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Abstract: This study uses system dynamics simulation to explore structural and socio-psychological dynamics associated with 
the United States Army’s gender integration initiatives for its infantry branch. In 2015, the Army’s Training and Doctrine 
Analysis Center (TRAC) published the “Gender Integration Study” and the “Ranger Assessment Study,” providing findings 
that helped shape the Army’s gender integration initiatives across its combat arms branches. The focus of these and many other 
gender integration studies predominantly focus on whether gender differences, physiological and/or psychological, affect one’s 
ability to meet requisite performance standards in combat arms branches. As an essential complement to the existing and 
ongoing performance-focused research, system dynamics modeling will provide a basis to assess social barriers that exist with 
the Army and American culture, inhibiting broad acceptance of women in the infantry.  
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1. Introduction

This study examines the structural and socio-psychological dynamics of the US Army’s initiative to support gender 
integration into the Army’s infantry branch. In doing so, the construct of this paper will follow the five-step system dynamics 
modeling process from Sterman (2010): problem articulation, formulation of dynamic hypothesis, formulation of simulation 
model, testing, and policy design and evaluation. This methodology is appropriate because the system of study is characterized 
by non-linear relationships, feedback structures, and time delays—the very components of dynamic complexity that are 
fundamental to system dynamics modeling (Sterman, 2010). 

The foundation of this study relies on establishing an understanding of social acceptance within socio-behavioral 
systems. Literature on the subject acknowledges the difficulty of accurately measuring shifts in social acceptance; however, in 
some domains there are proxy measures that inform it (Fehr and Fischbacher, 2004; Rauhut and Winter, 2010). Tangible 
examples of changes in social acceptance exist in technology diffusion. The use of the social media platform Facebook has 
grown so immensely since its launch in 2004 that the Pew Research Center reports that as of November 2016, 68% of all U.S. 
adults and 79% of internet users use Facebook (Duggan, Greenwood, and Perrin, 2016). This major growth in the popularity 
of Facebook is a measured statistic of social change in the way people interact and exchange information digitally. A more 
abstract example exists in historic social change such as the acceptance of desegregation brought on by the Civil Rights 
movement. The proxy measure for this shift is evident in the decline in residential segregation over time (Massey and Hajnal, 
1995). System dynamics helps inform the complexities in understanding concepts like social acceptance because it articulates 
the non-linear feedback structures that generate the behaviors therein. Too often, these complexities are over-simplified with 
linear representations (Sterman, 2000). 

In order to understand how social acceptance is achieved, it is imperative to understand how social barriers inhibit 
social acceptance. By common definition, a barrier is a wall or obstacle that prevents movement. A barrier, in a social context, 
is an obstacle that prevents acceptance into a specific social group. This concept is demonstrated by Lucie, Moran, Tarrasch, 
and Yanovich when they state, “Each [combat branch is] a distinct, closed social system with a decades-old set of predefined 
social rules, a military unit (through its current and past members) may perceive the induction of female members as a 
dangerous blow to its social status quo. Women therefore often confront rejection, alienation, prejudice, and discrimination 
within their units” (Lurie et al., 2010, p. 306). Both the perception and existence of this prevailing culture within combat arms 
branches are the social barriers that this study endeavors to understand through system dynamics modeling. 
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