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T
he U.S. government offers a support program to facilitate 

almost every conceivable military-to-civilian transition. In 

2019 and 2020, the U.S. Government Accountability Office 

(GAO) assessed the federally funded programs that help 

transitioning service members, veterans, and their families 

by cataloguing 45 programs overseen by 11 federal agencies. This report 

attempts to update the GAO’s analysis by examining the benefits, costs, 

and evaluations of these programs.  

This report groups such programs into four categories: the budgetary 

“Big Four” programs, which include the Post-9/11 GI Bill (PGIB), Veteran 

Readiness and Employment (VR&E), the Department of Defense (DoD)’s 

Tuition Assistance Program, and Survivors’ and Dependents’ Educational 

Assistance (DEA); second-tier programs, which are the Montgomery  

GI Bill and Jobs for Veterans State Grants; the third-tier program, the 

DoD’s Transition Assistance Program (TAP); and small programs, which 

include a variety of programs designed for specialized populations. 

For each program, the authors present a brief history, identify the 

populations it targets, and summarize the program’s goals and provided 

benefits. The authors conclude each program’s section by characterizing 

the evaluation literature, highlighting key findings about program 

effectiveness, and assessing the strength of the evidence supporting 

these findings.
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About This Report

Service members make many transitions throughout their careers—from location to loca-
tion, from military job to military job, and, eventually, to civilian life. For many service mem-
bers, the military-to-civilian transition is the most fraught, requiring such important deci-
sions as where to live and how to earn a living. As they prepare to enter the civilian labor 
market, transitioning service members and veterans can benefit from job-search support and 
opportunities to apply the skills that they developed during their time in the military. For 
some, the transition period is an ideal time to pursue additional training or education. The 
spouses of service members and veterans, who might have sacrificed career opportunities to 
the demands of military service, can also benefit from employment support. 

To meet these diverse needs, the federal government funds a variety of programs to sup-
port military-to-civilian employment transitions. However, relatively little information is 
available about how these programs allocate their budgets and whether they effectively aid 
skilled veterans in finding civilian employment at a family-sustaining wage, despite these 
programs being funded by billions of dollars. Starting with a set of 45 programs identified 
by the U.S. Government Accountability Office as providing employment support for service 
members, veterans, and dependents, we have explored which programs consume outsized 
levels of funding relative to the number of participants they serve. We also identify gaps in the 
evaluation research, shortfalls in available budget and participation data, and opportunities 
to improve the return on federal investment and better meet the needs of those who depend 
on these programs as they reintegrate into civilian life. 

Policymakers, those who design and implement programming, nonprofits that help in 
postseparation re-employment, and funders (including foundations and private philan-
thropies) that provide resources to the nonprofit sector all benefit from a clear and accurate 
understanding of the landscape in which they operate. This report complements another 
RAND report on nonprofit-sector programs that support transitioning service members, 
Increasing Sustainability of Veteran-Serving Employment-Focused Nonprofits: Findings from a 
Mixed-Methods Study (Kleykamp et al., forthcoming). Together, these reports provide a fuller 
picture of the resources available to this population, highlighting opportunities for closer col-
laboration and helping funders identify and fill unmet employment transition needs.

The 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 RAND, 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 



Federal Programs to Assist Military-to-Civilian Employment Transitions

iv

 Institute, visit veterans.rand.org. Questions about this report or about the RAND Epstein 
Family Veterans Policy Research Institute should be directed to veteranspolicy@rand.org.
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Summary

The particulars of transitioning from military life to civilian life are different for every veteran. 
Success in translating the skills acquired during military service to the civilian labor market 
varies by military occupation and other variables, such as whether the service member was 
deployed, is married, has children, or spent a few or many years in service. Transition aids, 
such as training, education, career advice, and job support, can boost veterans’ job prospects 
and help them find or develop fulfilling careers in civilian life. The U.S. government offers a 
transition support program to facilitate almost every conceivable military-to-civilian transi-
tion path. However, as prior RAND research has shown, many veterans still feel that they are 
unable to leverage their military skills in their civilian jobs (see Wenger, Pint, et al., 2017).

The federal government spends more than $13 billion each year on these transition 
 programs (see Table B.1 in Appendix B). However, there has been little analysis of how this 
funding is apportioned, how programs use their funding, where there is potential overlap 
between programs, and how effective these programs are. In response to a request from Con-
gress, the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) assessed the federally funded pro-
grams that helped transitioning service members, veterans, and their families acquire skills 
and education to prepare them for civilian employment (GAO, 2019a; GAO, 2020). GAO 
catalogued 45 such programs that are overseen by 11 federal agencies, including the U.S. 
 Department of Defense (DoD), U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), and U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor (DOL). GAO found a great deal of overlap in the activities and goals of the 
45 programs, as well as variation in their budgets and the extent to which the agencies evalu-
ated the effectiveness of their programs. GAO also noted that more than 97  percent of fed-
eral expenditures were allocated to educational assistance across the 45 programs. Although 
further education is important for many veterans, most veterans enter the civilian workforce 
directly and might benefit from more employment-focused support.

To update and extend GAO’s analysis and to ultimately help improve  military-to-civilian 
transition outcomes for U.S. veterans, we seek to map the current  landscape of employment-
focused transition programs. We rely heavily on publicly available data, much of which 
comes from GAO reports; part of this reliance is because GAO reports are the only source 
of systematic data and programmatic information. In this study, we investigate costs of 
transition programs, identify the programs that are the most expensive, and examine the 
programs’ effects on the transition landscape. We also explore the policy dynamics that 
have enabled programs to continue operating even though they have not published detailed 
data on the populations they serve, how they allocate their budgets, and how they track 
their performance. 
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How the Study Was Conducted
To facilitate this analysis, we review the literature on employment transition programs, 
assess budgetary and policy documents, and compile a comprehensive review of how fed-
eral transition programs function. In this report, we also seek to understand whom and 
how many people the programs serve and what evidence is available to indicate how the 
programs perform. 

We find that little has changed since 2022, when GAO conducted its last study: The same 
45 programs remain active, and, except for a few pilot programs, there have been no additions 
to the employment transition landscape. Thus, we have grouped, according to budget size, 
the same 45 programs that GAO originally identified. This allows the programs to be divided 
into the following four categories:

1. “Big Four” budgetary programs: the Post-9/11 GI Bill (PGIB), Veteran  Readiness and 
Employment, DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program, and Survivors’ and  Dependents’ 
Educational Assistance

2. second-tier programs: the Montgomery GI Bill and Jobs for Veterans State Grants
3. third-tier program: DoD’s Transition Assistance Program (TAP)
4. small programs: an assortment of additional programs with significantly smaller 

budgets that serve significantly smaller target populations than the other three 
 categories of programs. 

Key Findings
Most Employment Transition Programs Are Actually Focused on 
Education
Overall, we find that very few programs focus on military-to-civilian employment transi-
tions. Specifically, little support is dedicated to helping service members and veterans trans-
late their military skills to the civilian labor market. There is also limited assistance for find-
ing civilian apprenticeships or jobs, and few resources are available for connecting them with 
civilian employers. In fact, nearly all the money for career assistance programs, as defined by 
GAO, is spent on upskilling, retraining, or education programs. With limited exceptions, 
such programs can take many months or years to complete. These programs offer valuable 
opportunities to enhance veterans’ knowledge, skills, and employment opportunities. Dedi-
cating significant portions of the transition budget is also unsurprising because of the high 
and growing costs of college. However, many veterans want or need to move directly into 
employment. Programs that support immediate employment transitions beyond the manda-
tory TAP are surprisingly limited.
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There Is Limited Evidence That Federally Funded Employment 
Transition Programs Are Effective
There is virtually no evidence that any of the programs we examine have had a direct effect 
on transition outcomes. In some cases, the evidence is counterintuitive; for example, the 
large, interagency TAP, which is overseen by DoD, is associated with lower wages for program 
participants. Similarly, the PGIB has resulted in modest increases in education but limited 
increases in earnings and, in some cases, has even resulted in negative returns on investment 
in schooling. Other programs have no reported data, evaluation plans, resources, or outcome 
measures. Perhaps as a result, there have been few evaluations of program effectiveness. 

Transition Programs Face Limited Oversight and Budgetary Scrutiny
The largest budgetary program, the PGIB, provides little information on participation and 
outcomes, i.e., how many service members and veterans use it and whether they graduate 
from their programs. Overall, we find that oversight is weak across all 45 programs. This 
finding could be because oversight of these programs is fragmented; numerous congressional 
 committees are responsible for overseeing portions of some programs, and various federal 
agencies are involved in operating these programs. 

One outcome of this oversight challenge is that program redundancies are common. This 
is especially true for education programs that provide general counseling and services. 

There Are Opportunities to Address Redundancies in Transition 
Programs and Services
We find numerous redundancies in available transition programs and services. There are 
many specific occupational skill-focused training programs that serve relatively limited num-
bers of participants. There are opportunities to consolidate multiple programs that provide 
on-the-job training in specific skill sets to reduce overhead costs, avoid duplication of effort, 
and improve outreach. The involvement of multiple federal agencies can make this consoli-
dation challenging, so this is an area in need of more research. In general, a large number of 
transition programs serve a small population, and, without sufficient evaluation of the return 
on investment from these programs, it is difficult to identify which specific programs could 
be consolidated or discontinued to make resources available to others.

Recommendations 
There is a great deal of inconsistency in how budgets are reported across the transition-
assistance programs, even the large ones, and we encounter few robust evaluations of their 
outcomes in the employment transition landscape. Because the federal government spends an 
estimated $13 billion annually on education, training, and other aspects of  military-to-civilian 
employment transitions, it is critical that the agencies that receive these funds are held 
accountable for consistently reporting how their program budgets are allocated and whom 
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they have served. One challenge we faced is locating reliable, updated budget numbers; this 
could be a result of shortfalls in oversight and variations in reporting requirements. 

The most notable gap is the paucity of program evaluations. Although there have been 
congressionally mandated assessments of some programs, much of the information we find 
on program effectiveness comes from small-scale or otherwise limited studies. 

Our study suggests that there is a deep need to improve the military-to-civilian transition 
program landscape. The following recommendations can help policymakers identify oppor-
tunities to reduce spending on redundant or ineffective programs and to better address the 
needs of transitioning service members, veterans, and their families.

• Conduct an independent evaluation of the largest programs to reduce inefficiencies 
and improve performance. Most federal funding for employment transitions goes to 
programs that exclusively or primarily support educational opportunities. Many ques-
tions about the efficiency and effectiveness of these programs could be answered by an 
independent evaluation of the largest programs conducted by an agency that is empow-
ered to access detailed budget information and performance evaluation results. For 
example, this evaluation might answer the research question: To what extent are federal 
funds going toward education at the expense of successful employment transitions?

