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Nonemployment Among Male Veterans

A re veterans at greater risk than others 
for “nonemployment”—unemployment, 
disability, or dropping out of the labor 

force—after their military service? It has been 
hypothesized that military service facilitates 
post-service employment because it offers 
skills training, on-the-job experience, and ed-
ucational benefits1 as well as preferential treat-
ment for some available jobs.2 However, it has 
also been argued that military service hinders 
employment due to the negative health effects 
of military service,3 foregone civilian training, 
lost seniority,4 and the interruptions in the de-
velopment of vocational and social networks.5 
Selection processes for military service may 
play an even more important role than post-
military factors in determining post-discharge 
labor market experiences.6 

Clarification of the effects of these factors is 
difficult, in part, because of differences in cir-
cumstances across military cohorts and racial/
ethnic groups. While 75 percent of all eligible 
men served in World War II, there is evidence 
that deferments and exemptions allowed men 
with more education to avoid service during 
the Vietnam era, as only 40.5 percent of eli-
gible men served.7 The advent of the all-volun-
teer force (AVF) in the 1970s may have initially 
encouraged enlistment among disadvantaged 
youth, but as the size of the Armed Forces has 
declined and pay has increased, selectivity may 
also have increased.8 The value of government 
benefits from military service also varies over 
time.9 During the Vietnam era, nonveterans 
could often obtain virtually the same govern-
ment educational benefits as veterans,10 but 
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Are male veterans at greater risk
for nonemployment than nonveterans?

Veterans as a group do not have a higher risk
of nonemployment than their nonveteran peers;
however, the risk varies greatly by age cohort and ethnicity

civilian benefits have become less available in 
recent years.  

The association of military service and em-
ployment status may also vary by racial/ethnic 
groups.  Although employment opportunities 
in the United States are generally poorer for 
minorities (blacks and Hispanics) than for 
whites,11 minority enlistees have been re-
ported to generally have better vocational 
experiences than their minority nonenlistee 
peers, while white enlistees have been found 
to have poorer vocational experiences than 
their white nonenlistee peers in some stud-
ies.12  In addition, minorities have historically 
taken greater advantage of their educational 
benefits upon discharge.13 Military service 
may be of special benefit to many minority 
individuals because it serves as a “bridging 
environment” from home communities with 
limited resources into the civilian labor mar-
ket.14 Debates over the effect of veteran status 
on employment must thus consider the effect 
of both the era of military service and racial/
ethnic group membership. 

There have been few studies of the differ-
ences between veterans and nonveterans in 
employment status, and findings have been 
mixed.  Joshua Angrist studied a cohort of 
early enlistees in the all-volunteer force (en-
listed from 1976 to 1982) and used Social Se-
curity data to compare their earnings to that 
of a control group that consisted of military 
applicants who did not enlist.15 Several years 
after discharge, both black male and white 
male veterans were less likely to be “nonem-
ployed” than their nonveteran peers. As used 
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here, nonemployment refers to individuals unable to find 
work but still are searching for employment (that is, the 
unemployed) and individuals who are disabled, retired, 
and/or who have given up searching for employment.  A 
survey from the mid-1980s comparing the employment 
status of Vietnam-theater veterans and civilians found no 
significant differences in employment between black Viet-
nam-theater veterans and their civilian peers, but found 
that white Vietnam-theater veterans were slightly less 
likely to be nonemployed than their nonveteran peers.16 

This study uses data from the Current Population Sur-
vey for 1989, 1999, and 2003 to explore differences be-
tween male veterans and their nonveteran peers in the risk 
of nonemployment across age and racial/ethnic groups in 
the United States  After July 1, 2001, there was a sub-
stantial increase in the number of Vietnam-era veterans 
awarded Veterans Administration (VA) disability com-
pensation, possibly in part because veterans diagnosed 
with diabetes who served in Vietnam became eligible for 
disability compensation without having to prove exposure 
to Agent Orange.17  In addition, there has been an unex-
plained increase in the number of Vietnam-era veterans 
receiving disability compensation for post traumatic stress 
disorder in the past 5 years.18   Both of these trends pos-
sibly resulted in increasing numbers of disabled veterans 
from the Vietnam era withdrawing from the labor force.  
To investigate the generational and racial/ethnic differ-
ences in nonemployment, along with the potential im-
pact of recent changes in the receipt of VA  compensation 
among Vietnam veterans, we examined data from three 
time points—1989, 1999, and 2003—the last two time 
points representing the period immediately before and 
after the observed increase in receipt of compensation by 
Vietnam-era veterans.   

