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“There wasn’t some concerted effort to erect hurdles for veterans, but 
their existence is an abrogation of our duty as citizens. This is one of 
the most rofound social contracts we enter into as a nation. e as  
our men and women in uniform to risk their lives in our defense. It 
is the tiniest reci rocation that we, in turn, demand that they come 
home to fair and equitable access to jobs, housing, and the services 
they were romised. The return from war is dif cult enough  the 
wounds aren’t just hysical and the barriers aren’t just structural.  

ohn C  Willi ms, resi ent n  C , e er l eserve n  o  n r n is o1

Introduction

Nearly one in ten adult Americans is a veteran. They are family 
members, friends, and nei hbors ma in  the dif cult transition 
from military service back to civilian life. As they do so, it is clear 
that their commitment to service is not shorn away when they 

step out of their uniforms and into a civilian environment; in fact, in surveys 
of recent veterans, the vast majority assert that one of their top aims is to 
secure a job that brings with it a mission and sense of purpose.2 Similarly, 
employers often highlight the traits in veterans that make them attractive as 
civilian employees, including their interest in giving back to their communi-
ties, leadership, loyalty, exibility, and determination to get the job done.3 
Members of the American public regularly express their appreciation for vet-
erans  service and say that they believe veterans deserve their communities  
support in making the transition to civilian life.4 

Yet the statistics and the views of veterans themselves you will read below 
make it just as evident that the journey from service member to civilian is 
stacked with multiple complex challenges, and veterans are not receiving the 
services and support they need to fully readjust to life outside the military. Vet-
erans of all generations, but particularly younger veterans of recent con icts, 
often struggle to nd employment, access ade uate health care and educa-
tional opportunities, maintain stable housing, and secure their household -
nances. While veterans note that they appreciate the supportive sentiment of 
the public toward veterans, some say they are uncertain that American civil-
ians understand the extent of the issues with which they are grappling, and 
point out that there is great need for assistance from veterans  service provid-
ers, employers, higher education institutions, and community members.5

The articles that follow in this issue of Community Investments discuss some 
of the reasons why we are seeing a degree of disconnection between what 
veterans need and the resources available to them in their communities. As we 
consider how the public can address these missing links, the articles provide 
evidence from local initiatives demonstrating effective ways for communities 
to recognize, support, and collaborate with veterans in the arenas of employ-
ment, housing, education, and nancial stability. Many of the initiatives and 
interviews presented here also look at the ways in which veterans themselves 
are serving and supporting their fellow veterans and their broader communities.

But who are these American veterans, and what do communities need to 
know about veterans to effectively work with them and improve conditions on 
their behalf  This introductory article examines the status of today s veterans 
with a particular focus on post-9/11 veterans, provides a summary of their 
opinions and concerns as they return to civilian life, and details the challenges 
many of our veterans face in securing health care, employment, housing, and 
stable household nances.
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A Difficult Adjustment

As service members return home to their communi-
ties, many say they feel unprepared to make the transition 
from military to civilian life. In three different surveys of 
post-9/11 veterans, at least half reported that they had a 
dif cult time making the adjustment, and that they felt 
the military was not doing enough to make the transi-
tion easier on new veterans.6 Post-9/11 veterans were 
more likely to note dif culties moving back into civilian 
life than previous generations of veterans, and those who 
experienced serious injury, service-related trauma, and 
negative impacts of service on their family life reported 
the greatest challenges in adjustment.7 

Physical and mental health issues present signi cant 
challenges for post-9/11 veterans in particular. Just 15 
percent of veterans claimed disability payments related 
to service injuries after World War II; that gure is over 
50 percent today.8 Over 52,000 post-9/11 veterans have 
been wounded during service, and one-third of them suf-
fered injuries so severe that it is likely they would not have 
survived before recent advances in combat-area medical 
care.9 In a survey of Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of 
America (IAVA) members, 53 percent reported having a 
mental health service-related injury, such as traumatic 

brain injury (TBI) or post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). 
Another survey found that 43 percent of interviewed vet-
erans felt their current physical health is worse than before 
service, and 31 percent felt their mental health had de-
clined.10 Improvements in medical care therefore have 
saved countless lives in and after battle, but the long term 
effects of living with these injuries and the impact of multi-
ple deployments and traumatic service-related experienc-
es on the mental health of many post-9/11 veterans take 
a signi cant toll on these Americans and their families.11 
Those interviewed in the recent Los Angeles County Vet-
erans Study explained that as separating service members, 
they did not think that they would need as much time 
to recover as they did after leaving military service, or 
did not realize how severe their health issues were until 
several months after separation.12 

