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Introduction
This summary of the report on discrimination and sexualised violence in the Swiss Armed Forces based 
on gender (including trans identity) and/or sexual orientation is based on a spring 2023 survey. It was 
conducted by the Specialised Office for Women in the Armed Forces and Diversity (WiAD) and the social 
research institute YouGov Schweiz (formerly LINK) as part of the federal government’s Gender Equality 
Strategy 2030. The structure of the Swiss Armed Forces is unique as its members serve only part-time 
in the Armed Forces (conscript system). Of the personnel of the Armed Forces, only a small part are 
career military personnel working full-time as headquarters staff and trainers for the conscript units of  
the Swiss military. All female conscript members of the Armed Forces assigned to formations of the 
Swiss Armed Forces (n = 2085 as of January 2023) were invited to participate in the survey, along with 
a similar number of male members (n = 1869), representative according to the official languages  
(German, French and Italian) and rank categories. 

Data was collected between January and March 2023, with 1126 people participating in the survey. 
Participation was voluntary and anonymous. With respect to administrative gender, 32.1 % of respon
dents were male and 67.9  % were female. German speakers comprised 67.7 % of participants, 25.9 % 
were French-speaking and 6.4 % were Italian-speaking. Results are representative for female members  
of the Armed Forces, but results for male and queer members cannot be used to draw general con
clusions as they are not representative. They have thus been treated as indicative. In addition to quanti-
tative questions, the survey provided numerous opportunities for respondents to add written answers; 
733 people gave 2127 written answers. Responses were evaluated both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
In the report, the original language of the responses is given in brackets and the respondents’ sexual 
orientation is given as well where relevant. 

The report clearly shows that discrimination and sexualised verbal, nonverbal and physical violence 
based on gender and/or sexual orientation are prevalent in the Swiss Armed Forces. These behaviours 
range from comments and gestures that are perceived as hurtful by the recipient to serious physical  
violence. Gender and sexual minorities in the Armed Forces – i.e. female, non-heterosexual and/or trans 
personnel – experience particularly high rates of discrimination and sexualised violence. Such incidents 
are not anomalies, but rather form part of a pattern of discrimination and violence woven into the 
organisational culture of the Swiss Armed Forces. 

An organisational culture that allows for discrimination and (sexualised) violence compromises the Armed 
Forces and its members. The Swiss Armed Forces acknowledges its responsibility to prevent and combat 
these behaviours and raise awareness. The organisation will focus on the human element, as set out in 
the 2030 Vision, and promote a culture that allows for mistakes and meets people where they are. This 
approach will protect the rights of Armed Forces members while increasing the organisation’s perfor-
mance, defence capabilities and power of innovation. The Armed Forces has already begun its transition 
to a culture of inclusion, with the majority of leaders taking a zero-tolerance approach to discrimination.

Various forms of discrimination and sexualised violence have historically been accepted in Switzerland, 
with unequal treatment often enshrined in law. This has led to a situation where discrimination, sexism 
and sexualised violence based on gender and/or sexual orientation can be found in nearly all areas of 
society. Studies and reports show that such incidents take place in religious institutions, the caring pro-
fessions, hotels and restaurants, sport, higher education, construction and in other armed forces.

Society as a whole thus shares the responsibility to develop measures to fulfil the mandates to protect  
from discrimination and foster gender equality. The Swiss Armed Forces will play its part in this process,  
educating and supporting people during their time in the military, in order to instil a deeper under-
standing of every individual’s rights and the imperative to treat others with respect, both within and 
beyond the Armed Forces.
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1	 All groups (by gender and sexual orientation) experience discrimination and sexualised 
violence in the Swiss Armed Forces, albeit to differing degrees

The survey data show that Armed Forces personnel of all genders and sexual orientations have ex-
perienced discrimination and sexualised violence. The study uses the term ‘sexualised violence’ as an 
umbrella term for sexualised verbal, nonverbal and physical violence. 

