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Abstract

U.S. policy banning openly gay and lesbian personnel from serving in its military rests 
on the belief that heterosexual discomfort with lesbian and gay service members in 
an integrated environment would degrade unit cohesion and readiness. To inform this 
policy, data from a 2006 survey of Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans are analyzed in 
this study. Views of these war veterans are consistent with prior surveys of military 
personnel showing declining support for the policy: from about 75 percent in 1993 to 
40 percent in this survey. Among the demographic and military experience variables 
analyzed, comfort level with lesbian and gay people was the strongest correlate 
of attitudes toward the ban. War veterans indicated that the strongest argument 
against the ban is that sexual orientation is unrelated to job performance and that the 
strongest argument in favor of the ban is a projected negative impact on unit cohesion. 
However, analyses of these war veterans’ ratings of unit cohesion and readiness 
revealed that knowing a gay or lesbian unit member is not uniquely associated with 
cohesion or readiness; instead, the quality of leaders, the quality of equipment, and the 
quality of training are the critical factors associated with unit cohesion and readiness.
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Key justifications for banning openly gay and lesbian service members from the U.S. 
military have rested on the beliefs that heterosexual service members’ discomfort 
around openly lesbian and gay personnel would undermine cohesion, readiness, and 
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performance in integrated units. To offer empirical data regarding these assumptions, 
we examine Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans’ attitudes about allowing gay and les-
bian individuals to openly serve. Moving beyond a simplistic framework of whether 
troops are “for or against” the ban, we explore which arguments are considered stron-
gest and whether general demographic and military experience variables are associ-
ated with differences in attitudes toward allowing open service. We also examine 
whether serving with open lesbian or gay unit members is associated with war veter-
ans’ perceptions of unit cohesion and readiness when the quality of officers, equip-
ment, and training are taken into account.

The Origins of “Don’t Ask,  
Don’t Tell, Don’t Pursue”
Gay and lesbian personnel have served in the U.S. military throughout its history, 
although policy regarding their service has changed over time.1 A national debate over 
the policy ignited when presidential candidate Bill Clinton made a campaign promise 
that, once elected, he would remove the legal ban on the open service of lesbian and 
gay service members as a form of discrimination. This promise was met with a range 
of criticisms, including objections based on moral and religious grounds.2 Once 
elected, President Clinton directed the Secretary of Defense to review the policy. Sec-
retary Les Aspin directed a compromise position between the existing policy and the 
proposed complete lifting of the ban in the name of civil rights. In 1993, Congress 
enacted as law the compromise policy of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, Don’t Pursue” (for 
brevity, referred to as DADT hereafter).

Under DADT, the stated intention was that (1) applicants for military service 
would not be asked to reveal their sexual orientation, (2) inquiries or investigations 
solely to determine a service member’s sexual orientation would not be initiated, but 
inquiries or investigations could be initiated when credible information indicates a 
basis for discharge or disciplinary action (e.g., homosexual conduct), and (3) “a state-
ment by a service member that he or she is homosexual or bisexual creates a reputa-
ble presumption that the service member is engaging in homosexual acts or has the 
propensity or intent to do so.”3 As such, those who identify as lesbian or gay are pres-
ently barred from openly serving in the U.S. military and from engaging in “homo-
sexual conduct” (which includes “telling”) while serving as a member of the military. 
Secretary Aspin provided the following rationale for adopting this new middle-
ground policy:

The Department of Defense has long held that, as a general rule, homosexuality 
is incompatible with military service because it interferes with the factors criti-
cal to combat effectiveness, including unit morale, unit cohesion, and individual 
privacy. Nevertheless, the Department of Defense also recognizes that individu-
als with a homosexual orientation have served with distinction in the armed 
services of the United States.4
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At that time, no scientific evidence existed to support or challenge the claim that 
combat effectiveness in any previous conflicts or in any exercises at the Combat Train-
ing Centers (the military’s training proxy for war) was diminished in any units because 
of the presence of open gays or lesbians. Yet this presumption has led to discharges of 
thousands of military personnel.

At the center of the rationale for DADT, then, are the perceived attitudes of military 
personnel: their morale, their cohesion, their desire or need for individual privacy, and 
the perceived impact of those attitudes on combat performance. Either implicitly or 
explicitly, these arguments tend to rest on the perceived attitudes of heterosexual men 
toward gay men, with men composing about 85 percent of the service overall (from 82 
percent in the Air Force up to 94 percent in the Marine Corps in 2008) and 100 percent 
by policy and/or law in most ground combat units such as armor, infantry, and special 
operations units.5 Individual morale and unit cohesion (“bonding”) are believed to be 
key for combat motivation and success, which in turn affect overall military readiness 
for war and, when put into practice, affect effectiveness as well. Anything that lowers 
morale significantly or prohibits bonding within units is treated as harmful to military 
operations and thus viewed as a risk to national security.6 DADT aims to keep lesbian 
and gay service members “in the closet” so that presumably negative peer attitudes 
toward same-sex sexual orientation do not harm unit cohesion and military 
effectiveness.

