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Veteran Suicide Prevention

In September 2021, Rajeev Ramchand, 
codirector of the RAND Epstein Family 
Veterans Policy Research Institute, 

presented testimony before the House 
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/CTA1363-1

5

The Information 
Warfighter 
Exercise 
Wargame

One to two times a 
year, the Marine Corps 
Information Operations 
Center (MCIOC) 
conducts an Information 
Warfighter Exercise—an 
event designed to provide 
training on operations 
in the information 
environment. MCIOC 
asked RAND to help 
develop a structured 
wargame for the exercise. 
This tool contains the 
ruleset developed, play- 
tested, and implemented 
during the 2020 cycle.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/TLA495-1

3 In Search of 
a Durable 
Solution  
for Refugees

There are more than  
30 million refugees 
around the world. A new 
RAND analysis finds 
that only one-third of 
displaced people return 
home after ten years. 
What can governments, 
donors, and international 
organizations do to 
facilitate safe long-term 
solutions for refugees and 
promote the well-being 
of both refugees and the 
countries that host them?

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/RRA1327-1

4Defunding 
Prisons Rather 
Than Defunding 
the Police

The incarceration 
rate in the U.S. fell to a 
historic low prior to the 
pandemic, and concerns 
about transmission of the 
virus only accelerated 
this decline. The same 
trend has played out 
in juvenile detention 
centers, with the same 
result: empty beds in 
expensive correctional 
facilities. Why not 
redirect billions of 
dollars toward education, 
job training, and other 
community services—
and shift resources away 
from prisons, juvenile 
detention centers,  
and jails?

MORE AT
www.rand.org/
b210809prisons

2Mitigating 
Climate Change 
Is an Issue of 
Equity

In this video, Benjamin 
Preston, director of the 
Community Health 
and Environmental 
Policy program at 
RAND, describes areas 
where climate change 
and equity intersect, 
which communities 
are affected most by 
a changing climate, 
and the importance of 
considering issues of 
equity when developing 
climate change 
interventions.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/v210826
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Research
Briefly
Strategies to Create a More 
Diverse and Inclusive U.S. 
Coast Guard 
The U.S. Coast Guard needs to strengthen every rung of its 
career ladder to help more women and minorities make it to 
the upper ranks. A recent RAND study notes that will require 
years of sustained effort.

More than a quarter of the Coast Guard’s seaman recruits, 
its lowest rank, are racial or ethnic minorities; 14 percent are 
women. Their numbers fall as rank increases. Just six women 
and four minorities are flag officers.

The Coast Guard’s Office of Diversity and Inclusion asked 
RAND to identify barriers that underrepresented minori-
ties—its term for women and racial or ethnic minorities—face 
at every step of their careers. Researchers with the Homeland 
Security Operational Analysis Center at RAND reviewed 
administrative data, interviewed Coast Guard leaders and 
experts, and surveyed all active-duty members. They also 
convened focus groups to hear directly from underrepre-
sented minority members.

They found that change needs to start with recruitment—
with more outreach to underrepresented communities and 
recruiting goals based on population benchmarks. Once in 
uniform, minorities are underrepresented in operational and 
command positions, the researchers found. Women and Black 
members also have lower retention rates, further limiting the 
pool of potential senior leaders.

The researchers provided 40 recommendations to help 
the Coast Guard remedy “systemic challenges across all 
stages of the career life-cycle.” Those included the creation 
of a dedicated Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion to 
measure the Coast Guard’s progress on those 40 recommen-
dations going forward. The Coast Guard promotes its senior 
leaders from within, the researchers noted—which means 
improving its diversity numbers at the top requires starting 
at the bottom.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/RRA362-2

Military Bases in the Era of Climate Change 
Heavy winds, wildfires, and rising seas could threaten doz-
ens of U.S. Air and Space Force bases in the coming years, a 
RAND analysis has found. Existing strategies to build resil-
ience might not be enough. 

The Department of the Air Force has historically relied on 
each individual base to assess its own hazard risks and 
respond. But heading into a future of unprecedented climate 

uncertainty, it also needs 
to take more of a big- 
picture view to prioritize 
its investments and pro-
tect its overall operations.

Researchers mapped  
active-duty  Air and Space 
Force bases and then 
overlaid data on known 
and projected risks from 
natural hazards. They 
found that ten coastal 
bases are at risk from sea-

level rise. Around 30 bases are located in high-wind zones. 
Few bases face a high danger of wildfire—but the research-
ers cautioned that a fire even in the vicinity of a base could 
cut its power supply.

The Department of the Air Force should improve its f lood-
hazard maps and update its building standards to ensure 
its bases are ready for extreme weather. It also should 
work with the communities where it has bases to keep the 
power on and the roads clear when disaster hits. Natural 
hazards don’t stop at base perimeters, the researchers 
noted; neither should planning efforts.

More generally, the Department of the Air Force cannot af-
ford to take a base-by-base approach to building resilience. 
It needs to make decisions on where and how to invest to 
protect its overall operations, and those decisions can only 
be made well with the entire Air and Space Force enterprise 
in view. The analysis by RAND Project AIR FORCE provides 
a first look at that bigger picture, to help the air and space 
forces prepare for an uncertain future.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/RRA523-1
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Damage caused by Hurricane Michael 
on Tyndall Air Force Base, Florida, 

October 16, 2018
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Disability Evaluation 
and Management in 
the U.S. Military 
Two decades of war in Iraq and Afghanistan reshaped 
the Pentagon’s approach to “invisible wounds” like 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and traumatic 
brain injury (TBI). Researchers at RAND analyzed 
how policies evolved over time, and what those 
changes meant for the men and women recovering 
from those invisible wounds.

Media reports, and then congressional and 
military investigations, focused public attention 
on the psychological toll the wars were having. 
The Pentagon overhauled how it evaluated service 
members for disability, improved its screening of 
brain injuries and PTSD, and urged service members 
to get help if they needed it.

