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Women are more likely to experience sexual harassment in some work settings than others;
specifically, work settings that have a large proportion of male workers, include a pre-
dominance of male supervisors, and represent traditional male occupations may be places
in which there is greater tolerance for sexual harassment. The focus of the study was to
document attitudes toward women among military personnel, to identify demographic and
military characteristics associated with more positive attitudes toward women, and to
examine associations between attitudes toward women and tolerance for sexual harass-
ment. The study was based on data from 2,037 male and female former Reservists who
reported minimal or no experiences of sexual harassment and no sexual assault in the mil-
itary. Results suggest that attitudes toward women vary across content domains, are asso-
ciated with several key demographic and military characteristics, and predict tolerance for
sexual harassment. Implications of the findings and future directions are discussed.
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The problem of sexual harassment in the workplace is particularly salient for
women, who report experiencing sexual harassment at a much higher rate than

men (U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, 1995). Some estimates indicate that
almost half of all women will experience sexual harassment at some point during

Articles

 © 2007 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at UNIV OF TEXAS on August 30, 2007 http://vaw.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://vaw.sagepub.com


880 Violence Against Women

their careers (Schneider, Swan, & Fitzgerald, 1997). In turn, sexual harassment is
related to a host of negative work outcomes, including decreased morale and job
satisfaction, increased absenteeism and job loss, and deteriorating relationships with
coworkers (Fitzgerald, Drasgow, & Magley, 1999; Schneider et al., 1997; Williams,
Fitzgerald, & Drasgow, 1999). Sexual harassment is also associated with negative
mental and physical health effects, including depression, anxiety, substance abuse,
and physical health problems (Fitzgerald, Drasgow, et al., 1999; Frayne et al., 1999;
Murdoch & Nichol, 1995; Rosen & Martin, 1998a; Rospenda, 2002; Schneider 
et al., 1997; Wolfe et al., 1998).

Women may be more likely to experience sexual harassment in some work settings
than in others. More specifically, work settings that have a large proportion of male
workers, include a predominance of male supervisors, and represent traditional male
occupations may be places in which there is greater tolerance for sexual harassment
(Gutek, 1985; Gutek & Morasch, 1982; Sadler, Booth, Cook, Torner, & Doebbeling,
2001; Wolfe et al., 1998). Examples of such male-dominated work settings include
jobs in military service, law enforcement, firefighting, and construction. With regard
to the military, experiences of sexual harassment are not uncommon. For example,
one large-scale survey of active-duty military personnel revealed that 55% of active
duty women had experienced at least one incident of unwanted sexual attention in the
previous year (Firestone & Harris, 1999). Another survey of Army personnel con-
ducted during the same time period found that 85% of women had experienced some
form of unwanted sexual behavior in the preceding year (Rosen & Martin, 1998b).
Moreover, there is some evidence that women may experience more sexual harass-
ment in the military than in many other work settings (Ilies, Hauserman, Schwochau,
& Stibal, 2003; Niebuhr, 1997; U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, 1995).

Why might there be more sexual harassment in male-dominated work settings
such as the military? It has been suggested that work settings that place a high value
on “masculine” qualities such as power, toughness, dominance, aggressiveness, and com-
petitiveness may contribute to negative attitudes toward women (Malumuth, Sockloskie,
Koss, & Tanaka, 1991; Mosher & Anderson, 1986; Rosen & Martin, 1998c). In addi-
tion, there is some evidence that fields such as the military may attract individuals
who possess more traditional gender-role attitudes (DeFleur, 1985). In such a set-
ting, women may be seen as disrupting the masculine camaraderie that infuses the
culture of the occupation. In the military setting in particular, women may be per-
ceived as threatening the “warrior culture” that some believe is necessary to maintain
a ready and effective fighting force (Fiske & Glick, 1995; Schmidt, 1996). In turn,
individuals who possess more negative attitudes toward women may be more tolerant
of sexual harassment.

The majority of studies that have examined predictors of sexual harassment in 
military settings have focused on organizational-level factors, such as organizational
tolerance for harassment and high male-female ratios (Fitzgerald, Drasgow, et al.,
1999; Pryor & Whalen, 1997; Williams et al., 1999). Few studies have examined indi-
vidual differences in attitudes toward women to address the question of why, in the
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same work environment, some individuals are more tolerant of sexual harassment than
others (Tangri & Hayes, 1997). Research aimed at identifying individual difference
factors that contribute to tolerance for sexual harassment is important given that more
negative attitudes are implicated in the propensity to harass others and tolerate
harassment directed toward oneself (e.g., Hull & Burke, 1991; Jensen & Gutek, 1982;
Malamuth, 1988, 1989). In addition, tolerant attitudes contribute to a milieu in which
others may more easily perpetrate violence without fearing negative consequences
(Rosen & Martin, 1998c). We are aware of only one study (Rosen & Martin, 1998c)
that examined associations between attitudes toward women and tolerance for sexual
harassment in a military setting.1 Although findings revealed a positive association
between negative attitudes toward women and tolerance for sexual harassment, this
study was based on a convenience sample of active-duty Army men. The present study
includes a nationally representative sample of former male and female Reservists
across all branches of the military. Moreover, the Rosen and Martin study focused on
acceptance of women in the military and did not assess beliefs about women in differ-
ent military roles, limiting their ability to identify content domains in which attitudes
are more or less positive. One might expect that attitudes would be more positive in
some domains (e.g., acceptance of women as peers/coworkers) and less positive in
other domains (e.g., acceptance of women as commanding officers).