Methods

Data source.  The data presented here are derived from 
the September 1989, September, 1999, and August 2003 
Current Population Survey  (CPS).  The CPS is conducted 
by the Census Bureau for the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
and, since 1985, there has been a congressional mandate 
for the survey to include detailed information on veter-
ans’ employment status on a biennial basis. The CPS is 
the primary source of information on employment and 
unemployment in the United States.19  

The sample design for the CPS is a stratified two-stage 
selection with geographic areas, called primary sampling 
units (PSUs), selected first, and then households chosen 
within each selected PSUs. A total of 729 PSUs were se-

lected from 1,973 PSUs in 1989; and 754 from 2,007 PSUs 
in both 1999 and 2003. The selected PSUs in each survey 
year covered more than 1,900 counties, minor civil divi-
sions, and cities across the United States.20   

Of the 60,000 to 70,000 households selected to be 
interviewed in the second stage of each survey, 17 per-
cent to 20 percent were found to be ineligible because the 
housing unit had been destroyed, was vacant, converted to 
nonresidential use, or included persons whose usual resi-
dence was elsewhere.  Of the remaining 50,000 to 60,000 
households, approximately 5 percent more could not be 
interviewed.21      

The CPS is weighted to account for sampling design 
and nonresponse.  The weights were utilized to estimate 
population-level numbers of male veterans and male non-
veterans within each age-race/ethnic category.22 Due to 
their low numbers, women who had served in the military 
were excluded from the analyses, along with individuals 
under age 18.   Applying these restrictions and the popu-
lation weights, our 1989 sample represented 85,429,557 
males (50,076 cases), of whom 30.9 percent were veterans; 
the 1999 sample represented 95,777,699 males (42,871 
cases), of whom 24.4 percent were veterans; and the 2003 
sample represented 102,260,000 males (49,258 cases), of 
whom 21.3 percent were veterans.

Three measures were used in our analysis: age, race/
ethnicity, and an indicator of past service in the Armed 
Forces.  Age was summarized in six categories.  To fa-
cilitate examination of cohorts over 3 years of the CPS, 
10-year age categories are used, except for the youngest 
and oldest categories. Additionally, the 2003 survey age 
categories are 4 years later than those for 1989 and 1999 
so that cohorts remained comparable over time, that is, 
so that the cohorts continue to overlap with particular 
service eras.  Thus, age was summarized in the following 
categories in both 1989 and 1999—18 to 22, 23 to 32, 
33 to 42, 43 to 52, 53 to 62, and older than 62; but age 
was categorized somewhat differently in 2003—18 to 26, 
27 to 36, 37 to 46, 47 to 56, 57 to 66, and older than 66.  
A result of this change is that the first cohort expanded 
from being 5 years long to 8 years long in 2003.  These age 
categories were also constructed to represent the highest 
proportion possible of veterans who served in the follow-
ing specific service periods: the World War II and Ko-
rean eras (1955 and earlier), interwar (1956–65), Vietnam 
(1966–75), early AVF (1976–85), mid  AVF (1986–95), and 
recent AVF (1996–2003).  We based this categorization 
on the assumption that veterans were typically 19 years 
of age on average when they enlisted and that the periods 
of enlistment for each era were as follows:  World War II 
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from 1940 to 1947, the Korean War from 1950 to 1955, 
the Vietnam era from 1964 to 1975, and the first two de-
cades of the AVF following 1973 (early and middle period) 
plus the most recent 9 years, 1996–2003 (late period).23  
The later periods of the AVF differ from the early AVF in 
that the military had more experience and skill at recruit-
ing for an all-volunteer military, and had both devoted 
more resources to recruiting and offered increased pay and 
benefits.24  

Two rules were used to classify individuals into each of 
four race and ethnic categories: whites, blacks, Hispanics, 
and other. First, respondents who reported more than one 
racial category were classified as “other.” Second, Hispan-
ics, regardless of their racial category, were classified as 
Hispanic.   The first rule was only applied to the 2003 data 
because the 1989 and 1999 data did not specify more than 
one racial category for an individual.    

