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Abstract 

When interviewing female conscripts, Emma Lindgren Lauritzon (2012) found that they 

perceived their basic military training in the Swedish Armed Forces as a negative experience. 

The women felt that the environment was hostile and that they served on the conditions of 

men. This is especially alarming since the unequal conscription was replaced by voluntary 

service for all in 2010, making the Swedish defence dependent on attracting the whole 

population to fill up its necessary positions. Therefore, this thesis examines how female 

recruits experience the new basic military training and if the structural transformation, with a 

more gender equal entrance, has had an impact on the individual level. Eight semi-structured 

interviews were conducted, designed and presented by a deductive thematic analysis, and later 

interpreted through feministic and gender organizational theories. The results indicate a 

positive development in their experiences, and more so – a new development of the women 

feeling especially wanted and needed. This perceived dependency on women is arguably in 

the risk of backfiring, generating guilt if they disappoint the organisation. This study gives 

vital insight to the organisation in question, the Swedish Armed Forces, and also several new 

and interesting aspects to build future research on regarding women in the military.  
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1. Introduction 

“I still feel that as a woman, you have it more difficult because you are not good enough 

and you have to prove yourself on a daily basis. I find it very hard to work in an 

organization as such, and in extreme cases it means that you will not be taken seriously, 

your competence is subordinate to your gender.” (Lauritzon 2012: 13). 

The quote above is from a female soldier who did military service in Sweden, when the 

system of conscription was still operating. Her words capture the essence of an interview 

study conducted by Emma Lindgren Lauritzon (2012). Lauritzon (2012: 2) finds that the 

previous military educational system in Sweden, with mandatory conscription for men and 

voluntary for women, created an unequal working environment that female soldiers perceived 

as discriminating and hostile. Since 2010, the basic military training in the Swedish Armed 

Forces (SAF) has become voluntary for all and with the same requirements irrespective of 

gender (Försvarsmakten 2016a). Thus, this transformation should, in theory, create a structure 

where the premise of a woman should be the same as for a man. The question is if this gender 

equal structure has generated a noticeable change for the women. 

I myself am a woman who has conducted military service in Sweden, but did so in a 

confusing setting. I entered during conscription for an education designed as the old format 

but just a few weeks later, the new structure and its terms and conditions were implemented. 

In other words, I was caught in the middle of the extensive structural transformation that the 

SAF underwent in 2010. My experience was much more positive than what is illustrated by 

Lauritzon (2012), which has inspired me to conduct this study. I wanted to examine if the 

structural transformation of the Armed Forces has had an impact on the experience for the 

women who conduct the current military training. Do they still perceive it as a hostile and 

unwelcoming environment? Or has the more gender equal structure had an impact on the 

individual level?  

The Swedish case and the earlier study by Lauritzon (2012) offers a suitable starting-point for 

this research, where new insights can be given to the academia on how women perceive and 

relate themselves in the reformed military setting. The results are also important for the SAF 

and its future development as an employer. As for now, it is a national defence force 

constructed on voluntarism, hence it needs to be appealing to both genders in order to fill up 

all their positions and meet a standard of a useful fighting force.  
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1.1 The Development of the Military System in Sweden 

The military conscription in Sweden was implemented in 1901 with the demand that all men 

in the ages of 21-40 years old (later updated to 18-47 years old) were obliged to conduct a 

military training. It was a 7-15 months long training to prepare the men to defend the country 

militarily, if so was needed (Försvarsmakten 2016b). Women were not included in this 

demand of conscription, but have been allowed to perform military service on a voluntary 

basis since 1980. However, this only applied for the Air Force, while the Army and Navy 

formally opened up for women nine years later (Atterling et al. 2001; Bjelanovic 2004). An 

additional demand was placed on women until 1995, which requested an intention to continue 

to serve as a military officer in order to even begin with the basic military training (Jonsson 

2013).  

On the 16th of May in 2009, the Swedish Parliament decided to abolish the system of 

conscription with a vote of 153 against 150. The current military service during peacetime is 

therefore on a voluntary basis, meaning that it is personal interest and not obligation that 

should be the driving force behind joining the Armed Forces. However, the total defence 

service (“totalförsvarsplikt”) during crisis is still intact. This implies that all men and women 

in the ages between 16 and 70 are obliged to assist Sweden, either as combatants or non-

combatants, when the country finds itself in a phase of crisis (Försvarsmakten 2016a; 2016c).  

The contemporary voluntary basic military training is commonly known as GMU 

(“Grundläggande Militär Utbildning”) and has been implemented since the 1st of July 2010. 

The official requirements for admittance are: Swedish citizenship, being 18 years old or over, 

and pass the admittance test, including several physical and psychological assessments. 

Hence, it is now an education open for both men and women who meet these requirements 

(Försvarsmakten 2016d). It has been confirmed that more women apply now to conduct the 

GMU than during the conscription-years (Jonsson 2013).  

A person conducting the GMU is called a recruit (“rekryt”) and will obtain the title of soldier 

(“soldat”) or sailor (“sjöman”) if he or she is later employed to the Armed Forces. The GMU 

is a three months long education with a set structure of exercises, established in a central 

curriculum, and therefore has the same design irrespective of where it is conducted. To pass 

the training, the recruit must be valued to have necessary military abilities and personal 

suitability for further service (Försvarsmakten 2012a: 4). After the GMU, the recruit has the 
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choice to continue with complementary training towards a specific position within the force, 

but as an employee. However, with the beginning of 2016, the GMU and its succeeding 

position-specific training have been joined together as a nine months long basic training. It is 

jointly called the GU (“Grundutbildning”), where the whole training is required before taking 

an employment. However, the design and intention of the GMU is still the same. Furthermore, 

the modification has not been fully implemented yet, which means that it does not affect the 

foundation of this study as such (Försvarsmakten 2015a).  

Several international and national control instruments regulate the SAF from a more gender-

specific perspective. On the international level, we find the UN Security Council resolution of 

1325 (2000) on Women, Peace and Security, as well as the additional resolutions of 1820 

(2008), 1888 (2009), 1889 (2009), 1960 (2010), 2106 (2013) and 2122 (2013). Together they 

set a standard to involve women and their experiences of conflict and the military. Nationally, 

SAF is regulated by action plans on gender equality, as well as the Discrimination Act from 

2008 (Försvarsmakten 2016e).  

The SAF has internally implemented a policy document on equality for the time-period of 

2012-2014. This policy sets out that the SAF view all humans as equally valued and should 

never be the subject of discrimination, for example based on gender. It also sets out that it is 

the responsibility of everyone in the Armed Forces to strive for an equal and integrated 

working environment (Försvarsmakten 2012b: 4). Recently, a subsequent “Plan of Action for 

Equality Integration 2015-2018” has been agreed upon, which aims to be more practical in 

how to increase the number of female employees on all levels of the organization 

(Försvarsmakten 2015b).  

A network for all female personnel in the Armed Forces has been established, called 

“Network for Officers and Employed Women” (originally in Swedish: “Nätverk för 

Officerare och Anställda Kvinnor”), usually abbreviated as NOAK. Regular meetings with 

employed women, civilian as military on all levels, are conducted at every military unit. The 

intention of the network is to exchange experiences and discuss perceived problems. The first 

meeting is compulsory for all female GMU-recruits, whereas the rest are voluntary and 

usually attended by a selected representative (Försvarsmakten 2012a: 12; 2015b: 9). 

Therefore, this thesis will include how the female recruits perceive NOAK and if they view 

the meetings as fruitful.  
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1.2 The Research Finding of Lauritzon 

The study by Emma Lindgren Lauritzon (2012) is a master’s thesis on the advanced level of 

psychology at Stockholm University. She had the descriptive aim of apprehending how it was 

to conduct the military training under conscription as a woman and used the qualitative 

method of semi-structured interviews with thirteen women to gather her data. It is not stated 

exactly what year these women conducted their military service, but certainly before 2010 

when the conscription was abolished. Lauritzson’s (2012) subsequent inductive thematic 

analysis resulted in the data being divided into eight themes under analysis, discussed through 

a gender-theoretical perspective. The main conclusion of the thesis was written as:  

“The respondents served on the conditions of men in a hostile environment. This can be 

understood by the conscription as a role of the male hegemony and the association between 

soldier and masculinity, which leads to systematic discrimination against women in the 

military.” (Lauritzon 2012: 2) 

According to Lauritzon (2012: 13), the participating women highlighted that they felt exposed 

and questioned, as they perceived that their competence was subordinate to their gender. They 

experienced that they entered an environment where they did not belong and interrupted the 

prevailing culture. The female conscripts highlighted that they had to adapt to masculine 

norms to be accepted, experienced competitiveness with other women, and that harsh jargon 

and insults occurred on a regular basis (Ibid: 14-9). In sum, the study depicts a setting where 

the female soldiers had mixed experiences, but overall had a negative perception of 

conducting military training as a woman during the Swedish conscription.  

With her theoretical basis, Lauritzon (2012: 25-6) argues that these negative experiences and 

perceived hostile environment is a consequence of the structure of conscription. The unequal 

outset, with mandatory conscription for men while being voluntary for women, enforces an 

understanding that men are more wanted in the Armed Forces. This since they are valued as 

naturally being the better soldiers.  