Thus, the goal of the present study was to document attitudes toward women in
the military across a number of content domains, to identify key background and
military characteristics related to more positive attitudes toward women, and to
examine associations between attitudes toward women and tolerance for sexual
harassment in a mixed-gender military sample. We focused on two components of
attitudes toward women in the military. The first component addressed beliefs about
women’s abilities as they relate to multiple aspects of military life. Content
domains included beliefs regarding women’s physical hardiness, leadership skill,
capacity to cope with stress, and self-discipline. The second component addressed
acceptance of women in the military. Content domains included acceptance of
women as peers and coworkers, as commanding officers, in combat roles, and in
dual military and parenting roles.

Although several researchers have addressed aspects of attitudes toward women in
the military in previous theoretical and empirical work (e.g., DeFleur, 1985; Hurrell
& Lukens, 1995; Rosen & Martin, 1998c), we are unaware of any empirical study that
has provided a comprehensive examination of dimensions of attitudes toward women
in the military. However, the results of one study that examined college students’ atti-
tudes toward women in the military on several key dimensions revealed the most pos-
itive attitudes regarding women’s role as peers/coworkers and the least positive
attitudes regarding women’s roles in combat and as mothers/wives (Hurrell &
Lukens, 1994). Thus, for the present study we hypothesized that both men and
women would report being most accepting of women as peers/coworkers and least
accepting of women in combat roles and as dual military members and parents.

Vogt et al. / Attitudes Toward Women 881
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With regard to demographic and military background characteristics that might be
related to attitudes toward women, we had several hypotheses. Based on prior
research examining gender difference in gender-role attitudes (King & King, 1997),
we expected that female respondents would report more positive attitudes toward
women than male respondents. Based on previous research findings indicating that
racial/ethnic minorities are more sympathetic toward the stigmatized status of women
in the military (Rosen & Martin, 1998c), we hypothesized that military personnel
with minority racial/ethnic identities would possess more positive attitudes toward
women in the military. Based on documented disparities in rates of sexual harassment
across military components (Niebuhr, 1997), we hypothesized that attitudes toward
women might follow a similar pattern, with Army, Navy, and Air Force members
reporting more positive attitudes and exhibiting less tolerance for sexual harassment
compared to Marines Corps members. Previous research has documented a positive
relationship between education and more favorable attitudes toward women veterans
among VA healthcare workers (Vogt et al., 2001); thus, similar findings were
expected in the present study. Finally, based on evidence for the effectiveness of train-
ing initiatives aimed at sensitizing participants to the problem of sexual harassment
(e.g., Bingham & Scherer, 2001; Perry, Kulik, & Schmidtke, 1998) and the fact that
women are disproportionately represented among sexual harassment victims, we
expected that participants who reported more training on sexual harassment would
endorse more positive attitudes toward women. Although we also examined associa-
tions with current age, enlisted versus officer status, and duration of service, we had
no particular expectations for these analyses.

The idea that attitudes toward women represent an important predictor of tolerance
for sexual harassment in the military is consistent with broader research findings indi-
cating that men who possess more negative attitudes toward women are more prone
toward aggression against women (Hull & Burke, 1991; Malamuth, 1988, 1989;
Malamuth & Brown, 1994; Malamuth et al., 1991). It is also consistent with the more
limited finding that women who possess more traditional gender-role attitudes may
be slower to label behaviors as sexual harassment and underplay the seriousness of
the behavior and consequences (Jensen & Gutek, 1982; Malovich & Stake, 1990;
Reilly, Lott, Caldwell, & DeLuca, 1992). Thus, we hypothesized that positive atti-
tudes toward women would be associated with less tolerance for sexual harassment.
We also conducted exploratory analyses to examine potential gender differences in
associations between attitudes toward women and tolerance for sexual harassment.

Method

Participants

The data presented in this article are part of a larger study intended to assess
the prevalence, nature, and impact of sexual harassment and assault among former

882 Violence Against Women

 © 2007 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at UNIV OF TEXAS on August 30, 2007 http://vaw.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://vaw.sagepub.com


Reservists.2 A stratified random sample of 3,946 female and male former Reservists
participated in the parent project after study approval was obtained by the
Institutional Review Board of the VA Boston Healthcare System. The sample was
stratified on primary component of service (i.e., Army National Guard, Army
Reserves, Naval Reserves, Marine Corps Reserves, Air National Guard, Air Force
Reserves, Coast Guard Reserves).3 Because one of the primary aims of the project
was to investigate the effects of sexual harassment and assault during military service,
experiences that have been documented to occur disproportionately among women in
the military, women were oversampled in the parent study to a total of 2,318 women
(59%) and 1,628 men (41%).

