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3.2 What Does Service Mean? From the Perspective of 
Servicemembers’ 

Generally, we found that both individual interests (i.e., 
education benefits, adventure) and public service values 
informed respondents’ motivation to join the armed 
services. This was especially true for Post-9/11 veterans. 

This dual commitment was repeated across many responses: both 
individual and public service interests motivated respondents’ choice 
to serve in the first place (i.e., education benefits, serving one’s 
country) and in their post-service education and employment pursuits 
(i.e., public sector employment). In many respects servicemembers’ 
conception of national service—both their motivations to serve and 
their actual military experiences—contributed longer lasting impacts 
that can be seen across their education and employment experiences, 
most especially in their continuation of public service values and 
activities. As one respondent states: “I am proud to have served my 
country, it was an honor and a privilege,” evincing the public service 
sentiment often associated with service, common in responses. 
Another respondent provided a more holistic picture: “From my 
experiences I’ve had to mature and look at situations from both sides 
of the coin. Even bad or stressful situations have provided me with an 
outlook on life and my future that I otherwise would not have had. 
Deployments, training, and people have all help make me a more 
rounded person.”

MOTIVATION FOR SERVICE: WHY JOIN?
Both individual interests (education benefits, adventure) and a 
commitment to public service tend to frame the motivation to join 
the military, especially for Post-9/11 veterans—a dual commitment 
seen in many other dimensions of veterans’ post-service life. Most 
(88%) respondents reported that joining the military was a good 
decision (“moderately” or “completely”), as shown in Figure 12a. 
The top reasons for joining included: education benefits (53%); a 
desire to serve your country (52%); and new experiences, adventures 
and/or travel (49%).61 These findings echo longstanding research, 
including that education benefits often motivate national service.62 
Along with benefits, the desire to serve one’s country is also ranked 
as a key reason for joining. 

Overall, servicemembers also perceived their service experiences 
positively (see Figure 11): about 82 percent indicated a positive 
experience; 10 percent reported a neutral experience; and 8 percent 
noted a negative experience. 

Despite this positive finding, ambivalence about service is 
visible in our results, especially in the qualitative (“write-in”) 
responses to this and related survey questions. Respondents made 
negative comments about leadership, operational tempo, military 
bureaucracy, unaddressed health and mental health concerns, 
morale, and family complications. As one respondent noted: “A 

•	I’m glad I did it, because it’s a lot harder to join the military 
than to enroll into college.

•	Overall, I am very proud of serving this country. While 
the nagging bureaucracy of the Army frustrated me, 
the overall experience was tremendously positive and 
formative on my character.

•	Amazing opportunities. Commanded at the Brigadier 
General level in an organization of 2800 employees. 
Commanded organization with 3.5 billion in design and 
construction. Commanded organization building schools 
and clinics in central and South America.  Earned 4 
Masters Degrees and taught at USMA.

•	My service OCONUS was far more positive than my service 
CONUS.

•	My experience taught gave me discipline and leadership 
experience.

Question: If You Wish to Provide More Detail, Please Do 
So Here

Question: As you reflect on your experiences throughout the course 
of military service—including negative and positive aspects—how 
would you describe your service experiences in general? 

Figure 11. Service Experience, Survey 1, 2015

Mostly positive, 
58%

Somewhat 
positive, 24%

Neutral, 
10%

Somewhat negative, 5% Mostly negative, 3%

Question: As you reflect on your experiences throughout the course of military service—including 
negative and positive aspects—how would you describe your service experiences in general? 



Data-Driven Research to Enact the Promise of the Post-9/11 GI Bill	 21

Figure 12a. Military Good Decision, Survey 1, 2015

Question: Overall, was joining the military a good decision for your 
personality? 

Figure 12. OCONUS, Survey 1, 2015

Question: Have you served outside the continental United States 
(OCONUS) for more than 30 consecutive days for purposes of 
deployment, mobilization, training, PCS, etc.? 

Figure 13. Reasons for Joining the Armed Service, Survey 1, 2014-15

Question: Why did you join the armed services? Rank your top choices up to five.
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Question: Why did you join the armed services? Rank your top choices up to five.

Education Benefits

A desire to service your country

New experiences/adventure/travel

Sense of purpose

Career opportunities

A history of service in your family

Defend your country

Practical skills and training opportunities 

Financial security

Leadership

Retirement benefits in the future

Health care benefits

Lack of job opportunities 

Job Security

Military Community

Improve earning

Other

Promotion 

Friends

Not At All, 29%
Slightly, 2%

Neutral, 6%

Moderately, 18%
Completely, 70%

Question: Overall, was joining the military a good decision for you personally?Question: Have you served outside the continental United States (OCONUS) for more than 30 
consecutive days for purposes of deployment, mobilization, training, PCS, etc.?  

Yes, 83% No, 17% Completely, 70%
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well-known statement in my career field is: ‘I love the people, 
but I hate this job and place.’ Service was great; leadership in my 
career field and in the higher ranks was completely idiotic to the 
point of insanity. Simple tasks were made nearly impossible by 
micromanagement at all levels and extreme favoritism toward 
certain individuals.” Another respondent noted: “As with any 
experience in life, there were high points and low points. Some of 
my greatest friends and memories have come out of my military 
experience. It made me financially independent and opened up 
networking connections that would otherwise be closed. However, 
there are costs. Losing friends, long thankless hours, time away 
from home, friends, and family (both deployed and duty stations 
not within the lower 48 states), and very little support for those on 
their way out.” Another respondent articulated well this common 
sentiment: “For every negative thing, and there are many negative 
things, there are at least two positive. I’m angrier and have a 
shorter temper than I would have without the military, and I am 
worn out for my age. However, I’m more disciplined, experienced, 
detail oriented, motivated, and more capable overall.” In short, 
national service was largely perceived as a source of pride overall, 
even if various aspects of military life—the “bureaucracy,” 
unaddressed health and mental health concerns, morale, 
transition, and family complications—rankled many. 

Respondents also emphasized the important “opportunities” 
gleaned from service: getting a higher degree, commanding a 
unit, traveling outside the United States and developing enduring 
relationships. A large percentage of respondents associated 
opportunities with travel outside the continental United States 
(OCONUS): as Figure 12 shows, more than 83 percent of respondents 
served outside the country for more than 30 consecutive days. 

Beyond individual interests and even instrumentalist 
interpretations of service (i.e., what service provided in benefits 
or skills), respondents often described their experiences in the 
military in normative, value-oriented terms, such as a way to build 
“character” and “make a difference,” as a means to contribute 
publicly and socially, and to develop “leadership” capacity. Likewise, 
many appreciated the discipline and structure of basic training and 
the confidence and esprit de corps developed in the process.

While some scholarship has explored the public contribution of 
previous veterans’ cohorts, there has been far less study of Post-9/11 
servicemembers civic, social, public, and political engagement and 
contribution, particularly after service.63 We expect this thread of 
inquiry to become increasingly more important in our own research 
efforts and as more researchers explore Gulf War and Post-9/11 
servicemembers’ community and public engagement activities, even 
beyond veterans service organizations.64 

Figure 14. Reasons for Joining the Armed Service, NSF Battlefield to Classroom Survey, 2009–12

Question: Why did you join the armed services? Rank your top choices up to five.
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Question: Why did you join the armed services? Rank your top choices up to five.

A desire to serve your country

Education benefits

Adventure

Career opportunities

A history of service in your family

Travel

Practical Skills and Training Opportunities

Lack of job
opportunities

Improve earning
potential

Other

Healthcare
benefits
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We generally found that Post-9/11 servicemembers 
wholeheartedly believe their skills and attributes 
learned during military service and training played a 
role in their post-service success, both in the classroom 

and in their career and employment pursuits. One respondent 
puts it succinctly: “The military helped make me who I am and 
completed me. The confidence and leadership I gained in the 
military, helped me achieve a promotion to an hourly supervising 
position in the company I currently work for.” Another respondent 
describes how the military contributed to their education success 
specifically beyond education benefits: “It has played a role in 
my success as a student with excellent grades, always on time, 
and consistently giving of myself.” This important feature of our 
research aims to understand—in much detail—how military 
service training experiences in multiple dimensions (i.e., leadership 
mentoring and development, on the job training, and skill and 
competency preparation) plays a role in veterans post-service lives 
and educational and employment pathways. Our findings on these 
skill-related questions show that servicemembers’ military specialty 
or job overwhelmingly encouraged them to pursue education after 
service (74%) and to a slightly lesser degree (66%) promoted their 

3.3 Military Skills, Occupations and Attributes: 
Post-Service Outcomes

interest in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) fields. Slightly fewer, about 66 percent of respondents, 
reported that their military specialty or job prepared them for their 
civilian career.

