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About These Conference Proceedings

How smoothly a service member transitions to becoming a veteran can have significant
implications on their life trajectory. Beginning in fall 2022, the RAND Epstein Family Veterans
Policy Research Institute is hosting four veterans policy roundtables with a variety of subject-
matter experts to discuss issues and propose solutions for a variety of topics across the service
member and veteran lifespan. The first roundtable was held in October 2022 and focused on how
military experience shapes service members’ transitions to civilian life. This paper summarizes
that discussion. The primary purpose of documenting themes from the discussion is so that they
can be analyzed in conjunction with the remaining three roundtables. However, policymakers,
those responsible (or held responsible for) service members’ transitions to civilian life, and the
organizations that assist service members and their families make this transition will also benefit
from reviewing the key points raised.

RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute

The institute is dedicated to conducting innovative, evidence-based research and analysis to
improve the lives of those who have served in the U.S. military. Building on decades of
interdisciplinary expertise at the RAND Corporation, the institute prioritizes creative, equitable,
and inclusive solutions and interventions that meet the needs of diverse veteran populations
while engaging and empowering those who support them. For more information about the
RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute, visit veterans.rand.org. More
information about RAND can be found at www.rand.org. Questions about these proceedings or
about the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute should be directed to
veteranspolicy@rand.org.

Funding

Funding for the institute was made possible by a generous gift from Daniel J. Epstein through
the Epstein Family Foundation, which established the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy
Research Institute in 2021.

Funding for the conference and proceedings were made possible by additional support from
the Heinz Endowments, which seeks to help southwestern Pennsylvania thrive as a whole and
just community and, through that work, to model solutions to major national and global
challenges.
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Summary

The RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute hosted a roundtable on

October 26, 2022, to discuss how military experience shapes service members’ transitions to

civilian life. This was the first in a series of four events to discuss and propose solutions for a

variety of challenges that service members and veterans face throughout their lives. The three-

hour roundtable consisted of interactive discussions among participants, guided by focal

questions from the facilitator. Selected for their breadth of expertise and diverse characteristics,

participants drew on both their personal experiences and professional expertise.

The perspectives and ideas generated during the roundtable have been synthesized in these

proceedings to stimulate discussion and identify areas for further research in the broader

military- and veteran-supporting community.

The discussion focused on the following main themes:

Pre-enlistment factors: Participants discussed how pre-enlistment factors, including
motivations for serving in the military, have implications for a service member’s
transition experience.

Military experiences: Participants pointed to empirical evidence suggesting that a
service member’s military occupational specialty (MOS) is tied to civilian earnings but
also cautioned against a “preoccupation with MOS.” Other themes raised were
unstandardized processes for military career advancement, which may lead to inequities
that persist and affect transitions; variability across installations with respect to support
offered to service members and their families caused by leadership climate and state-level
policies; and drivers of military retention that may or may not support positive transition
experiences.

Military cultural norms: Participants noted that military culture discourages seeking
help until a service member is in crisis, which could lead to not seeking support with
transition. Another theme that emerged was the dichotomy of concealing a disability to
avoid harming one’s military career but ensuring on transition that such disabilities are
fully documented so that a service member can receive disability compensation from the
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. Finally, poor military leadership or infrastructure
may lead to distrust in government that can affect whether and what organizations
veterans turn to for support.

Organizational responsibilities: There was a robust discussion about organizational
responsibility for managing service members’ and veterans’ transitions, and specifically
about the U.S. Department of Defense’s role, whether communities know about and
promote local services, and the role of veterans service organizations and military service
organizations.
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How Military Experiences Shape Veterans’ Transitions to Civilian
Life

Providing opportunities and support to service members as they transition to civilian life,
thereby becoming veterans, is part of our national obligation. Research is needed to identify the
specific needs of service members and veterans as they transition, how these needs vary across
the diverse population of service members and veterans, how these needs have changed and will
continue to change over time, and whether existing programs to support such transitions are
effective.