As a consequence of those policy changes, service 
members were more likely to receive a medical 
discharge for an invisible wound as the wars ground 
on. Around one in six service members diagnosed 
with PTSD in 2002 received a medical discharge, for 
example. By 2015, the number was closer to one in 
three. Medical discharges for TBI increased from  
7 percent of those diagnosed in 2002 to 18 percent  
in 2015.

Legislation passed in 2007 required the Department 
of Defense to establish a policy giving service mem-
bers with mental disorders from traumatic stress a 
minimum disability rating of 50 percent. Before 2008, 
fewer than half of all service members with a PTSD 
disability rating received an overall disability rating 
above 40 percent. After 2008, almost all service mem-
bers with a PTSD disability rating had a total disabil-
ity rating of 50 percent or more, which corresponds to 
a significant increase in benefits.

The Military Health System’s Psychological Health 
Center of Excellence sponsored the study. Going for-
ward, researchers wrote, the Pentagon should evalu-
ate the effects of policies as they are implemented to 
make sure service members with invisible wounds get 
the care and support they need.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/RR3173
www.rand.org/t/RR3174
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The Q & A

A Tradition 
of Service

Jonathan Wong was about to graduate from boot camp 
as a U.S. Marine on the morning of Sept. 11, 2001. Joslyn 
Fleming was a midshipman at the U.S. Naval Academy.

In the years that followed, Wong deployed twice to Iraq—first 
as a reservist sent in with the initial invasion, later as an 
officer—and served another tour on a ship off Japan. Fleming 
also landed in Iraq with the Marines, where she led combat 
resupply missions, then served in Africa on the ship that 
rescued Richard Phillips, the captured mariner better known 
as Captain Phillips. She’s now a lieutenant colonel in the 
Marine Corps Reserves.

Both later came to Washington, D.C.—Fleming as a legislative 
aide for the Marines, Wong as a manpower planner—and 
both came to see policy work as another way to serve. 
Fleming joined RAND as a defense policy researcher in 2014. 
That same year, Wong arrived as a student at the Pardee 
RAND Graduate School. He now also works as a researcher at 
RAND with a focus on defense policy.

Q: What made you want to join 
the Marines?

Fleming: I come from a long history of 
military service in my family. Both of my 
grandfathers retired as Navy captains; my 
dad retired as a Marine Corps colonel. So 
service has always been something that’s 
very important in our family, and it just 
called to me.

Wong: My dad’s side of the family came to 
the United States in the 1950s, after China 
fell to the communists. My grandfather had 
been in the Chinese army and had worked 
with a lot of Americans. He came to Santa 

Monica and opened a restaurant; my fa-
ther’s generation had average, American, 
white-collar jobs. The country treated 
my family so well, and I wanted to give 
back—and, much like Joslyn, I thought 
military service was the way to do it.

So what inspired you to become 
a researcher?

Wong: There were a few experiences 
I had that made me start to ask deeper 
questions, the kinds of questions that 
RAND works on. One was seeing the de-
bate over weapons of mass destruction in 

Iraq go so sideways. In my first deployment, 
it was just a fact that we would be attacked 
with chemical weapons. We got an alert one 
time, and as I was pulling on my gas mask, I 
kept thinking, ‘Yeah, there’s a decent chance 
that I’m going to die a pretty miserable 
death in the next 30 minutes.’ We all know 
now that wasn’t the case.

And then, in my last tour in Iraq, I kept 
seeing all this equipment just being thrown 
into burn pits or crushed and destroyed. It 
cost less to destroy it in place than to send 
it home. This is hundreds of millions of dol-
lars of equipment. I was really disquieted 
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by that, by the amount of money that we 
were just torching in Iraq. I wanted to know 
whether there were better answers.

Fleming: I was working for the Marines 
on Capitol Hill, and my questions were 
similar to those that Jon referenced. I saw 
these problems that the Marines were 
experiencing—that I experienced—and I 
saw RAND as a bridge between them and 
the policymakers on Capitol Hill. I saw an 
opportunity to broaden my ability to take 
care of Marines and soldiers and sailors 
and airmen.

How has your military experience 
guided the work you do at RAND?

Fleming: I specialize in military logistics, 
but I always try to take on one or two 
projects that will have a direct impact on 
the lives of individual service members. I 
worked on a project to improve VA health 
care, and it just felt great to know we were 
really helping people. I had another project 
looking at what to do about ballistic glass 
that was delaminating from the windshields 
of military vehicles. I once had a driver 
at Camp Pendleton who had to look out 
the side window because he couldn’t see 
through the windshield.

Wong: Some of the work I do now is 
assessing strategies the military is consid-

ering—so, for example, What might an 
armed conflict with China look like? I was 
one of those young Marines who is going to 
be implementing these things, so I have this 
very visceral sense that some poor lieuten-
ant at the end of all this is going to have 
to put it all together and make it work. We 
have to do our best work up-front to give 
him or her the best chance of coming home 
alive. That really drives the work I do here.

Fleming: That’s a great point, Jon. 
Marines like to say, once a Marine, always 
a Marine. I still feel this overwhelming com-
mitment to get it right for those Marines 
and other service members, to always 
remember whom these policies are going 
to impact.

Do you have any examples where 
your experience is making  
a difference?

Wong: We did a study several years ago 
helping the Marines think through how 
they could integrate women into infantry 
units. A question came up: How would we 
know if it was working? There were no 
data, no metrics, that really captured that. 
I had served at every rank in those infantry 
units, from private to corporal; I had led 
them as a lieutenant. And so one particular 
metric I suggested was whether women 
were chosen to be fire team leaders. That’s 
a very junior position; it isn’t tracked on 
any kind of formal records. But it’s a first 
indicator that this person is valued, this 
person is considered worthy of leadership. 
I think it signaled to the Marine Corps 
leadership that, hey, there’s someone on 
this research team that knows what they’re 
talking about.

Fleming: When I first got here, we were 
doing a study to help Marines in combat 
arms specialties—infantry, artillery—trans-
late what they do onto a resume, to help 
them get post-service jobs. They brought 
me in, this brand-new analyst, because I 
could ‘speak Marine.’ There were just these 
very specific phraseologies that the Marines 
would use that they were trying to get 
across, and it was frustrating to them to not 
be understood.

