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Thwarted belongingness and
empathy’s relation with
organizational culture change

Éloïse de Grandpré, Cindy Suurd Ralph* and Emily Hiller

Department of Military Psychology and Leadership, Royal Military College of Canada, Kingston, ON,
Canada

Introduction: In response to several high-profile cases of senior leaders in the
Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) being accused of various forms of sexual and
professional misconduct, the organization has committed to culture change.
Drawing on the group engagement model and empirical evidence, we propose
that CAFmembers’ experience of thwarted belongingness reduces their capacity
to show empathy, which in turn a�ects their support for culture change.

Method: Participants were 139 Naval and O�cer Cadets from the Royal Military
College of Canada who were predominantly male (61%), between 18 and 21
years old (80%), and not members of a visible minority group (68%). Data was
collected via an online self-report survey assessing thwarted belongingness,
empathy, and attitudes toward culture change.

Results: Whether participants experienced thwarted belongingness was not
directly related to their level of support for culture change. Individuals’ thwarted
belongingness was indirectly and negatively associated with support for culture
change, through its impact on empathy.

Discussion: Taken together, the results demonstrate that cadets’ experience of
belongingness contributed to their level of empathy, which together predicted
their support for culture change initiatives. E�orts to change the culture of
the CAF may need to consider improving members’ levels of belongingness
and, by extension, their levels of empathy. Implications for inclusion e�orts
are discussed.
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1 Introduction

The Canadian Armed Forces (CAF)’s organizational culture has been under intense
scrutiny following several reports outlining the organization’s lackluster responses to sexual
misconduct in its ranks (e.g., Deschamps, 2015; Wells, 2021; Arbour, 2022; Coletta, 2022).
A 2015 external review into sexual misconduct and harassment in the CAF found that
there was a significant disconnect between the CAF ethos and values and the reality faced
by its members (Deschamps, 2015). While one of the CAF’s stated principal values is
respecting the dignity of all people, Justice Deschamps identified an underlying sexualized
and hostile culture rife with discrimination and sexual violence (e.g., Deschamps, 2015;
Rosenstein et al., 2018; Richard and Molloy, 2020). In response to the external review,
General Jonathan Vance, then Chief of Defence Staff (CDS), initiated and outwardly
supportedOperationHONOUR, with themission to “eliminate harmful and inappropriate
sexual behaviour” from the CAF (Vance, 2016; Government of Canada, 2022a). Ironically,
Vance himself was later accused of having an inappropriate relationship with a subordinate
(Stephenson et al., 2021a). The investigation revealed a plethora of systemic failures (e.g.,
Connolly, 2021; The Canadian Press, 2021); casting a harsh spotlight on the issue of sexual

Frontiers in Psychology 01 frontiersin.org

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1287769
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1287769&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-04-04
mailto:cindy.suurd-ralph@rmc.ca
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1287769
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1287769/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
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misconduct in the CAF and triggering a domino effect of
investigations against at least 13 current and former top brass
(Burke and Brewster, 2021). These events highlighted that previous
attempts at culture change had been glossed over and lacked true
substance (e.g., Deschamps, 2015; Coletta, 2022; Government of
Canada, 2022d). The current CDS has since acknowledged the
urgent need to change CAF culture, however, effective change will
rely on not only systemic and legislative changes; but will also
require both attitudinal and behavioral modifications by serving
CAF members. To date, little is known about the factors that
influence CAF members’ support for culture change1 initiatives
(for an exception see Deng et al., 2023). To contribute to the
development of persuasive initiatives, this study aims to expand
the nomological network surrounding attitudes toward culture
change in the CAF through an investigation of how servingmilitary
members’ sense of belongingness and empathy could impact their
support for culture change initiatives.

Belonging has been established as a fundamental human need
(Baumeister and Leary, 1995); when individuals feel that they are
not included, they experience the undesirable psychological state
of thwarted belongingness (Ryan and Deci, 2000). We hypothesize
that the experience of thwarted belongingness could have an
impact on support for culture change initiatives because, when
the need to belong is unmet, it has significant repercussions for
individuals’ behaviors in group contexts. Specifically, thwarted
belongingness inhibits group-promoting (i.e., desirable) and incites
group-limiting (i.e., harmful) behaviors (Baumeister and Leary,
1995; Twenge et al., 2001; Tyler and Blader, 2003). Unmet
belongingness needs could contribute to reduced empathy for
others because it reduces individuals’ capacity to access the
emotions needed to simulate others’ emotions and experiences
(e.g., DeWall and Baumeister, 2006; Baumeister et al., 2007; Twenge
et al., 2007). Empathy, in turn, represents an important potential
mediator due to its promotion of cooperative, prosocial behavior
(e.g., Eisenberg and Strayer, 1987; Batson et al., 1997). Supporting
organizational culture change is prosocial (i.e., group promoting)
in nature because it is designed to benefit all employees and
contribute to their wellbeing and success. Thus, if individuals’
belonging needs are not met, it could impact their willingness
to go above and beyond for the group (e.g., Baumeister and
Leary, 1995; Twenge et al., 2001). In the context of the current
study, a lack of belonging could weaken social connections and
psychological bonds between CAFmembers (e.g., Blader and Tyler,
2009) and create a circumstance whereby individuals who do not
feel they belong are less concerned with the wellbeing of other
CAFmembers, ultimately reducing their support for culture change
efforts and initiatives. The proposed model aligns with several
theories and empirical findings: the group engagement model
suggests that when individuals’ belongingness needs are unmet,
their efforts for the group diminish (Tyler and Blader, 2003). In
contrast, when belonging needs are satisfied, individuals will put
forth greater effort for the group and have more concern for the

1 Within the CAF, terms such as cultural reform and cultural evolution are

also employed. We have selected the term culture change as it is the only

one of these terms currently recognized in Termium Plus (Termium, 2023),

the Government of Canada’s terminology and linguistic data bank.

entire group’s welfare (e.g., Blader and Tyler, 2009). These ideas also
align with the frustration-aggression hypothesis (e.g., Dollard et al.,
1939; Berkowitz, 1989), such that feelings of exclusion and rejection
promote a broad pattern of aggressive and antisocial behaviors (e.g.,
Twenge et al., 2001; Leary et al., 2003). The overarching aim of
this research is to examine whether thwarted belongingness and
empathy can collectively explain differences in attitudes toward
culture change within a Canadian military sample. We begin
with presenting a brief history of the CAF culture and its strides
toward increasing diversity and inclusion, followed by a literature
review of the variables implicated in our model, namely thwarted
belongingness, empathy, and attitudes toward culture change.

1.1 Military culture

Investigating the CAF’s current culture is a good starting point
in determining the factors contributing to members’ sense of
belongingness, empathy, and their attitudes toward culture change.
The current CAF culture is largely defined as a military culture that
is sexualized (Deschamps, 2015; Eichler, 2016) and adheres to the
combat, masculine-warrior paradigm (Dunivin, 1994; Greco and
von Hlatky, 2020). From the CAF’s early beginnings, masculinity
or ‘manliness’ has been linked to the identity of a warrior
(e.g., Hinojosa, 2010; Lane, 2017; Pendlebury, 2020; Ferguson,
2021). The ‘warrior’ ethos the CAF inculcates in its members
from the beginning of their career is a prime example of the
persistent reinforcement of masculine norms; the ‘warrior’ is
strong, relentless, brave, heroic, stoic, self-reliant, aggressive and,
typically, a heterosexual male (e.g., McCristall and Baggaley, 2019;
Waruszynski et al., 2019). Indeed, historically, soldiers have been
encouraged to demonstrate their toughness and manliness by
engaging in excessive drinking, womanizing, and brawling, all
under the guise of “bonding” (Taber, 2018).

