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Abstract: We offer a theoretical framework to advance our understanding of the psychology of transgender service 
members—the most understudied and mysterious class of US military personnel. Using grounded theory methods with 
interview data collected from clandestinely-serving active-duty, guard and reserve military members from the US Army, 

Navy, Air Force and Marine Corps who self-identified as transgender or transsexual, we reveal a latent structure of Self 
Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The variance in our data heavily 
centers around the concepts of autonomy, competence and relatedness, illustrating how post-DADT military personnel 

policy, which excludes open transgender service, impacts the mental well-being of transgender service members. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Equality across the various classes of American 

citizens has advanced significantly since the passage 

of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. One recent example 

occurred in 2011 with the repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t 

Tell” (DADT) as the United States joined dozens of 

other countries that had previously lifted homosexual 

bans on military service. Prior research had shown that 

the culture of the US military had been ready to accept 

openly gay and lesbian service members for quite 

some time, despite the long-standing rhetoric that 

doing so would threaten good order, discipline, unit 

cohesion and morale [1]. Moreover, DADT lasted as 

long as it did primarily because it allowed no 

mechanism to assess the policy’s impact on military 

effectiveness [2]. 

Although the rhetoric of DADT repeal was 

celebrated as the emancipation of LGBT service 

members, the reality revealed that little changed for 

transgender men and women in uniform [3]. “The 

United States has a stated policy of discrimination 

against transgender people that leads to their 

marginalization, induces fear and the need to hide, 

leaves them unprotected from harassment, and 

deprives veterans of benefits” [4]. The proportion of 

transgender and transsexual service members is 

unknown and impossible to estimate precisely given 

current policies, though a recent study estimated that 

approximately 15,500 transgender personnel serve in  
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the US military [5]. In addition, previous studies have 

indicated that transgender incidence in the military is 

likely higher than that of society [6-9]. Even the 

proportion of adults in the US who are transgender 

varies and is extraordinarily difficult to measure. 

According to the Williams Institute, approximately 1 out 

of every 333 adults living in the United States are 

transgender [10] though most experts acknowledge 

that current figures are likely under-representative of 

actual transgender prevalence [11-12]. In 2008, the 

National Transgender Discrimination Survey collected 

responses from 6,456 transgender and gender non-

conforming people in the US using a 70-item 

instrument, the largest survey of its kind to date. Nine 

percent of respondents who indicated prior military 

service indicated being discharged for their gender 

nonconformity [13]. 

Medical Standards 

“Department of Defense regulations don’t allow 

transgender individuals to serve in the U.S. military, 

based upon medical standards for military service” [14]. 

Any individual who has undergone sex reassignment 

surgery is considered unfit as having a “major genital 

abnormality or defect” [15-16]. The policies that drive 

exclusion from military service are primarily derived 

from the current state of medical knowledge about 

psychological disorders. However as noted by Elders et 

al., the long-standing ban towards transgender service 

members is in fact, unjustified [17]. This is further 

supported by the recent revisions to the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), 

published by the American Psychiatric Association 

(APA), which is commonly regarded as one of two 
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primary diagnostic resources relied upon by medical 

professionals. The other primary resource is the 

International Statistical Classification of Diseases and 

Related Health Problems (ICD), published by the World 

Health Organization (WHO). 

The DSM is widely viewed as the definitive resource 

for the standardization of classifying psychiatric 

diagnostic categories and criteria within the United 

States. Over the decades, it has evolved to remain 

relevant with evidence-based research on sex and 

gender. Long viewed as a mental disorder, 

homosexuality was removed from DSM-II and 

reclassified as Sexual Orientation Disturbance in 1973. 

The publication of DSM-III in 1983 eliminated 

homosexuality entirely as a disorder [18]. A similar 

trend has emerged with respect to diagnosing and 

treating transgender people. In the 2000 text-revised 

edition of DSM-IV, which had been originally published 

in 1994, the primary diagnosis of transgender persons 

was “gender identity disorder,” or GID [19]. Because 

GID was a medical diagnosis of a mental disorder, the 

military treated GID in a similar fashion to all 

psychological disorders, with the notable exception of 

not offering a medical waiver to doctor-authorized 

recruits [20-21]. In the current and most recent edition 

published in 2013, DSM-5 removed GID as a mental 

disorder and replaced it with a new diagnosis of 

“gender dysphoria” [22]. 

