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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. In fall 2022, the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research 
Institute hosted the first of 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 convened in October 2022 and focused on how military experience 
shapes service members’ transitions to civilian life (Ramchand, Williams, and Farmer, 2023). The 
second occurred in April 2023 and focused on the period from one year before to one year after 
leaving military service (Williams et al., 2023). The third convened in November 2023 and focused on 
the period one to five years after transition from the military. These proceedings summarize that 
discussion. The primary purpose of documenting themes from this discussion is so that they can be 
analyzed in conjunction with the remaining roundtable. However, policymakers, those responsible (or 
held responsible for) service members’ transitions to civilian life, and the organizations that assist 
service members and their families in making this transition will also benefit from reviewing the key 
points raised. 

RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute 
The RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research 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. Questions about these proceedings or about the RAND Epstein Family Veterans 
Policy Research Institute should be directed to veteranspolicy@rand.org.  

Funding 
Funding for this publication 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. 

The conference and proceedings were funded through 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 
November 2, 2023, to discuss how the transition from military to civilian life, in the period from one 
to five years after leaving military service, affects veterans. This was the third in a series of four 
roundtables to discuss and propose solutions to a variety of challenges across the lifespan of those who 
serve in the military. The three-hour roundtable consisted of interactive discussions among 
participants, guided by focal questions from the roundtable facilitators. Participants—who were 
selected for their breadth of expertise and diverse characteristics, including many who served in the 
military themselves—drew on both their personal experiences and professional expertise. 

The perspectives and ideas generated during the roundtable have been synthesized in this 
publication to capture themes that ran through the conversation, stimulate additional discussion, and 
identify areas for further research in the broader military- and veteran-supporting community.  

The discussion focused on the following main themes: 

• Definition of a successful transition to civilian life: Participants discussed factors that 
indicate a successful transition and how these might differ among veterans. The group also 
discussed how different connections to military identity can be helpful or harmful as veterans 
transition into civilian life. 

• Effects of transition on spouses and the families: The discussion addressed the importance 
of providing support and services to the spouses and families of veterans in the years following 
separation. Difficulties with relocation, changes in work and community, and shifts in family 
roles were discussed.  

• Need for a transition support system: Participants discussed the need for a centralized 
system that links and reviews current transition support programs. This system would benefit 
veterans by giving them one place to go to find programs from which they can seek support 
while allowing for transparency as to whether the programs are effective. 

• Necessary policy changes to support transitioning veterans: To make the discussed 
changes, the group identified necessary steps in relation to policy changes and the role of the 
federal government in transition support following separation.  
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Continued Transition to Civilian Life 
Years After Separation 

Although all branches invest substantial effort to train new service members and acculturate them 
to military life, the process of preparing service members to reenter civilian life is much less rigorous. 
Ongoing research could help clarify the changing needs of diverse service members and veterans as 
they transition and whether initiatives designed to support military-to-civilian transitions are effective.  

In November 2023, the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute held the third 
of four roundtables designed to identify the most-important factors that influence veterans’ 
transitions. Fourteen subject-matter experts convened in person to discuss gaps in policy for veterans 
transitioning out of the military (Ramchand, Williams, and Farmer, 2023; Williams et al., 2023). 
Participating experts included U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) and U.S. Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA) policymakers, leaders from military and veterans service organizations, health care 
providers, researchers, and journalists. Participants were veterans, military family members, and 
nonveterans. Participating veterans had served across various service branches and were both former 
junior and senior officers and enlisted personnel, although their perspectives should not be considered 
representative of all veterans. The names of those participants who agreed to be listed are included in 
the appendix. 

In previous roundtables, participants discussed the period shortly before and after separation from 
the military and the role that military experiences played in transition success (Williams et al., 2023) 
and the experiences of new veterans in the year following separation (Ramchand, Williams, and 
Farmer, 2023). During this third roundtable, participants were encouraged to use their personal and 
professional experience and expertise to reflect on how the longer-term transition period—from one 
to five years after leaving military service—affects veterans’ trajectories. These conference 
proceedings capture the themes that arose during the roundtable. Although the conversation would 
have varied with a different group of discussants, participants’ observations and recommendations 
provide valuable insight into opinions within the community of veterans and those who serve veterans. 
In the sections that follow, we summarize the discussions among roundtable participants about the 
main themes that emerged. We note that each theme was not endorsed by every roundtable 
participant. Themes are organized by topic rather than by the order of when they occurred during the 
discussion.  

