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Department of Defense’s (DOD) efforts to maintain and improve their conditions. 
For example, 

• DOD does not reliably assess conditions, and some barracks are 
substandard. DOD assessments of conditions are unreliable. GAO 
observed barracks that pose potentially serious health and safety risks—
such as broken windows and inoperable fire systems—and that do not meet 
minimum DOD standards for privacy and configuration. Thousands of service 
members live in barracks below standards, according to officials. 
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• DOD does not have complete funding information to make informed 

decisions. For example, DOD requested about $15 billion for overall facility 
sustainment for fiscal year 2024 but could not identify how much of this total 
would be spent toward barracks. In addition, DOD did not know how much it 
spent on housing allowances for service members who would normally be 
required to live in barracks, but did not because of insufficient space or poor 
living conditions. Complete funding information would help DOD target 
improvements and provide the department with more visibility into full costs.  
 

• DOD conducts insufficient oversight. For example, DOD does not track 
information on the condition of barracks or facilitate collaboration on 
initiatives to improve barracks. Insufficient oversight hampers DOD’s ability to 
identify and address long-standing challenges in barracks conditions across 
the department.  

By developing or clarifying guidance related to these weaknesses, DOD could 
better prioritize investments in barracks to improve living conditions for service 
members and help ensure that barracks housing programs across military 
services are consistently implemented and support quality of life and readiness. 
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assessments, obtain complete funding 
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believe DOD should fully implement all 
of these recommendations.   

 

 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105797
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105797
mailto:FieldE1@gao.gov


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page i GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

Letter  1 

Background 4 
Military Services Do Not Reliably Assess Barracks Conditions, 

and Some Living Conditions Are Substandard 10 
DOD Does Not Sufficiently Assess the Effects of Barracks 

Conditions on Quality of Life and Readiness 36 
DOD Does Not Track or Use Complete or Consistent Information 

When Making Resource Decisions Related to Barracks 45 
Military Services Have Not Reevaluated Policies Related to 

Barracks Housing Programs 59 
OSD Does Not Conduct Sufficient Oversight of Barracks Housing 

Programs or Facilitate Collaboration 77 
Conclusions 83 
Recommendations for Executive Action 85 
Agency Comments and Our Evaluation 90 

Appendix I Objectives, Scope, and Methodology 94 

 

Appendix II Department of Defense Comments 103 

 

Appendix III GAO Contact and Staff Acknowledgments 112 
 

Tables 

Table 1: Unaccompanied Enlisted Service Members Required to 
Live in Barracks, by Military Service and Rank 4 

Table 2: Comparison of DOD Minimum Privacy and Configuration 
Standards against Military Service Standards for 
Permanent Party Barracks, Ranks E1 to E4 33 

 

Figures 

Figure 1: Military Service and Installation Roles and 
Responsibilities for Barracks Housing 6 

Figure 2: Examples of Permanent Party and Training Barracks 7 
Figure 3: Department of Defense (DOD) Budget Process as it 

Applies to Operation and Maintenance (O&M), Military 

Contents 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page ii GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

Personnel, and Military Construction (MILCON) 
Appropriations 10 

Figure 4: Broken and Supplemental Air Conditioning Systems 12 
Figure 5: Thirteen Systems Included in the Sustainment 

Management System Module for Assessing the Condition 
of Buildings 15 

Figure 6: Cleanliness Issues at Military Installations GAO Visited 20 
Figure 7: Mold in Barracks Observed during GAO Site Visits 21 
Figure 8: Broken or Nonexistent Heating, Ventilation, and Air 

Conditioning Systems 22 
Figure 9: Fire Safety Issues Observed during GAO Site Visits 23 
Figure 10: Broken Windows Observed during GAO Site Visits 24 
Figure 11: Security Issues Observed during GAO Site Visits 25 
Figure 12: Examples of Barracks Configurations That Meet 

Department of Defense (DOD) Minimum Standards for 
Privacy and Configuration 29 

Figure 13: Barracks Rooms Not Meeting Department of Defense 
(DOD) Minimum Standards for Privacy and Configuration; 
Observations during GAO Site Visits 30 

Figure 14: Variation in Food Preparation and Storage Equipment 
across Site Visit Locations 31 

Figure 15: Estimated Percentage of Active-Duty Service Members 
Satisfied with Military Housing in 2019, by Housing Type 42 

Figure 16: Aircraft Carrier and Berthing Barge Used to House 
Service Members at Navy Installation 49 

Figure 17: Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) Paid to Service 
Members Typically Required to Live in Barracks, Fiscal 
Year 2022 51 

Figure 18: Total Amount of Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) 
Paid to Service Members Typically Required to Live in 
Barracks, Fiscal Years 2018—2022, in Millions 52 

Figure 19: Percent of Service Members Required to Live in 
Barracks but Receiving BAH) in Fiscal Year 2022, by 
Service 66 

Figure 20: Challenges with Barracks Conditions Requiring Work 
Order Follow-Up 69 

Figure 21: Broken Washing Machines and Dryers at Military 
Installations 70 

Figure 22: Army and Navy Privatized Barracks at Fort Meade, 
Maryland and Naval Base San Diego, California 74 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page iii GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abbreviations 
 
BAH  Basic Allowance for Housing  
DOD  Department of Defense 
FSRM  Facility Sustainment, Restoration and Modernization 
MILCON Military Construction 
O&M  Operation and Maintenance 
OMB  Office of Management and Budget 
OSD  Office of the Secretary of Defense 
 

This is a work of the U.S. government and is not subject to copyright protection in the 
United States. The published product may be reproduced and distributed in its entirety 
without further permission from GAO. However, because this work may contain 
copyrighted images or other material, permission from the copyright holder may be 
necessary if you wish to reproduce this material separately. 



 
 
 

Page 1 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

September 19, 2023 

The Honorable Jack Reed 
Chairman 
The Honorable Roger Wicker 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Armed Services 
United States Senate 

The Honorable Mike Rogers 
Chairman 
The Honorable Adam Smith 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Armed Services 
House of Representatives 

Military barracks house hundreds of thousands of service members on 
U.S. military installations globally, and living conditions in these facilities 
can have significant effects on barracks residents’ quality of life and 
readiness. While housing varies by rank, location, and family situation, all 
enlisted service members start their military careers living in barracks. 
After initial training, each military service generally requires junior-enlisted 
service members without dependents (e.g., a spouse or child) to live in 
barracks located on military installations.1 The military services manage 
nearly 9,000 barracks facilities worldwide, and almost all barracks are 
government-owned, operated, and maintained. In managing barracks, the 
military services face a number of challenges, including aging 
infrastructure and competition with other mission-essential facilities for 
maintenance and construction funding. In recent years, there have been 
reports of barracks being abruptly closed after detection of problems like 
mold, pests, and broken air conditioning. Such reports have raised 
questions about the Department of Defense’s (DOD) management and 
oversight of barracks. 

                                                                                                                       
1The Department of Defense (DOD) uses the term unaccompanied housing for facilities 
commonly called barracks. The Army and Navy refer to unaccompanied housing as 
barracks; the Department of the Air Force refers to these facilities as dormitories. The 
Marine Corps uses the terms barracks and bachelor enlisted quarters. For the purposes of 
this report, we use the term barracks to refer to unaccompanied housing across military 
services. Additionally, we limited the scope of this review to barracks that house junior-
enlisted service members. 
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We have previously reported on long-standing concerns regarding 
challenges with persistent military housing conditions, deferred facility 
maintenance, and aging infrastructure. We last reported on challenges 
with barracks conditions in 2002 and 2003, including that most training 
barracks used for initial military training were in need of significant repair, 
often lacking adequate heating and air conditioning, and having improper 
ventilation and plumbing-related deficiencies.2 

In January 2022, we reported that for many years, DOD has not fully 
funded its facility sustainment requirements, resulting in a backlog of at 
least $137 billion in deferred maintenance costs, as of fiscal year 2020—a 
significant and growing risk to the department’s ability to support its 
missions. We also reported that because facility sustainment funding is 
focused primarily on mission-critical facilities, lower-priority facilities—
such as barracks—are chronically neglected and experience increased 
deterioration.3 

The Joint Explanatory Statement and Senate Armed Services Committee 
report accompanying bills for the National Defense Authorization Act for 
Fiscal Year 2022 included provisions for us to evaluate the condition of 
the barracks operated and maintained by each of the military services.4 
This report examines the extent to which (1) DOD has reliably assessed 
barracks conditions, (2) DOD has assessed the effects of barracks 
conditions on quality of life and readiness, (3) DOD has tracked funding 
related to barracks housing programs and made informed decisions on 
funding for and related to barracks, (4) the military services have 
reevaluated policies related to barracks housing programs, and (5) the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) has conducted oversight of 

                                                                                                                       
2GAO, Defense Infrastructure: Most Recruit Training Barracks Have Significant 
Deficiencies, GAO-02-786 (Washington, D.C.: June 13, 2002) and Military Housing: 
Opportunities That Should Be Explored to Improve Housing and Reduce Costs for 
Unmarried Junior Servicemembers, GAO-03-602 (Washington, D.C.: June 10, 2003.) 

3GAO, Defense Infrastructure: DOD Should Better Manage Risks Posed by Deferred 
Facility Maintenance, GAO-22-104481 (Washington, D.C.: January 31, 2022).  

4S. Rep. No. 117-39, at 338-339 (2021); Joint Explanatory Statement to accompany the 
National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2022, 167 Cong. Rec. H7355 (daily ed. 
Dec. 7, 2021). The military services included in our review are the Army, Air Force, Navy, 
and Marine Corps. As of June 2023, Space Force barracks are managed in accordance 
with Air Force policies, according to officials. As such, we do not report separately on the 
Space Force. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-02-786
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-602
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-104481
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military service housing programs for barracks and facilitated 
collaboration across the military services’ barracks programs. 

To address these objectives, we reviewed relevant DOD and military 
service policies, guidance, and other documents related to barracks 
housing programs, and interviewed OSD and military service officials. We 
also visited a non-generalizable sample of 10 installations—selected to 
represent each of the military services—where we observed barracks 
conditions and layout.5 In addition, we facilitated 12 discussion groups 
with barracks residents at the 10 installations we visited.6 To assess 
barracks funding, we reviewed DOD budget materials and budget data. 

We also examined DOD survey data on service member satisfaction with 
housing, including barracks, from 2019, 2021, and 2022 and data on 
housing allowances from fiscal years 2018 through 2022. To assess data 
reliability related to housing allowances, we met with knowledgeable DOD 
officials and reviewed relevant documentation, in addition to other 
reliability assessments. We found the data reliable for the purposes of 
reporting on costs to DOD related to housing allowances for service 
members typically required to live in barracks. See appendix I for a 
detailed description of our scope and methodology. 

We conducted this performance audit from February 2022 to September 
2023 in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to 
obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for 
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe 
that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings 
and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

                                                                                                                       
5The 10 installations in our non-generalizable sample included two Army installations (Fort 
George G. Meade, Maryland and Fort Carson, Colorado), two Air Force installations (Joint 
Base Andrews-Naval Air Facility Washington, Maryland and Joint Base San Antonio, 
Texas), three Navy installations (Naval Support Activity Bethesda, Maryland; Naval Base 
Coronado, California; and Naval Base San Diego, California), and three Marine Corps 
installations (Marine Corps Base Quantico, Virginia; Marine Corps Recruit Depot, San 
Diego, California, and Camp Pendleton, California). 

6In order to obtain resident perspectives on the conditions of barracks at the 10 
installations we visited, we facilitated 12 focus groups ranging in size from four to 20 
service members. Ten discussion groups included service members living in government-
owned barracks, one discussion group included service members living in privatized 
barracks, and one discussion group included service members who would typically be 
required to live in barracks, but who instead received housing allowances and rented 
apartments outside the installation. 
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The military services generally require enlisted service members in 
certain ranks who are unaccompanied—meaning without dependents—to 
live in barracks on military installations. These requirements vary by 
service. See table 1. 

Table 1: Unaccompanied Enlisted Service Members Required to Live in Barracks, by Military Service and Rank 

Military Service Service Member Ranks Required to Live in Barracks 
Army E-1 (Private) through E-5 (Sergeant)a 
Air Forceb E-1 (Airman Basic) through E-3 (Airman First Class), and E-4 (Senior Airman) with fewer than 3 years of 

service 
Navy E-1 (Seaman Recruit) through E-3 (Seaman), and E-4 (Petty Officer Third Class) with fewer than 4 years of 

servicec 
Marine Corps E-1 (Private) through E-5 (Sergeant)  

Source: GAO analysis of Department of Defense documentation. | GAO-23-105797 
aOutside of the United States, the Army requires service members E-1 (private) through E-6 (staff 
sergeant) to live in barracks. 
bAs of June 2023, Department of the Air Force policy, including establishment of ranks required to live 
in barracks, applies both to Air Force and Space Force barracks and service members, according to 
officials. As such, we do not report separately on requirements related to Space Force barracks. 
cDepending on availability of barracks housing on Navy installations, E-4s with more than 4 years of 
service may also be required to live in barracks. 
 

OSD and each of the military services have roles and responsibilities to 
oversee barracks housing programs. Specifically, the National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2020 directed the Secretary of Defense 
to establish a Chief Housing Officer, and the James M. Inhofe National 
Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2023 clarified that this position 
is to be held by the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Energy, 
Installations, and Environment.7 The Chief Housing Officer is responsible 
for the oversight of all housing, including barracks housing, and the 
creation and standardization of housing policies and processes.8 
Additional OSD offices also have responsibilities related to oversight of 
barracks facilities, quality-of-life effects related to housing, and barracks 
funding. These include: 

                                                                                                                       
7Pub. L. No. 116-92, §3012 (2019) and Pub. L. No. 117-263, § 2807 (codified at 10 U.S.C. 
§ 2851a(a)). 

810 U.S.C. § 2851a. 

Background 
Barracks Residents 

Roles and Responsibilities 
for Barracks Housing 
Programs 
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• The Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition and Sustainment, 
who is responsible for overall policy making and oversight 
responsibility of DOD real property, including barracks, and for 
establishing overarching guidance and procedures for managing and 
disposing of real property;9 

• The Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness 
(Personnel and Readiness), who is responsible for overseeing the 
determination of housing allowances and for monitoring morale and 
welfare aspects of housing programs; and 

• The Under Secretary of Defense, Comptroller, who is responsible for 
providing guidance and procedures on financing, budgeting, and 
accounting for DOD housing programs. 

Military Service Roles and Responsibilities. The military services are 
responsible for managing their respective barracks housing programs, 
including establishing criteria to determine which service members are 
required to live in barracks, and establishing standards for their barracks. 
The services delegate to installation commanders broad authority, 
responsibility, and accountability for providing barracks housing, and are 
responsible for providing oversight of installation commanders’ 
managements of barracks. See figure 1. 

                                                                                                                       
9The same office is responsible for exercising general oversight over DOD’s military 
construction program. 
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Figure 1: Military Service and Installation Roles and Responsibilities for Barracks Housing 

 
 

Government-owned barracks. The military services manage and 
maintain multiple types of government-owned barracks. The configuration 
of these barracks varies depending on their use. The primary types of 
barracks are: 

• Permanent party barracks, which house service members for longer 
periods of time, such as during assignment to permanent duty 
stations; and 

Types of Barracks 
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• Training barracks, which house service members for shorter periods 
during basic training, as well as subsequent required training. 

Permanent party barracks configurations generally provide more privacy 
and amenities than training barracks. See figure 2. 

Figure 2: Examples of Permanent Party and Training Barracks 

 
 

Privatized barracks. In the mid-1990s, DOD became concerned that 
inadequate housing was contributing to service members’ decisions to 
leave the military. As part of an effort to improve the quality of military 
housing, Congress enacted the Military Housing Privatization Initiative in 
1996. The initiative provided DOD with authority to obtain private-sector 
financing and management to repair, renovate, construct, and operate 
military housing. Since then, the private sector has assumed primary 
responsibility for approximately 99 percent of military family housing in the 
U.S. The initiative also allowed for the military services to privatize 
housing for unaccompanied service members. Currently, the Army and 
Navy have seven privatized barracks projects.10 

• The Army developed five privatized barracks projects, with four 
intended to house unaccompanied service members in ranks E-6 and 

                                                                                                                       
10The Navy has two privatized projects at Naval Station Norfolk, Virginia and Naval 
Station San Diego, California, and the Army has five privatized projects at Fort Drum, New 
York, Fort Stewart, Georgia, Fort Irwin, California, Fort Liberty, North Carolina, and Fort 
Meade, Maryland. 
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above, and one intended to house unaccompanied service members 
in ranks E-5 and below.11 

• In 2002, Congress provided the Navy with the authority to carry out 
not more than three pilot projects using the private sector for the 
acquisition or construction of housing for unaccompanied personnel. 
As a result, the Navy developed two privatized barracks projects 
generally designed to house unaccompanied service members in 
ranks E-4 and below, including service members who would otherwise 
be housed in government-owned barracks or on ships in port.12 
 

Military barracks, like other DOD facilities, often require significant 
investment to plan, construct, improve, and maintain. As facility 
construction and improvements can take years to plan and may require 
significant funding, a military service’s decision to invest often takes place 
well in advance of the actual investment or realization of the investment. 
The military services manage planning and funding decisions through the 
Planning, Programming, Budgeting, and Execution process, which 
determines how DOD and its components will allocate resources to 
provide capabilities necessary to accomplish the department’s missions.13 
The President’s budget request describes government-wide funding for 
high-level purposes; DOD and each component submit additional budget 
documentation to Congress providing a detailed presentation of the 
proposed budget at the program, project, or activity level. 

Three appropriation titles provide funding related to housing the military 
services’ population of unaccompanied junior-enlisted service members: 

                                                                                                                       
11The initial development cost for the Army privatized barracks projects was about $219 
million, all of which was incurred by the privatized housing companies. The development 
costs generally included the costs of construction and project financing. The Army’s 
investment in the projects was in the form of land leased to the privatized housing 
companies to serve as the sites for the projects.  

12According to officials, the Navy considered a third pilot project in Jacksonville, Florida, 
but determined this location was not cost effective and did not pursue the project. 

13The Planning, Programming, Budgeting and Execution process serves as the annual 
resource allocation process for DOD within a quadrennial planning cycle. Programs and 
budgets are formulated annually. DOD Directive (DODD) 7045.14, The Planning, 
Programming, Budgeting, and Execution (PPBE) Process (Jan. 25, 2013) (incorporating 
Change 1, Aug. 29, 2017). See also, DOD 7000.14-R, Financial Management Regulation 
(2023). 

Barracks Funding 
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(1) Operation and Maintenance (O&M), (2) Military Construction 
(MILCON), and (3) Military Personnel.14 

• O&M appropriations fund sustainment, restoration, and modernization 
of DOD facilities, including barracks housing.15 Sustainment is the 
regular maintenance and repair activities necessary to keep facilities 
in good working order. Restoration means restoring a facility to such a 
condition that it may be used for its designated purpose, such as 
repair and replacement work on a facility damaged by fire, excessive 
age, or natural disaster. Modernization is the alteration or replacement 
of facilities solely to implement new or higher standards, 
accommodate new functions, or replace building components that 
typically last more than 50 years, such as the framework or 
foundation. 

• The MILCON appropriation is used to fund construction, development, 
conversion or extension of any kind carried out with respect to a 
military installation. Examples of MILCON construction are the 
installation or assembly of a new facility such as a barracks; the 
addition, expansion, extension, alteration, conversion, or replacement 
of an existing facility, including barracks; or relocation of such a facility 
from one installation to another. 

• The Military Personnel appropriation funds housing allowances, 
including the basic allowance for housing (BAH), which is an 
allowance to offset the cost of housing within the United States when 
service members do not receive government-provided housing. The 
amount of BAH service members receive depends on their location, 
rank, and whether they have dependents. In certain circumstances, as 
described later in this report, service members normally required to 
live in barracks instead receive BAH to live in private-sector housing. 

DOD’s process for developing its budgets, including O&M, Military 
Personnel, and MILCON requests is summarized below. See figure 3. 

                                                                                                                       
14Each service receives service-specific appropriations mirroring the appropriation titles. 
The appropriations are placed in service-specific accounts. For example, O&M, Army; 
Military Personnel, Air Force; or MILCON, Navy. 

15While maintenance and improvements for barracks are funded through O&M 
appropriation funds, maintenance and improvements for military family housing are funded 
through a separate appropriation specific to military family housing within the MILCON 
appropriation. 
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Figure 3: Department of Defense (DOD) Budget Process as it Applies to Operation and Maintenance (O&M), Military 
Personnel, and Military Construction (MILCON) Appropriations 

 
 

aSeparately, DOD provides Congress with component-specific budget requests that are presented 
with more specificity, such as service-specific O&M budget request documentation including 
sustainment and restoration activity requirements, or MILCON documentation specifying 
requirements for new barracks construction by installation. 
 

The military services assess barracks conditions by developing condition 
scores for each barracks facility, but condition scores have been 
unreliable with respect to barracks conditions. Further, some barracks 
pose serious health and safety risks and do not meet DOD standards for 
privacy and configuration, such as size, number of bedrooms, and kitchen 
requirements. 

 
 

We found that the military services do not have reliable information about 
the condition of their barracks. The military services calculate a condition 
score—a number from 0 to 100—for each barracks facility based on an 
assessment of up to 13 building systems, such as electrical, plumbing, 
and foundation, and assessments vary by frequency, which is addressed 
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below.16 They use DOD’s Sustainment Management System to produce 
two types of condition scores—facility condition index and building 
condition index, one or both of which they use to inform funding 
decisions.17 For example, the Air Force relies on the building condition 
index, whereas the Army uses the facility condition index. According to 
service and installation officials, barracks with low condition scores are 
more likely to receive funding for maintenance or improvement, because 
they indicate deteriorating conditions. 

However, we observed barracks at seven of 10 military installations we 
visited that appeared to require significant improvement, despite condition 
scores above 80. The scores indicated that barracks were in fair or good 
condition. For example, at one installation, we toured a barracks facility 
that had been closed for renovation due to long-standing plumbing and 
electrical issues. According to installation officials, the barracks was 
uninhabitable. However, at the time the barracks closed, its condition 
score was above 90, according to service documentation. 

Former residents of this barracks told us they experienced months of hot 
water interruptions and routinely dealt with clogged showers, broken door 
locks, broken elevators, and apparent mold growth. Senior-enlisted 
service members—such as first sergeants or those in similar positions—
who supervised the junior service members living in these barracks told 
us living conditions were unacceptable. Also, they stated that the inability 
to improve housing made it impossible to care for service members in 
their units, which they identified as a key responsibility for those positions. 
During our site visit, we observed renovations underway in this barracks. 
Installation officials told us the total cost of repairs was about $5 million, 
which included significant repair to air conditioning, electrical, and 
                                                                                                                       
16The 13 systems are foundation, basement construction, superstructure (e.g., columns, 
beams, floors), building enclosure (e.g., exterior walls, doors, and windows), roofing, 
interior construction, stairs, interior finishes (e.g., carpeting, tiles, paint), conveying (i.e., 
elevators, escalators), plumbing, heating, ventilation and air conditioning, fire protection, 
and electrical.  