Many veterans also express concern for their fellow 
veterans who are struggling with severe health conditions. 
In an IAVA survey, 73 percent of respondents said they did 
not believe that their fellow veterans were getting proper 
mental health care, and noted that in their opinion, the 
stigma surrounding mental health conditions is the key 
reason that veterans avoid getting help.13 Over half of vet-
erans surveyed in a Washington Post study reported that 
they know at least one active duty service member or post-
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Number of U.S. Veterans in 2013: 21,263,779 

Period of Service:

Post 9/11 ..........................12%

First Gulf War ...................17%

Vietnam War ...................  35%

Korean War .......................12%

World War II ....................... 9%

Age & Gender:

93% male, 7% female
44% over age 65
8% 18-34 years old

Income & Educational Attainment (vs. Non-Veterans):

Median income ....................................$37,346 ........ ($26,937)

High school graduate ..........................30% ................ (28%)

Some college/Associate’s degree ......36% ................ (29%)

Bachelor’s degree or above ................26% ................ (29%)

Disability Status & Financial Stability (vs. Non-Veterans):

Unemployed .........................................9%................... (10%)

Poverty Rate .........................................7%................... (13%)

With a disability ...................................26% ................ (15%)

With a service-connected 
disability rating ....................................16%

Veteran Demographics

Female Veterans:

20% of current military recruits
15% of active-duty service members
42% younger than age 45
More likely to be people of color
Enlisted women increased from 1% of force in 1970 to 14% in 2012

Sources: ACS 2013, DAV 2014, DOD 2012
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9/11 veteran who has tried to commit suicide, suggesting 
that adequate assistance is not reaching those who need 
it most.14 Further, 80 percent of veterans interviewed in a 
2012 study felt strongly that employers who hire veterans 
and want to be seen as “veteran friendly” companies need 
to be ready to provide appropriate leave bene ts to ac-
commodate treatment of the service-related health issues 
veterans face, whether physical or mental health-related. 
The study notes that veterans believe employers need to 
understand that veterans need more than just a job, but 
also “health and transition support” to be effective employ-
ees if they are dealing with service-related injuries.15

Beyond health care, veterans may also need support in 
other areas related to their transition to civilian life, includ-
ing employment, housing, and nancial education. Tran-
sitional Assistance Programs (TAP) are offered to veterans 
upon their separation from the military, but a three-hour 
pre-separation counseling session is the only mandatory 
element, so some veterans skip other voluntary options 
such as employment workshops provided by the Depart-
ment of Labor and VA bene t sessions.16 Of those who did 
attend TAP sessions, the majority of attendees surveyed 
did not nd the programming useful to them in reintegrat-
ing into civilian society or nding a job.17 This lukewarm 
reception may have more to do with the timing of TAP of-
ferings than the content. In interviews, veterans suggested 
that TAP resources around employment and bene ts might 
be more useful to them if they were offered after veterans 
had been home for a few months and had time to rest 
and recuperate; TAP sessions typically take place imme-
diately after service when newly separated veterans are 
more focused on getting home and unsure of what they 
will be doing next.18

Employment

Dif culty nding and retaining a job that meets a vet-
eran s needs and expectations is often cited in veteran 
surveys as the most signi cant barrier to a successful tran-
sition back to civilian life.19 The vast majority of veterans 
did not have a job lined up when they left the military.20 In 
a recent survey of veterans in Los Angeles County, many 
said that they were under the impression that they would 
not have any trouble nding a job and that they were told 
employers were eager to hire veterans, but this was not 
their experience when they looked for employment.21 

mployer studies show that even though many employ-
ers feel veteran hiring should be prioritized and believe 
that veterans often have the general qualities of an ideal 
employee, “in practice, most individual American busi-
nesses will hire veterans only when they perceive that it is 
good for business to do so.”22 mployers also express con-
fusion about where to nd and how to attract veteran can-
didates for open jobs, and some hesitation about hiring 

those who are still serving in the National uard or Army 
Reserve because they could be redeployed and have to 
leave their jobs – even though having a steady civilian job 
is the only way most reservists can afford to stay in the 

uard or Reserve to begin with.23 Those who do actively 
hire veterans often do not take additional steps to track 
veteran employees  progress and offer ongoing support 
services and retention efforts speci c to veterans.24 