 

1.3 Research Question 

The research problem of this thesis becomes clear when we relate the structural development 

of the SAF with the study by Lauritzon (2012). Has the structural transformation towards a 

more gender equal military training had an impact on the lower levels of the organization, 
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down to the level of recruits? Do the female recruits perceive the setting as welcoming and 

equal, or is the setting still hostile for women? This thesis builds upon the study by Lauritzon 

(2012) with the descriptive aim of investigating how women perceive the basic military 

training in Sweden, but applied in more modern time when a new structure of voluntarism is 

implemented. Thus, the research question follows: 

Has the structural change from conscription to voluntary military basic training in Sweden 

affected the experience for female recruits, and if so how?  

 

1.4 Research Purpose 

The intention of this research is to contribute both theoretically and empirically. The 

academic field could gain new insights by investigating the current educational structure of 

the SAF from a gendered perspective. Its voluntarism that applies to all opens up for more 

women in the defence force, where it is interesting to see how the women perceive and relate 

themselves to this new setting. From a more practical perspective, the results can contribute to 

the efforts of the SAF in becoming an employer that strives for diversity and equality 

(Försvarsmakten 2012b). To be an appealing employer for women is arguably important since 

the force is dependent on attracting the whole population of Sweden in order to fill up its 

positions. The results on gender integration can also be useful for other countries that have or 

will implement a similar system of voluntarism. Thus, this study will as well contribute to the 

general debate on voluntarism, a current topic where it is a question of the national defence 

developing in relation to the society. 

 

1.5 Disposition of the Thesis 

After this introductory segment follows a section of theory, where first a foundation of 

analysing gender is presented. After comes previous research regarding women in a military 

context, where relevant literature has been chosen in relation to the focus of this study. The 

theoretical framework also includes theories on how structural change impacts and produces 

an image of gender in organizations. Next chapter is the research design with a description of 

the methods of this thesis, which are semi-structured interviews with a related deductive 

thematic analysis. The result of the interview study is presented in its thematic categorization 

with an analysis in relation to relevant theories, which also highlights suggestions for future 

research. Lastly comes the conclusion of the study, which summarises the main findings.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of this thesis is based in three different but related fields. The first 

section gives the theoretical basics and definitions of gender studies and feminism, 

functioning as a foundation of understanding. This is followed by theories and literature on 

women in a military setting and previous research on gender in organizational structures. All 

are arguably necessary in order to understand and interpret the experiences of the female 

recruits, as well as investigating it in relation to the organizational structure of voluntarism. 

 

2.1 A Gender-Theoretical Foundation 

The core of all feminist research is the viewpoint that gender matters and that we can 

understand the behaviour of different actors, from states to individuals, better by analysing it 

through a gendered lens. However, to which extent gender is important and in which form it 

exists remains contested. The most common understanding is to view gender as something 

that is socially constructed instead of being biologically given1. Judith Butler (1993) argue 

that no direct relationship exist between the biological sex and the gender identity; both are 

socially constructed products of our discourses. Cynthia Enloe (2016: 4) adds that gender is 

never static or uniform because it changes over time and intersects with other presumptions 

such as ethnicity, religion, and age.  

The idea of something being linked to a gender leads to the concepts of femininity and 

masculinity. Femininity is described as the social construction of how girls and women 

should think and act, traditionally connected to attributes like being caring and restrictive. Its 

viewed opposite is masculinity, which is the gendered idea of how boys and men should 

behave, often correlated with being strong and protective (Enloe 2016: 3-4). Something can 

become feminized or masculinized if it is viewed as being “inherently”, “naturally” or 

“specifically” feminine or masculine. A common example is professions, where soldiering is 

masculinized as it is perceived as a traditional masculine responsibility (Ibid: 5; Ivarsson 

2002). It should be added that the notions of masculinity and femininity vary over 

generations, as well as over geographical borders (Enloe 2014: 31). 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 The traditional binary of gender, viewed as male/female, is what is applied in this thesis. However, the author 
acknowledges that gender is best understood as a continuum that includes additional gender identities.  
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The notion of gender operates in our societal structure and has shaped a hierarchy that 

institutionalises inequality based on gendered norms. This is referred to as the patriarchal 

community, which is structured by beliefs that privileges masculinity over femininity, thus 

viewing men superior to women (Enloe 2016: 10). According to Raewyn Connell (2002), it is 

especially the masculinity based on the normative heterosexuality that possesses the most 

power and the hegemonic position in the patriarchy. This enforces the argument of feminist 

scholars that gender is closely linked to power and should therefore be studied from that 

perspective (Enloe 2014: 8). The gendered hierarchy is sustained through a constant 

modernization of the norms in relation to the societal development (Ibid: 31). 

 

2.2 Previous Research on Women in the Military 

The military and the profession of soldier are typical masculinized phenomenon (Enloe 2016: 

5), which is why it has become a popular field for feminist research. This area includes an 

analytical approach on how female soldiers are treated, perceived, and self-identify in such a 

traditionally valued masculine setting. Men and women are militarized in different ways due 

to deep gendered assumptions (Enloe 2016: 11). The ideal soldier is a “masculine warrior-

hero” that is not only gendered but embodied male (Kidder & Parks 2001: 953; Sjoberg 2013: 

266). In contrast, women are perceived as too soft and motherly for violence. The violence of 

men is normalized through war, while women’s violence is entirely disallowed (Elshstain 

1987; Sylvester 2013: 40). Christine Sylvester (2013: 38) puts it like this: “Men do war and 

women suffer, support and protest war”, arguably putting a link between women and victims. 

The gendered militarization is manifested in the division of labour in a military context: the 

feminized “other” gets a variety of supporting positions that are still important for the 

performance of the force, but seldom acknowledged (Sjoberg 2013: 188). In fact, it is argued 

that documentation of women participating in the military are usually erased from historical 

records (Ibid: 233-4) and women are encouraged to mentally erase their war experience 

instead of wear it with pride (Sylvester 2013: 75).  

When a woman enters the military as the position of a soldier, socially constructed obstacles 

still exist. Laura Sjoberg (2013: 234) summarizes it as: “Women’s soldiering is often talked 

about as women’s soldiering, rather than simply as soldiering that women do” [the source’s 

own italics]. Thus, a woman might enter the military, but her presence is still not normalized. 

The women who are allowed to enter the dominated masculine setting needs to demonstrate 
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masculinity without losing their femininity (Ibid: 233-4). Maud Eduards (2011: 279) illustrate 

it as: “She is not a real soldier if she runs too slow, but she is not a real woman if she runs too 

fast” [my translation]. Eduards (2011: 268) argues that such a tendency can be found in the 

Swedish case, where the women are caught in a “discursive conflict”. The SAF uses a gender-

neutral rhetoric, while at the same time pointing out women as deviant. For example by 

implementing what they view as necessary special measures to manage with the female 

presence (Ibid: 270, 279). 

Enloe (2016: 79) argues that the contemporary female soldier is admired as an object of hope 

as she contributes to the uncomfortable debate on the roles and privileges of men. However, 

she is still a target of an intense negative debate since she is contesting imbedded assumptions 

of biology and femininity. The suitability and capacity of women in the role of soldiers are 

continuously questioned (Ivarsson 2002). However, as of today, women soldiers are rather 

common in national troops. The SAF (2015c) had in 2015 13 percent women of all employed 

personnel (6779 of 52,325). This can be compared to 30 percent in the Israeli national force, 

the American 14 percent, or the 4,5 percent of Japan (Enloe 2016: 84). But nonetheless, the 

women are always a virtual minority of a military force, just ranging from very small to a less 

small minority (Enloe 2014: 150-1). Enloe (2016: 78) argues that no military today can call 

itself a “modern military” without allowing women to serve. 

What happens when women gets integrated in the force that is conventionally existing of 

persons gendered as male? The theoretical debate is usually distinguished between the 

optimistic and the pessimistic debate. The optimistic debate argues that a larger ratio of 

women will make the military less patriarchal, thus challenging the traditional privileges of 

masculinity with success. In contrast, the pessimistic debate mean that the portion of women, 

regardless of how small or large, will still be likely to adapt to the already established 

masculine beliefs and values (Enloe 2016: 92). Jennifer M. Silva (2008: 955-6) conducted an 

interview study with women in the U.S. army, who said themselves that they had the free 

choice to act feminine instead of adapting. However, Silva argues that they just redefined 

their concept of femininity. The women included the new non-feminine actions in a new 

definition of femininity, making them still recognize themselves as women without actually 

challenging the gendered foundation of the military. 
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In this pessimistic debate, arguments say that women will only have a negative impact on the 

military. Martin Van Creveld (2002) argues that women do not belong in the military because 

they lack the physical capability and morale, are more injury-prone, and have a negative 

impact on the effectiveness and preparedness of the military. Similarly, some argue that 

women in a military force will distract and endanger male soldiers (Sylvester 2013: 38). This 

since their integration is said to disrupt the male peer bonding and have a negative impact on 

their overall performance, due to inevitable sexual attraction between the genders (Maninger 

2008: 22-3; Simons 2014). The female body is often sexualised in the traditional masculine 

setting of the military, where the Swedish case seems to be no exception (Eduards 2011: 279). 

