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INTRODUCTION

As women who served in the armed forces transition 
from military to civilian life, some differences between 
the new veterans and their nonveteran counterparts 
exist. In some cases, these differences may linger for 
some time as they age. This segment of veterans is 
one of the highest priority groups of interest of both 
the Department of Veterans Affairs and Department of 
Labor.1 Female veterans are a small subpopulation of 
both veterans and civilian women as a whole, mak-
ing them an often under-studied population. In 2015, 
1.6 million women were veterans of the armed forces. 
They accounted for 8.4 percent of the total veteran 
population and 1.2 percent of the total adult female 
population. Eighty-two percent of all female veterans 
were of working-age (18 to 64 years old), compared 
with 79.0 percent of all nonveteran women.

This brief examines the transition of female veterans 
from the military to civilian life. As there is no perfect 
measure of this transition, nor perfect data that align 
to the life course of veterans, this analysis uses three 
different age snapshots as career proxies to deter-
mine if female veterans are different from nonveterans 
throughout their working ages, or if the differences 
are more prominent at the early stage of the transition 
from military to civilian life. The data used in this brief 
are from the 2015 American Community Survey (ACS) 
1-year estimates and represent the civilian population 

1 For more information about Department of Veterans Affairs, see 
<www.womenshealth.va.gov/WOMENSHEALTH/programoverview 
/strategic_priorities.asp> and for more information about Department 
of Labor, see <www.dol.gov/vets/womenveterans/>.

of women 18 to 64 years old living in the United 
States. 

The ACS does not have a measure of years of work 
experience, therefore age is being used as a proxy in 
this brief. Women are categorized by age groups that 
correspond with approximate career stages. Women 
between the ages of 18 to 34 were considered early-
career, those between the ages of 35 to 44 were mid-
career, and those 45 to 64 years old were late-career. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF FEMALE VETERANS 
AND NONVETERANS 

The age distributions of women vary by veteran status, 
particularly among the early-career group (see Figure 
1). This is primarily because female veterans are typi-
cally still serving in the military between the ages of 
18 and 24. By age 25, many female service members 
begin the transition to veterans. There is a peak in 
the female veteran age distribution at the age of 53, 
reflecting the increase in the number of women who 
entered the military at the start of the All Volunteer 
Force in 1973. In contrast, the age makeup of female 
nonveterans is relatively stable across the entire age 
range. Overall, the median age of female veterans was 
higher than female nonveterans only in the early-career 
age group, while not significantly different in the older 
age groups (see Table 1).

A higher percentage of early-career aged female vet-
erans were married compared with their nonveteran 
counterparts (see Figure 2). The marriage pool expe-
rienced during military service and benefits avail-
able to married members of the military may serve 
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to encourage female veterans to 
marry at a younger age while still 
serving in the military.2, 3  

A lower percentage of female 
veterans who were mid-career and 
late-career were married than their 
female nonveteran counterparts. 
Early-career female veterans had a 
higher percentage with a child in 
the household than did early-career 
nonveterans. The lowest percent-
age of both female veterans and 
nonveterans with a child in the 

2 National Center for Veterans Analysis 
and Statistics, “America’s Women Veterans: 
Military Service History and VA Benefit  
Utilization Statistics,” National Center for  
Veterans Analysis and Statistics, Department 
of Veterans Affairs, Washington, DC,  
November 2011, <www.va.gov/VETDATA 
/docs/SpecialReports/Final_Womens 
_Report_3_2_12_v_7.pdf>. 

3 The difference in age structure between 
female veterans and nonveterans may affect 
some of the characteristic differences for the 
early-career age group.

household were in the late-career 
group.

Early-career nonveterans were more 
likely to have a bachelor’s degree or 
higher than veterans. The opposite 
was true for mid-career women, 
with female veterans having a 
higher percentage with a bachelor’s 
degree or higher. Female veterans 
may delay their education by going 
into the military service, therefore 
it may take female veterans longer 
to complete a bachelor’s degree. 
Female veterans may also be taking 
advantage of the educational ben-
efits provided by the GI Bill after 
military service, acquiring their 
degrees at an older age than female 
nonveterans, so is not surprising 
that they surpass female nonveter-
ans by mid-career ages.4 A higher 

4 For more information about the  
Department of Veterans Affairs GI Bill, see 
<http://benefits.va.gov/gibill/>. 

percentage of female veterans were 
also enrolled in college compared 
with female nonveterans, across all 
age groups (see Figure 2).

EMPLOYMENT OF 
FEMALE VETERANS AND 
NONVETERANS

As a percentage of their respec-
tive populations, early-career and 
mid-career female veterans were 
employed at higher rates than were 
female nonveterans (see Figure 
3). Female veterans and nonvet-
erans who were in the mid-career 
age group had a higher percent-
age employed than those in the 
other age groups. Veterans and 
nonveterans in the late-career age 
category had the lowest percent-
age employed. A higher percentage 
of female nonveterans in all age 
groups were not in the labor force 

Figure 1.  
Percentage of Female Veterans and Nonveterans by Single Year of Age: 2015

Note: For more information, see <www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/>.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey, 1-year estimates.
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compared with their veteran coun-
terparts (see Table 1). 