• Refocus military-to-civilian transition support on employment. This study identi-
fies ways to use federal funding to better help service members and veterans switch to 
civilian jobs. One option is to invest in programs that help them transition quickly, 
especially those programs offering personalized support. For example, TAP  leadership 
might consider renewing the program’s focus on helping transitioning service mem-
bers find jobs that align with their skills, as well as providing continuing support post-
separation. Finally, there might be opportunities for DoD to outsource career coun-
seling through vouchers for the services of local private-sector professionals. Such 
“boots-on-the-ground” personnel might be better positioned than federally employed 
career counselors to help veterans transition to the civilian labor market in their local 
area. They might also be able to provide long-term support. 

• Mandate consistent and routine budget reporting for all programs that support 
military-to-civilian transitions. There is a need for policymaker intervention to 
require agencies to standardize their budget and performance reporting—a mandate 
that should not be limited to programs that support employment transitions. In its 
2020 report, GAO relied on self-reported budgetary data from program representatives, 
which leads to questions about the completeness and accuracy of this information. As 
we have attempted to update those findings, we often find outdated and conflicting 
budgetary information, even for large programs.

• Identify opportunities to streamline the employment transition landscape and 
improve oversight. Although the smallest programs have limited budgets, they collec-
tively receive millions of dollars in federal funding. Individually, these programs serve 
small numbers of beneficiaries, and there is little information about their performance. 
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Excess programs can complicate the benefit landscape for veterans who already need to 
navigate an enormous number of resources. Increased oversight, combined with a full-
scale study of these small, federally funded employment transition programs, would 
provide the necessary evidence for decisions about which programs should be shuttered 
or combined with existing programs.  
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CHAPTER 1

The Federal Military-to-Civilian Budget 
Landscape

Service members make many transitions throughout their careers—from location to loca-
tion, from military job to military job, and, eventually, to civilian life. For many service mem-
bers, the military-to-civilian transition is the most fraught, requiring such important deci-
sions as where to live and how to earn a living. As transitioning service members and veterans 
prepare to enter the civilian labor market, they can benefit from opportunities to apply the 
skills that they developed over their time in the military—whether they served for a few years 
or many years—and to pursue a civilian career that both is rewarding and aligns with their 
skills and interests. 

The military-to-civilian transition is unique for every veteran. An officer’s transition to a 
civilian career might look very different from that of someone in the enlisted ranks. The skill 
sets and experiences of a Marine Corps infantryman or an Air Force maintenance specialist 
differ significantly from those of a Navy hospital corpsman or an Army combat medic. The 
response to the question of what constitutes a “good” civilian transition should be couched in 
terms of transition from what and to what.

Not every service member who is seeking civilian employment will transition directly 
from the armed forces to the labor market. Some might pursue an apprenticeship, attend a 
trade or technical school, enroll in a two- or four-year college, or even start their own busi-
nesses. For each of these possible postservice futures, the U.S. government offers a transition-
support program to facilitate it. However, the existence of a program tells us very little about 
how often it is used, how effective it is, or whether it is a good investment. This last point is 
the primary focus of this research. 

In response to a request from Congress, the U.S. Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) assessed the federally funded programs that help transitioning service members, vet-
erans, and their families acquire skills and education to prepare them for civilian employ-
ment (GAO, 2019a; GAO, 2020). GAO catalogued 45 programs overseen by 11 federal agen-
cies, including the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD), U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA), and U.S. Department of Labor (DOL), and found a great deal of overlap in these pro-
grams’ activities and goals. GAO’s analysis also examined program budgets and the extent to 
which the programs had been evaluated on their effectiveness. Our analysis finds that little 
has changed since the time of the GAO study: The same 45 programs remain active, and, with 
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the exception of a few pilot programs, there have been no new additions to the employment 
transition landscape. Thus, we have grouped these 45 programs by the size of their budgets 
into four categories—“Big Four” budgetary programs; second-tier programs; third-tier pro-
gram; and small programs—which we explain further below.

Research Approach

To map the current landscape of employment-focused transition programs, we investigate 
their costs, identify the programs that are the most expensive, and examine the programs’ 
effects on the transition landscape. We also explore the policy dynamics that have enabled 
programs to continue operating even though they have not published detailed data on the 
populations they serve, how they allocate their budgets, and how they track their performance. 

In the course of our analyses, we look at who was making the transition from military 
to civilian life and which resources were available to them, their spouses, and their chil-
dren. Finally, we examine eligibility for benefits among members of the National Guard and 
reserves, as well as those who serve in other armed forces, such as the Coast Guard.

Figure 1.1 tracks patterns in federal spending on programs to support military-to-civilian 
employment transitions since 1962. 

FIGURE 1.1

Federal Expenditures on Education, Training, and Rehabilitation for 
Transitioning Service Members and Veterans, 1962–2021

SOURCE: Features data from White House, Of�ce of Management and Budget, undated, Table 9.9.
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The Budgetary Big Four

GAO identified 45 federal government programs that provide transition assistance to service 
members and their families. Four of these programs—and one, in particular—command an 
outsized share of expenditures. The Post-9/11 GI Bill (PGIB), Veteran Readiness and Employ-
ment (VR&E),1 DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program, and the Survivors’ and Dependents’ Edu-
cational Assistance (DEA) collectively account for 94 percent of the $14.3 billion that the 
federal government spent on military-to-civilian transition assistance in 2017 (GAO, 2020). 
Figure 1.2 shows the non-inflation-adjusted federal spending for each of these programs in 
fiscal year (FY) 2022 in billions of U.S. dollars. 

Three of these four programs are dedicated to supporting educational advancement. 
PGIB reimburses tuition and provides a stipend to veterans who served in the military since 
September 11, 2001, while they pursue education or training; DEA provides a stipend to sup-
port the education of dependents of veterans who have a disability rating of 100 percent; 
and DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program reimburses the cost of the courses that active-duty 
service members take while they are off duty. The remaining program, VR&E, offers a suite 
of career assistance and medical rehabilitation services to disabled veterans. However, more 

1 This program was previously known as Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment.

FIGURE 1.2

Federal Expenditures on the Budgetary Big Four Programs, FY 2022

SOURCES: Features data on the PGIB, VR&E, and DEA from Veterans Bene�ts Administration (VBA), 2023a, pp. 157, 
214, 11; and data on DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program from Kamarck, 2023, p. 6, Table 2.
NOTE: The agency responsible for each program is in parentheses. Budget amounts for DoD’s Tuition Assistance 
Program represent total funding for voluntary education programs administered by the military services. Service budget 
documentation does not consistently break out Tuition Assistance Program funding as a separate line item.
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than 95 percent of that program’s expenditures are for educational assistance, which includes 
tuition reimbursement and a stipend. Educational assistance is the overall budgetary focus 
for all transition-assistance programs, not only for the Big Four. More than 97 percent of 
federal expenditures were allocated to educational assistance across the 45 programs that  
GAO identified. 

We have followed GAO’s lead in including all programs that provide career assistance to 
service members and their families in our analyses. Some, such as DoD’s Tuition Assistance 
Program, provide civilian educational opportunities to service members before they leave the 
military. Others, such as the PGIB and its predecessor, the Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB), sup-
port the pursuit of education either during or after military service. We consider that all these 
programs are forms of career assistance for the simple reason that civilian education can 
facilitate transitions to the civilian labor market, whether that education is pursued during 
or after military service. Some programs, such as DEA and, in some cases, the PGIB, sup-
port service members’ families because families often sacrifice employment opportunities to 
the demands of the service member’s military career and veterans might continue to depend 
on family members after leaving the military. By providing educational opportunities to the 
dependents of 100-percent disabled veterans, DEA facilitates the livelihood of both veterans 
and their families. 

In addition to serving both military members and their dependents, the programs iden-
tified as transition programs often serve other purposes. The PGIB enhances postservice 
training and education but also serves as a recruiting and retention tool. Similarly, Military 
OneSource is a family-support program, not merely a transition program, and offers family 
members information and assistance in finding jobs while their related military members 
are serving and as they transition. Although most programs have multiple purposes, those 
examined in this report serve the transition needs of military members and their families. 

Education-focused transition programs that target current service members can both ease 
military-to-civilian transitions and provide direct benefits to the armed forces in the form of 
improved job performance or higher retention rates (Mehay and Pema, 2008); and some, such 
as DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program and the PGIB, require extended service commitments. 
Educational benefits can also serve as a recruitment tool. However, the research supporting 
these claims is limited. A RAND study by Wenger, Miller, et al. (2017) showed that the PGIB 
had a small positive effect on recruiting that was accompanied by an even smaller decline in 
retention. The motivation for these educational programs is sometimes expressed in terms of 
a moral obligation to reward sacrifice on the part of both service members and their families 
rather than as a way to achieve a specific outcome. The multiple purposes of these educational 
assistance programs can make it difficult to evaluate their effectiveness. Perhaps because of 
this challenge, the few evaluations that have been conducted have focused almost exclusively 
on the quality of the programs, particularly the risks of potentially predatory for-profit edu-
cational institutions, rather than their effects on earnings, recruitment, or retention. 

Another gap in the research is whether tuition assistance and other educational benefits 
privilege certain groups of service members and veterans—those with particular military 



The Federal Military-to-Civilian Budget Landscape

5

jobs, those with access to computers and the internet, or those who have the time and energy 
to engage in additional coursework. A report by Wenger and Ward (2022) found that women 
and African Americans were more likely to use DoD tuition assistance and more likely to 
earn a college degree than other service members and veterans. 

The Second-Tier Programs 

Recruiting challenges across the active and reserve components in 1985 motivated Congress 
to replace the Post-Vietnam Veterans’ Educational Assistance Program with the more gen-
erous MGIB for service members who meet active-duty service requirements, as well as at a 
lower benefit level for those who do not meet those requirements but extend their commit-
ments in the Selected Reserve. The MGIB provides monthly payments for up to 36 months to 
assist with tuition and fees, supplies, books, and equipment; some participants receive addi-
tional assistance under complementary programs designed to facilitate targeted recruiting 
efforts. MGIB assistance can be used for a wide variety of approved postsecondary education 
or training programs, including licensing exams, tutoring, apprenticeships, and on-the-job 
training. Under the MGIB, active-duty service members must elect to have their first year of 
military pay reduced by $100 per month to contribute to the program; then, they are eligible 
to receive monthly benefits after a qualifying period of active-duty service (typically three 
years) in either the active or reserve component or after they separate from the military under 
honorable conditions. 

Evaluations of the MGIB have found that it modestly increased the probability that veter-
ans enrolled in postsecondary education but also increased the likelihood that service mem-
bers separated from the military. In general, the MGIB is less generous than the PGIB. The 
MGIB is being phased out and scheduled to stop accepting new participants in FY 2031.