The current sample consists of the subset of these former Reservists (N = 2,037;
52% of total) who reported minimal or no experiences of sexual harassment and no
experiences of sexual assault during their military service. Because these individuals
had little to no experiences of sexual harassment and assault, they were not adminis-
tered additional scales intended to assess specific characteristics of these experiences
and instead completed the measures that were used in the present study. Because of
time constraints, individuals who reported experiences of sexual harassment and
assault were not asked to complete the measures that were the focus of the current
study. Participants considered to have reported minimal or no experiences of sexual
harassment were those who indicated having experienced no more than 3 of the 
15 examples of sexual harassment addressed in the military version of the Sexual
Experiences Questionnaire (SEQ-DoD; Fitzgerald, Magley, Drasgow, & Waldo,
1999) more than “once or twice.” Participants considered to have no experiences of
military sexual assault were those who reported “never” having experienced any type
of unwanted physical sexual contact referenced in 10 questions on the SEQ-DoD, and
who indicated no experience of sexual assault on the National Women’s Study sexual
assault questions (Kilpatrick et al., 1989).

Table 1 presents background information for the total sample included in the 
current investigation, as well as for men and women separately. With regard to gender
differences, women were more likely to report being of minority racial/ethnic status
(χ2(1, N = 2,014) = 82.20, p = .000; r = .20), having more education (t (2024) = 5.55,
p = .000; r = .12), having served in the Army Reserves (as compared to the Army
National Guard; χ2(1565) = 122.63, p = .000; r = .28), having entered and separated
from the Reserves more recently (t(2013) = 9.35, p = .000, r = .20; t(1997) = 2.61, 
p = .009, r = .06), and having been in the Reserves for a shorter duration of time com-
pared with men (t (1977) = 9.41, p = .000; r = .21).

Table 2 provides a comparison of the subsample used in this investigation, the
parent study sample, and an estimate of the current Reservist population from 2002
Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC) records based on several characteristics
detailed in Table 1 (Office of the Deputy Under Secretary of Defense, 2002). We
were particularly concerned with the extent to which the subsample we used in the
current investigation (i.e., those who reported minimal or no instances of sexual
harassment) mirrored the characteristics of the full stratified random sample

Vogt et al. / Attitudes Toward Women 883
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Table 1
Background Characteristics of Study Participants

Total Men Women

n % n % n %

Gender
Men 1,149 56 — — — —
Women 888 44 — — — —
Total 2,037 100 — — — —

Race/Ethnicity
White 1,473 73 921 81 552 63
Black/African American 354 18 116 10 238 27
Hispanic/Latino 91 4 53 5 38 4
Asian/Pacific Islander/American 54 3 26 2 28 3

Indian/Alaskan Native
Biracial 42 2 21 2 21 3
Total 2,014 100 1,137 100 877 100

Current age (M = 39.3 years)
Younger than 25 41 2 14 1 27 3
25–34 691 34 366 32 325 37
35–44 850 42 548 48 302 34
45–54 254 13 106 9 148 17
55–64 112 5 46 4 66 7
65 or older 89 4 69 6 20 2
Total 2,037 100 1,149 100 888 100

Educational attainment
High school graduate or less 473 23 328 29 145 16
Some college/vocational training 844 42 432 38 412 47
4-year college graduate 394 19 217 19 177 20
Some postgraduate/professional school 75 4 45 4 30 3
Postgraduate/professional degree 240 12 120 10 120 14
Total 2,026 100 1,142 100 884 100

Primary component of service
Army National Guard 800 39 557 49 243 27
Army Reserves 765 37 320 28 445 50
Naval Reserves 203 10 108 9 95 11
Marine Corps Reserves 97 5 92 8 5 1
Air National Guard 92 5 46 4 46 5
Air Force Reserves 76 4 25 2 51 6
Coast Guard Reserves 4 <1 1 <1 3 <1
Total 2,037 100 1,149 100 888 100

Enlisted/officer status
Enlisted 1,669 89 1,010 91 659 88
Officer 196 11 105 9 91 12
Total 1,865 100 1,115 100 750 100
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selected for the parent study. Across all of the background characteristics we exam-
ined, our subsample of participants looked remarkably similar to the parent study
sample. Furthermore, with the exception of gender and age, both study samples
looked very similar to the current Reservist population. The difference in gender
composition is a result of the oversampling of women in the current study. The dif-
ference in the age distribution is likely because of the fact that this sample was
drawn from former rather than current Reservists. Because most Reservists spend a
considerable amount of time in their service before they are discharged (the mean
duration of service in the current sample was 7.4 years), a group of former
Reservists is going to be older, on average, than a group of current Reservists.

Procedure

Participants were initially identified through DMDC personnel records. The
National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) was then contracted
to provide updated address information on potential participants. Participants were
contacted in accordance with our sampling plan. All data for the current investiga-
tion were collected via telephone interviews conducted by experienced female inter-
viewers at Schulman, Ronca, and Bucuvalas, Inc. (SRBI), a national survey research
firm. Two weeks prior to the initial contact attempts, potential participants were sent
letters from the research staff providing descriptive information about the purpose
and voluntary nature of the study and informing them that they would be contacted
by telephone in the near future. If the participant met inclusion criteria (i.e., they
were former Reserve component members who had either never been activated or
who were not called to active duty long enough to have achieved “veteran status”)
and they consented to be interviewed during the follow-up telephone call, the inter-
viewer proceeded with the interview. The interviews averaged 40 minutes in length.