What are you working on now?

Wong: Joslyn and I are coleading a proj-
ect examining the Long Range Precision 
Fires program, which is the Army’s big-

ticket program. It’s the same motivation: 
Looking at things and asking, ‘Is this really 
going to work?’

We’ve talked about how our experi-
ences drive us to help others in uniform 
or veterans, but I really also try to extend 
that to people more broadly. We do a lot 
of defense-related work at RAND, but we 
do a lot of other things as well. One of the 
things I’ve been thinking a lot about is how 
to connect the motivation I have, the skills 
I have, to other populations and groups. 
For instance, I volunteer at a nonprofit pre-
school. My kids are finishing up there, so it 
won’t affect me going forward, but I see a 
line between that motivation to help others 
and volunteering at a preschool.

Fleming: I just finished a project with 
one of our other Marine Corps colleagues, 
Jeannette Haynie. We were looking at 
the Marine Corps’ body composition 
requirements, and whether they can drive 
people toward disordered eating behaviors. 
I remember what it felt like to have to go 
stand in line at the scale.

There’s a motto over the Naval Academy 
chapel, non sibi sed patriae, “not for self, 
but for country.” It’s kind of the motto I try 
to live by. It’s why I joined the service, it’s 
why I continue to serve in the Reserves, 
and it’s why I came here to RAND. If I had 
a little Post-it note above my computer, 
it would read, ‘How does this impact the 
individual service member, and how can we 
make it better?’ 
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“If I had a little  
Post-it note above 
my computer, it 
would read, ‘How 
does this impact  
the individual 
service member,  
and how can we 
make it better?’”

JOSLYN FLEMING

“We have to do our 
best work up-front 
to give him or her 
the best chance of 
coming home alive. 
That really drives  
the work I do here.”

JONATHAN WONG

http://www.rand.org/


Commentary

How State
Critical Race 
Theory Bans

Could Trickle Down  
to the Classroom

By Julia H. Kaufman and Alice Huguet

S
tate guidance for class-
room instruction can fall 
like a negligible drop of 
water into the ocean of 
messages teachers re-

ceive. Directives about what and how 
to teach come not just from laws, after 
all, but also from district leaders, 
peers, parents, tests, and textbooks.

Critical race theory bans—which 
typically prohibit K–12 teachers from 
discussing certain race- and gender-
related topics—could prove more 
potent. In part, that’s because of 
penalties and fines lawmakers have 
attached to them. But it’s also be-
cause of weak support for civics and 
social studies instruction.

The text in these bills and other state-
level actions—passed in over a dozen 

states and counting—doesn’t overtly 
forbid teaching about slavery, segrega-
tion, race- and gender-based pay gaps, 
or other aspects of U.S. history. How-
ever, our research suggests that this 
language is not the only factor impact-
ing teachers’ decisions about what to 
teach and how to teach it. Far from it.

For example, in mathematics and 
English language arts, what to teach 
is the focus of a huge amount of 
teacher professional development 
and standardized instructional mate-
rials. Students are regularly assessed 
in those subjects, and we have found 
a growing alignment between what 
state mathematics and English lan-
guage arts standards prescribe and 
the content in teachers’ professional 
development and materials.

But it’s a different story for social 
studies, the subject area in which 
issues of racism and sexism in 
America’s past and present are most 
likely to arise. And yet many educa-
tors get no training in how to teach 
vital civic attitudes such as knowl-
edge of U.S. history and governance, 
engagement in democratic processes, 
respect for freedom and justice, 
tolerance, and open-mindedness. 
In our 2019 national survey, about 
half of elementary school teachers 
(who typically teach all subjects) and 
one-third of secondary school social 
studies teachers reported receiving 
no such training—not in their teacher 
preparation program or through their 
school’s professional development.

More than half of teachers we sur-
veyed also reported a need for better 

Julia H. Kaufman (left) and 
Alice Huguet (right) are K–12 

education policy researchers  
at RAND. Kaufman also  

codirects the RAND American 
Educator Panels.
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A version of this commentary originally 
appeared on The 74 in August 2021. 
Commentary gives RAND researchers a 
platform to convey insights based on their 
professional expertise and often on their 
peer-reviewed research and analysis.
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civics instructional materials from 
their districts or schools. Lastly, and 
perhaps most concerningly, 74 per-
cent of the elementary teachers and 
40 percent of the secondary teachers 
cited “pressure to cover other con-
tent, such as reading and mathemat-
ics” as an obstacle to supporting 
students’ civic development.

This year, teachers will face even 
more pressure to focus on mathemat-
ics and reading, given widening 
achievement disparities that have 
been documented in those subjects 
over the course of the pandemic. To 
that, add the potential blowback to 
teaching anything related to race or 
gender and inadequate guidance on 
teaching civics. Avoiding any lessons 
on the experiences of women or peo-
ple of color will be the path of least 
resistance in many schools. There 
certainly are no incentives or mes-
sages to direct teachers otherwise.

Teaching about the complex issues 
related to racism and sexism was 
rare to begin with. In Fall 2019, our 
national survey of teachers found that 
only 9 percent of elementary teach-
ers—and a little less than one-third of 
middle and high school teachers—re-
ported “drivers of inequality (on the 
basis of race, gender, class, immigra-
tion status, etc.)” as a major empha-
sis in their classroom instruction. 
Furthermore, roughly 20 percent of 
teachers reported that their district or 
school leaders had directed them to 
limit discussions about political and 
social issues in class.

In Texas, where a recently passed bill 
also proscribes student participation 
in political advocacy, one school dis-
trict canceled its Youth and Govern-

ment course elective. Even legislators 
who authored the bill indicated this 
was a “misapplication.” This example 
underscores the likely removal of any 
social studies instruction that risks 
running afoul of new prohibitions. 
Even in many states without critical 
race theory bans, school boards have 
dealt with calls for such bans from 
parents or others.