SKILLS DEVELOPED DURING SERVICE
A distinctive feature of our survey is the exploration of the role of 
skills and attributes acquired during military service and veterans’ 
post-service use of these skills in transition, education and training 
programs, employment, community engagement, and in life in 
general. Figure 15 demonstrates some key findings in this area: 
namely, that servicemembers generally believe their military skills 
and attributes contribute to their post-service success, particularly 
in education and employment pursuits.

We also wished to understand the specific skills and traits 
perceived as most helpful by servicemembers in education, future 
careers, and in daily life. Therefore, we asked servicemembers 
to identify all the skills developed during service and those 
skills strengthened or enhanced by service experiences. In this 
combined multiple choice and write-in question, the top five skills 

Figure 15. Skills Developed During Service, Survey 1, 2014-15

Question: In thinking about your skills developed during service, please select all those that were strengthened or enhanced by your military 
experience. Select all that apply.
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In thinking about your skills developed during service, please select all those that were strengthened or enhanced by your 
military experience. Select all that apply.

Work ethic/discipline
Teamwork

Resilience
Time management
Moral code and social responsibly
Level-headedness and perspective
Organization
Cultural understanding
Delegating responsibilities
Goal Setting
Technical expertise

Leadership and management skills
Mental toughness
Adaptation to different challenges
Self-Discipline
Professionalism
Ability to get things done
Training & teaching others
Coping with adversity
Confidence and self-esteem
Perseverance
Ability to complete the mission
Working effectively with supervisors and other authorities
Dealing with uncertainty
Camaraderie and supporting peers
Crisis management
Making decisions in time and resource-constrained environments
Social/Communication skills
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respondents selected were: work ethic/discipline (87%), teamwork 
(86%), leadership (82%), mental toughness (81%), and adaptation 
(78%). 

Of those acquired during service, servicemembers were then 
asked to rank those military-acquired skills (see Figure 16). 
Respondents’ top five choices included: leadership (43%), work ethic/
discipline (42%), teamwork (35%), mental toughness (27%), and 
professionalism (26%). Nearly half indicated that military service 
increased leadership and management skills and their resulting 
work ethic/discipline. 

MILITARY JOB, STEM, PROMOTED INTEREST IN EDUCATION
Servicemembers across all branches receive significant training 
(including on-the-job training) for a given job, occupation, role, and/
or profession often specific to the armed services. This means that in 
addition to universal courses (such as Equal Opportunity training), 
every servicemember leaves service with some specific training and 
expertise in a process organized by military occupational specialty 
(MOS), “ratings” for the Navy and Coast Guard, and the Air Force 
Specialty Code (AFSC). Most of our sample (about 81%) indicated 
that their military specialty (MOS, AFSC, Rating, or Designator) 
accurately described the military jobs that they performed during 
service (see Figure 17). 

In addition to training in this specific area, all members of the 

armed services also develop skills and competencies needed in an 
organization dependent upon small-unit leadership and teamwork 
under conditions of warfare, including discipline, mission-focus, 
and perseverance, among other attributes. Leadership development 
in the armed services, especially among officers, for instance, is 
a well-established and sought-after training program outside the 
military.65 In all branches—but especially in the Air Force, Coast 
Guard, and Navy—servicemembers often also receive significant 
training in technical subfields, as well as exposure to advanced 
technologies and equipment. Such fields include aerospace, 
aviation, and space systems; information, cyber, signals, cryptologic, 
and electronic systems; chemical, civil, geotechnical, logistics, 
and structural engineering; nuclear and other weapons systems 
engineering, and many other fields.66 These highly specialized 
occupations may thus make veterans “pre-qualified” for civilian 
STEM educational disciplines and professions.67 

Our findings in these series of skill-related questions also 
indicated that military jobs or duties encouraged education after 
service and (to a slightly lower degree) promoted an interest in 
the STEM fields: about 73 percent of respondents (see Figure 18) 
reported that their military specialty or job promoted their interest 
in education; 68 percent said it prepared them for education; and 
71 percent said it promoted their interest in training, certification, 
or licensing programs. Also, slightly fewer, about 66 percent of 
respondents, indicated that their military specialty or job prepared 

Figure 16. Top Ranked Skills Developed During Service, Survey 1

Question: In assessing those skills, rank those that you selected up to five.
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In accessing those skills, rank those that you selected up to five.

Work ethic/discipline

Teamwork

Moral code and social responsibly

Leadership and management skills

Mental toughness

Adaptation to different challenges

Self-Discipline

Professionalism

Training & teaching others

Confidence and self-esteem

Perseverance

Ability to complete the mission

Social/Communication skills
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them for their civilian career, as compared to 34 percent who 
reported it did not. About 66 percent found their military 
specialty or job promoted their interest in STEM, as compared to 
34 percent who did not.

While we know many military jobs are technically focused 
and that military training often encourages education after 
service, the significance of the science and technology fields has 
not often been emphasized or studied in post-service educational 
and occupational interests and preferences. Likewise, as Figure 
19 shows, about 43 percent of servicemembers reported that 
their military specialization, job, or training is STEM related. 

Figure 17. Military Specialization, Survey 1, 2015

Figure 18. Military Specialization and Jobs Influence on Education, STEM & Career, Survey 1, 2015

Question: Does your military specialization (MOS, AFSC, Rating, or 
Designator) accurately describe the military jobs you performed during 
service? 

Question: Did your military specialization or job(s):

While some might expect this number to be even higher, given 
the technologically advanced nature of the contemporary 
U.S. military, nearly 45 percent of our sample has some STEM 
training that likely included practical or applied skills. Our 
earlier NSF studies also revealed that respondents often had 
more training in STEM fields than they were aware of because 
many servicemembers lacked familiarity with both STEM and 
engineering education degree programs and professional careers, 
even for those who expressed a preference for STEM fields.68 

In addition to lack of research in this area, there is also limited 
programmatic emphasis on military skills and professional 

Yes, 81% No, 19%

Question: Does your military specialization (MOS, AFSC, Rating, or Designator) accurately describe the 
military jobs you performed during service? 
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15%

15%

Prepare you for your civilian career?

Promote your interest in science,
technology, engineering, or

mathematics?

Prepare you for your education?

Promote your interest in a training,
certification, or licensing program?

Promote your interest in education?

Not At All Slightly Moderately Very Completely

73% Slightly/ Moderately/ 
Very/ Completely

71% Slightly/ Moderately/ 
Very/ Completely

68% Slightly/ Moderately/ 
Very/ Completely

66% Slightly/ Moderately/ 
Very/ Completely

66% Slightly/ Moderately/ 
Very/ Completely
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development in the STEM fields by potential employers and 
higher education institutions. That is, despite the fact that Post-
9/11 servicemembers are generally (and compared to earlier 
cohorts) highly educated and despite their often advanced 
training and technical capacity, few higher education programs 
target such military competencies or military students’ interests 
in these areas; likewise, few private sector, nonprofit, or public 

organizations leverage servicemembers’ potential training and 
technical capacity for post-service professional positions. This 
oversight is unfortunate in light of the well-documented shortage 
in qualified candidates in the U.S. STEM workforce, including 
projected degree recipients. The shortage of potential STEM 
field recruits—and its implications for a diverse and robust 
technical U.S. work force, competitive advantage, and economic 
prosperity—has been well described in many national reports 
over the last three decades.69 Furthermore, few policymakers 
have made this link between U.S. labor force needs and existing 
veterans’ capacity and supportive benefits programs. 

In short, in many ways recent generations of servicemembers 
have the potential to contribute to the professional workforce 
generally and to the STEM fields in particular, to share their 
military talent and training in education and career pursuits, and 
to spark leadership and entrepreneurial initiatives across many 
professions and fields. Servicemembers also consistently show 
higher rates of interest and participation than corresponding 
nonmilitary peers in entrepreneurial activities and in social 
entrepreneurship and social giving.70 These and other skills, 
capacities, and attributes—the cornerstone of a distinctive post-
service professional cohort—are important to recognize and 
to mobilize in ways that may strengthen existing professional 
pipelines and mechanisms in and beyond the STEM fields.

Figure 19. Military Specialization Related to STEM, Survey 1, 
2015

Question: Is your military specialization, job, or training related to 
science, technology, engineering, or mathematics (STEM) fields?

