior.
The effectiveness and continued improvement of the
procedures, from accusation
to prosecution, needs review
accordingly.
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The Department of Defense
should ensure that both
military women and men receive a full range of benefits
and health care services,
including attention to and
treatment for post-traumatic
stress disorder, full access
to reproductive health care
services, including abortion,
and appropriate attention
to their health care needs
as veterans. Additionally,
servicemen should be allowed the same amount of
leave time as servicewomen
receive for maternity leave.
The current paternity leave
is only ten days. This is a
disservice to our men, but
also disadvantages women,
because women are seen as
putting in less time in active
duty because they get more
maternity leave time than
their male counterparts.

Finally, the Armed Services
should continue to work to
eradicate sexual assault and
harassment within the various military entities.
Areas of Future Research
The Armed Services need
to continue studying ways to
better accommodate parenting and family issues, such
as taking a pause in service,
without career penalties for
both women and men.
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A case study analysis should
also be conducted on the Air
Force to better understand the
disproportionate percentage
of women leaders. From this
analysis may emerge a better
understanding of equitable
practices that promote women
at the same pace as men.

To better track and understand the rate of promotion,
a qualitative study needs to
be conducted focused on
each career field within each
branch. Only in this way will
a clearer picture emerge in
understanding the rate of
promotion for servicewomen
compared to servicemen. A
case study should be conducted on the Departments
of Homeland Security and
Veterans Affairs.
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