A higher percentage of employed 
female veterans were employed 
full-time, year-round (35 hours 
or more per week for 50 to 52 
weeks) than female nonveterans, 
regardless of age (see Figure 4). 

The largest difference was for the 
early-career female veterans and 
nonveterans (68.7 percent and 54.9 
percent, respectively). Full-time, 
year-round employed female veter-
ans had higher median earnings in 
each age group (see Table 1). 

Female nonveterans were more 
likely to be self-employed than 
female veterans overall, regard-
less of age (see Figure 4). The 
relationship between age and self-
employment, however, was similar 
for both veterans and nonveterans. 
The highest percentages of female 
veterans and nonveterans who 

Figure 2.  
Selected Characteristics of Female Veterans and Nonveterans by Age: 2015   

Note: For more information, see <www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/>.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey, 1-year estimates.
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were self-employed were in the 
late-career group (6.3 percent and 
9.5 percent, respectively), while 
the lowest percentages were in the 
early-career group (2.7 percent and 
3.5 percent, respectively). 

A higher percentage of female 
veterans were employed in the gov-
ernment (includes local, state, and 
federal government) than nonvet-
erans, regardless of age (see Figure 
4). The largest difference was for 
early-career aged veterans and 
nonveterans (37.1 percent and 11.5 
percent, respectively). The percent-
age of female veterans employed 
in the government decreased by 
age while the percentage of female 
nonveterans increased by age. 

Figure 3.  
Employment-Population Ratio of Female Veterans 
and Nonveterans by Age: 2015                

* Denotes that estimates do not differ significantly.

Note: For more information, see <www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/>.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey, 1-year estimates.
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DEFINITIONS AND CONCEPTS

Veteran: An individual who has served (even for a short time), but is not now serving on active duty in the 
U.S. Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, or Coast Guard.

Civilian labor force: All people classified as employed or unemployed, excludes U.S. Armed Forces.

Not in labor force: All people who are not classified as members of the labor force. This category consists 
mainly of students, homemakers, retired workers, seasonal workers interviewed in an off season who were 
not looking for work, institutionalized people, and people doing only incidental unpaid family work (less 
than 15 hours during the reference week). 

Employed: This category includes all civilians who either (1) were “at work,” that is, those who did any 
work at all during the reference week as paid employees, worked in their own business or profession, 
worked on their own farm, or worked 15 hours or more as unpaid workers on a family farm or in a family 
business; or (2) were “with a job but not at work,” that is, those who did not work during the reference week 
but had jobs or businesses from which they were temporarily absent due to illness, bad weather, industrial 
dispute, vacation, or other personal reasons. Excluded from the employed are people whose only activity 
consisted of work around the house or unpaid volunteer work for religious, charitable, and similar organiza-
tions; also excluded are all institutionalized people and people on active duty in the U.S. Armed Forces.

Unemployed: This category includes all civilians classified as unemployed if they (1) were neither “at work” 
nor “with a job but not at work” during the reference week, and (2) were actively looking for work during 
the last 4 weeks, and (3) were available to start a job. Also included as unemployed are civilians who did 
not work at all during the reference week, were waiting to be called back to a job from which they had been 
laid off, and were available for work except for temporary illness. 
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SUMMARY

This brief describes working-age 
female veterans and nonveterans 
and how they differed for key char-
acteristics. Early-career female vet-
erans were older, married, have a 

child in the household, and enrolled 
in college at higher rates than 
early-career female nonveterans. 
Mid- and late-career female veter-
ans were more likely to be enrolled 
in college and to have a Bachelor’s 
degree or higher compared with 

similarly aged nonveterans. Female 
veterans, in all age groups, were 
more likely to be employed, work 
full-time, year-round, work in the 
government, and have higher 
median earnings than their nonvet-
eran counterparts. 

Figure 4.  
Selected Characteristics of Employed Female Veterans and Nonveterans by
Age: 2015  

Note: For more information, see <www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/>.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey, 1-year estimates.
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MORE INFORMATION

For more information about veter-
ans of the U.S. Armed Forces, go  
to the U.S. Census Bureau’s Web  
site on veteran statistics at  
<www.census.gov/topics 
/population/veterans.html>.

SOURCE AND ACCURACY

Data presented in this brief are 
based on people and households 
that responded to the ACS in 2015 
and are subject to sampling and 
nonsampling error. All comparisons 
presented in this report have taken 
sampling error into account and 
are significant at the 90 percent 
confidence level, unless otherwise 
noted. Due to rounding, some 

details may not sum to totals. 
For information on sampling and 
estimation methods, confidentiality 
protection, and sampling and non- 
sampling errors, please see the 
“ACS Accuracy of the Data” docu-
ment located at <www.census.gov 
/programs-surveys/acs/technical 
-documentation/code-lists.htlml>. 




