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DISCLAIMER & DISCLOSURE

Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this presentation are those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of any 
agency or organization. 
Disclosure: The author of this presentation has no conflict of interest and 
nothing to disclose.



LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• 1. Correlate the participation of women veterans in 
various conflicts and military environments with associated 
exposure to carcinogens.

• 2. Examine service-connected cancer diagnosis in 
relationship to disability evaluation with specific 
considerations for the female veteran.

• 3. Explore specific needs and sensitivities in caring for 
female veterans with cancer.



BACKGROUND

• Women have always been involved in war and the military, but only recently 
have their contributions been widely recognized. 

• Today, the US military is shrinking, but the number of women serving is 
increasing, both civilian and military. 

• Women veterans’ health care needs are now a specialization in military and 
veteran health care.  



Yano, 2011



O
ur Dedication to Service

Department of Veteran Affairs, 2011



WOMEN IN WAR & 
EXPOSURE TO CARCINOGENS 

• WWII
• Cold War
• Vietnam
• Korea
• Gulf War
• Iraq/Afghanistan



WWII

Mustard Gas Testing
Exposure to Nuclear Weapons 

and Nuclear Clean-Up
Infectious Diseases
Wounds of War
Frostbite/Cold Injury
Neurologic/ Vascular 

Conditions

Women Participation in WWII
400,000



COLD WAR

 Exposure to Nuclear Weapons
 “Atomic Vets”
 Exposure to Radiation
 Cancers
 Cataracts



KOREA

Cold Injuries
Frostbite/Trench Foot
Neuropathies
Diabetes
PTSD
Peripheral Vascular Disease
Exposure to Nuclear Weapons

Women Participation in 
Korea
120,000



VIETNAM

Agent Orange & Herbicides
Hazardous Exposures
Hepatitis C
Noise
Tropical Diseases
PTSD 
Cancer
Traumatic Injury/Amputations

Women Participation in Vietnam
7,000



GULF WAR

Exposure to Biologic and Chemical Agents
Exposure to Smoke
Depleted Uranium
Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS)
PTSD Women Participation in Gulf War

41,000



AFGHANISTAN & IRAQ
 Environmental Exposures
 Infectious Disease
 Cold Injury
 High Altitude illnesses
 Combined penetrating, blunt trauma, and burn injuries (blast injuries)
 Traumatic Brain or Spinal Cord Injury
 Vision Loss
 Traumatic Amputation
 Multi-drug Resistant Acinetobacter
 Leishmaniosis 
 Depleted Uranium 
 Mental Health Issues/PTSD

Women Participation in 
Iraq & Afghanistan
200,000



WOMEN VETERANS AND CANCER

Among 1,330 women diagnosed with invasive cancer in VHA in 2010
• Breast – 30%
• Respiratory – 16%
• GI – 12%
• GYN – 12%
• Hemotologic - 8%
• Endocrine -5%

Zullig, et al., 2018



BREAST CANCER IN VETERAN 
WOMEN AT VHA

• Number of women diagnosed has tripled from 1995 to 2012
• Number has increased by 60% from 2000 to 2009
• Age at diagnosis is decreasing

FIGURE 2. Changing age of women at diagnosis of breast cancer 
enrolled at the Veterans Health Administration, 1995–2012. 

Colonna, et al., 2015



CANCER DIAGNOSIS  &
DISABILITY EVALUATION

• Disability Evaluation based on VASRD 
• Disability evaluation based on provider documentation 
• Disability Evaluation determines access to care in VHA
• Female specific cancers screening rates were higher by designated women 

health providers (Bean-Mayberry, et al., 2015)

• Malignancy 100% - is it service connected?



DISABILITY EVALUATION CONSIDERATIONS 
FOR THE FEMALE VETERAN

• 7627 Malignant neoplasms of gynecological system
• 7630 Malignant neoplasms of the breast
• Note: A rating of 100 percent shall continue beyond the cessation of any 

surgical, radiation, antineoplastic chemotherapy or other therapeutic 
procedure. Six months after discontinuance of such treatment, the 
appropriate disability rating shall be determined by mandatory VA 
examination. Any change in evaluation based upon that or any subsequent 
examination shall be subject to the provisions of §3.105(e) of this chapter. 
Rate chronic residuals according to impairment of function due to scars, 
lymphedema, or disfigurement (e.g., limitation of arm, shoulder, and wrist 
motion, or loss of grip strength, or loss of sensation, or residuals from 
harvesting of muscles for reconstructive purposes), and/or under diagnostic 
code 7626

CFR 38 §4.116 Schedule of ratings—gynecological conditions and disorders of the breast.