Vogt et al. / Attitudes Toward Women 885

Total Men Women

n % n % n %

Duration of service (M = 7.4 years)
Less than 1 year 139 7 39 3 100 11
1–3 years 401 20 172 15 229 27
4–9 years 1,056 54 656 59 400 46
10–19 years 253 13 143 13 110 13
20 years or more 130 6 106 10 24 3
Total 1,979 100 1,116 100 863 100

Note: Missing data not included in distributions.
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Participants’ responses were directly entered into a database using the Computer
Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI) system. Forty-two percent (n = 9,468) of the
eligible sampling frame from the parent study could not be located because of incor-
rect, incomplete, or unavailable contact information. Of the remaining individuals,
the participation rate was 66%.

886 Violence Against Women

Table 2
Comparison of Background Characteristics of Study Participants

Current Reservist 
Selected Subsample Parent Study Sample Population 

(N = 2,037) (N = 3,946) (N = 882,142)
% % %

Gender
Women 56 59 17
Men 44 41 83

Race/ethnicity
White 73 72 70
Black/African American 18 19 16
Hispanic/Latino 4 5 8
Asian/Pacific Islander/American 

Indian/Alaskan Native 3 2 4
Biracial 2 2 2

Current age
Younger than 26 3 3 29
26–30 10 10 13
31–35 29 29 16
36–40 25 24 17
41 or older 33 34 25

Educational attainment
Less than high school grad 2 1 4
Less than bachelor’s degree 63 62 77
At least bachelor’s degree 23 25 14
Advanced degree 12 12 5

Primary component of service
Army National Guard 39 36 40
Army Reserves 37 41 24
Naval Reserves 10 10 10
Marine Corps Reserves 5 4 4
Air National Guard 5 5 13
Air Force Reserves 4 4 8
Coast Guard Reserves <1 <1 1

Enlisted/officer status
Enlisted 89 90 85
Officer 11 10 15

Note: Missing data not included in distributions. Current reservist population data based on the 2002
Demographics Report from the Office of the Deputy Under Secretary of Defense.
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Measures

Attitudes toward women in the military. For the purpose of the present study, two
scales were developed to assess attitudes toward women in the military. The first
scale assessed beliefs about women’s abilities as they relate to military service.
Specifically, items addressed beliefs about women’s physical hardiness, leadership
skill, capacity to cope with stress, and self-discipline. The second scale assessed
acceptance of women in the military as peers and coworkers, in combat roles, as
commanding officers, and in dual military and parenting roles.

A pool of approximately 25 items per attitude measure was derived using a rational
approach to instrument construction (Jackson, 1971; Nunnally, 1978). The procedure
for developing these scales involved specifying formal definitions of the constructs,
writing items to reflect identified content domains within these constructs, and having
experts review the items. With regard to the latter, three PhD-level psychologists pro-
vided judgments regarding the content saturation of each item vis-à-vis its respective
definition, as well as suggestions with respect to item wording and clarity. Item-total
correlations were computed for each item set. Final selection of items was based on
a consideration of content breadth, balance, and maximization of internal consistency,
as appropriate.

Sample items from the final 15-item beliefs measure include, “Women possess the
leadership skills necessary to command soldiers in the military” and “Women often
let their emotions interfere with rational decision making” (reverse-scored). Items
were accompanied by a five-point Likert-type response format, with options ranging
from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Cronbach’s alpha for the beliefs scale was
.84. Sample items from the final 15-item measure of acceptance of women in the mil-
itary include, “Being a parent should not be an obstacle for a woman who wants a mil-
itary career” and “Women in the military should not be assigned to combat duty”
(reverse-scored). Items were accompanied by the same 5-point response format used
for the beliefs scale. Cronbach’s alpha for the acceptance scale was .86.

Tolerance for sexual harassment. The measure of tolerance for sexual harassment
was developed by supplementing Reilly, Lott, and Gallogly’s (1986) 10-item
Tolerance for Sexual Harassment Inventory with Rosen and Martin’s (1998c) five-item
measure of tolerance of sexual harassment specific to the military setting. Sample
items from the resulting 15-item measure included, “People who claim sexual harass-
ment is a problem in the military are exaggerating” and “A man must learn to under-
stand that a woman’s no to his sexual advances really means no” (reverse-scored).
Items were accompanied by a five-point Likert-type response format, with options
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Cronbach’s alpha for the tolerance
measure was .77 in this sample.

Vogt et al. / Attitudes Toward Women 887
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Analyses

To document attitudes toward women among military personnel across different
content domains, we first examined the distributions of responses on content domains
within both the beliefs and acceptance measures. We next used multiple regression
analyses to identify demographic and military background characteristics related to
attitudes toward women in the military. We then used hierarchical multiple regression
analyses to examine the extent to which attitudes toward women in the military con-
tribute to tolerance for sexual harassment above and beyond key background charac-
teristics. To explore the extent to which attitudes toward women are differentially
associated with tolerance for sexual harassment for men and women, we included
a term that represented the interaction of gender and positive attitudes toward women
in the second step of this hierarchical multiple regression.