As the international compliment to the DSM, the 

ICD is “the standard diagnostic tool for epidemiology, 

health management and clinical purposes” [23]. The 

most current volume, ICD-10, has not been revised by 

WHO member states in more than two decades. 

Currently, the Working Group on the Classification of 

Sexual Disorders and Sexual Health (WGSDSH) 

charged with “review[ing] the sexual disorders and 

sexual health categories in ICD-10 and making 

recommendations for the revision currently underway 

to develop ICD-11,” is scheduled to present their 

recommendations to the 68th World Health Assembly 

in 2015 for approval. Members of the ICD-11 WGSDSH 

state: 

[We] believe it is now appropriate to 

abandon a psychopathological model of 

transgender people based on 1940s 

conceptualizations of sexual deviance and 

to move towards a model that is (1) more 

reflective of current scientific evidence and 

best practices; (2) more responsive to the 

needs, experience, and human rights of 

this vulnerable population; and (3) more 

supportive of the provision of accessible 

and high-quality healthcare services [24]. 

Like the evolution of how homosexuality came to be 

understood, the trends in the medical literature signify a 

similar shift in the direction of acceptance and inclusion 

as the collective medical understanding of gender 

dysphoria evolves. Similar trends are increasingly 

evident in the media and popular press, lawmaking, 

court rulings, healthcare coverage, prison reform, and 

policy changes within the federal government. As the 

evidence continues to build, it is increasingly likely that 

the military will face greater pressure to reevaluate 

current military policies that exclude transgender men 

and transgender women from military service on the 

sole basis of a gender dysphoria diagnosis as currently 

dictated by military regulations. 

Military Regulations 

Transgender men and women are currently 

prohibited from serving in the US military because they 

lack the medical qualifications [25, 26]. In addition, 

transgender service members are subject to 

punishment under the Uniform Code of Military Justice 

if they do not adhere to gender binary uniform 

regulations. However, given both the domestic [27] and 

international [28] medical communities’ removal of 

transgender identity as a mental disorder, it is only a 

matter of time before military leaders are asked to 

evaluate the efficacy of allowing transgender service 

members. 

Already, the Veterans Administration provides 

support and medical services to transgender veterans 

and for the first time, the Department of Defense has 

begun allowing transgender veterans to have their 

official military records changed [29]. Although the US 

military appears to be moving in the direction of 

inclusion and acceptance, it still lags behind many of its 

allies [30]. Open transgender service in the military is 

not without precedent. There are currently eleven 

nations that permit transgender persons to serve 

openly: Australia, Belgium, Canada, Czech Republic, 

Israel, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, the 

United Kingdom [31], and Uruguay [32]. Some of these 

countries have formal policies regarding transgender 

service, while others consider transgender applicants 

on a case-by-case basis [33]. 

Purpose of Study 

In light of the recent shifts in the collective 

understanding that gender dysphoria is no longer a 
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psychological disorder and an openness of the US 

military to allow openly gay and lesbian service 

members without any noted negative impacts [34], the 

purpose of this paper is to explore the issues 

associated with transgender service in the US military. 

Specifically, we aimed to explore the post-DADT repeal 

impacts on self-identified transgender men and women 

in the US military given so little is known about the 

challenges they face. 

In the following paragraphs, we explicate an 

empirical study of transgender men and women who 

serve in the US armed forces. In Section II, we 

describe our approach to data collection and 

methodology. Then, in Section III, using grounded 

theory techniques [35-36], we analyze the data and 

offer a theoretical application of Self Determination 

Theory. Sections IV and V discuss and conclude. 

II. METHODS 

Sample 

The data for this study was initially reported on in an 

earlier study exploring the phenomenology of 

transgender service in the US military [37]. The sample 

was obtained through advertising to a clandestine 

online network of transgender service members. 