Women are at risk of experiencing negative psychological
outcomes as the masculinized ‘warrior’ culture inherent to the
military creates a dichotomy between being a woman and being a
soldier, sailor or aviator (e.g., Waruszynski et al., 2019; Pendlebury,
2020). Despite the expectation that women will suppress their
femininity to assimilate, they are often mocked, belittled, and
ridiculed when they adopt masculine traits (Waruszynski et al.,
2019). If women do experience inclusion, they are typically
perceived as “honorary men”—implying they had to be stripped of
their feminine identity to be assimilated (McCristall and Baggaley,
2019).

In abandoning their femininity to fit into the military culture,
women violate accepted societal gender norms. Social role theory
suggests that men and women are each assigned to social roles that,
in turn, dictate the differences and similarities in their behaviors
(Eagly, 1987). The ideology that underscores gender differences in
the military aligns with the idea that “men take life while women
give it” (Duncanson, 2015, p. 232). The societal expectations of
what women “should be doing”; and the demands of military
service could result in women deviating from prescribed norms
(e.g., Crocker et al., 1998; Brewer and Pickett, 1999; Jetten et al.,
2002). This is especially problematic since the military emphasizes
and idealizes agentic (e.g., strong, forceful, aggressive) norms as the
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standard for performance and competence (e.g., Eagly et al., 2000;
Pendlebury, 2020). Indeed, even very recent systematic reviews
reveal that gender stereotypes and masculine ideals persist in
military forces (Reis and Menezes, 2020).

The masculine norms enforced in a male-dominated
environment, such as the military, can have detrimental
psychological implications for men as well (e.g., Keats, 2010; Wong
et al., 2017; Milner et al., 2018). The masculinity underpinning
the “ideal” CAF member is very specifically constructed and not
all men can measure up to the precise performance expected
by militarized masculinity (Shields et al., 2017; Taber, 2018).
As such, men who do not fall within this type of masculinity
also face difficulties integrating into the organization—they can
be ostracized by their peers for failing to conform to expected
norms and may consequently experience a thwarted sense of
belongingness (e.g., Harrison and Laliberté, 2002; Taber, 2018).

Additionally, the emphasis on self-reliance in the military
highlights another group of individuals whomay not feel integrated
in the CAF—individuals who seek mental health support in the
CAF may feel they are labeled as “clients” or “patients” (Hinton
et al., 2021). Since help-seeking behaviors are not aligned with the
CAF’s idealization of the strong, heroic, and self-reliant soldier,
service members are dissuaded from seeking mental health support
and, those who do seek help, may experience conflict between their
military and client identities (e.g., Shields et al., 2017; Cogan et al.,
2021).

Conformity to masculine norms is one of two psychological
phenomena that shape how men and women experience the
military organizational culture. The second is their social
dominance orientation (i.e., their preference for maintaining these
norms as the dominant paradigm; Deng et al., 2023). Social
dominance is of relevance in military organizations as the existence
of masculine norms, and a worldview that supports a social
hierarchy, compounded with the lack of women in ranks, has
created a gender hegemony in the CAF. Hegemonic masculinity
is the maintenance of the dominant position of men in the
organization and it operates on the subordination of femininity
and other masculinities (e.g., Hinojosa, 2010; Duncanson, 2015).
The warrior ethos cements hegemonic masculinity by privileging
the military member who is male, white, able-bodied, cisgender,
heterosexual, Christian, and employed in an operational role
(e.g., Pendlebury, 2020; Taber, 2022). Furthermore, the hegemony
marginalizes members with disabilities (e.g., Cogan et al., 2021),
individuals with LGBTQIA2S+ identities, Indigenous peoples,
members of visible minority groups, child rearers and bearers - or
anyone who does not fit the molds prescribed by the hegemony
(Taber, 2022).

A sexualized culture in the workplace is one in which sexual
jokes, innuendo, teasing, and discussions are commonplace, which
indicates to employees that sexualized behavior between employees
is acceptable (Dekker and Barling, 1998). Importantly, sexual
behavior at work is harmful to the individuals who experience
it, even when those individuals report enjoying such interactions
(Berdahl and Aquino, 2009). Specifically, Berdahl and Aquino
(2009) discovered that despite finding sexual behavior at work
fun, flattering or benign, the more sexual behavior individuals
experienced, the more they withdrew from work (i.e., neglected

work tasks and thought about quitting), felt less valued, experienced
higher levels of depression, and used more drugs and alcohol.
The existence of a sexualized culture in the CAF is evidenced
through a quick review of the findings of Statistics Canada’s 2018
Survey on Sexual Misconduct in the CAF. This survey revealed
that 70% of Regular Force members reported they had witnessed
or experienced a form of discriminatory or sexualized conduct
in the 12 months preceding the survey (Statistics Canada, 2019).
More specifically, 28% of women and 13% of men reported being
personally targeted with sexualized or discriminatory behaviors.
Overall, the prevalence of sexual assault was higher among
diverse service members than those belonging to the predominant
group (e.g., white, able-bodied males). Overall, women (4.3%)
experienced more assaults than men (1.1%). Indigenous members
(3%) reportedmore assaults than non-Indigenousmembers (1.5%),
and members with disabilities (3%) disclosed more assaults than
individuals without disabilities (1.5%).

1.2 Royal Military College culture

The Royal Military College of Canada (RMC) is a university
that offers concurrent education and military training; students,
who hold the rank of Naval or Officer Cadet (N/OCdt) during
their studies, graduate with a university diploma and a commission
allowing them to serve as officers in the CAF (Royal Military
College of Canada., 2023). Canadian Military Colleges2 (CMC)
produce an estimated 30% of CAF officers (Brulotte and Morrison,
2022) and 62% of the senior leadership (Office of the Auditor
General of Canada, 2017).

Like the CAF, RMC is a male-dominated environment that
has historically marginalized women and continues to endorse
a masculine culture (Arbour, 2022; Deng et al., 2023). A 2019
investigation of sexual misconduct at the CMCs revealed that 68%
of CMC students witnessed or experienced unwanted sexualized
behavior—which closely mirrors the findings in the general CAF
population reported above (Maxwell, 2020; 70%, Statistics Canada,
2019). More specifically, 52% of female students and 31% of
male students reported being personally targeted with sexualized
or discriminatory behaviors. Furthermore, 15% of women and
3.6% of men reported having been sexually assaulted in the 12
months preceding the survey. Scoppio et al. (2022) reported that
60% of RMC cadets indicated their colleagues made improper
remarks and comments (compared with ∼25% of the Regular
Officer Training Plan (ROTP) cadets who were training at civilian
universities). These sentiments were also echoed in Arbour’s (2022)
interviews with female cadets at the CMCs, who indicated the
environment remained hostile and unwelcoming and that sexual
misconduct and discrimination persist. Indeed, the hypermasculine
and sexualized culture present in the CAF and at RMC may be
hindering members’ inclusion within the organization as well as
their sense of belongingness.