Transition Success Is Not a One-Size-Fits-All Definition 
Participants responded to an initial question of “What defines a ‘successful’ transition?” with the 

goal of establishing a clear definition that could be used throughout the roundtable. However, the 
discussion indicated that there is no shared and concise definition of transition success. Overall, there 
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was agreement that there are many factors to consider and that one definition might not fit for all 
veterans. Participants noted that there is not one single transition; there is a social transition, 
workforce transition, and physical health transition, among other phases. Many agreed that the factors 
that suggest a successful transition greatly differ in the six months following separation compared with 
the five years following separation and that how success is measured will determine whether goals are 
reached. The discussion focused primarily on three ways of considering a successful transition: 
fulfillment of basic needs, identity development outside the military, and individual differences that 
might alter the goals for a successful transition.  

Fulfillment of Basic Needs 
Roundtable participants reported that they primarily think about a successful transition as 

meeting basic needs. Employment, food and housing security, financial stability, and engagement in 
health care or VA emerged as top factors that suggest a veteran is integrating into civilian life. One 
panelist gave the example of using Maslow’s five-tier hierarchy of human needs—physiological needs, 
safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization—as a guide (Maslow, 1943). The participant 
framed this as the need to start with ensuring that physiological needs are met, “not just throw[ing] 
mental health providers at [veterans].” Conversely, others noted the importance of attending to mental 
health. One participant stated that veterans’ anxiety spikes around six months following separation, 
and often stays at that heightened level unless there is an intervention, and suggested that this anxiety 
can continue for two to three years. Another participant noted high rates of suicide attempts in the 
five years following separation. Indeed, research indicates that suicide risk is 2.5 times higher for 
veterans in the first year following separation relative to those who are still in the military, and a study 
on U.S. Army veterans found that 1 percent of veterans attempt suicide in the first year post-discharge 
(Geraci et al., undated; Kearns et al., 2023; Shen, Cunha, and Williams, 2016). Although risk 
decreases over time, one study identified that suicide risk remained high even six years after separation 
(Shen, Cunha, and Williams, 2016). Beyond these factors, the group discussed the importance of 
social and familial support and establishing a network to fall back on. 

Instead of thinking about transition success as the presence of certain factors, participants 
discussed that the absence of certain factors could define a successful transition. One participant 
stated, “I left [the military] on a Friday and was back in the office on a Monday,” but noted that they 
struggled long after their separation. They explained that employment is oftentimes used as a key 
indicator of whether a veteran “successfully transitioned”; however, “checking off the employment box” 
did not necessarily mean that they successfully transitioned. Instead, the group discussed that the 
absence of certain factors, such as not experiencing mental health distress or physical health 
difficulties, could be a better indicator.   

Roundtable participants also discussed the timing of fulfilling these basic needs: “When should 
someone have these?” The group discussed that “on day one” secure housing, basic safety, and health 
care are pertinent. Participants noted that what looks good after one year could look different after 
two to three years. For example, one participant described that the job a veteran takes right after 
separating is more to “pay the bills” or to take a job in a field that is familiar than to begin a career. It 
might not be until years later that the veteran does a “course correction” and seeks the ideal career. At 
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five to seven years post-separation, hopefully that same veteran lands the career they really want and is 
in a position that provides not only a stable income but also a place to grow. A participant noted that 
this would be difficult to capture whether “employment” on its own is identified as a marker of a 
successful transition. Moreover, the lag in landing the career a veteran really wants is particularly 
relevant if they pursue education following separation. Many agreed that establishing a veteran’s career 
and social support and finding their purpose in life can take longer than one year post-separation. 
Similarly, the group discussed at length that identity outside of the military can take several years or 
more to develop but is an important factor in transition. 

The Role of Identity in Transition  
In considering factors that are important to transitioning in the first five years following 

separation, the participants underscored the importance of identity development. One participant 
noted, “Having financial stability, a house, health care, and social support, these don’t mean everything 
is fine, but these basic things are important at five years out. From there, it is the bigger question, like 
what is my identity?” Participants discussed varying views on development of identity following 
separation, noting how difficult it can be to build an identity outside of the military after spending so 
much time building an identity within the military. For instance, one participant explained that “you 
can take off your uniform and be done, but you aren’t really done, there are many ways you’re still 
attached [to the military].”  