17OSD established the Sustainment Management System as the system of record for 
facility condition assessments in 2013. See Under Secretary of Defense (Acquisitions, 
Technology, and Logistics) Memorandum, Standardizing Facility Condition Assessments 
(Sept. 10, 2013).The facility condition index score is a measure of the cost to repair a 
facility versus replace that facility. As we have previously reported, DOD generally defines 
condition scores as follows: 90—100 is good condition; 80—89 is fair condition; 60—79 is 
poor condition, and 0—59 is failing condition. The building condition index score is a 
measure of the operability of the building systems. Current OSD guidance requires the 
services to use facility condition index scores for funding decisions, but OSD officials told 
us they plan to require use of building condition index scores in the future.  
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plumbing systems, new floors in all bedrooms, and new tiling and 
showers in all bathrooms. 

At another installation in the D.C. metropolitan area, we toured a barracks 
with a condition score of 86, where about 25 percent of rooms had broken 
air conditioning. Service members we met with at this installation 
described living in the barracks without air conditioning on hot days, 
especially after being outside all day for work or training, as continuous 
misery. Additionally, at the time of our visit, installation officials provided 
documentation that showed the same barracks had 12 broken windows, 
150 rooms without adequate lighting, and a broken elevator. See figure 4. 

Figure 4: Broken and Supplemental Air Conditioning Systems 

 
 

While our site visits did not represent a generalizable sample of military 
installations, DOD documents, such as reports to Congress, 
demonstrated similar trends, and service housing officials told us they 
have concerns about condition score reliability. For example, in a 2022 
report to Congress, the Marine Corps identified seven construction 
projects required to replace existing barracks that had condition scores 
above 80.18 Air Force documentation shows that of its barracks 
considered at-risk of significant degradation, nearly 50 percent have a 
condition score of 80 or above. Senior Army and Navy housing officials 

                                                                                                                       
18The Marine Corps Report to Congress on improving budgeting for barracks and 
dormitories in failing conditions was in response to the requirement in Senate Report 117-
39 accompanying the Fiscal Year 2022 National Defense Authorization Act. 
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told us condition scores do not provide sufficiently reliable information on 
current barracks living conditions. 

We identified four possible factors that may affect the reliability of 
condition scores—the frequency of assessments, the number of building 
systems assessed, inspector expertise, and the assessment model, as 
described below. 

Frequency. The frequency of condition assessments varies by service, 
with some services assessing barracks conditions as frequently as 3 
years, and others in 10-year intervals. According to service policies, the 
Navy should conduct barracks assessments every 5 years and the 
Marine Corps every 3 years. Air Force policy requires assessments every 
5 years, but, according to officials, they conduct barracks assessments 
every 4 years. Army barracks assessments vary in frequency, with 
requirements between 5 and 10 years, depending on the building 
system.19 In contrast, condition assessments for most DOD family 
housing units typically occur every 2 to 3 years.20 

DOD guidance requires the services to conduct condition assessments 
for all facilities, including barracks, at least once every 5 years. Officials at 
all 10 installations we visited told us barracks are different from other 
facilities because they have high usage, high turnover, and experience 
significant wear and tear due to housing hundreds of enlisted service 
members. Further, officials from multiple services told us the current 
frequency of condition assessments, both stated in policy or conducted in 
practice, is not sufficient for barracks facilities. For example, officials at 
one installation told us service members routinely return to their barracks 
with dirty equipment from outdoor training, which increases deterioration 
of plumbing systems, as well as overall barracks conditions. Further, 
officials at four installations told us that condition scores are not timely 
enough to be useful in prioritization decisions. For example, at one 
installation, officials said that the condition of a barracks can change 
substantially over a short period of time due to emergent damage, such 

                                                                                                                       
19The Army identifies certain systems as higher priority and requiring more frequent 
assessments. The maximum time between assessments is 5 years for high priority 
systems, 7 years for medium priority systems, and every 10 years for low priority systems. 

20For context, the Department of Housing and Urban Development should conduct 
condition assessments of public housing at least biennially to ensure housing is decent, 
safe, and sanitary. The Department of Housing and Urban Development, Housing Quality 
Standards calls for assessing public housing against 13 key criteria such as space, 
security, and thermal environment. 
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as broken air conditioning systems or a roof leak due to a storm. Such 
events have immediate effects on living conditions. 

Numbers of systems. We found that the military services base their 
condition scores on a varying number of building systems, ranging from 7 
to 13, depending on the service. When conducting a facility condition 
assessment, an inspector assesses building systems, and the 
Sustainment Management System calculates the condition score based 
on the combined, weighted scores of those systems. Building systems 
include heating, ventilation, and air conditioning; roofing; fire protection; 
interior construction; and electrical, among others.21 See figure 5.  

                                                                                                                       
21Officials at four installations we visited told us condition scores only take into account 
assessed building systems and do not assess other factors affecting barracks living 
conditions, such as dim lighting and furnishings. Officials also said that condition scores 
are not an accurate reflection of living conditions or the quality of life of barracks residents. 
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Figure 5: Thirteen Systems Included in the Sustainment Management System Module for Assessing the Condition of 
Buildings 

 
 

According to service officials, the Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps are 
to assess all 13 systems. However, during our site visits, we identified 
differences in the numbers of systems included in assessments. For 
example, at an Air Force installation, officials told us that assessments 
were based on seven systems, while officials at a Marine Corps 
installation told us assessments were based on 11 systems. The Army, 
the military service with the largest inventory of barracks, gives 
installations the option either to conduct a comprehensive condition 
assessment of all 13 building systems or to prioritize assessment of fewer 
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systems at higher risk for failure, such as electrical or plumbing 
systems.22 Building systems not assessed using this approach include the 
building enclosure (exterior doors, walls, and windows) and foundations, 
among others. 

Inspector expertise. Expertise for inspectors conducting condition 
assessments varies by military service. The Marine Corps and Air Force 
use inspectors with expertise in various building systems, such as 
electrical and plumbing systems; heating, ventilation, and air conditioning; 
and building structure. Officials from these services told us having 
inspectors with appropriate expertise is critical to ensuring reliable 
condition scores across barracks inventories. In contrast, the Army and 
Navy do not provide guidance to installation maintenance offices on what 
expertise is required.23 Officials at one Army and two Navy installations 
told us personnel without appropriate expertise are conducting barracks 
condition assessments, resulting in unreliable condition scores. For 
example, officials at one installation told us the expertise of personnel 
performing condition assessments was inconsistent. Consequently, the 
reliability of their assessments varies depending on their expertise. In 
contrast, as we previously reported, the military departments offer training 
to privatized family housing inspectors.24 

Assessment models. The military services use different assessment 
models to conduct condition assessments. The Marine Corps and Air 
Force conduct assessments using a service-wide, centralized model, with 
one office or team of inspectors assessing barracks conditions across all 
Marine Corps or Air Force installations. Air Force officials told us they 
previously conducted assessments at the installation level, with each 
installation conducting its own assessment using installation-identified 
                                                                                                                       
22Assessments for high mission priority buildings include nine building systems, such as 
interior construction and interior finishes. Assessments for buildings not designated as 
high mission priority include seven systems, excluding interior construction and interior 
finishes. 

23When the Army conducted initial assessments using the Sustainment Management 
System, it used inspectors from architecture and engineering firms with technical 
expertise. 

24In 2023, we reported that the Military Housing Inspector Training course is general. 
Military housing office officials and private housing representatives said enhanced training 
requirements would increase the consistency of inspections and improve the overall 
condition of homes over time. GAO, Military Housing: DOD Can Further Strengthen 
Oversight of Its Privatized Housing Program, GAO-23-105377 (Washington D.C.: April 6, 
2023). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105377


 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 17 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

inspectors and funds. However, they told us condition scores were 
inconsistent and not all installations were able to accomplish the condition 
assessments due to insufficient personnel. According to officials, the Air 
Force moved to a service-wide, centralized model after 2019 to establish 
consistency in scores across barracks.25 

In contrast, the Army and Navy conduct condition assessments at the 
installation level, with installations determining whether and when to use 
resources for barracks condition assessments.26 In addition, Navy officials 
said that no installation receives sufficient funding to conduct condition 
assessments for all facilities, and that this results in assessment gaps. 

In 2013, DOD required the military services to adopt a common process 
for facility condition assessments using the Sustainment Management 
System to support a more credible DOD asset management program and 
better target fiscal resources to facilities most in need of investment.27 
Further, DOD Instruction 4165.70, Real Property Management, states 
that the military services are to maintain reliable and timely information on 
facility inventories for the purpose of providing the basis of future 
justifications of capitalization improvement for real property.28 In addition, 
Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government states that 
management should obtain data from reliable sources in a timely manner 
and use quality information to make informed decisions.29 

According to OSD officials, the military services have continued to work to 
fully implement the Sustainment Management System and to work toward 

                                                                                                                       
25The Air Force also used a centralized model to conduct condition assessments from 
1997 until 2017, according to officials. 

26The Army used a service-wide model for its initial assessments using the Sustainment 
Management System. 

27Under Secretary of Defense (Acquisitions, Technology, and Logistics) Memorandum, 
Standardizing Facility Condition Assessments (Sept. 10, 2013). 

28DOD Instruction 4165.70, Real Property Management (Apr. 6, 2005) (Incorporating 
Change 1, Aug. 31, 2018). 

29GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: September 10, 2014). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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standardization across services, where appropriate.30 However, OSD has 
not examined how the services assess barracks conditions. Specifically, 
OSD has not revisited how frequently the services should conduct 
assessments, how many systems they should assess, the necessary 
level of inspector expertise, or the model used to conduct assessments, 
or whether to use a centralized or de-centralized approach. 

OSD officials told us the military services should be assessing the same 
number of systems and using inspectors with appropriate expertise, and 
that they are working toward standardization in these areas. They also 
said that not every aspect of condition assessments, such as frequency 
or the assessment model, requires standardization. However, we found 
that all four factors—number of systems, inspector expertise, frequency, 
and assessment model, may affect the reliability of condition scores. 
Without examining and providing guidance on how best to assess 
barracks conditions—including revisiting existing policy, as appropriate—
OSD and the military services may not have reliable condition information 
to appropriately determine which barracks should be prioritized for 
funding. 

Some military barracks do not meet DOD minimum standards for 
assignment or occupancy, even though the DOD Housing Manual 
requires that to be suitable for assignment, barracks should pose no 
serious health or safety risks and meet minimum privacy and room 
configuration standards.31 As part of these requirements, the manual 
states that barracks should have adequate utility systems, such as 

                                                                                                                       
30In 2022, we reported that, according to OSD officials, DOD did not expect to complete 
the transition to the Sustainment Management System until fiscal year 2025 at the 
earliest. GAO recommended that DOD conduct an assessment of the Sustainment 
Management System implementing guidance to determine which elements of the 
Sustainment Management System should be applied consistently across the components, 
and use the results of that assessment to update the guidance for the Sustainment 
Management System condition assessments to ensure that facility condition data are 
comparable across the department. GAO, Defense Infrastructure: DOD Should Better 
Manage Risks Posed by Deferred Facility Maintenance, GAO-22-104481 (Washington, 
D.C.: January 31, 2022). 

31DOD Manual 4165.63, DOD Housing Management (Oct. 28, 2010) (incorporating 
Change 2, Aug. 31, 2018). 

Some Barracks Do Not 
Meet DOD Minimum 
Standards 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-104481
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electrical, gas, and air conditioning where climate conditions require it.32 
However, we observed and military service members and officials told us 
that living conditions in some barracks pose potentially serious risks to 
health and safety and that not all barracks meet minimum privacy and 
configuration standards. 

We found that living conditions in some military barracks may pose 
potentially serious risks to the physical and mental health of service 
members, as well as their safety. During site visits, we observed a variety 
of living conditions that service members and unit leaders told us were 
negatively affecting them, such as the presence of mold, broken fire 
alarm systems, and extreme temperatures, among others. Service 
members in all 12 discussion groups, and first sergeants at eight 
installations, told us they had concerns about health, safety, or both in the 
barracks. 

Cleanliness. We observed or heard about challenges related to 
cleanliness in barracks at multiple installations, including issues with 
sewage, water quality, and pests, among others. At one installation, we 
noticed a bad odor throughout the barracks. Installation officials told us 
the smell was methane gas leaking out of aging plumbing with sewage 
pipes that routinely crack and require replacement. These officials 
acknowledged that exposure to methane gas is a health risk. See figure 
6. 

                                                                                                                       
32The DOD Housing Manual additionally states that for military barracks to be considered 
in adequate condition, the construction cost for all needed repairs and improvements 
cannot exceed 20 percent of the replacement cost. To be suitable for assignment or 
occupancy, it should also have no serious health-safety hazards, be furnished, have food 
service options, be structurally sound, and have adequate utility systems and services 
(electrical, gas, potable water, sewer, trash collection, television, Internet, telephone, and 
where required by climate conditions, heating, ventilation and air-conditioning).  

Some Military Barracks Pose 
Potentially Serious Health and 
Safety Risks 
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Figure 6: Cleanliness Issues at Military Installations GAO Visited 

 
 

Service members or first sergeants at five installations described 
problems with water quality in the barracks. For example, service 
members in one discussion group told us tap water in their barracks is 
often brown and does not appear safe for drinking. Service members in 
six of 12 discussion groups also told us about issues with pests, including 
bedbugs, rodents, cockroaches, and wasps. At three of 10 installations, 
officials told us service members are generally responsible for pest 
control, or for removing hazardous material from barracks, such as mold 
and sewage. Further, officials at one installation told us service members 
are responsible for cleaning biological waste that may remain in a 
barracks room after a suicide. 

One installation we visited in October 2022 had recently closed barracks 
due to legionella bacteria found in the building plumbing systems—an 
issue that has been challenging to remediate, according to officials.33 
When we asked if other barracks on the installation had experienced any 
issues with legionella bacteria, officials told us that only barracks housing 
health care patients, and thus subject to Joint Commission health 
                                                                                                                       
33According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, legionella bacteria can 
cause Legionnaires’ disease and Pontiac Fever, collectively known as legionellosis. 
Legionella bacteria occurs naturally in freshwater environments, like lakes and streams. It 
can become a health concern when it grows and spreads in human-made building water 
systems. People can contract Legionnaires’ disease or Pontiac Fever when they breathe 
in small droplets of water in the air that contain Legionella. About one in 10 people who 
become sick from Legionnaires’ disease will die, according to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention.  
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standards, undergo water testing that would reveal legionella. They also 
said they do not test other barracks to ensure similar levels of water 
quality and safety because they are not required to do so. 

Mold. We observed mold or mildew growth in barracks in occupied 
barracks rooms, as well as vacant rooms at five installations—sometimes 
in small amounts, and sometimes in significant amounts.34 See figure 7. 

Figure 7: Mold in Barracks Observed during GAO Site Visits 

 
Note: Installation officials confirmed that observations documented in the figure above constituted 
mold. 
 

Service members in all 12 discussion groups told us they considered 
mold to be a problem in barracks. In one group, a service member 
reported being aware of a barracks resident who was hospitalized due to 
a respiratory illness associated with mold. Another service member told 
us about experiencing respiratory issues attributed to the presence of 
mold in their barracks. After three visits to the emergency room, the 
service member was moved to a different barracks without mold and the 
medical issues were resolved. Service members in one group described 
regularly having to clean mold themselves; one service member said 

                                                                                                                       
34According to the Environmental Protection Agency, mold has the potential to cause 
health problems, as it produces allergens, irritants, and in some cases potentially toxic 
substances. Surface sampling may be useful to determine if an area has been adequately 
cleaned or remediated. Further, sampling for mold should be conducted by professionals 
who have specific experience in designing mold sampling protocols, sampling methods, 
and interpreting results, according to the Environmental Protection Agency.  
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regularly cleaning mold with harsh chemicals caused them chronic 
wheezing. 

Extreme temperatures. Officials at all 10 installations we visited told us 
that broken, malfunctioning, or non-existent heating, ventilation, and air 
conditioning systems were a problem in barracks. Service members in all 
12 discussion groups told us air conditioning affected their quality of life. 
Specifically, when we asked about effects of barracks conditions on 
health, service members in five of 12 groups discussed effects on sleep 
due to temperature. For example, one service member told us that trying 
to sleep in a barracks room is like standing in the sun all night because of 
broken air conditioning. Service members in another discussion group 
told us their rooms can reach over 90 degrees Fahrenheit when air 
conditioning breaks, and that this has happened frequently. In another 
group, service members said that, during cold winter months, they have 
to purchase their own portable space heaters, despite the fire risk, 
because of broken heating systems. See figure 8. 

Figure 8: Broken or Nonexistent Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning Systems 

 
 

Overall living conditions. Service members in all 12 discussion groups 
told us that living conditions in barracks affected their mental health. For 
example, in one group, a service member told us about increased anxiety 
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and panic attacks after living in the barracks. In another, a service 
member said it was depressing to come home to a dark box after work. 
Service members in three of 12 discussion groups told us barracks 
conditions contributed to substance abuse. For example, service 
members in one discussion group said that a barracks resident was 
recently hospitalized due to a drug overdose. They added that they 
believe poor living conditions can contribute to increased suicide rates for 
barracks residents. Overall, service members or first sergeants at three 
installations brought up concerns about suicide ideation. 

In addition to health risks described above, we found that barracks may 
pose potentially serious risks to service members’ safety. At seven of 10 
installations we visited, officials or service members living in barracks told 
us they had concerns about safety in the barracks. 

Broken fire safety systems. We observed or heard about malfunctioning 
or broken fire safety systems at four installations we visited. For example, 
at one installation, we observed a broken dispatch panel used to alert 
emergency response teams in case of a fire. At another installation, 
officials described consistent challenges with non-operational fire 
suppression systems. They told us that without functional fire safety 
systems, barracks residents had to take on additional fire-watch duties. 
See figure 9. 

Figure 9: Fire Safety Issues Observed during GAO Site Visits 
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Broken windows and door locks. We observed broken door locks and 
broken first-floor windows at three installations. Service members in one 
discussion group told us they were concerned that unsecured doors in 
barracks could allow an intruder to enter the barracks and assault service 
members, and that this had occurred at another installation. In another 
discussion group, service members told us they can’t lock their doors at 
night due to broken locks, and they were concerned about security. See 
figure 10. 

Figure 10: Broken Windows Observed during GAO Site Visits 

 
 

Insufficient security and monitoring. At seven of 10 installations we 
visited, we observed insufficient lighting, vacant units occupied by 
unauthorized personnel, or no existing or working security cameras.35 

                                                                                                                       
35Section 2815 of the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2022 directed the 
Secretary of Defense to conduct an assessment of all on-base dormitories and barracks at 
military installations for the purposes of identifying areas, such as exterior sidewalks, entry 
points, and other public areas where closed-circuit television cameras should be installed, 
among other assessments related to improving the security of living spaces on military 
installations. According to officials, DOD is analyzing the need for security cameras and 
plans to include a position on the topic in a forthcoming report to Congress. 

Discussion Group Perspectives 
It is difficult to feel safe. 
The doors [don’t work]. Anyone can access 
our rooms. 
– Barracks residents 
Source: GAO discussion groups | GAO-23-105797 
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First sergeants at one installation told us an ex-spouse broke in and 
physically assaulted a service member in the barracks and that poorly lit 
hallways, blind spots in hallways and corridors, and lack of security 
cameras made barracks difficult to monitor. At one installation, we 
observed a vacant barracks room that, according to the barracks 
manager, was occupied by an unauthorized person who had been using 
a broken first-floor window to access the room. See figure 11. 

Figure 11: Security Issues Observed during GAO Site Visits 

 
Note: During a tour of barracks at one installation, we observed a room occupied by an unauthorized 
person. Installation officials told us a service member who was no longer in the military had remained 
on the installation after being discharged and had been living in the above barracks room. During our 
tour, the barracks manager reported and resolved the issue with unit leadership. 
 

Officials at two installations reported to us incidents of squatters living in 
vacant barracks rooms, and we observed evidence of this problem. In 
one barracks where we observed working security cameras, installation 
officials told us unit commanders had approved funding to purchase and 
maintain these systems from unit funds. 
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Crime. At four of 10 installations, service members living in barracks or 
first sergeants told us the conditions described above contributed to an 
environment where theft, property damage, and sexual assault were more 
likely. In three of 12 discussion groups, service members said they were 
concerned about the risk of sexual assault for those living in barracks. 
According to DOD data, out of 37,100 incidents of sexual assault reported 
to DOD from fiscal year 2015 to 2021, about 11,200 incidents occurred in 
on-base housing, including barracks. Of these, the vast majority of 
victims—about 10,600—were enlisted service members with the rank of 
E-5 or below, generally the population living in barracks. 

Although our site visit observations cannot be generalized, Navy and 
Marine Corps surveys conducted in 2022 of service members living in 
barracks identified similar concerns related to health and safety, such as 
issues with lighting, mold, and water quality. In 2022, the Army conducted 
a survey of some barracks residents and senior-enlisted service members 
responsible for managing barracks facilities at five selected installations. 
The survey asked questions about health and safety, such as service 
member experiences with depression, suicide ideation, and sexual 
assault in barracks, among others. According to documentation of Army 
survey results, barracks conditions had negative effects for some survey 
respondents, including effects on physical health, such as poor sleep 
quality, and on mental health, such as feeling trapped, lonely, or 
depressed. Results also showed concerns related to safety in barracks 
housing, including the lack of security cameras and incidents of sexual 
assault. For example, some respondents reported feeling unsafe in their 
barracks, and some respondents, including senior-enlisted service 
members, reported that security cameras could increase safety.36 

The DOD Housing Manual indicates that barracks must be free of serious 
risks to health and safety to be suitable for assignment or occupancy, and 
all service policies state that barracks are to be kept in a safe condition 
for residents. However, the DOD guidance lacks specific details on what 
constitutes health and safety risks and, as such, does not provide clear 
direction to the military services on requirements for maintaining barracks. 
In the absence of clear DOD guidance, military service guidance varies, 
and no military service has defined in guidance specific minimum 
standards for health and safety that, if unmet, indicate barracks are not 

                                                                                                                       
36In this context, we use the term senior-enlisted to refer to service members with ranks E-
6 and above who responded to this Army survey.  
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suitable for assignment. For example, Army and Marine Corps guidance 
generally state that barracks must be safe, clean, and comfortable, but do 
not establish minimum health and safety standards as a condition of 
assignment to barracks.37 Navy and Air Force guidance provide direction 
for remediating certain health risks in barracks, such as asbestos or lead, 
and for relocating service members depending on the circumstances.38 
However, these health and safety risks are not comprehensive and are 
not explicitly tied to minimum standards for assignment to barracks. 