How can school systems, teachers, 
and parents avoid purging their 
school’s curriculum of anything 
related to historical and modern-day 
experiences with racial or gender 
inequality? First, school leaders 
and educators should know what, 
specifically, is stated in their state 
bills. Despite all the challenges that 
COVID-19 has raised, school systems 
should set aside time for discussions 
that unpack the text of legislation 
and talk about its implications. By 
understanding what is in the bills, 
schools can assure parents that they 
are addressing equity-related topics 
without violating the law.

Relatedly, schools should not shy 
away from providing educators with 
examples of curriculum materials 
and lessons that address these issues, 
including ample professional learn-
ing. If at all possible, school systems 

in states where these bills passed 
should consider collaborating to 
establish common guidelines for ad-
dressing important race- and gender-
related historical events and topics in 
K–12 classrooms. A united, thought-
ful, and reflective statement from 
multiple school districts about their 
commitment to addressing these 
topics could quell parent concerns 
and provide much-needed guidance 
to educators on what to teach. Learn 
from History (learnfromhistory.org) 
—a recently formed coalition of par-
ents, students, teachers, school sys-
tem leaders, and community mem-
bers—provides some useful guidance 
for these kinds of statements through 
its school system toolkit.

In states where these bills have 
passed or are being considered, 
departments of education should 
support schools by opening lines 
of communication on these issues. 
State-provided workshops with guid-
ance for teaching about equity, race, 
and gender could reduce the burden 
on school staff for doing this work all 
on their own. In addition, a hotline 
for educators to call to get quick 
feedback about providing particular 
courses or textbooks would be a use-
ful resource.

Finally, policymakers and parents 
should keep in mind that open, re-
spectful discussions about topics that 
some might construe as controversial 
are regarded by many scholars as an 
essential ingredient to supporting 
students’ civic development. Dis-
cussing racism and sexism in a safe 
environment is crucial for students 
to become active, knowledgeable 
citizens in our democracy. EV
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and sexism in a safe 

environment is crucial 

for students to become 

active, knowledgeable 

citizens in our 

democracy.
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in the 
U.S. Military

A FOCUS ON THE RESEARCH OF  
Joie D. Acosta, Matthew Chinman, and Amy L. Shearer

Sexual 
Violence

By Doug Irving, Staff Writer
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She looked up from her written testimony and fixed 
her eyes on the U.S. senators seated in front of her. 
“Sexual assault and trauma have deep and broad roots 
in the military,” she said. 

“Let’s not just pluck a few leaves and trim the branch. 
Let’s deal with this from the roots.

“Please make it stop.”

For years now, researchers at RAND have documented 
the enormous toll that sexual harassment and assault 
have on the men and women of the U.S. military. In  
a recent report, they laid out a point-by-point strategy 
to prevent it, to take it out by the roots. Their main 
message: The military needs to do more, do it better, 
and do it now.

BriGette McCoy paused to steady 
her breath. She had spent years 
hiding the scars of what happened 
to her in the U.S. Army. Her own 
family members didn’t know about 
the groping, the leering jokes, the 
two rapes she survived before  
she turned 20. But someone had to 
put a face on the problem, and she 
had decided that someone was 
going to be her.

“Please 
make it 
stop.”

BriGette McCoy, former specialist in the U.S. Army, pauses as she testifies  
before a Senate Committee on Armed Services, Subcommittee on Personnel, 
hearing on sexual assault in the military in March 2013. 
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“These people are supposed to be your brothers and 
sisters; we’re supposed to have each others’ backs,” 
said McCoy, whose dream of an Army career disinte-
grated amid the unrelenting abuse she suffered. “If we 
can’t have each others’ backs, then that’s a national 
security issue. It makes our nation weaker.”

The prevalence of 
assault and harassment
In the spring of 2020, a young Army specialist, Van-
essa Guillén, disappeared. Her body was found weeks 
later in a shallow grave outside Fort Hood, in Texas. 
Her killing drew national attention to the problem 
of sexual violence in the military; she had reported 
harassment twice before her death. Investigators later 
described a “toxic culture” at Fort Hood, a “definitive 
lack of leadership.” Several soldiers told the investiga-
tors they felt safer in Afghanistan.

Fort Hood was the headline, but it was not the whole 
story. A 2018 survey of service members found that 
more than 20,000 had been sexually assaulted in  
the past year—6.2 percent of all military women,  
and 0.7 percent of military men. Tens of thousands 
more had been subjected to sexual harassment. Most 
never filed an official report, often because they 
feared retaliation or doubted their report would be 
taken seriously.

Research at RAND has shown that almost half of 
military sexual assaults target lesbian, gay, or bisexual 
service members. It has identified ships and bases 
with disproportionate rates of sexual violence—
among them, Fort Hood. One recent RAND study cal-
culated that 8,000 service members left the military in 
a 28-month period after they were sexually harassed, 
over and above usual attrition. Around 2,000 more left 
after an assault.

BriGette McCoy had no other options. She ended her 
Army career in 1991—terrified, she told members of 
the Senate Armed Services Committee, that she would 
have to continue working with her higher-ranking 
abuser if she did not. She came home, struggled with 
homelessness and suicidal thoughts, and fought for 
years to get help from the VA. She still can’t sit in the 
aisle seat of an airplane because she doesn’t want 
people brushing against her.

“It permeates everything. It’s like ink in water,” she 
says now. “Where I live is an accommodation.  
What I drive is an accommodation. What I wear is an  
accommodation. This is what I need to do to make 
sure that I’m comfortable and that I feel safe.”

Prevention capabilities 
are wanting
Earlier this year, Defense Secretary Lloyd J. Austin 
III called for immediate action to combat what he 
described as the “persistent and corrosive” problem 
of sexual violence in the military. “We’ve been 
working at this for a long time in earnest,” he said, 
“but we haven’t gotten it right.” RAND’s report, 
pulling together lessons and strategies from nearly 
two dozen RAND studies, began as a memo to Austin 
to help strengthen those efforts.

The military has worked hard in recent years to raise 
awareness about the problem, researchers noted. 
But it now needs to take a big step forward, making 
investments and changing the culture in ways that 
will prevent it.