Jobs for Veterans State Grants (JVSG) funds veteran employment support services at 
state workforce agencies. The program entitles veterans and eligible surviving spouses to 
priority access, which is termed priority of service, to DOL-funded employment and training 
programs. Veterans, transitioning service members, and spouses who face significant barri-
ers to employment receive additional priority. States receive grant funding in proportion to 
their share of unemployed veterans. Employment support is provided to veterans through 
dedicated staff at state American Job Centers, at which many other forms of DOL-funded 
employment assistance are offered to the general population. The program was created by the 
Jobs for Veterans Act (Pub. L. 107-288, 2002) by reorganizing several existing employment 
programs for veterans, devolving service provision to the state level, and improving federal 
oversight of grant spending. 

Program analysis in Thompson et al. (2015) found that JVSG veterans had better employ-
ment outcomes than non-JVSG veterans and nonveterans who used American Job Center 
services. However, their analysis did not control for possible selection bias and could not 
distinguish between program effects and preexisting differences among study populations.
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Figure 1.3 shows the non-inflation-adjusted federal spending in millions of U.S. dol-
lars for both second-tier programs. MGIB data, which are separated by the active-duty and 
Selected Reserve components, are from FY 2022, whereas JVSG data are from FY 2017, which 
are the most recent available.

The Third-Tier Program

The 1990s saw a significant drawdown of U.S. military forces—a result of the changing geo-
political climate, including the end of the Cold War, as well as budget constraints and shifting 
public opinion about the military’s role in U.S. foreign policy. The drawdown pushed a large 
number of veterans into the civilian labor market, resulting in high unemployment rates for 
this population. DoD launched the Transition Assistance Program (TAP) in 1991 to better 
prepare transitioning service members for civilian life, but early evaluations found that it 
was poorly designed and implemented, and that the program had virtually no infrastructure 
to identify which service members were likely to leave the military, which services would be 
helpful, and how to deliver those services. 

The 1996 Congressional Commission on Servicemembers and Veterans Transition Assis-
tance found that the TAP and other existing transition-assistance programs for military 
personnel and veterans were inadequate and required significant improvements. The com-

FIGURE 1.3

Federal Expenditures on the Second-Tier Programs, 2017 and 2022

SOURCES: Features FY 2022 data on the MGIB from VBA, 2023a, p. 156; and FY 2017 data on JVSG from GAO, 
2020, p. 24, Table 6. 
NOTE: The agency responsible for each program is in parentheses. The MGIB is being phased out and will no longer 
accept new enrollees after September 30, 2030.
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mission’s report, released in 1999, recommended that DoD and VA work together to create 
a comprehensive transition-assistance program that included job training, education, and 
counseling services. Since then, GAO has written several reports that are critical of the envi-
sioned TAP, highlighting the need for enhanced services, outreach to transitioning service 
members, coordination among command leadership and service providers, reporting on pro-
gram participation, and oversight. 

The VOW (Veterans Opportunity to Work) to Hire Heroes Act of 2011 (Pub. L. 112-56, 
Title II, 2011) made several changes to the TAP to better support transitioning service mem-
bers and veterans. These changes included mandatory participation, expanded services, per-
sonalized assistance, preseparation counseling, and follow-up services. 

One comprehensive evaluation of the TAP, which was sponsored by DOL’s Chief 
Evaluation Office, concluded that U.S. Army participants found civilian work more 
quickly than nonparticipants, remained employed longer, and had lower unemployment 
rates at 12  months after military separation—although not at six months after separa-
tion (O’Conner, Schoeneberger, and Clark, 2023). TAP participants, on average, earned 
less than their peers who had not participated in the program, although starting the TAP 
 earlier in the transition process and participating in sessions on VA benefits and financial 
planning appeared to counteract this effect to some extent (O’Conner, Schoeneberger, and 
Clark, 2023).  Overall, evidence on the performance of the TAP is limited by self-selection 
effects. The newest design features of the TAP facilitate a good quasi-experimental research 
design, and DoD’s data merging with the U.S. Census Bureau will allow researchers to link 
military experience to civilian labor market outcomes.2 

The Small Programs 

The vast majority of federal funding for service members’ military-to-civilian employment 
transitions goes to the five programs already discussed: PGIB education benefits, VR&E, 
DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program, DEA for dependents, and the TAP. However, there are 
many other programs that address more-specialized needs, such as apprenticeship and job-
matching programs, that can even enhance the effects of the largest employment-transition 
support programs. We note that some of the best ideas in transition assistance are happening 
at a smaller scale. Calls to shutter such programs should be accompanied by plans to repli-
cate those good ideas at scale in other programs. Despite such insights from various small 

2 This initiative of the Office of Economic and Manpower Analysis, housed at the United States Military 
Academy at West Point, will link data from DoD’s Defense Manpower Data Center with data from the U.S. 
Census Bureau’s Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics program, which collects federal and state 
employment statistics, and the National Directory of New Hires, a federal reporting system for personal 
data on employed Americans and those receiving unemployment benefits (see O’Conner, Schoeneberger, 
and Clark [2023] for more details).
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programs, we find a great deal overlap both among these small programs and with the larger 
federal programs that they often supplement.

To facilitate our review of these myriad small programs, we categorize them according to 
the following four primary goals but acknowledge that most programs are not single-faceted:

• general education and employment counseling programs, which help transitioning 
service members and veterans build life plans and assess their education and employ-
ment needs and preferences

• education-focused programs that provide funding, counseling, and accreditation  services
• employment-focused programs that help transitioning service members and veterans 

develop employment skills, assist with job searches and on-the-job employer interac-
tions, and connect program participants with jobs or apprenticeships 

• transition programs for nonveterans and general benefit support programs, which 
support the family members of transitioning service members and veterans or help vet-
erans access benefits that are not directly related to education or employment. 

Our review of these small programs is limited to a high-level assessment of their goals, 
activities, and areas of redundancy and overlap. Although individual program budgets 
might be small, they collectively receive millions of dollars in federal funding. Therefore, 
there would be a benefit to pursuing a dedicated full-scale analysis of small-program uptake 
and effectiveness.

In Figure 1.4, we provide a visualization of all the programs discussed in the report show-
ing the beneficiary type (e.g., veteran, spouse, child) and the transition phase when the ben-
efits are available. 

Finally, throughout this report, we note that there is a lack of data and performance assess-
ments for most of these transition programs. We address this topic as part of our conclusions, 
but it is important to mention here that most programs do not have platforms designed for 
performance tracking. For example, one major DOL assessment of the TAP used Army data 
on soldiers who enrolled in and completed the TAP (see O’Conner, Schoeneberger, and Clark, 
2023). The researchers then matched participants with the National Directory of New Hires 
to see when those who did and did not complete the TAP curriculum became employed. 
Then, they combined those results with the Longitudinal Employer Household Database to 
examine longer-term employment outcomes. Thus, the study required researchers to com-
bine multiple datasets that needed to be analyzed in secure facilities because they contained 
 participants’ personally identifiable information. 

We also note that, in many cases, we simply do not know much about the population that 
did not receive benefits. It might be that there is considerable positive program participation 
selection (i.e., those who are most aware of the program are proactive in receiving benefits, 
and the untreated population is faring poorly), or this might not be the case. To address this 
evidence gap, it is critical for program evaluators to survey a nonparticipating comparison 
group, and all surveys would be ideally administered at regular intervals.



The Federal Military-to-Civilian Budget Landscape

9

F
IG

U
R

E
 1

.4

R
o

ad
m

ap
 t

o
 F

ed
er

al
 T

ra
n

si
ti

o
n 

P
ro

g
ra

m
s:

 B
en

ef
ic

ia
ri

es
 a

n
d

 B
en

ef
it

 T
im

in
g

A
ll-

V
ol

un
te

er
 F

or
ce

 E
d

uc
at

io
na

l A
ss

is
ta

nc
e 

(o
r 

M
G

IB
)—

S
el

ec
te

d
 R

es
er

ve
 4

3
C

oa
st

 G
ua

rd
 S

p
ou

se
 E

m
p

lo
ym

en
t 

A
ss

is
ta

nc
e 

P
ro

gr
am

C
oa

st
 G

ua
rd

 T
ui

tio
n 

A
ss

is
ta

nc
e/

V
ol

un
ta

ry
 E

d
uc

at
io

n
D

oD
 D

is
cr

et
io

na
ry

 C
er

ti�
ca

tio
n 

&
 L

ic
en

su
re

 (o
r 

C
re

d
en

tia
lin

g 
O

p
p

or
tu

ni
tie

s 
O

nl
in

e 
[C

O
O

L]
)

D
oD

 T
ui

tio
n 

A
ss

is
ta

nc
e 

P
ro

gr
am

 
M

ili
ta

ry
 O

ne
S

ou
rc

e 
S

p
ou

se
 C

ar
ee

r 
C

en
te

r
R

es
er

ve
 E

d
uc

at
io

na
l A

ss
is

ta
nc

e 
P

ro
gr

am
 (o

r 
C

ha
p

te
r 

16
06

)
S

p
ou

se
 E

d
uc

at
io

n 
an

d
 C

ar
ee

r 
O

p
p

or
tu

ni
tie

s
Tu

iti
on

 A
ss

is
ta

nc
e 

To
p

-U
p

U
ni

te
d

 S
er

vi
ce

s 
M

ili
ta

ry
 A

p
p

re
nt

ic
es

hi
p

 P
ro

gr
am

D
oD

 E
d

uc
at

io
n 

an
d

 E
m

p
lo

ym
en

t 
In

iti
at

iv
e

D
oD

 O
p

er
at

io
n 

W
ar

�g
ht

er
 P

ro
gr

am
D

oD
 T

A
P

Jo
b

 T
ra

in
in

g,
 E

m
p

lo
ym

en
t 

S
ki

lls
 T

ra
in

in
g,

 A
p

p
re

nt
ic

es
hi

p
s,

 a
nd

 In
te

rn
sh

ip
s 

(o
r 

S
ki

llB
rid

ge
)

Tr
an

si
tio

n 
A

ss
is

ta
nc

e 
A

d
vi

so
rs

W
ar

rio
r 

Tr
ai

ni
ng

 A
d

va
nc

em
en

t 
C

ou
rs

e

E
d

uc
at

io
na

l a
nd

 V
oc

at
io

na
l C

ou
ns

el
in

g 
(o

r 
C

ha
p

te
r 

36
)