DOD has established a health and safety inspection checklist for all 
privatized family housing that defines serious health and safety risks for 
residents. As we have previously reported, since 2019, the military 
services have increased inspections of privatized family housing, and all 
military services currently use this standardized checklist when a change 
of occupancy takes place.39 The checklist examines multiple aspects of 
safety in privatized family housing, such as checking whether the air 
conditioning is in working order, and taking mold and moisture control 
measurements and readings. It also addresses whether the unit is free of 
any identified gas hazards and is free of pests, whether fire safety 
systems exist and are operable, and whether all exterior doors and 
windows properly open, close and lock, among others. We previously 
reported that, according to officials, if a home fails the inspection 
checklist, the private housing company should not make the home 
available to a new resident until it has passed inspection.40 

According to service officials, installations use the same health and safety 
checklist for barracks. However, unlike for privatized family housing, 
service officials acknowledged that service members may be assigned to 
barracks rooms that have failed the inspection checklist. 

                                                                                                                       
37Marine Corps Order 11000.22, Marine Corps Bachelor and Family Housing 
Management; Army Regulation 420-1, Army Facilities Management. 

38CNIC M-11103.2: Unaccompanied Housing Operations Manual; Air Force Instruction 
32-6000, Housing Management.  

39While we support DOD’s use of the health and safety inspection checklist, in April 2023 
we made a recommendation that DOD establish department wide turnover inspection 
guidance that includes clear and consistent inspection standards for assigning ratings to 
each of the components evaluated in the checklist. OSD concurred with this 
recommendation, and as of June 2023 the recommendation has not been implemented. 
GAO, Military Housing: DOD Can Further Strengthen Oversight of Its Privatized Housing 
Program, GAO-23-105377 (Washington, D.C.: April 6, 2023) 

40GAO-23-105377. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105377
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105377
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Without updated DOD guidance to clarify minimum health and safety 
standards for barracks assignment or occupancy, and service policies 
that reflect these updated DOD standards, service members may 
continue to live in barracks that pose potentially significant risks to their 
health and safety. Clear DOD guidance on health and safety risks serious 
enough to prevent installations from assigning service members to live in 
a barracks facility or room would help ensure service members are not 
assigned to live in uninhabitable barracks. 

DOD has set minimum standards for assignment or occupancy to 
barracks related to privacy and configuration—requirements such as how 
much square footage each service member should have—but permanent 
party barracks do not always meet these standards.41 According to 
guidance, DOD minimum standards for permanent party barracks for 
service members in ranks E1 to E4 offer two options, both of which 
require a barracks unit to have two rooms—either two private bedrooms 
or one shared bedroom and a living room—as well as a kitchen or 
kitchenette for preparing food.42 See figure 12. 

                                                                                                                       
41DOD guidance also sets minimum standards for assignment or occupancy related to 
privacy and configuration for training barracks. We found that service minimum standards 
for assignment or occupancy to training barracks generally meet DOD standards.  

42DOD guidance sets separate minimum standards for construction of new barracks, 
which apply to MILCON barracks projects but do not apply to existing barracks facilities. 
Minimum standards for assignment or occupancy to barracks apply to all barracks where 
service members live, not just to new construction.  

Some Military Barracks Do Not 
Meet Privacy and 
Configuration Standards 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 29 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

Figure 12: Examples of Barracks Configurations That Meet Department of Defense (DOD) Minimum Standards for Privacy and 
Configuration 

 
Note: The DOD Housing Manual states that service members with ranks of E1 toE4 will share a 
bedroom and bathroom with at most one other person in a configuration that includes a living room 
and kitchen. In addition, service members in a shared unit without a living room will have private 
bedrooms and bathrooms shared with no more than one other person, and such units will include a 
kitchenette. Room layouts in this figure provide examples of layouts that would be consistent with 
minimum standards for privacy and configuration. Other variations of these layouts may also meet 
minimum privacy and configuration standards included in the DOD Housing Manual. 
 

Both configurations provide some degree of privacy, allowing two 
separate rooms for two service members even if sleeping quarters are 
shared, and limit the number of service members sharing a bathroom to 
two. 

However, during our site visits, we observed barracks that do not meet 
these standards. For example, we identified barracks at six of 10 
installations that did not meet the DOD standard that, for units without 
living rooms, each service member should have a private bedroom, and 
no more than two service members should share a bathroom. At these six 
installations, we found that two, or even three, service members shared 
one bedroom and one bathroom, but did not have a living room. See 
figure 13.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 30 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

Figure 13: Barracks Rooms Not Meeting Department of Defense (DOD) Minimum 
Standards for Privacy and Configuration; Observations during GAO Site Visits 

 
 

Service members in 10 of 12 discussion groups told us that lack of 
privacy and insufficient space has negative effects, including contributing 
to poor mental health and affecting sleep quality or work performance. 
For example, service members in one discussion group said these 
problems can be exacerbated if one roommate works day shifts and the 
other works night shifts. They also said that lack of privacy in barracks 
makes it difficult to relax at home and increases stress. In another group, 
service members said a lack of privacy increases interpersonal tension, 
which can, in turn, undermine unit cohesion and affect work performance. 
Similarly, a 2022 Army report to Congress stated that Army behavioral 
and social health experts had concluded that sharing a bedroom is 
detrimental to soldier resilience. This report was based on a prior Army 
study, which, according to the 2022 report, found that installations with a 
low proportion of private rooms had increased rates of serious arguments, 
bullying, and low unit cohesion.43 

During our site visits, we also observed barracks at six of 10 installations 
that did not provide kitchenettes when they were supposed to, although 
they did offer some minimal equipment for storing and preparing food. 
Under DOD standards, permanent party barracks without living rooms 
must include a kitchenette. However, we toured permanent party barracks 
rooms at these six installations that provided only a refrigerator and 

                                                                                                                       
43Office of the Assistant Secretary of the Army for Installations, Energy and Environment, 
Report to Congress on Army Unaccompanied Housing (May 2022).  
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microwave.44 At one installation, we observed a barracks room with a 
microwave and nothing else. By comparison, permanent party barracks at 
four installations generally offered kitchenettes with amenities, such as 
stovetops, cabinet storage, countertops, sinks, and kitchen tables, in 
addition to microwaves and refrigerators. We observed a wide variety of 
food preparation and storage equipment. See figure 14. 

Figure 14: Variation in Food Preparation and Storage Equipment across Site Visit 
Locations  

 
 

Service members in 10 of 12 discussion groups told us the lack of or 
limited access to kitchens or kitchenettes in the barracks negatively 
                                                                                                                       
44The DOD Housing Manual does not include a definition for kitchenette. For the purposes 
of our analysis, we concluded a barracks room did not have a kitchenette if we did not 
observe in the barracks room at least one additional kitchen amenity beyond a refrigerator 
or microwave, such as a stovetop with 1 or more burners, cabinet storage, countertops, a 
sink outside the bathroom, or kitchen table. This definition is consistent with statements 
from a service housing official.   
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affected them.45 For example, service members in one discussion group 
said their only access to kitchen facilities, beyond the refrigerators and 
microwaves in their rooms, were central kitchens that hundreds of 
residents share. They also said that central kitchens are often in use, may 
be dirty, have broken appliances, and are not viable options for regular 
meal preparation. Other service members told us that, because of similar 
challenges, they generally rely on microwaveable meals or fast food, 
leading to health problems. Service members in three of 12 discussion 
groups told us having a kitchen has positive effects, such as 
improvements to physical health. In addition, some respondents to the 
same Army survey described above reported preferring barracks with 
kitchens. 

Although the DOD Housing Manual sets clear privacy and configuration 
standards for assignment to barracks, service-specific standards for 
assignment to permanent party barracks do not meet DOD standards, as 
required by DOD guidance. In addition, DOD guidance effectively allows 
the services to maintain barracks below those standards through the use 
of waivers. 

Service-specific standards. As detailed above, the DOD Housing 
Manual prescribes minimum privacy and configuration standards required 
for barracks to be considered suitable for assignment or occupancy. The 
manual further states that the military services should establish their own 
minimum standards for barracks based on these standards. 

As a result, the services have established standards that vary, in some 
cases widely, from the DOD standards.46 When we compared the 
services’ privacy and configuration standards for permanent party 
barracks to those in the DOD Housing Manual, we found that none fully 
incorporates the DOD standard, although there are a few areas where the 
services’ standards accurately reflect or even exceed the minimum 
standards set by DOD. For example, all services’ standards align with or 
                                                                                                                       
45Of the two discussion groups that did not discuss negative effects due to limited kitchen 
access, one group lived in privatized barracks where the majority of service members we 
met with lived in units with kitchens. The second group lived in government-owned 
barracks, which also included kitchens.  

46Air Force Instruction 32-6000, Housing Management (Mar. 18, 2020)(incorporating 
Department of the Air Force Guidance Memorandum 2023-01, June 12, 2023); Army 
Regulation 420-1, Army Facilities Management (Feb. 12, 2008)(incorporating Rapid Action 
Revision, Aug. 24, 2012); CNIC Manual 11103.2, Unaccompanied Housing Operations 
Management (Jan. 23, 2019); Marine Corps Order 11000.22, Marine Corps Bachelor and 
Family Housing Management (Jan.22, 2018). 
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exceed the minimum square footage requirement, but none reflects the 
requirement to provide a kitchenette. The Air Force’s standards 
incorporate more DOD standards than any other service, while the Army 
incorporates the least. For example, the Army allows up to four service 
members to share a bedroom, even though DOD standards state that no 
more than two service members should share a bedroom. See table 2. 

Table 2: Comparison of DOD Minimum Privacy and Configuration Standards against Military Service Standards for Permanent 
Party Barracks, Ranks E1 to E4 

 DOD  Army Navy Marine Corps Air Force 
Unit without a 
living room 

Minimum square footage 90 per 
bedroom 

● ● ● ●+ 

# Sharing bedroom Private 
bedroom 

○ ◐ ○ ● 

# Sharing bathroom  2 ○ ● ○ ● 
Food preparation Kitchenette ○ ○ ○ ○ 

Unit with a living 
room 

Minimum square footage 
(bedroom) 

72 per 
person 

●+ ● ● ● 

# Sharing bedroom 2 ○ ◐ ● ● 
# Sharing bathroom  2 ○ ● ● ● 
Food preparation Kitchen ○ ○ ● ● 

Legend: 
●= Meets DOD minimum standards for privacy and configuration 
◐= Partially meets DOD minimum standards 
○= Does not meet DOD minimum standards 
●+ = Exceeds DOD minimum standards 
● = Not applicable because Air Force minimum standards do not include a configuration with a living room 
Source: GAO analysis of Department of Defense (DOD) and Service Documentation. | GAO-23-105797 
 
 

Waivers. In addition, DOD guidance allows the services to waive 
barracks from complying with the standards. Specifically, the DOD 
Housing Manual states that the services can waive standards for no more 
than 1 year, due to military necessity, with exceptions for longer periods 
of time upon approval by the Secretary of a military department. 
Moreover, it does not set any time limit on waivers approved by the 
Secretary of a military department or stipulate any requirements for 
documenting or tracking waivers. For example, it does not require the 
services to document the specific reasons for granting waivers, either 
temporarily or beyond 1 year, or to track how many waivers are in place. 

As a result, the services have interpreted the waiver provision loosely, as 
detailed below, and have limited documentation on their use of waivers. 
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• According to Army officials, the Army effectively waives all barracks 
from DOD minimum standards because its service-specific standards, 
issued in 2008, are below those of DOD and were signed by the 
Secretary of the Army. In other words, the Army’s standards constitute 
the Army’s waiver. Further, the Army does not issue waivers when 
individual barracks fail to meet DOD standards because the service 
interprets the waiver requirement in the DOD Housing Manual to 
relate only to DOD standards. 

• Like the Army, the Marine Corps considers its service-level guidance, 
issued in 2018, to be a blanket waiver from DOD standards. However, 
unlike the Army, it also issues waivers when individual barracks do 
not meet its service-level standards. For example, according to 
installation documentation and officials, the Marine Corps issued a 
waiver at one installation to allow three service members to share a 
bedroom to ensure service members in the same military unit could 
be housed together. Conversely, the Marine Corps does not issue a 
waiver if two service members share a unit that does not have a living 
room, because this configuration meets the Marine Corps’ minimum 
standards, even though it does not meet DOD minimum standards. 

• The Navy also issued a blanket waiver to DOD standards; however, it 
documented that waiver in guidance separate from its standards. That 
waiver has remained in place since 2002, but, according to a senior 
Navy housing official, was intended as a temporary solution to ensure 
service members assigned to ships could live in barracks while in 
port. In addition, the official told us the Navy issues waivers for 
individual barracks, but only when they do not meet minimum privacy 
standards, such as the number of sailors sharing a bedroom or 
bathroom. It does not issue waivers when barracks fail to meet 
configuration standards, such as when they do not have kitchens, but 
should, according to DOD standards. 

• Air Force officials told us all Air Force barracks meet or exceed DOD 
standards and, therefore, no blanket waiver is required. We observed 
permanent party barracks at one installation that provided 
kitchenettes when they were supposed to; kitchenettes included some 
minimal equipment for storing and preparing food, though they did not 
include stovetops. According to installation officials, lack of stovetops 
for cooking was a common complaint from barracks residents. In 
March 2023, Air Force officials informed us that two installations had 
recently requested temporary waivers to privacy standards, indicating 
that the service may issue waivers in at least some instances when 
individual barracks do not meet DOD standards. 
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DOD’s Housing Manual requires that DOD housing—including barracks—
be operated and maintained to a standard that provides comfortable living 
places and that generally reflects contemporary community living 
standards. When we raised the issue of substandard barracks with OSD 
officials, they said were unaware that the services’ privacy and 
configuration standards generally did not meet those prescribed in the 
manual, but they also emphasized that the services are meant to have 
flexibility in how they manage their barracks programs.47 When we raised 
the issue of substandard housing with service-level officials, they 
acknowledged that their standards are below DOD’s, but also said they 
agreed that DOD guidance allows a level of flexibility in determining 
service level standards. Officials also said that higher standards would be 
challenging to achieve, especially for older barracks. For example, 
installation officials told us it is challenging and costly to retrofit older 
barracks facilities with kitchens, as these facilities do not always have 
space for the electrical systems needed to install kitchen appliances. 

However, service standards for privacy and configuration below DOD 
standards have effectively allowed the military services to house service 
members in barracks that are well below existing standards for 
assignment or occupancy. As service members told us in discussion 
groups, barracks that do not provide them sufficient privacy or access to 
kitchen facilities can have detrimental effects on their mental and physical 
health. Without updated service privacy and configuration standards that 
meet DOD standards, substandard barracks will continue to be used to 
house service members. 

In addition, by not setting clear requirements related to waivers, OSD has 
missed an opportunity to gain visibility into the extent to which service 
members are living in substandard barracks—information that could help 
target resources where they are most needed. For example, setting clear 
requirements for tracking and documenting waivers, such as the reason 
an installation needs a waiver, the number of barracks and service 
members affected, and the estimated cost for bringing barracks up to 
standards, could help both OSD and the services make risk-based 
decisions on where to prioritize resources. In addition, setting clear 
requirements regarding time limits for waivers would prevent the military 
services from establishing waivers in perpetuity, as has occurred, and 
encourage progress. Although none of the services comprehensively 

                                                                                                                       
47OSD officials also said they do not have sufficient staff to compare DOD’s minimum 
standards to the services’. 
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documents and tracks waivers to DOD standards for individual barracks, 
information we obtained from the Navy and Marine Corps indicates that at 
least thousands of service members are affected. According to these 
services’ officials, about 5,000 sailors and 17,000 Marines lived in 
substandard barracks, as of March 2023.48 

The military services use varying methods to assess the effects of 
barracks conditions on service member quality of life. However, their 
methods are not consistent and do not fully align with DOD requirements, 
and DOD does not routinely assess the effects of barracks conditions on 
quality of life. The military services have some methods for assessing 
effects of barracks conditions on readiness—such as a one-time survey 
of barracks residents—however, the information the services obtain from 
these methods is insufficient or unreliable. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2020 required 
each military installation to administer the same tenant satisfaction survey 
for service members living in all military housing.49 Further, the DOD 
Housing Manual requires the services to periodically evaluate service 
members’ satisfaction with their housing using surveys. According to the 
same manual, military housing includes government-owned barracks. 
However, a 2020 Chief Housing Officer memorandum that provides 
direction to the military departments regarding the tenant satisfaction 
survey required the services to survey only residents of privatized or 
government-owned family housing and privatized barracks, omitting 

                                                                                                                       
48These figures are likely underestimated because the Navy and Marine Corps only issue 
waivers in certain circumstances, as noted above.  

49Pub. L. No. 116-92, § 3058 (2019).  

DOD Does Not 
Sufficiently Assess 
the Effects of 
Barracks Conditions 
on Quality of Life and 
Readiness 
Military Services Do Not 
Use Consistent 
Approaches or Fully Meet 
DOD Requirements for 
Assessing Effects of 
Barracks Conditions on 
Service Member Quality of 
Life and Readiness 
Military Services Use Varying 
Approaches to Implement 
Statutory Requirement 
Regarding Tenant Satisfaction 
Survey 
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government-owned barracks.50 OSD officials told us they do not interpret 
the congressional requirement to include government-owned barracks 
because of the unique nature of the barracks residents and because the 
services preferred to maintain their existing survey methods.51  

Navy and Marine Corps. Both the Navy and the Marine Corps use the 
annual tenant satisfaction survey to assess effects of housing condition 
on residents of all military housing, including government-owned 
barracks. These services use survey results to identify concerns, and 
identify steps to improve quality of life for service members.52 According 
to Navy and Marine Corps documentation of 2022 survey results, 
satisfaction with barracks housing varied by installation, with some 
installations scoring high, and others scoring low. For example, service 
documentation of survey results showed satisfaction scores as high as 86 
out of 100, and as low as 36 for Navy and Marine Corps installations we 
visited. Common concerns for survey respondents included issues with 
the quality of maintenance services, such as lack of responsiveness to 
resident requests. Similarly, in all 12 discussion groups, barracks 
residents expressed concerns regarding maintenance issues. Across 
both services, the lowest scoring questions generally related to the desire 
of residents to continue living in their current housing. 

Navy and Marine Corps officials told us they have used tenant 
satisfaction survey results to identify problems and potential solutions for 
barracks, and to improve installation-level customer service. Officials from 
both services told us they require that installations scoring below a 
minimum threshold in any survey category develop and implement action 
plans on addressing identified issues. For example, survey results for 
barracks at one Navy installation showed low satisfaction with 
maintenance follow-up. The action plan for that installation called for 
weekly follow-up with barracks residents on the status of maintenance 
work to improve resident satisfaction. At one Marine Corps installation, 
survey results showed dissatisfaction with broken washers and dryers, 
                                                                                                                       
50The memorandum directs the military services to conduct the annual Tenant Satisfaction 
Survey for “all privatized housing and all government-owned or leased family housing.” 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Sustainment Memorandum, Tenant Satisfaction Survey 
Policy for DOD Privatized, Owned or Leased Housing (Nov. 16, 2020). 

51Each military service administers the tenant satisfaction survey for residents of 
government-owned family housing and privatized military housing, as required by OSD.  

52The tenant satisfaction survey assesses the effects of barracks conditions on service 
member quality of life, asking questions about service members’ overall satisfaction with 
barracks conditions and property management services.  

Discussion Group Perspectives 
It takes a lot longer than a month, sometimes 
3 months, for maintenance to come and check 
out an issue. 
There is a leak and black mold in the shower 
and maintenance still won’t fix it, no matter 
how often it is reported. 
It is continuous misery to be in hot conditions 
with no air conditioning. 
- Barracks residents 
Source: GAO discussion groups | GAO-23-105797 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 38 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

and a lack of responsiveness to these issues by maintenance personnel. 
The action plan for that installation called for improving maintenance 
response by developing and conducting consistent training. 

Army and Air Force. In contrast, the Air Force does not use the tenant 
satisfaction survey for barracks residents, and the Army uses it only to 
survey residents of privatized, and not government-owned, barracks. For 
government-owned barracks, instead of the tenant satisfaction survey, 
both services used one-time or ad hoc survey methods to gather more 
limited information regarding the effects of barracks conditions on service 
members. According to Army and Air Force officials, OSD guidance 
requires the services to administer tenant satisfaction surveys only for 
residents of government-owned family housing and privatized housing. As 
such, officials told us their service uses the survey only for these housing 
types. Army and Air Force officials also told us the survey would not yield 
actionable insights for improving barracks conditions because tenant 
satisfaction survey questions are not all relevant for barracks residents. 

In addition, Army officials said that surveying service members living in 
barracks is too difficult, in part because this population is hard to reach. 
For example, they told us the Army does not require these service 
members to provide certain contact information, such as personal emails 
or telephone numbers, which could improve access to surveys for service 
members who do not have immediate access to their military email.53 
They also said that many junior-enlisted service members would not 
provide this contact information, if asked. 

In the absence of an annual tenant satisfaction survey for barracks 
residents, the Army and the Air Force have used other methods to gather 
more limited information regarding the effects of barracks conditions on 
service members. For example, in 2022, the Army administered a one-
time survey at five installations to gather service member input about 
barracks designs and features, as well as effects on service member 
quality of life, among other topics.54 According to Army documentation of 

                                                                                                                       
53According to Army officials, service members’ military email addresses are recorded 
when assigned to barracks rooms. However, they also said that personal emails or cell 
phone numbers would allow service members without regular access to computers to 
respond to surveys using cell phones and improve survey response rates. 

54According to Army officials, Army selected these five installations to best sample Army’s 
overall population of service members residing in barracks.  
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survey results, some respondents reported poor quality of life in barracks, 
and low satisfaction with barracks conditions. 

Further, some respondents reported negative effects of barracks 
conditions on their physical and mental health, as well as a lack of safety 
and security in barracks. The Army plans to use these survey results to 
inform decision-making for barracks housing programs going forward. 
Army officials also told us survey results will inform the development of 
new barracks construction standards, including what features will most 
improve quality of life.55 The Army plans to administer periodic surveys of 
barracks residents in the future. 

Air Force officials told us they sometimes administer surveys at the 
installation-level—such as ad-hoc, informal exit interviews or unit 
commander surveys—to gather information on barracks conditions and 
their effects on service members. However, officials did not express the 
need for additional or more consistent surveys on these topics. At one Air 
Force installation we visited, we learned that service members living in 
training barracks take end-of-course surveys at the conclusion of training, 
and these can include questions on barracks conditions. One Air Force 
barracks manager told us about an ad-hoc survey of service members 
living in one barracks facility. This official said that survey results 
prompted concrete changes, such as adding personal storage lockers for 
pantry and kitchen items in a communal kitchen. However, the Air Force 
does not compile results of surveys at the installation-level, and does not 
use such results to inform Air Force-wide improvements to barracks 
housing programs. 