In October 2022, the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute held the first
of four roundtable discussions designed to identify the most important factors that influence
veterans’ transitions. Sixteen experts—including current and former policymakers from the U.S.
Department of Defense (DoD), leaders of veterans service organizations (VSOs) and military
service organizations (MSOs), care providers, journalists, and researchers—met in person to
discuss transition policy. (See the appendix for a list of participating subject-matter experts who
agreed to be named.) Many of the roundtable participants are veterans themselves. During this
roundtable, participants were encouraged use their personal and professional experience and
expertise to reflect on how military experiences affect veterans’ transitions. Future
roundtables will address the transition experience itself, as well as veterans’ experiences
posttransition. In the following sections, we summarize the discussions among roundtable
participants about the main themes that emerged. These themes are not presented in order of
when they occurred during the discussion but rather in chronological order of a veteran’s life. It
should also be noted that not all themes were endorsed by all roundtable participants.

Pre-Enlistment Factors Affect Transitions

Early in the conversation, participants stressed that recruitment and retention policies affect
subsequent transition to civilian life. Participants noted that service members may be more
resilient to the stresses of transition than their civilian peers would be but also noted ways in
which they may be at risk. On one hand, a participant mentioned that military recruits are in
many ways healthier than their peers—eligibility requirements generally ensure that they meet
physical fitness standards, do not have criminal histories, and have graduated high school. On the
other hand, participants pointed to evidence that, compared with civilian peers, military recruits
have more adverse childhood experiences that are associated with numerous negative outcomes
in adulthood, including those that could be exacerbated during a stressful transition.

The discussion evolved as participants considered not only who joins the military but their
reasons for doing so. Participants agreed that patriotism was losing salience as a key motivation



for enlistment, and heads nodded in agreement when a panelist mentioned that educational
benefits are the primary driving force for many to join the military today. One participant further
commented that patriotism may be declining as a motivating factor because the Pentagon itself is
searching for a “mission statement” in the wake of the end of the war in Afghanistan: “There was
a clear military mission during World War II, the Cold War, and even during U.S. engagement in
Afghanistan, but not so much now.” Participants agreed that a clearer sense of mission would
motivate “regular citizens” to have a voice in helping shape military funding and policy, in
addition to providing new recruits with patriotic motivations to serve. One panelist wondered
whether future service members would be less likely than previous service members to
experience a loss of a “sense of purpose” on leaving the military, especially if their “personal
missions” were not closely tied to those of the military.

Military Experiences Affect Transitions

Roundtable participants also discussed how experiences a service member has while serving,
such as their career fields, advancement, and where they have been stationed, affect their
subsequent transition to civilian life.

Military Occupational Specialty

The panel discussed how military recruits select into their military job and how certain jobs
might affect both military and postservice success. For example, one participant mentioned
RAND research indicating that a service member’s military occupational specialty (MOS) is a
strong predictor of their postservice earnings.! However, participants also stated that most
recruits are ill prepared to consider potential lifetime earning implications when selecting a
military job and that they have little guidance on what different military career paths may offer.
Participants noted that new recruits are not advised on the types of military jobs that maximize
postservice career opportunities, what can be written into a military contract, the training
requirements various jobs have, or how aptitude scores affect which military jobs are offered to
potential recruits. To this point, one participant questioned whether long-term inequities are
baked in from the start via aptitude scores on entrance examinations.

Panelists generally agreed that a “preoccupation with MOS” might not be sufficient for
improving postservice transition. Participants acknowledged that the military system, as well as
individual recruiters, must focus on filling military requirements to fight and win battles, such as
infantry jobs: “The purpose is not corporate job training.” Participants did note that military
needs may change in coming decades, which could change the skills taught to service members

! See Charles A. Goldman, Jeremy Boback, Robert Bozick, and Drew M. Anderson, Navigating a Big Transition:
Military Service Members’ Earnings and Employment After Active-Duty Service, RAND Corporation, RR-A361-1,
2021, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA361-1.html.
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and thus their civilian career opportunities. Participants also noted that many military jobs are
not directly relevant to future civilian opportunities, except for those with explicit linkages to
high-paying civilian professions, such as physicians. For this reason, “soft skills” (e.g.,
interpersonal skills, communication skills) were identified as critically important to develop and
be able to articulate to future employers; panelists emphasized that veterans need to be able to
“break down what you did, what skills you brought, etc., to recognize your individual value and
sell yourself to an employer.”