Although the size of this network was undisclosed, 

fourteen volunteers replied to an anonymous online 

survey using fictitious names and anonymous email 

accounts. The resultant interviews yielded 142 pages 

of transcripts used for analysis. Participants came from 

all branches of the US armed forces, with the exception 

of the Coast Guard. More than two-thirds of 

interviewees were enlisted personnel, with the other 

third identifying as either a commissioned officer or 

officer candidate. Sixty-one and a half percent of the 

subjects self-identified as female-to-male (FTM) with 

the remainder identifying as male-to-female (MTF), with 

the exception of one subject who self-identified as a 

cross dresser. None of the subjects had undergone sex 

reassignment surgery. Approximately half of the 

subjects had previously taken or were currently 

pursuing hormone treatment. In one case, a subject 

admitted to obtaining hormones from the black market. 

Procedure 

Using Grounded Theory methods [38-39], we 

initially open-coded all transcripts to identify major 

themes, concepts and events, from which we 

developed a set of axial codes. All transcripts were 

then coded using the axial codes and memos were 

constructed by each of the co-authors independently. 

Once completed, the co-authors gathered and 

developed a second set of memos identifying the 

commonly observed concepts and themes. Using the 

second set of memos, we arrived at a tentative core 

that spanned the work-life spectrum comprised of the 

following elements: (1) acceptance/non-acceptance; (2) 

performance; and (3) freedom/lack of freedom to 

present as one identifies. Upon further analysis, we 

noted the core elements from our analysis closely 

aligned with the innate psychological needs proposed 

in Self-Determination Theory [40-41]. We found no 

significant differences between MTF (male-to-female) 

and FTM (female-to-male) transgender subjects. 

Measures 

To ensure reliability of the data, all three 

researchers coded the transcripts as noted above, and 

then gathered for an open discussion of the coding 

results. Where consensus could not be reached, the 

code was eliminated. All resultant reported codes were 

obtained by unanimous agreement of the co-principal 

investigators. Validity of the data was justified in the 

method of open dialogue with the subject through 

recorded conversations transcribed word-for-word in 

written transcripts. No follow up questions or dialogues 

with the participant subjects were deemed necessary 

by the researchers. 

III. THEORY AND FINDINGS 

Self-Determination Theory (hereafter, SDT) posits 

that the optimal social condition is one in which three 

innate psychological needs are met: autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness – and when they are not, 

the well being of the individual is threatened. “Human 

beings can be proactive and engaged or, alternatively, 

passive and alienated, largely as a function of the 

social condition in which they develop and function” 

[42]. Moreover, the theory argues, “Conditions 

supporting the individual’s experience of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness are argued to foster the 

most volitional and high quality forms of motivation and 

engagement for activities, including enhanced 

performance, persistence, and creativity” [43]. The 

theory further suggests that “human needs specify the 

necessary conditions for psychological health or well-

being and their satisfaction is thus hypothesized to be 

associated with the most effective functioning” [44]. 

Autonomy, competence, and relatedness are all 
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necessary for the optimal functioning of all service 

members. 

Autonomy 

SDT embraces the notion that innate psychological 

needs are essential for psychological growth and well 

being [45]. One such need, autonomy, involves self-

regulation and volition [46]. The hierarchical nature of 

the military is not typically regarded as an 

organizational exemplar of freewill and autonomy. The 

need to obey orders, live on base, wear uniforms and 

attend a variety of mandatory formations renders one’s 

autonomous expression as limited. Nevertheless, in an 

all-volunteer force, a sense of pride emerges when 

service members can say they've chosen to serve their 

country. Admittedly, military bureaucracy restricts and 

bounds individual freedom, but within those bounds 

there is a surprising sense of freedom and autonomy. 

Flexibility in how a person chooses to do an assigned 

task is common in many decentralized managed 

organizations. 

Most of the transgender men and women in our 

study did not experience the same sense of autonomy 

as other service members. The fundamental need to 

express their identity was demonstrably thwarted. They 

did not have the freedom to express their gender 

through speech, action, or appearance.  