In order to maintain transparency, people who indicated that they had experienced discrimination  
or sexualised violence will be listed separately from those who said they were not sure. Their statements 
will be combined in accordance with their content, however. Research and work in the field of equal-
ity, diversity and inclusion have shown that people who are not sure whether they have experienced 
discrimination or sexualised violence generally have in fact experienced it (Hassan & Sanchez-Lambert 
2019, 47; Hlavka 2014, 8). A comment from a female private (ger) illustrates this point: “Some privates 
looked at us women, they spoke in French about our bodies and that they had a claim on us. And they 
used suggestive remarks. However, I am not sure, whether this falls under this topic.” 

Around half of survey participants (49.6 %) claimed that they had or may have had experiences of dis-
crimination in the Swiss Armed Forces (yes: 35.8 %; not sure: 13.8 %), while 40.1 % reported the same 
for sexualised violence (yes: 30.2 %; not sure: 9.9 %). Women are affected significantly more often than 
men. Non-heterosexual cis men are affected particularly often by sexualised verbal violence, generally 
the most widespread form of sexualised violence, followed by nonverbal and physical violence. In cases 
where groups are not compared with each other, this is because there are no statistical differences 
among various groups; this approach will be taken throughout the report.
 

It is often difficult to draw a clear distinction between various forms of sexualised violence. They tend 
to bleed into each other, forming something of a continuum with sexist or homophobic language  
at one end to coercion and intimidation, rape and femicide/murder at the other (Schüz et al. 2021, 2). 
Normalising sexualised verbal violence and treating it as harmless opens the door for more serious 
forms of sexualised violence. A female private (ger) writes, for example: “It starts with stupid jokes, 
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comments and certain remarks. You get messages on your phone, sexual requests, sex videos etc. 
Sexual physical harassment comes next”.

Statistics show that in the Swiss Armed Forces, people were twice as likely to experience sexualised 
physical violence if they had experienced discrimination. Among those surveyed, people who had at  
some point experienced sexualised verbal violence in the Swiss Armed Forces were at a 2.5 times 
greater risk of sexualised physical violence within the organisation. Those who had experienced sexu-
alised nonverbal violence had 6 times the risk. 

2	 Discrimination and sexualised violence often go unrecognised: 86.2 % of all survey  
participants have experiences that can be considered sexualised violence

Investigations into the prevalence of discrimination and sexualised violence show that prevalence esti-
mates are more accurate (and higher) when based on a set of questions about participants’ experiences 
of specific situations, rather than a single, more general question. This is the case because the former 
allows for less distortion through subjective views on events (Walby & Myhill 2001, 515). The same has 
proven true in our study: there is a clear difference between participants’ self-reporting on whether they 
have experienced discrimination and/or sexualised violence and the answers they provided regarding 
their experiences of specific situations. As expected, their answers regarding specific situations revealed 
a higher rate of prevalence.

Questions included whether survey participants had experienced behaviours such as ‘sexist remarks  
and jokes’, ‘inappropriate stares’, ‘wolf whistles and/or inappropriate gestures’ or ‘unwanted  
(attempted) sexual contact’. 86.2 % of all participants reported experiencing at least one of these  
situations. Only 13.0 % of those surveyed reported never having experienced sexualised violence 
(0.8 % did not specify).

Analysed in terms of gender and sexual orientation, the results show that all groups have experienced 
situations that can be classified as sexualised violence. Heterosexual cis men experienced situations 
that could be considered sexualised violence significantly less often than women – 68.9 % vs. 93.2 % 
for non-heterosexual cis women, 94.2 % for heterosexual cis women and 96.8 % for trans women/
people – and non-heterosexual cis men (94.1 %). 68.4 % of trans men/people were affected. 

3	 Reasons for discrimination: the Swiss Armed Forces organisational culture as shared  
factor among men, women and queer people

Among survey participants who reported experiencing discrimination in the Swiss Armed Forces, gender 
was the most common reason given. Devaluing of their gender was cited by 89.6 % of women who 
reported experiencing discrimination in the Swiss Armed Forces; this corresponds to 51.8 % of all women 
who participated in the survey. Gender was cited by 12.5 % of men who reported experiencing discrimi-
nation, which corresponds to 3.3 % of all men who participated in the survey. 