Military Career Advancement

Institutional factors that affect how a service member advances through their career can
affect both retention and transition experiences. Some military jobs may better position
personnel to develop new skills while serving than others; for example, a panelist mentioned that
those in intelligence jobs may have more time to take courses while on active duty that can help
them rise through the ranks compared with service members in some other career fields.
Panelists also discussed the degree to which subjectivity or bias in the military promotion system
can negatively affect career advancement. Panelists who were veterans recounted personal
experiences in which military policy disadvantaged some personnel from advancing; for
example, one panelist said the U.S. Air Force began weighting Community College of the Air
Force degrees over higher-level degrees from outside institutions for some sought-after positions.

Where Service Members Serve

There are significant differences across military installations that can affect transitions,
according to panelists. First, participants discussed how leadership environments differ across
installations and over time, with varying degrees of leadership support for accessing helpful
resources—discussed in a following section. Second, service members may transition away from
a social support network to move to areas more aligned to their values or needs. Specifically, a
participant mentioned that installations may be sources of support (for example, families can get
medically appropriate health care on base) but for families with lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer or questioning, or more (LGBTQ+) members or those needing medically
necessary abortions, state policies may have adverse effects on their families’ well-being. One
panelist noted that, anecdotally, LGBTQ+ families now say they would consider leaving the
military if they got stationed in a state passing antitrans legislation and referenced knowing an
individual who changed their MOS specifically not to get stationed at an installation in a state
with unsupportive laws.

Finally, although the transition experience itself will be discussed at a future roundtable,
participants nonetheless mentioned that there is inequitable access to DoD’s Transition
Assistance Program (TAP) by installation, rank, leadership, and MOS (discussed later).



How and When Service Members Separate

Because retention is so closely related to transition, panelists discussed potential drivers of
retention that may affect transition: services and supports, the mission, operational tempo,
demographics, and both positive experiences (e.g., being assigned to desired duty stations) and
negative ones (e.g., being sexually harassed). Panelists acknowledged that although it could be
beneficial to push services earlier to service members identified as less likely to reenlist, military
structure can complicate that calculation, because it is not entirely up to the individual whether
they can continue their career: Service members who are unable to meet standards may be
pushed out, for example. The “up or out” model can also drive out service members who do not
want to climb the leadership ladder but prefer to specialize in their career field: According to one
panelist, “Pilots get out at the 20-year mark because they want to fly planes, and at [the] 20-year
mark, they are pushed to desk jobs or leadership positions.”

Panelists also specifically stated that identifying those factors that most strongly influence
retention was a potential research priority and that current processes for studying retention may
be insufficient. Panelists questioned whether exit surveys are routinely conducted to better
understand why personnel leave the military, agreeing that this practice is not systematic.
Participants noted that longitudinal surveys would also be helpful because sentiment can change
over time: Veterans might have potentially higher negative feelings when just getting out of the
military, and those attitudes might shift later in life when veterans take greater pride in having
served.

Military Cultural Norms May Inadvertently Prevent Successful Transitions

Not only do military experiences affect transition, but also cultural norms in the military can
become ingrained and affect a veteran’s transition. The themes brought up by panelists include
norms that discourage seeking help, mixed messages concerning disability, and institutional
distrust.

Military Culture Discourages Help-Seeking

The military may foster a culture that discourages service members from accessing support,
which has implications for whether they proactively seek support during their transitions to
civilian life. Many panelists agreed that service members typically only access resources when
they reach a crisis point, which is too late. One panelist referred to this as “toxic resiliency.”
Leader messaging may reinforce such toxicity: An example cited during the discussion was a
leader who proclaimed, “It’s not Army Strong to be food insecure.” However, some service
members may be reluctant to seek services because, as one panelist commented, they believe
“there’s always someone worse off than me.” It was also acknowledged that if a service member
has had a bad first experience with seeking help, they would be less likely to access similar
resources in the future, even when they are needed.