DADT in War
Despite the policy justification that openly gay and lesbian military personnel would 
harm unit cohesion and effectiveness, enforcement of the policy in the form of dis-
charges typically drops during times of war.7 This pattern has held during the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, with discharges dropping from peak rates of 1,241 and 1,273 in 
2000 and 2001, respectively, to 612 in 2006.8 For the years 2002 to 2006 combined, 
available data suggest that 3,715 service members have been discharged under the 
exclusionary policy.9 This reduced enforcement of the policy during wartime calls into 
question whether military commanders agree with the policy that the impact of lesbian 
and gay service members outweighs the contributions those service members make to 
their units’ mission.

There is a substantial cost, even in peacetime, for discharging personnel who have 
been recruited, trained, and assigned to posts in which they have performed their jobs 
at least satisfactorily; but this cost is even more dramatic in times of war when the 
demand for military personnel is not met by the supply and service members are also 
lost because of wartime injury or death. The Army, in particular, has faced recruiting 
challenges since the “Global War on Terror” began, causing them to increase enlist-
ment bonuses and lower quality standards for entrants (e.g., increasing the number of 
waivers to admit recruits with prior criminal activity).10 The demand for scarce and 
critical skills such as Arab language capability raises the question of which has the 
higher negative impact on military effectiveness when Arab linguists are discharged 
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for being gay: the known impact of the lack of those critical skills or the projected but 
never documented impact of retaining open gay and lesbian service members.11 
Despite these potential costs, DADT persists without empirical data about the perfor-
mance of units with known lesbian and gay members relative to units without such 
members.

Although there may be cultural differences between American attitudes toward 
modesty, sexuality, and sexual orientation and those of its Western partners, the expe-
riences of other militaries warrant consideration. Over the past decade and as part of 
civil rights initiatives, the armed forces of Canada, Great Britain, and Australia have 
lifted bans against homosexuals with little to no perceptible change in military effec-
tiveness or day-to-day operations.12 Despite variation in their social and political cli-
mates, numerous other militaries throughout Europe and in other democracies (Israel, 
South Africa, New Zealand) also do not exclude citizens from service on the basis of 
sexual orientation; some even have antidiscriminatory policies regarding sexual 
orientation.13

As other nations lifted their bans and U.S. forces deployed to fight the wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, American service members’ attitudes about DADT appear to have 
shifted as well. The earliest polls of military personnel in 1993 showed approximately 
70 percent to 74 percent agreeing with the ban on homosexuals in the armed forces, 8 
percent to 9 percent unsure, and 18 percent to 20 percent opposing the ban, although 
support for the ban was much weaker among women than among men (only about half 
of women favored the ban).14 Focus group data from military personnel at that time 
also showed strong objections to integration.15 But opposition to integration has 
declined steadily over the years.16 For example, by 2004, one Annenberg poll found 
that service members were “divided 57 to 34 percent against allowing gays and lesbi-
ans to serve openly.”17 Interestingly, even among the 57 percent who opposed integra-
tion, only 13 percent said inclusion would harm morale, 12 percent said it would 
disrupt teamwork, and 5 percent reported “close quarters” as their rationale; 20 per-
cent thought it would be a distraction and cause problems.18

The Present Study: Evidence from Military  
Personnel Who Served in Iraq and Afghanistan
Because DADT prohibits the military from systematically gathering data about the 
sexual orientation of service members, it presents a challenge to comparing the actual 
performance of units with and without gay or lesbian members. In lieu of such com-
parisons, research on the perceptions of military personnel who have served in a the-
ater of war and can make judgments based on their own experiences can be informative. 
To this end, the present study examines data from a 2006 Zogby poll of a sample of 
military personnel who served in Iraq and Afghanistan. A prior report summarized 
some of the Zogby data in primarily descriptive and cross-tabular form.19 This study 
provides new analyses of relationships involving the following variables: general 
demographic characteristics, military experiences variables, attitudes toward lesbian 
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and gay service members, knowledge of the presence of gay or lesbian unit members, 
ratings of leadership, training, and equipment quality, and perceptions of unit cohesion 
and readiness. Specifically, to provide empirical evidence that can inform military 
policy and practice, this study uses the Zogby data to examine the following research 
questions and hypotheses:

1.	 What are Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans’ attitudes toward allowing gay and 
lesbian individuals to openly serve in the military? To answer this question, de-
scriptive data from the Zogby poll are interpreted within the context of prior polls 
indicating decreasing support for the ban since 1993.

2.	 What arguments do Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans view as the strongest for 
and against allowing lesbian and gay individuals to openly serve? Descriptive data 
from the Zogby poll are expected to parallel arguments made in the public debates 
on DADT, namely, the potential impact on unit cohesion versus the civil rights of 
sexual minorities.

3.	 Do attitudes toward allowing gay and lesbian individuals to openly serve differ 
across war veterans of different demographic (i.e., age, gender, race/ethnicity, re-
ligious affiliation, political party) and military experience (i.e., duty status, service 
branch, years of service, rank or grade, unit type, shower privacy, prior training 
on prevention of antigay harassment) backgrounds? Prior analyses have yielded 
mixed results regarding demographic differences in attitudes toward lesbian and 
gay people, with the exception that women tend to report more affirmative atti-
tudes than men.20 Given limited research with military populations, however, we 
test the hypotheses that war veterans’ attitudes toward allowing open service will 
differ across demographic and military experience factors, for example, that those 
who live in closer proximity to one another with little privacy (e.g., those in ground 
combat units or those who routinely have to use group showers) will be more likely 
to support the ban than their counterparts.