Despite the military services’ varying approaches to the tenant 
satisfaction survey, and the effects of barracks conditions on quality of 
life, OSD has not updated guidance on the tenant satisfaction survey. For 
example, OSD could direct the military services to expand the survey to 
service members living in barracks, or to otherwise ensure that the 
military services survey service members living in barracks in a consistent 
and comparable way. As a result, the Army and Air Force, pointing to the 
absence of a DOD requirement, do not administer the survey to barracks 
residents. OSD officials told us they have discussed with the military 

                                                                                                                       
55The survey included questions on service members’ preferences for barracks design 
and configuration, such as bedroom layout, recreation facilities, and kitchen and laundry 
amenities.  
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services the possibility of developing new or revising existing surveys for 
barracks residents. 

Without updated DOD guidance to ensure a consistent approach to 
surveying barracks residents, the military services will not be positioned 
to assess the effects of barracks conditions and potential improvements 
to quality of life for service members living in barracks. According to our 
analysis of DOD data, in fiscal year 2022, over 148,000 service members 
in the Army and Air Force lived in military barracks in the United States. 
Army and Air Force leadership, in particular, may be unaware of effects 
on quality of life stemming from living conditions in barracks, and may not 
be positioned to make improvements for the thousands of service 
members required to live in barracks. 

OSD does not routinely monitor the effects of barracks conditions on 
service members’ quality of life or readiness, despite DOD requirements 
to monitor morale and welfare aspects of the housing program. Officials 
from the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and 
Readiness told us they do not monitor the effects of barracks conditions 
because they believe that barracks conditions are a less important factor 
affecting service members’ quality of life when compared to other factors. 
For example, they said other factors are more important, such as a 
spouse’s satisfaction with the military way of life, or opportunities to 
progress in a career field. Further, officials said that most service 
members are married, and that unaccompanied service members are a 
comparatively smaller population. Personnel and Readiness officials also 
provided differing perspectives. Some indicated that, while housing 
conditions touch on quality of life, they consider housing to be separate 
from quality of life. Other officials, however, disagreed and indicated that 
this does not reflect the position of Personnel and Readiness. 

In contrast, officials or service members at all 10 military installations we 
visited told us barracks conditions directly affect service members’ quality 
of life and readiness. For example, service members in nine out of 12 
discussion groups we conducted told us poor barracks conditions 
negatively affect their quality of life when we asked what they like or do 
not like about the conditions in their barracks. 

  

OSD Does Not Routinely 
Assess the Effects of Barracks 
Conditions on Quality of Life or 
Readiness 
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In addition, officials at multiple installations we visited told us poor 
barracks conditions lower morale and affect readiness. Enlisted service 
members from all military services told us poor living conditions 
negatively affect work performance, training, and DOD’s ability to recruit 
qualified personnel. For example, senior-enlisted service members at all 
10 installations we visited told us poor living conditions contributed to 
reduced productivity at work, had negative effects on training, or 
negatively affected perceptions about serving in the military. 

The Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness is the 
Principal Staff Advisor to the Secretary of Defense for morale, welfare, 
and quality-of-life matters, and is responsible for developing policy, plans, 
and programs related to the quality of life of service members, including 
specifically for housing.56 Further, the DOD Housing Manual directs 
Personnel and Readiness to monitor the morale and welfare aspects of 
DOD housing, which includes barracks. However, Personnel and 
Readiness officials told us managing military barracks, including 
monitoring the effects of barracks conditions on service member quality of 
life and readiness, is generally the responsibility of each military service, 
and not OSD. 

Although Personnel and Readiness does not monitor the effects of 
barracks conditions on service members, it does collect information to 
support monitoring on a variety of other topics related to quality of life. For 
example, the Office of People Analytics, an office within the Personnel 
and Readiness organization, coordinates with relevant OSD offices to 
develop and administer the annual Status of Forces survey. This survey 
assesses the attitudes and opinions of the DOD community on a range of 
personnel issues, such as those related to quality of life.57 In addition to 
the Status of Forces survey, the Office of People Analytics uses other 
methods to assess quality-of-life issues affecting service members, 
according to officials. For example, officials told us they use surveys and 
focus groups to assess specific quality-of-life issues, such as spouse 
                                                                                                                       
56Department of Defense Directive 5124.02, Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel 
and Readiness (USD(P&R)), (June 23, 2008). 

57The Status of Forces survey assesses the attitudes and opinions of the DOD community 
on a range of personnel issues that affect service members, their careers, and their 
families. In addition to quality-of-life questions, the Status of Forces survey also includes 
questions on reenlistment and retention, which Personnel and Readiness can use to make 
policy decisions, according to officials. However, these questions generally do not ask 
specifically about the effects of barracks housing and living conditions on reenlistment. 
One question about the factors service members consider important in making 
reenlistment decisions includes housing as one of 29 optional selections.  

Discussion Group and Senior-Enlisted 
Service Member Perspectives 
We had to lower standards for field training to 
keep [service members] mentally in the game. 
Had to do it because when they get out of 
[training], they can’t take a hot shower [in the 
barracks], or sleep with a locked door.  
- Senior-enlisted service member 
Thousands of service members come through 
this base for training every year and live in 
these barracks. They go home and tell their 
friends and family not to join the military 
because of living conditions. 
-Senior-enlisted service member 
Sometimes I find myself getting frustrated at 
work and missing small things. A small 
mistake can be a security issue, and a really 
big problem. Going home to the barracks, 
those small mistakes are easier to make. 
-Barracks resident 
Source: GAO discussion groups and interviews | GAO-23-
105797 
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unemployment, food insecurity, and sexual assault. Officials said relevant 
OSD offices use data from these survey methods in monitoring quality of 
life, and to strengthen support within DOD for identified issues and to 
inform programming needs, including budgeting. 

Personnel and Readiness previously collected information on service 
member satisfaction with barracks through the Status of Forces survey—
information useful for monitoring of morale and welfare aspects of 
barracks housing. Specifically, as recently as 2019, the survey asked 
service members whether they currently lived in government-owned 
barracks on base or privatized housing off base, among other housing 
types. The survey also included questions on service members’ 
satisfaction with the physical condition and affordability of their housing. 
Combined, these questions provided Personnel and Readiness with 
timely survey results about the effects of barracks conditions on quality of 
life. According to 2019 Status of Forces survey results, service members 
living in barracks generally were less satisfied than were service 
members living in other types of military housing. See figure 15. 

Figure 15: Estimated Percentage of Active-Duty Service Members Satisfied with 
Military Housing in 2019, by Housing Type 

 
Note: The Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness administers the 
Status of Forces survey to assess a range of personnel issues. Through 2019, the survey included 
three questions on service members’ satisfaction with their housing, its physical condition, and 
affordability. Data are from a tabulation of housing satisfaction question results from the 2019 Status 
of Forces Survey of Active-Duty Members prepared by the Office of People Analytics. 
Unaccompanied housing on base includes barracks as well as other types of unaccompanied 
housing, such as housing for senior-enlisted service members and for officers. All estimates in this 
figure have margins of error at the 95 percent confidence level of plus or minus 9 percentage points 
or fewer. 
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However, according to officials, after 2019, the Office of People Analytics 
removed housing satisfaction questions from the Status of Forces survey 
both because it was not a priority and to reduce survey length. 
Specifically, officials told us the Office of Management and Budget 
required cuts to government surveys to reduce survey length and 
increase response rates. As a result, they removed some questions from 
the Status of Forces Survey that were not congressionally required, 
including housing questions. Further, while relevant OSD offices can be 
involved with the Status of Forces survey by providing input on included 
questions or requesting survey results or briefings, officials said they have 
not coordinated with Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Housing 
on the Status of Forces survey since the removal of housing questions 
from the survey. OSD officials from this office told us they were not 
consulted about the removal of these questions from the survey. 

Officials from the Office of People Analytics also told us the military 
services conduct their own surveys related to housing, and that DOD-
wide survey questions on the topic would be redundant. However, as 
described previously, the Army and the Air Force do not consistently or 
systematically survey service members on the effects of barracks 
conditions on quality of life. In addition, officials from the Navy and Marine 
Corps—the two services surveying barracks residents annually—told us 
the surveys use different methodologies to compile results, making it 
challenging to compare across military services. Moreover, Personnel 
and Readiness officials told us the military services often rely on DOD-
level surveys, such as the Status of Forces survey, for quality-of-life 
insights. 

There are no plans to reintroduce housing questions to the Status of 
Forces survey, according to officials. Without department-wide 
information collection on housing satisfaction, such as through the Status 
of Forces Survey, Personnel and Readiness will not be effectively 
positioned to fulfill its responsibility as the Principal Staff Advisor to the 
Secretary of Defense for morale, welfare, and quality-of-life matters for 
service members, including those living in barracks. 

No military service has fulfilled DOD requirements to periodically evaluate 
the effects of barracks conditions on service members’ reenlistment 
decisions. As noted above, the DOD Housing Manual requires the 
services to periodically evaluate housing-related questions on service-
wide or installation-specific surveys, including to assess the significance 
of housing in service members’ decisions to enlist or reenlist. Housing is 
defined under this manual to include barracks. 

Military Services Generally 
Do Not Evaluate the 
Effects of Barracks 
Conditions on 
Reenlistment 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 44 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

The Navy and Marine Corps survey barracks residents for quality-of-life 
effects through tenant satisfaction surveys, as described above. However, 
these surveys do not ask about the effects of barracks conditions on 
reenlistment. The 2020 OSD memorandum described above sets 
required questions for the tenant satisfaction surveys, but does not 
include questions on reenlistment. Officials at an Air Force installation told 
us barracks residents consistently provide feedback about training 
barracks through end-of-course surveys.58 However, these surveys do not 
always address reenlistment. Further, officials told us results are not 
routinely shared with services’ housing officials.59 By contrast, the one-
time Army survey described above asked service members to what extent 
their decision to reenlist was influenced by their barracks experience. 

Poor living conditions can have significant effects on reenlistment. For 
example, service officials across all military services told us barracks 
conditions can affect service members’ willingness to reenlist. Further, in 
eight of 12 discussion groups, a majority of service members said that 
barracks living conditions are an important factor when considering 
reenlistment. Similarly, the one-time Army survey found that some 
respondents who did not plan to reenlist reported that their experience 
living in the barracks contributed to this decision. 

The military services have not fulfilled DOD requirements to periodically 
evaluate the effects of barracks conditions on reenlistment because OSD 
has not updated guidance on the tenant satisfaction survey, or other 
surveys of service members living in barracks, to require that the military 
services include questions on effects of barracks conditions on 
reenlistment decisions. Survey results would be helpful in quantifying 
readiness effects associated with barracks living conditions, and provide 
key information to decision makers. For example, officials from two 
services told us reliable data on any association between housing 
conditions and service member reenlistment would be helpful to inform 
resource investment decisions to improve living conditions in barracks 
and service member retention. 

                                                                                                                       
58End-of-course surveys are surveys offered to service members upon completion of 
training courses to document and collect information on service members’ experiences in 
training barracks, according to these officials. 

59Officials at multiple installations across all services told us they use other methods to 
collect information regarding effects of barracks living conditions on reenlistment, such as 
informal discussions or ad-hoc surveys.  

Discussion Group and Senior-Enlisted 
Service Member Perspectives 
Service members consider leaving the military 
because they are miserable [in barracks]. 
They want to control how they live.  
- Senior-enlisted service member 
You might enjoy your job, but poor barracks 
conditions are enough to make you not want 
to reenlist. 
-Barracks resident 
If you can’t expect leadership to fix immediate 
housing issues, why stay [in the military]?  
-Barracks resident 
Source: GAO discussion groups and interviews | GAO-23-
105797 
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DOD has not tracked complete or reliable information on how much 
Operation and Maintenance (O&M) or Military Construction (MILCON) it 
has used to improve barracks conditions or how much would be needed 
to meet minimum condition standards. Additionally, DOD has not tracked 
complete or reliable information on how much Military Personnel funding 
it has used to house service members typically required to live in 
barracks. Further, the military services vary in their approach to assigning 
mission scores to barracks, which is one of the pieces of information used 
when prioritizing barracks improvement projects for funding. 

 

As explained earlier, DOD generally relies primarily on three sources of 
appropriated funds to maintain and improve barracks facilities, or to 
house service members typically required to live in barracks—(1) O&M 
funds to maintain and improve existing barracks, (2) MILCON funds to 
significantly renovate old barracks or construct new ones, and (3) Military 
Personnel funds to house service members in private sector housing due 
to space limitations in the barracks, or other reasons. However, we found 
that DOD does not have complete information on the full scope of its use 
of O&M, MILCON, and Military Personnel funding related to barracks 
housing programs. 

O&M. DOD funding to maintain and improve barracks conditions is 
included in DOD’s annual budget request under the Facility Sustainment, 
Restoration and Modernization (FSRM) category.60 However, DOD and 
service-level annual budget requests consolidate FSRM funding for all 
facilities within a single requested amount, making it challenging or 
impossible to determine the amount of funding specifically designated for 
barracks. For fiscal year 2024, DOD requested about $15 billion for 
FSRM across all active-duty facilities, including barracks. 

When we asked the military services to provide information on the 
amount of FSRM funding obligated for barracks, none was able to provide 

                                                                                                                       
60Sustainment is the maintenance and repair activities necessary to keep an inventory of 
facilities in good working order. Restoration is the restoration of a facility to such a 
condition that it may be used for its designated purpose. Modernization is the alteration or 
replacement of facilities solely to implement new or higher standards, to accommodate 
new functions, or to replace building components that typically last more than 50 years 
(such as the framework or foundation).  

DOD Does Not Track 
or Use Complete or 
Consistent 
Information When 
Making Resource 
Decisions Related to 
Barracks 

DOD Does Not Track 
Complete Information on 
Its Use of Funding to 
Maintain, Improve, and 
Construct Barracks 
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us complete data.61 For example, no military service was able to provide 
reliable information on the amount of FSRM funding requested or 
obligated at the installation-level for barracks. According to OSD and 
service officials, the services prioritize and allocate FSRM funding for 
more expensive renovation projects—such as renovating bathrooms 
across a barracks facility—at the headquarters level; installations submit 
projects for consideration, and the services each determine which 
projects will receive funding. In contrast, officials told us that military 
installations are responsible for prioritizing and allocating FSRM funding 
for less expensive projects—such as replacing broken parts in an air 
conditioning system. 

Only one military service, the Air Force, provided any information on 
FSRM funding obligated by installations for fiscal years 2012 through 
2022, but this information was an estimate. Air Force officials told us 
installations do not reliably track FSRM obligations at the installation level 
on barracks. Conversely, the Army, Navy and Marine Corps provided 
funding information only on FSRM barracks projects funded at the 
headquarters level, not at the installation level because, according to 
officials, these services do not track installation FSRM projects. 

In addition, the Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps were unable to provide 
complete information on FSRM funding amounts, because, according to 
officials, barracks funding is tracked together with other facilities. For 
example, the Air Force provided the amount obligated for barracks at the 
headquarters level, and an estimate for the amount obligated at the 
installation-level, but did not provide the amount it had identified as its 
total annual requirement for barracks FSRM or the amount it submitted to 
OSD for the annual budget request. The Navy provided information that 
identified annual FSRM requirements for barracks, as well as some 

                                                                                                                       
61We requested funding information on FSRM specific to barracks for fiscal years 2012 
through 2022. Our request included the amount military services identified annually and 
submitted to OSD in service budget requests, as well as the amount DOD submitted in the 
President’s budget request, the amount Congress made available to DOD, and the 
amount obligated. An obligation is a definite commitment that creates a legal liability of the 
government for the payment of goods and services ordered and received. The military 
services provided some funding information based on internal service budget materials 
used to prepare the annual budget request.  
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related budgetary information.62 The Marine Corps provided only 
identified annual FSRM requirements for barracks, and did not provide 
the obligated amount. 

MILCON. DOD’s annual budget request and accompanying service-level 
documents include information on MILCON amounts requested for 
specified major barracks construction projects; they do not include 
information on unspecified minor MILCON barracks projects identified by 
the services and installations as a MILCON requirement.63 Additionally, 
based on discussions with military service and installation officials, we 
found that installations had identified some needed barracks construction 
projects that were not ultimately identified as requirements to or by that 
military service. 

We requested information on barracks projects funded through MILCON 
from each of the services for fiscal years 2012 through 2022.64 The 

                                                                                                                       
62The Navy provided less funding information for barracks sustainment, and more funding 
information for barracks restoration and modernization based on internal service budget 
materials used to prepare the President’s budget request. For example, the Navy did not 
provide the amount submitted to OSD for the annual budget requests, submitted in the 
President’s budget request, or the appropriated amounts made available for barracks, or 
amounts awarded for barracks sustainment. In contrast, the Navy provided information 
that identified annual requirements, the amount submitted to OSD, and the amount 
awarded for barracks restoration and modernization. The Navy did not provide the amount 
submitted in the President’s budget request, or the amount appropriated.  

63Military construction projects may only be carried out as authorized by law. Generally 
such authority is provided in the annual Military Construction Authorization Act. Specific 
projects authorized in law are considered to be major military construction projects. 
Unspecified minor construction projects may also be carried out under the authority of the 
Secretary concerned. Unspecified minor military construction projects are those with an 
approved cost equal to or less than $6,000,000. Congressional reporting and project 
approval requirements vary for unspecified minor construction projects based on 
estimated project cost, For example, an unspecified minor construction project costing 
more than $750,000 requires advance approval by the Secretary concerned and, if costing 
more than $2,000,000, congressional notification of such approval 14 days prior to the 
project’s start. Finally, unspecified minor military construction projects costing $2,000,000 
or less may be funded with O&M amounts.  

64The services provided information on MILCON projects for barracks. In addition to 
identified barracks projects funded through MILCON, we also requested from each military 
service for fiscal years 2012 to 2022, MILCON amounts for barracks requested in annual 
budgets, appropriated MILCON amounts made available for barracks, and MILCON 
amounts obligated for barracks projects. The Army and Marine Corps provided all 
requested information. The Air Force provided information on MILCON amounts obligated 
for barracks projects. The Navy provided identified annual requirements, the amount 
submitted to OSD, and MILCON amounts awarded for barracks.  
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information service officials provided showed that, in some fiscal years, 
the military services did not identify barracks MILCON projects to OSD for 
consideration as part of DOD’s annual budget submission. For example, 
for more than one military service, the data provided by the services listed 
zero for barracks requirements for multiple fiscal years. Specific major 
barracks projects did periodically appear in DOD’s annual MILCON 
budget request.65 While the services may not have elevated all installation 
barracks requirements to the OSD level, the information provided by the 
services identified that amounts were still appropriated to and obligated 
by the services for barracks projects in some of those years. 

Officials at five of 10 installations we visited told us they have more 
barracks projects in need of funding than they include in their 
requirements submissions, or that barracks MILCON projects do not 
compete well against other needed MILCON projects when submitted for 
inclusion as part of the annual budget request. For example, officials at 
multiple installations told us that when putting together a MILCON 
submission, they have to weigh competing priorities, and do not expect 
barracks projects to be competitive for funding. This serves as a 
disincentive to submit barracks projects, according to officials. For 
example, at one Army installation, officials told us they need barracks 
MILCON projects to improve quality of life for service members, but would 
not submit these projects for consideration because the Army only 
approves barracks projects connected to a new mission, such as when a 
new tenant arrives at the installation and requires housing for enlisted 
service members. 

Senior officials from all services told us installations are to submit all 
MILCON needs to their relevant service headquarters for consideration, 
regardless of whether they expect proposed projects to receive funding. 
Two services have established this as a requirement in guidance or 
developed informal processes to encourage installations to submit all 
required barracks projects. For example, Army guidance indicates that 
commands should submit MILCON projects for new barracks when it 
would not be cost effective to renovate existing barracks, when MILCON 
funding is needed to address insufficient space in barracks, or to meet 

                                                                                                                       
65For example, DOD’s fiscal year 2024 MILCON budget request included $469.3 million 
for seven specific barracks projects, $36.7 million lower than DOD’s fiscal year 2023 
MILCON request for six barracks projects.  
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emerging requirements.66 According to Air Force officials, the Air Force 
identifies MILCON needs for all its barracks every 4 years as a part of 
recurring analysis of barracks funding requirements overall. The officials 
told us they encourage installations to submit all of their proposed 
barracks projects for consideration as part of this quadrennial exercise.67 

However, officials at some installations we visited noted that they have 
had difficulty receiving funding for barracks, even when requested over 
multiple fiscal years. In one case, officials at one Navy installation told us 
they requested funding for new barracks every year for 10 years, due to 
insufficient bed spaces, but did not succeed in obtaining it. As a result, 
that installation has consistently housed about 500 service members on 
aircraft carriers or berthing barges, according to officials.68 See figure 16. 

Figure 16: Aircraft Carrier and Berthing Barge Used to House Service Members at Navy Installation 

 
 

Military Personnel. Some service members who should live in barracks 
instead receive BAH to live in private sector housing due to space 

                                                                                                                       
66Department of the Army, Facility Investment Guidance (FIG) Annual Update for Program 
Objective Memorandum (POM) 24-28 (Aug. 4, 2021).  

67Air Force officials told us the Air Force identifies MILCON requirements through its 
Dormitory Master Plan. The Dormitory Master Plan is an investment planning tool that 
identifies sustainment, restoration and modernization, and replacement needs for Air 
Force barracks. According to officials, identified needs are based on barracks conditions 
and projected personnel requirements. 

68Service members living on the aircraft carrier we toured told us life is difficult on the ship 
because they have very limited space, there is limited connectivity via phone or internet, 
and laundry machines regularly break. They also said they would prefer to live off the ship, 
either in barracks on the installation or in off-base housing in the community. 
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limitations in the barracks or other reasons. In addition to space 
limitations, BAH may be provided to service members to reside in private 
sector housing, such as apartments, if their barracks housing is closed 
due to needed repairs or renovations. For example, officials at one 
installation we visited told us that it cost about $4 million in fiscal year 
2022 to provide BAH for service members removed from barracks that 
became uninhabitable. 

Funding for BAH is supported by military personnel appropriations. DOD’s 
Military Personnel budget request includes information about BAH 
requested for officers and enlisted service members. However, these 
materials do not specify the amount of BAH needed to house 
unaccompanied service members who would otherwise be living in 
barracks. According to our analysis of DOD data, the military services 
spent about $1.3 billion on BAH in fiscal year 2022 to house service 
members typically required to live in barracks.69 

The military services varied in the amount spent on BAH for service 
members who are generally required to live in barracks.70 For example, in 
fiscal year 2022, the Air Force and Navy spent the most on BAH for these 
service members—about $477 million and $387 million, respectively. See 
figure 17. 