Data analysis.  There were several steps to the analysis.   
First, we calculated the percentage of male veterans who 
were not employed for each age-race/ethnicity category.   
Similar calculations were then conducted for male non-
veterans. Finally, we calculated the risk ratio for each age-
race/ethnicity category, that is, the ratio of the percent-
age of nonemployed among veterans to the percentage of 
nonemployed among nonveterans. Ratios higher than 1 
indicate that more veterans are nonemployed in that group 
than might be expected based upon their proportions in 
the general population. Fisher’s exact test was then uti-
lized to determine whether the risk ratio was significantly 
different from 1. All analyses were conducted using the 
SAS® software system Version 9.1.3 (SAS Institute, Cary, 
NC).  We did not report any results that used a population 
estimate that was based on less than 10 cases.   

The results

Rates of nonemployment. The nonemployment rates 
by age and race/ethnicity for each of the three survey 
years are shown in tables 1 and 2. The most consistent 
and expected finding is higher levels of nonemployment 
for older age groups among both veterans and nonveter-
ans.   Another consistent result was that the youngest age 
group among veterans and the two youngest nonveteran 
age groups had higher nonemployment rates than the age 
groups that followed.  Higher levels of nonemployment 
were also observed among both veteran and nonveteran 
minorities, especially blacks.       

Veteran to nonveteran rate of nonemployment. The risk ratio 

of nonemployment among veterans compared with non-
veterans for specific age-race/ethnic categories are shown 
in table 3.  Older veterans who had served in the World 
War II (WWII) or Korean eras differed little from nonvet-
erans in their relative risk of nonemployment.  While white 
WWII veterans in the 1989 CPS were 11 percent less likely 
to be nonemployed than were nonveterans, white veterans 
of the Korean War era were 19 percent more likely to be 
nonemployed.  None of these differences were significant 
in the 1999 or 2001 surveys, when most of these men were 
likely to have transitioned into retirement. 

Among veterans who served during the interwar period 
(between the Korean and Vietnam eras), black veterans 
were at significantly lower risk of nonemployment than 
their black nonveteran peers in the1989 survey, but not in 
later surveys. Hispanic veterans and veterans classified as 
“other” from this cohort were at significantly greater risk 
of nonemployment in the 2003 survey but in earlier sur-
veys, either the differences from nonveterans were nonsig-
nificant or the data were inadequate to support analyses.

In the 1989 survey, among white veterans of the Viet-
nam-era generation, the relative risk of nonemployment 
was not statistically significant, but the risk of nonem-
ployment in comparison to nonveterans became larger and 
statistically significant among white veterans in the 1999 
and 2003 surveys. There were no significant differences 
among blacks. Considering all ethnic groups together, 
there was a significantly greater risk of nonemployment 
among Vietnam-era veterans than among nonveterans in 
the 2003 survey, but not in earlier surveys, perhaps reflect-
ing the increasing participation of Vietnam-era veterans 
in the VA compensation program in recent years.  

With respect to veterans who served in the early pe-
riod of the AVF, white veterans across all three survey years 
were significantly more likely than their nonveteran peers 
to have been nonemployed.  In contrast, black veterans of 
the same service period in both the 1989 and 2003 sur-
veys, were significantly less likely than black nonveterans 
to have been nonemployed.