4.	 Do attitudes toward allowing gay and lesbian individuals to openly serve differ 
according to war veterans’ comfort with lesbian and gay people and knowledge of 
a gay or lesbian unit member? Based on prior research indicating that contact with 
lesbian and gay people is associated with more affirmative attitudes toward these 
populations,21 we test the hypothesis that those who are comfortable with gay and 
lesbian people and know a lesbian or gay unit member support open service more 
so than those who are not comfortable with and do not know a gay or lesbian unit 
member.

5.	 Is knowing a lesbian or gay unit member associated with differences in perceived 
unit cohesion and readiness, when other general unit quality predictors (i.e., qual-
ity of officers, NCOs, equipment, training) are accounted for? The military invests 
billions of dollars annually in recruiting, selecting, educating, and developing its 
leaders; in training both individuals and units for combat operations; and in devel-
oping, procuring, and maintaining military equipment—all in the name of improv-
ing military effectiveness. For this reason, we hypothesize that quality of officers, 
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NCOs, equipment, and training will account for unique differences in ratings of 
unit cohesion and readiness. The rationale for DADT suggests the hypothesis that 
beyond these unit quality indicators, those who know a gay or lesbian unit member 
will report lower unit cohesion and readiness than those who do not know a lesbian 
or gay unit member.

Method
In October of 2006, Zogby International conducted a voluntary online poll of 545 U.S. 
service members who had served in the Iraq or Afghanistan theaters of operations 
since 2001. Initial attempts to secure a list of military personnel from the Department 
of Defense to draw a random sample for this survey were unsuccessful. Thus, Zogby 
obtained this nonrandom sample from a national survey panel composed of over one 
million members and developed for general survey purposes (not for any particular 
issue or subpopulation). Each panelist is defined by over four hundred variables, and 
the panel is continually maintained to be representative of the U.S. population. For this 
study, Zogby sent invitations to those panelists whose variables on file identified them 
as among the military population. After logging in with a single-use password, respon-
dents were screened with an initial question to ensure that they had served in the Iraq 
or Afghanistan theaters of operations. The demographic and military experience char-
acteristics of the sample and descriptive statistics for the variables of interest are pre-
sented in the tables corresponding to their respective analyses.

Results and Discussion
Overview of Attitudes about DADT

This study builds on previous polls of service members’ attitudes about DADT and 
shares their limitation of being unable to assess sexual orientation because, under 
DADT, disclosing sexual orientation presents substantial risk to participants.22 Asked, 
“Do you agree or disagree with allowing gays and lesbians to serve openly in the mili-
tary?” about 10 percent of the Zogby survey respondents strongly agreed, 18 percent 
agreed, 33 percent were neutral or not sure, 17 percent disagreed, and 23 percent 
strongly disagreed with allowing gays and lesbians to openly serve.23 Table 1 displays 
these results (collapsed) relative to other polls of military populations since 1993. 
Given the variability in methods and samples, the data from these polls are not neces-
sarily representative or directly comparable with one another. Nevertheless, the trend 
in these data suggests that strong support for the policy when it was created has shifted 
somewhat toward the direction of uncertainty or opposition. Thus, in terms of the first 
research question, the Zogby data fit within the broader trend of decreasing support for 
the ban.

In addition to this general question about the policy, respondents were asked to 
select the strongest arguments for and against allowing lesbian and gay persons to 
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openly serve in the military (up to three arguments for and up to three arguments 
against). As summarized in Table 2, among possible reasons against allowing open 
service, the argument endorsed most frequently was the publicized rationale for the 
ban that “open gays and lesbians would undermine unit cohesion” (42 percent). This 
may reflect service members’ backing of the current military position or their personal 
views and experience; but as we note below, analyses of respondents’ actual ratings of 
unit cohesion challenge this rationale for the ban. The second and third most fre-
quently endorsed arguments against integration reflected concerns about harassment 
and abuse of gay and lesbian service members (27 percent) and moral or religious 
objections to homosexuality (26 percent). Among possible reasons in support of 
allowing open service, war veterans most frequently selected “sexual orientation has 
nothing to do with job performance” (38 percent), that “it is wrong to discriminate 
based on sexual orientation” (30 percent), and that every qualified individual is needed 
during wartime (24 percent). Thus, with regard to the second research question, the 
top arguments for and against integration reflected arguments articulated in public 
debates on DADT, with the top arguments for integration prioritizing performance and 
qualifications over exclusionary practices.