Yes, 43%No, 57%No, 57% Yes, 43%



Data-Driven Research to Enact the Promise of the Post-9/11 GI Bill	 27

3.4 Servicemember Transition: Perceptions and Challenges 

Generally, we found that servicemembers look back 
positively on their military service experiences and 
express a common desire to return to service and 
that many express regrets about leaving the military. 

Although the most common reason for wanting to leave the 
military was a loss of faith in the military and national political 
leadership, we also see—from the perspective of hindsight—that 
many respondents felt that that loss of faith was ultimately 
misguided. As one respondent states: “I miss life in the military 
because I have matured. All the things that did not make any 
sense, to me, make sense now.” We also see that the military 
culture leaves lasting impressions on individuals and that many 
struggle to fit in with civilians after living among military 
communities. As one respondent noted: “Although I felt isolated 
over the course of the last year of service due to my job position, 
I miss the brotherhood. In a lot of ways it was simpler and 
more straightforward than civilian life. Miss the security and 
dependability of military life.” This view was common among 
respondents: “I have absolutely no regrets. Would’ve stayed in had I 
not received involuntary discharge after having surgery.”

REASON FOR LEAVING, REGRETS, AND LASTING 
IMPRESSIONS
Another innovative element in our study involved asking 

servicemembers—not only why they joined the armed forces—but 
why they left. Our respondents identified and ranked their “top 
reasons” for leaving. Dominant answers were spread fairly evenly 
across these top five contenders: lost faith or trust in military 
or political leadership (35%); the desire to pursue education and 
training opportunities outside the military (32%); family reasons 
(31%); the completion of one’s military service obligation (28%); 
and military retirement (26%).

But when asked if they wished to return to service, 59 percent 
of our sample indicated that they wished to return to military 
service (either “always/often/sometimes”), while 37 percent said 
that they “never” or “rarely” wished to go back to the armed 
forces. In a related question, when asked whether they regretted 
their decision to leave military service, 43 percent indicated 
(see Figure 21) that they regretted it (either “always,” “often,” 
or “sometimes”), while 47 percent said they “never” or “rarely” 
regretted their decision regretted their decision. 

Most of our sample, about 82 percent (see Figure 22), reported 
that the military left a lasting impression on their lives (either 
“moderately” or “completely”). Although this may seem obvious—
it would be hard to imagine especially wartime service that did 
not make an impression on participants—this finding echoes 
studies that show military service often functions as a life-altering 
experience that may change an individual’s life trajectory.71  

As in our discussion above, respondents (71%) also said 

Figure 20. Skills Developed During Service, Survey 1, 2014-15

Question: Why did you leave the armed services? Rank your top choices up to five.
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Question: Why did you leave the armed services? Rank your top choices up to five.

Lost faith or trust in military or political leadership

Pursue education and training opportunities

Family reasons

Completion of military service obligation (less than 20 years)

Military retirement (20 years or more)

Career change alternative job opportunities 

Concerns & grievances about service experiences

Other medical reasons

Military culture, community or lifestyle

Dissatisfied with deployments

More marketable in private sector

Other

Military administration or requirements

Achieved top rank/couldn’t advance anymore

Disability retirement (less than 20 years)

Involuntary separation boards

Administrative discharge 

Operational tempo
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that service left a lasting impression (either “moderately” or 
“completely”) on their skills and attributes for educational 
success (see Figure 22). Such findings show that servicemembers 
self-identify military service both as a motivating factor for 
pursuing education and as a means to succeed in future education 
endeavors. Previous studies have examined servicemembers’ 

Figure 22. Military Lasting Impressions, Survey 1, 2015

Question: Has your military experience left a lasting impression on you?
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71% Moderately/ Completely
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65% Moderately/ Completely
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Figure 21. Regrets about Leaving Service, Survey 1, 2015
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59% Sometimes / Often/ 
Always/

43% Sometimes / Often/ 
Always/

37% Never/ Rarely

47% Never/ Rarely

Question: As you reflect upon leaving the service, do you sometimes regret your decision? 
Or find yourself wanting to go back?

educational attainment (as compared to civilian counterparts 
in various periods of service) but have often failed to explore 
servicemembers’ own perceptions (beyond correlative data) on 
these matters—that is, whether servicemembers identified the 
skills and attributes gained in service as translating into interest 
and success in postsecondary education.72 
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TRANSITIONAL CHALLENGES
When we asked respondents to identify the key challenges in 
their own process of transition (see Figure 23), servicemembers’ 
top five challenges were: navigating VA administration or benefits 
(60%); getting a job (55%); getting socialized to civilian culture 
(41%); financial struggles (40%); and skills translation (39%). 
Such results indicate that returning servicemembers are often 
frustrated with the organizations designed to assist in their 
transition—whether such concerns arise from unfamiliar or 
confusing processes for accessing benefits, for instance, or sorting 
out the civilian job sector, including translating military skills into 
civilian careers. Servicemembers often view getting a job after 
service as a significant challenge, second only to navigating the 
VA. This expressed post-service employment challenge contrasted 
with servicemembers’ views of their education pursuits, as only 
26 percent of respondents identified information about education 
opportunities as a key transitional challenge and only 20 percent 
said college culture was a challenge in their transition process. 

Figure 23. Top Key Transitional Challenges, Survey 1, 2014-15

Question: From the following choices, what are the key challenges in your transition? 
Select all that apply.
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Question: From the following choices, what are the key challenges in your transition? Select all that apply.

Navigating VA administration or benefits
Getting a job

Stigma of being a service member
Family, children & dependent obligations
Academic preparation
Education administrative obstacles
Physical injuries
Getting along with others
Other

TBI
MST

Getting socialized to civilian culture
Financial struggles
Skills translation
Depression
Employment preparation
Understanding GI Bill benefits
Contradictory information from different sources
Civilian day-to-day life
Disability
Using and accessing GI Bill benefits
Information about education opportunities
Transferring military course credits
Transition Assistance Program inadequate
Anger management
Mental health issues and behavioral adjustment
Post-Traumatic Stress (PTS) and combat stress
College/university culture and climate
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Confidence remains 
the same 

More confidence as 
servicemember 

More confident as 
civilian 

Figure 26. Confidence Level & Civilian Status, Survey I, 2015 
  

Neutral Not difficult at all Very difficult 

Figure 25. Difficulty Establishing Sense of Purpose, Value, Meaning in Post-Service Life, Survey 1, 2015 
  

Same Military life Civilian life 

Figure 24. Comfortable Level, Survey 1, 2015 

SENSE OF PURPOSE, CONFIDENCE, AND DIFFICULTY:
We also asked servicemembers (see Figure 26) whether they 
noticed changes in their confidence levels after transitioning 
from the armed services (using a 1 to 5 point scale, choice 1 
meant “more confident as a civilian;” choice 3 meant “confidence 
remains the same;” and choice 5 meant, “more confident as a 
servicemember”). About 41 percent of respondents said they 
were more confident as servicemembers; 36 percent said their 
confidence remained the same; and 24 percent reported feeling 
more confident as civilians. 

When asked whether they felt more comfortable in military 
or civilian life (using a similar scale), servicemembers again 
responded in fairly proportionate terms across all answers: 35 
percent said they were more comfortable as servicemembers; 
33 percent felt the same; and 32 percent reported being more 
comfortable as a civilian (see Figure 24).

When asked if they had difficulty establishing a sense of 
purpose, value, or meaning in post-service life, using the same 1 
to 5 point scale, nearly half (46%) indicated difficulty, 20 percent 
were neutral, and 34 percent indicated no difficulty (see Figure 25).

Figure 24. Comfortable Level, Survey 1, 2015

Question: Are you more comfortable in military or civilian life?

Figure 25. Difficulty Establishing Sense of Purpose, Value, Meaning in Post-Service Life, 2015

Question: Do you find it difficult to establish a sense of purpose, value, or meaning in post-service life?

Figure 26. Difficulty Establishing Sense of Purpose, Value, Meaning in Post-Service Life, 2015

Question: Do you notice changes in your confidence level as a service member or civilian? 

18% 14% 33% 19% 16%

23% 23% 20% 14% 20%

11% 13% 36% 24% 17%
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Question: How much do you agree with the following statement: Education should play a role in 
post-service transition?