2 The Canadian Military Colleges include the Royal Military College of

Canada in Kingston, Ontario and the Collège royal miltiare de Saint-Jean in

Saint-Jean-sur-Richelieu, Quebec.
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1.3 Diversity, inclusion, and belongingness

In the military context, the ideas of belonging and cohesion
are closely linked (Ahronson and Cameron, 2007). Cohesion is
considered a broader concept that includes task cohesion (i.e., a
commitment to themission), social cohesion (i.e., social–emotional
bonds among unit members), vertical cohesion (i.e., evaluations
of leaders’ consideration and competence) and belonging, which
is a subjective evaluation of fitting in with, and belonging to the
group (e.g., Dion, 2000; Hix and MacCoun, 2010). Cohesion is
often cited as crucial to military functioning and the few meta-
analyses and systematic reviews conducted in the military context
suggest cohesion has an impact on a variety of outcomes in military
populations including performance, job satisfaction, wellbeing, and
retention (e.g., Oliver et al., 1999; Fors Brandebo et al., 2022).

Diversity and inclusion also have important links to belonging
in the military and other contexts (e.g., Fernandez et al., 2023).
Diversity refers to the presence of individuals with various
demographic identities (based on factors such as language, race,
gender, religion, ethnicity, sexuality, and disability; Termium,
2023), whereas inclusion refers to the respect and valuing of
those differences to create a welcoming environment. Importantly,
diversity efforts can be enforced through mandates and legislation.
For example, allowing women entrance into all occupations in the
CAF represents an effort to enhance diversity. Inclusion, however,
relies on the culture and climate of the workplace and requires
voluntarily actions by organizational members (Mor Barak, 2011;
Hays-Thomas and Bendick, 2013; Winters, 2014). For example,
treating individuals as part of the team and valuing their inputs,
which cannot be mandated. Ferdman’s (2017) broad definition of
inclusion states, “In inclusive organizations and societies, people
of all identities and many styles can be fully themselves while also
contributing to the larger collective, as valued and full members”
(p. 176), reflecting the idea that inclusion is focused on the fit and
belonging experienced by diverse groups (Greco and von Hlatky,
2020).

In terms of diversity efforts, Canada is considered a leader
in the integration of women within its armed forces (Archer,
2017) as it was among the first countries to open all occupations
to women and has the highest proportions of serving women
among its allies (16.3% as of April 2022, Government of Canada,
2022e). Currently, 9.6% of serving military members are visible
minorities and between 2.8 and 5.5% are Indigenous (Statistics
Canada, 2022a; depending on the source: Government of Canada,
2022c). Although legislation barring the entry of women, members
of visible minority groups, Indigenous peoples, and members of
the LGBTQIA2S+ community into the CAF have been dismantled,
systemic and attitudinal barriers to full inclusion persist (e.g.,
Winslow and Dunn, 2002; Davis, 2022). The sheer presence of
marginalized groups (i.e., the ‘add diversity and stir approach’, Ely
and Thomas, 2020) within the ranks is not sufficient to combat
decades of deep-rooted attitudes against them (e.g., Kovitz, 2000).
Thus, successful inclusion of minority groups cannot be seen in
diversity statistics alone (e.g., Mor Barak et al., 2016; Davis, 2022).
For example, although all occupations have been open to women
for several decades, most servicewomen remain concentrated
in occupations aligned with traditionally female roles including
logistics (e.g., administration, supply technicians, logistics officers,
and cooks) and medical (e.g., medical technicians, and nursing

officers; Office of the Office of the Auditor General of Canada,
2017), highlighting that a gendered division of labor persists within
the CAF (Kovitz, 2000). In addition, women and other designated
group members in the CAF have struggled to advance, despite
meriting promotion (Government of Canada, 2022d), mirroring
civilian findings that the gender differences in performance are
small but differences in rewards (such as promotion) are large,
and not explained by performance differences (e.g., Joshi et al.,
2015). Issues of systemic racism and white supremacy have also
been identified as threats to the CAF’s diversity and inclusion
efforts (Government of Canada, 2022b; Pugliese, 2022a; McMaster,
2023). Together, these reports demonstrate the persistence of
discrimination, hateful attitudes, and sexual misconduct within the
CAF, all of which create the circumstances whereby some CAF
members are likely to feel they do not belong.

1.4 Thwarted belongingness

From an evolutionary perspective, human beings require
connections and support from others. Baumeister and Leary
(1995) outline that, since the dawn of humanity, individuals have
come together to reproduce, hunt, share food and resources,
and protect each other. A failure to establish these connections
led to death, starvation, or serious harm; as such, they suggest
that creating bonds with others is an evolutionary requirement
for survival leading to humans’ predisposition to favor social
groups and relationships. Furthermore, this innate need to belong
shapes emotion and cognition and is, therefore, a powerful human
motivator and fundamental need (Baumeister and Leary, 1995).
Belonging requires two components to be met: a self-identity that
individuals use to distinguish who they are and a group to which
they can belong (Joseph et al., 2023). This human need has been
widely investigated and applied in several contexts such as infant-
parent relations (Bowlby, 1958, 1969), and human motivation
(Maslow, 1968; Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Deci and Ryan, 2012).

The deprivation of the need to belong—thwarted
belongingness—produces a psychologically painful mental
state (Van Orden et al., 2012) and leads to a host of adverse
physical and psychological outcomes. Beyond evident emotional
distress and unhappiness, individuals deprived of social support,
attachment or belongingness exhibit greater stress, maladaptive
behaviors, and declining mental and physical health (Baumeister
and Leary, 1995). In terms of physical outcomes, laboratory
studies have linked social exclusion to physical numbness and
tolerance to pain (DeWall and Baumeister, 2006; DeWall et al.,
2009) and loneliness to higher urinary cortisol levels and decreased
immunocompetence (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1984). Baumeister
et al. (2002) also demonstrated that the anticipation of loneliness
decreased intelligent thought. Furthermore, research indicates
a significant relationship between thwarted belongingness and
suicidal ideation, suicide attempts and completed suicides whereas
increased connectedness to others has been linked to decreases in
suicide (e.g., Joiner et al., 2006; Conner et al., 2007; Van Orden
et al., 2008).

Belongingness and military culture are inextricably linked;
military forces are known to value cohesion within groups to
facilitate teamwork and favor operational effectiveness. Thus,
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de Grandpré et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1287769

military culture emphasizes the formation of strong bonds and
connection between members through shared training, hardships,
and experiences (e.g., Selby et al., 2010). At first glance, this suggests
that military culture might promote feelings of inclusion, however,
individuals that struggle to form interpersonal connections and
integrate with the group may feel thwarted belongingness as they
fail to connect with the highly cohesive group and experience
rejection (e.g., Selby et al., 2010; Braswell and Kushner, 2012).
Within the CAF’s hypermasculine, sexualized culture, individuals
who do not fit the warrior archetype may struggle to integrate
into this cohesive group, risking being ostracized (i.e., ignored and
excluded). The impact of ostracism in the military is understudied
(e.g., McGraw, 2016), but civilian studies suggest ostracism may be
more harmful than harassment in terms of workplace experiences
(e.g., O’Reilly et al., 2015). The negative impacts of the CAF culture
are not limited to individuals with marginalized identities. Indeed,
the need to conform to masculine norms and the experience
of sexual behavior in the workplace can have negative work-
related, psychological, and wellbeing outcomes for all individuals,
regardless of their group identity (e.g., Berdahl and Aquino, 2009;
Keats, 2010; Shields et al., 2017; Wong et al., 2017; Milner et al.,
2018).