                                                                                                                       
69In addition to the Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) that the services provide to house 
service members when barracks space is not available, the services provide a partial BAH 
to unaccompanied service members living in government quarters. Rates of partial BAH 
vary by rank. For example, based on current non-locality BAH rates, an E-1 would receive 
$6.90 a month, and an E-4 would receive $8.10. OSD officials told us partial BAH rates 
were originally intended as a pay increase for service members living in barracks. 
According to our analysis of DOD data, in fiscal year 2022, we found that the services 
spent about $17.8 million on partial BAH for service members living in barracks who were 
required to do so. 

70Service members living in government-owned barracks receive partial BAH; service 
members with ranks that would require them to live in barracks—based on rank and years 
of service— are provided full BAH to pay for private sector housing when barracks space 
is unavailable. Our analysis showed that the military services vary in how much they 
spend on both full and partial BAH amounts for service members required to live in 
barracks based on their rank and years of service.  
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Figure 17: Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) Paid to Service Members Typically 
Required to Live in Barracks, Fiscal Year 2022 

 
Note: These amounts include both full BAH amounts used to house service members when barracks 
space is not available as well as partial BAH amounts paid to service members living in government-
owned barracks. Calculations in this figure are based on the categories of service members in each 
service that are typically required to live in barracks, based on dependency status, rank, and, where 
applicable, years of service. Navy E-4s with 4 or more years of service may be required to live in 
barracks depending on availability of adequate barracks housing on Navy installations; accordingly, 
for purposes of our analysis, we included all unaccompanied Navy E-4s. 

 

In addition, the total amount of BAH paid to service members required to 
live in barracks has increased from fiscal year 2018 through 2022. See 
figure 18. 
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Figure 18: Total Amount of Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) Paid to Service 
Members Typically Required to Live in Barracks, Fiscal Years 2018—2022, in 
Millions 

 
Note: These amounts include both full BAH amounts used to house service members when barracks 
space is not available, as well as partial BAH amounts paid to service members living in government 
owned barracks. Amounts have been adjusted to account for inflation. Calculations in this figure are 
based on the categories of service members in each service that are typically required to live in 
barracks, based on dependency status, rank, and, where applicable, years of service. Navy E-4s with 
4 or more years of service may be required to live in barracks depending on availability of adequate 
barracks housing on Navy installations; accordingly, for purposes of our analysis, we included all 
unaccompanied Navy E-4s. 
 

OSD officials told us they review service budget materials submitted as a 
part of the annual planning, programming and budget process for DOD 
housing programs, including barracks, but they do not have sufficient 
information and data to know whether these materials reflect complete 
funding information or whether the services’ budget requests for barracks-
related funding fully and accurately reflect needs. They also stated that 
the department is working toward improved data analytics, but that it is 
difficult to clearly identify funding needed, requested, and spent for 
barracks. For example, officials identified challenges related to 
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implementation of a recent statutory requirement for the secretaries of the 
military departments to reserve certain appropriated amounts to carry out 
projects to improve military barracks.71 Comptroller and service officials 
told us it has been challenging to implement this requirement because of 
limitations in budgeting processes and a lack of reliable information on 
barracks funding. 

DOD’s Financial Management Regulation calls for federal managers to 
produce budgets at a detailed level that will improve accuracy, insight, 
and increased transparency of an agency’s expenditures.72 Additionally, 
Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government call for 
management to provide decision makers with the necessary quality 
information for making decisions.73 However, DOD’s Financial 
Management Regulation, which governs the format for development and 
presentation of budget materials, does not require that O&M funding 
requested for barracks maintenance be specifically identified as such. 
Additionally, DOD does not have comprehensive and ready visibility into 
all MILCON amounts that installations identify as necessary for barracks 
improvement. 

Also, DOD’s Financial Management Regulation, does not require Military 
Personnel funding for BAH—provided to service members for off-base 
housing who would otherwise live in the barracks—to be specifically 
identified. This lack of visibility into the full picture of barracks budgetary 
requirements limits DOD’s ability to identify and clearly report such 
information to agency and congressional decision makers in a complete 
and comprehensive manner. For example, OSD officials told us that it is 
challenging to track funding for barracks housing programs, and that the 
department was considering various methods to improve tracking, such 
                                                                                                                       
71Specifically, section 2814 of the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2022 
provided that, of the total amount authorized to be appropriated by the National Defense 
Authorization Act for each of fiscal years 2022 through 2026 for facilities sustainment, 
restoration, and modernization activities of a military department, the Secretary of that 
military department must reserve an amount equal to 5 percent of the estimated 
replacement cost of the total inventory of unaccompanied housing under their jurisdiction, 
for the purpose of carrying out projects for the improvement of military unaccompanied 
housing. The provision defined “military unaccompanied housing” as military housing 
intended to be occupied by service members serving on a tour of duty unaccompanied by 
dependents. Pub. L. No. 117-81, § 2814 (2021).  

72DOD 7000.14-R, Financial Management Regulation, vol. 4, chap. 19 (Oct. 2020). 

73GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: September 10, 2014).  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G


 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 54 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

as regular data calls to the military services or including separate lines of 
accounting for barracks in relevant appropriation accounts. 

In contrast, budget materials for government-owned and privatized family 
housing include information on new construction, operation, and 
maintenance of these facilities as separate and clearly delineated 
categories. Although budget materials do not identify the amount of BAH 
paid to private housing companies, OSD tracks income that private 
housing companies receive from rent payments on a quarterly basis.74 
Officials from all military services told us funding information for family 
housing is easy to track and review because there is a separate 
appropriation account specific to military family housing. 

In addition, although senior officials from all services told us that 
installations are to submit all military construction needs to their relevant 
service headquarters for consideration, regardless of whether they expect 
projects to receive funding, the services have not established a method to 
ensure that they have visibility into all barracks MILCON requirements 
identified at the installation level, particularly funding requirements related 
to improving barracks living conditions that support quality of life and 
readiness. For example, the services could compile a complete list of all 
identified barracks MILCON requirements and provide those annually to 
Congress. Notably, there have been congressional concerns raised about 
the service budget submissions not including some funding requirements 
pertaining to quality-of-life infrastructure, including barracks. Developing 
and implementing a method for the military services to ensure they have 
timely and detailed information regarding barracks MILCON requirements 
would allow both service and OSD leadership to appropriately weigh and 
prioritize MILCON requirements and funding ultimately requested for 
barracks. 

Similarly, although DOD provides more detailed funding information for 
military family housing, it has not developed a method to identify and 
report complete funding information for barracks in a combined manner, 
particularly funding requirements and expenditures related to improving 
barracks conditions. Without a means to identify the requirements and 
expenditures needed to address barracks conditions through O&M, 
MILCON, and Military Personnel, OSD and the services may be hindered 
in their ability to ensure that barracks are sufficiently funded, and 
                                                                                                                       
74Income for privatized housing projects includes rent paid through BAH, as well as other 
sources of rental income from retirees, civilians and other residents of privatized housing 
who are not currently serving on active duty in the military.  
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Congress will not have visibility into the full scope of barracks 
requirements when making annual funding decisions. Further, it will be 
challenging for DOD to weigh different options for funding barracks 
needs. For example, DOD will not have sufficient information needed to 
consider whether O&M, MILCON, or Military Personnel—and specifically 
BAH—may be a more effective choice to meet housing needs for a given 
fiscal year. 

We identified variations in the approach the services use to determine 
mission scores—a key element the services consider when prioritizing 
barracks improvement projects for funding. When the services decide 
how much funding to request and obligate for barracks improvement 
projects, they rely in part on two pieces of information—the facility’s 
condition score and the facility’s mission score. As explained earlier, the 
facility’s condition score—intended to reflect the physical condition of a 
facility based on assessments of building systems such as electrical, 
plumbing and foundation—may not provide reliable information about 
living conditions in the barracks. Similarly, facility mission scores—either 
a number or category indicating the risk to mission should the barracks 
facility fail—may not be a reliable data point when determining funding 
needed for barracks improvements. 

Current methods for determining mission scores rely, in part, on the 
subjective judgment of each service’s leaders, such as installation 
commanders. The Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force use a numerical 
scale—from 0 to 100—to assign mission scores. The higher the score, 
the more mission critical the facility is deemed to be. The Army does not 
use numerical mission scores, instead using mission and function 
categories. 

Each of these services’ methods for calculating the scores varies 
somewhat, as detailed below. 

• According to officials, the Marine Corps uses category codes such as 
housing and community to assign a baseline numerical mission score. 
Points are then added to the score based on facility use and 
commander input regarding how the facility affects unit mission, 

Military Services Vary in 
Approach to Assigning 
Mission Scores Used in 
Prioritizing Barracks 
Improvement Projects 
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according to officials.75 These officials said the process is new and not 
yet incorporated into formal service guidance. 

• The Navy previously determined mission scores based primarily on 
surveys of installation personnel, such as unit commanders, but is 
now transitioning to a process that will use both facility category codes 
and unit commander input, according to officials. 

• Prior to 2018, the Air Force determined mission scores based 
primarily on facility category codes, such as housing and community, 
according to officials. Since then, the Air Force has determined 
mission scores based only on input from senior military leaders, such 
as wing commanders, provided via a standard survey. However, Air 
Force officials also told us they plan to stop using mission scores to 
inform funding decisions. Instead, they will rely solely on whether 
senior military leaders rank specific facility improvement projects as 
their first or second priorities during annual budgetary processes. 

• The Army determines a facility’s mission score based on mission 
categories—referred to as readiness drivers—associated with that 
facility, and does not assign a numerical score, according to officials. 
Among other things, facilities in the highest mission category support 
a unit’s operational plans, while those in the lowest category indirectly 
support quality of life.76 Like the other services, the Army relies, in 
part, on senior leaders’ judgment to determine mission category. 
Specifically, Army officials told us that Army Commands, such as 
Army Material Command, determine the appropriate category of their 
facilities in coordination with military leaders at the installation level.77 
In addition, the Army assigns a functional rating (good, adequate, 
poor, and failure) for each barracks facility, which is meant to indicate 
the ability of the barracks to meet mission requirements. Army officials 
told us that installation officials, such as housing officials or barracks 
managers, determine functional ratings using a checklist and their 

                                                                                                                       
75DOD groups facilities into nine broad classes (operation and training, maintenance and 
production, research, development, test and evaluation, supply, hospital and medical, 
administrative, housing and community, utility and ground improvements, and land). Each 
class has subgroup category codes that identify the type and purpose of the facility.  

76Under Army guidance, barracks could fall under the highest category, because these 
facilities house service members, the second category, because barracks are facilities 
required to support the primary mission, or the third, and lowest category, because 
barracks affect service member quality of life.  

77Army officials told us the Army plans to adopt a process for determining numerical 
mission scores at some point in the future, similar to the processes other services use.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 57 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

own professional judgment. Checklists include elements such as 
signage, gutters and lighting, among others. 

We found that barracks mission scores vary significantly across each of 
the services. For example, on average, Air Force barracks have a mission 
score of about 79.78 Marine Corps barracks, however, generally have 
mission scores below 30, according to service officials. Navy officials told 
us almost half of barracks have mission scores between 60 and 70, 
though Navy’s new process may lower most barracks mission scores. 
Further, Navy officials told us very few barracks should have mission 
scores above 80. Army officials said they were unsure of the mission 
category assigned to barracks. During site visits, we observed barracks 
with the same assigned mission, but significantly different mission scores. 
For example, at two different installations, we observed training barracks 
used to support the same mission—housing recruits during basic training. 
The mission score for the recruit barracks at one of the installations was 
28, according to officials, but at the other installation, it was 100. Officials 
at both installations told us these barracks were critical to supporting the 
mission, and that poor conditions have immediate effects on their ability 
to train service members. For example, officials told us they lose essential 
training time when the air conditioning breaks or requires repair because 
they have to relocate hundreds of service members. 

This variation in mission scores likely reflects widely divergent 
perspectives of the senior leaders responsible for setting the scores. 
Through interviews, we found that senior leaders’ perspectives on the 
importance of barracks living conditions vary based on their professional 
judgment and experiences. For example, one installation commander we 
met with told us barracks are a top priority when making funding 
decisions, in part because he lived in barracks early in his career and 
personally understands effects of poor living conditions on readiness. 
Other installation commanders told us they prioritize mission-essential 
facilities, such as airfields and hospitals.  

 

  

                                                                                                                       
78Air Force basic training barracks had an average mission score of 98, while other 
training barracks had an average score of 80, and permanent party barracks had an 
average score of 67.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 58 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

In all 12 discussion groups, service members told us policies related to 
living in the barracks are unfair, including that service members at the 
same installation live in barracks that vary in condition and amenities. 

DOD’s 2018 Military Compensation Background Papers state that military 
compensation should be based on certain underlying principles, including 
equity and fairness. It also states that few things are more important for 
morale than that service members believe they are being treated as fairly 
as possible, and few things undermine morale more than a sense of 
unfair treatment.79 

When we asked OSD officials about the significant variation we observed 
in mission scores, they told us inconsistent barracks mission scores 
across services is not a problem because each service’s mission needs 
are different. As a result, they have not taken steps that would ensure 
more consistency across the services in setting mission scores. However, 
when the same type of facility with the same purpose (e.g., a training 
barracks housing recruits during basic training) is highly prioritized for 
funding in one service, and not in another, DOD risks creating noticeable 
discrepancies in how junior-enlisted service members are housed across 
different installations and services. Unless OSD takes steps—such as 
examining how the services develop and use mission scores for barracks, 
and providing guidance to the military services—to increase consistency 
in how the services determine mission scores to the maximum extent 
practicable, the services may not prioritize barracks for improvements in a 
way that upholds equity and fairness. 

                                                                                                                       
79DOD, Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, Military Compensation 
Background Papers: Compensation Elements and Related Manpower Cost Items Their 
Purposes and Legislative Backgrounds, 8th ed. (July 2018). This publication states that 
any military compensation system should be based on certain underlying principles and 
that compensation should be designed to foster and maintain the concept of the 
profession of arms as a dignified, respected, sought after, and honorable career. The 
emotional and spiritual satisfactions gained from the dedicated performance of uniformed 
service should be coupled with compensation sufficient for an individual member to 
maintain a standard of living commensurate with the carrying out of responsibilities that 
directly affect the security of the nation. 

Discussion Group Perspectives 
It’s unfair that there’s such a difference in 
barracks not only across bases but within a 
single base.  
The training barracks [on base] are better 
maintained than ours. It isn’t fair that they are 
there for a short time in better condition when 
we have to live permanently in worse 
conditions. 
- Barracks residents 
Source: GAO discussion groups | GAO-23-105797 
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We identified three areas in which DOD has not recently reevaluated 
policies that could improve conditions for service members living in 
barracks. First, DOD has not reevaluated its policies regarding when 
service members are permitted to receive the BAH, instead of being 
required to live in barracks—policies that have clear funding and morale 
implications. Second, we found that the services have not reevaluated 
current personnel structures for employing barracks managers. Third, we 
found that the services have not reevaluated the feasibility of privatized 
barracks, though a congressional committee directed DOD to conduct 
such an assessment by July 2023. 

 

 
 

 

Service policies have different rank requirements for living in barracks. 
For example, the Army and Marine Corps require unaccompanied service 
members in ranks E-1 to E-5 to live in barracks.80 The Air Force and Navy 
require service members in ranks E-1 to E-3, as well as some E-4s 
depending on several factors, such as years of service or available 
barracks space on an installation, to live in barracks. Both services allow 
E-5s to leave barracks. As such, across DOD, unaccompanied, enlisted 
service members are allowed to live outside of the barracks after being 
promoted to ranks E-4, E-5, or E-6, depending on the military service. For 
example: 

• In fiscal year 2022, the Army and Marine Corps required respectively, 
about 18,100 and 7,700 service members with the rank of E-5 to live 
in barracks.81 In comparison, no E-5s in the Air Force or Navy are 
required to live in barracks based on service rank requirements. 

                                                                                                                       
80Within the U.S., the Army requires unaccompanied service members in ranks E-1 to E-5 
to live in barracks. Outside the U.S., the Army requires unaccompanied service members 
in ranks E-1 to E-6 to live in barracks. 

81These figures refer specifically to unaccompanied E-5s within the U.S. They represent 
about 26 percent of all Army E-5s and about 35 percent of all Marine Corps E-5s in fiscal 
year 2022. 
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• In the same fiscal year, the Army and Marine Corps required about 
53,800 and 18,200 E-4s to live in barracks, respectively. The Navy 
can require all unaccompanied E-4s to live in barracks, which would 
be about 33,000 service members in fiscal year 2022. The Air Force 
required just 65 percent of E-4s to do so—about 20,300 service 
members.82 

Service members in all 12 discussion groups told us policies requiring 
certain ranks to live in barracks were unfair and should be reconsidered. 
For example, service members in one discussion group told us service 
members over 30 years old should not be required to live in barracks, 
regardless of rank. Service members in another discussion group told us 
service members required to live in barracks sometimes take drastic 
action, such as getting married, just to leave the barracks. Service 
members at one installation said it is unfair that E-5s are considered 
responsible enough to serve in the role of a non-commissioned officer for 
their units, but not responsible enough to receive BAH and rent their own 
apartments. Service members also stated that service members who live 
in private sector housing or military family housing should not be required 
to move back into the barracks if they divorce. For example, one service 
member told us about having to give away a pet after getting divorced, 
because service policy required a return to the barracks as an 
unaccompanied service member beneath the rank threshold for BAH. 

Service members and military leaders at multiple installations also told us 
the inconsistency of rank threshold policies between services and across 
installations is unfair and hurts morale. Unit leaders at a Marine Corps 
installation told us some installations allow E-5s to receive BAH and leave 
the barracks while other installations do not.83 Installation commanders at 
two Marine Corps installations said that service member morale would 
improve with more consistent rank threshold policies for BAH, and that 
DOD should work to make these policies more consistent across the 
services. Service members in our discussion groups were particularly 
aware of the varying requirements among the services. For example, 
service members in one discussion group told us it is unfair that Army E-
4s are required to live in barracks, while Air Force E-4s, generally, are 
                                                                                                                       
82Navy guidance requires all E-4s with fewer than 4 years of service to live in barracks. 
Guidance also states that E-4s with 4 or more years of service could be required to live in 
barracks if installations have sufficient space. According to Navy officials, based on this 
policy, approximately 75 percent of Navy E-4s lived in barracks in fiscal year 2022. 

83According to Marine Corps guidance, installation commanders have discretion to 
approve BAH for certain service members whose ranks would otherwise require them to 
live in barracks, such as when there is insufficient space in barracks. 
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not. In addition, some senior-enlisted respondents to the Army survey 
described above reported that Army E-5s based in the United States 
should have a choice to receive BAH. 

The DOD Housing Manual encourages the military services to establish 
the rank threshold required to live in the barracks at the lowest 
reasonable level based, to the extent practical, on a systematic, objective 
analysis that includes input from unit leaders, in the interest of quality-of-
life, changing expectations of junior service members, fiscal prudency, 
and minimizing barracks requirements.84 As previously described, Military 
Compensation Background Papers state that military compensation 
should be based on certain underlying principles, including equity and 
fairness, and that few things undermine morale more than a sense of 
unfair treatment.85 

However, we found that the military services have not recently 
reevaluated rank threshold polices through systematic and objective 
analysis, including input from unit leaders, regarding who is required to 
live in the barracks. For example, in some cases, the military services last 
evaluated their policies over 20 years ago, according to officials. 

• Army: In 2005, the Army issued guidance establishing that, upon 
promotion to the rank of E-6, Army soldiers living in the United States 
would be eligible to receive BAH and move out of barracks.86 

• Navy: In 2012, the Navy issued guidance that stated sailors with 
ranks E-1 through E-3 are required to live in the barracks. 
Additionally, E-4s with fewer than 4 years of service would be required 
to live in barracks and E-4s with more than 4 years of service could be 
required to live in barracks if installations have sufficient space. 

• Marine Corps: Marine Corps officials told us rank threshold policies 
requiring service members with ranks E-1 to E-5 to live in barracks 
have been in place for more than 25 years, but that the Marine Corps 
is considering allowing some service members with rank E-5 to 

                                                                                                                       
84DOD Manual 4165.63.  

85DOD, Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, Military Compensation 
Background Papers: Compensation Elements and Related Manpower Cost Items, Their 
Purposes and Legislative Backgrounds, 8th ed. (July 2018).  

86This 2005 decision did not include Army service members stationed overseas, who are 
still required to live in barracks even at the rank of E-6. Army officials told us that lowering 
this threshold for service members stationed overseas was under consideration, but that 
the Army has not yet made a decision to change the current overseas requirement.  
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receive BAH and live outside of the barracks. However, they said that 
no comprehensive analysis of the rank threshold requirement has 
been conducted. 

• Air Force. Air Force officials said that the Air Force’s existing rank 
threshold policy, which only requires service members with ranks E-1 
to E-3, and E-4s with fewer than 3 years of service, to live in the 
barracks was originally implemented in the late 1990s, in part to 
reduce the overall number of service members living in Air Force 
barracks. 

Military service officials whom we interviewed recognized the need to 
reevaluate rank threshold policies. For example, the Army plans to 
conduct a comprehensive review of its barracks assignment policy, 
including an analysis to inform decisions on any potential future changes 
to the existing rank threshold. Navy officials said their barracks working 
group is reconsidering who will be required to live in barracks, among 
other issues, but this effort is relatively new. A Marine Corps installation 
official provided a draft of limited guidance, language in which reaffirmed 
existing rank requirements, but also gave discretion to unit commanders 
to approve up to 600 service members at the rank of E-5 to receive BAH 
and live outside the barracks. Similarly, the Air Force issued a 
memorandum in 2018, which reaffirmed existing rank requirements. Air 
Force officials told us retaining these policies rewards service members at 
the end of a typical enlistment period of 3 years and encourages them to 
reenlist by enabling them to live outside of barracks.87 

However, while some military services have recently issued guidance 
reaffirming existing rank threshold requirements for living in barracks, 
these policy statements are not based on recent systematic and objective 
analysis. While the military services are responsible for determining rank 
of service members normally required to live in barracks, without 
consistent, systematic, and objective analyses, the services may not 
consistently establish the lowest reasonable rank for these requirements. 
Further, without adjusting service policies in accordance with such 
analyses—including with input from unit leaders—rank thresholds may be 
negatively affecting service member morale. Any change to current rank 
thresholds would have clear funding implications, and analysis weighing 
the benefits of lowering the rank threshold against costs to DOD will also 
provide important information to support decision-making. 