The group discussed how developing an identity outside of the military is particularly difficult if 
the veteran continues to have regular touchpoints with the military (e.g., they receive military 
retirement and TRICARE, they have a military spouse, they are part of the Individual Ready Reserve 
and might be recalled). Some participants suggested that the mindset of “soldier for life” might not be 
helpful. They noted that there could be benefits to developing an identity separate from the military 
following separation, in addition to finding purpose, value, and stability outside of the service. 
Similarly, some participants commented that, anecdotally, they notice that those who align more 
closely with the military appear to have more difficulty with transition. In line with these perspectives, 
research indicates that a strong military identity could create more ambivalence about transitioning 
out of the military and hamper separation planning (Kleykamp et al., 2021). Conversely, other 
participants noted that there is a pride to serving in the military and a comradery with other veterans, 
suggesting that retaining the military identity can ease the transition to civilian life.  

Although most participants suggested that this part of transition takes the longest and appears to 
develop after other more basic needs (such as employment) are fulfilled, others indicated that knowing 
one’s identity might be bidirectional. For instance, they suggested that knowing one’s identity could 
influence and aid in making certain decisions, such as which career path to take. Some participants 
who served noted that it took a long time for them to develop their identity outside of military service; 
however, the group agreed that this is an important step to successfully transitioning. 



 4 

Individual Differences When Transitioning 
The group discussed that a successful transition can be dependent on individual characteristics. 

Veterans could have preexisting conditions and adverse childhood experiences. Roundtable 
participants discussed that the military can provide an important structure for those who have had 
negative experiences prior to serving and that difficulty following separation might arise more from 
“launching that person back to where they were before [the military] or in childhood.” One participant 
mentioned research on World War II veterans that found that outside of combat experiences, the 
most significant predictor of war neuroses was preexisting factors (Brill and Beebe, 1955). However, if 
the military were to screen out each potential recruit with such risk factors, it might not be able to 
fulfill manpower recruitment requirements. For instance, news reports suggest that attempts to screen 
Army recruits for various health issues delayed recruitment, which is particularly concerning given 
that the military is already in “the midst of the biggest recruiting crisis in decades” (Britzky, 2022). 
Thus, the group discussed that, if the military is recruiting these individuals with childhood trauma, it 
is important that it provides support throughout service and as these individuals transition back to 
civilian life.  

Following separation, individual differences play a key part in the support required by veterans. 
Participants discussed how age, rank, and reason for separation (such as medical issues versus 
retirement) can alter what kind of support a veteran needs. For instance, a service member who is 
retiring after decades of service will typically be far better situated for postmilitary life than a veteran 
who separates unexpectedly with severe medical needs. For 18- to 24-year-olds, transition can be a 
tricky experience; the youngest veterans might have only just graduated from high school and enlisted 
directly into the military. They might not have much life experience outside of schooling and might 
not have even thought about what a career or life would be like outside the military. Previous research 
underscores the importance of accounting for these individual factors. Although there are various 
theories that attempt to model reintegration to civilian life after military service, a common thread 
throughout these theories is that separation is largely an individual process (Pedlar, Thompson, and 
Castro, 2019).  

Participants commented that individual struggles experienced during military service, such as 
mental health difficulties, do not disappear following separation. Separating service members who 
received care during their service should continue to receive care post-separation that is specific to 
their mental health needs. Research indicates that there are barriers to seeking care following 
separation, including heightened stigma, other stressors to manage (e.g., finding housing or 
employment), or lack of referral from their military provider, which can further delay the receipt of 
services (DeFraia et al., 2014). Providing information about enrolling in VA health care or the 
availability of community-based mental health providers can help support and promote continuity of 
mental health care. The group discussed that not all veterans need the same help at the same time: 
Some veterans request immediate help, and others start looking for help after a year or more following 
separation. Both these individual differences in the types of mental health services and the timeline of 
accessing services need to be accounted for when supporting transitioning service members.  

Veterans’ living environments post-separation can also be a factor in their transition success and 
can differ among individuals. One participant pointed out the importance of increasing services to 
communities to which veterans could return but where resources are lacking, such as tribal 
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communities. The group noted that an important factor here is close alignment between veteran-
serving organizations that support transition and local community leaders to bridge the gap between 
local communities and organizations. Such efforts would allow for transition support organizations to 
be more effective at reaching and connecting with the veterans whom they seek to support. 
Participants also noted that when someone separates might determine factors about their living 
environment following separation, such as the economy and availability of affordable housing.  