Eduards (2011: 270-3) highlights an empirical example from the SAF. Previously, the women 

were recommended to request a larger bath towel if they felt uncomfortable with showering in 

the common areas. Additionally, they encouraged the women to be clear with their 

boundaries, while no one urged the men to show more respect. Thus, the problem as well as 

the responsibility to solve it was put on the women. Since 2007, the larger bath towels are 

given to all, but Eduards (2011: 271) argue that the underlying cause of the problem is still 

not resolved. Relating to this subject, Robert Egnell et al. (2014: 112) argue that sexual 

assaults and harassments are reported on a limited basis in the Swedish military. However, 

they acknowledge that the low level of reports might not mirror the reality. Anders W. 

Berggren and Sophia Ivarsson (2002) did a survey when the conscripted system was still 

operating in Sweden and found that the participating female soldiers did not perceive that they 

had been sexually harassed, while their descriptions of incidents indicated the opposite. 

Incidents are often not reported because of lack of trust in the military justice system, fear of 

reactions from colleagues, or thinking that it will harm one’s future career (Enloe 2016: 82).  

Evidence exist which proves that female integration in the military does not have the negative 

impact that the pessimistic scholars claim. For example, experiments and observations show 

evidence that group bonding is not gendered. It just appears to be male when it is done in a 

context that is traditionally dominated by men, such as the military (Goldstein 2001: 199). 

Further investigations have also shown that there is no difference in performance between 

military companies that are all male and companies that has integrated female soldiers (Ibid: 

200). Female presence is in some cases even encouraged with the argumentation of a positive 

effect. One example being the SAF, who themselves state that they become a more efficient 

organisation with a balanced gender ratio (Försvarsmakten 2012b: 2). Additionally, 
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integration of women is encouraged in international peace-forces. This since they are viewed 

to be more careful when meeting victims of sexual violence and their presence is argued to 

decrease the sexual exploitation of the local population, conducted by their male colleagues. 

Here it should be noted that the arguments that before were held against the women; that they 

are too peaceful and caring, is in this context used to support their inclusion (Dittmer & Apelt 

2008: 70-1). 

 

 2.3 Literature on Gender in Organizational Structures   

A structural change for equality includes an emphasis on power. It is a matter of scrutinizing 

the structure in an organization and evaluating how power can be more equally distributed. A 

change of this kind is often large and complicated, hence it will take time before a change or 

especially the effect of the change can be measured. Resistance can also be common with 

such an extensive transformation (Callerstig et al. 2011: 256). The other option is smaller and 

gradual changes towards equality. An alternative that is usually more supported, as it is easier 

achieved. However, it can leave the fundamental reason behind the inequality still intact, thus 

hindering a genuine and lasting effect (Ibid: 256-7). Hannes Frizén and Johanna Sjons (2011: 

143) argue that initiatives for increased equality should be twofold and include both 

approaches. Anne-Charlott Callerstig et al. (2011: 244) add to this discussion, by saying that 

the options should be viewed as complementary rather than opposites.  

Joan Acker (1992: 421) describes four sets of processes that genders an organization, all 

components of a larger picture but analytically distinct. The first is found in the structure of 

the organization. Organizational practices such as gendering positions, responsibilities and 

wages produce a division. This is where a structural change can be made, such as the change 

from conscription to voluntarism in the case of the SAF. According to Acker (1992: 422), the 

valuing of gender will then be reproduced to the other levels. One of them is the second 

process of symbolism, meaning the image of gender in the organization that is produced and 

distributed internally and externally. This thesis does not focus on this process, but some 

research can be found on the symbolism of the SAF. For example, recent studies have found 

that their external material of information lacks in considering diversity and portray women in 

passive and supporting roles (Ekermo Karlsson 2015; Solberg 2014).  
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The third process of gendering in organizations is interactions between individuals at different 

levels in the organisations. This develops and affirms the image of gender further. Lastly, it 

reaches the internal mental level of individuals. The personnel in the organization construct 

their understanding of gender and their own gender identity in relation to the other processes. 

Thus, their gendered persona is a reflection of the processes on the structural, symbolic and 

interactional levels (Acker 1992: 422). These last two processes of interaction and individual 

identity is what this thesis aims to capture through an interview study and put it in relation to 

the structural process. 
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3. Research Design   
This study explores and illustrates the experience for women conducting the current basic 

military training in Sweden. It is formulated as the dependent variable of this study and 

operationalized through deductively found themes that will be presented later on in this 

section of research design. According to Sylvester (2013: 47-8), experience per se is a 

complex and abstract phenomenon whenever and wherever it is studied. This research is 

therefore an investigation with the focus on capturing the perception of ordinary people, 

rather than letting it be translated as the truth of the actual reality.  

The variable of experience will be related through theory to the organizational structure of 

voluntarism, the independent variable, to investigate if any correlation can be discovered. The 

research objective of this thesis in disciplined configurative, meaning that existing theories 

will be used to explain the case and that process might shed light on the need of theory 

development. Building upon the gender organizational theories above, especially Acker 

(1992), the hypothesis is that the structural change towards a more gender equal military 

training has shaped a gender perspective that has been reproduced down to interaction- and 

individual levels in the organization. This hypothesis can gain support if the interviewed 

female recruits have perceived their working environment as accessible and equivalent 

irrespective of gender. But again, it is their subjective perception of the working environment 

and should as such be interpreted as that rather than generalised as the objective reality.  

 

3.1 Methods of Semi-Structured Interviews and Thematic Analysis 

The selected main method of this thesis is qualitative interviews, chosen in order to collect 

necessary data directly from the female recruits themselves as primary sources. It has been 

chosen in line with the recommendation of Annica Kronsell (2006: 121), who strongly argue 

that interviews are an important method to gather detailed and in-depth information on how 

institutions carry out gendered practices and how this affect the construction of gender 

identities. More specifically, I have conducted qualitative semi-structured interviews, a 

suitable approach when wanting to capture personal experiences and perceptions (Bryman 

2011: 206, 413). It is also the method that Lauritzon (2012) applied in her thesis, thus making 

it a natural choice for making the studies and their results as comparable as possible. The 

semi-structured form is motivated by the fact that this research has from the start a relatively 

distinct focus established in previous research result and theories that generates an initial 
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structure for the interviews. However, the semi-structure component enables deviation from 

the interview-guide and facilitates a more flexible and fluent conversation where unexpected 

data can be revealed (Bryman 2011: 416).  

The semi-structured interviews constitute the process of data collection, while the method of 

analysing the data is thematic analysis; a method that puts focus on what is said in qualitative 

data by coding it into different themes (Bryman 2011:527-8). Again, this is a choice primarily 

based on the earlier study of Lauritzon (2012: 9), who conducted an inductive thematic 

analysis. This means that the gathered data from her interviews was systematically examined 

in a data-program and coded in relation to discovered repetitive themes found in the answers 

of the informants. In the end, it was settled into eight themes:  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Following this thematization, the data given by her thirteen female informants was presented 

related to each theme and then analysed through the theoretical framework in order to reach a 

conclusion.  

The eight themes by Lauritzon (2012) has become the frame of reference for the thematic 

analysis of this thesis, thus this research takes a deductive approach to the thematic analysis.  

It is not a matter of directly reproducing the work of Lauritzon, but instead an effort to build 

upon her research. It is a question of observing what data can be found with similar 

thematization, but when the independent variable has changed through the structural 

transformation of the SAF. However, the eight themes by Lauritzon has for this thesis been 

THEMES BY LAURITZON (2012) 

1. The choice of conducting military service 
2. To stand out and be in focus 
3. The relationship to other female conscripts 
4. Living closely with men 
5. The significance of the group 
6. Treatment from commanders and the other 

conscripts 
7. The harsh climate 
8. The impact on the individual 

 
    (Lauritzon 2012: 11) 
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condensed and formulated in a more neutral manner in an effort of revising them to better suit 

this interview study. For example, the second and the seventh theme of Lauritzon are 

centralized on the feeling of “standing out” and the environment being “harsh”. Thus, they are 

already framed in a conductive way that suggests that this is how the female recruits should 

feel. Also, one of the themes, “The choice of conducting military service”, is also transferred 

from being a large theme to instead be an introductory question of the interview. This since it 

is not really relevant in relation to how they perceive the actual GMU, but the matter will still 

be covered in the interviews as an initial “icebreaker”. In sum, the revised themes are 

designed to still cover all detected themes by Lauritzon (2012), but doing so in a more 

overarching and impartial manner. With all this said, the final four themes of this thesis are:  

 

 

 

 

 

These four themes have also been designed by adapting the organizational theory by Acker 

(1992). The three first themes capture the interaction level of the organization: ranging from 

larger military unit, to group-level, and interaction between commanders and recruits. The 

fourth and last theme is on the individual identity level, thus it aims to gather data of personal 

identification in relation to gender.  

 

 3.2 Design of the Interview Guide 

The interview guide of this thesis was designed in relation to the settled four themes 

mentioned above and also in line with the recommended methodological process of Alan 

Bryman (2011: 419-424). The Swedish version (in Appendix 1.) is the original that was used 

during the interviews, but an English translation has also been attached (see Appendix 2.).  