At the same time, some veterans struggle with their 
own preconceptions about what employers think of veter-
ans, with the job application process, and with the chal-
lenge of how to present their military skills and experience 
in a civilian context. Over two-thirds of veterans looking 
for work stated in an IAVA survey that they actively seek 
out companies that explicitly state their interest in hiring 
veterans, suggesting that veterans appreciate employer 
efforts to extend opportunities more directly to those 
who have served.25 Yet many veterans express concerns 
and hesitations around how they believe employers see 
them as potential employees. In the Los Angeles County 
veteran survey, the majority of respondents said they did 
not think employers understood veterans  needs, and that 
they felt employers would assume veterans do not have 
the right skills for the job; smaller numbers of respondents 
further felt that employers see veterans as dangerous or 
“broken.”26 In the same survey, veterans also expressed 
frustration with the typical job application process run 
through websites, stating that they would strongly prefer 
to speak with employers in person, and also said it was 
their experience that many veteran hiring initiatives did 
not deliver when it came to actually landing a job.27

Perhaps in light of these frustrations, some veterans 
are sidestepping the traditional job market. Many work 
directly for the federal government, where veteran priority 
hiring policies are in place; almost half of all new federal 
employees are veterans.28 Others choose to start their own 
businesses. In 2012, nine percent of all business owners 
were veterans, and nine percent of these veteran business 
owners had service-related disabilities, a proportion that 
is on the rise in recent years.29 According to the Small 
Business Administration, the number of female and Latino 
veteran business owners and veterans under 35 years old 
who have started their own businesses has also consis-
tently increased since 2008.30 

“Beyond health care, veterans may 
also need support in other areas 
related to their transition to civilian 
life, including employment, housing, 
and financial education. ” 
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Financial Stability

Financial stability is a major challenge for many veter-
ans. In Los Angeles County, for instance, more than one-
third of surveyed post-9/11 veterans reported that they 
had nancial problems in the past year.31 An IAVA veteran 
survey revealed that nearly two-thirds of respondents had 
dif culty covering all of their monthly bills in the previous 
year.32 Some veterans said they assumed they would earn 
more in civilian jobs than they had in the military, but dis-
cover after separation that this is usually not the case, es-
pecially for younger veterans and those who were of cers 
in the military.33 As a case in point, the LA county survey 
showed that almost one-quarter of all working veterans in 
the county earn poverty-level wages or less.34 

Money management problems were regularly cited in 
veteran surveys and studies as a key cause of veteran -
nancial instability, often beginning while a veteran was 
still an active duty service member. In 2009, for example, 
27 percent of service members were shown to have 
$10,000 or more in credit card debt, and an additional 
10 percent had credit card debts over $20,000, compared 
to 16 and seven percent of civilians, respectively.35 More 
payday lending businesses are located in military base zip 
codes than anywhere else in the United States and, cor-
respondingly, service members are three times more likely 
than civilians to take out payday loans.36 In a recent study, 
veterans who reported money mismanagement such as 
writing bad checks, going over their credit limit, or having 
debts turned over to a collection agency showed much 
higher rates of homelessness than those who managed 
their money well, regardless of their income.37

Unsurprisingly, surveyed veterans assert that active 
duty service members and recently separated veterans are 
in dire need of nancial education to ensure a more stable 
transition to civilian life. Roughly two-thirds of veteran re-
spondents in an IAVA study said they either did not have 
access to any nancial education programming during 
their transition period out of the military or that the servic-
es and training they did receive was inadequate.38 The Los 
Angeles County study noted that veterans overwhelmingly 
felt “service members need more training and awareness 
of everyday expenses and how to manage a budget, some-
thing that many service members have little experience 
doing while on active duty.”39 Those who had not lived on 
their own, managed their own money, or had civilian jobs 
before joining the military may be particularly vulnerable 
to nancial instability as veterans for this reason. 