Tr
oo

p
s 

to
 T

ea
ch

er
s 

G
ra

nt
 P

ro
gr

am
V

et
er

an
s 

In
no

va
tio

n 
P

ar
tn

er
sh

ip
 F

el
lo

w
sh

ip
V

R
&

E

C
en

te
rs

 o
f E

xc
el

le
nc

e 
fo

r 
V

et
er

an
 S

tu
d

en
t 

S
uc

ce
ss

C
oa

st
 G

ua
rd

 R
et

ire
e 

S
er

vi
ce

s 
P

ro
gr

am
C

om
p

en
sa

te
d

 W
or

k 
Th

er
ap

y
D

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
of

 E
ne

rg
y 

S
ch

ol
ar

s 
P

ro
gr

am
 fo

r 
V

et
er

an
s 

an
d

 t
he

 F
ed

er
al

 E
ne

rg
y 

M
an

ag
em

en
t 

P
ro

gr
am

D
E

A
H

om
el

es
s 

V
et

er
an

s'
 R

ei
nt

eg
ra

tio
n 

P
ro

gr
am

E
nh

an
ci

ng
 A

gr
ic

ul
tu

ra
l O

p
p

or
tu

ni
tie

s 
fo

r 
M

ili
ta

ry
 V

et
er

an
s 

C
om

p
et

iti
ve

 G
ra

nt
s 

P
ro

gr
am

JV
S

G
 P

ro
gr

am
S

er
vi

ce
-D

is
ab

le
d

 V
et

er
an

 E
nt

re
p

re
ne

ur
sh

ip
 T

ra
in

in
g 

P
ro

gr
am

S
p

ou
se

 E
d

uc
at

io
n 

an
d

 C
ar

ee
r 

O
p

p
or

tu
ni

tie
s

V
A

 V
et

er
an

s 
W

or
k-

S
tu

d
y 

P
ro

gr
am

V
et

er
an

 F
ed

er
al

 P
ro

cu
re

m
en

t 
E

nt
re

p
re

ne
ur

sh
ip

 T
ra

in
in

g 
P

ro
gr

am
V

et
er

an
s'

 B
ac

he
lo

r 
of

 S
ci

en
ce

 D
eg

re
e 

in
 N

ur
si

ng
 P

ro
gr

am
V

et
er

an
s 

In
te

gr
at

io
n 

to
 A

ca
d

em
ic

 L
ea

d
er

sh
ip

V
et

er
an

s 
U

p
w

ar
d

 B
ou

nd
V

et
S

uc
ce

ss
 o

n 
C

am
p

us
V

et
s 

to
 F

ed
s 

C
ar

ee
r 

D
ev

el
op

m
en

t 
P

ro
gr

am
W

ar
rio

rs
 t

o 
W

or
kf

or
ce

 P
ro

gr
am

W
om

en
 V

et
er

an
 E

nt
re

p
re

ne
ur

sh
ip

 T
ra

in
in

g 
P

ro
gr

am
 (O

kl
ah

om
a)

A
ll-

V
ol

un
te

er
 F

or
ce

 E
d

uc
at

io
na

l A
ss

is
ta

nc
e 

(o
r 

M
G

IB
)

B
oo

ts
 t

o 
B

us
in

es
s 

R
eb

oo
t

P
G

IB
 (o

r 
C

ha
p

te
r 

33
)

V
et

er
an

s 
B

us
in

es
s 

O
ut

re
ac

h 
C

en
te

r

E
m

p
lo

ye
r 

S
up

p
or

t 
of

 t
he

 G
ua

rd
 a

nd
 R

es
er

ve
Ir

aq
 a

nd
 A

fg
ha

ni
st

an
 S

er
vi

ce
 G

ra
nt

Ta
x 

E
xc

lu
si

on
 fo

r 
G

I B
ill

 B
en

e�
ts

A
n

yt
im

e
p

re
se

p
ar

at
io

n
A

cr
o

ss
lif

et
im

e
P

o
st

se
rv

ic
e 

o
r 

ve
te

ra
n

s 
o

n
ly

U
n

sp
ec

if
ie

d
ti

m
e 

fr
am

e
Im

m
ed

ia
te

 t
ra

n
si

ti
o

n
 p

er
io

d
b

ut
 b

ef
or

e 
se

p
ar

at
io

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g

18
0 

d
ay

s 
ou

t r
eq

ui
re

m
en

t

T
ra

n
si

ti
o

n
 p

er
io

d
in

cl
ud

in
g

 a
fte

r
se

p
ar

at
io

n 
+

/-
 1

2 
m

on
th

s

W
om

en
 O

nl
y

V
et

er
an

S
p

ou
se

s

C
hi

ld
re

n

N
o 

b
en

e�
ci

ar
y 

lis
te

d

K
ey

: M
ai

n 
b

en
e�

ci
ar

ie
s



Federal Programs to Assist Military-to-Civilian Employment Transitions

10

In pursuing such studies, researchers would have to develop meaningful outcome mea-
sures driven by program goals. Education-focused program evaluations would need to 
answer such basic questions as whether individual veterans graduated or completed degree 
requirements, whether they incurred debt, and whether they found a job in a field related 
to their degree. For employment-focused programs, it would be important to evaluate, at a 
minimum, how long it took to find work, measures of job satisfaction, job tenure, pay, and 
benefits. Evaluations of entrepreneurship programs should focus on rates of business suc-
cess and failure, earnings, profits, hours of work, and health insurance access. Again, survey 
design and outcome measures would be dependent on the goals of the program. Because of 
the expense of these programs, the costs of evaluations and related analyses are likely negligi-
ble, and there is the potential to recoup these costs through improved program performance 
or enhanced efficiency. 

Better research designs, such as the random controlled trials used in evaluations of Social 
Security Disability Insurance, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, Workforce Inno-
vation and Opportunity Act initiatives, and other federal programs, could be implemented 
for the transition programs discussed in this report. However, because of the difficulty of 
random assignment for some programs, including the TAP and the PGIB, this approach 
might not be feasible. Finally, we note that, in some cases, carefully conducted randomized 
controlled trials have provided mixed evidence of success. See Barnow and Smith (2023) for a 
review of federal employment and training program evaluation methods.

Organization of This Report

The remainder of this report reviews the history of each of these transition-assistance pro-
grams and the policies that led to their establishment, enhancement, and current implemen-
tation; the goals of the respective programs and the populations they target; and key find-
ings from past evaluations of their effectiveness. Chapter 2 examines the budgetary Big Four 
programs: the PGIB, VR&E, DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program, and DEA. Chapter 3 looks 
at the two second-tier programs: the MGIB and JVSG. Chapter 4 focuses on the third-tier 
program, the TAP, and Chapter 5 highlights a selection of smaller programs. Chapter 6 pro-
vides details on our analysis and findings, in which we review the most-current evidence for 
each of the programs, identify their funding and activities, and assess any evaluations of their 
effectiveness. Chapter 7 presents our conclusions and recommendations. Two appendixes 
accompany this report: Appendix A provides a detailed legislative history of the 45 transi-
tion programs, and Appendix B provides updated budget information for any programs that 
made such figures available.
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CHAPTER 2

The Budgetary Big Four: PGIB, VR&E, DoD’s 
Tuition Assistance Program, and DEA

Benefits for service members, veterans, and, in some cases, their families through the PGIB, 
VR&E, DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program, and DEA receive an outsized share of federal 
funding dedicated to military-to-civilian transition assistance. With the exception of VR&E, 
these programs focus on helping beneficiaries advance their education. In this chapter and 
subsequent ones, we begin with a brief history of each program, identify the populations it 
targets, and outline the program’s goals. We conclude each program’s section by character-
izing the evaluation literature, highlighting key findings about program effectiveness, and 
assessing the strength of the evidence supporting these findings. 

The Post-9/11 GI Bill (PGIB)

History and Policy Changes
Education benefits for veterans date back to 1944, when eligible World War II veterans 
received one year of full-time training plus a period equal to their time in service, up to 
48 months. The stated purpose was “to provide federal government aid for the readjustment 
in civilian life of returning World War II veterans” (Pub. L. 78-346, 1944).1 In 1952, ben-
efits were extended to Korean War veterans but limited to 36 months (Pub. L. 82-550, 1952). 
Education benefits were extended to all veterans in 1966. Congress gave multiple reasons for 
this expansion in the Veterans Readjustment Benefits Act of 1966, including (1) enhancing 
military recruitment, (2) providing the benefits of a higher education to young people who 
might not otherwise be able to afford it, and (3) providing vocational training and restoring 
educational opportunities lost to active-duty military service (Pub. L. 89-358, 1966). Almost 

1 Eligibility was limited to those “whose education or training was impeded, delayed, interrupted, or inter-
fered with by reason of his entrance into the service,” but this was deemed true for any service members who 
were up to 25 years old when they entered the service (Pub. L. 78-346, Title II, Part VIII, 1944, p. 288).
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two decades later, the MGIB changed the landscape of military-to-civilian transitions again 
(Pub. L. 98-525, Sections 701–709, 1985), which we discuss in Chapter 3.2 

The PGIB, which went into effect on August 1, 2009, triggered a major shift in veteran 
education benefits (Pub. L. 110-252, Title V, 2008). The PGIB offered an alternative to the 
MGIB that did not require service members to make payments during their military careers 
and substantially increased available education benefits.3 This change in benefits provided a 
significant boost in the incentives to enroll in postsecondary education and training. Con-
sequently, the PGIB came with increased costs as well: VA spent roughly $2 billion on MGIB 
benefits in 2008, whereas in 2017, it spent more than $11 billion on PGIB benefits. A 2021 
Congressional Research Service assessment found that the PGIB “has represented more than 
70% of total GI Bill participation and more than 80% of spending in each year since FY2013. 
In FY2022, the program is estimated to benefit over 600,000 individuals and expend almost 
$10 billion” (Dortch, 2021a, p. 1).

The PGIB provides education and training benefits to qualifying veterans—and their 
family members, in certain circumstances—for approved programs. Benefits can include 
reimbursement for tuition and fees, licensing and certification test fees, and tutorial fees, 
as well as a housing allowance, relocation assistance, and a stipend for books and supplies 
(Dortch, 2021a). To be eligible, service members must typically have served a minimum of 
90 days on qualifying active duty after September 10, 2001, and those who use the benefits 
after separating from active duty need to have separated from the military under honorable 
conditions (VBA, 2024).4 Under some circumstances, PGIB benefits can be transferred to 
family members (U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 33, Section 3319). 

The duration of assistance depends on several factors, including active-duty status, length 
of qualifying active-duty service, and the characteristics of the educational pursuit. The dura-
tion of benefits aligns with the qualifying period of service; for example, a service member 
with 18 months of qualifying active-duty service is eligible for 18 months of educational assis-
tance, while a service member with 36 months or more receives the maximum entitlement of 
36 months of benefits. In terms of the monetary value of these benefits, the maximum tuition 
payment for a public institution of higher learning is the in-state rate plus fees; for a private 
institution, it is the lesser of the actual tuition and a national private school maximum reim-
bursement rate that is tied to the national average cost for public education. Under the Yellow 
Ribbon program, if a private institution’s tuition and fees exceed the reimbursement cap, the 

2 For a more exhaustive discussion of the history of military educational benefits, see Smole and  
Loane (2008).
3 According to the Congressional Research Service, “Post-9/11 GI Bill–eligible individuals with a single 
qualifying active duty service period must make an irrevocable election to give up benefits under one of the 
applicable programs to receive benefits under the Post-9/11 GI Bill” (Dortch, 2021a, p. 6).
4 A veteran qualifies after 30 continuous days if released from active-duty service because of a service-
connected disability, and there is no time-served requirement if the veteran received a Purple Heart. Note 
that this is more restrictive than the Survivors’ and Dependents’ Education Assistance program, which 
requires a discharge other than dishonorable. 
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institution can voluntarily enter into an agreement with VA to match an equal percentage of 
some portion of the remaining tuition and fees (U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 33, Section 3317). 
Public institutions receiving VA tuition payments (from the PGIB, MGIB, DEA, or VR&E) 
must also charge in-resident tuition rates to qualifying beneficiaries.5 Unlike the MGIB, the 
PGIB requires that the VA pay tuition and fees directly to the institution of higher learning. 
Qualifying beneficiaries directly receive a stipend for books and supplies of up to $1,000 per 
academic year, as well as a housing allowance equivalent to the military’s Basic Allowance for 
Housing for service members with a rank of E-5 with dependents, which varies by location 
(U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 33, Section 3313). In 2023, this amount could reach as high as 
$4,644 per month. For courses taken online or at a foreign school, the housing allowance was 
$1,054.50 in 2023, which is equal to half of the national average for housing costs (VA, 2024a). 