Leary et al. (2003) found that nearly all young school shooters
had felt rejected or excluded by their peers. Likewise, Twenge
et al. (2001) concluded that forecasted social exclusion and
rejection made participants more aggressive toward individuals
who provoked them as well as neutral targets (i.e., rating them
more negatively or blasting them with higher levels of aversive
noise). Mirroring the notion that exclusion increases antisocial
behaviors, such as aggression, social exclusion also decreased
prosocial behaviors (Abdul Rashid et al., 2004). Corroborating
DeWall and Baumeister’s (2006) finding that exclusion leads to
physical numbness, Twenge et al. (2007) demonstrated that social
exclusion caused a temporary absence of emotion and a numbness
to physical and emotional pain. Thwarted belongingness in the
workplace has significant psychological outcomes; it undermines
employees’ self-concepts and impacts their self-esteem and self-
efficacy (e.g., Waller, 2021). As such, when individuals feel
ostracized at work, their need to belong is thwarted. This social
exclusion significantly reduces individuals’ empathy and trust,
and can lead to counterproductive work behaviors (e.g., Twenge
et al., 2007, Zhao et al., 2013; Van den Broeck et al., 2014);
consequently, their performance, psychological wellbeing, and
workplace contributions could be diminished.

1.5 Empathy

Empathy can be described as a multi-faceted, other-oriented
response that encompasses both emotional and cognitive
components (e.g., Davis, 2006, 2018; Vachon et al., 2014).
Numerous definitions of empathy exist (see Cuff et al., 2016; Hall
and Schwartz, 2019), however, we focus on two well-established
aspects of empathy that are broadly recognized across various
definitions: cognitive role-taking and affective reactivity (e.g.,
Neumann et al., 2015; Davis, 2018; Wang et al., 2020). Empathic
concern is an affective phenomenon that involves either sharing
the emotional state of the affected person or offering a supportive

emotional response based on the situation (Davis, 2006).
Perspective taking reflects the cognitive understanding of empathy
and refers to accurately determining the internal emotional
state of the affected person without necessarily experiencing the
same emotions (Davis, 2006). Empathic concern and perspective
taking (as measured by the IRI) can be combined to represent a
general factor of empathy that encompasses both the affective and
cognitive elements (e.g., Siu and Shek, 2005; Nicol and Rounding,
2013; Wang et al., 2020). In the present study, empathy refers to
the emotional and cognitive capacity to comprehend and engage
with the experiences and emotional states of others (e.g., Davis,
1983; Nicol and Rounding, 2013).

Empathy impacts attitudes and can contribute to prosocial
behaviors while inhibiting antisocial behaviors (e.g., Eisenberg
and Miller, 1987; Miller and Eisenberg, 1988; Batson et al., 1997,
2002). In general, prosocial behavior represents a broad set of
actions defined as generally beneficial to other people by either
most of society or one’s social group (e.g., Penner et al., 2005).
Several nuances are present in the definition above. First, prosocial
behaviors are interpersonal actions involving a benefactor (the
person who acts) and one or more recipients of the action.
Second, what counts as prosocial within a group or society is
partially determined by the circumstances and context in which the
actions occur (Dovidio et al., 2017). Empathy predicts a variety of
prosocial behaviors including helping others, providing resources
to stigmatized groups and whistle blowing (e.g., Batson et al., 1997,
2002; Cialdini et al., 1997; Singer et al., 1998; Kamas and Preston,
2021). Considering the workplace context of the current research,
empathy can also reduce sexism and sexual assaults (e.g., Berg
et al., 1999; O’Donohue et al., 2003; Nicol and Rounding, 2013).
For example, Rau et al. (2010) found that US Navy personnel who
participated in sexual assault prevention training improved their
rape knowledge, reduced their endorsement of rape myths, and
increased their empathy for rape victims, which are all factors
associated with the likelihood ofmale perpetration of sexual assault.

One major source of theoretical debate is why empathy
predicts prosocial actions. The empathy-altruism hypothesis (e.g.,
Batson et al., 1991, 1997, 2015) suggests the relationship is due
to altruistic (other-focused) reasons. However, a much-debated
counter-argument is that empathy prompts individuals toward
prosocial behavior for self-motivated reasons (e.g., Neuberg et al.,
1997). Support for both altruistic and egoistic explanations exist
(e.g., Cialdini et al., 1987, 1997; Batson et al., 1997), thus, for the
purpose of this paper, the motivation behind empathy predicting
prosocial behavior could be either self- or other-promoting. Since
organizational culture change is designed to improve circumstances
for all CAF members, purely altruistic motives are not required to
promote positive cultural reforms. Given that empathy has been
positively linked to prosocial behavior and acts as an inhibitor to
antisocial behavior, a connection between empathy and supportive
attitudes toward improving the CAF culture is expected.

1.6 Organizational culture change in the
CAF

We use the following definition of culture change in the
CAF: the “combined effort to realign CAF members’ actions
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with values that reflect the Canadian society and the professional
military ethos, which includes the principles of respect for the
dignity of all persons, duty, loyalty, integrity, courage” (Deng
et al., 2023, p. 8). The definition of culture change outlined above
has several elements important to the present study. First is the
alignment of values between the CAF and Canadian society. One
factor influencing society’s values is the changing demography
of Canada. Since the 1990s, immigration has been the largest
contributor to population growth in Canada. As a result, 8 million
or 22% of Canadians were racialized (i.e., belonging to a visible
minority group) in 2016, a proportion that is projected to grow
to around 40% by 2041 (Statistics Canada, 2022b). This suggests
that recruiting targets within the CAF will likely need to match the
changing demographics of Canadian society more closely, because
this represents the pool of potential recruits for the CAF (e.g.,
Mangat et al., 2020). A lack of representation by minority groups
could seriously harm the CAF’s operational effectiveness. Already,
the CAF Regular Force is short of personnel by 8,200 (Dyson, 2023);
thus, maintaining (and/or growing) the CAF will involve successful
recruiting efforts targeting diverse populations (e.g., women and
other minority groups). Specifically, although white men make up
39% of the Canadian labor force, they currently make up 71%
of the CAF (Gallant, 2022). An overreliance on the continued
recruiting of white males will not be able to support the future
personnel requirements of the CAF (Pierotti, 2020). Nonetheless,
effective demographic shifts within the military must involve not
just greater representation of women, members of visible minority
groups, and Indigenous people but also require their inclusion
(e.g., Shore et al., 2011). Recruiting diverse newcomers to the CAF
is not sufficient to address the changing demography in Canada
(and consequently in the CAF), indeed, there is a pressing need to
provide a welcoming environment for all members (Greco and von
Hlatky, 2020; Pendlebury, 2020; Eyre and Matthews, 2022; Gallant,
2022).

