
The JASON Defense Advisory Panel (JASON), 
an independent group of scientific advisers to 
the US Department of Defense (DoD), recently 
published a report that highlighted the 
increased sophistication and cost-effectiveness 
of genome-sequencing technologies and 
recommended the creation of the necessary 
infrastructure to perform genetic research on 
military personnel1. This report is the latest 
evidence of the DoD’s increased interest in the 
use of genome-sequencing technologies to 
improve the health and effectiveness of the 
armed forces; in addition to collecting DNA 
samples for the identification of remains, the 
military performs genetic testing for sickle cell 
anaemia and glucose 6-phosphate 
dehydrogenase (G6PD) in order to protect 
at-risk individuals from specific environments 
or occupations that may trigger adverse 
effects2. Although the US military appears to 
be at the forefront of using genetic information 
in its operations, there are signs that other 
militaries are also interested in collecting 
genetic data from service members.

The potential benefits of genomic research 
may be significant, but military practices 
surrounding the use of genetic information 
have invited controversy in the past. Genetic 
tests for congenital disorders have led to the 
denial of military medical benefits to some US 
service members, prompting other military 
personnel to decline genetics tests that may 
have concrete benefits to their health and 
effectiveness3. When the DoD’s mandatory 
DNA biobank was established in 1991, its use 
was statutorily limited to the identification of 
remains. But the use of this biobank has since 
been broadened to allow the identification of 
potential suspects in some military and civilian 
criminal investigations4. Furthermore, DNA 
samples are not always destroyed when an 
individual leaves the military, so the 
repercussions of sharing genomic information 
may follow service members into civilian life5.

Efforts to further expand military use of 
genetic data for research purposes must 
therefore be viewed with some caution. 
Military personnel are an inherently vulnerable 
population from a research perspective; the 
military’s framework of obedience, although 
essential to its function, calls into question 
whether informed consent is truly voluntary in 
these circumstances6. In the United States, 
submission of a DNA sample for forensic 
purposes is mandatory upon enlistment; 

because no consent was given, these samples 
are now ineligible for research purposes. 
Genomic research must therefore be strictly 
separated from the use of genetic information 
for operational purposes, such as tailoring 
deployment to account for congenital 
environmental vulnerabilities. Use of these 
samples could be expanded for research 
purposes if consent were obtained, but 
consent would be required from each 
individual with a sample currently stored in  
the database (or from their next of kin). It is 
unclear whether this process would be more or  
less arduous than obtaining research-specific 
samples.

Preliminary data suggest that many 
veterans approve of genomic research on 
military populations, so recruitment of 
samples for research purposes might generate 
high rates of participation7. However, any 
policy on the DoD’s conduct of genomic 
research must take into account the 
institutionalized nature of the armed forces. 
Researchers should design a participation 
policy that offers no medical or professional 
disadvantage to the individual in the event of 
non-participation and makes clear the 
potential privacy implications.

In addition, genetic information may 
considerably affect perceptions of an 
individual’s health and professional capacity, 
increasing the potential for discrimination and 
stigmatization. To avoid such outcomes, the 
US Congress passed the Genetic Information 
Non-Discrimination Act of 2008 (GINA), which 
denies access to, or use of, genetic 
information by the civilian employment and 
health insurance spheres8. Although some 
DoD policies have likewise been modified to 
address the impact of genetic testing on 
health care and disability benefits, US military 
members are not covered under GINA9. 
Indeed, it is doubtful that the kind of 
information quarantine that is attempted by 
GINA would be possible in the military 
context. For service members (and their 
families), the DoD acts in the role of employer, 
medical insurer, (potential) researcher and 
social welfare provider, and it would be 
difficult (and counter-incentivized under 
current policies) to prevent genetic 
information obtained in one of these spheres 
from being used in another.

These considerations may also apply to 
social and interpersonal stigma. Research has 

shown that stigma surrounding mental health 
disorders in the military has a deleterious 
effect on the soldiers’ willingness to seek care 
for psychiatric conditions10. Similarly, the 
display of pertinent genetic information — 
such as sickle cell vulnerability — on dogtags, 
and its role in assignment and promotion 
decisions may benefit the health of the 
individual soldier1 but may also generate 
stigma and affect individual career outcomes.

To avoid such institutional and 
interpersonal discrimination, the DoD should 
maintain no direct links between genomic 
research data and information that could 
reveal individual service members’ identities 
until relevant genetic findings are ready for 
use on a military-wide basis. If actionable 
discoveries are made using these data, 
military-wide screening could be performed 
under policies that are specifically designed to 
minimize the potential for unjust outcomes.

Given the distinctive circumstances of 
military service, it is easy to see why JASON 
anticipates that genomic research may have 
particular benefits for military populations. 
Although we share their optimism, it is 
important that genomic research 
programmes within the DoD be carried out 
with careful attention to the singular ethical 
dilemmas that arise from the military’s  
unique position.
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