In fact, transgender service members faced 

considerable risk should their transgender status 

become known as described by “Bob,” a transgender 

male Naval officer: 

Q: But to the extent that somebody found 

out that you were presenting as a male, 

what impact might you imagine that would 

have on your career? 

A: It would make the front-page news, 

yeah. 

Q: Wow, that’s quite a risk. 

A: Yeah, it is. 

“Bob” continued, pointing out that something as 

simple as going to the restroom can put a strain on 

perceptions of autonomy: 

If I go into a female restroom with an 

escort, it usually will cause less problems. 

I’ll get less stares. I was in [Washington] 

DC on Memorial weekend, which happens 

to also be the weekend that every eighth-

grade fieldtrip comes to the city. And we 

were at the Lincoln Memorial and my 

friends needed to use the restroom, and I 

actually stood there and debated whether 

or not I was going to go to the bathroom. 

And they were like, “no, no, no. Come on. 

Come with us.” And so we went in and I 

definitely-it was a calculated thing, 

because you walk in there with a bunch of 

eighth-grade parents taking their kids to 

the bathroom, it can turn very dangerous 

very quickly for somebody who looks like a 

guy to walk into a women’s restroom. So, 

if I’m with friends and I’m talking and it 

looks like I belong, then there’s less of a 

chance of some woman getting irate and 

going and finding her husband or brother. 

Many of the people in this study described lacking 

autonomy as painful, while expressing relief in taking 

steps toward gender transition.  

Most of my transition process was during 

a deployment, and I’ve recently read a lot 

of articles about Marines doing it during 

deployment, and the reaction of a lot of 

other military members was that’s really 

negative and terrible that people are doing 

this kind of thing to their bodies during 

deployments. And the sad part is for me 

myself like as I’m transitioning; I haven’t 

felt any better in my life. I feel so much 

better about myself personally than I have 

my entire life. It’s the way other people 

react to people that are transitioning that 

makes it hard.  

FTM, Marine enlisted, “Xavier” 

Since I have made those steps and 

actually taking testosterone, my life has 

been so much better. As far as my 

emotional stability, I have just really 

calmed down. It’s just been so great. 

FTM, Army officer AGR, “Andy” 

For others, the lack of freedom to present oneself 

with integrity caused them to consider leaving the 

military: 

Q: Wow, it sounds like you have a 

promising career. Now, Michelle, are you 

planning on staying in the military? 
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A: No 

Q: No? And if I may ask, why is that? 

A: Because I can’t--I can’t continue doing 

what I’m doing without being myself. I 

can’t. It gets harder and harder every 

month, every year. It just—it gets harder. I 

had—before I started hormones, I was 

going through a lot of depression, because 

of—you know I wasn’t allowed. I had to 

hide myself. I had to, you know, basically 

put on this façade every day that I’d be a 

person I didn’t want to be.  

MTF, Navy enlisted, “Michelle” 

The fact that the repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” 

liberated gay and lesbian service members without 

addressing the rights of transgender service members 

was difficult to reconcile. This put an additional strain 

on subjects like “Xavier” and “Michelle” as they 

independently described what it is like to be a 

transgender service member in the post-DADT repeal 

era: 

Q: If you could just kind of characterize for 

us what life has been like for you to be a 

transgender man in the Marine Corps. 

A: Really bad, horrible. It’s like one of the 

worst experiences of my life. It’s very 

challenging. One, because I went through 

the whole DADT thing and I was hiding 

then. And now that DADT has gone away, 

I’m still hiding. And it’s kind of a kick in the 

face, you know, to have to deal with that. 

Most people look at me like, “Oh, I’m a 

lesbian or whatever,” at work, but it’s hard 

to bite my tongue when that’s not really 

the case. As far as transitioning goes, I’ve 

been actually physically transitioning for 

the past year and that has been really 

difficult, because I now pass fully, but I 

can’t—now I have to try to pass as a 

female at work. Like I just switched over to 

a new unit and everyone there thought I 

was male and I had to say, “No, I’m 

female.” And that’s why it’s the worst 

situation for anybody that’s transgender to 

pass and actually become and people see 

you as the gender that you identify as, but 

still have to identify as female. 