The implications for not accessing support early in the transition process could have long-
lasting effects. One panelist provided a common anecdote of a recent veteran who only seeks
employment support when on the brink of financial collapse. As a result, the veteran takes the
first job offered—typically one with a lower wage than others that may have been available if
they had had time to conduct a more robust job search. This low wage sets them back as their
first job out of the military, and they may continue to take a string of ill-fitting jobs and, in the
process, accrue multiple short-term resume entries, which potential employers are unlikely to
regard favorably.?

An interesting discussion among the panelists was whether DoD promotes a culture against
help-seeking. Panelists commented that although universally available, support services are not
always designed to be accessible in terms of where they are located and when they are available
on most installations. A panelist described one alternative strategy in which financial counselors
would bring pizza to barracks to provide financial education to service members, meeting them
where they reside after normal working hours. Panelists who work outside DoD also suggested
that the military believes it must solve its own problems rather than draw on external support. If
any other organization intervenes, the panelist stated, the “Pentagon feels like it isn’t doing its
job right.” (Later in this paper, we discuss the role of DoD in supporting the transition process
and the role of nonfederal partners in facilitating transitions.)

Disability Benefits Are Earned, but There Are Mixed Messages

The panelists discussed how service members’ disabilities and, in particular, U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) disability ratings play an important role in the transition
process by providing substantial benefits to veterans who qualify for them. The discussion
centered around a unique but common dichotomy: When in the military, service members
conceal their disabilities or the severity of their injuries to avoid medical separation, but, as their
military careers come to an end, they must become proactive by scheduling medical assessments
and documenting conditions and impairments to maximize their disability rating. Panelists
argued that for most veterans who receive them, disability benefits are earned, but the severity of
a disability may be in part caused by minimizing the injury and avoiding needed treatment earlier
in their careers. Panelists also questioned what is incentivized in a system that ties benefits to the
severity of a service-connected disability. Because benefits are so tied to disability ratings, the
panel discussed “little pockets” of military communities that provide guidance to service
members on how to maximize their VA benefits. As one panelist asserted, “People have figured
out the answers to VA assessments and get the right keywords in your record to get your rating

2 Another point related to wages brought up by panelists was that Reserve Component personnel serving at the E5—
E6 level may earn $70,000 to $80,000 in salary while deployed (including combat pay) and may be unwilling to
initially accept a minimum wage job when they return from their military service but that “corporate America is not
paying for their patriotism.”



to 100 percent.” However, one panelist expressed a concern about service members’ inflating the
extent of their injuries, stating, “Disability actually isn’t good for people, especially for someone
who is 30 years old.”

Problems Experienced During Military Service Can Lead to Distrust of Institutions

Panelists also discussed the ways in which negative experiences in the military can reduce
the likelihood that transitioning service members will seek or accept help from available
resources. Numerous specific examples were raised, including

e alack of toilet paper in the women’s restroom of a docked Navy barge because leaders
said that the sailors “steal it”

¢ o furniture in common areas, which sends a message that young service members “don’t
matter”

e families whose children have special needs but are sent to locations without adequate
services

e moldy barracks
e 1o justice for victims of sexual assault.

Failures such as these erode service members’ trust in DoD and can then make them less willing
to use VA services later.

Panelists noted that there is often no incentive for leaders who hold a position for only a few
years to try to tackle these problems, because they do not see the costs (i.e., others’ lost trust) of
not addressing them. Panelists with miliary experience who served in leadership positions
acknowledged that fixing problems around basic needs is often above leaders’ pay grade,
especially when solutions are contracted out—even the base commander may have no control
over the contract. One panelist noted that on some issues, a “Congressperson makes the decision,
but a lance corporal bears the brunt of the consequences.” Panelists asserted that every service
member who has lost trust in the military had a commander making decisions that affected them,
yet there is currently no way to track long-term outcomes among service members (such as
deaths by suicide) and link these outcomes back to decisionmakers to hold them accountable.