The following policy changes significantly changed how the PGIB has been administered 
since its inception.

• In 2009, benefits were extended to spouses and children of service members who died in 
the line of duty or from a service-connected disability while a member of the Selected 
Reserve; benefits were also extended to reservists and National Guard members who 
are called to active duty for training or operations (Pub. L. 111-32, Section 1002, 2009).

• In 2010, the tuition reimbursement cap for private institutions was fixed at $17,500, 
adjusted annually based on an index of the average increase in the cost of undergradu-
ate tuition (Pub. L. 111-377, 2011).

• In 2014, schools were permitted to receive PGIB payments only if they offered in-state 
tuition rates to qualifying beneficiaries (Pub. L. 113-146, Section 702, 2014).

• In 2015, veterans were prohibited from receiving unemployment compensation and 
PGIB benefits concurrently (Pub. L. 114-92, Section 560, 2015).

• In 2017, the “Forever GI Bill” eliminated the 15-year time limit on the use of benefits by 
service members who were discharged after January 1, 2013, as well as expanded eligi-
bility and modified benefit amounts (Pub. L. 115-48, 2017). Service members who were 
discharged before January 1, 2013, continue to have 15 years to use their benefits.

• In 2020, in response to concerns about the quality of certain for-profit education pro-
grams that target service members, Congress increased oversight and strengthened 
approval requirements. Congress also restored entitlements to service members who 
were affected by school closures and those who had enrolled in programs that were later 
found to have not met the standards to accept PGIB funds (Pub. L. 116-315, 2021). 

5 These requirements are mandated by Pub. L. 113-146, Section 702, 2014; Pub. L. 115-251, Section 301, 
2018; and Pub. L. 117-68, 2021. 
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Target Population and Program Goals
PGIB beneficiaries are service members who served since September 11, 2001, and, in some 
cases, their family members. The legislation, which is similar to previous GI Bills, was 
intended to provide economic benefits to veterans, the military, and the nation. By this ratio-
nale, in addition to helping veterans readjust to civilian life and facilitating military recruit-
ment, both reducing veterans’ reliance on other assistance by improving their postservice 
economic opportunities and investing in the education sector “reduce the costs of war” and 
“boost the economy” (Pub. L. 110-252, Title V, 2008). 

The Congressional Research Service expounded on the enhancements in this new GI Bill, 
noting that the 

benefits were designed to meet four main objectives: 

• Provide reservists with benefits equivalent to those provided to members of the reg-
ular Armed Forces for equivalent, though often not continuous, active duty service; 

• Ensure comprehensive educational benefits; 
• Meet military recruiting goals; and 
• Improve military retention through transferability of benefits (Dortch, 2021a, p. 1).

Citing a congressional hearing on the topics, the report added, 

Many Members of Congress hoped that a benefit that exceeded amounts available under 
the other active GI Bills would ameliorate the military recruiting challenges and higher 
unemployment rate among veterans compared with non-veterans of the same age group 
that existed in 2008 (Dortch, 2021a, p. 1).

Program Evaluation
In FY 2022, 564,501 beneficiaries received PGIB benefits, a 29-percent decrease from a high 
of 790,507 in FY 2015. Total expenditures were $8.1 billion in FY 2022, a 30-percent decline 
from a high of $11.6 billion in FY 2016 (Dortch, 2021a; VBA, 2023a). The reductions in PGIB 
participation and federal expenditures on PGIB benefits are the result of multiple factors, 
including the military drawdowns that occurred between 2010 and 2014 and led to significant 
force reductions (World Bank, 2020). The influx of transitioning service members and new 
veterans temporarily increased demand for PGIB benefits. 

Figures 2.1 and 2.2 track federal spending on PGIB benefits and program participation, 
respectively, from the program’s inception through FY 2022. The two figures roughly mirror 
each other and capture the program’s buildup through 2016, and the subsequent drop-off in 
beneficiaries and overall spending reflects an overall declining veteran population. It is nota-
ble that expenditures per beneficiary have remained relatively steady, despite the increasing 
cost of education, at between approximately $13,000 and $15,000 per year. 

Although the federal government spends billions on PGIB benefits and there are hun-
dreds of thousands of participants, little is known about the program’s effects on military 
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FIGURE 2.1

PGIB Expenditures, by FY, 2010–2022

SOURCES: Features data from Dortch, 2021a, p. 26, Table 3; and VBA, 2023a, p. 157.
NOTE: The �gure does not show expenditures for FY 2009 because the program launched in August 2009, or two 
months before the end of that FY.
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FIGURE 2.2

PGIB Beneficiaries, by FY, 2010–2022
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recruitment, retention, military-to-civilian transitions, or civilian-employment outcomes for 
veterans. Evaluations of the PGIB have focused primarily on the quality of the for-profit 
schools that have accounted for a large share of tuition reimbursements. In 2022, 27 percent 
of PGIB tuition funds went to for-profit schools (VBA, 2023a). After analyzing data from VA, 
a 2019 Congressional Budget Office report came to two significant conclusions.

• “For-profit schools have received a disproportionate share of money for tuition and fees 
relative to the number of Post-9/11 GI Bill students.”

• In the seven years between the PGIB’s inception and the report’s release, “[h]ousing 
accounted for about half of annual total [VBA] spending. Tuition and fees were most of 
the rest” (Congressional Budget Office, 2019, p. ii).

Veteran Readiness and Employment (VR&E)

History and Policy
VR&E (formerly known as Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment) assists wounded vet-
erans’ return to civilian life. Pensions for disabled veterans date back to the colonial era, but 
efforts to help these veterans obtain gainful employment began after the Civil War, when the 
National Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers was established to provide vocational train-
ing, employment, and long-term residential care to Union veterans with service-connected 
injuries (National Park Service, 2017). World War I’s advances in warfighting technology 
and medicine meant that a larger share of personnel survived their war injuries and returned 
home. The need to support these large numbers of disabled veterans motivated Congress 
to pass the landmark Vocational Rehabilitation Act—commonly known as the Smith-Sears 
Act—in 1918. The Smith-Sears Act provided disabled veterans with vocational guidance, job-
placement and -adjustment services, training, and a subsistence allowance, as well as assis-
tive devices that would allow them to work, such as prostheses (Pub. L. 65-178, 1918). In 1943, 
Congress established the framework for the modern VR&E when it provided disabled World 
War II veterans with up to four years of employment training and a subsistence allowance for 
program participants (Pub. L. 78-16, 1943). 

In 1990, VR&E benefits were limited to veterans with a disability rating of 20 percent or 
more (Pub. L. 101-508, Section 8021, 1990, codified in U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 31, Sec-
tion 3100, et seq.). In 1996, they were extended to those with a 10-percent disability rating 
and a serious employment handicap (Pub. L. 104-275, Section 101, 1996). In 2011, service 
members enrolled in a VR&E education program who were also eligible for the PGIB were 
allowed to elect to receive the PGIB housing allowance in lieu of the VR&E subsistence benefit  
(Pub. L. 111-377, 2011). In June 2020, the Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment pro-
gram was relabeled as “Veterans Readiness and Employment” to better reflect the program’s 
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mission to help veterans achieve employment goals beyond vocational training and to reduce 
the stigma associated with the term rehabilitation (VA, 2020).6

Target Population and Program Goals 
VR&E provides job training and other employment-related services to veterans with service-
connected disabilities who face barriers to employment that impair a veteran’s “ability to 
prepare for, pursue, or retain employment” (VBA, 2023a, p. 214). According to VBA, nearly 
70 percent of VR&E participants have what it defines as “a serious employment handicap” 
(VBA, 2023a, p. 214), and these participants are eligible for adaptive accommodations and 
other additional services. Some of the services that VR&E provides, such as job search 
 assistance and education benefits, are offered by other programs, including the TAP, MGIB, 
and PGIB. 

To qualify for VR&E, a veteran must have a disability rating of 20 percent or more plus 
a barrier to employment or a disability rating of 10 percent plus a serious barrier to employ-
ment. Veterans work with vocational rehabilitation counselors to identify employment goals 
and chart a path to achieve them. The program provides both short-term assistance, such 
as helping veterans develop job search skills, and long-term assistance, including helping 
veterans acquire vocational skills, pursue education, or start a business (U.S. Code, Title 38, 
Chapter 31, Section 3100, et seq.). 

When employment is not a viable option, VR&E provides independent living services. 
These services can include assistive technology, independent skills training, and connections 
to community-based services. Independent living services are provided for up to 24 months 
and can be extended in certain circumstances. By statute, no more than 2,700 veterans may 
be newly enrolled in independent living services each FY but this cap is rarely met (U.S. Code, 
Title 38, Chapter 31, Section 3120). In FY 2022, 234 veterans were enrolled in independent 
living (VBA, 2023a).

VR&E benefits can include a subsistence allowance during training or education or while 
the veteran is receiving independent living services. The amount of the subsistence allowance 
depends on whether the veteran is enrolled in services full time and the number of depen-
dents. As of FY 2024, the rate could range from $193 to more than $1,300 per month (VBA, 
2023b). A veteran receiving VR&E educational benefits might receive tuition reimbursement 
(which is paid directly to the school), as well as a subsistence allowance. A service member 
who is eligible for both VR&E and PGIB benefits can elect to receive the PGIB monthly hous-
ing allowance, which varies by location, in lieu of the VR&E subsistence allowance. When 

6 Throughout these discussions of benefits for disabled veterans, we refer to the term disability ratings, 
which are expressed as a percentage. For veterans, VA calculates these ratings based on the severity of a 
condition or injury or the degree of disability from multiple conditions or injuries—assigning a combined 
rating of up to 100-percent disabled. Veterans’ eligibility for certain benefits depends on both their disabil-
ity rating and their priority group, which is determined by several factors, including whether they have a 
service-connected disability. For more on VA disability ratings and how they are calculated, see VA (2022).
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education benefits are provided under VR&E, counselors are allowed to approve a veteran’s 
participation in a wide variety of programs, but veterans are required to select courses that 
are approved under the PGIB to the extent practicable. Unlike MGIB and PGIB education 
benefits, which last for 36 months, VR&E education benefits last up to 48 months and can 
be extended when deemed necessary to accomplish employment goals (Collins, 2021). VR&E 
participants can also receive interest-free loans to begin or continue the rehabilitation pro-
gram. Eligible veterans have 12 years from the time of separation from the military or from 
the time they received a disability rating because of a service-connected disability to use their 
VR&E benefits.