Demographic and Military Experience Factors and Attitudes toward Lesbian 
and Gay Service Members
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to test the third research question and 
hypotheses that demographic and military experience factors would account for dif-
ferences in attitudes toward allowing gay and lesbian individuals to openly serve.24 
Table 3 shows that, of the general demographic variables, age group and racial/ethnic 
status (categorized as majority or minority) were not associated significantly with 
attitudes about allowing lesbian and gay personnel to openly serve. By contrast, sig-
nificant but small main effects emerged for gender, religious affiliation, and political 
party affiliation. Consistent with previously observed gender differences in attitudes 
toward sexual minorities,25 women expressed significantly more support for open ser-
vice than did men. Also, those who identified as atheist, realist, or humanist agreed 
with allowing gay and lesbian personnel to openly serve significantly more so than 
those who identified as Protestant or Muslim. These comparisons should be inter-
preted with caution, however, because there were only eighteen and four individuals 
in the atheist, realist, or humanist and Muslim groups, respectively. Finally, those who 
identified as Democrat, Independent or minor party, or “not sure” agreed with allow-
ing open service significantly more so than those who identified as Republican. Effect 
sizes indicated that the significantly associated demographic variables (i.e., gender, 
religious affiliation, and political party) each explained about 4 percent to 6 percent of 
the variance in attitudes.26

Of the military experience variables, duty status (veteran, active duty, reserves), 
service branch, unit type (combat, combat support, combat service support), and 
shower privacy level were not significantly associated with attitudes about allowing 
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Table 2.  Endorsement of Strongest Arguments For and Against Allowing Open Service

Arguments For and Against Allowing Lesbian and Gay Personnel to Openly Serve % Selected

Arguments against allowing open service
    Open gays and lesbians would undermine unit cohesion 42.4
    Open gays and lesbians would get beat up or abused 27.0
    Homosexuality violates religious/moral beliefs 26.1
    Straights would not respect gay or lesbian leaders 24.4
   There are no strong arguments for keeping gays from serving openly 23.3
    Straights should not have to share foxholes, showers, etc. with open gays 

and lesbians
21.1

    Not sure 12.5
    Other reason 8.8
    Open gays and lesbians would be more likely to pursue one another than 

they do now
7.5

    Gays and lesbians would increase the spread of HIV/AIDS 6.1
    Open gays and lesbians would be more likely to pursue straights 3.1
    More gays and lesbians would join or remain in the military 2.0
    Gays and lesbians cannot perform their military jobs as well as 

heterosexuals
0.6

Arguments for allowing open service
    Sexual orientation has nothing to do with job performance 37.8
    It is wrong to discriminate based on sexual orientation 29.5
    During wartime, the armed forces need every qualified service member 

regardless of sexual orientation
23.7

   There are no strong arguments for allowing gays and lesbians to openly serve 20.2
    Discharging service members for being gay is a waste of recruiting, 

education and training dollars
19.8

    No one should be able to avoid a service obligation by claiming to be gay 18.5
    Gays already make valuable contributions to the military 18.3
    Not sure 11.9
    No one should be forced to lie about who they are as a condition of 

military service
11.0

   The government should not pry into people’s private lives 9.9
    Discharging service members for being gay undermines military readiness 5.7
    Other reason 2.2

lesbian and gay personnel to openly serve, but significant effects emerged for years of 
service, rank, and prior training on the prevention of antigay harassment (see Table 4). 
Specifically, those who served one to four years and five to ten years reported signifi-
cantly more agreement with allowing open service than did those who served eleven 
to twenty years and twenty-one to thirty years. Also, midgrade enlisted personnel (E5 
to E6) agreed with open service more so than those immediately senior to them (E7 to 
E9). Differences were not significant among other grades, but the data pointed to a 
general pattern of high-grade enlisted personnel and officers being more supportive of 
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the ban than low- and midgrade enlisted personnel. Finally, respondents who reported 
no training on the prevention of antigay harassment agreed with integration more so 
than those who reported receiving training. Effect sizes suggested that the signifi-
cantly associated military experience variables (i.e., years of service, rank, antigay 
harassment prevention training) each explained about 2 percent to 3 percent of the 
variance in attitudes.

Further study is necessary to investigate possible explanations for some of these 
patterns. For example, the significant effects for years of service and grade cannot be 
explained by their covariation with age since age was not associated with attitudes 
toward allowing open service. Thus, research is needed to explore potential explana-
tory factors underlying the effect for years of service and grade. For instance, those 

Table 3.  Comparisons of General Demographic Groups on Agreement with Allowing 
Lesbian and Gay Personnel to Openly Serve in the Military

Level of 
Agreementa

Effect  
Size ηp

2Independent variable % n M SD df F

Age group 2, 536 2.53 .009
  18–29 22 119 3.03 1.21
  30–49 68 364 3.33 1.26
  50–64 10 56 3.23 1.35
Gender 1, 529 24.51*** .044
  Male 78 413 3.39a 1.21
  Female 22 118 2.75a 1.31
Race/ethnicity 1, 515 6.38 .012
  Majority (white) 79 408 3.33 1.29
  Minority (all others) 21 109 2.98 1.16
Religious affiliation 6, 512 3.98*** .045
 Atheist, realist, humanist 3 18 2.39ab 1.24
  Catholic 30 157 3.27 1.22
  Jewish 1 7 3.00 1.00
  Latter-day Saints 2 8 3.75 1.58
  Muslim 1 4 4.75b 0.50
  Protestant 40 208 3.42a 1.27
  Other, no affiliation 23 117 3.02 1.25
Political party 3, 483 10.44*** .061
  Democrat 18 90 2.82a 1.24
  Republican 53 256 3.54abc 1.19
  Independent, minor party 23 112 3.08c 1.38
  Not sure 6 29 2.76b 0.91