Results

Attitudes Toward Women in the Military

Table 3 presents proportions of respondents in each of three ordered categories
(positive, neutral, negative) for each of the content domains within both of the attitudes
toward women scales for the total sample and separately for men and women. For each
subsidiary content domain within both of these scales, we calculated average item
scores on the 1-to-5 Likert response continuum and then developed three ordered 
categories to simplify presentation and interpretation: individuals with average item
scores greater than 3.68 went into the “positive” category; those with average item
scores greater than 2.35 but less than or equal to 3.67 went into the “neutral” category;
and those with average item scores at or below 2.34 went into the “negative” category.
Frequencies were then computed to represent the proportion of respondents who
demonstrated positive, neutral, and negative beliefs about women’s abilities as they
relate to military service and positive, neutral, and negative levels of acceptance of
women in the military.

As Table 3 illustrates, former Reservist personnel generally demonstrated fairly
positive beliefs about women’s abilities as they relate to military service. Among men,
responses were most positive with respect to beliefs about the extent to which women
possess the self-discipline necessary to function effectively within the military. More
than 4 out of 5 men who completed this survey reported positive beliefs in this regard.
Slightly less than two thirds of the men in this study reported positive beliefs about
women’s leadership skills and women’s capacity to manage stress. Although few men
reported negative beliefs with regard to either of these content domains, more than one
third of the men were neutral with respect to these beliefs. Men were least positive with
regard to their beliefs about women’s ability to endure the physical hardships inherent

888 Violence Against Women
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Table 3
Proportion of Respondents Endorsing Positive, Neutral,

and Negative Attitudes Toward Women on 
Scale Content Domains

Total Men Women

Content Domains n % n % n %

Beliefs about women’s abilities
Physical hardiness
Positive 834 41 384 33 450 51
Neutral 767 38 457 40 310 35
Negative 431 21 306 27 125 14
Total 2,032 100 1,147 100 885 100

Leadership skill
Positive 1,427 70 706 61 721 81
Neutral 534 26 387 34 147 17
Negative 74 4 55 5 19 2
Total 2,035 100 1,148 100 887 100

Capacity to cope with stress
Positive 1,289 64 634 55 655 74
Neutral 680 33 464 41 216 24
Negative 65 3 49 4 16 2
Total 2,034 100 1,147 100 887 100

Self-discipline
Positive 1,807 89 975 85 832 94
Neutral 205 10 154 13 51 6
Negative 22 1 18 2 4 <1
Total 2,034 100 1,147 100 887 100

Acceptance of women
in the military

As peers/coworkers
Positive 1,490 73 733 64 757 85
Neutral 503 25 379 33 124 14
Negative 39 2 34 3 5 1
Total 2,032 100 1,146 100 886 100

As commanding officers
Positive 1,389 68 652 57 737 83
Neutral 562 28 424 37 138 16
Negative 77 4 66 6 11 1
Total 2,028 100 1,142 100 886 100

In combat roles
Positive 897 44 422 37 475 54
Neutral 598 30 340 30 258 29
Negative 535 26 383 33 152 17
Total 2,030 100 1,145 100 885 100

(continued)
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to military service: The sample was fairly evenly split across the three response cate-
gories with close to one third of the respondents falling into each category.

Although the female respondents were consistently more positive than the men in
their beliefs, responses were not uniformly positive. The pattern of responses for
women was similar to the men, in that beliefs regarding self-discipline were more
likely to be positive and beliefs regarding physical hardiness were more likely to 
be negative or neutral. However, although only about one third of the men reported
positive beliefs about women’s ability to endure the physical hardships of military 
service, about half of the women reported positive beliefs in this regard.

In general, respondents reported slightly less positive attitudes with respect to
acceptance of women in the military compared to beliefs about women’s abilities.
Moreover, responses varied quite a bit across different roles. About two thirds of the
men reported a positive level of acceptance of women as peers and coworkers. The
remaining one third provided responses that were neutral. Slightly more than half of
the men reported a positive level of acceptance of women as leaders in the military
with about one third providing neutral responses. Responses were least positive with
respect to women’s dual roles as members of the military and as parents. The major-
ity of men (70%) reported either neutral or negative levels of acceptance in this
regard. Ratings of acceptance of women’s participation in combat were fairly evenly
divided, with about one third of the men falling into each of the three categories of
acceptance.

Women’s responses were again mixed. They possessed the most positive levels of
acceptance with regard to women’s roles as peers/coworkers and as leaders, with
about four fifths of the women providing positive responses. About half of the
women reported positive levels of acceptance with regard to women’s role in combat
and their dual role as members of the military and as parents.

890 Violence Against Women

Table 3 (continued)

Total Men Women

Content Domains n % n % n %

In dual military and 
parenting roles
Positive 776 38 343 30 433 49
Neutral 892 44 542 48 350 40
Negative 356 18 255 22 101 11
Total 2,024 100 1,140 100 884 100

Note: Positive values are defined as scores between 3.68 and 5.00; Neutral values are defined as scores
between 2.35 and 3.67; Negative values are defined as scores between 1.00 and 2.34.
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Background Characteristics Associated With 
Attitudes Toward Women in the Military

Prior to conducting analyses to examine associations between key demographic
and military background characteristics and attitudes toward women, we examined
the correlation between beliefs about women’s abilities and acceptance of women in
the military separately for men and women. Pearson product moment correlations
between the two attitude scales were quite high for both men and women, r = .74 
and r = .69, respectively, suggesting that these two scales tap a more general construct
of attitudes toward women in the military. Thus, these measures were standardized and
combined for the remainder of analyses. In addition, based on theoretical and analyti-
cal considerations, several of the background characteristics were recoded for use in
this set of analyses. Racial/ethnic categories were recoded into a dichotomous vari-
able that differentiated between racial/ethnic minority and nonminority status. Given
our interest in comparing the responses of former members of the Marines to those of
the other components, this variable was recoded into a dichotomous variable that dif-
ferentiated between members of the Marine Corps and members of the other compo-
nents of service.