Focus of the interview guide was capturing the informant’s viewpoint of the basic military 

training, operationalized through the themes, but still being flexible and open to other related 

subjects. The sequence of the themes was the same in the interview guide as presented above, 

REVISED THEMATISATION 

1. Experience of the unit culture and working 
environment 

2. The significance of the group and its dynamics 
3. The commanders and their treatment 
4. Inner experiences and personal development 
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going from the larger unit to the single level of the individual. Some key questions were given 

under each theme with the intention of being as objective and reflective as possible, thus 

opening up for a following conversation on what the informant emphasizes as relevant and 

important. A few follow-up questions were written down as assistance. Additionally, the 

guide had an introductory part focused on background information about the informant and a 

closure with summarizing question, this to ensure a natural beginning and end of the 

interview.  

The first draft of the interview guide was tested with a pilot interview, which resulted in an 

increase and reformulation of the questions. The final version was then used in the actual 

interviews and the first three interviews resulted in smaller amendments. These were mostly a 

change of wording to make the questions less complex or specific, but still keeping the 

themes intact.  

 

 3.3 The Sample of Informants 

The target group of the interviews is naturally individuals who identify themselves as women 

and has conducted the GMU in Sweden. Contact with this target group was established 

through a version of snowball sampling. To begin with, a request for informants was sent out 

by e-mail to recruitment coordinators and officers at different training units in Sweden. A 

similar request was delivered to a representative for empowerment situated at the 

Headquarters, who has the responsibility to work for increased empowerment of recruits. I 

gained great assistance thanks to their position to get in direct contact with any interested 

informants. In most cases, the contact-persons connected me with the informant directly. In 

other instances, I gained contact with a company or platoon commander, who further assisted 

me to find an interested female recruit. A potential criticism can be that these contact-persons 

might have any self-interest involved in this study and consequently connected me with 

women that they know will protect their interests. However, it was clear to the informants 

beforehand that they must participate in this study on a voluntary basis, which they all 

verbally contracted on. Furthermore, the comprehensive process of disidentification of all 

data impedes finding correlations to any specific unit or person, thus hindering the material to 

be used either for gain or harm against anyone.  
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In the end, eight informants participated in this interview study. All identify their gender as 

female, they range in age from 19 to 25 years old, and two were from rural towns and six 

from major cities in Sweden. Four were in the final phase of the basic training at the time of 

the interview, while the other half had completed the whole GMU within a time-period of one 

and a half years and has continued as employed in the SAF. Therefore, a tendency of bias in 

the sample could be argued for since continuing with employment after the GMU could signal 

satisfaction with the initial training. However, this should not be taken for granted. It could 

just as likely be the contrary and instead other factors that influenced the decision to proceed.  

The informants conducted their military training in platoons ranging from having 1-8 women 

and 18-37 men, which can be compared to the sample of Lauritzon (2012: 13) with 1-3 

women with approximately 40 men. The highest ratio of women was 29 percent in one 

platoon, whereas the smallest was evidently the platoon where one informant was the only 

female recruit. All the branches of the military (Army, Air Force and Navy) are covered by 

the seven participating military training units, but with a smaller representation from the Air 

Force. Also, the represented units are all located in the middle and southern part of Sweden, 

thus lacking geographical representation of the north. However, the aspects of military branch 

and geographical location should not matter since the GMU is designed to have the same 

structure irrespective of where it is conducted (Försvarsmakten 2012a: 4). Furthermore, it is 

seven units represented in the sample with eight informants, which means that two women 

belong to the same unit. However, they have conducted their GMU in different platoons.  

In the presentation of the data in this thesis, the informants are presented with fictive names to 

ensure their anonymity. Real female names have been chosen to stress the fact that these are 

real people and their personal experiences. The used fictive names are: Anna, Beatrice, 

Caroline, Diana, Emma, Felicia, Gabriella and Hanna. 

 

 3.4 Execution of the Interviews and Ethical Considerations 

The interviews were approximately one hour long each and all themes and key questions were 

always covered in every conversation, but the interviews were still unique depending on 

where the informant led the story.  They were in all cases except one held at the military unit 

where the female recruit currently pursues or have earlier completed her GMU. Usually in 

offices and conference rooms of the unit, with the exception of a reserved group-room in a 
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library near the home of one informant. In every case, it was vital to create a comfortable and 

secluded environment, free from observation or overhearing, where the women could feel as 

safe as possible to talk openly about their experiences and feelings. Some of the informants 

were dressed in uniforms and others in their civilian clothing during the interview, which 

could have had an impact on their level of comfort but also their self-identification – if they 

felt as they represented their professional self or personal self.  

The interviews involved some longer travels to military units in the southern part of Sweden. 

Fortunately, I had the privilege of accompanying a group of researchers working with a 

project commonly called “MER” (an abbreviation for “Metodutveckling för effektivare 

rekrytering av särskilda grupper”, translated to English: “Method-development for more 

efficient recruitment of specific groups”). This is a collaborative research project between the 

SAF and the Swedish Defence University (SEDU) with the aim to improve the recruitment of 

special groups to the SAF, one of the target groups being women. In April 2016, they had one 

of their regular visits to their local collaborators at a number of regiments and flotillas in 

Southern Sweden. During one week, I got to travel, live and visit the military units together 

with them. This reduced the expenses and enabled me to accomplish the interview study in 

person instead of using any technical assistance, which can otherwise be difficult for a scholar 

with limited budget and restricted access to the units. In exchange, they asked me to include a 

set of questions regarding how the female informants have experienced the recruitment 

process to the GMU. Therefore, a smaller part of the conversation with the informants was 

focused on their admission to the GMU. However, this was covered in an individual interview 

guide as well as recorded and transcribed separately in order to avoid the data being mixed 

together. Thus, that study is not included in this thesis but in the actual interview-method, 

which I am aware could possibly have had an effect on the informant. However, it was still a 

matter of questions regarding their experience of something related to the GMU. In retrospect, 

I would like to highlight this component of extra-questions as a benefit for the overall 

method. This, since they were carried out first and functioned well as a “warm up” before the 

more personal and sensitive questions of this thesis.  

Interviews as a research method generate some ethical dilemmas and issues of reactive 

impact. First and foremost, this research involves real people and their private experiences 

and perceptions. It is therefore vital that they are aware that they are participating in a study 
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and do so on a voluntary basis, which has been managed through presenting the informants 

with an informed consent (see Appendix 3. for Swedish version and Appendix 4. for the 

English translation). This document includes the author’s background in short, a description 

of the study and its aim, and the terms and conditions applied for participating in the 

interview. The informed consent was orally discussed and agreed upon with all the informants 

before initiating the interview.  

One of the challenging ethical issues was the fact that the interviews were recorded to ensure 

correct citation in the analysis. As addressed in the document of consent, the recordings are 

only used for this research and deleted when the study is completed. Also, the transcripts are 

thoroughly anonymised with no specified personal or unit-specific data, and also done with 

usage of fictive names to ensure that it is managed with high level of confidentiality.   

It is important for the interviewer to reflect upon its own role in the interview and possible 

impact on the results. All the informants were informed beforehand that I myself have 

conducted military service under conscription, but without telling them about my experience 

and perception of the working environment to avoid unnecessary influence. The key 

challenge for me as an interviewer was to make sure to be neutral and follow the stories of the 

informants, instead of influencing with my own perceptions. I believe that my role as a 

woman in a similar age and with similar military background as the informants was a strength 

in this setting in several aspects. Primarily because of the perception of me as an equal, which 

should have reinforced a sense of co-understanding and trustworthiness between us. Also, the 

fact that I am familiarized with the environment under study is, according to Bryman (2011: 

420), a good practical preparation for successful interviews. It was also mentioned that a 

comparison would be conducted towards results of a similar interview study with conscripted 

women, but with no mentioning of the conclusion of that study in order to avoid additional 

influence. The critical standing to my own role and analysis as well as efforts to prevent 

unnecessary impact have hopefully strengthened the internal validity of this study 

Lastly, I want to address that the option of phone interviews was considered in order to get a 

larger sample of informants and avoid further travel expenses, but dismissed since it is argued 

by Bryman (2011: 209, 433) to not be a suitable option for such long and personal 

conversations. The absence of personal contact creates a difficult setting for the interviewer to 

assure that the informant is alone and to capture the atmosphere, which is important when 
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discussing sensitive subjects. My perception is that the personal meeting created a safe 

environment for the female recruits and enabled me as the interviewer to feel present in the 

conversation.  

 

3.5 Interpretation of Data in Thematic Analysis 

All eight interviews were carefully transcribed and disidentified by removing sensitive 

personal data. The data was then structured in relation to the four themes. No evident new 

theme was inductively observed during the interview process, thus the set themes remained 

and more original data is presented as new elements within the themes instead. The data is 

presented both in fluent text and with selected illustrative quotes in the next section of 

analysis. In some cases, the quotes were given a minor modification in order to correct 

grammar and punctuation. Also, they had to be translated from Swedish to English, which can 

have had an impact on nuances of the language. 

The interpretation of the data is made through connecting the empirical results to the 

theoretical framework, which has been made in a separate chapter. This process was made in 

an abductive manner, meaning that additional theories were incorporated during the process 

in order to best shed light on the observed empirical data. In some cases, parallels were also 

made to the results of Lauritzon (2012), as a longitudinal comparison, in order to highlight 

similarities and differences.  
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4. Results of Interview Study 

4.1 Experience of Unit Culture and Working Environment 

The interviewed women have conducted their GMU at different military units in Sweden, but 

they all perceived their specific unit as safe and welcoming. Caroline perceived her unit as 

valuing cooperation and solidarity, while Gabriella felt that her unit was strongly divided in 

groups and lacks a common culture. Hanna felt that her unit was labelled as an exclusive unit. 