Note: Means with same subscripts are significantly different at p < .05.
a. Lower means indicate greater support for open service.
***p < .005.
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Table 4.  Comparisons of Military Experience Groups on Agreement with Allowing Lesbian 
and Gay Personnel to Openly Serve in the Military

Level of  
Agreementa

Effect 
Size ηp

2Independent Variable % n M SD df F

Duty status 2, 542 0.34 .001
 Veteran 20 108 3.17 1.33
 Active duty 62 337 3.28 1.22
  Reserve, Guard 18 100 3.26 1.32
Service branchb 3, 536 1.44 .008
 Air Force 30 162 3.32 1.27
 Army 46 250 3.30 1.21
  Marines 5 29 3.24 1.27
  Navy 18 99 3.02 1.32
Years of service 3,541 5.18*** .028
  4 or fewer 11 62 2.94ab 1.27
  5 to 10 27 146 3.01cd 1.26
  11 to 20 40 217 3.40ac 1.25
  21 to 30 22 120 3.45bd 1.19
Rank, grade 5, 536 3.75*** .034
  E1 to E4  

(junior enlisted)
8 42 2.86 1.35

  E5 to E6  
(junior NCOs)

29 159 2.99a 1.24

  E7 to E9  
(senior NCOs)

21 113 3.45a 1.21

 W1 to W5  
(warrant officers)

3 18 3.72 0.96

  O1 to O4  
(junior officers)

26 142 3.39 1.24

  O5 to O9  
(senior officers)

13 68 3.32 1.29

Unit typec 3, 532 2.12 .012
  Combat 26 139 3.47 1.22
  Combat support 32 173 3.25 1.25
  Combat service 

support
21 112 3.07 1.28

  Other 21 112 3.23 1.29
Shower privacy level 4, 523 1.89 .014
 Almost always privately 51 271 3.17 1.26
  Usually privately 22 116 3.35 1.22
 About half and half 17 89 3.30 1.27
  Usually group shower 6 34 3.74 1.29

(continued)
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with more years of experience and higher ranks may have greater awareness of the 
attitudes of other military personnel and greater understanding of how the military and 
its units function. Similarly, acculturation to military policy and practice in the officer 
and enlisted ranks or the impact of the added responsibility for the behavior of subor-
dinates (which falls most heavily on the senior NCOs) may shape the attitudes of more 
experienced and higher ranking groups toward the ban. Additional research is also 
necessary to explain why military personnel who received training on the prevention 
of antigay harassment expressed less support for open service compared to those who 
did not receive such training. One possibility worth exploring is whether the content 
of antigay harassment training teaches or reinforces the premise of DADT, that is, the 
presumption that open gay and lesbian service members are harmful to the military. 
Another possibility is that the training increases concern that integration will be 
accompanied by harassment of lesbian and gay service members.

The present findings regarding some of the military experience variables also 
address questions about whether those with limited privacy would be more opposed to 

Level of  
Agreementa

Effect 
Size ηp

2Independent Variable % n M SD df F

Always or almost 
always group

3 18 3.00 1.53

Antigay harassment 
prevention training

2, 542 6.32*** .023

Yes 56 305 3.42a 1.24
No 34 184 3.01a 1.28
Not sure 10 56 3.20 1.12

Note: Means with same subscripts are significantly different at p < .05.
a. Lower means indicate greater support for open service.
b. The composition of service members ever deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan for these wars as of 2007 
is as follows: 49 percent Army, 19 percent Navy, 20 percent Air Force, and 13 percent Marine Corps. 
Compared to this composition, the Zogby sample is roughly representative of Army and Navy personnel 
but overrepresentative of Air Force personnel and underrepresentative of Marines. As seen in this table, 
however, service branch was not associated with attitudes toward lesbian and gay service members and 
did not warrant sample weighting. The 5 Coast Guard members were excluded from this analysis because 
of their small number and because the Coast Guard falls under the Department of Homeland Security 
(and, before that, the Department of Transportation) and not under the Department of Defense. For the 
deployed force composition statistics, see Terri L. Tanielian and Lisa Jaycox, Invisible Wounds of War (Santa 
Monica, CA: RAND, 2008), 22.
c. This set of unit distinctions is most commonly used in ground forces. Combat includes infantry, armor, 
artillery, fighter aircraft, aircraft carriers, submarines, and special operations; combat support includes 
engineers, intelligence, communications, military police, and civil affairs; combat service support includes 
transportation, personnel, finance, medical, maintenance, and food service.
***p < .005.

Table 4 (continued)
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an integrated environment. Charles Moskos, creator of the DADT concept, argued that 
the ban protects the privacy rights of heterosexuals because “just as most men and 
women dislike being stripped of all privacy before the opposite sex, so do most het-
erosexuals dislike being exposed to homosexuals of their own sex.”27 To test that 
notion with the available survey data, service branch could be used as one possible 
indicator of a service member’s level of privacy: ground troops in training exercises or 
on deployment would be more likely to have to share a “foxhole” or use group latrines 
or showers than those who do not deploy or who tend to serve in the “rear” or on ships 
where there are more established facilities. But service branch was not significantly 
associated with attitudes toward allowing open service: Army and Marine war veter-
ans in this sample did not express any more support for the ban than did Air Force or 
Navy veterans. Also nonsignificant was whether one served in combat, combat sup-
port, or combat service support units, a distinction relevant for the ground forces, 
where people in the combat end of the spectrum are more likely to be the first to estab-
lish new camps and live away from major bases with individually divided facilities. 
Reported level of shower privacy also was not significantly associated with attitudes 
toward open service. These findings challenge the notion that privacy concerns engen-
der support for the ban.