Non-heterosexual men were the group most likely to experience discrimination due to their sexual  
orientation (70.0 %), followed by non-heterosexual women (21.1 %). Non-heterosexual women  
were more likely to be discriminated against due to their gender than due to their sexual orientation. 
Heterosexual women and heterosexual men only rarely experienced discrimination due to their  
sexual orientation (2.0 % and 2.4 %, respectively). 

Discrimination based on trans identity was reported by 1.1 % of all respondents and 11.1 % of trans 
Armed Forces personnel surveyed. Characteristics other than gender or sexual orientation were  
cited as reasons for discrimination in the Swiss Armed Forces by 19.9 % of respondents who reported 
experiencing discrimination (see section 4.4).
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Men, women and queer people experience discrimination at differing rates – but all three groups saw 
the organisational culture of the Swiss Armed Forces as the common and most frequent reason for  
the discrimination they experienced. An organisational culture supports and shapes the thinking, feel-
ings and behaviour of its members. The Armed Forces’ organisational culture, for example, provides 
a basis for its members to work together in a spirit of camaraderie – but in its current form it also still 
allows for discrimination and sexualised violence. This is what leads respondents to cite it as a reason 
that discrimination is more prevalent in the Swiss Armed Forces than in Swiss society as a whole. 

The data used for this analysis come from answers to the question of whether men, women and queer 
people in the Swiss Armed Forces experience discrimination of a similar nature within the Armed Forces 
as they do in Swiss society overall. The following assessment refers to the 5.6 % of respondents who 
stated that men are more discriminated against, 26.5 % who stated that women are more discriminated 
against, and 22.3 % who stated that queer people are more discriminated against in the Swiss Armed 
Forces than in society in general. 

The factors that all three groups chose most frequently in the quantitative questions as reasons for  
discrimination are related to organisational culture: the culture of the Swiss Armed Forces allows  
discrimination, discrimination remains without consequences and is neither investigated nor sanc-
tioned, and the prevalence of a macho culture. 

Among those who view discrimination against women as greater in the Armed Forces than in society  
as a whole, 69.8 % see this as a consequence of women not being subject to compulsory military 
service and hence comprising only a small minority of military personnel. Open remarks show that this 
belief is based on the assumption that equal gender distribution would automatically reduce discrim
ination because women would no longer constitute a minority. This argument assumes that minorities 
will always be discriminated against, and must become a majority in order not to experience discrimi-
nation. The right to protection against discrimination, on the other hand, rests on the idea that people 
should be treated equally regardless of whether they belong to a minority or the majority. Protection 
of minorities was mentioned primarily by queer people. Among this group, the reason for discrimination  
given particularly frequently was a lack of political correctness and people’s corresponding lack of 
respectful behaviour.

Compulsory military service (only) for men was also mentioned by respondents in relation to their 
perception that men faced more discrimination in the Swiss Armed Forces than in society as a whole, 
albeit for different reasons. Some men feel that compulsory military service is in itself discriminatory. 
Others feel doubly discriminated against: they are required to enter military service while women are 
not, and they feel that they are treated unfavourably compared with the volunteer servicewomen. 

Group dynamics were among the other factors mentioned as contributing to discrimination, such as 
the devaluation of minorities by the majority. Another factor was the belief that queer people and 
women simply do not belong in the Armed Forces.