1.7 Attitudes toward culture change

Culture change initiatives within the CAF are designed to
advance equality for women and other minority groups and put
an end to inappropriate conduct like sexual harassment (Eyre,
2021). CAF members develop attitudes toward organizational
change initiatives; attitudes are evaluations of any object in terms
of favorability (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). Attitude objects can
range from concrete items that exist in physical space (like people
or things) to abstract concepts and social issues (Petty et al.,
2003), such as culture change. Attitudes are often discussed as
multicomponent constructs composed of three classes of evaluative
responses: affective, cognitive, and behavioral (e.g., Rosenberg et al.,
1960; Elizur and Guttman, 1976; the tripartite model, Dunham
et al., 1989). For example, affective responses include being excited,
satisfied, or anxious about culture change. Cognitive reactions
could incorporate beliefs about the necessity or utility of proposed
changes. Finally, the behavioral tendency (or instrumental reaction)
refers to how individuals intend to react in response to changes
in the organization (Elizur and Guttman, 1976; Dunham et al.,
1989). Positive attitudes toward culture change might be more
pronounced for individuals who espouse an expanded definition of
the “ideal warrior” (e.g., Breede and Davis, 2020; Gregory, 2022).

Corroborating this idea, Deng et al. (2023) found that female
cadets supported cultural change more strongly than their male
counterparts, potentially because these reforms were expected to
contribute to the creation of an equal platform for women to work
and perform. Aligned with this concept, the current CAF Chief
Warrant Officer comes from a support (rather than an operator)
occupation and their selection was based upon an enhanced process
designed to ensure their values aligned with those of the CAF
(Rehman, 2023). Nonetheless, negative or mixed reactions to
change in organizations remain common (e.g., Piderit, 2000) for
a variety of reasons such as culture change posing a psychological
threat, a threat to status, and indicating the potential for disruptions
to social arrangements (e.g., Dawson, 1994; Abdul Rashid et al.,
2004; Erwin and Garman, 2010). To date, very few culture change
initiatives in the CAF have been effectively integrated, which
contributes to a sentiment that culture change is more of a
buzzword than an achievable goal ( e.g., Deschamps, 2015; Duval-
Lantoine and Imra-Millei, 2021; Arbour, 2022). Indeed, Arbour’s
(2022) external review revealed a sense of skepticism toward
culture change initiatives in the CAF; members feel as though the
appearance of activity is prioritized over tangible, effective efforts—
in other words, culture change is seen as a form of lip service. Two
divergent examples will be used to showcase the polarized reasons
for which individuals could experience negative attitudes toward
culture change initiatives. First, some individuals who support and
long for change in the CAF but have lost confidence that this is an
achievable aim. A case in point was the resignation of Lieutenant-
Colonel (LCol) Eleanor Taylor. As a senior female officer in the
infantry branch, and one of the CAF’s most prominent women
(Brewster and Everson, 2021), LCol Taylor expressed frustration
toward the institution’s response to its sexual misconduct crisis
and its inability to hold senior officers accountable for their actions
(Brewster and Everson, 2021; Stephenson et al., 2021b).

On the opposite end of the spectrum, an exemplification of
negative sentiments toward culture change by individuals who do
not support the need for reform in the CAF can be seen in the
standing ovation given by serving military members after a speech
by retired Lieutenant-GeneralMaisonneuve which denounced both
the Canadian government and military for the provision of victim
apologies and the removal of historic monuments. Maisonneuve
also criticized Canadian society for being entitled, and journalists
for being “woke” (Pugliese, 2022b).

Both examples indicate that there is a lack of uniform support
for the CAF’s culture change. Deng et al. (2023) confirmed that
conformity to masculine norms and social dominance orientation
(i.e., the preference for maintaining masculine norms as the
dominant paradigm) were two psychological phenomena that
shaped attitudes toward organizational culture change at RMC.
Specifically, the more that cadets conformed to masculine norms,
the higher their preference for in-group dominance and out-
group inequality, which together predicted less support for CAF
culture change.

1.8 The present study

The research presented above demonstrates that the CAF’s
history of discriminatory practice and legislation has created a
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system that marginalizes groups such as women, LGBTQIA2S+
people, Indigenous people, and members of visible minority
groups and consequently enables a harmful, sexualized, and
hypermasculine culture. There have been many calls for the
evolution of CAF culture to better reflect Canadian values;
however, the actions taken by the organization to date have
had limited success. For example, Madame Deschamps’ (2015)
third recommendation called for the establishment of an
independent reporting center for sexual misconduct. Though the
Sexual Misconduct Support and Resource Centre was ultimately
established, it does not have control over the handling of complaints
of sexual misconduct as originally suggested.

To effectively create policies and training programs aimed
at achieving culture change, a greater understanding of the
mechanisms surrounding members’ attitudes toward culture
change is required.

Past research indicates that thwarted belongingness is
associated with decreased empathy and prosocial behaviors
(e.g., DeWall and Baumeister, 2006; Baumeister et al., 2007;
Twenge et al., 2007). This begs the exploration of how thwarted
belongingness may affect members’ attitudes toward culture
change in the CAF. Accordingly, this study aims to expand the
nomological network surrounding serving members’ attitudes
toward culture change. We suggest a model in which empathy
acts as a mediator between individuals’ feelings of thwarted
belongingness and their attitudes toward culture change. Because
our criterion, attitudes toward culture change, is conceptualized
at the general level, we also examine our predictor (thwarted
belongingness) and mediator (empathy) at the global level (e.g.,
Carr et al., 2003; Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012).

We posit that the experience of thwarted belongingness
is important because it influences individuals’ behaviors in
group contexts. As thwarted belongingness impedes actions
that promote the group and encourages actions that work
against the group (e.g., Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Specifically,
a lack of belonging could weaken social relationships and
reduce psychological closeness between CAF members (e.g.,
Blader and Tyler, 2009) thus creating a circumstance whereby
individuals whose belonging needs are thwarted are less invested
in the wellbeing of other CAF members, ultimately reducing
their support for culture change efforts and initiatives. Unmet
belongingness needs are known to decrease empathy (e.g.,
DeWall and Baumeister, 2006; Twenge et al., 2007), because
they reduce individuals’ ability to reproduce others’ emotions
and experiences (e.g., DeWall and Baumeister, 2006; Baumeister
et al., 2007; Twenge et al., 2007). As such, we predict
the following:

Hypothesis 1: Thwarted belongingness will be negatively

correlated with empathy, such that higher levels of thwarted

belonginess will be associated with lower levels of empathy.

Empathy impacts prosocial attitudes and behaviors (e.g.,
Eisenberg and Miller, 1987; Miller and Eisenberg, 1988; Batson
et al., 1997, 2002). Supporting culture change is considered
prosocial because cultural reforms are intended to be beneficial to
CAF members (e.g., Penner et al., 2005; Eyre, 2021). In addition,
empathy impacts individuals’ attitudes toward, and drive to act on
behalf of marginalized groups (Batson et al., 2002). Thus:

Hypothesis 2: Empathy will be positively correlated with attitudes

toward culture change, such that higher levels of empathy will be

associated with more support for culture change.