Later in this paper, we recount panelists’ discussion points on the role of VSOs and MSOs as
a bridge to civilian life. Historically, lobbying for veterans’ causes has been dominated by six
VSOs, referred to anecdotally as the “Big Six.” A participant noted that the Big Six stood against
the repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) and other recent policy changes, which might
contribute to mistrust of those organizations among service members harmed by those policies
when they leave the military. Panelists suggested that service members who got kicked out of the
military under DADT may not want to be associated with their military service at all, further
diminishing their willingness to seek help from VSOs. Additionally, panelists noted a lack of
diversity in VSO and MSO leadership, which complicates trust-building among service members
from marginalized communities.



Organizational Responsibility for Facilitating Successful Transitions

The Secretary of Labor, along with the Secretaries of Defense, Homeland Security, and
Veterans Affairs, is responsible for providing programming to support service members’
transitions.®> One of the foremost examples of such programming is the mandatory TAP,
alongside newer programs, such as SkillBridge. But panelists questioned whether the current
program is well positioned to manage transitions, which entities should play specific roles, and
which should be held accountable.

Need to Balance Readiness, Retention, and Transition Preparation

Although panelists agreed that service members should be engaged early in their careers to
begin thinking about transitioning out of the military, they also expressed hesitancy around this
idea. A participant said, “But if we [DoD] tell people about transition assistance right when they
getin . .. we do need some retention (preferably the good ones)!” On the other hand, panelists
noted a lack of resources for young service members who “realize being a lifer is not for them,”
but another panelist mentioned that this gap pointed to a larger lack of resources for any young
adult (whether in the military or not) who wants to make a change in their career path.

One of the downsides of current programming brought up by panelists was inequitable access
to TAP. Although, in general, panelists felt that officers could fully engage in the program,
enlistees were less likely to benefit because their unit leadership would not let them fully engage
(because they are not replaced in the unit while doing SkillBridge, leaving the unit shorthanded),
they were uninterested in what was being taught in TAP, the TAP program was ineffective, or a
combination of these reasons. Panelists also stated that junior enlisted personnel may not seek
employment support until 60 to 90 days after transition, at which point TAP and other services
may be unavailable or messages poorly recalled.

Even service members who are given the opportunity to participate in TAP may not fully
benefit from the programming. One panelist perceived that some instructors “try to scare you in
TAP to get you to stay [in the military]” by showing which military benefits, such as the housing
allowance and health care coverage, are not typically provided by civilian employers. Another
panelist commented that if a service member receives transition support after they have already
put papers in, “the messaging is more like ‘this is how much we paid you, don’t let anyone try to
pay you less or use your retirement against you.””” Conversely, one panelist recounted being told
by leadership, “[D]o not be publicly excited about transitioning out because we have good
[a]irmen here who we want to keep.” They believed the chain of command did not want service
members to know that life might be better outside the military.

3See U.S. Code, Title 10, Section 1144, Employment Assistance, Job Training Assistance, and Other Transitional
Services: Department of Labor.



Panelists did acknowledge that although TAP is a joint program, DoD will always be held
accountable for service members’ transition success. Panelists thought deficits in transition
programs “may be a branding problem more than anything else.” According to one panelist,
some of the issues veterans struggle with during their transitions are influenced by a lack of “life
skills,” with examples ranging from budgeting and preparing meals to sewing a button on a shirt.
Panelists suggested that DoD should integrate and hone training in these skills throughout the
service member’s career as skills essential to being a good service member as opposed to being
labeled as “transition prep.” However, another panelist stated that if DoD were to take this on, it
would need to improve its current efforts: “One hour a year of box-checking financial training
doesn’t work. What can be done to improve that?”

