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EXPERT COMMENT: Lest we forget:
women also serve in the armed forces

Christina Dodds, PhD researcher at Northumbria, writes about female
members of the armed forces this Armistice Day for The Conversation.

On this Armistice Day, stop to remember all those that have given so much
for their country over the years. Then pause and ask yourself how you picture
our veterans. In your mind’s eye, do you ever see a woman?

As a woman veteran, I feel it is important that women veterans are
acknowledged alongside their male counterparts. This Armistice Day, I hope
that no one asks me again: “Are those medals your husband’s – or your
father’s or grandfather’s?”. The answer is no, they are mine. I served my
country, as have many women and they continue to do so – in all areas that
the military serves.

When I became a veteran, I no longer wore the uniform – and it sometimes
feels like society forgets the women who have also handed in theirs. We are
your friends, sisters, daughters, mothers, wives, your partner, your
grandmother. We are the homeless women, the policewoman, the nurse, the
volunteer, the woman in the hospital bed with no family who visit. There are
many of us and we have our own stories to tell – we just need people to ask,
listen, understand and remember.

In 2015, the percentage of women in the Armed Forces stood at 10.1%, which
equated to about 14,500 people. While the true number of UK veterans is not
known, current estimates are based upon those in receipt of pensions, which
only equates to a small percentage of the veteran community. The Ministry of
Defence estimates the number of veterans based upon the Royal British
Legion’s Household Survey, last published in 2014. At that time, they

https://theconversation.com/profiles/christina-dodds-315483
http://www.britishlegion.org.uk/get-involved/campaign/public-policy-and-research/the-uk-ex-service-community-a-household-survey/
http://www.britishlegion.org.uk/get-involved/campaign/public-policy-and-research/the-uk-ex-service-community-a-household-survey/


estimated that 11.2% of veterans – around 32,000 – were women.

Women serve in every theatre, from Northern Ireland to Iraq and Afghanistan.
They operate in a vast number of different roles: there are female fighter
pilots, women in the Royal Marines, women in the Tank Regiment, in
logistics, intelligence. From July 2016, women have been cleared to serve in
close combat roles, so that, as the then prime minister, David Cameron, said:
“The armed forces can make the most of all their talent”.

The type of talent – and courage – that saw Michelle “Chuck” Norrisbeing
awarded the Military Medal for gallantry after the teenage medic braved
heavy sniper fire for three minutes when she climbed on top of a Warrior
armoured vehicle to pull her sergeant to safety after he was wounded in the
head in Iraq.

Or that shown by Kate Louise Nesbitt, who was awarded the Military Medal
after she braved Taliban fire to tend to a comrade shot in the neck during a
gun battle in Afghanistan in March, dressing the wound while bullets and
rockets flew overhead.

Women’s stories
With such numbers of women veterans in Britain, the lack of specific research
on them is surprising. We don’t know what their narratives are – so we don’t
know what they may want or need when they leave the forces. So the starting
point must be to collect their stories and analyse these through research –
and what better way to research those who have served in the military, than
by getting veterans to do the research.

The Northern Hub for Veteran and Military Families Research at Northumbria
University has a number of research and PhD studies being completed by
veterans, which aim to improve the health and social well-being of veterans
and their families. One of their research pillars focuses on women veterans.

I am a former Warrant Officer Class 1. I served in the Army for 24 years before
retiring in 2010, joining Northumbria University in 2015. My research aims to
explore the narrative of women veterans, by starting with their stories, it is
hoped that we will be able to develop the knowledge of women veterans
through analysing their narratives before, during and after their service.
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A lot of research currently been published on women veterans is from the US
– but we can’t assume that their experiences are the same as British women
who have served. We need to investigate the experiences of British women
veterans. The best way to do this is through a qualitative study, using
biographical narrative methods to explore these in detail – and that’s the aim
of my research.

The people who choose to put their lives on the line in the service of their
country deserve our respect – and part of that is to acknowledge that we
should understand their needs so that we can support them when the time
comes for them to hang up their uniforms.

Lest we forget: women also serve.

This article was originally published in The Conversation. Read the original
article here.

Northumbria is a research-rich, business-focused, professional university with
a global reputation for academic excellence. To find out more about our
courses go to www.northumbria.ac.uk

If you have a media enquiry please contact our Media and Communications
team at media.communications@northumbria.ac.uk or call 0191 227 4571.
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