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Executive Summary 

• Based on new Pentagon data collected for the first time in history, we estimate that 
the number of currently serving transgender troops is 14,707, of whom 8,980 are in 
the Active Component, and 5,727 are in the Selected Reserve.

• The estimate of 8,980 active duty troops is an official Defense Department 
estimate, while we derived the estimate of 5,727 troops in the Selected Reserve on 
the basis of our own calculations.

• Public policy discourse typically draws on round numbers, and military leaders, 

politicians, journalists and advocates should cite 14,700 as the number of

trans gender troops in the Active Component and Selected Reserve.

• Scholars have calculated seven different estimates in recent years, all derived from 
acceptable and widely used demographic techniques.

• However, the fact that the Defense Department itself derived the new count of 
active duty transgender service members from an internal survey lends a high 
degree of confidence to the new estimate of 14,700.

• The Defense Department's estimate of 8,980 active duty trans gender troops 
includes 1,850 transgender men (who joined the military as women) and 7,129 

transgender women (who joined the military as men).1

• Our estimate of 5,727 transgender troops in the Selected Reserve includes 1,420 
transgender men (who joined the military as women) and 4,307 transgender 
women (who joined the military as men).

• Transgender troops make up 0.7% (seven-tenths of one percent) of the military

(Active Component and Selected Reserve).

• The gender breakdown of trans gender troops is 22% trans gender men (who joined 
the military as women) and 78% transgender women (who joined the military as 
men).



2 

Introduction 

In recent years, the national debate about transgender military service has included 

competing claims about the number of currently serving transgender personnel. Based on 

new Pentagon data collected for the first time in history, we estimate that the number of 

currently serving transgender troops is 14,707, of whom 8,980 are in the Active 

Component, and 5,727 are in the Selected Reserve. The estimate of 8,980 active duty 

troops is an official Defense Department estimate, while we derived the estimate of 5,727 

troops in the Selected Reserve on the basis of our own calculations. 

The national policy conversation about military service by transgender personnel has 

included frequent references to the number of currently serving troops, and scholars have 

calculated seven different estimates in recent years. Although prior estimates of the 

number of transgender service members were derived from acceptable and widely used 

demographic techniques, the fact that the Defense Department itself derived the new 

count of active duty transgender service members from an internal survey lends a high 

degree of confidence to the new estimate.  

Despite our estimate that 14,707 transgender service members serve currently, public 

policy discourse typically draws on numbers that have been rounded. Hence, our 

recommendation is that military leaders, politicians, journalists and advocates should cite 

14,700 as the number of currently serving transgender troops. 

Literature review 

In 2014, Drs. Gary Gates and Jody Herman estimated that there were 15,500 transgender 

service members in the military, including 7,300 transgender women (who joined the 

military as men but who identify as women) and 1,500 transgender men (who joined the 

military as women but who identify as men) in the Active Component, and 5,300 

transgender women and 1,400 transgender men in the Guard and Reserve.2 Their estimate 

of 15,500 has been widely cited in the national policy conversation. 

The Gates/Herman estimate depended on the assumption that the ratio of veterans to 

currently serving troops among transgender adults was the same as the ratio among all 

adults. The number of veterans and of currently serving troops were, of course, widely 

available, and Gates and Herman estimated the number of transgender veterans by 

multiplying the number of civilian transgender adults (700,000) by the percent of 

transgender survey respondents who indicated that they were veterans (approximately 

21%). Using the ratio of veterans to active duty and reserve members among all adults, 

applied to the number of transgender veterans, Gates and Herman could then solve for the 

number of active duty and reserve transgender service members.  

Gates and Herman derived their estimate at a time when the total size of the military was 

2,581,000, and they included troops who were not eligible for healthcare in their analysis. 

In a 2015 article in the New England Journal of Medicine, Aaron Belkin restricted his 

estimate to service members who were eligible for health benefits (members of the 
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Active and Selected Reserve Components, in other words), and also took into account the 

subsequent downsizing of the armed forces to reach an overall force of 2,136,779. Using 

the Gates/Herman estimate as a baseline, he calculated that there were 12,800 currently 

serving transgender troops in the military in 2015.3 

Finally, in 2016, the RAND Corporation offered five estimates of the number of currently 

serving transgender troops, ranging from a lower bound estimate of 2,150 (1,320 Active 

and 830 Selected Reserve) to a higher bound estimate of 10,790 (6,630 Active and 4,160 

Selected Reserve). To derive its lower bound estimate, RAND multiplied 0.1%—the 

percent of civilian transgender adults in California—times the size of the military. And to 

derive its higher bound estimate, RAND multiplied 0.5%—the percent of civilian 

transgender adults in Massachusetts—times the size of the military. RAND’s middle 

bound estimates were derived by integrating the general population estimates from 

California (0.1%) and Massachusetts (0.5%) in a population-weighted combination, and 

by making adjustments on the basis of the military’s gender distribution.4 

First-ever Defense Department estimate: 8,980 active duty transgender troops 

While all seven estimates of the number of transgender service members were derived 

from acceptable methodologies, RAND correctly observed their limitations: “To date, 

there have been no systematic studies of the number of transgender individuals…in the 