“Everyone is welcome to do an honest try. (…) The company commander said: “(The 

unit) is not a unit for everyone”. (…) What he was trying to say is that is kind of an elite 

unit and it requires a certain type of person to cope. Everyone is not supposed to handle 

this.” (Hanna) 

Speaking about the closer working environment, the women highlighted different aspects as 

most challenging. Difficult psychological aspects were stress and being unaware of what will 

happen next. Beatrice and Emma highlighted that they had a hard time in the beginning with 

adapting to the strict military way of thinking and acting, but that it became easier with time. 

The basic military training is perceived as physically demanding as well, where the women 

said that they had felt not fit or rested enough to do their best performance. Four of the 

women emphasized that they perceived that women had inferior physical performance in 

comparison to their male colleagues. 

“Well women are probably less strong than men in general, so it becomes more difficult 

(…). But this is your choice as well, if you choose to work out or not.” (Caroline) 

”I know that for the most part, it is more difficult to keep up as a woman. We are not as 

fast.” (Diana) 

”You get to do the same and carry the same (…). But it would not be good if you would 

do it easier for women that are generally weaker.” (Gabriella)  

The informants argued that the same official demands were put on all recruits irrespective of 

their gender. Anna said that she was appreciative of this approach. 

“As they (the commanders) say: ‘We are soldiers, we are not women and men when we 

are entering here’. (…) I think it is really good, that it is not like this: ‘You are a girl so 

we give you some privileges’. It will not be the same to go through this if you get 

privileges on the way.” (Anna) 
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Similarly, all recruits received the same equipment, perceived as being both for better and 

worse. The regular uniform did not fit well on the women, who generally are shorter, smaller, 

and curvier. For example, Gabriella got blisters in her waistline on a daily basis due to the ill-

fitting pants. 

“I view myself as a pretty normal girl, normal height and normal weight. I am not very 

heavy or very thin. So I think that, at least, it should exist clothes that fits a normal girl.” 

(Gabriella) 

Similarly, the body-protection-vest and the combat-vest were either too big for the narrow-

shouldered or too small for those with bigger bust. However, they stressed that this can be 

experienced for men who do not fit the “universal” body-size as well. The question on how to 

solve the issue of equipment was brought up in several of the conversations, but never with a 

clear conclusion on how to resolve it.   

“Should they do different clothes for women and men? (…) It can also be negative since 

it is supposed to be equal for all. But at the same time, it (the equipment) does not work 

for everyone. So I think that is why it is difficult to find the right balance.” (Gabriella) 

The issue of equipment was, according to the informants, often discussed on the meetings 

with the female network NOAK. The women had very different experiences of that network. 

The majority perceived it as awarding in the way that they received tips and tricks, got to 

know more female personnel at the unit, and got a possibility to make an impact. 

“It is fun with the common driving force to highlight issues. Because it is very easy that 

things disappear when it is a group of men.” (Emma)  

Others did not enjoy the NOAK-meetings at all, or felt that it was specifically those who 

made them feel different from their male colleagues. 

“I do not like them at all. The only thing we do is insulting the guys. Complain about 

everything. That is not necessary for me, but others need it.” (Caroline) 

“When we had a NOAK-meeting one night, then all the girls were invited. (...) Then they 

had made sure that the boys got to do something similar. It was the only time I clearly felt 

that it was a difference between men and women, because we had always been a group 

before.” (Felicia)  
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“We had ended the day earlier. The others went shopping or went sunbathing, while I had 

to stay and go to the meeting. (…) Then I went back to the barrack, it was pitch-black and 

no one was there. I think I have never felt more of an outcast for being a woman than 

then.” (Gabriella)  

The separate activities with NOAK could also result in negative responses from the excluded 

men in their groups or platoons.  

“We had a NOAK-meeting and came back. Then the boys started making fun of it, saying 

that they are going to have ‘BRO-AK’ (…) It started very innocent but it only continued. 

In the end, we had to bring it up and say: ‘You cannot continue to joke about it because it 

is something that is important for us. We need these moments to develop with the same 

basis as you and share smart tips and tricks.’ And they listened to it immediately.” 

(Hanna) 

Apart from NOAK, the women and men did most things together. This included living in the 

same rooms, called “logement”. None of the informants said that they felt uncomfortable with 

living so close with men. It was experienced as the opposite, where they perceived this as a 

positive aspect of the GMU. They felt that it improved their cooperation and feeling of a 

group. It was a similar perception of the common shower areas, but where the shower-curtains 

provided some necessary privacy.  

”It was a bit weird and tough in the beginning. Or more unusual and you did not know 

how to behave. (…) But it has worked out eventually. It is also something that I think is 

great, that I realised that it works just fine. It does not matter what gender you have (…), 

you do not need to check out each other. There are no worries.” (Beatrice) 

”They asked if they should separate the showers. (…) Everyone thought it was good to 

keep it as shared so it does not generate a divided-thinking. But it was good that they 

brought up the question.” (Emma)  

 

4.2 The Significance of the Group and its Dynamics 

The gender ratio in the platoons varied a lot for the informants. One conducted her service in 

a platoon with one third being female recruits, while another did it as the only woman. 

However, all of the women agree that they worked and lived in good platoons. The 

informants felt comfortable in their groups, more and more as time went on, and perceived 
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that they did treat each other with respect. The jargon could at times be perceived as too 

macho or harsh, but a discussion regarding it was usually brought up.  

“I went in with the attitude that it would be more macho. And it probably varies on where 

you go, but we are surrounded by humble guys so I really enjoy it.” (Anna) 

“It was very open. We could bring up problems, bring up good and bad things. Talk about 

everything, both within the groups and in the whole platoon.” (Hanna) 

”People were pretty careful with me until they realised how much I can take. After that, 

they dared more and I did the same back. No worries. But then it was important to speak 

up if someone felt that it was too much. I think most of us dared to do so.” (Gabriella) 

Gender was not something that was commonly discussed during their leisure hours. Instead, it 

was emphasized that specific sessions are included in the design of the GMU to discuss the 

values of the Armed Forces and how the group perceive that they relate to them.  

“We went through the points with sexual harassment or if anyone feels left out. It was 

always present during the three months (…), which I think is good so people do not stop 

thinking about it. That you always have it in the back of your head.” (Hanna)   

Cooperation functioned well, whereas it was the amount of practice and overall attitude that 

were stressed as vital factors for good teamwork. Some highlighted that they believe that 

female presence did have a positive impact on both the atmosphere and performance. 

”Sometimes, it could be too much jokes and such. Then it can be difficult to say 

something. That is probably why it can be good to be more women because we have 

another limit on what is okay or not.” (Emma)  

”I think that me and the other girl, we calmed the group a bit. Because it was another 

group with only men that was, not to generalise or so, but it was another jargon in that 

group.” (Diana) 

“I think the girls are more responsible and want to do everything more thoroughly than 

the boys want to.” (Caroline)  

In contrast, Anna, Caroline and Gabriella said that they enjoyed surrounding themselves with 

more men since it decreased the amount of “girly arguments”. Other than that, they all said 

that they appreciated women in the group, as they felt more comfortable to speak about 



! 25 

“female issues” with the same gender. In fact, seven out of the eight informants highlighted 

that getting in more women is the best overall action that the SAF should undertake to 

become more gender equal. None of the informants said that they perceived competitiveness 

between female recruits. However, Anna felt that she compared herself to one of her female 

friends and thought that her commanders might do the same.  

“They have not said it but I think about it and it would not be so weird, it is pretty natural 

to do so unintentionally. (…) Competing… I think that is the wrong word, but comparing 

yes, because we are quite similar as well.” (Anna) 

 

4.3 The Commanders and Their Treatment 

When asked how they identify a “good soldier”, many different attributes were highlighted. 

The ones that kept on being repeated were good cooperation skills, high motivation, and to 

always strive to do one’s best. Anna, Emma, and Gabriella also stressed that it is great to have 

a good intuition in order to detect the atmosphere and mood of the group-members.  

”You will probably have to differentiate between doing a great job with one’s knowledge, 

having the experience or knowledge that is needed, and then, more importantly, being 

aware of both yourself and the group around you. Especially everyone around you. To 

quickly pick up and sense the situation, to have an instinctive feeling.” (Emma)  

When asked the question again, but this time from the perspective of their commanders, they 

increased their emphasis on physical performance and the ability to follow orders. 

“They would reinforce the fact that one should be able to take directives. The thinking of 

right time, right place, right equipment. You should do everything by the book. A good 

soldier can do this without even thinking.” (Gabriella) 

The follow-up question to this was then: “For whom is it the most difficult to live up to their 

standard of a ‘good soldier’?” The answer from Beatrice and Diana was women, centred on 

an argumentation of their inferior physical performance. The others said that it is more 

difficult for less mature persons and those who lack motivation or self-awareness.  

Half of the informants said that they have never felt differently treated by their commanders 

based on their gender. Anna, who had been a bit worried beforehand, said that she was 

happily surprised by how equal it was. The other half of the informants had experienced 
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different incidents, perceived as either positive or negative. Emma felt that she was not 

enabled to speak as much as her male colleagues. If another woman had raised her hand and 

said something before her, then the commanders did not pick her next. She perceived it as 

them thinking that the “quota was filled”. Both Diana and Gabriella had experienced unequal 

treatment on the shooting range that had created tensions within their groups. According to 

the women, the unequal treatment did not continue after the incidents had been discussed in 

the larger group together with the commanders. 