Veterans’ receptiveness and response to support also differ according to individual characteristics. 
For instance, the VA Solid Start program contacted only 42 percent of veterans younger than 23 in 
2021, compared with 70 percent or above for all other age groups (U.S. Government Accountability 
Office [GAO], 2023). Certain trends are also found according to rank, with one panelist reporting 
that they noticed “junior enlisted were the ones coming for help last and taking advantage of the fewest 
services.” Participants described efforts for increased outreach to those groups that tend to wait to ask 
for help, noting that when they reach them later on, these veterans are oftentimes forced to take less 
than ideal job offers or resources because they are “already desperate.” Taken together, transition 
support is not “one-size-fits-all” and must address individual-level needs and improve outreach to 
vulnerable groups. 

The Family Transitions Too 
The focus of transition support is often solely on the service member who is separating from the 

military. However, their family also experiences enormous shifts in their lives. Participants described a 
“honeymoon” period during which a service member’s spouse or partner can feel relief that this is their 
time to focus on their own goals related to work, interests, or other factors not related to the military. 
However, following this there might be a “coming down” period that can be more difficult than 
expected. Participants noted that the period following separation has many time-consuming and 
demanding tasks—including finding a place to live, signing up for health care, finding a job, and 
getting children set up in new school systems—all without the social support and community that the 
military provided. Furthermore, several participants discussed that spouses will sometimes feel a level 
of “exclusion” or struggle to adapt their identity following their spouse’s separation. Although these 
feelings are often acknowledged and discussed for veterans, they are rarely considered in relation to 
their families. This discussion is consistent with research that highlights our limited understanding of 
how transition impacts military spouses, while noting that, ultimately, little is known about the 
experiences of military spouses (Keeling et al., 2020).  

Spousal Occupational Changes 
Several roundtable participants described that one of the greater stressors that a military spouse 

experiences when navigating this period is related to their own occupation and salary. One participant 
mentioned that, on average, it takes spouses much longer to find a new job after their service member 
spouse separates from the military. Specifically, because of military life, a spouse could have gaps in 
their resume, have taken a job on base that does not align with their career, or have fewer connections 
to their past colleagues because of years away from their field. For example, a spouse with a college 
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degree might have had to take an entry-level job with no educational requirements on the base because 
of the limited job opportunities in the area surrounding the installation, and post-separation that 
spouse would have to explain this change in their work history to civilian employers. Moreover, 
participants discussed how it can be difficult for spouses to negotiate an adequate salary and 
communicate their potential to employers.  

Participants underscored how difficult finding a job is for spouses, noting that spouses of service 
members who are separating have to practice “job resiliency.” One participant noted that the transition 
to civilian life can be a particularly difficult process for someone who is already vulnerable because of 
the changes in their community, environment, and living situation. Another discussed that much of 
this process related to spouses finding jobs post-separation is based on who they know. The group 
discussed that additional support is needed for these spouses who are seeking work. They suggested 
that programs willing to help spouses should set expectations that finding a job is difficult following 
the separation and provide job preparedness support, such as assistance updating resumes and help 
translating skills they developed.  

Need for Spousal and Familial Transition Support 
The participants underscored the need for spouses and military families to receive additional 

support while service members transition out of the military and in the years following their 
separation. Participants brainstormed different ways that spouses and families could receive additional 
support, including an off-base transition program or a Transition Assistance Program (TAP) 
variation specifically for spouses. Many of these suggestions were specific to the period immediately 
following separation; however, the group discussed that several years after separation can be difficult 
in other ways. Specifically, the spouse might still be greatly supporting the veteran with military-
related health care needs or income, but they might have less knowledge of where to find resources and 
support because transition support is often focused on the acute period immediately following 
separation and is not geared toward family members. Participants suggested that transition support 
groups should consider that spouses could still benefit from support several years following a veteran’s 
separation from the military. 