FTM, Marine enlisted, “Xavier” 

It [repeal of DADT] was actually negative 

for me. I mean, it was a positive but it was 

a negative. The positive is in the way that 

there is hope for change later on. The 

negative was that it didn’t change it right 

now. And if it maybe had changed a year 

ago, my outlook on staying in would 

probably be different. 

MTF, Navy enlisted, “Michelle” 

Some subjects, such as “Alex,” suggested a link 

between autonomy and competence: 

I would honestly say that my performance 

would only improve once I am on 

hormones or I could be seen exclusively 

as male with the work setting, just 

because even doing a good job, there’s 

that-I guess voice for the lack of a better 

term in the back of my head that you know 

you could be better just because you 

would feel more whole.  

FTM, Navy enlisted, “Alex” 

For others, simply being able to speak the truth 

about oneself can be a powerful autonomous act. 

“Alan” a transgender male officer candidate shared this 

experience he had with his doctor: 

So anyway, we ended up talking about 

other things in my life. And I prayed and 

prayed about my, you know, the trans 

situation, and I finally told him. I was like, 

“I’m just going to tell you this.” And from 

that point on it was like the biggest burden 

was lifted off of me.  

Competence 

According to SDT, a perception of competence or 

the ability of a person to make progress towards one’s 

goals is associated with personal well-being [47] 

Competence is enhanced by social-contextual events 

such as feedback and validation where a person’s 

intrinsic motivation is enhanced or diminished for a 

particular action. Within a military context, 

indoctrination training programs are routinely designed 

to turn citizens into soldiers, to take young and 

untrained men and women and provide competences 

and skills in short order. Sailors, soldiers, airman and 

Marines literally wear their competences and 

achievements on their uniforms. Ribbons and medals 
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signify major achievements; badges depict career 

specializations, and military rank depicts competency 

level and where they fit into organizational hierarchy.  

The transgender men and women in this study 

discussed often their sense of pride in their 

accomplishments. They stated that it was the ability to 

do the job that was of foremost importance and not 

one's gender that mattered. Knowing that they could be 

terminated from military service should it become 

known that they are transgender, subjects often linked 

their perceptions of security to their level of 

competence. 

I do my job well, so no one is really like 

seeking to kick me out of where I'm at 

right now and I'm fairly well liked among 

my enlisted guys.  

FTM, Navy officer “Bob” 

For some subjects competence goes beyond a 

psychological need that brings about well-being. For 

these subjects competence is linked to their survival 

within the organization as “Jamie,” a transgender 

female enlisted Army troop notes when discussing 

others’ perceptions of her: 

Q: What kind of words would I see that 

would describe your performance? 

A: Probably dedicated, prompt, 

professional, everything positive, because 

I've definitely tried to go ahead and do the 

best possible job that I could, just because 

I knew that so many people were watching 

me and that everybody was pretty much 

waiting for me to slip up. In fact, I was 

working well outside my pay grade at the 

time. 

“Andy,” a transgender male Army officer, echoed 

this sentiment and made a general statement that he 

felt embraced by many gay, lesbian, bisexual and 

transgender service members: 

Well, you know, my guess would be that 

LGBs and Ts are high performers in all 

areas, mainly because we try to do, you 

know, so good so that nobody will, you 

know, try to get us out. 

Some subjects sought out military service in order 

to achieve something that they could embrace and of 

which they could be proud: 

Well, I joined because I wanted something 

I could be proud of and I absolutely 

detested everything about myself. I didn't 

know there was such a thing as trans. I 

thought that a woman who thought she 

should have been a man was in the wrong 

body and that's why she was a lesbian. 

FTM, Air Force enlisted, "Ben" 

"Alan", an African-American transgender male 

officer candidate, describes the pressure of needing to 

exceed expectations in order to fit in: 

So, before I was a black gay female. 

Right? So how does that work at [in an 

officer training environment]? You have to 

be better. You have to be better. Because 

if you're not better, you become a token.  