4	 Different groups have different experiences of discrimination and sexualised violence 
Open remarks gave women, men and queer people space to describe their experiences with having 
their boundaries violated and being devalued. Quantitative questions provided information on the 
prevalence of these behaviours (see sections 1 and 2), while an analysis of the open remarks provided 
a better understanding of the patterns of thought, feeling and behaviour in the Swiss Armed Forces 
and, in particular, a sharper picture of the prevailing organisational culture. This is turn allows for a more 
detailed understanding of the problems people face and thus facilitates the development of effective 
solutions. 
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4.1	 Sexualisation and misogyny make military service more difficult for women  
in the Armed Forces

Open remarks show that many women experience sexism and behaviour that violates their boundaries 
on a daily basis, and that these experiences interfere with their military careers. The behaviours men-
tioned most often were sexualised verbal violence (469 respondents) and the unequal treatment of 
women (443 respondents). Sexualised verbal violence includes sexist remarks (485 incidents described), 
verbal harassment (226 incidents described), remarks insinuating that women were in the Armed Forces 
to find many sexual partners (168 incidents described), rumours about their sex lives (79 incidents de-
scribed) and bets on who had or will have sexual contact with whom (20 incidents described). 

Women in the Armed Forces experience sexualised nonverbal violence through behaviours such  
as wolf whistles, intrusive looks or open stares and exhibitionism. This form of violence was described 
by 231 people. Other typical examples of sexualised physical violence were reported less often  
(mentioned by 142 respondents). These included physical assaults while showering or sleeping, un-
wanted touching or kissing, and in rare instances attempted rape or rape.

Respondents described cases where sexualisation was used to undermine women’s skills (162 cases 
described), their right to codetermination (32 cases) and the authority required for leadership roles  
(84 cases). In addition, 43 statements indicated that women in the Armed Forces are given tasks asso-
ciated with domestic work. For example, women receive comments that they are busy enough with 
having children, it was not worth promoting them, because after a few years they would be mothers 
and have to stay at home. There were 212 reports of misogyny in connection with statements that 
women who engage in military service are burdening their husbands or that women who aspire to a 
leadership role in the Armed Forces would ‘emasculate’ their male partners (female officer, ger). These 
remarks show the insistence of some men on gender hierarchy. They see women entering the male 
world of military service as a direct attack on traditional gender order. This view is not exclusively male, 
some women also share it.

Unequal treatment of women included aspects such as exclusion via infrastructure or communication 
(mentioned 148 times). Female service members wrote that they did not receive some information 
because they slept in separate rooms, and how having different accommodation (e.g., farther away or 
isolated) also increased their distance socially. 

Devaluation of women and/or femininity was the reason cited for various forms of exclusion. This is 
most clearly expressed in the view of 158 respondents who feel that women in the Swiss Armed Forces 
are not taken into consideration or that they are even explicitly unwanted. There were 115 statements 
indicating that women and men are held to different standards, for example when men are encour-
aged to always outperform women or when women are discouraged from complaining or asserting 
their rights because they are serving in the Armed Forces voluntarily. 

Some women stated explicitly that their experience in the Armed Forces was a positive one despite 
the discrimination and sexualised violence they have encountered, but that it nevertheless would have 
been better without these negative experiences. 

4.2	 Men experience discrimination and sexualised violence, but hardly write about it
Men also experience discrimination and sexualised violence. Men who participated in the survey 
reported gender-based discrimination far less often than women (12.5 % of men vs. 89.6 % of wom-
en). In comparison with women, men reported discrimination more often based on other aspects, e.g. 
sexual orientation, immigration background, racism, language or bodily characteristics.
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Men are expected to be strong and to endure injury without admitting to it (Lenz 2011, 362). This makes 
it more difficult for men to recognise experiences of victimisation in the first place, let alone to report 
them. 45.6 % of all respondents said that they would not be believed if they said that sexualised violence 
by men against men exists in the Swiss Armed Forces; 58.0 % said the same about sexualised violence 
by women against men. A large majority also stated that the subject of sexualised violence against 
men is a serious taboo (76.3 %), while the majority (63.2 %) also believe that this type of sexualised vio-
lence is not a major problem in the Swiss Armed Forces. Women estimated a higher rate of prevalence 
than men regarding women committing acts of sexualised violence against men. The overall impres-
sion given was contradictory. On the one hand, sexualised violence against men is seen as a taboo 
subject that isn’t taken seriously, while on the other hand it is not seen as a serious problem – but this 
attitude increases the likelihood that sexualised violence against men will be overlooked, underesti-
mated and therefore neither reported nor punished.