SPECIFIC NEEDS & SENSITIVITIES IN CARING 
FOR FEMALE VETERANS WITH CANCER

• Cultural Humility & Sensitivity
• Female Specific Screening
• Designated Women’s Health Provider
• Co-Morbid Conditions
• Access to care in a sensitive environment
• Care Coordination across a continuum of services
• Ancillary services are often more appreciated by women



WOMEN & WAR SPECIFIC 
CURRICULUM

• One initiative to educate providers in caring for women veterans
• Graduate Course – Online from University of Colorado
• Interprofessional, Interdisciplinary
• Cross Listed Course with Health & Behavioral Sciences, Public Health, & 

Anthropology
• Humanities Perspective to Enhance Sensitivity
to Women Veteran Specific Care



WAR AND THE HUMANITIES
• The humanities offer multiple ways 

humans have sought to 
understand, describe, and express 
the human experience of war.

• Women have been largely 
peripheral or invisible as 
protagonists in and creators of 
these works. Consigned to

• Symbols of abstract concepts 
and values men fight for

• Keepers of the home fires 
(Penelope)

• Victims of war-related violence
• Handmaidens and nurses to 

soldiers



HUMANITIES AS A RESOURCE FOR 
WOMEN’S HEALTH AND HEALING

• War challenges human beings to 
• Explain its existence in human experience
• Witness its effects
• Work through moral and ethical violations 

and dilemmas
• Find meaning in human violence and 

suffering
• Can aid women in 

• Enduring deployments and suffering
• Recovering from injuries, physical, mental, 

and spiritual
• Reintegrating with civilian society



COLLABORATION FOR 
INTERPROFESSIONAL EDUCATION

This program introduces students to the 
history of service by women in war 
internationally and in the US, with content 
covering the multiple issues women face 
on the battlefront and the home-front. 
Many of the topics apply not only to 
servicewomen, women veterans, and 
civilian women who serve in war, but also 
to most women as considerations for 
care.



CONTEXT

• Veteran and Military Health Care Academic Programs at CU CON
• Focus groups, brown bags, interviews done to determine the needs 

• Interdisciplinary Exchange on Military Families sponsored by the College of 
Liberal Arts and Sciences, University of Colorado identified women as a 
population of interest

• Out of this exchange the authors developed this program for an inter-
professional audience encompassing all health care specialties and liberal 
arts graduate students



VETERAN AND MILITARY HEALTH 
CARE SPECIALTY CURRICULUM

• Six Specialty Courses
• First course started Jan 2015

• Graduate Certificate in Veteran and 
Military Health Care

• Master of Science in Nursing in 
• Veteran and Military Health Care

• Post-Masters Certificate
• Combination MS & PhD
• PhD Emphasis Area



CORE COURSES

• Delivered Online
• Inter-professional – open to all health care providers
• Faculty is a collaborative team from 

• Veterans Health Administration
• Military Health System
• Academia
• Community Practitioners



SPECIALTY COURSES FOR 
VETERAN MILITARY HEALTH CARE

• N 6023 - Military and Veterans Health Care Systems
• N 6018 – Home from the Battlefront: Psychological Health Care for 

Veterans and Service Members
• N 6017 – On the Homefront: Supporting Veteran and Military Families
• N 6019 – Wounds of War: Military and Veteran Disability Evaluation
• N 6015 – Women and War
• N 6024 – Caring for Veterans: Chronicity, Aging, & End-of-Life Care



N6015 – WOMEN & WAR

Roles of women during war, gender specific 
policies, deployment considerations including 
reproductive & urogenital health, military sexual 
trauma, and psychological effects of 
deployment. Appraise women’s experience, 
roles in the family, reintegration to community, 
and selected issues related to war-time service.