Commanders sometimes overlooked transgender 

persons in their organizations when the transgender 

service member was a good troop. For example: 

What I’ve found so far is that as long as 

you do your job and you do it well, a lot of 

people are willing to look the other way. I 

mean, there’s a lot of people that I know of 

that are actually on hormones and have 

been on hormones for a year or more, and 

that’s obviously enough time to see 

physical changes. But because they’re 

good at their job, they’re a good soldier, 

sailor or Marine, people are willing to not 

question that. 

FTM, Navy enlisted, “Alex” 

People don’t see me as male or female, 

black, white, tall, short, you’re still a 

Marine. So you’re expected to do your job. 

If you do it well, then that’s that. If you 

don’t do it well, then you’ll be counseled 

accordingly. It doesn’t really make a 

difference who you are or how you’re 

viewed and that’s really at the end of the 

day what counts. 

FTM, Marine enlisted, “Xavier” 

For others, their military service was a response to 

their perceived lack of competence as a human being 

as noted here: 

One of my defense mechanisms since 

basic training has been to go above and 
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beyond; step up; try to push myself 

beyond my limitations that I felt like I 

couldn't perform before. I entered the 

military under the pretense that my mother 

was right: I'm too emotionally weak; I'm 

too frail altogether that I can't be able to 

perform this. Yet I have excelled beyond 

what both my parents have done when 

they were in the service back in the early 

to mid 1980s.  

MTF, Army enlisted, “Alia” 

For the service members in this study, competency 

went beyond an innate psychological need; it was 

linked to survival within an organization that did not 

accept them for who they were. 

Relatedness 

According to SDT, the third innate psychological 

need necessary to promote healthy psychological 

development is relatedness. Relatedness occurs where 

people feel a personal connection to others within their 

social contexts. Without sufficiently authentic and 

meaningful relationships, intrinsic motivation can be 

undermined, threatening self-regulation and general 

well-being. According to Ryan et al. [48]: 

Specifying psychological needs as 

essential nutriments implies that individual 

cannot thrive without satisfying all of them, 

any more than people can thrive with 

water but not food. Thus, for example, a 

social environment that affords 

competence but fails to nurture 

relatedness is expected to result in some 

impoverishment of well-being. Worse yet, 

social contexts that engender conflicts 

between basic needs set up the conditions 

for alienation and psychopathology.  

The primary objective for any basic training course 

across the branches of the armed forces is to take a 

heterogeneous group of people from every sector of 

society, ethnic and religious group, and turn that 

disparate group into a cohesive team. Through system-

socialization [49] service members come to identify 

with their peers and commit themselves to selfless 

service. The social bonds forged both through rigorous 

training and during combat last a lifetime. Examples of 

the power conferred through feelings of relatedness, of 

connecting to others at extreme levels, are commonly 

denoted in military movies where soldiers give their 

lives to save those of others [50]. Transgender men 

and women serving in the U.S. experience this same 

sense of relatedness, but it is, arguably, not complete. 

Transgender service members forge tremendous 

bonds with others, but these bonds are somewhat 

illusory as they are established on a premise of false 

identity. Over and over again, the subjects in our study 

built relationships extremely slowly with painstaking 

care, or failed to make them at all while on duty.  

Analysis indicates that both MTF and FTM 

transgender service members experienced relatively 

the same levels of competence within their professional 

contexts. However, many subjects in our study suffered 

from a reduced sense of autonomy and a profound 

degradation in relatedness. Those transgender male 

and female subjects who led double lives out of fear for 

preserving his or her career prospects exhibited 

significantly lower levels of relatedness. As an 

example, “Andy,” a transgender male Army Guard 

Reserve officer, described his perceived isolation at 

work: 

It’s kind of lonely. I tend to stay away from 

my colleagues as well as much as 

possible. I do my work and I leave, and I 

actually live far enough away that the 

people in my community all think that I’m 

male. So, I don’t have any contact with my 

work, you know, outside of the office, 

which is a kind of a shame. It’s really hard, 

especially at work because I really don’t 

talk to too many people. I stay to myself, 

stay in my office and I really don’t, you 

know, have contact with too many co-

workers at all. 