Need for a Transition Support System 
The group discussed how the current landscape of transition support entails hundreds of 

transition support programs, both public and private, working independently and leaving it up to the 
veteran to find the right support program as they transition. Some participants proposed a system that 
would connect various transition support programs. Doing so would streamline the process for 
separating service members by providing them one hub to find support programs in their area. 
Research highlights that current programs, such as TAP, do not account for important aspects of 
daily living that are impacted by transition, such as shifts in cultural settings and financial management 
needs, dealing with trauma responses, and supporting family needs through the transition 
(Whitworth, Smet, and Anderson, 2020), so an integrated support system would also fill gaps in 
support for separating service members.  
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The Current “System” and Related Concerns 
The group discussed that transition support is not one-size-fits-all and that programs need to 

provide services that address the individual needs of transitioning veterans. Participants shared that it 
is the responsibility of the program to meet the veteran where they are rather than the other way 
around. One participant mentioned that nonprofit programs have the capability and structure to 
provide services that are specific to a veteran’s needs, which is not possible with government-based 
programs. However, nonprofit programs that provide transition support often face challenges, such as 
sustainability concerns because of a lack of consistent funding. Participants suggested that, in the 
current structure, these nonprofit programs are not scalable or cannot be broadly applied for all 
separating veterans. Participants described that, when they know a program has limited resources, 
they struggle to prioritize referring a veteran who really needs those specific resources because there is 
an implication that they should refer everyone they serve to the program to make it “fair.” The result, 
they said, is that no one is referred. Consistent funding and additional support to effective nonprofit 
programs would allow these programs to focus their services on veterans, rather than spending 
valuable resources to reapply for funding, and expand their reach so that more veterans can receive 
individualized support. 

On the governmental side, the group shared concerns that these programs are not designed for 
transitioning veterans to receive individualized attention. Several indicated that leaders at every level 
do not understand the impact that a supportive transition can have on a veteran’s return to civilian life, 
leading to inadequate investment in and evaluation of these support programs. According to 
participants, the current system presents a decentralized mix of governmental and nonprofit transition 
support programs in which the veteran is left to find a program and, often, take a chance on an 
organization they might know little about.  

“Is It Time to Start Picking Winners and Losers?” 
Participants described the need for a centralized transition support system in which there are a set 

of standards and oversight on the quality and effectiveness of each program. The group suggested a 
system that programs could opt in to and that would have criteria for how the program can get 
recognized within the system, such as supplying data related to their initiatives. For instance, 
programs that provide employment support following separation would provide data on the starting 
salary of the veterans that they help and where the veteran is employed. Programs that support 
veterans applying for a disability rating could report the number of claims that were approved for 
veterans they helped. Performance data like these would then be publicly reported so that veterans 
could choose whether to seek help from that support program. However, participants noted that it is 
important that support programs that work with more-complex situations (for example, employment 
for veterans with higher levels of disability) are acknowledged for their work and not hindered by a 
rating system that is too simple. Ultimately, this system would promote organizations that are 
committed to this level of transparency and help them get funded and receive more business because 
veterans can more easily find them.  

The group discussed that there were several considerations for creating this system. First, a 
transition support referral system would need to find a balance between being too restrictive and too 
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liberal regarding which programs are included. A system that is too restrictive could leave out helpful 
programs. A system that is too liberal could leave veterans searching through lists of programs that do 
not target transition support. Second, data on the programs would need to be collected. Several 
participants explained that data collection likely would not be as hard as one might think, saying that 
“the data exist” for these transition support programs, they just have not been analyzed or centralized. 
Third, a panelist provided an example of how certain programs can be recognized for their efforts and 
reported data. They suggested the HIRE Vets Medallion Award as a potential model, which is a 
federal-level veterans’ employment award that recognizes organizations that are committed to the 
hiring, training, and retaining of veterans in the workforce. Providing information on which of these 
programs receive these awards would simplify the process for veterans seeking supports. For example, 
the GI Bill Comparison Tool provides a model that could apply well in this instance because it allows 
veterans to search for education programs, employers, and providers and decide which one is best for 
their individualized needs. Finally, participants noted that transition support programs that refer 
veterans elsewhere might already have case managers who have a database of local or national 
resources. These case managers likely receive feedback from veterans on how useful a different 
program is, so a centralized system would be a way for this information to be organized and 
transparent for veterans and funding agencies.  

Not All Organizations Know Who of Those They Serve Are Veterans 
On the opposite end, there are organizations that are providing services without knowing which of 

the people they serve are recently separated veterans. Participants discussed that veterans will often 
seek support from organizations in their communities that are not specifically directed toward 
veterans, such as universities, nonprofit organizations, religious institutions (e.g., churches), and 
employment centers. These organizations should be encouraged to screen those they serve for veteran 
status. Participants indicated that these organizations could provide a more holistic approach to 
transition support by providing services that cannot be reached through programs that focus on 
transition support (e.g., social support through joining a religious congregation, medical services 
through a university clinic) while providing other avenues and resources for veterans outside of VA. 
Participants underscored that current transition support programs are at times finding transitioning 
veterans too early or too late, so these organizations could play an important role in filling some of 
these gaps.  