CURRICULAR CONTENT

• Women in military service and civilian women engaged 
in war

• Issues before, during, and after deployment
• Effects on the individual, family, and community
• Strategies for supporting individuals, families and 

communities
• Recommendations for nurses and other health care 

professionals



MODULE 1 - HISTORY

Explores women’s roles during wartime and in military 
service
• Includes civilian women and women who have enlisted 

or been commissioned into military service
• Demographics for women in the US military and around 

the world
• Roles that women occupy in military service
• Evolution of women in combat units/roles during various 

conflicts/wars
• Roles of civilian women during war across various 

cultures.



MODULE 2 - POLICY

Explores policy related to women serving in combat
• Considerations and accommodations for women in Uniform
• Advocacy of the Defense Advisory Committee for Women in the Services 

(DACOWITS) for policy related to women serving in military billets



MODULE 3 - FAMILY ROLES

Explores family roles for women in times of war
• Roles as the spouse to a service member
• Roles as a military member 
• Roles as dual military partners
• Roles as mother, as the family manager
• Roles for civilian women during war
• Roles as caregiver to veteran 



MODULE 4 - IN THE COMBAT ZONE

Explores how women in the military or those associated with the military 
prepare for deployments and manage their health in a combat zone.
• Prevention strategies - how women prepare to prevent illness 
• Management of reproductive and urogenital health
• Cultural considerations



MODULE 5 - MILITARY SEXUAL TRAUMA

Explores military sexual trauma (MST)
• Prevalence
• Issues related to power
• Issues related to violence
• Issues with military hierarchical 

structure
• Coping with the effects of rape 

and sexual harrasment



MODULE 6 - PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF WAR
Explores psychological effects of war on women
• Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 
• Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI)
• Combat stress and gender differences



MODULE 7: VETERAN EXPERIENCE

Explores the veteran experience
• Transition from Military to Veteran 

identity
• Health care for women veterans
• Health issues for women veterans
• Support for military women veterans
• Civilian women as veterans of 

wartime service



MODULE 8 - ISSUES FOR WOMEN & WAR
Explores issues for women who have been to war
• Intimate partner violence
• Suicide
• Substance Abuse
• Homelessness
• Reintegration into the community.



OUTCOMES

• An online course was offered for the first time Summer 2016
• Students from five states and several disciplines, including six Nexus students 

from other institutions attended.  
• Faculty was interdisciplinary, and guest speakers included the Military 

Director of the Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Service 
(DACOWITS) 

• Students engaged in synchronous/asynchronous discussions and produced 
papers and projects demonstrating innovations applicable to their practice. 



STUDENT EVALUATION OF COURSE 
Student Comments
• Provided the most wonderful resources- I sent many of the links to my 

daughter who is a new military wife... It has helped me understand her world, 
her husband and military life and how I might be able to help veterans and 
their families as a mental health practitioner. I've learned a lot about them, 
know where to look for more information and how to advocate for their 
needs

• Invaluable to my area of study and line of work. …. Inspiring conversations 
• It was an excellent elective and I learned so much!
• The units are very well designed. Everything is clear, easy to locate, 

interesting and stimulating for discussion. 
Quantitative Data
• 100% response rate, overall course was rated 4.8 on a 5.0 scale



CONCLUSIONS

• This program provides core content for caring for women engaged in 
wartime service, including visible and invisible consequences, effects on 
health, the psyche and culture of war, and strategies for supporting families.  
Systems specific issues relate to access to care, benefits based on disability, 
and federal policies and regulations. Future recommendations are for 
interprofessional offerings that prepare nurses and providers to care and 
become advocates for women, families, and communities affected by war.



TAKE HOME POINTS

• Women Veterans may be sensitive to getting care in the VA environment
• Women Veteran Identity
• High rates of PTSD, TBI and MST overall – Evaluate Co-Morbidity
• Parenting and Family Concerns – Family Manager Role
• Female Specific Cancer Screening
• Be Curious!  Is the cancer one that could be related to military service

• High incidence for a specific conflict
• Job  related exposure and/or stress
• In Garrison Exposures
• Delayed onset but relatable to service?
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