Disagree
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Strongly Disagree

Neutral

Strongly Agree

3.5 Post-Service Transition and Education

One critical takeaway from respondents’ was the pivotal 
role of education in transition. We know from other 
studies, including Pew survey research, that service-
members in the Post-9/11 cohort in particular report 

a difficult time with post-service transition into civilian life, as 
compared to earlier generations of veterans (see Figure 28).73 Like 
our own results, the Pew studies found that most Post-9/11 era 
veterans were proud of their service (96%), but 44 percent also 
reported that readjusting to civilian life was difficult—a contrast 
to just 25 percent of veterans who recorded transition difficulties 
from earlier eras.74 

When we asked whether education should play a role in their 
post-service transition, more than 92 percent of our sample either 
“agreed” or “strongly agreed”—indicating a high value is placed 
on education’s role in military transition (see Figure 27). Likewise, 
servicemembers in our sample were asked to indicate their top 
motivations for pursing education (see Figure 29). These included: 
career/job opportunities (86%); self-improvement and personal 
growth (71%); potential for making money/Improving economic 
status (69%); professional advancement (56%); and to use benefits 
(51%). Some interesting choices by respondents also included the 
following: 43 percent of our sample reported that they wished 
to “help people/society” as a motivation for education, while 
31 percent said they hoped to increase their “technical skills.” 
Also, 13 percent mentioned that education was a way to “ease 
transition.” 

We also asked servicemembers (see Figure 30) to identify the 
top problems or barriers that hindered their pursuit of education 

Figure 27. Education’s Role in Post-Service Transition, Survey 1, 2015

Percent of post-9/11 veterans saying that as 
a result of their military service, they...

Figure 28. Pew Research Center, 
War and Sacrifice in the Post-9/11 Era (2011):p7

goals. These included: lack of financial resources/ financial burden 
(56%); personal/family obligations (28%); GI Bill benefits expire 
before I complete my degree (25%); health/disability issues (23%); 
and conflict between job and school (22%). 

92% Strongly Agree/
Agree
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Became more
mature
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self-confidence

Felt more prepared
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48
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Note: Based on post-
9/11 veterans, n=712

Question: How much do you agree with the following statement: Education should play a role in post-service transition?
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Figure 29. Motivations for Education or Training Programs, Survey 1, 2014-15

Question: Identify your motivations for education or training programs. Select all that apply.

Figure 30. Problems Barriers in Achieving Goals, Survey 1, 2014-15

Question: Are there any problems or barriers that hindered you in pursuing or achieving your education goals? Select all that apply.
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Figure 31. Top Ranked Problems Barriers in Achieving Goals, Survey 1, 2014-15

Question: Of problems or barriers identified, rank those that you have selected up to five.
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Question: Of problems or barriers identified, rank those that you have selected up to five.

Lack of financial resources/Financial burden

Personal/family obligations

Poor grades

Lack faculty support

Underrepresentation

Lack peer support

Training/deployments disrupt school

Conflict between job and school

Health/disability issues
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Lack of confidence

Difficult courses

Feel unwelcomed on campus

Not awarded military credit

College/university culture

Poor instruction

Lack admin support

Lack mentors

Military obligations

Lack academic interest

Other

GI Bill benefits expire before I complete my degree

Of those concerns, respondents then ranked their top five 
choices: lack of financial resources/ financial burden (59%); 
personal/family obligations (30%); GI Bill benefits expire before I 
complete my degree (28%); conflict between job and school (25%); 
health/disability issues (23%); and bureaucracy associated with VA 
paperwork and processing (22%)—see Figure 31. Note that in the 
case of educational pursuits—versus transition as a whole—VA 
benefits administrative challenges did not appear to rank as highly 
as a barrier (22% versus 60%).

When we asked respondents whether they had encountered 
any problems while pursuing their education, respondents 
identified these top five problems: age differences (37%) between 
themselves and other students; lack of financial resources (32%); 
working full time jobs (32%); family responsibilities (29%); and few 
veterans resources on campus (26%)—see Figure 32 on the next 
page.
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Figure 33. Military Status Identification, Survey 1, 2015

Question: Does your school identify you as a veteran/service member? 

MILITARY STATUS IDENTIFICATION
The majority of servicemembers identified themselves as 
servicemembers during the college/university application process 
(78%) or during the administering of their benefits (74%), but 
fewer chose to self-identify during special programs, such as 
graduation and orientation (36%), or veteran faculty and/or peer 
mentor services (42%), see Figure 33.

 Likewise, the majority (79%) of servicemembers reported 
feeling comfortable sharing their experience as servicemembers 
at their schools. The top reasons explaining this choice included 
pride in service (83%); part of my identity (81%); expected to be 
well received by peers (30%); and expected to be well received by 
faculty/staff (29%)—see Figure 34. Notice that positive views of 
service and military identity far outweighed servicemembers’ 

Figure 32. Problems Encountered While Pursuing Education, Survey 1, 2014-15

Question: Have you encountered any problems at your school while pursuing  your education? Select all that apply.
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Question: Have you encountered any problems at your school while pursuing  your education? Select all that apply. 
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Figure 34. Comfortable Sharing Service Experiences at School, Survey 1, 2015

Question: Do you feel comfortable sharing your experiences as a 
veteran/service member at your school?

Question: If yes, why do you feel comfortable sharing your experiences 
as a veteran/service member at your school?

Question: If no, why do you not feel comfortable sharing your experiences as a veteran/service member at your school?

Yes, 79%

No, 21%
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perceptions that their military status would be well received by 
student peers or faculty/staff (approximately 81% versus 29%). 

Though most (79%) servicemembers felt comfortable 
sharing their service experiences at their schools, one in five 
(21%) indicated that they did not.75 Respondents explained the 
top reasons that discouraged them from sharing their service 
experiences at school: civilian naivety or lack of familiarity 
with military service (63%); different maturity levels and the 
worldliness of fellow students (61%); stigma/prejudice/bias (53%); 
and age differences (51%)—see Figure 34. It is significant that 
of the 21 percent of respondents who did not feel comfortable 
sharing their service experiences, more than half—most of whom 
have previous experience in the college/university classroom—
believed that bias or prejudice against servicemembers played a 
role in their decision.

STRENGTH AND SKILLS RECOGNITION
Respondents were also asked if they felt there is a place for 
veterans’ leadership, high achievement, and/or excellence at 
their school, and if veterans’ specific strengths and skills were 
recognized on campus. Most (84%) felt there was a place for 
veterans’ leadership, achievement, and/or excellence; however, a 

Figure 35. Strength and Skill Recognition, Survey 1, 2015

Question: Do you feel colleges/universities recognize the specific 
strengths and skills that veterans bring to campus?

Question: Do you feel there is a place for veterans’ leadership, high 
achievement, or excellence at colleges/universities?

majority (53%) also felt that colleges/universities do not recognize 
the specific strengths and skills that veterans bring to campus. 

Several existing studies, including our own NSF-sponsored 
Battlefield to Classroom research, find significant and consistent 
concerns expressed by servicemembers as they contemplated 
pursuing higher education and as they enrolled in higher 
education programs.76 These concerns included: poor transition 
preparation; issues of academic preparedness; lack of guidance, 
discomfort, even distaste for campus culture; concerns about 
degree progress and professional development programs; length 
of time to degree; concerns about supporting family members 
while completing degrees; financial issues; wellness and health 
concerns; the unstructured nature of academic work and the 
lack of roadmap for degree and career pursuits. In our NSF 
studies, servicemembers often identified a basic incompatibility 
between military and academic culture at multiple pressure 
points, including an inhospitable academic climate for serious 
and collaborative work; misperceptions of military service and/
or veterans on college campuses and even a distinct sense that 
civilians remained aloof or uninformed about the post-9/11 wars; 
the nuts and bolts of governance; current events; and veterans’ 
commitments to national service.77 

Question: Do you feel there is a place for 
veterans’ leadership, high achievement, or 
excellence at colleges/universities? 

Question: Do you feel colleges/universities 
recognize the specific strengths and skills that 
veterans bring to campus? 