Where Does Change Start? 
Participants noted that, although many military recruiters provide support while people enter the 

military, there are very few who are in a position to provide support when people transition out of the 
military. As they did in the second roundtable, participants in this roundtable discussed who should 
be responsible for transition support and how to hold them accountable.  

The discussion echoed themes from previous roundtables. Some participants suggested that if 
there were to be one agency in control of transition support, such as TAP, it should be VA. However, 
some noted that DoD ultimately has control over service members prior to separation, when 
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transition planning support is needed. Participants expressed concerns about DoD managing TAP 
and separation. For instance, some noted that the current system, in which commanders control 
whether someone attends TAP on time or at all, should be reassessed and potentially reconsidered. 
One participant commented that certain groups, such as special forces or junior enlisted personnel, in 
some instances did not receive authorization to attend TAP because these service members still 
needed to be “in the game.” This is consistent with findings from a GAO report stating that nearly 
one-quarter of service members who needed “maximum transition support” never received the 
mandatory two-day TAP training (GAO, 2022). Some considered that greater involvement from VA 
might be beneficial to DoD’s TAP program. Ultimately, many agreed that DoD’s involvement in 
transition support is important because transition planning needs to begin before separation and that 
the focus for policy improvement might be to hold DoD accountable for that responsibility. 

The group discussed the need to incentivize DoD (or the agency chosen as the responsible entity 
for transition support) to make changes that improve transition support. Participants indicated that, 
previously, high veteran unemployment and its associated costs to DoD were used to drive changes to 
TAP, and perhaps the current recruitment challenges could be used as a motivation (Congressional 
Budget Office, 2017). For instance, one participant described that “struggling veterans become 
walking billboards” for how the military takes care of those who served. Others noted that patriotism 
no longer works for recruitment. One participant discussed that lower recruitment, and thus a smaller 
force that discharges as veterans, can also have downstream effects on the civilian workforce for 
companies that employ veterans and depend on their skill sets, underscoring that the lack of transition 
support can have damaging effects.  

How Can Policy Changes Improve Transition Support? 
Participants discussed the need for standards that would help with accountability and establishing 

norms for transition support for both federal and nonprofit programs. For instance, standards could 
require programs to provide resources within a certain time frame to veterans who seek support or 
require programs to provide referrals if needs cannot be met. Similarly, federal policy could require 
certain programs, such as TAP resume writing assistance or Military OneSource, to provide support 
for an extended period (e.g., until five years following separation). These policy changes can help 
address the full spectrum of needs of transitioning veterans and better ensure effective services for 
veterans.  

Participants also noted that policy changes could support nonprofit transition programs with the 
challenges they currently face, specifically, unsustainable funding. For instance, sustained funding for 
effective nonprofit support programs would be beneficial to nonprofit transition programs rather than 
these programs relying on ad hoc grants or other support. Participants provided examples of how 
nonprofit programs are forced to generate alternative models of financial support, such as buying 
office space to lease in order to have consistent funding. They added that funders often provide 
support for nonprofit programming but not for infrastructure, such as staff salaries. One participant 
argued that the pot of money coming into the nonprofit space keeps getting smaller, suggesting policy 
changes that would allow for public-private partnerships, such as federal funding for transition 
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support programs that demonstrate effectiveness and meet other standards, would ensure that these 
programs continue to exist.  

The group discussed proposed and passed legislation that could be useful for working toward 
these aims. For instance, the Helping Unleash Benefits and Services for Veterans Act of 2023 would 
improve access to career, entrepreneurial, and training services; legal assistance; mental health services; 
and other support services through local community network hubs for transitioning service members, 
veterans, and their families (H.R. 3720, 2023; S. 2431, 2023). This legislation would authorize VA to 
create a five-year pilot program that would provide matching grant funds to nonprofit transition 
support programs that offer various services. The TAP Promotion Act, which is the name given to 
similar bills introduced by the House and Senate, would allow VA-accredited representatives to 
participate in TAP classes to help transitioning service members know which benefits are available to 
them through VA or even assist with completing benefits delivery at discharge claims. Changes to the 
National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2024 (Pub. L. 118-31, 2023) amended DoD’s 
pathways for the TAP program to take into consideration potential or confirmed disability or 
potential or confirmed character of discharge. By doing so, the service secretary, in conjunction with 
the U.S. Department of Labor and VA, must develop at least three pathways for individuals to receive 
individualized counseling. Although these changes provided important standards, continued efforts to 
carry through on these standards will be important to the success of this legislation.  