”Me and one guy, we had to reshoot for a skills-test. The other men felt like the 

commander was mean to the guy while he was nice to me. The commander came directly 

after that and explained that it was because I had listened to his advice while the guy had 

just fooled around.” (Diana)  

”I know that we discussed if we (the women) were a bit more ‘babied’ on the shooting 

range. I think it was several girls who had performance anxiety. (…) They got a bit 

emotional, frustrated and cried. The commanders did not know what to do. (…) We 

brought it up later and said that it does not matter how we show our emotions, we want to 

be treated equally.” (Hanna) 

Different routines were usually set up for women when they needed to go the toilet or 

managing their hygiene. Gabriella got special education on how to treat her hygiene as a 

female when being out in the woods, which was appreciated but felt a bit unnecessary. Hanna, 

on the other hand, did not get this and felt that female hygiene was something that the women 

always had to figure out and solve themselves. Going to the toilet took usually longer time as 

a female recruit since they had to remove and put on all equipment every time. To get longer 

breaks for this was usually not a problem and often set in routine.  

“They would never deny you to go to the toilet as a girl. They are probably a bit scared of 

it being misinterpreted if they do.” (Emma)  

Two of the women had have incidents were menstruation was perceived as an uncomfortable 

topic to solve with the commanders.  

“Menstruation is a bit taboo. (...) It should not be, everyone knows that, but it still is. (…) 

My (female colleague) said in a situation: ‘I have my period’. And then the male 

commander had just said okay but was not able to look her in the eyes.” (Hanna)  
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“They visited us and I had my birth-control pills and some tampons with me. (…) My 

commander became very uncomfortable. ‘I have to look this up’. (…) I got to bring the 

things with me in the end, but it is not supposed to be like that. It should be obvious.” 

(Gabriella)  

A general feeling of being especially wanted and needed in the Armed Forces was highlighted 

by several of the informants. This was either felt in general in the day-to-day-life, or had been 

directly communicated in conversations with any commander. The feeling of being important 

was usually perceived as positive and motivated the women. However, the special emphasis 

on them and strong wish for them to stay was perceived as a risk of backfiring. Instead, this 

could generate a sense of guilt if they did not perform well or had thoughts about leaving. 

 “I think that the commanders wants to support you more than the men. But that is 

probably because you stand out, because you do. And they want you here, so they try to 

encourage you a bit more.” (Diana) 

”’Yes it is really great that you are here, we need you.’ You feel wanted. So I think that it 

is rather starting to change that they are more afraid of losing women than of having 

women. I do not think that it has always been like this. They are probably starting to 

stress that and you can tell on the commanders. They are very keen to see us continue, 

which is great to see. (…) It is great for the one that is motivated to continue. (…) 

However, if you do not want to continue, then you should not. If it is not a place for you, 

then you should not be forced to stay or feel guilty if you leave.” (Emma)  

Six of the interviewed women had at least one female commander, which was appreciated. 

Some of them had really close contact with this commander while others did not, but a sense 

of respect and co-understanding was felt between them. Emma perceived that her female 

platoon commander did have to put up a tougher facade than the men in order to gain respect. 

The others did not see any difference in relation to their male commanders.  

“All girls had great contact with her and went to her if something happened. She took us 

aside occasionally and asked how everything was.” (Caroline)  

“She did not treat the women differently, just because we were women and she was a 

woman. She was to us and the men just another instructor, not a female instructor.” 

(Hanna)  
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The informants who did not have a female commander said that they wished to have it. They 

felt that it could contribute with new perspectives and be rewarding for both female and male 

recruits to see a woman in a higher position. 

“It is not that I want to remove any of the commanders that we have now, but it could 

have been good to show that both women and men can do the same job. Like a role 

model.” (Beatrice)  

“I think it will reward them (the men) too, to become used to getting orders from a 

woman. I do not think that they would have anything against it anyway, but it is the 

same thing as getting used to stand in formation (…). Everything that is very unusual in 

the beginning. So you should get used to different types of commanders. And if you get 

used to only men giving orders, then that will make it more difficult in the future. 

Especially for a woman in the platoon (…) that is going be in command.” (Emma)  

 

4.4 Inner Experiences and Personal Development 

All eight informants answered that they felt that they could be themselves in their GMU-

platoons. Felicia is a bit older than the rest in her group and also has previous experience from 

the Armed Forces. Therefore, she felt that she sometimes needed to step back and give the 

others more space. Other than that, the women perceived that they could always express their 

opinions if necessary, but that it could depend on the situation and their own personality.  

“It is more about me as a person, I am a bit afraid of conflicts. So I can express what I feel, 

just that it sometimes feels unnecessary.” (Anna) 

The informants said that they could be less personal and private with their commanders since 

a level of professionalism was always present. Emma and Felicia felt that the system of 

military ranks was important. Their commanders had expressed that it should be a division 

between commander and recruit. Felicia said that she appreciated this since the recruits should 

learn and respect the hierarchy of ranks.   

None of the women said that they ever had felt unsafe or experienced sexual harassment 

during the GMU. If such a situation would occur, the women perceived that they had a good 

network of people to turn to. This ranged from group-members, commanders, NOAK and 

people outside in their private-life. Interesting was that many of the women specifically 

pointed out their female commanders as the persons they would trust the most.  
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The majority of the informants argued that the GMU had generated a personal development. 

They felt that they were more confident, responsible, and time efficient. Beatrice and Hanna 

also said that they had developed as leaders. The others argued that they were the same person 

as when they entered.  

“I believe that I am the same ‘Felicia’ as when I begun the GMU, (…) with a mix of 

women and men, as who I will be when I leave.  The only difference is that I will have 

more knowledge and be stronger physically.” (Felicia) 

Some of the women argued that they had developed specifically as a woman after conducting 

their GMU in a male-dominated setting. Others argued that they did not feel that their gender 

identity as a woman had been impacted at all.  

”I feel more secure in a group of men (…) I did not socialize with men so much before this. 

I have mostly female friends. I have been associated with men before, of course, but not in 

this way. I am positively surprised that it works so well and that I actually enjoy it.” 

(Beatrice)   

“I felt that I had to prove myself more because I am a woman (…) But then the 

commanders acted quickly. I said something like: ‘I cannot do this’. And they responded: 

‘Stop it, you can’ (…) No one has said: ‘You are a woman, you need to prove that you can 

do this’. It is all in my head. (…) I can really feel that I have stopped putting these high 

demands on myself.” (Diana)  

Three of the women stressed that they appreciate their femininity more and feel a sort of 

enjoyment to do or were items that are valued to be stereotypically feminine. Felicia felt that 

shaving her legs or do her make up were her moments of sanctuary. Gabriella said that she 

maintained the same femininity as before by for example wearing make up and heels as much 

as possible. In contrast, Hanna felt that her behaviour had become more feminized. 

“I have never been into make up or clothes at all, but I feel that I do it more know when I 

come home because I want to be associated with being a woman. (..) To work in the Armed 

Forces is a job with high expectations. You need to wear a uniform and become one of a 

crowd. Everyone looks the same. (…) So it is nice to come home during the weekends and 

express your individuality more”. (Hanna) 
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5. Analysis 

The eight interviewed women describe an experience of GMU that is overall different and 

more positive in comparison to what was experienced for the conscripted women. The 

interviewed female recruits perceive their working environment as welcoming and safe, rather 

than hostile and exclusively for men, which was argued in the study by Lauritzon (2012). 

Thus, a positive development can be acknowledged. However, we need to turn to the theory 

of Acker (1992) in order to examine if a correlation can be found with the structural change. 

Connecting the data to the theory of Acker (1992), the more gender equal structure of the 

SAF appears to have been reproduced down in the organisation. The interaction in the 

platoons and groups was perceived as respectful and inclusive, regardless of its gendered 

composition. Contradictory incidents did occur, but was resolved with reasoning and 

understanding from both women and men. This was similar with the interaction with 

commanders, but where a new development of privileged treatment was exposed. Their 

increased support and focus on women could illustrate that the new structure does not only 

welcome women but are dependent on them. Lastly, the answers on the individual level 

demonstrate that the women feel that they can be and express their gender identity without 

limitation or discrimination. However, it seems that some of them did de-feminize themselves 

in the military setting and instead overcompensated for this when they had the opportunity. If 

this then can be defined as true and free gender expression will be discussed further down.  

It can be argued that the informants of this thesis and the informants interviewed by Lauritzon 

(2012) did their military service in quite similar settings: same equipment, similar purposes of 

the basic training, and a comparable male-dominated situation. Still, their experiences were 

very different from each other. The biggest change between these studies is arguably the 

structural change from conscription to service on a voluntary basis. With all this said, the 

results of this interview study strengthen the outset hypothesis of this thesis: the perceived 

improved experience for women is likely to be a result of the structural change. However, 

other aspects could as well have had an impact on this development. For example, the 

implemented policy and plan of action, presented in the introduction, creates legitimacy from 

the leadership to strive for gender equality within the organisation. Furthermore, the structural 

transformation generates new prerequisites for the commanders as well. Some of the 

informants said that it was noticeable that the commanders had received a message stressing 
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how important it is for the organization to keep women. This could be observed in their 

increased support and encouragement in direct communication with some of the informants. 