Participants were asked about four different scenarios characterised by (sexualised) violence against 
men, perpetrated by men and by women. Questions about sexualised violence against men were for-
mulated less concretely in order to take account of the significant stigma and taboo surrounding the 
issue. According to their responses, 37.6 % of the men questioned had experienced at least one of the 
scenarios described with men. Most often it involved discomfort or boundary-crossing situations or 
situations in which they felt harassed. Situations arose comparatively less often in which another man 
got too close to them. Non-heterosexual men had experienced the situations described in the survey 
up to three times as often as heterosexual men.

(Sexualised) violence against men perpetrated by women was reported less frequently than sexualised 
violence perpetrated by men, although it is still notable given the small proportion of women serving 
in the Armed Forces. 13.5 % of men respondents in the survey reported that they had experienced at 
least one of the four scenarios described with women.

In the open remarks, sexualised violence against men is addressed very rarely and only a few respon
dents describe incidents from their own experience. One of the few personal reports was from a male 
private (ger) who described how a quartermaster sergeant “pulled down my pyjama pants in front of 
other colleagues while I was standing at attention, so that my penis was visible”. A male private reported 
sexualised violence against men and saw humiliating and dangerous initiation rituals as particularly 
problematic in this context. Increased levels of violence against non-heterosexual men were also men-
tioned in the open-response questions, as discussed in the following section. 

4.3	 Queer people suffer due to homophobia and transphobia
Queer people comprise a surprisingly large proportion of respondents at 15.1 %. An international study 
of sexual and gender minorities estimates the overall proportion of non-heterosexual and/or trans 
people in Switzerland at 13 % (Ipsos 2023, 2), which puts the figure for the Swiss Armed Forces slightly 
above average. The proportion of nonbinary people in the study (4.1 %), on the other hand, is slightly 
lower than in the data on Switzerland of 6 %. The Swiss Armed Forces thus reflects the general societal 
trend towards greater visibility and reality of sexual and gender diversity. However, these figures may 
be influenced by self-selection among survey participants. People often participate in surveys like this 
because they have a special interest in the issue, due to a particularly positive or negative perspective on  
the topic (Liedl & Steiger 2024, 4). This may play a role in the rather high proportion of queer people 
(and women) among respondents.

Queer people experience discrimination and sexualised violence at an above-average rate and are also 
confronted with homophobic and transphobic behaviours and comments. This was mentioned in the 
open remarks by 104 people. The descriptions provided indicate a certain normalisation of homophobic  
language and comments. For example, an officer (predominantly heterosexual, fr) writes: “Raise your 
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hand if you got through basic training without being called ‘faggot’, ‘poof’ or something like that.” 
There is also a tendency to equate male homosexuality with weakness (32 incidents), which fits with 
the prevailing view of masculinity in the armed forces (Connell 2005, 78f; Gopal 2023, 34). Regardless 
of their sexual orientation, women in the Armed Forces are called lesbians or (childless) bull dykes as 
slurs (25 incidents). These remarks deny them typically ‘womanly’ characteristics such as heterosexuality 
and attribute strength to them, albeit as a way of stigmatising them. 

Very few of the open remarks mentioned transphobia, making it difficult to determine whether trans-
phobia in the Swiss Armed Forces is present mainly in isolated incidents or reflects more systematic 
discrimination. The figures on hate crimes in Switzerland in relation to trans identity in 2022 (Mark-
walder et al. 2023, 20) approach a level that would indicate a societal problem, which can also be felt 
in the Swiss Armed Forces. 

4.4	 Rates of discrimination based on other aspects such as immigration background,  
racism, language, age or religion

The current study focuses on people’s experiences of discrimination and sexualised violence based on 
gender and/or sexual orientation. Other grounds for discrimination in the Swiss Armed Forces were 
mentioned by 117 people (10.4 % of all respondents). The most common were immigration background, 
racism, physical characteristics, religion, regional origin, age and language; these were at times com-
bined with gender and/or sexual orientation. 