Housing

iven the many challenges veterans face nding and 
retaining employment and adequately managing their 
nances, housing instability is an unfortunate reality for 

too many veterans. In a one-night count of homeless indi-
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viduals across the United States in January 2014, the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development reported 
that 49,933 veterans were homeless, meaning that more 
than one in 10 homeless individuals were veterans.40 Of 
these homeless veterans, 4,722 were women, 1,708 were 
members of homeless families with children, and 17,885 
were in unsheltered conditions.41 

eographies in the 12th District showed some of 
the highest numbers of homeless veterans in this count, 
with 37 percent of all U.S. homeless veterans living on 
the street or in shelters in some part of the District, and 
nearly one-quarter in California alone.42 Seven of the 10 
cities with the largest number of homeless veterans were 
Western metropolitan areas: Los Angeles, San Diego, Las 
Vegas, San Jose, San Francisco, Seattle, and Oakland. In 
Los Angeles County, 21 percent of post-9/11 veterans and 
fully 30 percent of pre-9/11 veterans reported an unstable 
housing situation.43

While there are many contributing factors to veteran 
homelessness, health problems play a signi cant role. A 
VA study of the veteran cohort that separated from the 
military between 2005 and 2006 clearly stated, “The 
presence of mental disorders (substance disorders and/
or mental illness) is the strongest predictor of becoming 
homeless after discharge from active duty.”44 The same 
study found that certain veterans were at higher risk for 
homelessness within ve years of separation from the 
military, including those deployed to Iraq and Afghani-
stan; female veterans, particularly those who had expe-
rienced military sexual trauma; veterans younger than 
35 years old; those who enlisted as opposed to of cers; 
and those in lower pay grades in the military.45 The risk of 
homelessness is especially acute for veterans who do not 
have stable housing available to them through personal 
connections when they leave military service. Fully 40 
percent of veterans surveyed in the Los Angeles County 
veteran survey reported that they did not have indepen-
dent housing arranged when they left the military.46 “They 
were nearly unanimous,” the report notes, “in their views 

that if it were not for family or friends, they would have 
been homeless.”47

Looking Ahead

Though many of the aforementioned trends and statis-
tics seem dire, the fact that today s veterans are eager to 
give back to their communities may be the key to revers-
ing many of the precarious patterns seen here. In the ar-
ticles that follow in this issue of Community Investments, 
you will discover how a variety of initiatives at the local, 
state, and federal levels are harnessing veterans  drive and 
devotion to service to improve conditions for veterans and 
the community at the same time. You will learn how a 
housing development and veteran services partnership in 
Los Angeles is working to house veterans with complex 
housing challenges using creative development strategies, 
and how a statewide employment and support initiative 
in Nevada is effectively connecting veterans to employ-
ers and to one another. You will read about new on-cam-
pus approaches to serving and linking student veterans 
as they pursue new careers through higher education, 
and observe the impact that combined efforts providing 
nancial education and mental health support can have 

on veterans who are working to stabilize their situation. 
Additionally, three young veterans tell their own stories 
of returning to civilian life and stepping forward into new 
careers and educational pursuits. 

America s veterans have made considerable sacri ces, 
often in dangerous situations and through repeated de-
ployments, to protect and serve Americans at home. Too 
many have experienced considerable trauma and injury 
to body, mind, family, and spirit in the course of carrying 
out their service,  and yet remain committed to continuing 
that service in new capacities as civilians. They are assets 
in our neighborhoods and of ces and invaluable resourc-
es for one another. It is now incumbent on all of us as 
members of a common community to assist and support 
them as they return to civilian life and move on to their 
next missions.   
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Revolution: A Microlender’s View
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than $1 million in annual revenues and less than five employees.

3 http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/15-004_09b1bf8b-eb2a-4e63-
9c4e-0374f770856f.pdf

4 http://calreinvest.org/system/resources/W1siZiIsIjIwMTMvMTIvMjMvMTdfMTNfNTJ-
fOTQzX0NSQ19TbWFsbF9CdXNpbmVzc19SZXBvcnRfMjAxMy5wZGYiXV0/CRC%20
Small%20Business%20Report%202013.pdf
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6 http://microcapitaltaskforce.com/

7 For a comprehensive overview of these factors please see a recent report working 
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Files/15-004_09b1bf8b-eb2a-4e63-9c4e-0374f770856f.pdf
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10 Other alternative business financing such as accounts receivable finance and pur-
chase order finance and have been excluded here as those products typically serve 
mid-sized businesses rather than small businesses.

11 Thanks to Brian Graham of Alliance Development for sharing this framework.
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13 In addition, many online lenders partner with banks located in states with lax usury 
laws, 

14 Credit reporting may not be possible when the entity is a corporation and the loan is 
not secured with a personal guarantee by the owner(s) of the business.