We propose that the relationship between thwarted
belongingness and attitudes toward culture change will be
driven by its impact on empathy. Empathy represents an important
potential mediator due to its promotion of cooperative, prosocial
behavior (Eisenberg and Strayer, 1987; e.g., Batson et al., 1991).
Thus, we also predict:

Hypothesis 3. Empathy will mediate the relationship between

thwarted belongingness and attitudes toward culture change, such

that thwarted belongingness will be indirectly and negatively

associated with support for culture change.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Participants

The survey invitation was sent to the Cadet Wing master email
list, which includes∼1,100 Naval and Officer Cadets. One hundred
eighty-one individuals consented to participate. Forty-two (23%)
of those respondents did not complete most of the scale items
and were removed from the data set. The final sample size of
this study comprised of 139 military students. Most respondents’
ages were between 18 and 21 years old (79.8% n = 111). There
were more men (61.2%, n = 85) than women (36.7%, n = 51)
and students who identified as gender non-normative (2.2%, n
= 3). The majority (94, 67.6%) did not identify as belonging to
a visible minority group. This sample is generally representative
of the RMC population in terms of age, and year of study,
however, the gender distribution of this sample over represents
the female-to-male ratio of the ROTP population at RMC (23%;
Arbour, 2022) as well as the proportion of women in the CAF
(16.3%; Government of Canada, 2022e). Those belonging to visible
minority groups (36.7%) also over-represents the ratio at RMC
(24%; Arbour, 2022). See Table 1 for a summary of the sample’s
demographic characteristics.

2.2 Procedure

This study received approval from the Research Ethics Board
at RMC. All the participants of this study were recruited by a
bilingual (i.e., French and English) email directly distributed to
each military student via the Cadet Wing master email list on
Webmail—the primary method of professional communication at
RMC. This email was composed of an overview of the research
and the link to the questionnaire mounted on SurveyMonkey.
Participants who gave their consent completed the measures,
followed by a demographics section. Items for all measures,
except the demographic questionnaire, were presented in random
order. The measures themselves were also presented in random
order. Finally, a debriefing page explained the full nature of
the study.
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TABLE 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of participants.

Sample population (n = 139)

Characteristics n %

Gender

Female 51 36.7

Male 85 61.2

Non-conforming 3 2.1

Age

17 3 2.2

18–21 111 79.8

22+ 25 18.0

Member of visible minority group

Yes 45 32.4

No 94 67.6

Year of study

1 29 20.9

2 48 34.5

3 25 18.0

4 37 26.6

2.3 Measures

2.3.1 Thwarted belongingness
The 9-item Thwarted Belongingness subscale of the

Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire (Van Orden et al., 2012)
was administered to participants. This measure was scored using
a 5-point Likert scale on which participants rated each item on a
scale of (1= not at all true for me) to (5= very true for me). Higher
scores indicated greater levels of thwarted belongingness and the
scale showed an internal consistency of α = 0.87.

2.3.2 Empathy
To assess empathy at an individual level, two subscales of

Davis’ (1980) Interpersonal Reactivity Index (seven items reflecting
Empathic Concern and seven items representing Perspective
Taking) were administered.3 Higher scores reflect more of the
construct. The two scales summed together represent an index of
general empathy (see also Nicol and Rounding, 2013; Wang et al.,
2020). This measure was rated on a 5-point Likert scale where
participants rated each item from (1 = strongly disagree) to (5 =

strongly agree). Higher scores indicated greater levels of empathy
and the index showed an internal consistency of α = 0.78.

3 We chose to use only two of the 4 IRI facets because use of all four facets

does not appear to be statistically appropriate based on the measurement

models reported in numerous studies (e.g., Siu and Shek, 2005; Garcia-

Barrera et al., 2017; Lucas-Molina et al., 2017; Murphy B. A. et al., 2020).

2.3.3 Attitude toward CAF culture change
An 11-item measure was used to examine support for cultural

change in the CAF. We used Deng et al.’s (2023) 10-item scale
(adapted from Dunham et al., 1989). To make the scale more
gender inclusive, we added the item “all CAF members will benefit
from culture change”. In total, five items evaluated personal liking
and commitment to culture change and six items tapped into one’s
general view of the institutional consequences of culture change
(Dunham et al., 1989; Deng et al., 2023). Participants were asked to
read a brief description defining culture change in the CAF prior to
filling out the scale. Participants reported on a 7-point Likert scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). This scale had a high
internal consistency of α= 0.89. Higher aggregated scores indicated
greater acceptance of culture change in the CAF.

2.3.4 Demographic information
All participants answered demographic questions pertaining

to their age, gender, year of study and membership in a minority
group. This data was used to help define the sample, determine if
it was representative of the RMC student body, and identify the
possibility of group differences.

3 Results

3.1 Preliminary analysis

All analyses were computed using SPSS 28. Attributes such as
gender, and membership in a minority group may contribute to
levels of belonging, empathy, and support for culture change (e.g.,
Walton and Cohen, 2011; Kamas and Preston, 2021; Deng et al.,
2023). Therefore, independent t-tests were conducted to determine
if significant differences based on gender or ethnicity were present
in the independent variable, mediator, and dependent variable.
Individuals who reported belonging to a visible minority group did
not differ than those who did not in terms of belonging t(138) =

1.365, p = 0.175, empathy t(137) = 0.496, p = 0.621 or attitudes
toward culture change t(137) = 0.980, p= 0.329 There were also no
differences between male and female participants in terms of their
level of belongingness t(135) = −0.215, p = 0.415. Female students
scored significantly higher than male students on empathy, t(134) =
−2.529, p = 0.006, and this difference corresponded to a moderate
effect size, Cohen’s d = −0.448 (using the cut-offs provided by
Lovakov and Agadullina, 2021). Women were also more supportive
of organizational culture change than men t(134) = −3.669, p
≤ 0.001, and this difference corresponded to a large effect size,
Cohen’s d = −0.653. See Table 2 for all correlations. As a result
of our independent samples t-tests, only gender was entered as
a covariate in our indirect effects analysis (see Table 3). Two-
tailed Pearson correlations with bootstrapping were calculated
to test Hypotheses 1 and 2 which explored the relationships
between thwarted belongingness, empathy, and attitudes toward
CAF culture change.

Hypothesis 3 constituted a test of mediation and was tested
using procedures implemented in PROCESS v.4 using Model 4
(http://www.afhayes.com; Hayes, 2022, 2023). A linear regression
equation was estimated in which the dependent variable (attitudes
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TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Gender 1.38 0.52 —

2. Thwarted belongingness 2.32 0.87 0.062 (0.87)

3. Empathy 3.54 0.50 0.196∗ −0.198∗ (0.78)

4. Attitudes toward culture change 4.40 0.82 0.301∗ −0.102 0.433∗ (0.89)

Reliabilities are on the diagonal in parentheses.
∗p < 0.05 (two-tailed).

TABLE 3 E�ects of thwarted belongingness on attitudes toward culture change through empathy N = 139.

Predictors Mediator = empathy DV = attitudes toward culture change

b SE 95% CI b SE 95% CI

LLCI ULCI LLCI ULCI

Thwarted belongingness −0.1196 0.0479 −0.2142 −0.0249 −0.0302 0.0732 −0.1749 0.1146

Empathy 0.6418 0.1305 0.3836 0.9001

Indirect e�ect

Thwarted belongingness
through empathy

−0.0767 0.0344 −0.1515 −0.0179

toward culture change) was regressed on empathy as the mediator,
and thwarted belongingness as the independent variable, gender
was entered as a covariate. Bias corrected 95% confidence intervals
(CI) based on 5,000 bootstrapped resamples were used to determine
the statistical significance of the effects (MacKinnon et al., 2004).
The indirect effect was deemed significant when the bias-corrected
CI for an indirect effect did not include zero. Unstandardized OLS
regression coefficients are reported.