Program Evaluation
In FY 2022, 105,054 veterans applied for VR&E services and 30,592 enrolled. A total of 
124,437 veterans participated in the program in FY 2022, of whom 89,371 received a subsis-
tence allowance. By the end of FY 2022, 11,810 had completed the program, and 8,514 had 
discontinued (VBA, 2023a, p. 212). Of that 11,810, more than 90 percent found employment, 
around 8 percent completed an education program, and 2 percent completed the independent 
living track (VBA, 2023a, p. 218). According to VBA, 85 percent of the veterans who moved 
on to a civilian job took on a professional, technical, or managerial role in FY 2022, the most 
recent year for which data were available. As shown in Table 2.1, the veterans who were hired 

TABLE 2.1

Career Categories of VR&E Participants Who Entered the Civilian Workforce

Category Number of Veterans
Average Annual Wages at 

Rehabilitation

Professional, technical, and managerial 9,335 $61,300

Machine trades 356 $44,611

Services 337 $47,463

Miscellaneous 344 $49,565

Clerical 231 $42,237

Structural (building trades) 244 $55,440

Sales 101 $40,838

Agricultural, fishery, and forest 42 $48,666

Processing (e.g., butcher, meat processor) 19 $34,244

Total number and average wage 11,009 $59,148

SOURCE: Features data from VBA, 2023a, p. 219.  
NOTE: The table shows participants who completed the program and subsequently earned full-time wages. It does not 
include those who completed the independent living track, those who secured part-time employment, or those who pursued 
continuing education or volunteer work.
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in this category of roles outearned their fellow program participants by $16,000 on average 
(VBA, 2023a, p. 219).

Total VR&E expenditures in FY 2022 were $1.47 billion. Nearly all of this funding was 
used for educational costs; 59 percent was used to cover costs for tuition, books, supplies, 
and fees, while 40 percent went to subsistence allowances (VBA, 2023a, pp. 7, 214). In 2004, 
VA formed a task force to evaluate VR&E which found little evidence that the program was 
effective in preparing veterans for employment (Fanning, 2008). Because of the lack of data 
on VR&E’s long-term outcomes, in 2008, Congress required VA to conduct a 20-year lon-
gitudinal study of veterans who participated in the program (Pub. L. 110-389, Section 334, 
2008). Overall, this study found that VR&E raised employment rates and earnings; addition-
ally, veterans who completed the program had better health outcomes and were more likely 
to have health insurance.

DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program

History and Policy
Starting with the Veterans Readjustment Benefits Act of 1966 (Pub. L. 89-358, 1966), VA 
education benefits have been extended to service members while they are still serving in 
the military. However, for a long time, DoD has had a separate program to reimburse ser-
vice members’ tuition for courses that they voluntarily pursue while off duty. DoD education 
benefits for active-duty service members began in the early 20th century, and their primary 
purpose was to develop an educated force capable of operating technically sophisticated mili-
tary equipment. 

By World War II, literacy had increased enough in the overall U.S. population that the 
Army imposed a literacy requirement on draftees. However, by 1943, facing a shortage of 
troops, the Army dropped this requirement and embarked on a robust and largely  successful 
effort to teach literacy skills to recruits (Brandt, 2004). The Army established the Armed 
Forces Institute to connect soldiers with correspondence courses and to send them to  civilian 
educational institutions. According to one researcher, the program’s goals were not lim-
ited to developing force capabilities but also included “improv[ing] morale, and prepar[ing] 
 personnel for eventual transition back to civilian life” (McGowan, 2012, p. 4).

After World War II, Army policy permitted soldiers to seek civilian education and 
reimbursed 75 percent of their tuition costs, up to a cap (Easterling, 1979). The 75-percent 
maximum reimbursement rate was later mandated by statute for all the military services  
(Pub. L. 92-570, Section 722, 1972). There have been various adjustments over time to what 
became known as DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program, such as limiting benefits to enlisted 
or junior officers, imposing service commitments, and changing the reimbursement rate 
and cap. In 1984, the tuition reimbursement rate was raised to 90 percent for certain senior 
enlisted members, and, in 2000, Congress permitted—but did not require—the services to 
reimburse 100 percent of tuition with a minimum two-year service commitment for active-
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duty officers who received tuition assistance (Pub. L. 106-398, Section 1602, 2000). Currently, 
there are no service commitments for enlisted personnel, but the military services can require 
a commitment from enlisted reservists to serve up to an additional four years. For officers in 
the reserve component, the service obligation is four years (Kamarck, 2023). 

Tuition assistance today is implemented through DoD Instruction (DoDI) 1322.25 (2020), 
Voluntary Education Programs, and DoDI 1322.19 (2020), Voluntary Education Programs in 
Overseas Areas, for overseas troops. These DoDIs require that tuition assistance be adminis-
tered uniformly across the services but permit the services to establish their own eligibility 
criteria. DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program permits voluntary off-duty education through 
institutions that are certified to participate in federal student aid. The program is voluntary, 
and service members typically require command approval before they can be reimbursed for 
courses. The services typically reimburse 100 percent of tuition up to certain caps, and stu-
dents are required to maintain a GPA of 2.0 or higher. Tuition Assistance Program and PGIB 
benefits cannot be used to pay for the same course (DoDI 1322.19, 2020; DoDI 1322.25, 2020). 

Target Population and Program Goals 
DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program is extended to active-duty and Selected Reserve service 
members of all ranks. The program helps service members complete high school, technical, 
and undergraduate- and graduate-level postsecondary education. 

Tuition assistance as a recruitment tool intensified after 1973 when the U.S. military 
became an all-volunteer force.7 The current incarnation of the program is intended to 
 support multiple goals, including in-service force development, recruitment, readiness, and 
personal and professional advancement, although it is important to note that  service mem-
bers are not required to enroll in courses related to their military occupations (Kamarck, 
2023). In a 2019 response to a request for data from Congress, GAO characterized DoD’s 
position that “educational pursuits conducted off-duty prepare individuals to think criti-
cally, develop leadership skills, and acquire tools essential to meet 21st century challenges” 
(GAO, 2019b, p. 7). 

Program Evaluation
Similar to evaluations of the PGIB and MGIB, evaluations of DoD’s Tuition Assistance 
 Program have focused on the quality of the participating schools, finding that DoD, simi-
lar to VA, could improve its oversight. In 2011, GAO found that DoD’s process to review 
courses and services provided by schools was too narrow. For instance, DoD did not assess 
distance education, which accounted for 71 percent of the courses taken by service mem-
bers in 2009. GAO faulted DoD for not overseeing school quality by tracking complaints or 

7 See, for example, Air Force Instruction 36-2306 (2021), which states that the purposes of tuition assis-
tance are to support force development by maintaining an educated force and to support Air Force recruit-
ing and retention efforts.
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concerns from accrediting organizations (GAO, 2011). It made a similar finding three years 
later (GAO, 2014c). In 2019, it found that officers’ periods of service after receiving tuition 
assistance benefits had increased but did not study the program’s effect on officer retention 
(GAO, 2019b). There is also little evidence that DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program has had an 
effect on military recruitment (Kamarck, 2023, p. 9). Program evaluations have generally not 
examined its effects on such key outcomes as force development, recruitment, retention, or 
connections between professional development during military service and postseparation 
transition outcomes.

Survivors’ and Dependents’ Educational Assistance (DEA) 

History and Policy
The War Orphans’ Educational Assistance Act of 1956 provided education benefits for 
36 months to the children, up to age 23, of deceased service members who died in the line of 
duty or as a result of an injury or disease incurred during military service (Pub. L. 84-634, 
1956). The law established what became the Dependents’ Educational Assistance program, 
which later became known as the Survivors’ and Dependents’ Educational Assistance program. 

In 2006, DEA was expanded to grant eligibility to the spouses and children of service 
members who were hospitalized or were receiving outpatient care for a permanent and total 
disability while still on active duty (Pub. L. 109-444, Section 3, 2006). In 2021, Congress 
required that approved postsecondary education programs may not charge DEA beneficia-
ries in excess of the in-state tuition and fees rate (Pub. L. 117-68, Section 2, 2021). The fol-
lowing year, Congress dropped the age and time limits for DEA benefits for those who quali-
fied on or after August 1, 2023. Prior to that change, eligible children could use benefits up 
to age 26, and spouses had ten years to use them from the time that the service member 
was issued a 100-percent disability rating or 20 years after the service member’s death  
(Pub. L. 117-328, Section 234, 2022). Prior to August 1, 2018, once beneficiaries began a course 
of study, they had 45 months to use the benefits. As of early 2024, benefits last for 36 months 
(U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 35, Section 3512). 

Target Population and Program Goals 
DEA provides education and training opportunities to eligible dependents (both spouses and 
children) of veterans who became totally disabled, died as a result of active-duty service, or 
were captured or went missing in the line of duty. The program’s goals are to provide depen-
dents with the education that they would have received if the service member were still able 
to earn wages (Dortch, 2017). The program covers tuition for approved programs of post-
secondary education, career-training certificates, apprenticeships, and on-the-job training 
for up to 36 months. Similar to the MGIB, the program does not directly reimburse the cost 
of tuition; rather, the beneficiary receives a payment that is based on the type of education 
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program being pursued and the number of courses being taken. In FY 2024, the maximum 
payment rate for full-time enrollment for postsecondary education was $1,488 per month 
(VA, 2023e).

Program Evaluation 
GAO has studied the budgetary impact of DEA, along with other VA education programs. 
In FY 2022, 183,944 dependents received DEA benefits, up substantially from 109,760 in 
FY 2018, at a cost of $1.3 billion (VBA, 2018, p. 9; VBA, 2023a, p. 156). A 2018 GAO report 
noted that VA did not adequately oversee the quality of schools approved for VA education 
benefits, including DEA benefits (GAO, 2018b). The same GAO report also recommended 
that VA improve its program management, including communication and  processing times. 
Little is known about postsecondary outcomes of DEA or any other VA education program, 
which has been a long-time criticism of DEA by GAO (see GAO, 2013). 
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CHAPTER 3

The Second-Tier Programs: MGIB and JVSG

The two employment transition programs that fall into the second tier in terms of the amount 
of federal funding they receive are (1) the MGIB, which is the predecessor to the PGIB and 
backed by dual policies for active-duty and Selected Reserve beneficiaries, and (2) JVSG, a 
federal grantmaking program that funds employment services at the state level. The MGIB 
differs from the PGIB in several ways and is being phased out. Among the most notable dif-
ferences between the MGIB and PGIB from a budget standpoint are that service members 
contribute to their education funds and that MGIB benefits are not transferrable to depen-
dents. MGIB benefits are also less generous overall than those under the PGIB, but they pro-
vide more flexibility by reimbursing service members and veterans directly. 