Black veterans of the mid AVF generation (1986–95) 
were also less likely than their black nonveterans to have 
been nonemployed in both the 1999 and 2003 surveys.  In 
contrast to white veterans who served in the early AVF, 
those who served in the mid AVF were less likely than 
their white nonveteran peers to be nonemployed in 1999, 
but did not significantly differ from their peers in either 
1989 or 2003. Among all ethnicities of the generation who 
entered military service in the mid AVF period, the likeli-
hood of nonemployment was lower among veterans than 
among nonveterans in 1999 and there were no significant 
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Table 1. Percentage of nonemployed men among U.S. veterans by age and race and ethnicity 1989, 1999, and 2003

Race and ethnic origin

Predominant era of service
Mid all-volunteer 

force1

(ages 18–22)

Early all-volunteer 
force2

(ages 23–32)
Vietnam3

(ages 33–42)
Interwar4

(ages 43–52)
Korean5

(ages 53–62)
WWII6

(63 and older)

1989 (number = 15,487)

 All males............................... 29.6 11.8  9.2    8.4 27.6 77.1
  Whites............................... 24.8 11.2   7.8   7.8 26.4 76.6

  Blacks............................... — 14.2 16.5 14.9 39.7 81.7

  Other................................. — — — — 25.9 83.7

  Hispanic............................ — 14.5 15.3 — 32.3 80.4

 Late all-volunteer 
force7

(ages 18–22)

Mid all-volunteer 
force8

(ages 23–32)

Early all-volunteer 
force2

(ages 33–42)
Vietnam3

(ages 43–52)
Interwar4

(ages 53–62)
Korean and WWII9

(63 and older)

1999 (number = 10,449)

All males.............................. 40.7 6.9 10.0 13.5 24.7 79.0

 Whites.............................. 34.2   5.3    9.4 12.3 24.5 79.0

 Blacks.............................. 11.8 14.6 23.3 29.7 81.4

 Other................................ — — — 25.1 71.4

 Hispanic........................... — — — — 22.5 79.4

Late all-volunteer 
force10

(ages 18–26)

Mid all-volunteer 
force8

(ages 27–36)

Early all-volunteer 
force2

(ages 37–46)
Vietnam3

(ages 47–56)
Interwar4

(ages 57–66)
Korean and WWII9

(67 and older)

2003 (number = 10,501)

All males.............................. 19.4 11.4 12.8  20.8 43.0 84.2
 Whites.............................. 16.4   11.9  13.2 19.3 41.8 83.9

 Blacks.............................. —     9.7  13.1 32.8 46.1 87.9

 Other................................ — — — 21.4 43.3 91.3

 Hispanic........................... — — — 20.1 61.9 81.0

differences in the 1989 and 2003 surveys.
Finally, among the late AVF generation, adequate data 

are available only for whites and veterans of all ethnici-
ties for 1999 and 2003. Table 3 shows that significant dif-
ferences existed only in 2003, with white veterans (and 
veterans of all ethnicities) significantly less likely to be 
nonemployed than nonveterans.

Discussion of the results

This study investigated the relative risk of nonemploy-
ment among veterans, as compared with nonveterans, 
through a comparison of the proportion of veterans and 

nonveterans who were nonemployed among specified age 
and race/ethnic subgroups in the 1989, 1999, and 2003 
national CPS.  There were few significant differences be-
tween veterans and nonveterans of the older generations.   
In the 1989 survey, members of the oldest generation of 
white veterans (Korean and World War II) were at a rela-
tively lower risk of nonemployment compared with non-
veterans, as were black veterans of the interwar period.  
The absence of substantial differences in nonemployment 
between veterans and their nonveteran peers in the older 
generations is likely due to the high proportion of men 
from these generations who served.  As a result, veterans 
from these cohorts are generally more similar in back-

1 Served during 1986 to 1989.
2  Served during 1976 to 1985.
3  Served during 1966 to 1975.
4  Served during 1956 to 1965.
5  Served during 1946 to 1955.

6   Served during 1945 and earlier.
7   Served during 1996 to 1999.
8   Served during 1986 to 1995.
9   Served during 1955 and earlier.
10  Served during 1996 to 2003.
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 Table 2. Percentage of nonemployed men among nonveterans by age and race and ethnic origin, 1989, 1999, and 2003

Race and ethnic origin

Predominant era
Mid all-volunteer 

force1

(ages 18–22)

Early all-volunteer 
force2

(ages 23–32)
Vietnam3

(ages 33–42)
Interwar4

(ages 43–52)
Korean5

(ages 53–62)
WWII6

(63 and older)

1989 (number = 34,590)