Comfort with and Knowledge of Lesbians and Gays and Attitudes toward 
Gay and Lesbian Service Members
As indicated in Table 5, three-quarters of those surveyed reported some level of com-
fort around lesbian and gay people (30 percent reported feeling very comfortable, 44 
percent somewhat comfortable, 13 percent uncomfortable, and 4 percent very uncom-
fortable, with 8 percent not sure). Also, one-fifth of participants reported knowing a 
gay or lesbian person in their unit, with over half of these individuals reporting that 
the lesbian or gay person had personally disclosed to them and was well known to 
others (see Table 5). Because the survey did not ask about respondents’ own sexual 
orientation, those who were the gay or lesbian unit member they were referencing 
cannot be distinguished from those who were referring to another unit member. 
Although we do not know the actual number of lesbian and gay service members or 
how many have disclosed their sexual orientation to others in their unit, these data 
clearly suggest that DADT has not kept all gay and lesbian service members “in the 
closet” as intended.

ANOVAs were used to examine the fourth research question and hypotheses that 
comfort with and knowledge of lesbians and gays would account for differences in 
attitudes toward allowing gay and lesbian individuals to openly serve.28 Significant 
main effects emerged for comfort with gay and lesbian persons in general and for 
personally knowing a lesbian or gay unit member (see Table 5). But among those who 
knew a gay or lesbian unit member, no significant difference emerged based on 
whether that person’s sexual orientation was well known by others or based on whether 
the lesbian or gay unit member personally disclosed to the respondent. Follow-up 
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Table 5.  Comparisons of Lesbian and Gay-Related Attitude and Experience Groups on 
Attitudes toward Allowing Lesbian and Gay Personnel to Openly Serve in the Military

Level of 
Agreementa

Effect 
Size ηp

2Independent Variable % n M SD df F

“Personally, how 
comfortable are you in 
the presence of gays and 
lesbians?”

2, 542 22.94** .078

Very, somewhat 
comfortable

74 405 3.07a 1.25

Uncomfortable, very 
uncomfortable

18 96 4.00ab 1.22

Not sure 8 44 3.32b 0.71
“Do you know for certain 

that someone is gay or 
lesbian in your unit?”

2, 542 9.95** .035

Yes 20 108 2.81a 1.41
No 66 358 3.41a 1.21
Not sure 15 79 3.15 1.08
“Is the presence of gays or 

lesbians in the unit well-
known by others?”

2, 105 0.55 .010

Yes 53 57 2.95 1.44
No 22 24 2.63 1.35
Not sure 25 27 2.70 1.41
Lesbian or gay person told 

you
1, 106 0.07 .001

Yes 56 60 2.78 1.37
No 44 48 2.85 1.47

Note: Means with same subscripts are significantly different at p < .05.
a. Lower means indicate greater support for open service.
**p < .02.

comparisons revealed that those who indicated being very or somewhat comfortable 
in the presence of gay or lesbian people and those who were not sure of their level of 
comfort agreed with allowing open service more so than those who reported being 
uncomfortable or very uncomfortable. Follow-up comparisons also indicated that 
those who knew a lesbian or gay unit member agreed with allowing open service more 
so than those who did not know a gay or lesbian unit member (see Table 5). Effect 
sizes for these significant associations suggested that personal comfort accounted for 
about 8 percent and knowing a lesbian or gay unit member accounted for about 4 per-
cent of variance in attitudes. As noted previously, political affiliation and rank—the 
demographic and military experience factors that yielded the biggest differences in 
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attitudes toward open service—accounted for about 6 percent and 3 percent of vari-
ance, respectively. Thus, among all of the demographic and military experience fac-
tors considered, war veterans’ attitudes toward open service varied most according to 
their level of comfort with gay and lesbian people.

Knowing a Gay or Lesbian Unit Member  
and Unit Cohesion, Readiness, and Quality
Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was used to examine the fifth 
research question and hypotheses that quality of officers, NCOs, equipment, and train-
ing as well as knowing a lesbian or gay unit member each would account for unique 
differences in ratings of unit cohesion and readiness. Ratings of unit cohesion and 
readiness were the dependent variables, and knowing a gay or lesbian unit member 
(yes, no, unsure) was the independent variable. Ratings of the quality of officers, 
NCOs, training, and equipment were included as covariates. The survey questions 
assessing these variables along with the sample’s averages are presented in Table 6. 
MANCOVA was appropriate for this analysis because ratings of cohesion and readi-
ness, the two criterion variables, were correlated positively (r = .51, p < .001). The 
MANCOVA yielded the expected significant multivariate effects on cohesion and on 
readiness for each of the unity quality covariates but not for knowing a lesbian or gay 
person. Specifically, multivariate effects were significant for ratings of officer quality, 
F(2, 524) = 37.22, p < .001, ηp

2 = .124, NCO quality, F(2, 524) = 24.86, p < .001, ηp
2 

= .087, training level, F(2, 524) = 100.48, p < .001, ηp
2 = .277, and equipment avail-

able, F(2, 524) = 43.20, p < .001, ηp
2 = .142, but not for whether respondents knew that 

a gay or lesbian person was in the unit, F(4, 1048) = 0.610, p = .656, ηp
2 = .002.