“It reminds me of the 1980s, when we were still doing 
‘Just Say No,’ thinking that awareness was going to be 
enough to stop kids from using drugs,” said Matthew 
Chinman, a senior behavioral scientist at RAND  
who codeveloped Getting to Outcomes, a guide to help 
military bases implement more-effective prevention 
programs. “Then we learned that you need more ro-
bust programs and trainings and staff to make it hap-
pen. The military is still in the early stages of figuring 
out what it’s going to take.”

There are good prevention programs out there—train-
ings that walk people through how to intervene or teach 
them how to foster a protective environment. The mili-
tary, instead, too often uses PowerPoint presentations  
to get the message across.

Among the service branches, only the Air Force has 
full-time professionals overseeing its prevention 
programs. The rest rotate people in and out, often with 
little training and little time to make a difference. The 
military also has no way to track allegations of harass-
ment or misconduct that don’t rise to the level of an 
official complaint, which could help it see patterns 
before they escalate. 

Advocates have pushed the Pentagon for years to 
improve its handling, and criminal prosecution, of 
sexual assault and harassment cases, with some suc-
cess. The Army, for example, plans to create special 
centers on several bases to bring together victim 
advocates, investigators, and prosecutors. But RAND’s 
recommendations look further upstream, at what 
the military can do to create a safe environment long 
before investigators and prosecutors are needed. 

“Military leaders are taking steps, but they really need 
to think big, to shift from a deterrence mindset to 
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prevention,” said Joie Acosta, a senior behavioral and 
social scientist who coauthored RAND’s recent report 
on strategies to prevent sexual assault and harassment 
in the military. “If someone is harassing people, even 
at a low level, they need to be able to take a look and 
say, ‘This is a pattern of behavior that we need to be 
concerned about.’ They can’t wait until that person is 
in the red zone to intervene.”

Getting at the roots
The military should hire a full-time workforce of 
professionals whose sole focus is preventing sexual 
assault and harassment, researchers concluded. It 
needs better data, more options for reporting miscon-
duct, and a commitment to set the tone from leaders 
up and down the chain of command. It needs to focus 
on what RAND’s report describes as “bold action” to 
finally change the numbers.

A special commission established by Defense Secre-
tary Austin came to some of the same conclusions. Its 
report, released earlier this year, makes more than  
80 recommendations covering everything from 
military culture to victim care to building a full-time 
prevention workforce. Its title: Hard Truths and the 
Duty to Change.

The work continues at RAND as well. Researchers 
are helping the military develop ways to measure the 
climate of individual units and commands, a step to-
ward better understanding and addressing risk. They 
also recently analyzed service member reports of 
common harassment behaviors, such as sexual jokes 
and insults, to help tailor prevention efforts.

BriGette McCoy is optimistic—cautiously optimistic, 
she’s quick to clarify—that this time might be dif-
ferent. That’s not because of any Pentagon report or 
promise to change, but because of what she hears 
from other women in the military. They’re organized, 
they’re telling their stories, they’re keeping the issue at 
the forefront of the national conversation.

“Women are moving up the ranks; they’re being voted 
into office,” she said. “And when they get there, they’re 
not just going to cut some leaves and say, oh, we fixed 
the tree.” 

service 
members 

left the military in a 
28-month period after 
they were sexually 
harassed, over and 
above usual attrition. 

more  
left after 

an assault.

8,000 

2,000 Countering Sexual Assault and Sexual 
Harassment in the U.S. Military: 
Lessons from RAND Research is 

available for free download at www.
rand.org/t/RRA1318-1

BriGette McCoy is now the 
chief executive of Women 
Veteran Social Justice 
Network, an organization 
she founded to connect and 
empower fellow women who 
served. The Congressional 
Medal of Honor Society 
recognized her organization 
last year with its Community 
Service Hero Award.
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Advances 
in Care for 

Veterans
By Doug Irving, Staff Writer

A FOCUS ON THE RESEARCH OF  
Carrie M. Farmer and Lu Dong

Spencer Milo scrambled to his feet in the 
smoke and dust, his training and adrenaline 
taking over. He had seen the suicide bomber, 
a teenage boy, maybe 15, coming toward his 

platoon in the split second before the blast slammed 
him to the ground. Now he was on the radio, calling 
for help for his injured teammates, shaking off the 
stars flicking through his own vision.

He had shrapnel in his face, an injured back. It wasn’t 
until much later, after the adrenaline had worn off, 
that he started to notice other symptoms. He felt 
sick to his stomach. He found himself searching for 
words. “Here we go again,” he thought. He knew 
what he was up against.

He describes it now as a combat concussion. His 
doctors would call it a traumatic brain injury, a TBI. 
It was a signature wound of the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan—yet there was never a consistent 

“Having a plan, 

having that 

kind of hope—

honestly, that’s 

one of the 

biggest reasons 

I’m still here.”
SPENCER MILO
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definition of what good TBI care should look like. 
The first time Milo experienced one in combat, years 
earlier in Iraq, his doctors misdiagnosed it as an 
incurable brain tumor.

Researchers at RAND, working with veterans and 
doctors, recently proposed a new standard of care, 
one that goes far beyond asking the right questions 
and ordering the right tests. It aims to redefine high-
quality care for veterans with a TBI or post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD). But it also could serve as a 
template for making health care more effective, 
more consistent, and more responsive for more 
patients.

That kind of care can be lifesaving, as Milo knows. 
“Having a plan, having that kind of hope—
honestly, that’s one of the biggest reasons I’m still 
here,” he said.

Spencer Milo served two combat 
tours, in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
as an airborne infantryman. He 
suffered a traumatic brain injury in 
Iraq when the truck he was riding 
in crashed while escaping from 
enemy fire. He was misdiagnosed 
but recovered, then deployed to 
Afghanistan, where he was injured 
again in a suicide bombing. 
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Millions of American service mem-
bers came home from Iraq or Af-
ghanistan with brain injuries, PTSD, 
and other invisible wounds of war. 
The care they received ranged from 
excellent to nonexistent. One study of 
veterans with probable mental health 
conditions found that fewer than 
a third received care that could be 
considered adequate.