The DOL-funded JVSG focuses specifically on connecting veterans and eligible spouses 
with career services and employment opportunities. Funding is allocated to the states, and 
beneficiaries receive priority services through specialists at American Job Center sites across 
the country. This means that beneficiaries can access the expansive resources of DOL with 
the support of dedicated staff who have been trained on the unique challenges and needs of 
this population. 

The Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB)

History and Policy
There are two MGIBs, one for those meeting qualifying active-duty service and another for 
qualifying Selected Reserve service. The larger of the two programs is the MGIB–Active 
Duty, which is codified in U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 30. The smaller program is the MGIB–
Selected Reserve for those qualifying Selected Reserve service, which is codified in U.S. Code, 
Title 10, Chapter 1606. Both MGIBs provide eligible service members with funding to assist 
with tuition and other expenses associated with postsecondary education and training. 
MGIB–Active Duty provides a higher level of benefits, which must be used within ten years 
of separation. MGIB–Selected Reserve must be used while the reservist is still serving. To be 
eligible for the MGIB–Active Duty, service members must elect to contribute $1,200 ($100 per 
month) during their first year on active duty; the MGIB–Selected Reserve requires no such 
contribution beyond the service requirements discussed in the next section.
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All beneficiaries receive up to 36 monthly payments for eligible education or training, and 
most MGIB–Active Duty participants are provided with “a monthly subsistence allowance, 
but additional payments are available for tutorial assistance, qualified test fees, Tuition Assis-
tance Top-Up, supplemental assistance, and the Buy-Up program” (Dortch, 2021b, p. 12).1 
Standard benefit levels under MGIB–Active Duty for beneficiaries with at least three years 
on active duty in FY 2024 were $2,358 per month during full-time enrollment for subsistence, 
tuition and fees, supplies, books, and equipment (VA, 2023c). Standard benefit levels under 
MGIB–Selected Reserve in FY 2024 were $466 per month during full-time enrollment for 
subsistence, tuition and fees, supplies, books, and equipment (VA, 2023d). 

Both the MGIBs were established by the Department of Defense Authorization Act of 
1985 (Pub. L. 98-525, 1984). Congress has increased benefit amounts several times, and  
“[s]ince FY2004, MGIB-AD [Active Duty] benefits have been adjusted annually according 
to the CPI [Consumer Price Index]” (Smole and Loane, 2008, p. 12). Nonetheless, even as far 
back as 2007, the Congressional Research Service noted that benefits had not risen as quickly 
as tuition expenses (Mercer and Skinner, 2007, p. 11). The PGIB is gradually replacing the 
MGIB. Section 1004 of the Johnny Isakson and David P. Roe, M.D., Veterans Health Care and 
Benefits Improvement Act of 2020 (Pub. L. 116-315, 2020) phases out the MGIB: There will 
be no new enrollees after September 30, 2030, but those eligible for the program prior to that 
date will be able to use their benefits until ten years after they leave the service.

Target Population and Program Goals
Both MGIBs target service members who are currently serving on active duty or in the 
Selected Reserve, as well as recently separated veterans. Eligibility for MGIB–Selected Reserve 
is limited to “Selected Reservists, including National Guard members, who enlist, re-enlist, 
or extend an enlistment for six years after June 30, 1985, and reserve officers who agree to 
serve an additional six years above any existing obligation” (Dortch, 2021b, p. 10). 

Eligibility for MGIB–Active Duty benefits is limited to those who join the military for 
the first time before October 1, 2030, and meet one of the requirements for years of active-
duty service, depending on service-connected disability status and Selected Reserve commit-
ment. Service members who served as officers and who either attended a service academy or 
received a Reserve Officer Training Corps scholarship are not eligible for either MGIB pro-
gram, and benefits are not transferable to dependents under the MGIB.

1 The Tuition Assistance Top-Up Program allows service members to use PGIB and MGIB benefits to 
cover tuition costs beyond what is covered under the Tuition Assistance Program. Supplemental assistance 
refers to an additional housing or subsistence allowance of up to $950 per month for active-duty service 
members and $350 per month for reservists who agree to a longer service commitment or pursue specific 
types of training (i.e., critical skills). The Buy-Up Program is a benefit under the MGIB–Active Duty in 
which the federal government matches up to $600 in monthly contributions beyond the $1,200 that service 
members elect to contribute to participate in the program. Each $1 contribution by the service member is 
matched by up to $9 in benefits (Dortch, 2021b, pp. 5–6, 25–26).
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Both MGIBs were designed to support the military in its goals of “recruiting and retaining 
a highly qualified all-volunteer force—active duty, Reserves, and National Guard” (Dortch, 
2011, p. 11). Some witnesses in congressional hearings have argued that the MGIB’s predeces-
sor, the Post-Vietnam Era Veterans Educational Assistance Program, required a contribution 
from service members that was too high to successfully boost retention. To address this criti-
cism, the MGIB–Active Duty reduced the contribution requirement, and the MGIB–Selected 
Reserve requires no contribution, but service members must extend their service commit-
ment to receive benefits.

Program Evaluation
The fact that service members must choose to contribute $1,200 to be eligible for the MGIB–
Active Duty makes it particularly difficult to overcome selection bias when evaluating this 
program.2 Simon, Negrusa, and Warner (2010) addressed this challenge by measuring the 
effects of changes in benefit amounts as a result of congressional action that occurred after 
service members had made their contribution decisions. The authors found that an increase 
in higher education benefits was associated with an increase in benefit use and increased 
rates of separation from active duty, specifically in the Army and Air Force (Simon, Negrusa, 
and Warner, 2010). The authors note that although these types of education benefits have 
been shown to attract high-quality recruits, these recruits are “more likely to separate after 
their initial enlistment [period] and more likely to use their educational benefits” within two 
years of separation (Simon, Negrusa, and Warner, 2010, p. 1009). The implication is that these 
benefits serve as an incentive to enlist but also as an incentive to separate from the military 
to pursue other education and training. To provide additional insights into who has used 
MGIB benefits, an observational regression analysis of data from the 2001 National Survey of 
Veterans did not find evidence that the MGIB increased the enrollment of disabled Gulf War 
veterans in higher education (Smith-Osborne, 2009).

Jobs for Veterans State Grant (JVSG) 

History and Policy
JVSG funds veteran employment-support services at 54 workforce agencies in all U.S. states, 
Washington, D.C., and U.S. territories. The program entitles veterans and eligible surviv-
ing spouses to priority of service to DOL-funded employment and training programs. Grant 
funding provided under JVSG is proportional to a given state workforce agency’s share of vet-

2 This section specifically reviews evidence on the effects of the MGIB on veterans’ outcomes. For a review 
of the effects of the MGIB on recruitment and retention, see Asch, Hosek, and Warner (2007).
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erans seeking employment.3 The program is authorized under U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 41, 
and is administered by DOL’s Veterans’ Employment and Training Service (DOL, undated-a). 

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 established a nationwide  network 
of approximately 2,300 American Job Centers that offer DOL-funded employment services 
to the general population, such as training referrals, career counseling, job listings, job 
 matching, job fairs, and résumé-writing support (DOL, undated-b). JVSG funds dedicated 
staff at these centers—and funded the same positions at the American Job Centers’ predeces-
sor state-level offices prior to 2014—“to provide individualized career- and training-related 
services to veterans and eligible persons with significant barriers to employment (SBEs), as 
well as other authorized populations, and help employers fill their workforce needs with job-
seeking veterans” (National Veterans’ Training Institute, 2022, p. 7). The program specifi-
cally funds two types of dedicated staff positions: 

• Disabled Veterans’ Outreach Program personnel provide employment services to dis-
abled and other high-need veterans. Such services include case management, career 
guidance, staff-assisted job searches, and labor market information. 

• Local veterans’ employment representatives “perform outreach to local employers, con-
duct employment workshops for veterans, and work with other AJC [American Job 
Center] personnel to provide employment-related services to veterans” (Collins, Brad-
ley, and Isaacs, 2019, p. 8). 

JVSG was created by the Jobs for Veterans Act in 2002 by legislatively linking several 
existing programs. Local veterans’ employment representatives have existed since the Ser-
vicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (Pub. L. 78-346, 1944), and the Veterans’ Rehabilitation 
and Education Amendments of 1980 (Pub. L. 96-466, 1980) codified the Disabled Veterans’ 
Outreach Program in U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 41, Section 4103A. Representatives are fed-
erally managed positions under the Assistant Secretary of Labor for Veterans’ Employment 
and Training (U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 41, Section 4102A). 

Other forms of employment support were available through the Vietnam Era Veterans’ 
Readjustment Assistance Act of 1972 (Pub. L. 92-540, 1972), which entitled veterans from the 
Vietnam War era and their qualifying spouses to priority employment services, and through 
the Jobs for Veterans Act (Pub. L. 107-288, 2002), which reoriented existing programs to 
allow local implementation with federal oversight and funding. Specifically, the Jobs for Vet-
erans Act “revised Chapters 41–43 of Title 38 [of the U.S. Code] to give states more latitude 
in the conduct of their DVOP [Disabled Veterans’ Outreach Program] staff and LVER [local 

3 The DOL (undated-a) describes the funding allocation for JVSG as follows:
Several states receive a minimum amount of funding to ensure that a certain level of staff can be main-
tained, particularly in states with remote pockets of Native Americans and a large number of sparsely 
populated rural counties. 
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veterans’ employment representatives] and placed more emphasis on accountability” (Ten-
nessee Department of Labor and Workforce Development, 2017, p. 3). 

Target Population and Program Goals 
JVSG prioritizes “disabled veterans and veterans who served on active duty during a war or 
in a campaign or expedition for which a campaign badge has been authorized” (U.S. Code, 
Title 38, Chapter 41, Section 4102). “Eligible persons” include spouses of veterans with a 
100-percent disability rating resulting from a service-connected disability and the spouses 
of those who died of a service-connected disability, are missing in action, or were captured 
in line of duty (U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 41, Section 4101). Additional JVSG funding sup-
ports transitioning service members who have participated in the TAP and require individu-
alized career services (National Veterans’ Training Institute, 2022). 

The Jobs for Veterans Act clearly outlined the goals of the program in modifying Title 38, 
Chapter 41, of the U.S. Code as follows: 

The Congress declares as its intent and purpose that there shall be an effective (1) job and 
job training intensive services program, (2) employment placement service program, and 
(3) job training placement service program for eligible veterans and eligible persons . . . 
so as to provide such veterans and persons the maximum of employment and training 
opportunities . . . [and] to ease the transition of service members to civilian careers that 
are consistent with, or an outgrowth of, the military experience of the servicemembers 
(U.S. Code, Title 38, Chapter 41, Section 4102).