Some people are discriminated against in relation to multiple characteristics. Remarks were reported  
that were simultaneously racist and sexist, and women service members whose first language is 
French or Italian described combined discrimination based on their gender and language, for example 
when their accent in German would be associated with phone sex.

5	 Perpetrators of discrimination and violence by rank and gender 
Respondents who stated that they had been discriminated against on the basis of their gender, sexual 
orientation, trans identity or a combination of these factors (420 people, 37.3 % of all respondents) 
also provided information on who had discriminated against them in the Swiss Armed Forces. 

The proportion who said that they had been discriminated against by a man was very high (96.9 %), 
although it was not as high as the overall percentage of men in the Swiss Armed Forces (98.6 %). The 
proportion saying they had been discriminated against by a woman is low in comparison at 40.7 %, but 
when compared to the proportion of women in the Armed Forces – 1.4 % – it is very high. 

Turning to rank and gender, male privates (E-1, E-2 and first class) were named most often as perpetra-
tors of discrimination (49.6%; they comprise 70.0% of military personnel), followed by male conscript 
NCOs (44.9%; they comprise 19.4% of military personnel), male conscript officers (39.0% vs. 10.6%), 
male career officers (37.6%) and male career NCOs (34.6%). Male career military personnel (officers 
and NCOs) comprise 1.1% of total military personnel. The highest proportion of women who are men-
tioned as perpetrators of discrimination were conscript NCOs (10.3 %). Of the 1.4 % of Armed Forces 
personnel who are women, 35.7 % are NCOs (making women NCOs 0.5 % of the overall Armed Forces 
personnel). Thus in relation to their numbers within the Armed Forces, the discrepancy is particularly 
high among male career military personnel and female conscript NCOs. 

The largest rank group in the Armed Forces, male privates, are also most commonly named as the group 
committing acts of sexualised verbal, nonverbal and physical violence. At the same time, they are the 
rank most likely to feel that there is no discrimination or sexualised violence in the Swiss Armed Forces 
(12.0 %; NCO ranks: 9.2 %; officer ranks: 6.1 %). This indicates that discrimination and sexualised violence 
are particularly normalised in this environment and/or that there is little awareness of these two issues.
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Both women and men were less comfortable working with women than with men. Open remarks 
provided some insight into this phenomenon. Women service members described women leaders who 
were exceptionally hard on them, became very angry over small issues and spread (false) rumours 
about their sex lives. This indicates how some women in the Armed Forces have taken over masculine 
norms and the devaluation of women to a particularly large extent.

6	 Reporting behaviour in the Swiss Armed Forces
All study participants were asked whether they had informed anyone about any discrimination or  
sexualised violence they may have faced in the Swiss Armed Forces. This was a question where multiple  
answers were possible. Women made reports more often than men, while men stated more often 
that they did not feel the need to report what had happened. The various advice services of the Swiss 
Armed Forces were consulted by 5.4 % of respondents regarding 72 incidents; some people contacted 
more than one service. 

The study shows that 38.9 % of respondents who had experienced discrimination and/or sexualised  
violence and 53.7 % of those who had experienced situations that may have been considered sexualised 
violence did not report the incidents. The main reason given for this was that they processed the ex
perience on their own (63.8 %). Other reasons included believing that a report would make the situation 
worse (40.5 %), feeling that a complaint was hopeless (34.5 %) or not knowing where they could go 
to make a complaint (30.1 %). As a result, these respondents did not see the Swiss Armed Forces as an 
organisation that would protect them in cases of discrimination and/or sexualised violence.

Reporting rates involving official points of contact were lower in this study than in a study on Switzer-
land as a whole (Golder et al. 2019, 16), whereas the proportion of people who informed their immedi-
ate superiors or colleagues of equal rank was higher. This indicates that the Armed Forces is in a posi-
tion to build on the basic culture of dialogue, social connection and camaraderie that is already in place. 
Nevertheless, 76 people indicated in their remarks that reports are often not taken seriously or even 
covered up. One female officer (ger) wrote: “I was harassed several times, reported the incidents too; 
they were just swept under the rug.”

