
 

From battle to business: Researchers help
veterans return to work
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As many as 360,000 men and women leave the military each year—good
news for employers in need of the wealth of experience and skills
veterans bring to the workforce.

Yet, as a University of Cincinnati survey reveals, 50 percent of post-9/11
veterans without a service-related disability and nearly 63 percent of
those with a service-related disability report they did not even feel
somewhat prepared to enter the civilian workforce

What's more, 48 percent of veterans without a disability and nearly 60
percent of those with a disability described their transition to civilian
employment as negative.

"We know even though unemployment rates for veterans are going
down, their experiences largely aren't positive," said Stacie Furst-
Holloway, an associate professor in UC's Department of Psychology who
led the 2016 survey and will present her team's findings Aug. 3 at the
American Psychological Association's annual convention in Washington,
D.C.

A seat at the table

The research—one of the first academic studies of its kind—stems from
earlier work conducted by Furst-Holloway and and a team of researchers
at UC conducted with colleagues at the VHA National Center for
Organization Development aimed at improving human resources
practices at VA hospitals nationwide.

Data from more than 200,000 VA employees revealed that veterans
there tend to be hired into lower grades despite more years of
experience, are evaluated less favorably and are more likely to be
demoted than non-veterans, report lower job satisfaction and leave
earlier and more frequently than non-veterans.
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Furst-Holloway wanted to know if these issues were unique to just the
VA's veteran workforce or if veterans in other civilian employment
reported the same experiences.

But when she delved deeper, she found that while there is a sizeable
research on diversity and inclusion in the workplace, much of that
focuses on the experiences of women and minorities with little paid to
veterans.

"Veterans represent 11 percent of the U.S. workforce. They are a
substantial part of our working population yet to this point, they don't
have a seat at that table," said Furst-Holloway.

With help from the VA, UC's Veterans Programs & Services office and
several national recruitment firms working with veterans, Furst-
Holloway launched a national survey last summer that drew nearly 900
responses from veterans of the second Gulf War—those who had served
in the Armed Forces sometime since September 2001 and had returned
to civilian life.

Respondents—82 percent of which are male—hailed from all branches
of the military, with an average length of service of 11 years. Sixty-two
percent of survey-takers reported having a service-related disability.

Furst-Holloway and her team found that one's length of time served in
the military and rank are associated with a greater sense of preparedness
for civilian reintegration, while having a service-related disability is
associated with more negative reintegration experiences, feeling less
prepared and a lower likelihood of being employed.

Women and those with lower levels of education are also less likely to be
employed, says Furst-Holloway.
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An uphill battle

Why do so many veterans face an uphill battle when returning to civilian
jobs? Furst-Holloway says the problems include veterans struggling to
find a good job fit for their skills, an unfamiliarity with corporate
practices and expectations, difficulties in adapting to a significantly
different civilian workforce culture, mental health issues and personality
differences.

"Translating the skills they gained in the military to an appropriate
civilian job that matches their skills and maturity level and years of work
experience often has been very difficult," she explained. "Because their
resume looks different, they don't get those jobs."

As a result, many veterans report feeling underemployed. And those
veterans who are hired often report finding it hard to bridge the gap
between military and corporate culture, she said.

"One of the big issues we're hearing from our veterans is, in the military,
the culture is to do your job. If you don't, someone will make sure that
you do. There's no slacking," Furst-Holloway said. "When veterans come
into the civilian factor, they sometimes see civilians who slack with no
consequences for that."

"It's incredibly frustrating for people who have essentially grown up in
and been socialized into an environment where that is just not
acceptable," she explained. "They don't really know where to direct that
frustration and get really fed up and they quit."

How to climb the corporate ladder is also an obstacle for many veterans,
Furst-Holloway said. Unlike the military, where there are clear lines of
advancement, earning a promotion in the civilian workforce is a lot
tougher jump to make.
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"In the military, promotions are pretty lockstep. You know what the next
level is and exactly what it is you need to do to get that promotion," said
Furst-Holloway. "Veterans come into the civilian workforce where those
rules and structures often times don't exist and get passed over for
promotions."

Mental health issues and personality differences, such as how resilient
and optimistic a veteran is, also play a large role in how successful their
transition to the civilian workforce is, said Furst-Holloway. Those
surveyed who were more optimistic by nature and had a social support
network reported more positive reintegration experiences and success in
finding employment.

Furst-Holloway describes the survey's findings as a "starting point" to
further research on the kind of reintegration assistance veterans need
most and how employers can better integrate veterans into corporate life.

"Socialization into the military is so powerful," she said. "For many who
join the military coming out of high school, it's how they've been trained
to view the world. In many private companies, it's a very different world
than what they're used to."
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