                                                                                                                       
87According to officials, the Air Force also reaffirmed rank requirements in February 2023.  
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Like the rank requirements for living in barracks, the services’ policies and 
processes vary for making exceptions to these requirements and, 
therefore, for providing BAH to service members.88 The DOD Housing 
Manual states that installation commanders may provide BAH to service 
members who would otherwise be required to live in barracks for one of 
two reasons—(1) when there is insufficient space in the barracks and (2) 
for other reasons as determined by each military service.89 

Insufficient barracks space. Guidance across all services authorizes 
installation commanders to provide BAH to service members when 
barracks space is insufficient and, specifically, when occupancy in 
barracks exceeds 95 percent across the installation. Officials at all 10 
installations we visited told us an occupancy rate above 95 percent is the 
primary reason they approve BAH for unaccompanied, junior-enlisted 
service members. 

However, service and installation processes vary for deciding which 
service members receive BAH when barracks space is insufficient. For 
example, Navy guidance states that when barracks exceed 95 percent 
occupancy, certain service members with 4 years of service may request 
BAH.90 Air Force guidance states installations are to authorize BAH for 
service members who request to live in private sector housing based on 
seniority. Similarly, Army and Marine Corps guidance broadly state that 
service members in barracks can request to live in private sector housing, 
but does not clarify which service members should be given first priority 
should occupancy reach 95 percent. At one Army installation, first 
sergeants told us if service members arrive on base when the barracks 
are at capacity, they may receive BAH. Service members at the same 
installation told us this process was unfair because some are lucky and 
some unlucky based only on arrival timing. At one Marine Corps 

                                                                                                                       
88Generally, service members required to live in barracks request to receive BAH through 
a certificate of non-availability, a document that, if approved by the installation, authorizes 
service members to receive BAH and live outside of government-owned barracks.  

89In addition, the DOD Housing Manual states that mandatory assignment to inadequate 
barracks housing solely to limit payment of a housing allowance is not authorized.  

90Specifically, the guidance provides that E-4s with more than 4 years of service assigned 
to sea duty may request to move off base and be eligible to receive BAH once the 
occupancy rate of on-line available barracks spaces reaches 95 percent for the entire 
installation. Commander, Naval Installations Command Manual 11103.2, Unaccompanied 
Housing Operations Management (Jan. 23, 2019). 
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installation, first sergeants told us when barracks space is insufficient, 
their units reward high performing service members with BAH. 

Reasons determined by services. Each of the services has also 
established other reasons when it is permitted to provide BAH to service 
members who should be required to live in the barracks, though the 
number and type of reason vary by service. For example, 

• Air Force guidance includes a variety of specific reasons an 
installation commander may provide BAH other than high occupancy, 
such as if a service member purchased a mobile home before being 
assigned to an installation or expects to marry within the next 60 days. 

• Navy guidance identifies more limited specific examples of exceptions 
for which a service member may receive BAH early, such as if 
barracks space is insufficient for storing service members’ 
government-furnished gear. 

• Army guidance provides several reasons, including if service 
members have purchased a home near an installation prior to 
notification of assignment to that installation. 

• Marine Corps guidance allows for temporary provision of BAH if a 
service member gets divorced, where their spouse was their sole 
family member. 

The DOD Housing Manual states that installation commanders have 
broad authority to decide the best use of resources to provide housing for 
service members, but service guidance varies in specificity regarding 
commander discretion. Army, Marine Corps, and Air Force guidance state 
that installation commanders have discretion to provide BAH if doing so 
would mitigate undue hardship. Navy guidance does not explicitly 
authorize this same discretion in the issuance of BAH. Air Force officials 
told us they do not track reasons for exceptions to rank requirements, but 
trust in the professional judgment of installation leadership. Similarly, 
Navy officials told us it is difficult to track how many exceptions 
installation commanders grant based on their discretion. 

During site visits, installation officials and unit leaders across multiple 
services told us installation commanders may be reluctant to approve an 
exception and provide BAH if the specific circumstances are not explicitly 
included as an acceptable reason in service guidance. For example, unit 
leaders at multiple installations told us installation commanders denied 
requests for BAH for service members who, they believed, had reasons 
that were compelling but not included in service guidance, such as to 
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receive joint custody of a child, care for a sick relative, or because the 
service member had previously experienced sexual assault while living in 
barracks. Similarly, at one installation, officials told us they were unsure if 
they should approve an application for BAH due to sexual harassment in 
the barracks because the exception was not specifically stated in service 
guidance. 

Our analysis of DOD data demonstrates the extent to which the services’ 
varied approaches to providing exceptions to rank requirements for living 
in barracks have resulted in substantially different outcomes for service 
members, depending on their service. We determined that, in fiscal year 
2022, there were about 365,000 unaccompanied enlisted service 
members who, based on their rank, would normally be required to live in 
barracks. About 86,300 of those service members received BAH to pay 
for private sector housing instead of living in barracks, with service 
members in the Air Force most likely to receive an exception, and service 
members in the Army the least likely. Specifically, we found that about 13 
percent of Army service members normally required to live in barracks 
received BAH, compared to about 42 percent of Air Force service 
members. See figure 19. 
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Figure 19: Percent of Service Members Required to Live in Barracks but Receiving 
BAH) in Fiscal Year 2022, by Service 

 
 

Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government states that 
management should implement control activities through policies 
described in appropriate detail to allow management to effectively monitor 
the control activity. However, DOD guidance does not clearly identify 
reasons that would be considered appropriate for providing BAH, as an 
exception, to service members who would normally be required to live in 
barracks. Specifically, the DOD Housing Manual requires the services to 
provide BAH when barracks space is insufficient or for other reasons 
determined by the services, but does not further define which service 
members should receive BAH when there is limited space, or what factors 
installation commanders should consider. As a result, service guidance 
varies, and installation implementation of such guidance may vary further. 

Without clear DOD guidance identifying appropriate reasons for providing 
BAH to service members who would normally be required to live in 
barracks, such as guidance identifying factors installation commanders 
should consider when authorizing BAH, installation commanders may 
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continue to do so inconsistently across services and installations, with 
adverse effects on morale. Specifically, DOD guidance could more clearly 
identify reasons for which installation commanders can issue certificates 
of non-availability to authorize BAH for service members required to live 
in barracks. In addition, installation commanders may vary in how they 
weigh the costs to DOD in providing BAH against opportunities to lessen 
hardships that service members face. 

All military services assign barracks managers to oversee the day-to-day 
management of the facilities, but these managers, in many cases, are not 
positioned to perform their duties effectively.91 However, the military 
services have not reevaluated their policies defining the personnel 
structures for the position. Barracks managers’ primary responsibilities 
generally include regularly assessing and inspecting barracks conditions, 
managing work orders for repairs, communicating with residents 
regarding repairs, and ensuring that installation maintenance officials 
conduct needed emergency and preventive maintenance. Barracks 
managers also serve as liaisons between barracks residents and 
installation housing maintenance offices. Further, they typically manage 
other facility processes, such as move-in and move-out processes, 
furniture replacement, data entry related to current occupancy, and 
issuing keys to residents. 

Personnel structures for barracks managers vary by service, as 
established in service policy. In some cases, the barracks manager 
position also varies by installation. Barracks managers may serve in the 
position full or part time, may be active-duty service members or civilian 
officials, and receive different amounts and types of training, as detailed 
below, by service. 

• Army: According to Army housing officials, barracks managers are 
generally active-duty service members, such as first sergeants, 
assigned to the position part time, in addition to their primary job 
duties. Unit commanders in certain ranks are responsible for 
appointing barracks managers, and some units have assigned the 

                                                                                                                       
91The military services use different terms for the barracks manager position, such as 
unaccompanied housing manager, building manager, or airmen dormitory leader. We use 
the term barracks manager to apply to individuals in any service with day-to-day 
management responsibility for barracks. 

Military Services Have Not 
Reevaluated Policies 
Regarding Barracks 
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position full time or to service members in more junior ranks, 
according to officials.92 

• Air Force: Barracks managers for permanent party barracks are 
generally active-duty service members assigned to the position full 
time for 3-year periods. According to officials, active-duty training 
instructors often manage the training barracks where their trainees 
live, in addition to primary job responsibilities. 

• Navy: According to Navy officials, barracks managers for permanent 
party barracks are generally full-time civilian officials within installation 
housing offices. Navy training commands, rather than full-time 
barracks managers, may manage training barracks, depending on the 
installation. 

• Marine Corps: Barracks managers are active-duty service members 
assigned to the position full time for at least a 12-month period, or 
civilian personnel, according to Marine Corps guidance. However, 
when unit commanders are responsible for assigning the barracks 
manager position, officials told us that some units assign the position 
part time or for periods of time shorter than 12 months. 

Barracks managers at installations across all military services told us they 
do not have enough time to meet performance objectives of the position, 
especially to conduct sufficient follow-up related to work orders. For 
example, a full-time barracks manager at one installation told us fulfilling 
all assigned responsibilities is a challenge due to the high volume of 
maintenance work orders. During site visits, we observed problems that, 
according to officials, would require significant time for barracks 
managers to address. For example, barracks managers at multiple 
installations told us it had taken or would take at least several months to 
fix a range of issues they face, such as broken closet doors, mold, and 
damage from leaking pipes. See figure 20. 

                                                                                                                       
92According to Army officials, unit commanders and first sergeants are primarily 
responsible for service members living areas, in addition to their other duties.   
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Figure 20: Challenges with Barracks Conditions Requiring Work Order Follow-Up 

 
 

Barracks managers also told us they sometimes have to take additional 
time to conduct needed maintenance work themselves. For example, 
barracks managers at multiple installations told us they have had to 
organize working days for service members to repaint external or internal 
walls, replace ceiling tiles, or clean up significant sewage overflow. 
Further, at installations across two military services, barracks managers 
told us they are responsible for cleaning and removing broken laundry 
machines, as well as for installing replacements—a task that can take 
several hours and can require transportation and assistance from 
barracks residents. Laundry machines break consistently, and can take 
months to repair and replace, which affects service member access to 
laundry facilities, according to officials at multiple installations. See figure 
21. 
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Figure 21: Broken Washing Machines and Dryers at Military Installations 

 
 

During interviews with installation leadership and other discussions, we 
heard varying perspectives on factors that might contribute to the 
challenges that barracks managers face. 

Part-time barracks manager position. Officials at installations we 
visited across multiple military services—including barracks managers—
told us it is difficult for barracks managers to accomplish mission and 
performance objectives when serving part time, in accordance with 
service policy. Multiple barracks managers serving in the position part 
time told us they can spend only 2 to 3 hours a day on barracks manager 
responsibilities and sometimes have to work extra hours on nights and 
weekends to keep up with work order follow-up and required data entry. 
Further, officials at multiple installations told us additional resources for 
funding full time barracks manager positions would support improvements 
to barracks. However, as noted above, even full-time barracks managers 
reported feeling overwhelmed with their assigned work. 

Civilian versus military barracks manager positions. Some installation 
officials and barracks residents we met with thought that establishing 
civilian or military barracks manager positions in service policy might 
improve job performance. For example, in one discussion group, one 
service member said that civilian barracks managers were effective, while 
another said that civilian barracks managers were effective only when 
they had prior active-duty military experience. We heard similarly diverse 
opinions about the value of civilian versus military barracks managers at 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 71 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

other installations we visited. For example, first sergeants at one 
installation said that civilian barracks managers were effective because 
they can respond to maintenance requests more quickly than those on 
active-duty. 

Training procedures. Training is another factor that could affect 
barracks manager effectiveness. All service policies require or offer 
training for barracks managers, though the type and amount of training 
varies by service and installation, according to officials. For example, 
Navy officials told us the Navy provides barracks manager training 
courses covering most responsibilities of the barracks manager position, 
as well as additional training on specific topics, such as managing 
barracks furnishings or providing customer service. Similarly, Air Force 
officials said that barracks managers undergo several weeks of formal 
training when selected for the position, and that training covers topics on 
facility management, relevant data systems, and mentoring skills. 

In contrast, Marine Corps officials told us that, although service guidance 
requires training for barracks managers, the extent and quality of training 
varies by installation. At one Marine Corps installation, officials told us 
service members are often assigned to the barracks manager position 
without any training. Army officials told us that, although they provide 
training, training sessions may be under attended and that regular 
turnover can undermine continuity of barracks management. Officials told 
us that high turnover of barracks managers, whether active-duty or 
civilian, can make it more challenging to provide training and build key 
skills required to accomplish performance objectives of the position. 

DOD Directive 1100.4, Guidance for Manpower Management, states that 
personnel requirements are driven by workload and shall be established 
at the minimum levels necessary to accomplish mission and performance 
objectives, and that existing policies, procedures, and structures shall be 
periodically assessed to ensure efficient and effective uses of 
resources.93 An Army official told us the Army previously conducted a 
pilot, which entailed hiring full time civilian barracks managers at one 
installation. According to this official, the Army determined that having full-
time civilian barracks managers led to improvements in barracks 
management. Other Army officials told us a study from 2010 showed that 
doing so across Army installations would be too costly. In 2013, the Army 
eliminated civilian barracks manager positions at the pilot installation, and 

                                                                                                                       
93DOD Directive 1100.4, Guidance for Manpower Management (Feb. 12, 2005).  
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in 2018 delegated those responsibilities to individual Army units, 
according to officials. 

Since then, none of the services have completed reevaluations of existing 
policies regarding barracks manager positions to determine—for all 
barracks types—the minimum level of personnel requirements necessary 
to accomplish mission and performance objectives, such as assessing 
day-to-day barracks conditions and working with maintenance officials to 
ensure repairs are made, according to officials. However, Army and 
Marine Corps officials told us they were reevaluating policies related to 
barracks manager positions. According to officials, the Air Force has 
completed a reevaluation of policies related to barracks manager 
positions for technical training barracks, but not for basic training 
barracks. The Navy has not reevaluated policies for barracks manager 
positions because existing policies establishing a civilian barracks 
management workforce are sufficient, according to officials. However, as 
noted above, training commands rather than civilian barracks managers 
may manage Navy training barracks, depending on the installation. 

Without assessing questions, such as how many full-time or part-time 
barracks managers are needed to manage barracks facilities, whether 
they should be civilian or military, and whether they have sufficient 
training for the position, the military services will not be able to ensure 
barracks managers are positioned to accomplish mission and 
performance objectives in permanent party and training barracks. 

From 1997 to 2011, the services conducted several assessments of the 
costs and suitability of privatization as a financing method for their 
housing needs for unaccompanied personnel. In 2014, we reported that 
because the military services used different methods, such as business-
case and life-cycle cost analyses and different assumptions about how 
repairs and upkeep for housing would be funded, the services reached 
different conclusions about the potential for cost savings from using either 
privatization or the traditional government-funded military construction 
approach.94 The Army concluded that privatization was feasible but more 
costly in most cases, while the Navy found that privatization was feasible 
in certain locations. The Air Force and Marine Corps concluded that 
privatization was not desirable for housing unaccompanied personnel. As 
a result of these analyses, the Army and Navy moved forward with a 

                                                                                                                       
94GAO, Military Housing: Information on the Privatization of Unaccompanied Personnel 
Housing, GAO-14-313 (Washington, D.C., March 18, 2014). 
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Wide Report 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-313
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small number of privatized barracks projects, as previously described. 
The Air Force and Marine Corps decided not to pursue privatized 
barracks projects at that time. 

According to Army and Navy officials, both military services are 
considering additional privatized barracks projects. In contrast, Air Force 
officials stated that although they have concerns about whether privatized 
barracks would be cost effective at the majority of Air Force installations, 
OSD has submitted a request to OMB for consultation regarding a 
proposal for a privatized barracks project at one location. Officials told us 
that unique market conditions may make privatized housing a successful 
model for housing unaccompanied service members at certain Air Force 
installations, such as locations with limited housing supply off base and 
long commutes. Marine Corps officials told us they are conducting a study 
to assess the feasibility of privatized barracks at two installations, but 
have no plans to move forward with privatization. 

We visited two installations with privatized barracks, observed living 
conditions, and met with service members living in privatized barracks. All 
room configurations in the privatized barracks we visited met or exceeded 
DOD minimum standards for privacy and configuration and most included 
private bedrooms and bathrooms, living rooms, and kitchens. See figure 
22. 
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Figure 22: Army and Navy Privatized Barracks at Fort Meade, Maryland and Naval Base San Diego, California 

 
 

In addition, service members living in privatized barracks consistently told 
us they were satisfied with the condition of their housing, and that this led 
to quality-of-life improvements. When asked about the condition of their 
housing, service members in all 12 discussion groups told us policies 
related to living in barracks are unfair, including that some service 
members are able to live in high-quality housing, such as privatized 
barracks or newer government-owned barracks, while others live in poor 
conditions. For example, service members in one discussion group said 
that the clear contrast erodes morale. 

Officials from OSD and across all military services told us they found the 
idea of privatizing barracks appealing, but also had questions about the 
feasibility of doing so. These questions are similar to concerns raised in 
some prior military service analyses. 
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• Cost effectiveness. Prior analyses of the feasibility of barracks 
privatization conducted by the Air Force found that privatization of 
housing for unaccompanied personnel was suitable only for certain 
locations and generally not a cost effective alternative to using 
MILCON funding for building barracks. The Marine Corps analysis of 
a pilot project estimated privatization to be more expensive than a 
new MILCON project.95 Housing more service members in privatized 
housing rather than government-owned barracks would increase 
spending on BAH because service members required to live in 
barracks are generally not eligible for BAH. Past service cost analyses 
on the feasibility of privatized barracks weighed increases in BAH 
spending against potential decreases in maintenance and 
construction of government-owned barracks. 

• Mandatory assignment and effects on OMB scoring. Each 
privatization project that DOD enters into must be scored for budget 
purposes. Scoring seeks to determine the cost that should be 
recognized and recorded as a DOD obligation at the time the project 
agreements are finalized. We reported in 2014 that OMB scoring rules 
in place at the time required that mandatory assignment to a barracks 
be treated as an occupancy guarantee, which would have the effect of 
committing the government to a large long-term expenditure upon 
initiating a privatized barracks project.96 As previously described in 
this report, unaccompanied junior-enlisted service members are 
generally required by service policy to live in barracks until they reach 
a certain pay threshold, and as we reported in 2014, at least one 
service considered mandatory assignment to barracks for junior 
members essential to unit cohesion and unit integrity. Based at least 
partially on this factor, the Marine Corps decided at the time that 

                                                                                                                       
95In 2008, the Marine Corps conducted a feasibility analysis including an examination of 
the cash contributions required from the Navy, a participation test for the 336-bed project, 
and a life-cycle cost analysis. The feasibility analysis concluded that privatization of 
housing for unaccompanied personnel would be 55 percent more expensive than building 
new quarters using military construction funds. 

96GAO-14-313.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-313
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privatized barracks would not meet its needs. Marine Corps officials 
indicated to us that this was still a valid concern.97 

• Complications due to deployments. We reported in 2014 that 
unaccompanied service members living in privatized barracks vacate 
their barracks room and do not receive BAH when deployed, unless 
they have a lease requiring BAH payments to continue. Therefore, we 
reported that frequent or prolonged deployments can reduce the 
occupancy rates of privatized housing.98 Since privatized housing 
companies receive most of their revenue via BAH payments from 
residents, occupancy rates are a key indicator of a housing project’s 
financial viability. OSD and service officials told us that relying solely 
or primarily on unaccompanied service members could negatively 
affect the financial viability of a privatized housing project, should they 
be deployed and their BAH payments stopped. 

• Possible negative effects on unit cohesion. Prior Air Force 
analyses found that privatization could result in negative effects on 
unit integrity for airmen, as well as difficulties enforcing discipline 
among tenants and conducting barracks inspections. We reported in 
2014 that a prior Air Force Chief of Staff stated that residing in on 
base barracks ensures junior-enlisted service members acclimate to 
the Air Force, build esprit de corps with members of their unit, and 
have access to base services, such as medical, fitness, recreation, 
commissary, and exchange facilities. Similarly, a 2009 Marine Corps 
summary on the subject of barracks privatization noted that marines 
are assigned to barracks with others from their unit, which promotes 
unit integrity and unit cohesion. 

In an effort to improve living conditions, a congressional committee has 
encouraged DOD to look for innovative ways to improve barracks, 
including privatization. Specifically, the House report accompanying a bill 
for the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2023 included a 

                                                                                                                       
97In 2014, we reported that privatized barracks projects do not provide an occupancy 
guarantee because no service member is required to live in privatized barracks. For 
example, sailors living in privatized Navy barracks have chosen to live there rather than 
staying on ships in port. Service members living in Army privatized projects have chosen 
to live there rather than other private sector housing as Army projects are intended for 
senior-enlisted service members who would otherwise be receiving BAH or junior-enlisted 
service members receiving BAH due to space issues in government-owned barracks. 

98Accompanied service members, such as those with a spouse or children, continue to 
receive BAH during deployments—and therefore continue to provide a source of rental 
income to private housing companies—because their dependents continue to live in 
privatized housing during that time. 
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provision directing the Secretary of Defense to provide a report to the 
House Armed Services Committee on the feasibility of privatizing 
barracks across all military services by July 2023.99 The provision 
includes specific types of information and analysis to be included such as 
location-specific factors, market demand and operational considerations 
that would affect the viability of privatized barracks, a business case 
analysis, and changes in DOD and service polices needed to facilitate 
privatization, among others. According to officials, DOD did not provide 
this report to Congress by July 2023, and officials were not able to 
provide an updated timeframe for when they would do so. 

Prior efforts to evaluate the feasibility of privatizing barracks did not 
require a comprehensive, department-wide assessment sufficient for 
decision-making. Instead, each service conducted assessments 
differently, resulting in inconsistent information and conclusions, and 
therefore actions, leading to morale problems among service members 
who questioned why some had the opportunity to live in privatized 
barracks, and others did not. By directing DOD to provide a 
comprehensive, department-wide report on barracks privatization, 
congressional recipients will have better information across the services 
on privatization feasibility. 

 

 

 

 

 

OSD does not provide sufficient oversight of housing programs for 
barracks, such as through appropriate DOD guidance or direction to the 
military services on tracking, assessing, and remediating deficiencies in 

                                                                                                                       
99H.R. Rep. No. 117-397, at 377 (2022). 
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barracks living conditions.100 Specifically, OSD does not have a structure 
in place to conduct sufficient oversight of barracks, such as monitoring 
DOD’s government-owned barracks inventory, substandard barracks, 
budget information, and effects of housing condition on service members. 

• Barracks housing inventory. When we asked OSD for data on the 
number of barracks facilities by service and the number of service 
members these facilities house, OSD officials said they were unable 
to provide such information, and we should request it from the 
services. Quarterly reviews conducted by OSD for privatized housing, 
by contrast, track the total number of homes for military families at 
each military installation, as well as the number of homes occupied by 
military families. 

• Substandard barracks. According to OSD officials, they do not 
monitor the number of substandard barracks across services, as they 
do not have a role in military service waivers of DOD minimum 
standards for barracks. These officials also said that OSD could 
address any challenges related to waivers or substandard barracks, 
during their annual programmatic review for barracks, but that they 
were not aware of any challenges. In contrast, OSD’s quarterly 
reviews for privatized housing monitor the number of homes 
unavailable for occupancy. 