7	 Discrimination and sexualised violence have a negative impact on the health and  
performance of the members of the Armed Forces 

The answers to questions about the consequences of discrimination and sexualised violence show  
that service members often report that they do not need help. 51.9 % of respondents who had expe-
riences of this kind reported that it had no effect on them. Many of those affected did describe the 
physical (9.3 %) and psychological (10.2 %) impact that experiences of discrimination and violence had 
on them, for example trouble sleeping (19.4 %) or difficulties performing their duties (9.3 %). These  
experiences led some to abandon their military careers (in the sense of not seeking promotion to a  
higher rank, 11.5 %) or request to be transferred (10.6 %). The most frequently cited negative conse-
quence (mentioned by 26.2 % of respondents) was a feeling that everything is meaningless. Other 
negative consequences were mentioned 109 times. These included personal safety concerns, lack  
of motivation, sadness, resignation and anger. A woman NCO’s (it) remarks provide an example:  
“I stopped enjoying my work because I saw that my contribution to the Armed Forces was not valued. 
The conscript officers ruined the whole experience for me a bit. I lost my motivation to continue in  
the Armed Forces.”

8	 Aiming for zero-tolerance
The survey results show that many members of the Armed Forces are already working towards equality 
and protection from discrimination. 78.4 % of respondents indicated that they see the zero-tolerance 
strategy of the Armed Forces being implemented partially to very consistently. On the other hand, 
many forms of discrimination and sexualised violence are normalised (see Hlavka 2014), which makes  



Summary study report discrimination and sexualised violence in the Swiss Armed Forces

10/68

it more difficult to combat them, as a zero-tolerance policy is only possible when violence is recognised 
for what it is and named as such.

The Chief of the Armed Forces, direct superiors (men and women) and female career and conscript 
officers were all named as people who are making a significant effort to implement a zero-tolerance 
policy. Survey responses indicated that more than 50 % of those in leadership roles, apart from male 
conscript NCOs, were working towards zero-tolerance.

Open remarks show the importance of appropriate reactions from colleagues and superiors of military 
personnel; 60 people mentioned this factor in 71 comments. When people experience discrimination or  
sexualised violence in the Armed Forces, interventions in line with a zero-tolerance policy make a  
positive impact on their sense of well-being and safety. 

Certain factors do get in the way of implementing a zero-tolerance policy, however. For example, people 
who advocate for zero-tolerance and those who oppose it often have conflicting values. There are also 
some basic beliefs, however well-intentioned, that hinder zero-tolerance, e.g. the view that all military 
personnel wear the same uniform and are thus treated equally, or that people should be judged on their 
performance and not their gender. However, group-specific patterns of experience show clearly that 
a uniform cannot protect people from discrimination. Devaluation of certain groups rests on distinc-
tions that are made among people based on various factors – and refusing to acknowledge this reality 
makes it more difficult to combat it. 

9	 Where does the problem originate and what should be done about it? 
In order to create an inclusive organisational culture, the reasons for the current difficulties must be 
analysed. The only way to confront problems effectively is to understand their source. 

The survey shows that people of all genders and sexual orientations have experienced discrimination 
and sexualised violence, but also that people are generally more strongly impacted if they are not 
male, heterosexual and/or cis, or if their bodies, skin colour, place of origin or religion do not corre-
spond to the norm in the Swiss Armed Forces. This is evidenced by an organisational culture in which 
discrimination and sexualised violence are so normalised in ordinary practice that offensive remarks, 
obscene gestures and physical assault can go unnoticed or unchallenged. 

Based on research on violence, sexualised violence can be understood as an instrument of devaluation, 
which primarily aims at shoring up the superiority of a particular norm and social order. Acts of  
sexualised violence are also committed in order to reinforce existing gender-specific power dynamics 
(Lieber 2019). Within the Swiss Armed Forces this would mean maintaining the supremacy of the  
ideal soldier (male, white, strong, self-disciplined; Gopal 2023) through means such as sexualised vio-
lence to punish those who deviate from these norms. This could take the form of sexualising women  
in leadership roles to undermine their power, influence and authority or devaluing men who cannot  
or do not want to conform to these norms. 