3.2 Hypothesis testing

Supporting our first hypothesis, there was a significant negative
correlation between thwarted belongingness and empathy, r(136)
= −0.198, p = 0.02. Empathy was positively related to higher
acceptance for culture change, as predicted by our second
hypothesis, r(136) =0.433, p < 0.001.

We posited that thwarted belongingness would affect attitudes
toward culture change through empathy. Confirming hypothesis
3, there was an indirect, negative, relationship between thwarted
belongingness and attitudes toward culture change through
empathy. Specifically, the total effects showed that individuals’
levels of thwarted belongingness did not significantly predict
attitudes toward culture change (b = −0.107, p =0.18) CI [−0.26,
0.05]. The overall indirect effect through empathy was significant,
(b = −0.077), 95% CI [−0.15, −0.02]. Finally, the direct effect
between thwarted belongingness and attitudes toward culture
change was not significant, b = −0.03, p = 0.68, CI [-0.18, 0.11].
See Figure 1, Table 3 for the results of the indirect effects model.

Gender was a significant predictor of both empathy and
attitudes toward culture change, however, the hypothesized model
remained significant whether or not gender was included as a
covariate in the analyses.

4 Discussion

This study was based on the assumption that individuals’
thwarted belongingness and empathy would be important
predictors of their attitudes toward culture change. As
hypothesized, empathy had an indirect effect on the association
between thwarted belongingness and attitudes toward
culture change.

Importantly, in this study, whether participants experienced
thwarted belongingness was not directly related to their level of
support for culture change. Individuals’ thwarted belongingness
was related to attitudes toward culture change, through its
impact on empathy. Taken together, the results demonstrate that
cadets’ experience of belongingness contributed to their level
of empathy, which together predicted their support of culture
change initiatives.

In our sample, male military students scored significantly lower
than female cadets did on both empathy and support for culture
change. These results support previous literature indicating that
women tend to display more empathy than men (e.g., Cuddy et al.,
2011; Willer et al., 2015; Kamas and Preston, 2021), and that male
cadets displayed lower levels of support for culture change than
their female counterparts (Deng et al., 2023). These results may
further underscore Deng et al.’s (2023) finding that masculine norm
conformity has an important impact on how male and female
students experience the organizational hierarchy at RMC. For
example, female cadets may support culture change more strongly
because changes could mean they are able to perform for women to
work and perform without having to measure up to the masculine
standards enmeshed in the warrior identity. Conversely, male
cadets, particularly those whose identities align with the warrior
ideal, may be reluctant to support changes to the organizational
hierarchy that could threaten their privileged standing (Dawson,
1994; Deng et al., 2023).
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FIGURE 1

E�ects of thwarted belongingness on attitudes toward culture change through empathy.

We expected that individuals from marginalized groups (e.g.,
women and members of visible minority groups; Walton and
Cohen, 2007) might experience less belonging within the CAF and
RMC. However, in our sample, levels of thwarted belongingness did
not differ between men and women, or between individuals who
identified as belonging to a visible minority group (vs. those who
did not) as measured by the Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire
(Van Orden et al., 2012). There are several reasons why this may
have occurred, first, the demographic composition of our study
sample over-represented individuals who identified as women and
members of visible minority groups, which could have impacted
our findings. Importantly, the fact that women and members
of visible minority groups are slightly over-represented at RMC
(compared to the CAF) may offer them a greater sense of belonging
due to their representation rates approaching those considered a
“critical mass” (Kanter, 1977). Arguably, (had our sample been
more closely aligned with the demographics of the CAF, we may
have been able to detect differences between groups. Second,
because the Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire asks about general
belonging, we may not have directly assessed a sense of belonging
to the CAF or within RMC. Our logic was that marginalized groups
might experience less belonging within the military organization,
but not necessarily with their friends and family. Finally, other
research suggests that younger men experience more loneliness
than women (e.g., Koenig et al., 1994; Barreto et al., 2021).
Therefore, finding no difference in this sample may support the
notion that the masculine norms embedded within RMC and the
CAF led to underreporting of thwarted belongingness for the men
in our sample (Cramer and Neyedley, 1998; e.g., Chu et al., 2017).

4.1 Conceptual and practical implications

These findings have conceptual implications and help to further
our understanding of attitudes toward culture change. There was
an indirect impact of thwarted belongingness through empathy on
attitudes toward culture change. From a practical standpoint, the
CAFmay wish to directly increase empathy levels in their members
as amethod to increase overall investment in and support of culture
change initiatives. Empathy levels can be influenced, and thus,

improved—training can lead to a decline in aggressive behaviors
and an increase in prosocial behaviors (Konrath et al., 2010).
Empathy increasing training programs may help the CAF attain
its culture change aims, as individuals who demonstrate empathic
concern and perspective taking are more capable of understanding
experiences and offering assistance (e.g., Batson et al., 2002; Lee
et al., 2019). Encouraging empathy for victims is also an important
part of training programs targeted to reduce sexual assault (e.g.,
Schewe, 2002). The CMCs may also represent a fertile ground for
belonging interventions (e.g.,Walton and Cohen, 2011;MurphyM.
C. et al., 2020;Walton and Brady, 2020;Walton et al., 2023).Walton
and Cohen (2011), Walton and Brady (2020), Walton et al. (2023)
have found success in interventions designed to enhance belonging
in racially marginalized college students, leading to higher GPAs
and self-reported health, wellbeing, and life satisfaction. Gilken
and Johnson (2019) found a belonging intervention was effective
for community college students, increasing social and academic
relatedness. Interventions aimed specifically at mitigating thwarted
belongingness tend to focus on reducing the risk for suicide. Short
et al. (2019) demonstrated that brief, computerized belongingness
interventions among veterans can effectively decrease feelings
of thwarted belongingness. As such, implementing programs or
training aimed at increasing the sense of belongingness in the
organization could helpmitigate feelings of thwarted belongingness
in the military, and contribute to reduced risk for suicide. Based on
the conducted study, this decrease in thwarted belongingness could
consequently lead to an increased propensity to display empathy,
which is an important contributor to CAF members’ capacity to
support initiatives related to culture change.

Military leaders may have a particularly important role to play
in shifting organizational norms to create a climate characterized by
respect and professionalism (e.g., Sadler et al., 2017). Specifically,
military leaders (who are predominantly male) can outwardly
support the advancement of women and other marginalized
groups, which in turn can influence the attitudes and behaviors
of other men (e.g., Drury and Kaiser, 2014; Cheng et al., 2019).
Leaders who support military culture change efforts must learn to
communicate the importance and value of every military member
regardless of their gender, race, sexual orientation, occupation, and
rank (Thomas and Ely, 1996; Madsen et al., 2020). This may require
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a reconceptualization of what constitutes the ideal “warrior” in
modern times (e.g., Waruszynski et al., 2019; Breede and Davis,
2020; Gregory, 2022), and an understanding that it is not by
embracing all that is masculine that individuals advance to the
highest levels of the military (Hinojosa, 2010). Instead, service
members who best reflect the CAF’s values of loyalty, integrity,
and courage, excellence, inclusion, and accountability, as stated in
the updated CAF ethos, Trusted to Serve, (Government of Canada,
2022b) should be selected as the future leaders of the CAF.