Therefore, we could argue in line with Frizén and Sjons (2011) as well as Callerstig et al. 

(2011), by claiming that more small actions towards increased gender equality was 

implemented in addition to the structural change. Thus, these initiatives together could have 

generated the positive effect on the experience for female recruits. It is difficult to completely 

isolate the result of this study as being an exclusive result of the structural transformation. We 

also need to consider that an increasingly more equal military, perceived as such anyway, is 

dependent on the overall development of the society. A more feministic Swedish society will 

have an impact on the individuals that enters the military, which then might be mirrored in 

their working environment.   

The interviews highlighted some new insights that could be interesting for future research as 

well as aspects to consider for the SAF. Most interesting is the perceived fear of losing 

women rather than integrating them in the organisation. This is arguably a new development, 

which does not need to be completely positive. There is a risk that the strong dependency 

backfires and instead generates guilt and performance anxiety for the women. It is therefore 

important that the SAF overlook the measures it has adopted for specifically women. Is it 

supporting the effort to create a more gender equal setting? Or is the special treatment putting 

more pressure on the women? The stories of the women seem to be in line with the 

argumentation of Eduards (2011), saying that it is confusing for the women to be exposed 

both to gender-neutral rhetoric while at the same time receiving special treatment. I argue that 

a balance needs to be established, where further research on this subject is vital as it could be 

a great beginning of finding the best way to take for SAF. A further aspect of this could be to 

examine how the male recruits perceive and are affected by this new development.  

The interviewed women claimed that they could express their gender identity and be as 

feminine as they wanted, even though they were present in a typical masculine setting. 

Researchers of the optimistic debate would argue that their presence might have begun a 

process of de-masculinization of the military. However, the stories of seeing the stereotypical 

feminine actions and items as sanctuary or more important indicates something else. Their 

answers say that free expression of gender identity is allowed, but their behaviour signals a 

wish for not being deviant from the masculine norm. Do they unconsciously de-feminize 
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themselves as adaption? Or is it a question of redefining the concept of femininity, as argued 

by Silva (2008)? The informants might still see themselves as feminine, even if they have 

restricted their feminine behaviour. Instead, they might have managed this gender identity 

issue by including their new non-feminine actions of soldiering in their definition of 

femininity. However, one of the informants felt that her female platoon commander needed to 

act tougher than the male commanders in order to gain respect. Thus, another detail that 

indicates that masculinization is necessary in order to be seen as an equal to the men. If the 

women still feel a need to adapt in the military, one can question if a true development to a 

more gender equal setting has been realised. Furthermore, it gives support to the pessimistic 

theoretical debate, strengthening the argument that adaptation will be expected as long as the 

women are a minority (Enloe 2016: 92). This interview study cannot bring any further 

answers to this discussion, but it could be an interesting starting point for future research.  

Interesting answers were given when discussing who is a “good soldier”. The informants 

stressed the attributes of high motivation and being cooperative – qualities that are arguably 

more gender-neutral than classified as traditionally feminine or masculine. In contrast, they 

believed that their commanders would emphasize strength and obedience more. These 

attributes are more in line with the traditional masculine ideal of the “warrior-hero” (Kidder 

& Parks 2001: 953; Sjoberg 2013: 266). It is quite alarming that the women perceive that their 

commanders have a more masculine ideal than them. These commanders are their first 

interaction with more experienced personnel in the SAF as well as their closest channel to the 

central leadership of the organization. How does it affect them and their image of SAF if their 

closest commanders projects to still evaluate them according to a male standard? It is a 

question of them still conducting the service on the conditions of men, as was argued by 

Lauritzon (2012: 2). It can possibly enforce their performance anxiety that was highlighted 

and strengthen the general image of being inferior soldiers. Interesting is that half of the 

informants said that women are inferior to men, not solely in a soldiering-perspective, which 

is fascinating when compared to the fact that they all have passed the same criteria in the 

admittance test.  

Two aspects were highlighted in the answers of this interview study that are conflicting to 

previous research result. The first being that the women who participated in this study felt the 

most comfortable and relied the most on their female colleagues. In contrast, the women in 
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the study by Lauritzon (2012: 15) highlighted a strong feeling of competitiveness. Similarly 

with female commanders, but whereas the women who conducted their training on voluntary 

basis appreciated female commanders and even wished to see more women in higher 

positions. Secondly, some of the informants argued that the female presence had a positive 

impact on both the performance and the atmosphere of the group. Earlier evidence, presented 

in the theoretical framework, showed that both the bonding and the performance of a group 

should not be affected by different gender compositions. This variance in new empirics and 

previous evidence exposes an interesting puzzle for future research, perhaps best examined in 

the form of an experimental study with different gendered-composed groups.  

One feature was strongly emphasized in both this study and in the study by Lauritzon (2012: 

17), which is the lack of suitable equipment. The informants of this study added by saying 

that is a question of suitable, not only for women, but for more body-types overall. This has 

certainly been addressed before, but I want to stress this as an important factor that the Armed 

Forces should investigate further. Ill-fitting uniforms are more than just badly fitting clothes 

since it can be perceived as a symbol of not fitting the soldier-standard. Furthermore, it gives 

the recruits, both men and women, injuries that affect both their experience and working 

performance negatively. It is especially disturbing since it is stated in, for example, the policy 

for gender equality that the SAF should offer equipment that meets the needs of the individual 

(Försvarsmakten 2012a).  
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6. Discussion 

The positive experiences of the eight informants illustrate a level of consensus that has been 

argued to strengthen the hypothesis. However, it is eight personal and subjective experiences. 

It is a qualitative result that gives interesting insights to build future research on, but the 

generalizability to the larger population of female recruits can be debated. This thesis can be 

viewed as a pilot-study that indicates an interesting development for female recruits. Further 

investigation is needed to isolate the correlation further, for example by conducting a 

quantitative survey with a larger sample of the population. This also has another strength 

since surveys enable higher level of anonymity of the respondents. One can never be 

completely sure that the answers in interviews are completely true. I did my best to ensure a 

safe and private setting as well as disidentify all personal data in the transcripts, but the 

informants could despite all of this have felt a reluctance to open up to me about perceived 

discrimination or sexual assault. This is why it is important to view their stories as their truth 

rather than the unquestionable reality. However, their stories have not only given insights to 

the outset research problem but highlighted new issues that I hope researchers and students 

can use for future examination. This thesis has arguably contributed with valuable 

information both theoretically and empirically, which was the outset purpose of the study.  

Two additional issues were discovered when conducting this study that I want to highlight. 

Firstly, it quickly became evident to me that it is primarily female personnel in the SAF who 

perceives this issue as most important and interesting. For example, it was primarily women 

who assisted me in the process of finding my informants. A greater interest that can be argued 

to be natural since they themselves belongs to the target group. However, it should be just as 

obvious to get that reaction from their male equivalents if the Armed Forces really stress 

gender equality as a primary aim of the whole organisation. Secondly, one can question if it 

really is an equal entrance for women and men into the SAF, regardless of it being voluntary 

for all. The psychological and physical tests for admittance to the GMU are the same as those 

used during the years of conscription, which are designed in relation to a masculine ideal. It 

can therefore be time to oversee these tests to see if they help or hinder the effort of becoming 

a gender equal employer.  

Lastly, I want to stress that this investigation is more than just examining how an individual 

woman feels about and perceives her working environment. It needs to be viewed in a larger 
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perspective, where this in fact is a question of upholding a sufficient national defence in 

Sweden. The country has chosen the path of voluntary service and left the system of 

conscription, which was operating in more than 100 years. With this extensive transformation, 

the Armed Forces has had to change approach in their recruitment and make sure that they are 

an attractive employer for the whole population. If not, the force will not fill its necessary 

positions. In the extreme case, Sweden will in the long run have an insufficient defence, 

putting the safety of the country at stake. It is therefore vital that this person, regardless of 

gender, finds himself or herself in a setting that is welcoming, respectful, and as equal as 

possible. This should definitely embrace other minorities as well since no one should be the 

subject of discrimination in the SAF. Everyone needs to feel needed and wanted in order to 

continue with their military service and contribute to Sweden’s vital defence.  
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7. Conclusion 

The results of this qualitative interview study illustrate a positive experience of conducting 

the current basic military training in the Swedish Armed Forces as a woman. This 

demonstrates a positive progress from the hostile environment that the female conscripted 

described in the interview study by Lauritzon (2012). The theoretical analysis shows that this 

development is likely a positive result of the structural transformation of the organisation – 

from unequal conscription to voluntary service for all. However, its correlation cannot be 

isolated with only one study, which is why further research on the subject is recommended. 

Furthermore, the interviews discovered a new development, where the women receives 

special treatment and are more encouraged to continue their service in relation to their male 

colleagues. A development that is in the risk of backfiring if this dependence on women 

causes them to feel guilt if they disappoint the organisation, as well as confusing all recruits if 

it is equal or special conditions that apply to women. This is arguably one the most interesting 

finding of this thesis, which is where the author recommends future research to proceed.  
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Appendix 1. 
  