Views on who belongs in the Armed Forces must be expanded if military personnel are to feel recog-
nised with their differences. This will also require an inclusive organisational culture that does not excuse 
discrimination as a form of ‘humour’ or dismiss criticism of discrimination and sexualised violence as 
weakness. Strongly hierarchical organisations are most in need of discrimination protection precisely 
because they are more susceptible to abuse. True protection against discrimination thus requires lead-
ership as well as services with the authority to act. 

Much has already been done, and further action can be taken based on Article 77 on protection from 
discrimination of the Service Regulations of the Swiss Armed Forces (2022), the 2030 Vision of the Swiss 
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Armed Forces and the education compass of the Training and Education Command. A diversity strategy  
was launched in summer 2023 with the stated goal of creating an inclusive overall organisation. In 
addition to the measures falling under discrimination protection and gender equality, the strategy in-
cludes a second set of more general measures aimed at systematically and progressively analysing and 
improving all processes to ensure that they are as objective, appropriate and transparent as possible. 
The results of the study indicate that the measures taken so far are insufficient.

Conclusion: moving towards an inclusive Swiss Armed Forces 
This report is an important next step in creating a culture of inclusion and zero-tolerance for discrimi-
nation and sexualised violence in the Swiss Armed Forces – an organisational culture where all service 
personnel can develop with their differences and make their own unique contributions. The objective  
is an Armed Forces that ensures the psychological safety of all members. An Armed Forces that under-
stands and upholds its duty of care towards troops in a holistic manner – and thus creates the inner 
unity required to fulfil its mandate in an atmosphere of complete trust, respect and dependability. Only  
in this way can the mandates of equality and protection from discrimination be realised, and only in 
this way can the Swiss Armed Forces’ performance and defence capabilities be maximised and the 
potential for innovation be fully exploited. 

As the first comprehensive survey on discrimination and sexualised violence in the Swiss Armed Forces, 
this study provides the foundation for developing further appropriate, results-oriented measures. It  
is also a wake-up call, as the prevalence of these behaviours is significant and the need for action corre-
spondingly large. 

Insight into the Swiss Armed Forces is always also an insight into a broad cross-section of Swiss society. 
With its system of conscription, the Swiss Armed Forces is linked particularly closely with society as a 
whole. Sexualised violence and discrimination are apparent everywhere in society and in all agents of 
socialisation. Creating an inclusive organisational culture and preventing discrimination and sexualised 
violence are tasks for society as a whole which the Swiss Armed Forces must address together with 
other actors. At the same time, this is a duty and responsibility that is specific to the Armed Forces and 
must be done while taking into account its own particular structures, objectives and mandates. 

The overarching objective of this process is to create diverse and equally valued ideals of members of 
the Armed Forces. The first step towards this goal is to recognise discrimination and sexualised vio-
lence when they occur, and to challenge these behaviours. It is essential to understand how people 
are devalued as individuals based on certain characteristics or group identities and why this is damag-
ing for the individual, the leadership of the organisation and the Swiss Armed Forces. Only then can 
people be recognised equally in their diversity. Becoming aware of these patterns is not an easy task, 
because many forms of devaluation are part of common ways of thinking and acting and are taken for 
granted. A strong learning culture that accepts mistakes is an important component of this process. 

It will require a dialogue and a process of transformation across the whole organisation in order to rec-
ognise injustice and to take collective responsibility for reducing discrimination and creating a culture 
of inclusion and zero-tolerance for discrimination and sexualised violence. The Swiss Armed Forces has 
the obligation and the opportunity to contribute to fulfilling the mandates on equality and protection 
from discrimination. This ultimately protects the rights of all military personnel and ensures long-term 
defence capabilities.

This way, the Armed Forces will simultaneously contribute to societal efforts to combat sexualised 
violence and discrimination.
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