As indicated in Table 4, the set of demographic and military background charac-
teristics accounted for 14% of the variance in positive attitudes toward women for the
total sample. Among the background characteristics we examined, gender was the
most powerful predictor of positive attitudes toward women, with female respondents
reporting more positive attitudes toward women than male respondents. Other pre-
dictors of positive attitudes toward women in the military included participation in a
component of service that was not the Marine Corps, shorter duration of service in
the military, and having had more sexual harassment training. In the regression analy-
sis for men only, the set of background characteristics accounted for a significant,
albeit small, proportion of the variance in positive attitudes toward women (4%). As
indicated in Table 4, predictors of more positive attitudes toward women for men
included minority status, participation in a component of service that was not the
Marines, and having had more sexual harassment training. As indicated in Table 4,
the background characteristics accounted for 3% of the variance in positive attitudes
about women for female respondents; those who reported a shorter duration of ser-
vice in the military and more sexual harassment training endorsed the most positive
attitudes toward women in the military.

Attitudes Toward Women in the Military 
and Tolerance for Sexual Harassment

To examine the extent to which attitudes toward women contribute to tolerance 
for sexual harassment above and beyond key background characteristics, we next
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conducted a hierarchical regression analysis in which we entered background charac-
teristics (i.e., gender, minority racial/ethnic status, current age, educational attain-
ment, primary component of service, enlisted versus officer status, duration of service,
and amount of training on sexual harassment) in a first step followed by the compos-
ite attitudes toward women measure in the second step, and an interaction term rep-
resenting the interaction between attitudes toward women and gender in a third step.
As shown in Table 5, the set of background predictors was significantly related to tol-
erance for sexual harassment, accounting for 9% of the total variance. Controlling for
the other predictors in the model, female gender, minority racial/ethnic status, higher
educational attainment, and more training on sexual harassment were associated with
less tolerance for sexual harassment. Attitudes toward women added significant vari-
ance above and beyond these background characteristics, accounting for an additional
14% of variance in the prediction of tolerance for sexual harassment. In addition, the
interaction between positive attitudes and gender was significant, indicating that the
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Table 4
Regression Analyses Predicting Positive Attitudes 

Toward Women From Background Characteristics

B SE B β

Total sample [R2 = .37, R = .14, F(8,1534) = 30.63*]
Gender (men vs. women) 1.14 .10 .28*
Minority racial/ethnic status .18 .11 .04
Current age .00 .01 −.01
Educational attainment .02 .03 .02
Primary component of service (Marines vs. other) 1.00 .21 .12*
Enlisted vs. officer status .17 .19 .03
Duration of service −.03 .01 −.10*
Amount of training on sexual harassment .06 .01 .10*

Men [R2 = .20, R = .04, F(7,911) = 5.39*]
Minority racial/ethnic status .36 .17 .07*
Current age −.01 .01 −.05
Educational attainment .01 .03 .01
Primary component of service (Marines vs. other) 1.05 .23 .15*
Enlisted vs. officer status .06 .27 .01
Duration of service −.02 .01 −.07
Amount of training on sexual harassment .06 .02 .10*

Women [R2 = .16, R = .03, F(7,616) = 2.28*]
Minority racial/ethnic status .03 .14 .01
Current age .00 .01 .02
Educational attainment .05 .04 .05
Primary component of service (Marines vs. other) .35 .98 .01
Enlisted vs. officer status .26 .24 .05
Duration of service −.04 .02 .12*
Amount of training on sexual harassment .06 .02 .12*

*p < .05.
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association between positive attitudes toward women and tolerance for sexual harass-
ment was stronger for men than women.

Discussion

The primary goals of this study were to (a) document attitudes toward women in 
the military among military personnel within a number of relevant content domains; 
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Table 5
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Tolerance 

for Sexual Harassment

B SE B β

Step 1 [R2 = .30, R = .09, F(8,1533) = 19.30*]
Gender (men vs. women) −3.24 .47 −.18*
Minority racial/ethnic status −1.46 .50 −.07*
Current age .04 .03 .04
Educational attainment −.67 .11 −.15*
Primary component of service (Marines vs. other) −.94 .96 −.03
Enlisted vs. officer status −.88 .84 −.03
Duration of service .09 .05 .07
Amount of training on sexual harassment −.14 .06 −.06

Step 2 [R2 = .48, R = .23, F(9,1532) = 49.67*]
Gender (men vs. women) −1.27 .46 −.07*
Minority racial/ethnic status −1.14 .46 −.06*
Current age .03 .03 .04
Educational attainment −.62 .11 −.14*
Primary component of service (Marines vs. other) .80 .89 .03
Enlisted vs. officer status −.63 .77 −.02
Duration of service .04 .04 .03
Amount of training on sexual harassment −.04 .06 −.02
Positive attitudes toward women −1.73 .11 −.40*