Community Resources to Support Transition Are Lacking

Panelists also lamented that community resources to assist with transition also fall short. One
participant mentioned that in their community, a pamphlet of resources available to veterans
listed only local VA services. Panelists stated that active-duty personnel typically have no idea
what state and local health, education, tax, and other benefits they may be eligible for and what
organizations exist to support and serve veterans, or that many of these organizations serve
service members and their families as well. Participants wondered how available resources can
be better communicated to family members, who may be managing household finances or
getting kids to the doctor. The DoD Yellow Ribbon Reintegration Program, which engages
National Guard service members and their families before, during, and after deployment, was
mentioned as one model.

VSOs and MSOs Play an Important Role

Panelists discussed the importance of VSOs and MSOs as bridges to civilian life. Some
panelists argued that these organizations can do a better job than TAP in helping service
members figure out “what they just went through” and reorient to a different culture. It was
mentioned that VSOs and MSOs can help service members change their focus from team to self,
which can help service members learn to articulate their own contributions and individual value
to civilian employers. One panelist argued that VSOs and MSOs may also be able to teach junior
enlisted personnel how to get the most out of the military, while acknowledging that it is hard to
do this with 18-year-olds who do not know what they want out of life yet.

Refocus on Mission

The roundtable both began and ended with discussions about whether, when, and how
policymakers evaluate human costs when deciding to deploy service members to traumatic and
austere environments, particularly in support of combat operations. Reflecting on U.S. military
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, one panelist said they had never witnessed any discussion
that considered the personnel costs that would be borne by society and the VA for these



conflicts, and the panelist hopes future policymakers would more seriously consider such costs.
Another panelist wished that policymakers would take this moment of relative peace to “do what
they are supposed to do” and “just stop fighting for a little while.” Another stated that “the battle
we are currently preparing for is somewhere between a couple years and infinity years out,” and
that taking time to “reset” would benefit future veterans.

Final Thoughts

The focus of this roundtable was to identify how military service affects service members’
transition experiences; future roundtables will focus on the transition experience itself and on
postservice transitions. It should be noted that the themes presented here, although reflective of
the discussion held on October 22, may not be comprehensive, and it is possible, and quite
probable, that a different group of individuals may not have brought up the points discussed here
or would have highlighted different themes.

The purpose of these roundtables is to identify key needs of veterans as they transition, how
their needs vary across the diverse veteran population, how these needs have changed and will
continue to change over time, and whether existing programs are effective in addressing them.
We have identified numerous gaps that both policies and research could help fill. For example,
policy may be able to create more equitable transition programming for service members,
although research is needed to articulate the role of MOSs and geography on transition
outcomes.



Appendix. Subject-Matter Experts Who Participated in the
Roundtable

External Participants

Scott Blackburn, senior partner, McKinsey & Company

Lisa Brenner, professor, physical medicine and rehabilitation, University of Colorado
Anschutz School of Medicine

Jeremy Butler, outgoing CEO, Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America

Jennifer Dane, former executive director, Modern Military Association of America
Greg Douquet, cofounder and managing partner, Red Duke Strategies

Chief Master Sergeant Reginald Edwards, U.S. Air Force (Ret.), Headquarters, Defense
Human Resources Activity, DoD

Kris Goldsmith, CEO, Sparverius

Mark Graham, director, Vets4Warriors

Tracy Neal-Walden, chief clinical officer, Cohen Veterans Network

Shannon Razsadin, president and executive director, Military Family Advisory Network
Andrew Sandoe, CEO, Hire Heroes USA

Leo Shane III, journalist

Dylan Tete, former executive director, Bastion Community of Resilience

RAND Participants

Carrie Farmer, codirector, RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute
Rajeev Ramchand, codirector, RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute
Kayla Williams, senior policy researcher, RAND Corporation

Moderator

Caitlin Thompson

Notetaker

Jamie Ryan, assistant policy researcher, RAND Corporation

Observer

Daniel B. Ginsberg, associate director, Forces and Resources Policy Program, RAND
National Security Research Division
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Abbreviations

DoD
MOS
MSO
TAP
VA
VSO

U.S. Department of Defense
military occupational specialty
military service organization
Transition Assistance Program

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

veterans service organization
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