Intervjuguide till magisteruppsats 
Senast uppdaterad: 12 april 2016   
 
Introduktion 

- Information om intervjupersonen 
o Namn 
o Könsidentifiering 
o Ålder 
o Hemstad 
o Förband för GMU 
o I vilken fas av GMU:n 

- Berätta om din motivering till varför du genomför GMU. 
 
Upplevelse av förbandskultur och arbetsmiljö 

- Hur trivs du på ditt förband?  
o Upplever du att alla är välkomna på förbandet? 
o I Försvarsmakten talar man om att varje förband har sin egen förbandskultur. 

Hur skulle du beskriva kulturen på ditt förband? 
- Hur skulle du beskriva din arbetsmiljö? 

o Upplever du att det är en trygg arbetsmiljö? 
o Upplever du att ni har de resurser ni behöver för att genomföra ert arbete? 
o Hur upplever du kraven som ställs på er? 
o Har du upplevt några begränsningar i arbetsmiljön? 

- Har ni något kvinnligt nätverk på förbandet?  
o Är det något du upplever som viktigt att ha? 

- Hur bor du under tjänst?  
o Hur upplever du det? 

- Är era duschrum gemensamma eller avskilda mellan könen?  
o Hur upplever du det? 

 
Gruppens betydelse och dynamik 

- Hur ser fördelningen ut av kvinnor respektive män i din pluton?  
o Hur upplever du denna könsfördelning?  

- Hur tycker du att samarbetet fungerar i din pluton?  
o Tror du att könsfördelningen påverkar? 

- Hur behandlar ni varandra i plutonen?  
- Hur är stämningen i er pluton?  
- Hur är er jargong med varandra?  
- Händer det att ni pratar om jämställdhet i din pluton?  
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Befäl och deras bemötande 
- Vad tycker du utgör en ”bra soldat”? 

o Tror du dina befäl skulle beskriva en ”bra soldat” på ett liknande sätt?  
o Kan det vara svårt att leva upp till befälens ideal som ”bra soldat”?  
o För vem upplever du att det kan vara svårast att leva upp till deras ideal?  

- Har det funnits någon situation där du upplevt att du blivit annorlunda, såväl positivt 
som negativt, behandlad av något befäl baserat på ditt kön?  

- Har du några kvinnliga befäl?  
o Tror du att det är någon skillnad mellan manliga och kvinnliga befäl?  

 
Inre upplevelser och personlig utveckling 

- Känner du att du kan vara dig själv i din pluton?  
- Känner du att du kan vara dig själv med dina befäl? 
- Känner du att du kan utrycka dina åsikter?  

o I vilka situationer kan det vara svårt för dig att uttrycka dina åsikter? 
- Har du någon gång känt dig otrygg under din GMU? 

o Hur hanterades situationen? 
o Om du skulle känna dig otrygg, vem skulle du vända dig till då? 

- Känner du att du har mentalt utvecklats på något sätt under GMU:n och i så fall hur? 
- Hur har du som kvinna eller din kvinnlighet påverkats av din tid i Försvarsmakten?  
 

Avslutning 
- Vad har du för framtidsplaner och ser du Försvarsmakten i dem?  
- Om det fanns något sätt att göra försvaret mer jämställt inför framtiden, vad skulle det 

kunna vara?  
- Nu har jag ställt de frågor jag hade tänkt ställa, men är det något mer du vill berätta 

om eller tillägga som du tycker är viktigt för den här studien? 
 
!
!
!
!
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!
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Appendix 2.  
 

Interview guide to master’s thesis 
Last updated: 12 April 2016 
 
Introduction 

- Information about the informant  
o Name 
o Gender identification 
o Age 
o Home town 
o Military unit of GMU 
o In what phase of the GMU 

- Tell me about your motivation behind why you are conducting the GMU. 
 
Experience of the unit culture and working environment 

- How do you like it at your military unit?  
o Do you feel that everyone is welcome at the military unit? 
o In the Swedish Armed Forces, they talk about that every unit has its own 

culture. How would you describe the culture of your unit? 
- How would you describe your working environment?  

o Do you perceive it as a safe working environment? 
o Do you feel like you have all the resources you need to do your work?  
o How do you perceive the requirements placed on you?  
o Have you experienced any limitations in the working environment?  

- Do you have a female network at your military unit? 
o Is it something that you feel is important to have?  

- How do you live during the service?  
o How do you feel about this? 

- Are your shower room a common area or divided between the sexes?  
o How do you feel about this? 

!
The significance of the group and its dynamics 

- How is the distribution of women and men in your platoon?  
o How do you feel about this gender balance? 

- How do you think that the cooperation works in your platoon?  
o Do you believe that the gender balance have any impact?   

- How do you treat each other in your platoon?  
- How is the atmosphere in the platoon?  
- How is your jargon with each other?  
- Does it happen that you talk about gender equality in your platoon? 
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The commanders and their treatment 
- What do you think makes someone a “good soldier”? 

o Do you think that your commanders would describe a “good soldier” in a 
similar manner? 

o Can it be difficult to live up to the standard by your commanders of being a 
“good soldier”? 

o Who do you perceive has the most difficult to live up to their standards?  
- Has there been a situation where you have felt differently, either positively or 

negatively, treated by any commander based on your gender?  
- Do you have any female commanders? 

o Do you believe it is any difference between male and female commanders?  
 
Inner experiences and personal development 

- Do you feel that you can be yourself in your platoon? 
- Do you feel that you can be yourself with your commanders? 
- Do you feel that you can express your opinions? 

o In which situations can it be difficult for you to express your opinions? 
- Have you ever felt unsafe during your GMU? 

o How was that situation handled? 
o If you would ever feel unsafe, whom would you turn to?  

- Do you feel that you have developed mentally in any way during the GMU and if so 
how?  

- How has you as a woman or your femininity been affected by your time in the Armed 
Forces?  

 
Ending 

- What are your plans for the future and do you see the Armed Forces in them? 
- If there was one way to make the Armed Forces more gender equal for the future, 

what would that be?  
- I have now asked all the questions that I was going to ask, but is there anything else 

that you want to talk about or add that you feel is important for this study? 
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Appendix 3.  
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
Informerat samtycke till intervju 
 
 
 
Hej, 
 
Jag heter Mimmi Granat och är magisterstudent på Försvarshögskolan i Stockholm. För sex år 
sedan genomförde jag värnplikten som informationssoldat i Enköping, vilket är en upplevelse 
som ligger till stor grund för mitt intresse att idag studera hur kvinnor upplever 
Försvarsmakten som arbetsplats.  
 
Första delen av intervjun är kortare och handlar om ett initiativ för bättre rekrytering av 
kvinnor till GMU, där svaren kommer att användas av en projektgrupp bestående av aktörer 
från Försvarshögskolan och Försvarsmakten med målet att effektivisera rekryteringen 
ytterligare. Andra intervjudelen innehåller frågor om din erfarenhet av GMU och kommer 
ligga till grund för min magisteruppsats där jag vill analysera upplevelserna i relation till en 
liknande intervjustudie som genomfördes med kvinnor under värnplikten. Fokus ligger på att 
fånga personliga upplevelser och erfarenheter som kan ge förståelse för hur jämställd 
arbetsplatsen upplevs. Jag är väldigt tacksam över din medverkan då den bidrar med viktiga 
insikter till både forskning och faktisk verksamhet.  

Ditt deltagande är frivilligt och du har när som helst rätt att avbryta din medverkan. För att 
säkerställa att all information återges korrekt så behövs inspelning genomföras, vilket endast 
kommer användas för denna forskning och raderas efter forskningens avslut. I 
forskningsresultatet kommer fiktiva namn att användas på undersökningsdeltagare och 
personer som nämnts i intervjuer, samt att transkribering görs utan angivna personuppgifter. 

Alla intervjudeltagare har rätt att ta del av det här dokumentet för att säkerställa sitt 
informerade samtycke innan intervju påbörjas. 
 
 
Mimmi Granat, april 2016. 
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Appendix 4. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Informed consent for interview 
 
 
Hello, 
 
My name is Mimmi Granat and I am a master’s student at the Swedish Defence University in 
Stockholm. Six years ago, I conducted my conscript military training as a Public Affairs 
Soldier in Enköping, which is an experience that has laid the foundation for my interest of 
how women experience the current working environment in the Swedish Armed Forces. 
 
The first part of the interview is shorter and involves an initiative for better recruitment of 
women to the GMU. The answers will be used by a project group consisting of actors from 
the Swedish Defence University and the Swedish Armed Forces, who has the aim of making 
the recruitment more effective. The second part of the interview includes questions regarding 
your experience of the GMU and will lay the basis for my master’s thesis, where I will 
analyse those experiences in relation to a similar interview study that was made with 
conscripted women. Focus is on capturing personal perceptions and experiences that can 
generate an understanding of how gender equal the working environment is perceived to be. I 
am very grateful for your participation, since it contributes with important insights to both 
academic research and to real action.  
 
Your participation is voluntary and you have the right to cancel your partaking at any time. 
The interview will be recorded to ensure that all information is correctly cited. The recording 
will only be used for this research and will be deleted when the study is completed. Fictional 
names will be used for the interview-participants and other persons mentioned during the 
interviews and the transcript will be presented without any given specified personal data.  
 
All participants of the interviews are entitled to have this document presented for them in 
order to ensure an informed consent before the interview begins.  
 
Mimmi Granat, April of 2016. 