Step 3 [R2 = .48, R = .23, F(10,1531) = 45.26*]
Gender (men vs. women) −1.44 .46 −.08*
Minority racial/ethnic status −1.11 .46 −.06*
Current age .03 .03 .04
Educational attainment −.63 .11 −.14*
Primary component of service (Marines vs. other) .94 .89 .03
Enlisted vs. officer status −.63 .77 −.02
Duration of service .04 .04 .03
Amount of training on sexual harassment −.04 .06 −.02
Positive attitudes toward women −2.37 .32 −.54*
Positive attitudes toward women × gender .48 .22 .16*

*p < .05.
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(b) identify demographic and military background characteristics associated with positive
attitudes toward women; and (c) examine associations between attitudes toward women
and tolerance for sexual harassment. With respect to our first goal, findings suggested
that attitudes toward women in the military vary across content domains. For both men
and women, beliefs were most positive regarding the extent to which women possess
the self-discipline necessary to function effectively within the military and least pos-
itive regarding women’s ability to endure the physical hardships of military service.
Consistent with our hypothesis, both male and female participants were most accepting
of women as peers/coworkers and least accepting of women in dual military and par-
enting roles. Interestingly, both men and women were more accepting of women in
combat roles than they were of women’s dual roles as members of the military and as
parents. These findings are generally consistent with previous research results suggest-
ing that attitudes toward women in the military depend on which aspect of military ser-
vice is being assessed (DeFleur, 1985; Hurrell & Lukens, 1994, 1995), and can be used
to inform educational programs aimed at addressing specific attitudes that may con-
tribute to the problem of sexual harassment in the military. Moreover, although female
respondents were consistently more positive in their attitudes as compared to male
respondents, their responses were not uniformly positive. This finding is consistent with
previous research (Rosen et al., 1996) and, to some extent, could reflect a tendency on
the part of women in male-dominated work settings to adopt negative beliefs about their
own reference group (Biernat, Vescio, & Green, 1996).

As one might expect, beliefs about women’s abilities as they relate to military ser-
vice were highly related to levels of acceptance of women in the military for both men
and women. This finding suggests that the constructs assessed by these measures,
although not redundant, are likely facets of a higher-order “attitudes toward women in
the military” construct. Future research might benefit from exploring the factor struc-
ture of attitudes toward women in the military.

Among the background characteristics we examined as predictors of attitudes
toward women, we found the strongest associations for gender. This is not surprising
given that we were assessing attitudes as they pertain to women, and the literature
indicates that female respondents generally report more positive attitudes about
women than male respondents (King & King, 1997; Vogt et al., 2001). For the men
in this sample, minority racial/ethnic status was significantly associated with positive
attitudes toward women. This finding, consistent with other research results (Rosen
& Martin, 1998c), suggests that for men, being a member of a racial/ethnic minority
group may be related to having positive attitudes toward members of another stigma-
tized group (i.e., in this case, women). The finding that educational attainment was
unrelated to attitudes toward women for either men or women did not support our
hypothesis. Perhaps attitudes toward women in the military are not derived from 
formal education, but are influenced by aspects of one’s social environment. The find-
ing that male members of the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard Reservist
components of service reported more positive attitudes toward women than Marine
Corps Reservists is interesting. It is important to note that this finding does not
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suggest that all Marines possessed more negative attitudes toward women than all
members of other components. Instead, this finding suggests a general tendency for
Marines to have slightly less positive attitudes toward women than members of the
other components. Perhaps the association between being in the Marine Corps and
attitudes toward women is related to the fact that the Marine Corps is the only com-
ponent of service that currently has gender-segregated training. It may be that gender-
integrated training leads to more positive interactions between the genders during
later military service, while gender-segregated training leads to greater adherence to
traditional gender-role attitudes. Interestingly, this effect did not hold for women:
there was no relationship between being in the Marine Corps and having less positive
attitudes toward women in our female subsample. It is also possible that the smaller
proportion of women in the Marine Corps relative to the other services contributes 
to less positive attitudes toward women. Perhaps with greater representation, nega-
tive stereotypes about women are replaced with more positive attitudes regarding
women’s abilities and greater levels of acceptance (Kanter, 1977).

There was no relationship between enlisted versus officer status and attitudes
toward women in the military. For female respondents only, duration of service was
related to attitudes toward women such that those who reported a longer duration of
service possessed more negative attitudes toward women. This finding may suggest
that spending time in a male-dominated work setting such as the military contributes
to the development of negative attitudes toward women. It may also be the case that
women who are less tolerant of negative attitudes directed toward them
may be more likely to leave the service. Training on sexual harassment was asso-
ciated with more favorable attitudes toward women among both our female and male
subsamples. Perhaps sexual harassment training in this case was a proxy for the
“women-friendliness” of a particular unit, with units that offered sexual harassment
training representing climates that were friendlier to women in general, and that fos-
tered more positive attitudes toward women.