No, 16%

Yes, 84%
No, 53% Yes, 47%
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3.6 Service, Education and Employment

Generally, we found that the military played a role in 
respondents’ notions of success, but that these effects 
were nuanced and often conflicting. While most (79%) 
respondents stated that the military played a role in 

their success, we also saw frustration with some of the programs 
designed to aid veterans in post-service transition, education, and 
employment success. For instance, one respondent addressed the 
unique nature of their military job, which failed to translate into 
civilian work: “It has not helped me to get a job due to the type 
of Military Job I had. It does not translate to a civilian job.” Many 
respondents felt as if their military job did not have a civilian 
analogue, and, furthermore, many respondents did not necessarily 
wish to continue their military work post-service. We also see that 
the skills gained during service may be more effective than the spe-
cific federal and state policies designed to give veterans an advan-
tage in hiring (i.e., veterans preference). As one respondent noted: 
“It [military service] provided me with my initial job skills when 
I transitioned to the civilian workforce. Even though companies 
state they have a vet preference I don’t see that during the hiring 
process.”  We see this view repeated frequently. As another respon-
dent noted: “Many companies claim they are Veteran friendly, but 
it seems that most of the jobs offered are for low-paying entry level 
positions and not compared to the level on which we separated 
from the military. Also, if I claim that I am a veteran but if I don’t 
have a specific skill they are looking for, but if I am confident I 
could excel at, I still get looked over.”

MILITARY PLAYED A ROLE IN SUCCESS: 
About 79 percent of respondents indicated that the military 
played a role in their success.78 This perception has been over-
looked by previous scholarship. Existing work has compared 
the earnings of drafted military servicemembers with general 
civilians to capture the role that military service plays in civilian 
earnings as a proxy for success.79 But few if any studies examine 
the subjective perceptions of servicemembers themselves. Beyond 
adding a new perspectival dimension to studies of servicemem-
bers and success, our findings also contrast with commonly-cited 
scholarship that finds a wage penalty for service, because in our 
study servicemembers report that the military has contributed to 
their overall success even if service itself may (not always) result in 
lower lifetime earnings.80 

Question: Has the military played a role in your success?
Figure 36.Military Role in Success, Survey 1, 2015

Yes, 79% 

No, 21% 
 

Question: Do you feel there is a place for veterans’ leadership, high achievement, or excellence at 
colleges/universities? 

Yes, 79%

No, 21%
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EMPLOYMENT RELATED TO MILITARY:
Respondents were asked if the work performed during service 
would likely be pursued after service. The majority of servicemem-
bers said that they are likely to pursue a different career than their 
MOS (55%) or actual job performed in the military (47%). Given 
the changing nature of combat and military service in general, 
it is important to undertake further study of this issue to under-
stand how these changing military jobs, roles, and responsibilities 
may influence the transition, educational and career trajectory of 
servicemembers. Insofar as the U.S. military is increasingly relying 
on advanced technologies, thus, requiring more servicemembers 
to fill high-tech jobs and receive needed training, this capability 
could potentially translate into science and technology education 
and careers aspirations. Because our initial findings suggest that 
servicemembers are not likely to pursue a similar career to their 
MOS and/or military job, this potential link, as well as our initial 
findings, should be interpreted with some caution. In the case 
of STEM jobs, for instance, it may be that servicemembers with 
STEM-focused work responsibilities during service may be more 
likely to pursue another field or occupation within the STEM 
arena after service, as compared to members with non-STEM 
responsibilities. It also may be the case that the military specialty 
performed during service is not available in the civilian sector and 
a good “translation” does not exist. It also may be true that ser-
vicemembers learned valuable competencies in their military jobs 
but they seek to apply such skills to very different occupations and 
professions. We plan to examine these perception-based issues in 
future research.

EMPLOYMENT, BARRIERS, AND DISABILITY
Approximately 48 percent of respondents are currently working, 
but 16 percent of those are looking for another job at the same time. 
About 27 percent are not working but looking for a job currently, 
and 13 percent are not working and not looking for employment. 
The top reasons reported for not working are: 50 percent are going 
to school; 20 percent are disabled; 18 percent stopped looking 
because they could not find work; 13 percent are retired; and 20 
percent indicated some other reason for not working.

These findings may contribute to the substantial and growing 
literature about servicemember unemployment issues.81 Our work 
adds to these discussions by examining unemployment through 
servicemembers’ eyes, as well as through an education and career 
trajectory lens, rather than focusing primarily on health and 
wellness issues—the predominant focus in recent scholarship.82 It 
is also clear from our findings that although many servicemembers 
are unemployed (or underemployed) due to disability, the majority  
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Figure 37. Military Related to Employment, Survey 1, 2015
Question: Has the military played a role in your success?

Yes, 79%

No, 21%

Question: Does your service-related disability create obstacles?  
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32% 55% 13%
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is unemployed because these servicemembers are currently pursuing 
education. This finding suggests that servicemembers may face 
higher rates of temporary unemployment while improving earning 
potential through post-service educatio n.

About 58 percent of our sample reported a service-related 
disability (see figure 10), while 32 percent said they did not have such 
a disability (and 9 percent preferred not to answer). Of those with a 
service-related disability, about 53 percent reported that disability 
rating at 50 percent or higher, echoing high percentages nationally, 
as well as elevated use of compensation benefits and health services 
for current servicemembers. The majority (79%) of those with 
service-connected disabilities indicated that it creates obstacles in 
various areas of their lives: in their personal life (87%); in holding 
a job (40%); in getting a job (38%); in completing their education 
(28%); and in starting their education (12%), see figure 39.83 

We were somewhat surprised to see that the most commonly 
reported obstacle for those with service-connected disabilities 
occurred in respondents’ personal lives, but this finding itself may 
contribute to the growing dialogue about psychological (or moral) 
injury among servicemembers.84 We were encouraged by the fact 
that only 12 percent of injured respondents reported the process of 
beginning their education as a substantial obstacle, a finding that 
may suggest that servicemembers with service-related injuries do not 
view the initial matriculation to education as problematic—although 
completing an education program or degree may prove more difficult 
for this subpopulation. Given these results, colleges and universities 
might provide more support and assistance to injured veterans 
on campus to thereby ensure successful completion of education 
programs after servicemembers have enrolled. 

Question: If not working, 
What is the main reason you are not working?

Figure 38. Employment and Reasons for not Working, Survey 1, 2015
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Figure 37. Military Related to Employment, Survey 1, 2015

Figure 39. Disability Obstacles, Survey 1, 2015 Question: If yes, then 
In which areas does your service-connected disability create 
obstacles for you?
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EMPLOYMENT SECTORS AND PREFERENCES
Of the 48 percent of respondents currently working (including the 
16 percent working while looking for another job), 49 percent are 
in public sector (government) jobs; 38 percent are working in the 
private sector; 8 percent are employed in the nonprofit sector; and 
5 percent are in the category of “other.”85 

Moreover, about 48 percent of respondents indicated that 
veterans’ preference influences their jobs choice (e.g. federal 
government, private company).86 Taken together, these findings 

Figure 40. Employment and Work Sector, Survey 1, 2015

Figure 41. Veteran Preferences, Survey 1, 2015

indicate that veteran’s preference is an important motivator 
for job selection among servicemembers—though it is not the 
primary way veterans choose career pathways. We also see 
that the number of servicemembers in the public sector closely 
mirrors the number of servicemembers who report veteran’s 
preference contributes to their sector selection. This finding 
suggests that veterans’ preference may play a significant role in 
successfully retaining servicemembers for national service after 
military service. 
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INCOME
About 50 percent of respondents make less than 50K a year. 
According to the 2013 U.S. Census’ American Community Survey 
(ACS), the median U.S. household income in 2013 was $52,250. 
Moreover, 33 percent of respondents indicated they have received 
unemployment benefits; 24 percent received disability pensions; 
27 percent received some other veterans payments; 17 percent 
received Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, or 
“food stamps”); 10 percent have received Special Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC); 
and 10 percent received Medicare. These findings suggest that 
servicemembers receive most of their public assistance from 

Question: Which of the following best describes the sector in which you work?
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Figure 40. Employment and Work Sector, Survey 1, 2015
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veterans benefit programs, rather than through general public 
assistance programs.87 Despite that finding, we also see that 
servicemembers are more likely to report use of SNAP benefits, 
but less likely to use Medicaid. This result may be largely due to 
the health benefits provided to servicemembers by the VA, thereby 
reducing the need for Medicaid. Future research will examine the 
proportion of servicemembers under the poverty threshold (based 
on family size) and the use of public assistance programs. Given 
the low use of these benefits and the low income reported, it 
would appear as if veterans are less likely to pursue other poverty-
alleviation programs for which they are eligible. 

Question: What is the total HOUSEHOLD income for 2013? 
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4.0 Conclusion:  
Recommendations and Future Research

In this final section, we return to the problem of missing 
perspectives, captured in the report’s title. In devoting rigorous 
attention to the service and post-service perspectives and 
experiences of active-duty servicemembers and veterans, 

including the nearly three million recent Post-9/11 veterans 
involved in the nation’s longest and most complex wars to 
date, we have aimed to begin to remedy the troubling lack 
of public understanding, data, and knowledge about recent 
servicemembers. By staying close to servicemembers’ perspectives 
and by trying to organize large numbers of diverse responses 
into a coherent picture of service, transition, and post-service 
experiences of recent cohorts, we present a better understanding 
of the conditions, challenges, and opportunities servicemembers 
face today, particularly in higher education.