U.S. military. Current studies rely on clinical samples of health care service utilizers, 

nonrepresentative samples assembled in ways that are difficult to replicate, and self-

reported survey data from a number of states.” As a result, RAND concluded, “Our 

subsequent estimates must be qualified, therefore, as somewhat speculative…”5 

Given the difficulty of estimating the number of transgender troops, we were pleased to 

learn that the Defense Department included, for the first time, a question about gender 

identity on its 2016 Workplace and Gender Relations Survey of Active Duty Members 

(2016 WGRA). The Defense Department relied on surveys completed by 126,234 active 

duty personnel, but results were weighted “so findings can be generalized to the full 

population of active duty members.” 6 At the time, the military’s Active Component 

population was 1,277,989.7  

To estimate the prevalence of transgender troops in the Active Component, the 2016 

WGRA included the following question about gender identity: "Some people describe 

themselves as transgender when they experience a different gender identity from their sex 

at birth. For example, a person born into a male body, but who feels female or lives as a 

woman. Do you consider yourself to be transgender?" The response options were: 1) Yes, 

transgender, male to female; 2) Yes, transgender, female to male; 3) Yes, transgender, 

gender non-conforming; 4) No; 5) Unsure; 6) Prefer not to answer.8 

On the basis of 126,234 active duty respondents to that question, the Defense Department 

estimated that the Active Component includes 8,980 transgender service members, or 

seven-tenths of one percent of all active duty service troops, including 1,850 transgender 

men (who joined the military as women) and 7,129 transgender women (who joined the 
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military as men).9 This finding is quite close to the 2014 Gates/Herman estimate of 8,800 

active duty transgender troops, Belkin’s 2015 estimate of 7,800 active duty transgender 

troops, and RAND’s 2016 higher bound estimate of 6,630 active duty transgender 

troops.10 This consistency of findings across studies using widely divergent  

methodologies, as well as the fact that the new estimate of active duty troops is based on 

an official Defense Department survey, lend confidence to the finding. 

New estimate: 5,727 transgender members of the Selected Reserve 

Although the Defense Department’s 2016 WGRA was only administered to members of 

the Active Component, survey results can be extrapolated to estimate the number of 

transgender members of the Selected Reserve. The Defense Department reported that the 

size of the Active Component was 1,277,989, including 203,200 women (15.9%) and 

1,074,789 men (84.1%).11 As explained above, the Defense Department estimated that 

the Active Component includes 1,850 women who are transgender (serving as women 

but who identify as men, i.e. transgender men) and 7,129 men who are transgender 

(serving as men but who identify as women, i.e. transgender women). The percent of 

active duty members who are transgender men is thus 1,850 / 203,300 =.0091 (.91%) and 

the percent of active duty members who are transgender women is 7,129 / 1,074,789 

= .0066 (.66%).  

The Defense Department has reported separately that there are 808,703 members of the 

Selected Reserve, of whom 80.7% (652,623) are men and 19.3% (156,080) are women.12 

Assuming that the distribution of transgender men and women is roughly equivalent in 

the Active and Selected Reserve Components, it is possible to derive an estimate of the 

number of transgender troops in the Selected Reserve as follows. The number of 

transgender women is .0066 x 652,623 = 4,307 and the number of transgender men 

is .0091 x 156,080 = 1,420. The total number of transgender members of the Selected 

Reserve is 4,307 + 1,420 = 5,727. And, the total number of transgender troops is 8,980 

(active) + 5,727 (reserve) = 14,707. 

Limitations and additional research 

At least three sources of uncertainty should be acknowledged. First, it is possible that 

some transgender service members declined to answer the transgender question on the 

2016 WGRA affirmatively. Even though confidentiality was assured, survey data were 

collected starting just a few weeks after the lifting of the transgender ban, which had 

subjected any transgender service member who revealed his or her gender identity to 

automatic discharge. Transgender troops may not have acknowledged their gender 

identity to colleagues or commanders when the survey was administered, and they may 

have been reluctant to disclose personal information. The Defense Department should 

continue to include questions about gender identity in future surveys to determine if 

prevalence rates change over time. 

Second, this analysis assumes that the prevalence of transgender active duty and reserve 

members is equivalent, and also that the distribution of transgender men and transgender 
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women is the same in the Active and Reserve Components. If these assumptions are 

incorrect, then the estimated number of transgender members of the Selected Reserve 

may not be accurate. The Defense Department could enhance the quality of the estimate 

by surveying members of the Selected Reserve about their gender identity. 

 

Finally, the Defense Department’s data analysts scientifically weighted the results of the 

2016 WGRA so that findings could be generalized to the entire Active Component. 

Given the near impossibility of using truly randomized selection processes to construct 

samples (pools of respondents), scholars who administer surveys typically rely on 

weighting to ensure that the characteristics of their samples match key characteristics of 

underlying populations. That said, weighting is not a perfect science. 

 

Despite these qualifications, the limitations identified in this policy memo are no more 

serious than limitations associated with other surveys, both military and civilian, whose 

findings are widely accepted and reported.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Given that transgender troops were forced to serve in silence until the lifting of the 

transgender ban in 2016, their prevalence has been, until recently, impossible to assess 

directly. While prior estimates were derived from acceptable methodologies, the fact that 

the Defense Department itself derived the new count of active duty transgender troops 

from an internal survey should lend a high degree of confidence to the new estimate. 

Military leaders, politicians, journalists and advocates should now cite 14,700 as the 

number of currently serving transgender personnel. 
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