In a similar vein, dismantling and reconceptualizing the current
understanding of what it means to be a warrior may be pertinent
to the CAF’s current inclusion efforts. The findings of this study
demonstrate that the women and visible minority participants
surveyed did not experience a lesser sense of general belonging.
However, these individuals may still face difficulties in assimilating
the organizational norms, and warrior culture in the CAF (e.g.,
Pendlebury, 2020; Taber, 2022); a conclusion we cannot make
based on our data. Nonetheless, redefining the CAF’s culture and
identity would allow members of all groups to feel welcome,
valued, respected and, therefore, contribute to a sense of belonging.
The relationships established between belonging, empathy, and
attitudes toward culture change may be leveraged to create a more
inclusive environment.

4.2 Limitations and future research

This study has limitations that must be considered. Firstly,
all data was collected using a cross-sectional design, therefore,
the relationships between thwarted belongingness, empathy,
and attitudes toward culture change should not be interpreted
causally. This may limit the interpretability of this study as
mediation analyses rely on a causal sequence of events (e.g.,
MacKinnon and Pirlott, 2015). Indeed, it is possible that this
study could reflect elements of reverse causality. Mono-method
bias is also present due to the utilization of only self-report
data. Conway and Lance (2010) provided several suggestions
for how authors could address common method concerns in
their research. First, when considering the factors analyzed in
this study, self-report measures are most appropriate. Specifically,
experiences of thwarted belongingness, empathy, and attitudes
toward culture change are all personal judgments based on
individuals’ perceptions, that another source may have difficulty
evaluating objectively. There is also a lack of conceptual overlap
in the items for thwarted belongingness, empathy, and attitudes
toward culture change. Therefore, it is unlikely that common
method bias explains our findings. Nonetheless, future research
using multiple methods would provide further insights. Lastly,
the response rate is a limitation in this study. The study was
made available to the entire cadet population at RMC (∼1,100
students), however only 139 cadets opted to respond to most of the
survey items. This means that the study may not have accurately
represented the overall sentiment at the college.

Moreover, as identified above, RMC is a unique military unit;
and the military members in the sample were students mostly
between the ages of 18 to 21, which is representative of the

population at RMC. However, this sample does not accurately
characterize the CAF’s working population in terms of age and
gender; specifically, this study over-represents women at RMC
(23%) by 14% percent and women in the CAF (16.3%) by 21%
(Arbour, 2022; Government of Canada, 2022e). Our sample also
over-represents individuals who identify as being part of a visible
minority group (36.7% vs. 24% in the RMC population, Arbour,
2022). As such, these findings may lack generalizability to the
CAF, other militaries, or in other male-dominated industries,
where harassment and discrimination are also highly present (e.g.,
STEM, Moser and Branscombe, 2021). The associations between
thwarted belongingness, empathy, and attitudes toward culture
change should be investigated with a larger population of serving
members to gain a more comprehensive understanding of attitudes
toward culture change in the CAF more broadly.

There are several avenues for future research. For example,
examining a different predictor variable with a high degree of
alignment with our proposed model, such as the Warrior Identity
Scale (WIS, Lancaster et al., 2018) or the Military Professional
Identity Scale (NPIS; Johansen et al., 2013) might lead to more
clarity on the impact of not belonging within the military.
The subscales of the WIS include constructs such as military
connection, identity commitment, military as a family, andmilitary
centrality which are all related to members’ sense of belongingness
to the organization (Lancaster et al., 2018). Using such scales may
also provide insights on the impacts of the military’s socialization
and indoctrination processes on individuals’ sense of belonging.

Further research is needed to fully understand the role
of masculine norm conformity on men’s capacity for empathy
(e.g., Gabbiadini et al., 2016; Chu and Gilligan, 2019). It is
also possible that military service impacts individuals’ ability to
show empathy, though very little empirical data to support this
notion exists. Brænder and Andersen (2013) found that soldiers
reported less compassion for others after serving in Afghanistan.
Furthermore, should empathy training programs be considered,
it will be important to monitor their impact. Specifically, we
may consider how much empathy is appropriate for a CAF
member to display and whether too much empathy runs the
risk of venturing into emotional contagion. Based on the highly
masculine environment present in the CAF, there is little reason
to expect empathy training programs are likely to result in
harmful experiences such as compassion fatigue (e.g., Doherty
et al., 1995). In fact, recent research suggests that emotional
contagion from leaders (such as empathy, understanding, and
support) can strengthen the bonds between military unit members
(Abdurachman, 2022). Nonetheless, such training programs should
maintain the self-other distinction (Coll et al., 2017); empathy
focuses on recognizing another’s distress rather than adopting that
distress, which could be the case if one experiences emotional
contagion. While emotional contagion could result in personal
distress (Coll et al., 2017), empathy is expected to bring about
prosocial behavior (Eisenberg and Miller, 1987; Batson et al., 1997;
De Waal, 2008).

Additionally, we did not examine the potential impact of the
individual facets of empathy and instead focused on a global
representation of empathy. Because our criterion, attitudes toward
culture change, was conceptualized at the general level, it would
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not have been appropriate to examine the facet level of empathy
in this study (e.g., Carr et al., 2003; Judge and Kammeyer-
Mueller, 2012). Nonetheless, future research could consider more
granular operationalizations of thwarted belongingness, empathy,
and attitudes toward culture change, which could help determine
which aspects of empathy and belongingness would be most
relevant for future organizational interventions.

Finally, a future study using a longitudinal design could
be particularly relevant in determining the role RMC plays in
the development of attitudes toward culture change as well as
the impact the institution may have on thwarted belongingness.
Since RMC produces a high proportion of CAF officers and
senior CAF leaders, it is imperative that a comprehensive
understanding of its impact on the attitudinal and behavioral
development of future CAF leaders. A longitudinal study
conducted by Nicol et al. (2007) at RMC indicated an increase
in N/OCdt’ social dominance orientation—the desire to establish
and maintain a hierarchical social structure—between their first
year and fourth year. Furthermore, this finding was attributed
to the socialization processes within RMC and the CAF, thus
legitimizing the notion that the current climate within the
armed forces and the military colleges can work against culture
change efforts.

First, going beyond empathy, research should identify
other paths through which thwarted belongingness affect
attitudes toward culture change. In line with the group value
model and sociometer theory, thwarted belongingness could
promote other group-limiting reactions beyond empathy
(Leary et al., 1995; Blader and Tyler, 2009). For example, if
you do not feel you belong, you may derogate individuals
in the group (i.e., the military organization) to protect
yourself from internalizing the negative impact of not being
accepted (Leary et al., 1995; Tyler and Blader, 2003). Thus,
future research should examine other factors related to
thwarted belongingness that may also hinder support for
culture change.

To conclude, the aim of this study was to increase the
current understanding of factors that can promote or hinder the
CAF’s culture change efforts to contribute to the development
of effective initiatives and strategies. Importantly, this study
enhanced our understanding of the nomological network
surrounding military culture change. Military organizations
interested in promoting culture change, should consider
the impact of two variables that can be influenced: empathy
and belongingness.
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