More subtly, this research offers a sobering account of the 
nature of especially Post-9/11 service—its responsibilities, burdens, 
and lessons—as seen from veterans’ perspectives. It is our firm 
belief that this subject must be the topic of greater national 
discussion involving servicemembers among the public at large, 
scholars and experts, lawmakers and policy developers, and 
stakeholders in veterans’ success, including the VSO community 
and academic institutions. We know historically, in large part 
thanks to Suzanne Mettler’s work on World War II veterans, that 
service—despite the deficits of any given military campaign—
often creates signal opportunities for renewed commitment to 
social and political engagement within democratic traditions 
and norms.88 No doubt, part of that national conversation will 
involve the urgent need to collectively process the disorienting, 
often disruptive experiences of war and its lasting impacts and the 
importance of bridging the gap between our cultural narratives 
of service and the actual experiences of war. Additionally, 
understanding how servicemembers navigate the divergent worlds 
of war fighting and civilian life is critically important, as is taking 
seriously the role that veterans may play in reflecting back the 
limits, even the contrivances, of American policy aims and the 
actual results of those policies, as well as insights about how to do 
better in the future.

Our findings tell us that servicemembers join the military to 
serve one’s country—a generally positive and powerful experience 
for most—and as a means to earn an education. We consistently 
see this relationship between military service and post-service 
education in the widely-held belief among most servicemembers 
that education should play a key role in one’s life and in post-
service transition and that service itself contributes to one’s 
educational goals and overall success in life. Once again, we see 
the importance of integrating servicemembers’ perspectives into 

this inquiry in order to understand the dynamic relationships 
between service, education, transition, and post-service success. 
We see this perspective in the consistent finding that service is 
motivated by an interest in pursuing education, for instance, 
and in the fact that both service and education are believed by 
servicemembers to influence their post-service transition and 
success. 

Such dynamic relationships also hold in the challenges 
reported after service. Despite generous education benefits in the 
Post-9/11 GI Bill, we know that financial hardships rank as the 
most commonly reported barrier to achieving education goals. 
While one might expect that service-related disabilities would 
likewise create obstacles, servicemembers report that disabilities 
create the greatest friction—not in education and employment 
contexts—but in their personal lives. In fact, disabled veterans 
are slightly more likely than those without disabilities to pursue 
higher education. Moreover, one might expect that campus culture 
could be a potential stumbling block for servicemember success, 
but we found, instead, that servicemembers were comfortable and 
proud to share their military status and experiences on campus. 
Frequently cited work also argues that recent veterans earn less 
than their civilian counterparts, but it could also be that many 
continue to serve after service in their choice to pursue public 
sector (i.e., less lucrative) employment, which our findings also 
demonstrate. Each of these discoveries—some counterintuitive—
paint a more complex and complete picture of service and 
transition, even though more work is needed to explore these 
findings and to understand the policies and programs that most 
impact servicemembers’ lives.

Our future work will attempt to systematically address 
these and other issues. We hope to further understand the 
role of military occupations in relation to service experiences 
and education pursuits, for instance. We have found that most 
servicemembers are not likely to pursue education programs and 
careers which are similar to their prior military jobs, so we hope 
to explore why this is so and if some specific jobs leave a lasting 
impression (negative or positive) on servicemembers’ education 
and career paths. We also see that most servicemembers leave the 
military due to a loss of faith or trust in the military or political 
system, but that most wish to return to military service. We hope 
to understand what experiences contribute to that loss of faith or 
trust and how servicemembers reconcile their desires to return 
to service with their transition back to civilian life. It is clear 
that we need to understand the role of postsecondary education 
in servicemembers’ success, which entails assessing such issues 
as campus organizational policies for veterans, interactions 
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with peers and faculty, support programs, and curriculum, 
among others. We also hope to explore more fully post-service 
employment trajectories for servicemembers: we see high levels 
of unemployment in our sample, but this is primarily due to 
education enrollment, so it will be fruitful to understand how this 
gap in employment ultimately impacts career trajectories. These 
are just a few lines of inquiry we hope to pursue while adding to 
the public and academic understanding of recent servicemembers 
through their own perspectives.

In the remainder of this section, we outline several “big 
picture” issues that require further exploration and that are 
promising avenues for enhancing servicemembers’ post-service 
transition and success.

1.	 The future of the force: Studying the hidden impacts 
of the all-volunteer force model of military service for 
servicemembers and for the nation as a whole.

If the Gulf and Post-9/11 wars are one of the first functional tests 
of the all-volunteer force model of military service, it is time to 
think empirically about the potential implications of that model, 
especially for servicemembers, in creating a minority institution 
and in relegating the nation’s defense to a small portion of 
the nation’s citizenry.89 The point of doing this is not to debate 
all over again the value of the all-volunteer force but to think 
proactively about its costs and consequences, including those 
that may be mitigated, especially for servicemembers and for 
the nation as a whole. Beyond longstanding concerns about a 
standing army in American political traditions, there are subtle 
ethical and social aspects to a professionalized force: notably, 
a public that may increasingly lack awareness of those who 
serve on behalf of the nation or feel a sense of ownership about 
their missions.  It is for these and other reasons that rigorous, 
independent, and interdisciplinary attention to servicemembers 
and veterans—in their perspectives, challenges, opportunities, 
and contributions—gives concrete force and focus to the often 
repeated invocation to “support our troops.” It is imperative to 
involve the critical vantage point of the “policy implementers” in 
this national conversation about the meaning and complexities 
of contemporary national service, citizenship, and security—with 
manifold implications across the social and economic dimensions 
of the nation.90 

2. 	Shaping an interdisciplinary research agenda and 
supporting rigorous data-collection efforts for 
understanding Gulf and Post-War servicemembers’ and 
their contributions.

Despite earlier robust traditions of research on World War II, 
Korea, and Vietnam veterans-era cohorts in their education and 
career experiences, the subject of veterans has too often fallen 
out of scholarly attention, federally-supported research, and 
informed-policy debate today.91 This is not to suggest there are 
no education or transition studies of U.S. veterans, including 
the Post-9/11 cohort. On the contrary, social science inquiry in 
education and student services, psychology and social psychology, 
political science, public affairs, and especially economics and 
sociology, have explored veterans in education and post-service 
employment and earnings, among other issues. But recent studies 
are generally limited in their orientation on specific areas: baseline 
health and wellness studies predominate, for instance.92 Likewise, 
empirical studies, particularly in the education literature, use 
either highly limited federal data or small and unrepresentative 
samples, a real challenge in studying recent veterans. It is also 
true that much analysis tends to address highly specialized issues 
impacting only certain segments of the military population, 
and studies tend to prioritize practice rather than theory or 
research design and methods.93 For instance, too few studies 
have explored such questions as veterans as business and social 
entrepreneurs; veterans’ employment and earnings in the STEM 
fields; the impact of the gender, ethnic, and racial diversity of the 
all-volunteer force on recent education and career trajectories; the 
nature of veterans’ post-service aspirations for success; and the 
impacts of veterans’ policy on educational experiences, among 
other avenues of inquiry. Likewise, in higher education, missing 
research on servicemembers and veterans perspectives is evident 
in the now prevalent student veterans “handbook” genre that 
dominates discussions.94 While critically important, these works 
tend toward general analyses, use a small number of respondents 
to ground findings, and they focus on highly specialized 
subjects tailored almost exclusively for a higher-education 
student services audience.95 Ironically, such missing Post-9/11 
perspectives are in direct tension with veterans’ increasing value 
in U.S. society. Moreover, though federal policies impacting 
servicemembers are an active area of policy debate in Congress 
and among the military, defense, and veterans communities 
today, such discussions often remain untouched by a rigorous 
body of research that offers insights into how servicemembers 
are faring in and after service (beyond baseline health issues) or 
how newly-adopted policies, including the Post-9/11 GI Bill and its 
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amendments, may impact the targets of these policies, including 
overall quality of life for veterans and military families. In many 
respects, it is as if the recent story of veterans’ service and post-
service experiences, as well as their contribution to U.S. public life, 
has somehow fallen out of public consciousness, particularly for 
Gulf War-era servicemembers.96  

