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Between the often-difficult transition to civilian life and the struggling American economy, hundreds of 
thousands of new veterans are facing an uncertain economic future. Already, among Iraq and 
Afghanistan-era veterans of the active-duty military, the unemployment rate was over 8 percent in 
2007, which may be as much as 2 percent higher than their civilian peers.1   

• Many Iraq and Afghanistan veterans leave the active-duty military only to find that their skills 
are not understood by civilian employers or face employment discrimination because of the 
stigma associated with psychological injuries. 

o 61 percent of employers do not believe they have “a complete understanding of the 
qualifications ex-service members offer,” and more than three-quarters of veterans 
entering the civilian workforce reported “an inability to effectively translate their 
military skills to civilian terms.”2 

o Almost one in three troops who test positive for a mental health problem worry about 
the effect it will have on their career.3 

o According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, “One in three individuals with 
severe mental illness has been turned down for a job for which he or she was qualified 
because of a psychiatric label.”4 
 

• Veterans recently separated from military service earn lower wages and have lower incomes 
than their nonmilitary peers. Based on the experiences of previous generations of veterans, 
this trend may continue for years to come.   

o The wage gap is especially significant for those with college degrees; these recently 
separated servicemembers earn on average almost $10,000 less per year than their 
nonveteran counterparts.5   

o Female veterans earn almost $10,000 less a year than male veterans,6 and they often 
struggle to find jobs that pay what their military career did.7  

o Caucasian veterans of Vietnam War experienced “substantial” earnings losses compared 
to their nonveteran peers, “losses equivalent to roughly two years of lost experience.”8  
The Vietnam veteran income gap did not completely disappear until these veterans 
reached their fifties. 
 

• Although their civilian jobs are legally protected by  USERRA,9  National Guardsmen and 
reservists returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan are not being promptly reemployed, 
or are not receiving the pay, pensions, health care coverage, and other benefits that they are 
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entitled to. Reserve component small-business owners are especially challenged by frequent 
and lengthy deployments. 

o According to the Department of Defense, “Over 10 percent of guardsmen and reservists 
report having problems when they return to work.”10 In FY2006, there were more than 
1,300 formal USERRA complaints.11 Additionally, there were more than 10,000 informal 
complaints reported to the DOD during fiscal years 2004 and 2005.12    

o But many more troops are not reporting violations, perhaps discouraged by the 
difficulties with filing a complaint or they are unaware of USERRA protections 
altogether.  Of the tens of thousands of reserve component troops who have suffered 
this discrimination, approximately three-quarters of them did not seek assistance.13   

o It also can take months or years to have their complaints investigated. On average, 
troops are forced to wait 619 days, or nearly two years, to have their USERRA 
complaints fully addressed.14 

o More than 40 percent of Guardsmen and Reservists lose income when they are 
mobilized.15 The situation is even worse for self-employment reservists: 55 percent of 
lose income when they mobilize, with an average income loss of $6,500.16 
 

• The federal government currently offers a patchwork of programs to help veterans secure 
civilian employment after their military service. In addition, the landmark “Post-9/11” GI Bill 
became law in June 2008, promising to make college affordable for Iraq and Afghanistan 
veterans and dramatically improve their future economic opportunities. But for the hundreds 
of thousands of new veterans seeking employment or struggling to reintegrate into their 
civilian jobs, more must be done.  
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