Whites.................................. 32.7   8.9   6.7   8.9 22.2 85.7

Blacks ................................. 50.9 20.8 18.9 21.8 40.1 86.6

Other.................................... 45.0 17.6   9.4 14.4 24.4 79.9

Hispanic............................... 25.8 12.2 11.9 14.3 33.2 85.2

 Late all-volunteer 
force7

(ages 18–22)

Mid all-volunteer 
force8

(ages 23–32)

Early all-volunteer 
force2

(ages 33–42)
Vietnam3

(ages 43–52)
Interwar4

(ages 53–62)
Korean and 

WWII9

(63 and older)
1999 (number = 32,422)

   All males................................. 36.3 11.9 9.1 12.1 26.2 78.5
Whites.................................  33.6   9.6   7.2   9.5 24.5 78.0

Blacks.................................  48.7 23.0 19.5 26.8 34.2 82.8

Other...................................  59.7 18.1 14.3 11.9 23.1 76.7

Hispanic.............................. 30.1 10.7   9.1 16.8 33.0 78.3

Late all-volunteer 
force10

(ages 18–26)

Mid all-volunteer 
force8

(ages 27–36)

Early all-volunteer 
force2

(ages 37–46)
Vietnam3

(ages 47–56)
Interwar4

(ages 57–66)
Korean and 

WWII9

(67 and older)

   All males................................. 30.1 13.2 12.7 15.8 43.7 85.6

Whites..................................  25.9  11.6  10.7  13.7  43.0 84.4

Blacks................................  49.7  24.2  23.2  27.5  56.5 87.2

Other..................................  41.1  15.3  14.6  17.8  30.1 87.8

Hispanic.............................  27.4  11.4  13.8  19.6  44.4 90.6

ground and qualifications to their nonveteran peers.  Even 
fewer differences between veterans and their nonveteran 
peers were evident in later surveys, presumably because of 
the increasing retirement among most members of these 
generations.  

In all survey years, white veterans who served in the 
Vietnam era had a greater relative risk of nonemployment 
as compared with similarly aged white nonveterans, and 
this risk increased over the survey years.  In contrast, the 
nonemployment rate among black and Hispanic veterans 
of the Vietnam-era generation was not significantly dif-
ferent from that of their nonveteran peers.  These results 
would be readily explained if there was evidence that white 
Vietnam-era veterans had a particularly high prevalence 
of psychiatric or substance abuse disorders, especially war-
related post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).   However, a 

major national study found that both black and Hispanic 
Vietnam-theater veterans had more severe combat expo-
sure in Vietnam and higher rates of resultant PTSD than 
did white Vietnam-theater veterans.25 In addition, Robert 
Rosenheck and associates found that while Vietnam-era 
veterans had higher levels of substance abuse disorders, 
they did not significantly differ from their peers with re-
gard to psychiatric disorders.26 That study also found that 
Vietnam-era generation minority veterans had a greater 
prevalence of substance abuse disorders than nonveter-
ans.27   

A more likely explanation is that white Vietnam-era 
veterans had a more socioeconomically disadvantaged 
background than equivalently aged white civilians at the 
time of their entry into the military, while minority Viet-
nam-era veterans were better off socioeconomically than 

  All males................................. 34.7 10.9   8.4 10.9 25.8 85.6

2003 (number = 38,757)

6   Reached age 19 between 1945 and earlier.
7   Reached age 19 between 1996 and 1999.
8   Reached age 19 between 1986 and 1995. 
9   Reached age 19 between 1955 and earlier.
10  Reached age 19 between 1996 and 2003.

1 Reached age 19 between 1986 and 1989.
2  Reached age 19 between 1976 and 1985.
3  Reached age 19 between 1966 and 1975.
4  Reached age 19 between 1956 and 1965.
5  Reached age 19 between 1946 and 1955.
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  Table 3. Relative risk ratio of not working for male veterans as compared to nonveterans by age and race and 
                   ethnic origin 1989, 1999, and 2003

Race and ethnic origin

Predominant era of service
Mid all-volunteer 

force1

(ages 18–22)

Early all-volunteer 
force2

(ages 23–32)
Vietnam3

(ages 33–42)
Interwar4

(ages 43–52)
Korean5

(ages 53–62)
WWII6

(63 and older)

1989 (number = 50,076)