In addition to the priorities mentioned, we intend to build 
empirical resources to redress this present gap in research on 
recent servicemembers in general, as well as in their transition 
experiences in and beyond the higher education domain. While 
we have robust interdisciplinary traditions of research on 
servicemembers at multiple levels, including socioeconomic 
and educational attainment as correlates of military service, 
servicemembers’ actual experiences in education—military 
students, student veterans, and military families—is understudied 
in both the recent academic literature and in federal data-
collection and survey efforts. Servicemembers’ post-service 
career experiences and professional trajectories, as well as their 
community engagement, is also largely missing.97 Recent writing 
by Post-9/11 veterans has, in fact, addressed this silence, the 
difficulty in capturing these experiences, and even identified the 
often-numbing period “after-war,” much like war proper, as a 
definite phase that itself requires deliberate processing.98  

3. 	Servicemembers’, transition, and the role of higher 
education institutions: Integrating servicemembers into 
college life and transforming institutions

At stake in these diverging views on military service—
overwhelming public support yet decline in the value of service 
among younger generations, and servicemembers’ own complex 
views on these issues—are clear avenues for further research and 

exploration. Most notably, few recent studies have thoroughly 
investigated the educational dimension of servicemembers’ 
experiences beyond whether education was a key choice in joining 
up to begin with. This gap includes veterans’ own educational 
aspirations and concerns, and, critically, their experiences 
once they arrive on campuses, and specifically whether those 
experiences in any way change perceptions about transition and 
even service in its rewards and burdens. In our own involvement 
with servicemembers, the prospect of higher education and 
training programs comprise a “mixed bag” of anxiety and 
excitement. We continually see, on the one hand, a clear-eyed 
commitment to country, to comrades, and to ideals larger than 
self, but on the other hand, significant worries about combat 
stress, employment, health-related challenges and depression, and 
academic preparation and academic cultural differences.

In fact, in servicemembers’ transition, post-service education, 
and employment aspirations and challenges—the focus of the 
following studies—we see vital opportunities for veterans to reflect 
upon and tell their stories about military service, transition, and 
education programs; articulate anew their aspirations, goals, 
concerns, and challenges; explore the often hard-won lessons of 
war for their own lives and “civilian life” in general; and shed light 
on needed pathways for post-service transitioning into careers 
and professions that may leverage attributes and skills gleaned 
in service. Therefore, it is our intention that servicemembers’ 
perspectives are captured in these studies; that the subject of 
veterans’ post-service experiences, including higher education 
aspirations, become a critical part of robust academic research on 
servicemembers; and that these stories and perspectives enrich the 
longstanding themes that animate American public life on matters 
of citizenship and service.
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APPENDIX I. General Veteran Population 

The following tables attempt to describe the general 
population of U.S. veterans, drawing on national data from 
the U.S. Veterans Administration (VA), Current Population 
Survey (CPS), and American Community Survey (ACS). 

The purpose of these figures is to convey the degree of variance, 
as mentioned, among overall veterans population estimates, the 
percentage of Post-9/11 veterans in relation to the total and to other 
veterans’ populations, and key demographic trends relevant to our 
research, among other items. 

Based on the CPS (2014) annual averages, there are 
approximately 21.2 million living, U.S. military veterans: 
approximately 9 percent of the total U.S. population (see Table 
1, below).99  Based on the same, most recent U.S. Census data 
available, Gulf War era II (Post-9/11) veterans comprise a cohort of 
about 3,185,000 individuals, which is 15 percent of all U.S. military 
veterans but only 1.3 percent of the U.S. population. Gulf War I 
veterans (those serving between August 1990 and August 2001) 
represent a larger cohort of about 3,356,000 individuals, or 16 
percent of all veterans. Those in the World War II, Korean War, and 
Vietnam veterans population (combined) represent the largest and 
oldest veteran cohort of 9,372,000 individuals, or about 44 percent 
of all U.S. military veterans. “Other Service Period” veterans—
those veterans with service at all other time periods, including 
largely peacetime periods—represent a cohort of about 5,317,000 
individuals, or 25 percent of all U.S. military veterans.

Note: Population 18 and over; for this data, veterans who served in more than one wartime period are classified by the most 
recent wartime period of service only.100

Having noted these populations, Table 2 (see below) illustrates 
the fairly significant differences in veteran population estimates 
across different data sources.101 In 2014, the CPS, for instance, 
estimates more than 21 million veterans, whereas the ACS 
estimates more than 19 million—although the ACS three-year 
estimate finds the veterans population at more than 20 million.102  
The VA Veteran Population Projection model (VetPop2014) 
estimates more than 22 million veterans. Thus, among these three 
high-quality federal datasets alone we see the current population 
estimate of veterans varying by as much as 3 million veterans. This 
is not a small or insignificant number in matters of budgets and 
benefit disbursement, or in matters of recognition and respect for 
service.

Another example of high variance involves the Post-9/11 veteran 
population. The CPS, for instance, estimates more than 3.1 million 
Post-9/11 veterans (in the CPS, veterans serving in more than one 
wartime period are counted and classified only in the most recent 
period of service), whereas the ACS estimates (including those that 
served in both eras) more than 2.8 million (more than 1.8 million 
in Gulf War Era II and more than 1 million in Gulf War Era I). The 
VA VetPop2014 estimates more than 2.6 million Post-9/11 veterans 
only. However, if you include the same definitions as the CPS 
(those that served in both Post-9/11 actions) then the comparable 
estimation for the VA is more than 3.8 million. Note (in Table 2) 
that according to VA VetPop2014 projection data, the Post-9/11 

		  CPS 2013  		  CPS 2014  	

	 Total Population	 Estimated Number	 %	 Estimated Number	 %

All Americans	 236,737,000		  239,049,000

Non-Veterans	 215,339,000	 91%	 217,820,000	 91%

All Veterans	 21,397,000	 9%	 21,229,000	 9%

	 Period of Service	 Estimated Number	 %	 Estimated Number	 %

Total Veteran Population	 21,397,000		  21,229,000

Gulf War Era II (post-9/11)	 2,837,000	 13%	 3,185,000	 15%

Gulf War Era I	 3,233,000	 15%	 3,356,000	 16%

WW II, Korean War and Vietnam Era	 9,828,000	 46%	 9,372,000	 44%

Other Service Period 	 5,500,000	 26%	 5,317,000	 25%

Table 1. Veteran Population by Period of Service, CPS 2013/2014
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cohort will increase past 3 million veterans in 2017. In comparing 
these totals, one can see the value and importance of not only 
strengthening national datasets by adding additional survey 
questions related to veterans and military communities but also 
rectifying methodological and definitional discrepancies, where 
possible, so that data are more easily interrelated and comparable. 

At stake in these discrepancies are meaningful ways to project 

		  U.S. Department of Labor		  U.S. Census Bureau	 U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

		  CPS 		  ACS	 Vet Pop 2014 

		  Annual Average 2014		  2014 1-year estimate	 September 2014	

	 Estimates	 %	 Estimates	 % 	 Estimates	 %

All Americans (18 and over)	 239,049,000		  244,298,660		  —
Non-Veterans	 217,820,000		  225,038,943		  —
All Veterans	 21,229,000	 9%	 19,259,717	 8%	 21,999,108

Gulf War Eras	 6,540,000	 31%	 5,453,042	 28%	 7,033,181	 32%
WWII, Korean War and Vietnam Era	 9,372,000	 44%	 9,366,344	 48%	 10,151,280	 46%
Other Service Period	 5,317,000	 25%	 4,440,331	 23%	 5,496,294	 25%

Gulf War Era II (post-9/11)	 3,185,000	 15%	 1,832,500	 9%	 2,604,055	 12%
Both Gulf War Eras	 Number included as Gulf War Era II	 1,059,546	 5%	 1,271,146	 6%
Gulf War Era I	 3,356,000	 16%	 2,213,467	 11%	 2,789,415	 13%
Vietnam and Both Gulf War Eras	 Number included as Gulf War Era II	 62,544	 0%	 55,697	 0%
Vietnam and Gulf War Era I	 Number included as Gulf War Era I	 284,985	 1%	 312,869	 1%

Note: Population 18 and over.