Hierarchical regression results revealed that attitudes toward women contributed
significant variance in tolerance for sexual harassment after accounting for other 
relevant background characteristics. Although the set of background characteristics
accounted for only 9% of the variance in predicting tolerance for sexual harassment,
attitudes toward women contributed an additional 14% of the variance. Thus, consis-
tent with our hypothesis, individuals who reported more positive attitudes toward
women in the military were less tolerant of sexual harassment. Although the finding
for men is consistent with previous research results (Rosen & Martin, 1998c), to our
knowledge this is the first study to demonstrate this association among female military
personnel. This finding is important, as women who are more tolerant of sexual harass-
ment may contribute to a milieu in which sexual harassment is more likely to occur
(Rosen & Martin, 1998c).

The results presented here build on existing evidence regarding the impact of orga-
nizational factors on tolerance for sexual harassment (Fitzgerald, Drasgow, et al., 1999;
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Williams et al., 1999) to suggest that individual difference characteristics and, in par-
ticular, attitudes toward women, play an important role in predicting tolerance for sex-
ual harassment among military personnel. Supplemental analyses revealed that beliefs
about women’s abilities and acceptance of women in the military were independently
related to tolerance for sexual harassment, providing additional support for the idea
that the constructs assessed by these measures are part of a more global “attitudes
toward women in the military” construct. In addition, we found a significant interac-
tion between gender and attitudes toward women in the prediction of tolerance of 
sexual harassment. Although a restricted range of responses on attitudes toward
women and tolerance of sexual harassment among female respondents could account
for this finding, an examination of standard deviations for these variables suggests that
this is not the case. Although there was greater dispersion in the responses of men 
(SD = 1.98 for positive attitudes toward women; SD = 9.01 for tolerance for sexual
harassment) relative to women (SD = 1.68 for positive attitudes toward women; SD =
7.84 for tolerance for sexual harassment), the dispersion in women’s scores was not
negligible. Instead, this finding may suggest other important predictors of tolerance
for sexual harassment among women that were not explored in the present study and
that warrant additional investigation.

On a related note, whereas attitudes toward women contributed significantly to the
prediction of tolerance for sexual harassment for both men and women, the propor-
tion of variance accounted for by attitudes was moderate, suggesting that future
research efforts should be geared toward identifying other individual difference char-
acteristics that increase tolerance for sexual harassment. Examples of other potential
predictors are hostility toward women (Malamuth et al., 1991; Rosen & Martin,
1998c), masculine ideology (Malamuth et al., 1991; Mosher & Sirkin, 1984; Murnen,
Wright, & Kaluzny, 2002), authoritarianism (Begany & Milburn, 2002), and adver-
sarial heterosexual beliefs (Menard, Hall, Phung, Ghebrial, & Martin, 2003). Of
course, the data on which this study is based are cross-sectional and, as such, causal-
ity cannot be known with certainty. It is possible that some of the background char-
acteristics we examined may follow from rather than precede attitudes toward women
and tolerance for sexual harassment. For example, particularly for women, tolerance
for sexual harassment may influence how long one is willing to stay in the military
(i.e., duration of service).

In addition, our sample is unique because it was composed of people who reported
minimal experiences of sexual harassment and no experiences of sexual assault, which
could impact the generalizability of our findings. Although this is a concern, the find-
ing that this subsample mirrored the larger parent study sample on key demographic/
military characteristics is reassuring. Yet, there may still be meaningful differences
in attitudes toward women and tolerance for sexual harassment among those who
have and have not been exposed to sexual harassment. A study by Hull and Burke
(1991) found that women who had experienced sexual harassment or assault 
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possessed more negative attitudes toward women and higher tolerance for sexual
harassment. Thus, our findings may somewhat underestimate negative attitudes on the
part of women because those with significant sexual harassment and assault histories
were not included in this study.

Relatedly, although our focus on Reservists represents a strength of this study
given that Reservist forces play an increasingly active role in the military, the present
findings may not be readily generalized to active-duty forces. Moreover, because our
sample was made up of former Reservists rather than current military personnel, one
may question the extent to which these findings are generalizable to current Reserve
forces. Although these concerns are somewhat allayed by the similarity in the demo-
graphic composition of participants in this study and that of the current Reservist pop-
ulation, researchers are urged to extend the current findings to a more representative
sample in future work.

In summary, this investigation provides at least a partial answer to the question of
why, in the same work environment—in this case, the military setting—some indi-
viduals are more tolerant of sexual harassment than others (Tangri & Hayes, 1997).
In brief, results suggest that attitudes toward women play an important role in
explaining tolerance for sexual harassment in the military and, thus, are worthy of
additional attention in future investigations aimed at understanding women’s experi-
ences of sexual harassment in male-dominated work settings.

Notes

1. However, several researchers have examined attitudes toward women in military college environ-
ments, e.g., Cheatham (1984), Durning (1978), Kurpius and Lucart (2000), and Stevens and Gardner
(1987).

2. Reservists were defined as those who had never been drafted or enlisted in an active-duty branch
of the Armed Forces for other than training purposes and who, if called to active duty, either didn’t com-
plete the full period of service (before September 7, 1980) or didn’t serve at least 24 months of continu-
ous active duty service (after September 7, 1980).

3. Primary component of service was defined as the Reserve component in which the participant served
the longest period of time.
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