   All males............................. 0.85 1.09 1.09      0.77*** 1.07      0.90***

Whites................................ .76 1.25* 1.17  .89    1.19**          .89***

Blacks ................................ —   .69*  .87   .68*   .99   .94

Other.................................. — — — — 1.06 1.05

Hispanic.............................. — 1.19 1.28  —   .97   .94

Late all-volunteer 
force7

(ages 18–22)

Mid all-volunteer 
force8

(ages 23–32)

Early all-volunteerall-volunteer 
force2

(ages 33–42)
Vietnam3

(ages 43–52)
Interwar4

(ages 53–62)
Korean and 

WWII9 
(63 and older)and older)

1999 (number = 42,871)

   All males............................. 1.12      0.58*** 1.10 1.11  0.94 1.01

Whites................................. 1.02           .56***   1.30*     1.30** 1.00 1.01

Blacks.................................. —     .51**    .75    .87   .87   .98

Other................................... — — —    2.11* —   .93

Hispanic.............................. — — — —   .68 1.01

 Late all-volunteer 
force10

(ages 18–26)

Mid all-volunteer 
force10

(ages 27–36)27–36)

Early all-volunteer 
force2

(ages 37–46)
Vietnam3

(ages 47–56)
Interwar4

(ages 57–66)57–66)
Korean and 

WWII9

(67 and older)
2003 (number = 49,258)

   All males..............................  0.64*   0.87 1.01           1.31***    0.98  0.98

Whites..................................   .63*  1.03  1.23*           1.40***     .97   .99

Blacks.................................. —       .40**         .57**   1.19     .82 1.01

Other.................................... — — —       1.21*     1.44* 1.04

Hispanic............................... — — —   1.03     1.39*   .89

their minority civilians. In the years preceding the Viet-
nam era (1950 to 1966), 54 percent of blacks were rejected 
by the military because of low scores on the Armed Forces 
Qualification Test, while only 19 percent of the whites 
were rejected.28 During the Vietnam era, white recruits 
were poorer than other white males, while black recruits 
had higher family incomes than comparable black civil-
ians.29 In addition, fathers of white Vietnam-era veterans 
were more likely to have had blue-collar jobs and to be less 
well educated than fathers of white civilians of the same 
age, while the fathers of black Vietnam-era veterans had 
roughly similar occupations as, and were better educated 
than, the fathers of equivalently aged black nonveterans.30  

Additionally, in 1977, white Vietnam-era veterans were 
less educated than their nonveteran  peers, while black 
Vietnam-era veterans were better educated than their 
nonveteran peers, primarily because black Vietnam vet-
erans took greater advantage of their veterans educational 
benefits.31 Thus, socioeconomic differences, rather than 
combat exposure, seem to most strongly relate to post-
military nonemployment.

The significant increase in the level of nonemployment 
among Vietnam-era veterans from 1999 to 2003 may re-
flect changes in the VA compensation program.  During 
the 1999 to 2003 period, increasing numbers of Vietnam-
era veterans received compensation for PTSD and a policy 

1 Served during 1986 to 1989.
2  Served during 1976 to 1985.
3  Served during 1966 to 1975.
4  Served during 1956 to 1965.
5  Served during 1946 to 1955.
6  Served during 1945 and earlier.

7   Served during 1996 to 1999.
8   Served during 1986 to 1995.
9   Served during 1955 and earlier.
10  Served during 1996 to 2003.
NOTE:  * P< .05. ** P< .01.  *** P< .001.
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change occurred that allowed Vietnam-theater veterans 
diagnosed with diabetes to become eligible for disability 
compensation without having to prove exposure to Agent 
Orange.32

Black veterans who served during the period of the 
AVF were less likely to be nonemployed than their non-
veteran peers over the years for which we have data, and 
the relative risk of nonemployment among black veterans 
declined over these years.  In contrast, whites who entered 
the military during the early years of the AVF had a higher 
rate of nonemployment than their nonveteran peers, while 
those whites who entered the military during the mid 
and late AVF either did not differ significantly from their 
nonveteran peers or had a relatively lower risk of non-
employment. These results are likely explained by trends 
in recruiting over these years that reduced differences in 
the socioeconomic status between AVF recruits and their 
peers.  Due to increased military pay and increased civil-
ian unemployment, recruits from all racial groups became 
relatively better off than their peers.