In recent years, some of the nation’s 
top veteran health programs and 
support networks have joined forces 
to change that number. The Veteran 
Wellness Alliance, organized under 
the George W. Bush Institute, asked 
RAND to define what high-quality 
care should mean for veterans with 
a brain injury or PTSD. It wanted to 
set the bar high—for its partners, but 
also for other providers helping pa-
tients with those invisible wounds. It 
wanted to give veterans like Spencer 
Milo the best chance at recovery.

Months after the suicide attack in 
southern Afghanistan, he was getting 
two or three hours of sleep on a good 
night. He had an explosive temper, 
crushing migraines, tremors in his 
hands. He couldn’t remember asking 
his wife to marry him. He had seen 
one doctor after another, and the 
diagnosis was always the same. TBI. 
PTSD. Prognosis uncertain. He had a 
referral to a specialty program at Wal-
ter Reed National Military Medical 
Center, and he had quietly resolved 
that it would be his last.

“I was tired of being in pain,” he said. 
“I had made a conscious decision 
that either this program was going 
to work or, if it didn’t, I was done. I 
was going to take myself out of the 
equation.”

What would make the difference? 
That question fell to Carrie Farmer,  
who codirects the recently estab-
lished RAND Epstein Family Veter-
ans Policy Research Institute. Farmer 
teamed up with fellow researcher 
Lu Dong, a clinical psychologist by 
training, to investigate what makes 

some programs for veterans with TBI 
or PTSD more effective than others.

They pulled together lessons learned 
from two decades of combat in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. They reviewed 
existing clinical guidelines and in-
terviewed health care providers and 
other members of the Veteran Well-
ness Alliance. They found that the 
highest-quality care programs shared 
four key characteristics:

•  They used treatment protocols
backed by the best and latest
evidence.

•  They closely tracked patient out-
comes, and made adjustments to
keep those moving in the right
direction.

•  They were accessible—meaning
not just that they had appoint-
ments available, but that the
veterans who needed them could
afford those appointments and
could get to them.

•  They were veteran-centered—
their doctors and nurses could
talk to veterans on their own
terms and engage them and their
families in treatment decisions.

“These clinical providers that partner 
with the Veteran Wellness Alliance 
were seen as really the best in class, 
the highest quality—but without any 
way to measure that,” said Farmer, 
a senior policy researcher at RAND 
who has spent a good part of her 
career working to improve the quality 
of American health care, especially 
for veterans. “How can you replicate 
it, how can you identify other places 
that might also be providing high-
quality care, if you can’t fully define 
what these places are doing?”

Milo knew something was different 
the moment he walked into Walter 
Reed’s National Intrepid Center of 
Excellence (NICoE) for brain health. 
His case manager sat him down and 
walked him through every test and 
appointment he would have that day. 
Later, she scheduled a meeting with 

“It was the first 

time I didn’t feel 

like a number. 

I felt like I was 

in charge of my 

destiny, like I got 

to choose how 

good my care was 

going to be.”
SPENCER MILO

Defining High-Quality Care for 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder 

and Mild Traumatic Brain Injury: 
Proposed Definition and Next Steps 

for the Veteran Wellness Alliance 
is available for free download at 

www.rand.org/t/RRA337-1
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all of his doctors, so he would only 
have to tell his story once.

“They all knew my name,” he said. 
“They weren’t just looking at my chest 
to see my name tag and then, ‘Oh, 
hi, Milo.’ It was the first time I didn’t 
feel like a number. I felt like I was 
in charge of my destiny, like I got to 
choose how good my care was going 
to be.”

RAND’s research team is now work-
ing to expand its definition of high-
quality care to include depression 
and substance-use disorders. It’s also 
looking at what measures the Veteran 
Wellness Alliance can use, such as 
patient surveys or medical records, to 
ensure its current partners, and any 
future partners, meet the standard.

For now, that standard is focused on 
getting veterans the care they need. 
But there’s no reason it couldn’t be 
repurposed and reworked to ensure 
high-quality care for other patient 
populations with other health needs. 
The same principles apply: Care 
should be accessible, evidence-based, 
data-driven, and patient-centered.

Care should 

be accessible, 

evidence-based, 

data-driven, 

and patient-

centered.

“For the end user—the consumer, the 
veteran, the military family—health 
care can be a very, very confusing 
marketplace of choices,” said Mat-
thew Amidon, the director of the 
Military Service Initiative at the 
George W. Bush Presidential Center. 
“This is really the first consistent and 
clear definition of the level of care 
they should expect.”

Spencer Milo still gets migraines, 
but he can see them coming, and he 
knows how to treat them. He over-
sees veteran programs and strategic 
development at the Marcus Institute 
for Brain Health at the University of 
Colorado, a program modeled after 
the NICoE for veterans, and part of 
the Veteran Wellness Alliance. He 
credits his four weeks in the Walter 
Reed program—the physical therapy, 
speech therapy, even K-9 therapy 
with a service dog named Nemo—
with pulling him back from the edge.

He describes himself these days as 
a soccer dad. He re-proposed to his 
wife, this time with an audience, in 
New York City, as he accepted the 
Moral Courage Award from a veteran 

mental-health organization called 
Headstrong. He recently graduated 
from an executive MBA program; 
his final grade-point average was a 
perfect 4.0.

“You have to be your own best advo-
cate,” he tells other injured veterans 
he meets through support organiza-
tions and volunteer events. “If you 
want the best, top-tier-quality care, 
you’re going to have to look for it. A 
traumatic brain injury sounds scary, 
and it can be—but that doesn’t mean 
you can’t recover from it.” 

Left: Spencer Milo works on his balance during a 
physical therapy session at the Marcus Institute 
for Brain Health at the University of Colorado. 
Above: Milo with his two children. “I try really 
hard to just be a soccer dad,” he says.
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Army 
Enlistment 

Waivers
in the Age of Marijuana Legalization

By Doug Irving, Staff Writer

R
ecruits who make it into the U.S. 
Army despite low-level histories 
of marijuana use perform no 
worse, overall, than other soldiers. 
That should be welcome news in 

recruiting offices nationwide. More than half of 
all new recruits come from states where mari-
juana is now legal, at least for medicinal use.