Follow-up univariate results, with alpha adjusted to .025 (.05/2), indicated that rat-
ings of the four unit quality variables were generally significantly associated with 
ratings of cohesion and readiness, with the exception that NCO ratings were not sig-
nificantly related to ratings of readiness (see Table 7). Effect sizes indicated that rat-
ings of leadership quality, that is, officers and NCOs, were substantially associated 
with perceived unit cohesion (accounting for 12 percent and 9 percent of variance, 
respectively) and that ratings of instrumental quality, that is, training and equipment, 
were substantially associated with perceived readiness (accounting for 28 percent and 
13 percent of variance, respectively). Beyond these notable effects of leadership and 
instrument quality, knowing a lesbian or gay person did not have a significant unique 
multivariate (or univariate) effect, and the effect sizes for its links with cohesion and 
readiness were near 0 percent. Taken together, these findings suggest that a fruitful 
approach to fostering strong cohesion and readiness would be to direct military 
resources and efforts toward optimizing the quality of leadership, training, and equip-
ment. Beyond the roles of these unit quality indicators, the present data indicate that 
the war veterans’ ratings of unit cohesion or readiness were not associated with know-
ing a gay or lesbian unit member.
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Next, we examined whether the extent of knowledge within the unit and personal 
disclosure of sexual orientation were associated with perceptions of cohesion and 
readiness. Specifically, with those participants who reported knowing a lesbian or gay 
unit member, we conducted two auxiliary MANCOVAs to examine whether ratings of 
cohesion and readiness differed depending on (1) whether the presence of a gay or 
lesbian unit member was well known by others in the unit (yes, no, unsure) and (2) 
whether the lesbian or gay unit member personally disclosed to the respondent (yes, 
no). Again, ratings of officers, NCOs, training, and equipment were included as 
covariates. As in the previous analysis, multivariate effects were significant for each 
of the covariates but not for whether the presence of the gay or lesbian person was well 
known or whether the lesbian or gay person personally disclosed to the respondent. 
Follow-up univariate results were similar to the previously described findings with the 
full sample; that is, ratings of officers and NCOs were associated with perceptions of 
cohesion, ratings of training were associated with perceptions of readiness, and ratings 
of equipment were associated with both cohesion and readiness (details available from 
the first author). By contrast, neither the well-known presence of a lesbian or gay unit 

Table 6.  Operationalization and Descriptive Statistics for Criterion Variables and Covariates

Variable and Survey Question Rating Scale M SD

Attitudes toward open service
  “Do you agree or disagree with 

allowing gays and lesbians to serve 
openly in the military?”

1 = strongly 
agree

to 5 = strongly 
disagree

3.26 1.26

Leadership quality
  “The NCOs in my unit are good 

leaders.”
1 = strongly 

agree
to 5 = strongly 

disagree
1.78 0.75

  “The officers in my unit are good 
leaders.”

1 = strongly 
agree

to 5 = strongly 
disagree

2.08 0.93

Instrumental quality
  “How would you rate your unit’s 

level of training for its wartime 
mission?”

1 = very well 
trained

to 5 = very poorly 
trained

1.84 0.84

  “How would you rate the equipment 
your unit has for its wartime 
mission?”

1 = very well 
equipped

to 5 = very poorly 
equipped

2.24 0.95

Cohesion
  “There is a lot of teamwork and 

cooperation in my unit.”
1 = strongly 

agree
to 5 = strongly 

disagree
1.86 0.83

Readiness
  “How would you rate the readiness 

of your unit for its wartime 
mission?”

1 = very high to 5 = very low 1.92 0.86
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member nor personal disclosure of sexual orientation was significantly associated 
with ratings of cohesion or readiness.

Finally, with those participants who reported knowing a gay or lesbian unit member, 
we conducted two multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) to examine whether 
the perceived impact of lesbian or gay unit members on personal morale and unit 
morale differed depending on (1) whether the presence of a gay or lesbian unit member 
was well known by others in the unit (yes, no, unsure) and (2) whether the lesbian or 
gay unit member personally disclosed to the respondent (yes, no). MANOVA was 
appropriate because ratings of personal and unit morale, the two criterion variables, 
were correlated positively (r = .69, p < .001). The multivariate effect was not significant 
for whether presence of a gay or lesbian unit member was well known by others but 
was nearly significant for whether that unit member personally disclosed to the respon-
dent, F(2, 98) = 3.06, p = .052, ηp

2 = .059. Follow-up univariate analyses, with alpha 
adjusted to .025 (.05/2) indicated that perceived impact of the presence of the homo-
sexual unit member on personal morale was more positive among participants who 
reported that they had been personally disclosed to (M = 2.96, SD = 0.65) than for those 
who had not (M = 2.64, SD = 0.75). The pattern of mean difference was the same for 
perceptions of impact on unit morale but did not reach statistical significance at the 
adjusted alpha level. Effect sizes indicated that personal disclosure accounted for 
approximately 5 percent of variance in each of personal and unit morale ratings.