Participants also proposed a way to try to engage the government to help grow effective nonprofit 
programs. Several shared that they wished that impact models could be created and that proof of 
concept could be established. Once there is proof of concept that a transition support program is 
effective, the government could step in for implementation, scaling the program and making sure it 
receives adequate funding. Similarly, participants noted the need to measure the success of policy 
changes that relate to VA involvement or increased DoD engagement.  

Communication Is Key 
Participants discussed the challenge of ensuring that information about changes to policy and 

transition support resources are transmitted to those recently separated veterans who need the 
information most. The group discussed the need for creative solutions for disseminating information 
(e.g., through social media), noting that policy changes are useless if veterans do not know about their 
benefits.  

Final Thoughts 
The discussion for this roundtable focused on the longer-term process of transitioning out of the 

military and reintegrating into civilian life during the first five years after separation. This was the 
third in our series of roundtables, preceded by a roundtable on how military service influences 
transition experiences and another on the period from one year before to one year after the transition 
to civilian life. Although the themes presented here reflect the discussion held on November 2, 2023, 
these proceedings are not comprehensive. As noted previously, it is possible—and quite probable—
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that a different group of individuals would have brought up different points or highlighted different 
themes. 

The purpose of these roundtables is to identify veterans’ key needs as they transition from military 
to civilian life, how those needs shift over time and differ for various individuals, and whether existing 
programs adequately meet the needs of transitioning veterans (Ramchand, Williams, and Farmer, 
2023; Williams et al., 2023). Building on previous roundtables, we discussed many gaps that could be 
improved by policy changes and additional research. For example, there are many nonprofit transition 
support programs that help veterans post-separation but face inconsistent funding. Creating a 
centralized system for seeking transition support and providing funding to nonprofit transition 
support programs that report effective services are ways to improve this system for those who served. 
Our final roundtable, to be held in spring 2024, will explore policy options and recommendations for 
improving post-service support for transitioning service members and their families. 
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Appendix 

Subject-Matter Experts Who 
Participated in the Roundtable 

External Participants 

• Megan Andros, Heinz Endowments 
• Gregory Douquet, cofounder and managing partner, Red Duke Strategies 
• Brittany Dymond, associate director for the National Security and Foreign Affairs 

Directorate, Veterans of Foreign Wars 
• Reginald Edwards, U.S. Air Force (ret.), Headquarters, Defense Human Resources Activity, 

DoD  
• Joseph Geraci, VA 
• Kris Goldsmith, chief executive officer, Task Force Butler Institute 
• Patrick Murray, director of National Legislative Service, Veterans of Foreign Wars 
• Tracy Neal-Walden, chief clinical officer, Cohen Veterans Network 
• Shannon Razsadin, president and executive director, Military Family Advisory Network  
• Andrew Sandoe, chief executive officer, Hire Heroes USA 
• Leo Shane III, journalist 

RAND Participants 

• Dwayne Butler, senior management scientist, RAND  
• Heather Salazar, legislative and government affairs analyst, RAND  
• Kayla Williams, senior policy researcher, RAND  

Moderators 

• Carrie Farmer, codirector, RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute 
• Rajeev Ramchand, codirector, RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute 

 

Notetaker 

• Whitney S. Livingston, associate behavioral and social scientist, RAND  

  



13 

References 

Brill, Norman Q., and Gilbert W. Beebe, A Follow-Up Study of War Neuroses, U.S. Government Printing 
Office, 1955. 

Britzky, Haley, “How the Military’s New Medical Screening Is Screwing Over Army Recruiters,” Task & 
Purpose, September 15, 2022. 

Congressional Budget Office, Transitioning from the Military to the Civilian Workforce: The Role of 
Unemployment Compensation for Ex-Servicemembers, May 2017. 

DeFraia, Gary S., George O. Lamb, Stacie E. Resnick, and Toni D. McClure, “Continuity of Mental Health 
Care Across Military Transitions,” Social Work in Mental Health, Vol. 12, Nos. 5–6, 2014. 