• Budget information. We found that annual programmatic reviews of 
barracks include limited and incomplete budget information. For 
example, the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Housing 
reviews budget information on MILCON funding for barracks and a 
portion of O&M barracks funding, but does not review budget 
information related to BAH used to house service members who 
would be living in barracks if not for condition or space issues. 
Conversely, for privatized housing, quarterly programmatic reviews 
monitor a variety of budget information and financial metrics intended 
to support DOD decision-making. These include assessments of 
financial risks to privatized projects related to low occupancy and 
changes to BAH rates, among others. 

                                                                                                                       
100The Assistant Secretary of Defense for Energy, Installations and Environment is 
designated as the Chief Housing Officer for government-owned and privatized military 
housing. Specifically, the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2023 
establishes the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Energy, Installations and Environment 
as the Chief Housing Officer responsible for overseeing military barracks. According to 
DOD documents, the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Housing supports the 
Chief Housing Officer in all statutorily defined duties.  
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• Effects on service members. We found that OSD’s annual 
programmatic review for barracks includes limited and incomplete 
information on the effects of barracks conditions on service members. 
For example, the services are to provide information to OSD on how 
they measure tenant satisfaction for barracks residents, such as 
whether they use the tenant satisfaction survey described previously 
or other methods, but OSD has not directed them to provide robust 
information on the results of these assessments. In contrast, one of 
the four quarterly programmatic reviews for privatized housing 
focuses in detail on the results of the tenant satisfaction surveys, as 
well as plans to remediate identified challenges. 

OSD has a structure in place to conduct limited oversight of government-
owned barracks though its annual programmatic review, though the same 
office conducts more in-depth quarterly reviews for privatized housing, as 
described below. Service housing officials we interviewed drew a similar 
comparison between the level of oversight OSD conducts on privatized 
housing versus government-owned barracks. For example, officials from 
one service told us OSD does not monitor service efforts to meet goals 
related to barracks conditions, and that additional monitoring could result 
in improvements. Officials from another service said that in the absence 
of consistent OSD oversight of barracks, improvements to barracks 
conditions depend on whether service leadership make barracks a 
priority. 

The DOD Housing Manual and other DOD guidance establish an 
oversight structure that gives officials within OSD responsibility for 
creating and standardizing policies and processes regarding privatized 
housing, but guidance has not established similar oversight for 
government-owned barracks.101 For example, regarding privatized 
housing oversight, the DOD Housing Manual states that the departments 
are to provide semiannual updates to the Chief Housing Officer on project 
monitoring and performance of private housing companies, among other 
topics. Beyond the housing manual, additional OSD guidance provides 
more specific direction to the services on information required to support 
quarterly programmatic reviews for privatized housing. There is no similar 
guidance in the DOD Housing Manual outlining oversight roles and 

                                                                                                                       
101See, e.g., DOD Manual 4165.63; Assistant Secretary of Defense for Sustainment 
Memorandum, Military Housing Privatization Initiative—Approval and Notifications Policy 
(Jan. 15, 2021); DOD, Instructions to the Military Departments for Quarterly Military 
Housing Privatization Initiative Programmatic Reviews (effective date Jan. 15, 2021). 
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responsibilities for relevant OSD offices or related to required 
programmatic reviews on barracks. 

Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government state that 
responsibilities of an oversight body include overseeing the entity’s 
operations and where appropriate, making oversight decisions so that the 
entity achieves its objectives. Further, the entity should determine an 
oversight structure to fulfill responsibilities set forth by applicable laws and 
regulations, relevant government guidance, and feedback from key 
stakeholders. 

OSD officials acknowledged that they do not conduct as much oversight 
of barracks as of privatized military housing, and that their annual reviews 
of barracks are less robust than quarterly reviews for privatized housing. 
They stated that due to limited staffing resources and congressional focus 
on privatized housing in recent years, they have not been as focused on 
strengthening oversight of barracks as they have privatized family 
housing. The Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
Housing was in the process of hiring additional staff, according to officials. 
OSD officials also told us the military services have the authority to 
design and manage barracks housing programs as they see fit and that 
barracks are viewed as the purview of the military services. However, 
decades long challenges with barracks conditions have persisted under 
the military services’ management, as described above. Without 
increased OSD oversight, including establishment of an oversight 
structure designed to more comprehensively establish and fulfill 
responsibilities for oversight of barracks housing programs, DOD’s ability 
to identify and address long-standing challenges in barracks conditions 
across the military services’ housing programs will be limited. 

OSD has not facilitated collaboration across military services, such as by 
establishing a joint strategy for the services to coordinate, collaborate, 
and share information on improving barracks conditions. OSD officials 
said they have monthly meetings with senior service housing officials on 
military housing overall, but these meetings generally focus on privatized 
family housing. According to OSD officials, they sometimes discuss 
issues that are relevant to barracks, such as challenges related to mold 
across all types of military housing. 

The DOD Housing Manual requires the Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Energy, Installations, and Environment, to communicate and 
coordinate with the military departments through regular meetings. It 
establishes specific meetings for coordination on housing, including a 

OSD Has Not Facilitated 
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Military Services to Jointly 
Improve Barracks 
Conditions 
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Housing Policy Panel to be held periodically with military service housing 
directors to discuss housing policy, annual budgets, and global housing 
issues. Military service officials told us they were unaware of any 
meetings of the Housing Policy Panel. According to OSD officials, the 
Housing Policy Panel no longer meets, in part because of limited staffing 
resources. 

Officials from multiple military services told us collaboration across the 
department on improving barracks conditions is informal and inconsistent. 
For example, housing officials from two services said they regularly meet 
with counterparts from OSD and the other services, but that these 
meetings focus primarily on privatized housing rather than barracks. 
According to housing officials from one service, there used to be a 
government-owned barracks working group where officials from all 
services met quarterly, but this group no longer meets because the topics 
covered by the group became too broad to sustain regular meetings. 
Officials from another service told us maintaining regular, joint meetings 
across all services has been difficult, but discussing and learning about 
shared challenges and improvement strategies would be helpful. 

As described throughout this report, the military services face common 
challenges related to barracks conditions. However, the services have 
been pursuing separate, individual strategies to improve barracks, without 
the benefits of collaboration through establishment of joint strategies. 

• Air Force and Marine Corps. The Air Force and Marine Corps have 
separately pursued maintenance, renovation, and new construction of 
barracks—to the extent that funding is available—as their primary 
strategies for improving barracks conditions.102 Air Force officials told 
us they were aware that the Air Force would need to make significant 
investments to improve barracks conditions through these 
conventional strategies, and that such funding is not always available. 
According to officials, neither military service was considering larger 
changes to its barracks housing programs, such as privatization or 
changes to rank threshold requirements, as described above. 

• Army and Navy. The Army and the Navy have separately pursued a 
variety of strategies through focused working groups. These working 
groups have considered strategies tailored to individual military 

                                                                                                                       
102Department of the Air Force Report to Congressional Committees, Improving 
Budgeting for Barracks and Dormitories in Failing Conditions (March 2022); Department of 
the Navy Report to Congress, Improving Budgeting for Barracks and Dormitories in Failing 
Conditions (December 2022). 
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installations, such as privatization, where appropriate, and lowering 
the rank threshold requirements. They have also considered service-
wide improvements, such as improving the quality of data and 
information available to decision makers. For example, the Army has 
worked to improve occupancy data, which are often unreliable 
because installations manage and input data differently, according to 
officials. The Navy has worked to consolidate separate data systems 
with housing information, such as condition scores and occupancy 
data, into a single dashboard, according to officials. Officials from both 
services said that higher quality data are important information for 
decision makers. For example, Navy officials said that consolidated 
data could help target MILCON and O&M funding to build new 
barracks on installations with insufficient space, and to improve 
barracks conditions across the Navy. 

Collaboration can be broadly defined as any joint activity that is intended 
to produce more public value than could be produced when organizations 
act alone.103 Joint activities can range from occasional meetings between 
managers, such as periodic meetings with service housing directors, to 
more structured joint teams operating over a longer period. Agencies can 
enhance and sustain their collaborative efforts by engaging in key 
practices, such as defining and articulating a common outcome and 
establishing mutually reinforcing or joint strategies to accomplish a 
common outcome. 

OSD officials stated that limited staffing makes it challenging to 
collaborate across military services, such as through monthly joint 
meetings focused on barracks improvement strategies. However, even 
given additional staff, routine meetings with OSD and service officials to 
discuss barracks housing may not result in effective collaboration absent 
a defined common outcome or establishment of joint strategies. For 
example, officials from one service told us having more inter-service 
meetings on barracks would not necessarily be helpful. However, officials 
from another service told us that such collaboration would be beneficial 
with OSD facilitation. We previously reported that interagency meetings 
without a clearly defined purpose and establishment of joint strategies 
may not be productive.104 

                                                                                                                       
103GAO, Government Performance Management: Leading Practices to Enhance 
Interagency Collaboration and Address Crosscutting Challenges, GAO-23-105520 
(Washington, D.C.: May 24, 2023). 

104GAO-23-105520. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105520
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105520
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105520
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Although OSD and the services collaborate in a limited way on barracks 
housing programs, such collaboration does not reflect key practices for 
effective collaboration, including defining a common purpose or 
establishing a joint strategy. Officials from OSD and multiple services told 
us that formalized, regular collaboration would be useful for improving 
barracks conditions across the military. For example, OSD officials told us 
they were considering a department-wide housing improvement plan to 
renovate and replace barracks in poor or failing condition. 

Effective collaboration, through which OSD and the services could clearly 
define a common purpose and establish joint strategies, would help OSD 
and the services make concrete improvements to barracks living 
conditions. As the services pursue strategies to improve barracks 
conditions, increased collaboration would help the department maximize 
results. Additionally, as described above, the military services are in 
various stages of consideration or planning related to changing rank 
threshold requirements and privatization of barracks, but OSD has not 
facilitated collaboration on these efforts. For example, if the services 
reevaluate rank threshold requirements and reach different conclusions, 
inequities described previously could persist. Similarly, the services have 
structured the barracks manager position differently, but have not 
discussed their different approaches with one another. Increased 
collaboration, facilitated by OSD, could help the services make strategic 
improvements to barracks housing programs to create consistent 
approaches and outcomes across the services and better support service 
members’ quality of life and readiness. 

Military barracks house hundreds of thousands of service members on 
U.S. military installations globally and all enlisted service members begin 
their careers living in barracks. Poor living conditions in these facilities 
affect service members’ quality of life and undermine readiness and 
mission. Improving barracks conditions and addressing the quality-of-life 
and morale issues associated with poor conditions has multiple facets—
including funding, oversight, and collaboration—and addressing these 
issues will require DOD to take actions in multiple areas. Specifically, we 
identified challenges with the following: 1) assessing barracks conditions, 
2) collecting information on the effects of barracks conditions, 3) tracking 
and reporting funding spent on barracks, 4) establishing fair policies, and 
5) overseeing barracks programs. 

We observed barracks in substandard conditions that potentially pose 
serious health and safety risks and do not meet standards for privacy and 
configuration. We identified challenges in how the military services 
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conduct condition assessments of barracks, and how they assess the 
minimum standards for assignment related to health and safety, and 
privacy and configuration standards, in barracks. Without updated 
guidance and actions to address these challenges, the military services 
will be less able to identify substandard barracks, and service members 
may continue to live in uninhabitable barracks that pose potentially 
significant risks to their health and safety. 

We also identified challenges associated with collecting information on 
the effects of barracks conditions on quality of life and readiness. The 
military services use varying methods to assess the effects of barracks 
conditions on service members’ quality of life. However, their methods do 
not fully align with DOD requirements for administering the tenant 
satisfaction survey, and OSD does not have a method for monitoring the 
morale and welfare aspects of barracks. By addressing these issues, 
OSD and the services will be more aware of the effects of living 
conditions in barracks on quality of life and readiness, and will be better 
positioned to make improvements for the thousands of service members 
required to live in those facilities. 

Although DOD can track its expenditures, the military services have not 
tracked complete or reliable information on funding they need, or have 
used, to improve barracks conditions. Specifically, OSD has not 
established a method for the services to report in a comprehensive, 
combined manner, complete O&M, MILCON, and Military Personnel 
funding information specific to barracks, and the services have not 
ensured that installations provide information on funding requirements for 
all barracks MILCON projects. We also identified weaknesses in one of 
the factors the military services use when prioritizing barracks 
improvement projects—the factor of mission scores—which may not be a 
reliable data point when determining funding needed for barracks 
improvements. Without improving the military services’ processes for 
tracking funding information for barracks and informing funding decisions, 
DOD and Congress may not have visibility into the full and accurate costs 
of DOD’s barracks improvement needs in a comprehensive and concise 
manner, making it difficult to make budget and funding decisions. 

The military services have policies in place that can improve living 
conditions for service members residing in barracks—for example, 
policies that provide exemptions to barracks requirements. However, we 
identified three areas for improvement: (1) the services have not recently 
examined the lowest reasonable rank threshold for service members 
required to live in barracks, (2) OSD has not clarified guidance on who 
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should receive BAH, or exemptions, to living in barracks, and (3) the 
services have not reevaluated their policies defining personnel structures 
for the barracks manager position. By addressing these challenges, DOD 
can help improve readiness and morale by improving quality of life for 
service members required to live in barracks. 

Finally, the military barracks program is a large entity that spans all four 
military services, and improving barracks conditions requires OSD 
oversight and collaboration with OSD and military service leadership. 
However, OSD has not provided sufficient oversight of housing programs 
for barracks. Furthermore, OSD has not established an oversight 
structure, such as quarterly programmatic reviews for barracks, to provide 
appropriate guidance or direction to the military services on tracking, 
assessing, and remediating deficiencies in barracks living conditions. 
Additionally, OSD has not facilitated collaboration across the military 
services, such as by establishing a joint strategy for the services to 
coordinate, collaborate, and share information on improving barracks 
conditions. Without increased OSD oversight and involvement in barracks 
housing programs, DOD will have a limited ability to identify and address 
long-standing challenges in barracks conditions across the military 
services’ housing programs. 

We are making a total of 31 recommendations to DOD. 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment examines how the 
services conduct condition assessments for barracks and, based on that 
review, provides guidance to the services on how they should conduct 
these assessments, including, as appropriate, revisiting requirements 
related to the frequency of assessments, the number of systems to be 
assessed, the necessary level of inspector expertise, and the model used 
to conduct assessments. (Recommendation 1) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment clarifies DOD 
guidance on minimum standards for assignment to barracks related to 
health and safety, such as identifying health and safety risks serious 
enough to prevent installations from assigning service members to live in 
a barracks facility or room. (Recommendation 2) 

The Secretary of the Army should update the Army’s minimum standards 
for assignment to barracks to ensure they reflect DOD’s guidance on 

Recommendations for 
Executive Action 
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health and safety standards for barracks once DOD’s minimum standards 
have been clarified. (Recommendation 3) 

The Secretary of the Navy should update the Navy’s minimum standards 
for assignment to barracks to ensure they reflect DOD’s guidance on 
health and safety standards for barracks once DOD’s minimum standards 
have been clarified. (Recommendation 4) 

The Secretary of the Navy, in coordination with the Commandant of the 
Marine Corps, should update the Marine Corps’ minimum standards for 
assignment to barracks to ensure they reflect DOD guidance on health 
and safety standards for barracks once DOD’s minimum standards have 
been clarified. (Recommendation 5) 

The Secretary of the Air Force should update the Air Force’s minimum 
standards for assignment to barracks to ensure they reflect DOD 
guidance on health and safety standards for barracks once DOD’s 
minimum standards have been clarified. (Recommendation 6) 

The Secretary of the Army should update the Army’s minimum standards 
for assignment to barracks to ensure they meet DOD’s privacy and 
configuration standards, as required under the DOD Housing Manual. 
(Recommendation 7) 

The Secretary of the Navy should update the Navy’s minimum standards 
for assignment to barracks to ensure they meet DOD’s privacy and 
configuration standards, as required under the DOD Housing Manual. 
(Recommendation 8) 

The Secretary of the Navy, in coordination with the Commandant of the 
Marine Corps, should update the Marine Corps’ minimum standards for 
assignment to barracks to ensure they meet DOD’s privacy and 
configuration standards, as required under the DOD Housing Manual. 
(Recommendation 9) 

The Secretary of the Air Force should update the Air Force’s minimum 
standards for assignment to barracks to ensure they meet DOD’s privacy 
and configuration standards, as required under the DOD Housing Manual. 
(Recommendation 10) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment sets requirements 
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related to waivers, including requirements for tracking and documenting 
waivers and time limits for waivers. (Recommendation 11) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment updates guidance to 
require the military services to survey service members living in barracks 
in a consistent and comparable way. (Recommendation 12) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Under Secretary of 
Defense for Personnel and Readiness, Office of People Analytics, in 
coordination with the Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Housing, collects department-wide information, such as through the 
Status of Forces Survey, on service members’ satisfaction with their 
housing, including barracks. (Recommendation 13) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment updates guidance on 
surveys of service members living in barracks to require the military 
services to include questions on effects of barracks conditions on 
reenlistment decisions. (Recommendation 14) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that DOD develops a method to 
track and report complete Operation & Maintenance and Military 
Construction funding information in a combined manner for barracks 
housing programs, especially with respect to funding needed to improve 
barracks conditions, including both funding requirements and 
expenditures. In addition, the method should track and report complete 
Military Personnel funding with respect to funding needed to house 
service members typically required to live in barracks, such as service 
members living in private sector housing due to insufficient space in 
barracks, including both funding requirements and expenditures.  
(Recommendation 15) 

The Secretary of the Army should develop and implement a method to 
ensure that the Army has visibility into all barracks Military Construction 
requirements identified at the installation level, regardless of whether they 
are submitted for funding. (Recommendation 16) 

The Secretary of the Navy should develop and implement a method to 
ensure that the Navy has visibility into all barracks Military Construction 
requirements identified at the installation level, regardless of whether they 
are submitted for funding. (Recommendation 17) 
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The Secretary of the Navy, in coordination with the Commandant of the 
Marine Corps, should develop and implement a method to ensure that the 
Marine Corps has visibility into all barracks Military Construction 
requirements identified at the installation level, regardless of whether they 
are submitted for funding. (Recommendation 18) 

The Secretary of the Air Force should develop and implement a method 
to ensure that the Air Force has visibility into all barracks Military 
Construction requirements identified at the installation level, regardless of 
whether they are submitted for funding. (Recommendation 19) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment examines how the 
services develop and use mission scores for barracks and, based on that 
review, provides guidance to the services on how they should develop 
and use these mission scores for purposes of barracks improvement 
prioritization, including, as appropriate, increasing consistency to the 
maximum extent practicable. (Recommendation 20) 

The Secretary of the Army should conduct a systematic, objective 
analysis, that includes input from unit leaders, on the lowest reasonable 
rank threshold for Army unaccompanied service members required to live 
in military barracks, and adjust policies in accordance with that analysis. 
(Recommendation 21) 

The Secretary of the Navy should conduct a systematic, objective 
analysis, that includes input from unit leaders, on the lowest reasonable 
rank threshold for Navy unaccompanied service members required to live 
in military barracks, and adjust policies in accordance with that analysis. 
(Recommendation 22) 

The Secretary of the Navy, in coordination with the Commandant of the 
Marine Corps, should conduct a systematic, objective analysis, that 
includes input from unit leaders, on the lowest reasonable rank threshold 
for Marine Corps unaccompanied service members required to live in 
military barracks, and adjust policies in accordance with that analysis. 
(Recommendation 23) 

The Secretary of the Air Force should conduct a systematic, objective 
analysis, that includes input from unit leaders, on the lowest reasonable 
rank threshold for Air Force unaccompanied service members required to 
live in military barracks, and adjust policies in accordance with that 
analysis. (Recommendation 24) 
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The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment adjusts guidance to 
clearly identify appropriate reasons for providing BAH to service members 
who would otherwise be required to live in barracks, including identifying 
factors installation commanders should consider when authorizing BAH. 
(Recommendation 25) 

The Secretary of the Army should reevaluate existing Army policies 
regarding barracks manager positions for permanent party and training 
barracks, including whether barracks managers should be part time or full 
time and civilian or military and the level of training required, to ensure 
that the personnel structure is established at the levels necessary to 
accomplish mission and performance objectives. (Recommendation 26) 

The Secretary of the Navy should reevaluate existing Navy policies 
regarding barracks manager positions for permanent party and training 
barracks, including whether barracks managers should be part time or full 
time and civilian or military and the level of training required, to ensure 
that the personnel structure is established at the levels necessary to 
accomplish mission and performance objectives. (Recommendation 27) 

The Secretary of the Navy, in coordination with the Commandant of the 
Marine Corps, should reevaluate existing Marine Corps policies regarding 
barracks manager positions for permanent party and training barracks, 
including whether barracks managers should be part time or full time and 
civilian or military and the level of training required, to ensure that the 
personnel structure is established at the levels necessary to accomplish 
mission and performance objectives. (Recommendation 28) 

The Secretary of the Air Force should reevaluate existing Air Force 
policies regarding barracks manager positions for permanent party and 
training barracks, including whether barracks managers should be part-
time or full-time and civilian or military and the level of training required, to 
ensure that the personnel structure is established at the levels necessary 
to accomplish mission and performance objectives. (Recommendation 
29) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment establishes an 
oversight structure, such as quarterly programmatic reviews, to increase 
oversight of military service barracks housing programs, including roles 
and responsibilities for relevant OSD offices. (Recommendation 30) 
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The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment collaborate with the 
military services to define a common purpose and establish a joint 
strategy for improving barracks conditions. (Recommendation 31) 

We provided a draft of this report to DOD for review and comment. In its 
written comments, reproduced in their entirety in appendix II, DOD 
concurred with 23 of our 31 recommendations, and partially concurred 
with the remaining eight recommendations. In four instances, DOD 
provided planned or ongoing actions to address our recommendations. 
DOD also provided technical comments, which we incorporated as 
appropriate. 

DOD partially concurred with recommendation 15—the Secretary of 
Defense should ensure that DOD develops a method to track and report 
complete Operation & Maintenance (O&M), Military Construction 
(MILCON), and Military Personnel funding information in a combined 
manner for barracks housing programs, especially with respect to funding 
needed to improve barracks conditions, including both funding 
requirements and expenditures. In its response, DOD stated that the 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Energy, Installations, and Environment 
will work with the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller) 
and the Military Departments on a method to track and report 
comprehensive O&M and MILCON funding information for barracks 
programs, to include both funding requirements and expenditures. 
However, DOD further stated that Military Personnel funding will not be 
tracked or reported since DOD may not use Military Personnel funding to 
improve or maintain barracks housing.  