The Army’s rules have not changed. Marijuana 
use is still a disqualifying offense for anyone 
hoping to join up. But those who have left it in 
the past can ask for a waiver, just like recruits 
who have diabetes, chronic insomnia, or bun-
ions on their feet. Researchers at RAND wanted 
to know, How do those waivered recruits actu-
ally perform once they get into uniform?

They looked at thousands of soldiers who 
enlisted despite past marijuana use and other 

A FOCUS ON THE RESEARCH OF  
Beth J. Asch, Michael L. Hansen, 

Rosanna Smart, David Knapp, and Daniel Schwam

disqualifying marks on their records, such as 
depression or anxiety disorders. They found no 
evidence that those recruits were riskier across 
the board than any others. The Army could  
tighten up its policy on waivers, they concluded—
but, for the most part, it works.

“When people hear ‘waivers,’ they sometimes 
think the Army is letting people in who really 
shouldn’t be there,” said Michael Hansen, the 
associate director of RAND Arroyo Center, 
the Army’s sole federally funded research and 
development center for studies and analysis. 
“The strongest message of our report is that 
using waivers has nothing to do with changing 
quality standards.”

When waivers make the news, they’re often 
portrayed as free passes handed out by an Army 
desperate to fill its ranks with anyone it can get. 
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“Smoked pot? Want to go to war? No prob-
lem,” one news story quipped. Policymakers 
have worried that waivers will weaken the 
armed forces; studies have found that even 
fellow soldiers think waivered recruits are of 
lower quality.

But to get a waiver, recruits have to convince 
the Army that they’re a good bet to succeed de-
spite whatever checked box has held them up. 
That means more scrutiny, not less—a review 
process that often takes months to complete.

Without waivers, people with even mild 
depression or anxiety disorders—several 
million Americans between the ages of 18 
and 25—could not join the Army. Nor could 
anyone treated as a teenager for attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 

which affects nearly 10 percent of children. 
A failed drug test for marijuana, or a single 
conviction for possession, would also screen 
people out. That would block the roughly 
one-third of American 18-year-olds who say 
they have used marijuana at least once in the 
past year. 

Researchers looked at data from every re-
cruit who joined the regular Army between 
2001 and 2012. They could see which of those 
recruits needed waivers; they could also search 
the data for specific references to marijuana or 
behavioral health problems. Then they pulled 
in personnel records to see how those recruits 
performed through their first term in the Army.

They found that around 15 percent of recruits 
needed some kind of waiver to get in, most 

An Empirical 
Assessment of 
the U.S. Army’s 
Enlistment Waiver 
Policies: An 
Examination in 
Light of Emerging 
Societal Trends in 
Behavioral Health 
and the Legaliza-
tion of Marijuana 
is available for free 
download at www.
rand.org/t/RR4431
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often for health reasons. Fewer than 1 percent 
had a history of marijuana use or possession, 
depression, anxiety, or ADHD. As a group, 
those recruits were not across-the-board 
riskier than any other recruits. By one key 
measure, reenlistment, they performed almost 
exactly the same.

When waivered recruits did get into trouble, 
it was often because of what they had been 
waivered for in the first place. Recruits who 
came in with a misdemeanor history of mari-
juana possession were somewhat more likely 
to go out on a drug charge. Recruits with a 
history of depression were more likely to get 
red-flagged for psychiatric limitations.

But those same recruits tended to perform 
better than average in other areas, often bal-
ancing out the negatives. Recruits with a his-
tory of marijuana were just as likely as other 
recruits to complete their first term and make 
sergeant, and they were less likely to leave 
the Army for health or performance reasons. 
Recruits with a history of ADHD were more 
likely to have health problems in the Army, 
but less likely to get court-martialed.

“This is really an open area for more think-
ing about the military’s approach to people 
with these issues in their backgrounds,” said 
Beth Asch, a senior economist at RAND who 
specializes in military recruiting and led the 
project. “It’s gratifying that we can now start 
bringing to bear some analysis on a topic that 
needs much more investigation.”

RAND’s study was the first to use the gigabytes 
of data the Army collects as it works through 
waiver requests, providing an unprecedented 

look at how waivered recruits perform across 
outcomes. It identified three recruit character-
istics that seemed to protect against bad out-
comes. Recruits who were older, scored higher 
on aptitude tests, and had at least a high school 
diploma did better on almost every outcome. 
Older recruits with a history of marijuana use, 
for example, were less likely than average to get 
kicked out for misconduct.

The Army has made good use of waivers to 
bring in well-qualified recruits who otherwise 
could not join, the researchers concluded. 
Even if the share of recruits who need waiv-
ers were to increase 100 times over, RAND’s 
models predicted only small changes in the 
overall performance of any given accession 
cohort. But the Army could be more deliber-
ate about using waivers to bring in recruits 
with the highest chances to succeed—those 
who are older, better educated, with higher 
aptitude scores.

“There are always people with quote-unquote 
‘good’ characteristics who do poorly, and 
there are always people without those charac-
teristics who do well,” Hansen said. “There’s 
always room for improvement, but the Army 
is doing pretty well with its waivers.”

In fact, one of the major findings in RAND’s 
report has nothing to do with recruit quality. 
Where the Army really needs to improve is 
in how it talks about waivers to policymakers 
and the press. As social standards change—
around marijuana use or mental health care, 
for example—the Army should do more to 
demonstrate that waivered recruits are not 
necessarily worse recruits. 

Recruits with a history of 

marijuana were just as 

likely as other recruits to 

complete their first term 

and make sergeant, and 

they were less likely to 

leave the Army for health 

or performance reasons. 
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Giving

S
ome 4.5 million Americans served 
in the military during the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan—less than 
2 percent of the adult popula-
tion. Millions more served during 
the Gulf War, Vietnam, Korea, or 

during the periods of peace between them; 
around 325,000 still survive from World 
War II. Add them all together, and around 
7 percent of all U.S. adults have served in 
the military.