“Andy” continued, providing a poignant example: 

One of the hardest things that I’ve had to 

deal with is I gave birth to two children, 

and not being able to have them be a part 

of my life at work, you know, bringing them 

to family functions and stuff – I don’t bring 

them at all. They call me “Daddy” now, so 

I would be outed really quick. I feel like 

that transgender people who have a 

family, it’s very hard for them not to 

include their family in the military, even 

bringing them on base to the commissary 

or the PX. When they’re down the road 

and they say, “Daddy, can I have this” and 

somebody’s listening and they know you, 
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it’s really hard. So, you know, again, it’s 

the loneliness, you’re being put out, you’re 

basically not invited in.  

FTM, Army Guard Reserve (AGR) officer, “Andy” 

“Alia,” a transgender female enlisted Army soldier, 

described the difficulties of trying to connect to other 

service members: 

When it comes to transgender specifically, 

it’s very difficult for me to connect. At least 

for who I am, it’s very difficult to connect 

with males emotionally as well as socially, 

because it always feels like a façade. I 

have to fake being this thing that they’ve –

that they portray. It’s very weird to me. 

Socially, it’s very confusing.  

Traditionally, service members forge strong and 

lasting relationships based on deep knowledge of one 

another, but many transgender subjects felt unable to 

take this risk in light of the professional ramifications: 

Yes, like my actual friends that aren’t in 

my unit, that know that I’m trans and 

they’re fully accepting and they use male 

pronouns when they’re addressing me, 

and it’s great. But I was kind of surprised 

to find that—how many people in the 

military are actually accepting of it. But no 

one in my unit knows about it, because I 

don’t want to risk that. 

FTM, Enlisted Marine, “Xavier” 

“Olivia,” a transgender female Naval officer 

described her lack of connectedness at work: 

I don’t hang out with anybody at work. 

Nobody at work knows who I hang out 

with. It’s very much two separate lives. For 

work it’s basically go to work, eat, sleep, 

go back to work. And then the personal life 

is personal life, eat, sleep, personal life. 

And for the sake of staying in the military 

at least until my contract is up, that 

situation has to remain intact. 

Some subjects, such as “Michelle” and “Alan,” took 

great risks to try to connect with others by revealing 

their gender identity: 

It really didn’t change the relationship a 

lot. We—it made it closer, yeah. She 

accepted it immediately. It wasn’t—she no 

longer saw me as male; she always saw 

me as female. We shared experiences in 

troubled times like a female would to 

another female. She did some of that 

before, but even more afterward. 

MTF Navy enlisted, “Michelle” 

My best friend at the time was also my 

roommate. I told her. She was like, “Well, 

you’re still [“Alan”]. Let’s go. Let me know 

if there’s anything I can do for you.” And 

it’s been that way with every single friend 

since her. Every time I expect to go to the 

doctor and they say something about my 

voice or my hairy legs or whatever, and 

that has just – it’s never been the case. 

I’ve had people – one doctor actually 

commented, pulled me to the side and told 

me he knew what I was doing and said 

“Congratulations and good luck on my 

journey.” So, it’s just – that’s what I’ve 

been met with. I just take it that I’m a 

blessed person. I try to do good in this 

world and I’ve gotten nothing but good 

back. So, I don’t know. That’s been my 

journey. And I know that’s not a lot of 

people’s journeys, but it’s been mine. 

FTM, officer candidate, “Alan” 

When transgender service members were able to 

develop close connections to others within their units, 

the positive impact it had on their lives was evident: 

Q: So when you’re in the group shower 

with the other women, when they turn 

around they’re just acknowledging that 

you are a male. 

R: Right, they’re doing it out of respect. 

Q: And how does that make you feel? 

R: Good, good. They’re amazing. They’re 

amazing. It’s completely amazing.  

FTM, Army Reserve enlisted, “G.I. Joe” 

Life as a transgender man, this is my 

eighth month perhaps, soon to be ninth 

month on HRT and transitioning and 

letting people know. It has been a 

ridiculously uneventful event in my life. 

Apparently I was not the most feminine 
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person in the world to begin with and 

apparently I had many characteristics that 

my friends and family deemed masculine. 

So there was no great surprise to anyone. 

