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ABSTRACT 

Don’t Ask Don’t Tell (DADT) was the United States’ military policy on homosexuals serving in the 

armed forces from December 21, 1993, to September 20, 2011. After extensive debate on the subject of 

homosexuals serving openly in the Armed Forces, in December 2010, a congressional bill to repeal 

DADT was enacted.  This paper explores leadership decision making leading up to and immediately 

after the repeal of DADT.  This leadership decision making process is analyzed using Kingdon’s 

Multiple Streams approach to policy change.  

INTRODUCTION 

Don’t Ask Don’t Tell (DADT) was the United States’ military policy on homosexuals serving in the 

armed forces from December 21, 1993, to September 20, 2011.  The DADT policy prohibited individual 

who “demonstrate a propensity or intent to engage in homosexual acts” from serving in the United 

States military because their presence “would create an unacceptable risk to the high standards of 

morale, good order and discipline, and unit cohesion that are the essence of military capability.”[1] 

DADT policy mandated that superiors not investigate servicemember’s sexually orientation without 

creditable evidence of homosexual conduct.  Once creditable evidence of homosexual behavior was 

discovered, the servicemember would be processed for separation from the United States military.     

FEDERAL COURTS SUPPORT OF THE DON’T ASK DON’T TELL POLICY 

The federal courts supported the DADT policy through their decisions regarding military recruiters’ 

access to university campuses.  The federal Courts of Appeal [2] and The Supreme Court [3] 

unanimously held that the federal government could withhold funding from universities, regardless of 

their nondiscrimination policies, for refusing to give access for military recruiting.  It had been argued 

that allowing military recruiters on a university’s campus compromised their ability to exercise their free 

speech rights in opposition to discrimination based on sexual orientation inherent in DADT policy.  This 

argument failed with the Courts.       

A CHANGE IN THE DON’T ASK DON’T TELL POLICY 

After extensive debate on the subject of homosexuals serving openly in the Armed Forces, in December 

2010, a congressional bill to repeal DADT was enacted.  It required that the DADT policy remain in 

place until the President, the Secretary of Defense, and the Joint Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

certified that the repeal would not harm military readiness and then for an additional 60 days.  After 

further investigation, on July 22, 2011, the certification was sent to Congress, and DADT officially 

ended on September 20, 2011.   



   

This paper explores leadership decision making leading up to and immediately after the repeal of 

DADT.  It analyzes the process using Kingdon’s [4] Multiple Streams approach to policy change.  It 

further focuses on the unique challenges associated with changing policies involving the United States’ 

Armed Forces.  Finally, an analysis of the effect of this significant policy change on operational military 

readiness is addressed.   

CONCLUSION 

The United States’ military policy of Don’t Ask Don’t Tell ended on September 20, 2011.  The debate 

on the subject of homosexuals serving openly in the Armed Forces was extensive and at times highly 

divisive.  Leadership decision making was effectively used in ultimately modifying DADT policy and 

allowing homosexuals to serve openly in the United States military.  Initial reports indicate this 

significant policy change involving Don’t Ask Don’t Tell has apparently had minimal impact, if any, on 

operational military readiness.          
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