Earlier this year, RAND launched a research 
institute to serve them.

The RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy 
Research Institute builds on years of RAND 
research to address the most pressing issues 
facing veterans, their caregivers, and their 
families. It was made possible by a gener-
ous $10 million gift from Daniel J. Epstein 
through the Epstein Family Foundation.

Its purpose is to improve the lives and liveli-
hoods of American veterans. To do that, it 
brings together researchers, experts, veterans, 
and the community groups who work most 
closely with them. In addition to focusing 
research on veteran needs and issues, it also 
plans to develop tools and other resources to 
help organizations better serve veterans.

The institute recently highlighted the chal-
lenge of food insecurity among some post-
9/11 veterans, especially women. Codirector 
Rajeev Ramchand testified before the House 
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs in September 
2021 about the need for better data to track 
and prevent veteran suicides. Codirector 
Carrie Farmer has focused her research on 
ensuring high-quality care for veterans with 
post-traumatic stress disorder or traumatic 
brain injuries.

The institute released a survey in late Sep-
tember that found that 87 percent of Ameri-

can adults think the country should do more 
for its veterans. Most support tax-funded 
assistance programs for veterans, such as 
help with housing or employment. A majority 
was willing to pay at least $100 more in taxes 
to cover bonuses for veterans with service-
connected disabilities.

Researchers are also working with the 
University of Southern California (USC) 
to follow more than two dozen homeless 
veterans to identify the systemic issues they 
face and what should be done to help them. A 
$1 million gift from Daniel J. Epstein funded 
that project. The gift from the Epstein Family 
Foundation will help strengthen and expand 
the RAND-USC partnership to better inform 
efforts to help veterans.

“RAND has a strong track record of research 
and analysis on the needs of veterans and 
caregivers,” said Epstein, who served in 
the U.S. Army before founding ConAm 
Management Corporation, now one of 
the largest privately owned apartment 
development and management companies 
in the United States. “I believe that the 
collaboration among two premier research 
organizations—RAND and USC—will lead 
to solutions that address the special needs of 
our service members.”

Epstein also provided funding for a 
podcast series on RAND’s veteran research, 
“Veterans in America,” and supported a 
one-year congressional fellowship focused 
on veteran issues. The $10 million gift from 
his family foundation was part of RAND’s 
Tomorrow Demands Today fundraising 
campaign, which aims to raise $400 million. 
“It is gratifying,” Epstein said, “that my gift 
will help RAND make a positive difference 
in the lives of veterans and their families.” 

The RAND Epstein Family 
Veterans Policy Research 
Institute works to improve the 
lives of American veterans and 
their families.
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Carrie Farmer and 
Rajeev Ramchand are 
codirectors of the RAND 
Epstein Family Veterans 
Policy Research Institute, 
established in 2021 
through a generous gift 
from the Epstein Family 
Foundation.

For more about giving, visit 
campaign.rand.org
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Elevating the 
Influence of 
First Ladies First Ladies 
Around the Around the 
WorldWorld

at RANDom

By Melissa Bauman, Staff Writer

Attending the group’s second 
event in 2012 were, from 
right, second lady Hajiya 
Amina Namadi Sambo of 

Nigeria, first lady Chantal 
Yayi of Benin, former first 
lady Callista Mutharika of 

Malawi, and former UK first 
lady Cherie Blair.
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I
n many countries, 
the role of first lady 
doesn’t come with a job 
description or even a 
staff. The Global First 
Ladies Alliance—born 

at the Pardee RAND Graduate 
School as the RAND African 
First Ladies Fellowship—has 
spent more than a decade 
helping first ladies lead, 
often with the assistance of 
America’s own first ladies.

Researchers Cora Neumann 
and Gery Ryan established 
the fellowship initiative at 
RAND and in 2009 held the 
largest meeting of African first 
ladies outside the continent. 
The researchers eventually 
established GFLA as a 
nonprofit with two partners, 
Nicole Brzeski and Anita 
McBride, a former chief of staff 
to first lady Laura Bush. Ryan, 
a faculty member at Pardee 
RAND, still serves on GFLA’s 
advisory board.

GFLA works with primarily 
African first ladies to 
advance the causes they 
care about, such as gender 
equality, women’s economic 
empowerment, and maternal 
and child health. Because first 
ladies may have only a few 
assistants, GFLA acts as a back 
office, helps advocate for a 
formal office, and continues to 
operate the fellowship program 

to develop existing staff 
because “the higher you go as 
a leader, you’re only as good 
as your best advisor,” Brzeski 
said. GFLA has worked with 
45 first ladies and 150 fellows. 
Rosalynn Carter, Hillary 
Clinton, and Michelle Obama 
have participated, and GFLA 
helped Laura Bush establish 
a first ladies initiative at the 
Bush Institute.

Neumann and Brzeski point to 
a few favorite success stories: 
Sierra Leone’s Sia Nyama 
Koroma partnered with 
religious leaders and even hip-
hop artists to promote hospital 
deliveries to keep women 
from dying during childbirth. 
Namibia’s Penehupifo 
Pohamba established a first 
lady’s office, which has helped 
her successor, Monica Geingos, 
become one of Africa’s most 
visible first ladies.

Neumann, in her post-RAND 
career, has worked at, among 
other institutions, the U.S. 
Department of State and the 
World Health Organization; 
chairs GFLA; and is running 
for Congress. “There is a direct 
link,” she said, “between 
us helping formalize the 
office and the next first lady 
hitting the ground running 
and becoming incredibly 
successful. This is the model 
we want for all first ladies.” 

Sources: GFLA.org, interview with Cora Neumann and Nicole Brzeski, RAND archives
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Top: African first 
ladies, from left, Traore 

Mintou Doucoure 
of Mali, Jeannette 

Kagame of Rwanda, 
Christine Kaseba 

of Zambia, and 
Antoinette Sassou 

N’Guesso of Republic 
of Congo speak with 
former U.S. first lady 

Laura Bush, center,  
in 2012.
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