Although data are not available to examine how enlist-
ees differed from their peers by race for the early period 
of the AVF, data from later years of the AVF show black 
enlistees to have been increasingly better off than their 
peers, while white enlistees became more similar to their 
peers.  A study that used 1987 enlistment data found that 
black enlistees were drawn disproportionately from areas 
where black family incomes are relatively high, and had 
better educational qualifications than their nonveteran 
peers, while results were more mixed for whites enlistees.33 
Another study found that black recruits remained better 
qualified than their civilian peers in 2002, while white 
recruits, in contrast to earlier cohorts, were also found 
to be better qualified than their civilian peers.  In 2002, 
more than 95 percent of all new military recruits (both 
whites and minorities) had either a high school diploma 
or a GED, compared with about 85 percent of white civil-
ians and 74 percent of black civilians of similar age (18 to 
24 years).34  Improvements in the qualifications of both 
black and white military personnel among those recruited 
during the mid and later years of the AVF is also suggested 
by greater high school graduation rates and higher scores 
on the Armed Forces Qualification Tests among recruits, 
compared with nonrecruits, in the more recent years.35 

Improvement in the relative quality of both black and 
white recruits in comparison with their peers is also likely 
to have reflected the increasing success of the military 
in the 1980s and 1990s in recruiting higher quality per-
sonnel as a result of increased military pay and benefits; 
greater enlistment incentives; more experience and skill 

in recruiting better qualified volunteers; and higher youth 
unemployment during parts of this period.36  It is also 
possible that the implementation of a “zero tolerance” 
policy toward illicit drug use among military personnel 
in the 1980s lowered rates of substance abuse in military 
life and specifically among those who recently entered the 
service.37  Thus, the decline in the relative risk of nonem-
ployment from the early to the mid and late AVF among 
both whites and blacks is likely due to improvements in 
AVF recruiting and efforts to reduce substance abuse. 

Two other issues raised by our findings require consid-
eration.  First, factors besides the quality of black recruits 
may have contributed to the generally lower risk or non-
employment among black veterans over all service periods.   
As discussed above, the military is more likely to serve as 
a bridging environment for blacks between disadvantaged 
communities and the mainstream economy.   Additionally, 
black retention and reenlistment is generally higher than 
that of whites, and as a result they may be older and more 
skilled at the time of discharge, increasing their likelihood 
of employment.38

Second, it is important to keep in mind that although 
the factors that have been discussed above appear to be 
associated with a lower relative risk of nonemployment 
among black veterans as compared with nonveterans, 
black veterans were still generally found to have higher 
nonemployments rates than white veterans, reflecting 
dominant national employment trends. (See table 1.)

One potential limitation of our study deserves com-
ment. Although the age categories were constructed to 
represent the highest proportion possible of veterans who 
served each specific service period, the specified age cat-
egories do not perfectly identify service eras. 

VETERANS AS A GROUP DO NOT HAVE HIGHER RISKS 
OF NONEMPLOYMENT than their nonveteran  peers. In-
stead, the relative risk or nonemployment varied greatly 
by age cohort and ethnicity.   While differences in nonem-
ployment between veterans and nonveterans were limited 
in the World War II and Korean War generations, the 
relative risk of nonemployment among veterans increased 
steadily from 1989 to 2003 among white veterans of the 
Vietnam-era generation and was consistently higher 
among white post-Vietnam veterans of the early years of 
AVF than among nonveterans.   In contrast, among black 
veterans of the Vietnam-era generation, there were no 
significant differences from their nonveteran peers in any 
of the three survey years, while blacks who served in the 
early AVF had significantly lower risk of nonemployment 
than nonveterans across all three survey years.  Both white 
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and black veterans of recent years of the AVF were less 
likely to experience nonemployment than their nonvet-
eran peers.  Traumatic war zone exposure or other military 
experiences does not seem to explain our findings.  They 

are better understood to result from differences in selec-
tivity in the recruitment of whites and blacks, with black 
recruits tending to be better off than their peers and the 
opposite being true for white recruits.  
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