We agree that Military Personnel funding is not used to directly improve 
or maintain barracks housing. However, Military Personnel funding does 
support housing across DOD. As a result, we have revised the 
recommendation to clarify that we are referring to Military Personnel 
funding that is used to house service members who are typically required 
to live in barracks based on policy, but are instead provided housing 
allowances to live in private sector housing. As described in our report, 
this is often due to insufficient space in the barracks, substandard 
condition of the barracks, or other approved exceptions to policy, and the 
military services spent about $1.3 billion on the housing allowances in 
fiscal year 2022 to house service members typically required to live in 
barracks. Without tracking and reporting this funding, it will be challenging 
for DOD to weigh different options for funding barracks and barracks-
related needs, such as weighing the use of O&M, MILCON, or Military 
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Personnel—and specifically BAH— to meet housing needs for a given 
fiscal year. Moreover, Congress will have limited visibility into the full 
scope of funding requirements to house this service member population. 

DOD partially concurred with recommendation 16—the Secretary of the 
Army should develop and implement a method to ensure that the Army 
has visibility into all barracks MILCON requirements identified at the 
installation level, regardless of whether they are submitted for funding. In 
its response, DOD stated that the Army’s annual Facility Investment Plan 
already satisfies this requirement, as each installation must submit every 
required barracks project as part of the Facility Investment Plan, 
regardless of the project’s funding status. As described in our report, 
Army guidance indicates commands should submit MILCON projects for 
new barracks when needed, but we found that installations do not always 
include barracks projects they need in their requirements submissions, 
including because they do not expect barracks projects to be competitive 
for funding. In other words, the Facility Investment Plan likely does not 
contain complete information on all Army installations’ barracks 
requirements. Therefore, we continue to believe that the Army should 
implement our recommendation. Making improvements to its process to 
ensure it has visibility into all barracks MILCON needs identified at the 
installation level would better position the Army to effectively identify, 
prioritize, and fund barracks construction needs across the service.  

DOD partially concurred with recommendation 19—the Secretary of the 
Air Force should develop and implement a method to ensure that the Air 
Force has visibility into all barracks MILCON requirements identified at 
the installation level, regardless of whether they are submitted for funding. 
In its response, DOD stated that the Department of the Air Force has 
already satisfied this recommendation with its established master 
planning methodology and strategy known as the Air Force Dormitory 
Master Plan, which quantifies projected barracks requirements. As 
described in our report, the Air Force identifies MILCON requirements 
through its Dormitory Master Plan process. However, we also found that 
installations do not always submit all barracks projects for consideration, 
despite being encouraged to do so. For example, officials at one Air 
Force installation told us that additional MILCON barracks projects would 
result in improvements, but they did not submit these projects for 
consideration because they did not believe they would be competitive. 
Therefore, we continue to believe that the Air Force should implement our 
recommendation. Making improvements to its process to ensure it has 
visibility into all barracks MILCON needs identified at the installation level 
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would better position the Air Force to effectively identify, prioritize, and 
fund barracks construction needs across the service.  

DOD partially concurred with recommendation 24—the Secretary of the 
Air Force should conduct a systematic, objective analysis, including input 
from unit leaders, on the lowest reasonable rank threshold for Air Force 
unaccompanied service members required to live in military barracks, and 
adjust policies in accordance with that analysis. In its response, DOD 
stated that the Department of the Air Force already implemented this 
recommendation, having completed a program review in 2017-2018, 
including determination of personnel required to reside in barracks, and 
having confirmed the existing policy in February 2023. DOD also stated 
that the Air Force will continue to review and assess barracks housing 
program requirements as needed.   

However, we disagree that the Air Force has implemented the 
recommendation. As described in our report, the Air Force issued a 
memorandum in 2018 that reaffirmed existing rank requirements, and 
according to officials reaffirmed the same rank requirements again in 
2023. During the course of our review, we asked for documentation of 
any analysis the Air Force had conducted to support its determinations 
and reaffirmations related to rank requirements. The Air Force provided a 
memo indicating that a team of Air Force officials and residents looked at 
policy areas, including optimal time in dormitories. However, the memo 
did not provide any information about how this analysis was conducted. In 
addition, these rank requirements were originally implemented in the late 
1990s, according to Air Force officials. While we are encouraged that the 
Department of the Air Force will continue to review and assess barracks 
program requirements as needed, we continue to believe that the Air 
Force should conduct a systematic, objective analysis of this issue given 
that they could not provide the analysis that informed its decisions in 2018 
or 2023. Without such analysis, DOD and the Air Force cannot be 
assured that its policy establishes the lowest reasonable rank for 
unaccompanied service members required to live in barracks. 

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional 
committees, the Secretary of Defense, and the Secretaries of the Army, 
Navy and Air Force and the Commandant of the Marine Corps. In 
addition, the report is available at no charge on the GAO website at 
https://www.gao.gov. 

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact 
me at (202) 512-2775 or FieldE1@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices 
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of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last 
page of this report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this report 
are listed in appendix III. 

 
Elizabeth A. Field 
Director, Defense Capabilities and Management 



 
Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, and 
Methodology 
 
 
 
 

Page 94 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

This report examines the extent to which (1) the Department of Defense 
(DOD) has reliably assessed barracks conditions, (2) DOD has assessed 
the effects of barracks conditions on quality of life and readiness, (3) DOD 
has tracked funding related to barracks housing programs and made 
informed decisions for and related to barracks, (4) military services have 
reevaluated policies related to barracks housing programs, and (5) the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) has conducted oversight of 
military service housing programs for barracks and facilitated 
collaboration across the military services’ barracks programs. 

For objective one, we reviewed relevant DOD and military service policies 
on DOD housing and barracks. Specifically, we reviewed service policies 
to identify minimum standards for assignment to barracks related to 
health and safety, privacy and configuration, and general conditions, and 
compared against DOD requirements for these standards as well as 
relevant internal controls.1 In cases where these minimum standards 
were not included in service housing guidance, we followed up with 
service housing officials and requested other service guidance that 
included minimum standards. Separately, we reviewed tables of contents 
and used key word searches in service guidance such as “barracks,” 
“unaccompanied housing,” “dormitories,” “minimum” and “standard,” to 
identify relevant text in service guidance related to minimum standards. 

For minimum standards for assignment related to privacy and 
configuration, such as the total number of service members permitted to 
share a bedroom, and bathroom, minimum square footage requirements, 
and requirements for room configurations to include a living space, 
kitchen or kitchenette, we compared service minimum standards to those 
established in the DOD Housing manual. In doing so, for each aspect of 
privacy and configuration described above, we determined whether a 
military service policy exceeded, met, partially met, or did not meet the 
DOD standard. 

We determined whether a service policy exceeded DOD minimum 
standards when standards required more square footage or privacy. We 
                                                                                                                       
1DOD Manual 4165.63, DOD Housing Management (Oct. 28, 2010) (incorporating change 
2, Aug. 31, 2018). Air Force Instruction 32-6000, Housing Management (Mar. 18, 2020) 
(incorporating Department of the Air Force Guidance Memorandum 2023-01 (June 12, 
2023). Army Regulation 420–1, Army Facilities Management (Feb. 12, 2008) 
(incorporating Rapid Action Revision, Aug. 24, 2012). Commander, Navy Installations 
Command (CNIC) Manual 11103.2, Unaccompanied Housing Operations Management 
(Jan. 23, 2009). Marine Corps Order 11000.22, Marine Corps Bachelor and Family 
Housing Management (July 14, 2014) (incorporating Change 1, Jan. 22, 2018).  
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determined that a service policy met those standards when it required the 
same square footage, level of privacy, or room configuration as DOD 
standards. We determined a service policy partially met those standards 
when it required the same square footage, level of privacy, or room 
configuration for certain enlisted ranks, but not for all enlisted ranks per 
DOD guidance. Lastly, we determined a service policy did not meet DOD 
minimum standards when required square footage, level of privacy, or 
room configuration was below DOD standards. Further, we reviewed 
these same service policies on minimum standards to determine 
processes in place to obtain waivers for substandard barracks. 

We also reviewed DOD and military service guidance to identify how each 
military service determines condition scores for barracks, and compared 
these efforts against relevant DOD policy that details the determinations 
of facility condition scores.2 We also compared these efforts against 
Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, which state 
that management should obtain data from reliable sources in a timely 
manner, and use quality information to make informed decisions.3 We 
interviewed OSD and military service officials regarding their respective 
policies and procedures concerning barracks configuration, health and 
safety of the barracks, waiver processes, and determinations regarding 
condition scores. 

We conducted site visits at a sample of 10 installations selected to cover 
each of the military services, varied barracks facility condition and uses, 
and differing climates. We first visited four installations in the Washington, 
D.C. area to include Fort George G. Meade, Maryland (Army), Joint Base 
Andrews-Naval Air Facility Washington, Maryland (Air Force), Naval 
Support Activity Bethesda, Maryland (Navy), and Marine Corps Base 
Quantico, Virginia (Marine Corps). We then visited other installations 
across the continental United States including Fort Carson, Colorado 
(Army); Joint Base San Antonio, Texas (Air Force); Naval Base Coronado 
and Naval Base San Diego, California (Navy); and Marine Corps Recruit 
Depot San Diego and Camp Pendleton, California (Marine Corps). To 
observe barracks conditions at each installation, we reviewed the 
inventory of barracks and toured barracks representing a range of 
                                                                                                                       
2Under Secretary of Defense (Acquisitions, Technology, and Logistics) Memorandum, 
Standardizing Facility Condition Assessments (Sept. 10, 2013) and DOD Instruction 
4165.70, Real Property Management (April 6, 2005) (incorporating change 1, Aug. 31, 
2018).  

3GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: September 2014). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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condition scores, configurations, and uses (permanent party, training, or 
other uses such as wounded warrior housing). At these installations, we 
met with installation leadership, housing office officials, and maintenance 
office officials to discuss the conditions of barracks, as well as the 
relevant policies and procedures for managing barracks and improving 
barracks conditions on each installation. Although our observations from 
these site visits are not generalizable to all military installations, they 
provide important context related to the conditions and configurations of 
barracks and the experiences of service members living in barracks. 

Further, across the 10 installations we visited, we held 12 discussion 
groups, including 10 groups with enlisted service members living in 
government-owned barracks, one group with service members living in 
privatized barracks, and one group with service members generally 
required to live in barracks, but receiving a Basic Allowance for Housing 
(BAH) to live off base instead. To identify participants in discussion 
groups, we asked installation officials to assemble groups of 8 to 10 
participants currently living in military barracks. Discussion groups 
included enlisted service members with a range of ranks (E-1 to E-5), as 
well as some more senior-enlisted service members living in barracks 
because they were separated from family. In some cases, participants 
lived in barracks we toured. The discussion groups ranged from four to 20 
participants. At each installation, we also met with groups of senior-
enlisted service members who had responsibility for barracks residents, 
such as first sergeants or comparable ranks, to discuss the living 
conditions and effects on quality of life and readiness for junior-enlisted 
service members in their units. To identify appropriate senior-enlisted 
service members for these meetings, we asked installation officials to 
assemble two to three senior-enlisted service members, such as first 
sergeants or equivalents, who were responsible for junior-enlisted service 
members living in barracks. Meetings with senior-enlisted service 
members ranged from three to 25 participants, depending on the 
installation, with some installations identifying more senior-enlisted 
service members for inclusion in discussions than we originally 
requested. 

We conducted content analysis of the narrative information obtained 
during discussion groups with junior-enlisted service members living in 
barracks to identify common themes. To do so, we conducted these 
discussion groups using the same semi-structured question set, and 
documented service member responses. We then identified initial codes 
for content analysis by reviewing responses and through team discussion. 
Beginning with the initial codes list, two analysts independently coded the 
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same discussion record, adding additional codes wherever relevant. The 
analysts then met to compare results, discussed coding choices, and 
resolved any coding differences. The two analysts repeated this process 
until they reached an established inter-coder agreement score above 
0.80.4 After the two analysts established final codes, a supervisor 
reviewed coding for any discrepancies or inconsistencies and made 
adjustments where appropriate. The team then used final counts to 
determine the number of discussion groups out of 12 in which any code 
was discussed, both in response to specific questions we asked during 
the discussion groups, as well as overall across all questions asked. The 
information we collected from these discussion groups provided 
anecdotal evidence regarding barracks conditions and is not 
generalizable to the entire population of service members living in 
barracks. 

For objective two, we reviewed DOD’s housing instruction, housing 
manual, and broader guidance focused on monitoring quality of life and 
effects on readiness.5 We assessed the reliability of survey data from 
DOD’s 2019 Status of Forces Survey. To do so, we reviewed survey 
instruments and past results of DOD-wide surveys focused on housing, 
interviewed knowledgeable officials, and reviewed survey documentation 
and methodology. We determined that these survey results were 
sufficiently reliable for our purposes. In addition, we compared a DOD 
memorandum that details requirements for the military services’ tenant 
satisfaction surveys against requirements in the National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2020, and discussed with officials how 
DOD was implementing the requirements in the Act and the DOD 
memorandum.6 Further, we reviewed service-specific policies and 
procedures for surveying service members about the effects of barracks 
conditions on the quality of life of service members that live in barracks. 
We also compared existing surveys against DOD’s memo and other DOD 
guidance that requires OSD and services to assess service member 

                                                                                                                       
4We calculated the inter-coder agreement score for each discussion group as: total 
number of code agreements divided by the sum of total agreements and total 
disagreements. 

5DOD Instruction 4165.70, Real Property Management (Apr. 6, 2005) (incorporating 
change 1, Aug. 31, 2018). DOD Manual 4165.63, DOD Housing Management (Oct. 28, 
2010) (incorporating change 2, Aug. 31, 2018). DOD Directive 5124.02: Under Secretary 
of Defense for Personnel and Readiness (USD(P&R)) (June 23, 2008). 

6Assistant Secretary of Defense (Sustainment) Memorandum, Tenant Satisfaction Survey 
Policy for DOD Privatized, Owned or Leased Housing (Nov. 16, 2020). Pub. L. No. 116-92 
(2019).  
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satisfaction with housing and the effect of housing on decisions to 
reenlist, and to monitor the morale and welfare aspects of barracks 
housing. We assessed the reliability of service-level surveys of barracks 
residents by reviewing survey documentation, and interviewing and 
reviewing written responses from knowledgeable officials. We determined 
these surveys to be sufficiently reliable for reporting on general qualitative 
information for those responding to the survey. 

As part of our previously mentioned discussion groups with service 
members living in barracks and interviews of senior-enlisted service 
members with responsibility for barracks residents conducted during 
installation site visits, we asked the service members questions about the 
effects of living conditions on quality of life and readiness, among other 
topics. 

For objective three, we reviewed DOD and military service guidance and 
documentation related to barracks financial management and budgeting, 
such as DOD’s Financial Management Regulation and military service 
long-term investment master planning documents. In addition, we 
reviewed DOD budget materials and budget data. We met with OSD and 
military service officials to discuss the policies and procedures that guide 
the development of budgetary requests for facility restoration, 
modernization, and restoration funding and military construction funding.7 
We also met with these officials to discuss the BAH that funds housing for 
service members living outside of the barracks in private sector housing 
in the U.S. because of insufficient space, or other exemptions, and how 
those determinations are made. We compared DOD and service 
budgeting guidance and processes against relevant provisions in DOD’s 
Financial Management Regulation, among other criteria.   

We obtained and analyzed DOD active-duty military personnel, pay, and 
BAH data for service members assigned to duty stations in the United 
States. In analyzing this data, we determine the number of service 
members who live in barracks, and the number of service members who 
should live in barracks—based on family status and rank—but who live in 
private sector housing pursuant to military service exceptions.8 Using this 
                                                                                                                       
7DOD Instruction 4165.70. Air Force Instruction, 32-6000. Army Regulation 420–1. Army 
Facilities Management. CNIC Manual 11103.2. Marine Corps Order 11000.22.  

8We analyzed data from the Defense Manpower Data Center spanning three files: (1) 
Active-Duty Military Personnel Records, (2) Active Components Military Pay File Extracts, 
and (3) Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) File. 
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data, we also determined the estimated cost of housing those service 
members in private sector housing rather than the barracks by calculating 
the amount of BAH over the time period of fiscal years 2018 through 
2022. To conduct the analysis, we used a monthly snapshots across each 
fiscal year to identify the service members, as well as data fields related 
to rank, number of dependents, and years of military service.9 To assess 
the reliability of data, we met with knowledgeable officials, performed 
electronic testing of the data, including checking for missing values and 
examining outliers, and reviewed related documentation. We determined 
that this data was sufficiently reliable for the purpose of this objective. As 
a result of this process, we excluded certain records from our analysis, 
including: 

• We excluded data records from fiscal years 2013 through 2017 
because data from those years did not include partial BAH payments 
for service members in the Army, Air Force, and Navy during those 
years. According to officials, prior to 2018, the data system used by 
these services to record and report BAH costs included partial BAH 
payments in a different data field, which was not reported to the 
Defense Manpower Data Center.10 

• We excluded monthly snapshots for May 2019, January 2020, and 
February 2020. An official with knowledge of the data told us that the 
data for these months was corrupted and could not be recovered. 

• We determined that fewer than 2 percent of data records were 
missing rank information in the data files we analyzed, and excluded 
those records from our analysis. 

• We determined that fewer than 2 percent of data records contained 
negative values for BAH amounts. According to an official with 
knowledge of the data, these negative amounts represented 
deductions of BAH amounts from service members, such as for 
overpayment corrections, and we excluded them from our analysis. 

                                                                                                                       
9According to Navy guidance, E-4s with fewer than 4 years of service are required to live 
in barracks, and E-4s with 4 or more years of service are required to live in barracks if 
installations have sufficient space. For the purposes of our data analysis, we identified all 
Navy E-4s as being required to live in barracks. We included in our analysis all Navy E-4s 
being paid partial BAH to determine the number of Navy service members living in 
barracks.  

10Despite this discrepancy in the DOD data we reviewed, service members living in 
barracks in the Army, Air Force, and Navy were paid partial BAH prior to fiscal year 2018.  
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Lastly, we reviewed policies and documentation and interviewed OSD 
and service officials regarding development of mission scores for 
barracks.11 We reviewed mission categorizations and mission scores, 
when provided by the services, and discussed those scores and 
associated processes with service and installation officials. 

For objective four, we reviewed DOD and service policies to identify the 
requirements for each service regarding the rank or paygrade threshold 
and years of service required to live in the barracks.12 We discussed 
these policies and associated reasons for these requirements with military 
service officials, and we reviewed related documentation or analyses 
provided. Further, we assessed these policies to determine the 
exceptions to rank requirements allowed within each service. We 
compared these policies and processes to Military Compensation 
Background Papers, which state that military compensation should be 
based on certain underlying principles, including equity and fairness, and 
that few things undermine morale more than a sense of unfair 
treatment.13 We also compared them to Standards for Internal Control in 
the Federal Government, which states that management should 
implement control activities through policies, and that each unit should 
document policies in the appropriate level of detail to allow management 
to effectively monitor the control activity.14 

Additionally, during site visits described above, we spoke with barracks 
managers responsible for the barracks we toured about their duties 
related to managing and improving barracks conditions. We discussed 
the barracks manager position with military service officials and reviewed 
relevant military service policies. We compared the service-specific 
barracks manager position structure and function against DOD Directive 
1100.4, Guidance for Manpower Management, which states that 

                                                                                                                       
11Commander, Navy Installations Command Instruction 11100.1A, Mission Dependency 
Index (May 29, 2018), U.S. Air Force Tactical Mission Dependency Index (T-MDI) 
Sustainment Playbook (Sept. 28, 2021), and Headquarters Department of the Army 
Executive Order 265-17, Facilities Readiness Drivers (Aug. 3, 2017). 

12Air Force Instruction 32-6000. Army Regulation 420–1. CNIC Manual 11103.2. Marine 
Corps Order 11000.22. 

13DOD, Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, Military Compensation 
Background Papers: Compensation Elements and Related Manpower Cost Items, Their 
Purposes and Legislative Backgrounds, 8th ed. (July 2018).  

14GAO-14-704G.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G


 
Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, and 
Methodology 
 
 
 
 

Page 101 GAO-23-105797  Military Barracks 

personnel requirements are driven by workload and shall be established 
at the minimum levels necessary to accomplish mission and performance 
objectives, and that existing policies, procedures, and structures shall be 
periodically assessed to ensure efficient and effective uses of 
resources.15 

Lastly, to describe current privatized barracks projects, as well as future 
plans related to this type of housing, we discussed existing privatized 
barracks with relevant OSD, Army, and Navy officials, and we discussed 
military service officials’ perspectives on barracks privatization projects. 
We toured privatized barracks at Fort Meade, Maryland (Army) and Naval 
Station San Diego, California (Navy). We discussed these privatized 
barracks projects with installation officials, housing officials, and 
representatives from the private housing development companies, and 
we held one discussion group with service members living in privatized 
barracks at one of these installations, using the same methodology 
described above regarding discussion groups with service members living 
in military barracks. We reviewed recent House Armed Services 
Committee direction for DOD to report on the feasibility of privatizing 
barracks.16 

For objective five, we reviewed relevant legislation and DOD policies that 
detail oversight of DOD housing and coordination that should occur within 
the department regarding housing.17 Specifically, we reviewed roles and 
responsibilities of OSD positions regarding housing and discussed 
oversight provided by OSD with relevant OSD and service officials. We 
assessed this oversight framework against existing policies and relevant 
Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, which state 
that responsibilities of an oversight body include overseeing the entity’s 
operations and where appropriate, making oversight decisions so that the 
entity achieves its objectives.18 In addition to the DOD Housing Manual 
that details required coordination that is to occur, we also reviewed key 
practices identified in our past report on inter-agency coordination, which 
states that agencies can enhance and sustain their collaborative efforts 

                                                                                                                       
15DOD Directive 1100.4, Guidance for Manpower Management (Feb. 12, 2005). 

16H.R. Rep. No. 117-397, at 377 (2022).  

17Pub. L. No. 117–263 (2022). DOD Instruction 4165.63, DOD Housing (July 21, 2008) 
(incorporating change 2, Aug. 31, 2018). 

18GAO-14-704G.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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by establishing joint strategies to accomplish a common outcome.19 We 
met with OSD and service officials with knowledge of existing 
collaboration and coordination efforts on barracks housing programs, and 
reviewed DOD guidance on collaboration to compare these existing 
efforts against DOD requirements for collaboration as well as key 
practices described above. 

We conducted this performance audit from February 2022 to September 
2023 in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to 
obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for 
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe 
that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings 
and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

                                                                                                                       
19DOD Manual 4165.63. GAO, Government Performance Management: Leading Practices 
to Enhance Interagency Collaboration and Address Crosscutting Challenges, 
GAO-23-105520 (Washington, D.C.: May 24, 2023). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105520
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