As previously mentioned, the lack of unique association between knowing a lesbian 
or gay unit member and unit cohesion and readiness suggests that military efforts to 
screen out and remove personnel based on sexual orientation or to enforce concealment 

Table 7.  Follow-up Univariate ANOVAs for Levels of Readiness and Cohesion by Leadership 
Quality, Instrumental Quality, and Knowing a Lesbian or Gay Unit Member

Source SS df MS F
Effect Size 

ηp
2

Readiness
  Officer quality 2.30 1 2.30 7.82* .015
  NCO quality 0.40 1 0.40 1.36 .003
  Training quality 59.05 1 59.05 201.02* .277
  Equipment quality 23.38 1 23.38 79.59* .132
  Know a lesbian or gay unit member 0.12 2 0.06 0.20 .001
Cohesion
  Officer quality 25.90 1 25.90 72.50* .121
  NCO quality 17.80 1 17.80 49.82* .087
  Training quality 2.91 1 2.91 8.15* .015
  Equipment quality 5.86 1 5.86 16.40* .030
  Know a lesbian or gay unit member 0.74 2 0.37 1.03 .004

Note: SS = Sum of squares; MS = Mean square.
*p < .025.
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may represent inefficient and ineffective uses of resources. The problematic nature of 
such efforts is further supported by the notable known presence of gay and lesbian per-
sonnel. Importantly, neither the well-known presence of lesbian or gay unit members nor 
personal disclosure to the respondent was associated with ratings of cohesion or readi-
ness beyond the aforementioned unit quality indicators. The links of a well-known pres-
ence and a personal disclosure with personal and unit morale were also generally 
nonsignificant or reflected trends that gay or lesbian individuals’ personal disclosure to 
the respondent was actually associated with more positive perceptions of impact on 
personal morale. Taken together, these findings are inconsistent with the assumptions 
underlying DADT, that the presence of lesbian or gay unit members, their open service, 
or their personal disclosure would harm unit cohesion, readiness, or morale.

Conclusions and Future Directions
The present study can inform discussions about the impact of gay and lesbian service 
members within the U.S. military by offering empirical data about the perspectives of 
military personnel who have served in war under DADT. Specifically, the present data 
build on other recent evidence showing declining support for the policy since its 
inception; 28 percent of the war veterans surveyed in this study opposed the ban, and 
33 percent were neutral or not sure. These war veterans’ views of the strongest argu-
ments for and against the ban mirror arguments prominent in the public debates. The 
top endorsed argument in support of integration considered sexual orientation to be 
unrelated to job performance (38 percent), and the top endorsed argument against 
integration was the view that open gays and lesbians would harm unit cohesion (42 
percent). Age group, racial/ethnic status, duty status (veteran, active duty, reserves), 
service branch, unit type (combat, combat support, combat service support), and 
shower privacy level were not significantly associated with attitudes toward allowing 
gay and lesbian personnel to openly serve; by contrast, gender, religious affiliation, 
political affiliation, years of service, rank, and prior training on the prevention of anti-
gay harassment yielded small but significant effects.

About three-quarters of respondents indicated that they were personally comfortable 
in the presence of gays and lesbians. About 20 percent reported knowing a gay or les-
bian person in their unit, and over half of these respondents indicated that the presence 
of the lesbian or gay person was well known by others in the unit. Feeling personally 
comfortable around gay and lesbian people and knowing a lesbian or gay unit member 
both were associated with opposing the ban. Analyses of these war veterans’ ratings of 
unit cohesion and readiness revealed that knowing a gay or lesbian unit member was 
not uniquely associated with cohesion or readiness, but the quality of leaders, equip-
ment, and training was. Thus, these data challenge the contention that openly serving 
lesbian and gay service members are detrimental to unit cohesion and readiness. 
Instead, the data point to the importance of leadership, training, and equipment quality 
for perceptions of unit cohesion and readiness. Fortunately, unlike the sexual orienta-
tion of service members, which the military cannot control, the military is well equipped 
to shape the quality of leadership, training, and equipment across its units.
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Although the present findings can inform military policy and practice, it is important to 
consider these findings in light of some limitations. Specifically, as is the case with many 
survey studies, the present findings may reflect self-report bias. Perceptions and reports of 
military personnel are important and typical sources of data for informing military policy 
and practice. But studies that assess objective, observable indicators of cohesion and readi-
ness and the actual presence of gay and lesbian service members would be useful. Such 
research would require identifying and linking lesbian and gay service members with the 
observed units, but DADT is a challenge to such research. An additional limitation is that 
the present data are cross-sectional. Thus, interpretations about direction of causality among 
the variables of interest cannot be made. The current policy precludes gathering of accurate 
identifying information about gay and lesbian service members or those who have served 
with them. Thus, tracking participants over time to collect longitudinal data that allow 
examination of prospective links among the variables of interest is not possible.

To address the limitations of the present study, efforts within the military to gather 
systematic data from randomly drawn samples about the presence of lesbian and gay 
personnel and their impact on objective indicators of unit cohesion, readiness, morale, 
and effectiveness would clearly be useful. Empirical data are critical for informing 
military policy and practice, and the present study represents a step in addressing the 
paucity of data addressing the rationale underlying DADT.
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