Table 2. Comparison of Estimated Population of Veterans among National Datasets, 2014

populations for all matter of purposes: force structure projections 
at the core of definitions of readiness; benefits (health and 
education among others) budget projections with impacts on the 
federal budget and deficits; evidence-based estimates of veterans 
populations likely to enroll in postsecondary education, training, 
and certificate programs; and projections for needed supports and 
resources for veterans in transition.
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APPENDIX II.  
Servicemember, Veteran and Wartime Periods Defined by Statute

In many ways, the Gulf War and the Post-9/11 cohort of 
veterans exist in a different moment of service and security—
historically, culturally, economically, and technologically. The 
following analyses attempt to provide readers—specialists 

and non-specialists alike—with a picture of transitioning U.S. 
servicemembers in relation to such factors as period of service, 
gender, diversity, transition, education, military skills, and 
employment, among other items. To develop our own data and 
conduct analyses, we also have relied upon some of our co-
authors’ earlier National Science Foundation (NSF) studies and the 
following federal datasets: the Defense Manpower Data Center 
(DMDC), Current Population Survey (CPS), American Community 
Survey (ACS), and the VA Veteran Population Projection Model 
(VetPop2014). Ours is the only research project to our knowledge 
that has attempted to build a primary national dataset on recent 
servicemembers in their service and post-service experiences and 
that also draws upon available federal data on servicemembers, 
veterans, and military connected communities. 

In this section, we describe the key definitions and concepts 
we have used to guide our research, and to promote consistency, 
rigor, and accessibility across servicemembers and veterans 
inquiry for multiple stakeholders.

SERVICEMEMBER AND VETERAN
There is no single, universal, or standardized definition of 
“military veteran” in comparative and international research—a 
significant issue in conducting veterans research studies and 
comparing datasets.103 Thus, we advocate for the definition of 
“servicemember” set out in U.S. public law: a servicemember is “a 
member of the uniformed services,” including all five branches 
of the U.S. armed forces, as defined in section 101(a)(5) of title 
10, United States Code.104 Likewise, we define veteran, again, 
according to federal statute and regulation, as a “person who 
served in the active military, naval, or air service, and who was 
discharged or released therefrom under conditions other than 
dishonorable”—though this issue of “dishonorable” or “other 
than honorable” discharge is changing and in need of further 
clarification and critical analysis.105 While these definitions, taken 
from U.S. federal statutes and regulation, are largely used by 
local, state, and federal government agencies to define eligible 
beneficiaries, for our purposes, they offer a consistent reference 
point for establishing clarity and coherence in conducting 
research in relation to military-connected communities. It 
should be noted, however, that research communities define 
servicemembers and veterans in various ways suited to their scope 

of research and their population under consideration. Also, in 
public discourse colloquial or historical notions of “veteran” still 
persist. For example, servicemembers often define themselves 
as “veteran” only if they have served in combat.106 Using our 
preferred definition of veteran, all separated servicemembers 
are veterans once released or discharged from the service—no 
matter how long they served or the conditions under which they 
served.107 

In this summary report we also refer to four, often overlapping 
populations of servicemembers with many shared concerns: (1.) 
the most general term, military “servicemembers,” is reserved 
for all persons who are serving or have served in the U.S. armed 
forces, i.e., those active-duty members currently serving as part 
of the active or reserve components of the armed forces, and 
veterans, those who have separated from the armed services 
(many active and reserve component servicemembers qualify as 
veterans, so these phases of service may overlap); (2.) “veteran,” 
includes all persons who have served in the U.S. armed forces 
on active duty (even if only in training) and were discharged or 
released under conditions other than dishonorably; (3.) “student 
veterans” are defined as those veterans who are engaging in 
education, certification, training, or related programs, often 
receiving veterans-based benefits;108  and (4) “military students” 
are those active-duty, reserve, and National Guard servicemembers 
undergoing education, certification, and/or training programs, 
often receiving military Tuition Assistance and other U.S. 
Department of Defense-based education benefits.109  

Within this context, we adopt the following terms for military 
personnel and branches of service: (1.) an “officer” means a 
commissioned or warrant officer;110 (2.) a “general officer” means 
an “officer of the Army, Air Force, or Marine Corps serving in or 
having the general grade of general, lieutenant general, major 
general, or brigadier general,” whereas the term “flag officer” 
means “an officer of the Navy or Coast Guard serving in or having 
the grade of admiral, vice admiral, rear admiral, or rear admiral 
(lower half)”;111 (3.) the term “enlisted member” refers to a person 
in an enlisted grade, the “step or degree in a graduated scale of 
office or military rank, that is established and designated as a 
grade by law or regulation”;112 and (4.) the term “active duty” 
refers to “full-time duty in the active military service of the United 
States,” including training (the term does not include full-time 
National Guard duty), whereas “active service” means service on 
active duty or full-time National Guard duty and “active status.”113  

Likewise, traditional wartime veterans are categorized into the 
following eras, reflective of period of service, as described:  
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•	 Gulf War Era II (September 2001-present) 

•	 Gulf War Era I (August 1990-August 2001)

•	 Vietnam Era (August 1964-April 1975)

•	 Korean War (July 1950-January 1955) 

•	 World War II (December 1941-December 1946)

These major classifications of wartime veterans are 
commensurate across the different data sources (see below), 
whereas all other timeframes are considered peacetime veterans, 
despite the combat entailed in contingency and other related 
operations.114 

NEW WARS AND ASYMMETRIC CONFLICT
In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 attacks, the nature of 
military service has shifted in ways aligned with changing global 
conflict dynamics and related U.S. national security policies. 
Not only has irregular warfare dominated political violence in 
the latter half of the twentieth century, the post-9/11 wars and 
ongoing contingency operations have been increasingly defined 
by counterinsurgency (COIN) and counterterror operations, a light 
military footprint, small military teams rather than expansive 
conventional forces, the increased use of special units and special 
operations task forces, high-tech systems integrated into combat 
units, and innovative tactics designed to combat asymmetric 
adversaries.115 Because threats often span multiple geographical 
regions—including rural and urban centers at once—traditional 
forms of military training, planning, even targeting have proved 
insufficient. 

While political scientists, legal scholars, and conflict analysts 
have debated these issues in security and strategic studies, 
less attention has been devoted to military force structure, 
preparedness, and readiness outside the military and defense 
policy communities.116 This gap is also evident in studies of 
veterans with respect to these same issues. While we describe 
this changing military in demographics, deployment location 
and cycles, and employment and education below, it is worth 
noting that the very nature of military service itself has changed 
significantly in ways reflective of changing patterns of global 
conflict. These changes have profound implications for the 
battlefield space—as burgeoning literatures about 9/11 have 
captured—and for how servicemembers experience service, 
operations (combat and otherwise), and deployments. For instance, 
an increasing operational role for intelligence—itself rapidly 
integrated with targeting policies and special operational units—is 
a mainstay of new strategic planning and execution.117 

Such changing battlespaces also impact Post-9/11 warfighters 
in highly specific ways that we are still trying to understand, 
including the rate and tempo of deployments and the concomitant 
increase in injuries, compensation claims, and numbers of 
disabilities associated with this cohort (see Tables 4 & 5 and 
Figures 10 & 39). Our own data confirms this disproportionately 
high rate of injuries and disability rating.118 While health studies 
have explored post-traumatic stress (PTS), combat stress, traumatic 
brain injuries (TBI), and other “signature” injuries for Gulf War 
generations, important work is just beginning to understand how 
these physical and mental injuries are symptomatic of distinctive 
operational conditions.119 As Table 4 and Figure 10120 both show, 
the highest numbers of disabled veterans are connected to 
the Gulf War Era, including servicemembers deployed in the 
Global War on Terrorism (GWOT).121 More than 1.6 million Gulf 
War veterans are categorized by the VA as having a disability, 
which accounts for 43 percent of all disabled veterans receiving 
compensation. As Table 5 indicates, even among Gulf War Era 
veterans, those who served in the GWOT campaigns have a higher 
percentage of disabilities than non-GWOT veterans.122   

Such conditions have created unique and lasting experiences 
for Gulf War veterans, which may influence their post-service life 
and professional trajectories. That is, while health and wellness 
issues are important factors in post-service life for all veterans, 
the nature of post-9/11 warfare also has inculcated related and 
other important identity-defining cohort experiences. This is to 
say that injuries, disabilities, and related health and wellness 
issues are indicators of changes in the nature of service, battlefield 
conditions, and the demands and challenges of service. We are 
emphatic in the belief, therefore, that this and related inquiry 
must involve servicemembers’ own reflections on these changing 
conditions and experiences, as well as the significant attributes, 
skills, training, and expertise gained in the course of service. In 
and beyond education and employment, these experiences—
hard won, practical, and life-changing in many cases—count as 
critical contributing factors in distinguishing today’s service and 
servicemembers from those of previous generations.
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