I expected a lot of rejection and a lot of 

backlash. I just expected to be lonely in a 

corner just being miserable. And I have 

not met one person yet I don’t think – I 

haven’t lost a friend yet. I haven’t gotten 

one adverse reaction yet. The strongest 

reaction I’ve gotten is from my 

mother…she is doing her darnedest to 

cope and to deal. But that’s about it. So 

my life has been pretty great, pretty 

superb, uneventful, which is a good thing 

in a transperson’s life. It’s been great. 

FTM, officer candidate, “Alan” 

IV. DISCUSSION 

The data from this sample came from across the 

branches of military service, across the enlisted/officer 

rank continuum as well as from both active-duty and 

National Guard/reserve components. With only 

fourteen subjects in our sample, we cannot reliable 

concluded that our analysis definitively answers the 

question of what it is like to be a transgender officer or 

non-commissioned officer in any one of the service 

components. What is evident in the preceding analysis 

is a difference between the autonomy of members who 

serve on active duty where they are within the 

organizational context continuously (even on leave) 

and those who are serving in a part-time capacity as a 

National Guardsman or a reservist. These domains 

differ in their implications for privacy and the 

presentation of self. 

For those on active duty, there is an implicit 

understanding and expectation that a person is “on 

duty 24x7.” For guardsmen and reservists, although the 

same holds true while serving on orders, the latent 

expectations differ. There is an acknowledgement of 

the citizen-soldier relationship with deference given to 

the inherent privacy and rights of one who exists as a 

citizen. Although this right to privacy and right of free 

expression are often surrendered by those in uniform, 

the act of surrendering is seen as more temporary for 

the reservists and guardsmen as opposed to those who 

serve on active duty. This latter group is generally 

perceived to have indefinitely surrendered these 

privacy and expression rights because of the perceived 

indefiniteness of one’s service commitment, even if 

finite.  

With such perceptive differences between these two 

domains, at least what our limited insight through the 

sample of subjects has revealed, is a more open 

acceptance of differences and heterogeneity of 

expression in the reserve and Guard components as 

opposed to that of active duty where homogeneity is an 

expressed organizational desideratum. 

V. CONCLUSION 

The 2011 repeal of the US military’s ban on open 

homosexual service was a major move towards 

creating a more inclusive environment for its members. 

However, the repeal failed to address transgender 

service members. Since repeal, the United States has 

continued to follow a similar pattern set by many other 

countries that first allowed openly gay service and only 

years later opened the doors to transgender service. In 

January 2013, the US military relaxed the gender 

restrictions on direct ground combat for female service 

members, signaling a willingness to disconnect duty 

performance from gender [51]. Additionally, recent and 

pending changes to the DSM and ICD give rise to the 

notions that it is increasingly less of a question of 

whether the military should alter existing policies to 

further integrate its transgender members into its 

culture, but rather how to do so and on what timeline. 

The data for this study provided strong evidence 

that transgender service members, like all human 

beings, have very real needs for autonomy 

competence, and relatedness. The study is also among 

the first to demonstrate how these needs are met by 

transgender service members who desire to serve in 

the U.S. armed forces, but must do so in secret. The 

subjects of this study consistently articulated a desire 

for the same opportunities to meet competence needs 

as their non-transgender counterparts, but often had 

difficulty meeting relatedness and autonomy needs due 

to their inability to share the truth of their transgender 

identity with their colleagues.  

The structure of this study made duty performance 

very difficult to assess by virtue of a small sample of 

self-reported data. However, sufficient evidence is 

beginning to emerge from studies of foreign militaries 

indicating the integration of openly transgender service 

members has yielded no negative effects on 

operational effectiveness or military readiness [52]. 

Transgender service members’ motivation to serve is 

indistinguishable from all other classes of service 

members. They simply want to feel integrated and 

whole, but find it difficult to do so under existing 
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policies. Although the military still regards gender as a 

rigid binary construct, the evolving medical and societal 

understanding indicates it is far more complex than 

previously regarded. Until a shift in both thinking and 

policy transpires, the choice for transgender men and 

women to serve in the US armed forces remains a 

choice to be purple in a black and white world.  
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