GAO—See U.S. Government Accountability Office. 

Geraci, Joe, Chris Paine, Christine Eickhoff, Erin Finley, Natesha Smith-Isabell, David Goodrich, Marianne 
Goodman, Richard Seim, Brian Marx, and Ronald Kessler, “Predictive Analytics to Reduce Suicide 
Attempts for Transitioning Veterans,” presentation slides, undated. As of March 27, 2024: 
https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/for_researchers/cyber_seminars/archives/6450-notes.pdf 

Kearns, Jaclyn C., Emily R. Edwards, Erin P. Finley, Joseph C. Geraci, Sarah M. Gildea, Marianne Goodman, 
Irving Hwang, Chris J. Kennedy, Andrew J. King, Alex Luedtke, et al., “A Practical Risk Calculator for 
Suicidal Behavior Among Transitioning U.S. Army Soldiers: Results from the Study to Assess Risk and 
Resilience in Servicemembers—Longitudinal Study (STARRS-LS),” Psychological Medicine, Vol. 53, No. 
15, November 2023.  

Keeling, Mary, Elisa V. Borah, Sara Kintzle, Meredith Kleykamp, and Heather C. Robertson, “Military 
Spouses Transition Too! A Call to Action to Address Spouses’ Military to Civilian Transition,” Journal of 
Family Social Work, Vol. 23, No. 1, January–February 2020. 

Kleykamp, Meredith, Sidra Montgomery, Alexis Pang, and Kristin Schrader, “Military Identity and Planning 
for the Transition out of the Military,” Military Psychology, Vol. 33, No. 6, 2021. 

Maslow, Abraham H., “A Theory of Human Motivation,” Psychological Review, Vol. 50, No. 4, 1943. 

Pedlar, David, James M. Thompson, and Carl Andrew Castro, “Military-to-Civilian Transition Theories and 
Frameworks,” in Carl Andrew Castro and Sanela Dursun, eds., Military Veteran Reintegration, Academic 
Press, 2019. 

Public Law 118-31, National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2024, December 22, 2023. 

Ramchand, Rajeev, Kayla M. Williams, and Carrie M. Farmer, “Conditions for Postservice Success Are Set Well 
Before the Uniform Comes Off”: Proceedings from a Roundtable on How Military Service Affects Veterans’ 
Posttransition Outcomes, RAND Corporation, CF-A1363-2, 2023. As of September 13, 2023: 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/conf_proceedings/CFA1363-2.html 

https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/for_researchers/cyber_seminars/archives/6450-notes.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/conf_proceedings/CFA1363-2.html


 14 

Shen, Yu-Chu, Jesse M. Cunha, and Thomas V. Williams, “Time-Varying Associations of Suicide with 
Deployments, Mental Health Conditions, and Stressful Life Events Among Current and Former US 
Military Personnel: A Retrospective Multivariate Analysis,” Lancet Psychiatry, Vol. 3, No. 11, 2016. 

U.S. Government Accountability Office, Servicemembers Transitioning to Civilian Life: DOD Can Better 
Leverage Performance Information to Improve Participation in Counseling Pathways, GAO-23-104538, 
December 12, 2022.  

U.S. Government Accountability Office, Veterans Benefits: VA Could Enhance Outreach for Its Solid Start 
Program by Increasing Collaboration with Veterans Organizations, GAO-23-105699, January 2023. 

U.S. House of Representatives, Helping Unleash Benefits and Services for Veterans Act, Bill 3720, May 25, 
2023. 

U.S. Senate, Helping Unleash Benefits and Services for Veterans Act, Bill 2431, July 20, 2023.  

Whitworth, James, Ben Smet, and Brian Anderson, “Reconceptualizing the U.S. Military’s Transition 
Assistance Program: The Success in Transition Model,” Journal of Veterans Studies, Vol. 6, No. 1, 2020. 

Williams, Kayla M., Heather Marie Salazar, Carrie M. Farmer, and Rajeev Ramchand, “If Everyone Is 
Responsible, Then No One Is”: Proceedings from a Roundtable on Factors that Affect Veterans’ Transitions from 
Military to Civilian Life, RAND Corporation, CF-A1363-3, 2023. As of February 5, 2024: 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/conf_proceedings/CFA1363-3.html 

 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/conf_proceedings/CFA1363-3.html