Program Evaluation 
Although there have been several analyses of the effects of JVSG, none have been random-
ized or pseudo-randomized evaluations. Most analyses have examined compliance with the 
Jobs for Veterans Act’s priority-access provisions and have generally found that this legisla-
tive requirement has been implemented appropriately (Boraas, Roemer, and Bodenlos, 2013; 
Rosenberg et al., 2015). One direct analysis of JVSG outcomes was conducted by Thompson 
and colleagues in 2015. DOL collects and publishes performance data on each state’s DOL-
funded employment services programs, including quarterly data on active  program partici-
pants and for three quarters after program participation (DOL, undated-d). Thompson and 
colleagues (2015) used these data to compare employment and wage outcomes for JVSG vet-
erans, non-JVSG veterans, and nonveterans. They also compared outcomes by gender, age, 
and military separation status, as well as across states. They used regression analysis to con-
trol for some observable demographic features that could correlate with both program par-
ticipation and employment outcomes, concluding that 

JVSG veterans exhibit higher rates of employment and higher earnings after exiting the 
program compared to non-JVSG veterans and non-veterans. JVSG veterans also exhibit 
smaller gender wage gaps. JVSG veterans generally receive staff-assisted services more 
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quickly than non-veterans do, which may be an indicator of success for priority of service 
(POS) legislation (Thompson et al., 2015, p. i).

Thompson and colleagues found that JVSG veterans had a 48-percent employment rate 
and mean earnings of $20,625 in the first nine months after completing the program, com-
pared with a 47-percent employment rate and mean earnings of $19,654 for nonveterans.4 
They also found substantial differences across states in wage and employment outcomes for 
program participants.

The outcomes of Thompson et al. (2015) are noncausal and could reflect a combination 
of JVSG effects and unobserved differences among the comparison groups. However, their 
results mirror findings from an analysis published in 2010 by Trutko and Barnow, who found 
that veterans who participated in the DOL Adult and Dislocated Worker Program before 
the priority-of-service provisions went into effect had higher wages than nonveterans, both 
before and after program participation. The authors speculated that these outcomes “may 
reflect that veterans enrolling in WIA [the Adult and Dislocated Worker Program] come 
to the program with more work-related experience and educational qualifications—and 
hence, perhaps also may have less need (or desire) for training services” (Trutko and Barnow, 
2010, p. 21). In short, even though veterans participating in DOL-funded employment ser-
vices under JVSG appear to have relatively positive employment outcomes compared with 
 nonveteran participants in other DOL-funded programs, it is unknown whether those out-
comes are the result of JVSG itself or preexisting differences between veteran and nonveteran 
program participants.

4 Note that the authors did not report variance for any study outcomes, so it was not possible to evaluate 
the statistical significance of these findings.
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CHAPTER 4

The Third-Tier Program: DoD TAP

The 1990s saw a significant drawdown of U.S. military forces as the country shifted its focus 
from the Cold War to a new era of global engagement. This drawdown was driven by a variety 
of factors, including changing geopolitical realities, budget constraints, and shifting public 
opinion about the role of the military in U.S. foreign policy.

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the United States no longer faced a direct mili-
tary threat from a rival superpower. That year, the U.S. military had approximately 2.1 mil-
lion active-duty and reserve personnel (World Bank, 2020). By 2001, the size of the U.S. mili-
tary had decreased to approximately 1.4 million personnel (World Bank, 2020). According to 
GAO (1994, p. 1), in each year from 1990 to 1993, approximately 300,000 service members 
were separating from the military.

A significant number of personnel who would have preferred to continue serving were 
forced to leave during the drawdown. The drawdown increased the number of veterans pushed 
into the civilian labor market and created a significant increase in the supply of  workers with 
military skills. Additionally, the early stages of the drawdown coincided with the 1991–1992 
recession, when unemployment was relatively high and job openings were generally scarce. 
One consequence was a high unemployment rate for veterans, and many veterans had limited 
success in finding work that matched their skill sets. The TAP was established in anticipation 
of the drawdown’s effects on service members and their families. 

History and Policy

In 1990, Congress established a program to assist transitioning service members affected by 
the military drawdown as part of the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 1991 
(Pub. L. 101-510). Early evidence indicated that the TAP was poorly designed and imple-
mented because the program had virtually no infrastructure to identify who would likely 
be transitioning, which services would be helpful, or how to deliver those services. An early 
GAO evaluation of the TAP found that that DoD, the military services, and commanders 
were not adequately supporting the program and preventing beneficiaries from accessing 
“timely transition services as required by law,” and the GAO report furthermore claimed that 
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[a]s a result of this lack of support 

• officials responsible for providing transition services did not know who was 
separating,

• separating service members were not being provided information translating their 
military experience and training into marketable civilian skills, 

• members were either not being provided individual preseparation counseling or 
were not receiving it timely, and 

• many service members and their spouses did not have the opportunity to attend 
transition seminars and use employment assistance centers (GAO, 1994, pp. 1–2).

GAO found that DoD did not follow the law by failing to provide separating service mem-
bers with skills verification documents that would aid in translating their military skills and 
training into civilian jobs (Pub. L. 101-510, 1990). Form DD 2586, Verification of Military 
Education and Training, is now used to collect this information. According to GAO, nearly 
500,000 service members had transitioned before DoD produced a skills verification docu-
ment (GAO, 1994, p. 5). Even as late as 1994, many service members were not receiving such 
documentation—four years after the law went into effect. By 1996, there was sufficient evi-
dence that the transition process was not running effectively and that Congress needed to 
establish a commission to identify opportunities to improve it.

The 1996 Congressional Commission on Servicemembers and Veterans Transition Assis-
tance found that the existing transition-assistance programs were inadequate. The commis-
sion’s report served as a critical assessment of these programs’ shortcomings and emphasized 
the need for significant changes to better support military personnel and veterans as they 
transitioned to civilian life. Overall, the report was highly critical of DoD, DOL, and VA for 
their lack of coordination and communication. The commissioners wrote, 

It is absolutely unacceptable that the unemployment rate for newly separated veterans, 
men and women who are dedicated, mature, skilled, trained, disciplined, experienced, 
trustworthy and drug free, exceeds that of non-veterans the same age by over 20 percent. 

The programs and institutions entrusted with the responsibility for veterans’ employ-
ment have failed (Congressional Commission on Servicemembers and Veterans Transi-
tion Assistance, 1999, p. 5).

The report also criticized existing programs for not providing personalized assistance 
to military personnel and veterans, which caused many to struggle to adjust to civilian life.

The commission’s report recommended that DoD and VA collaborate to develop a 
comprehensive transition-assistance program that included job training, education, and 
counseling services. The report also recommended that DoD and VA improve their coor-
dination and communication, provide more-personalized assistance, and increase their 
outreach efforts to ensure that military personnel and veterans were aware of the available 
resources and services.
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The VOW to Hire Heroes Act of 2011 (Pub. L. 112-56, Title II, 2011) made several key 
changes to the TAP to better support transitioning service members and veterans, such as  
the following: 

• Mandatory participation: The TAP became mandatory for all service members who 
are separating from the military. 

• Expanded services: The services offered through the TAP now include job-search assis-
tance, education and training opportunities, and counseling on VA benefits and  services.

• Personalized assistance: The TAP was redesigned to provide more-personalized 
assistance to service members and veterans, including individualized counseling and  
support services.

• Preseparation counseling: Separating service members receive preseparation counsel-
ing at least 365 days before their separation date to help them prepare for the transition 
to civilian life.

• Follow-up services: The TAP now provides follow-up services to service mem-
bers and veterans after they have completed the program if they fail to meet career  
readiness standards. 

Overall, the VOW to Hire Heroes Act of 2011 made significant changes to better sup-
port transitioning service members and veterans and to ensure that they have the resources 
and support they need to successfully transition to civilian life. These results are discussed 
in a GAO report that examined the cost-benefit calculus of the TAP redesign (GAO, 2016). 
Figure 4.1 offers a helpful illustration of the TAP’s process and typical timeline for Depart-
ment of the Air Force personnel and their dependents.

Target Population

Mandatory TAP participation became policy in 2011 with passage of the VOW to Hire Heroes 
Act of 2011 (Pub. L. 112-56, Title II, 2011). Service members who serve at least 180 continu-
ous days on active duty must participate in certain components of the TAP. This mandate 
for active-duty participation has been problematic for the reserve component: If guardsmen 
or reservists were activated for 180 days or more, they would be required to attend the TAP. 
Demobilization happens quickly and without much notice, making it nearly impossible for 
these service members to attend TAP courses before leaving the military. Lengthening of the 
coursework by two days only exacerbated the problem. This issue was broadly discussed in 
a 2005 GAO report with the subtitle, Enhanced Services Could Improve Transition Assistance 
for Reserves and National Guard. The requirements posed an additional challenge for small 
and remote bases that had only a few hundred separations each year. It is difficult to staff and 
host courses at facilities where only a few service members separate each week (GAO, 2021). 
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One other significant change has been the role of the TAP for spouses. Each service branch 
has a family-support program that offers employment services similar to the TAP. Addition-
ally, all TAP materials are available online, and spouses can elect to attend classes. 

Program Goals

In the 33 years since the TAP was established by Congress, the program’s goals have changed 
considerably. In its earliest iterations, the TAP’s primary goal was to help newly separated 
veterans find suitable employment. The basic sessions provided information about civilian 
jobs, how to write a résumé, and how to translate military skills to civilian jobs. Although all 
service members were thought to benefit from such a program, policymakers viewed those 
who were being involuntarily separated from the military as a result of the drawdown as most 
at risk of joblessness. The TAP was also understood to benefit DoD directly by maintaining 
the viability of the all-volunteer force (Congressional Commission on Servicemembers and 
Veterans Transition Assistance, 1999). 

Self-Assessment and Counselor’s Evaluation
The current iteration of the TAP is quite different than how it started. First and foremost, 
the program requires the service member to complete a self-assessment and record post-
transition goals. Counselors then gauge service members’ preparedness to transition and 
assign them to one of three tiers: Tier 1 is fully prepared for transition, tier 2 is moderately 
prepared, and tier 3 is not prepared. After identifying which track the separating service 
member will take, the focus is on targeting resources to those who are least prepared to tran-
sition (i.e., tiers 2 and 3). After the self-assessment and counselor’s evaluation, the service 
member is given a briefing about the TAP process and benefits, services, and resources that 
will be available to them during their transition. 

Core Curriculum and Two-Day Instruction
The core curriculum consists of three days of typically in-person classes. One day is dedi-
cated to DoD transition services and includes information about the crosswalk of military to 
civilian occupations, financial literacy, and resiliency. A second day is spent on VA benefits 
and services and includes a briefing on how to check benefit eligibility, how to apply for ben-
efits, and how to use benefits. The third and final day of the core curriculum is spent with 
DOL representatives on civilian employment fundamentals, including a broad overview of 
employment in the civilian labor market.

Tier 2 and tier 3 service members (depending on their service branch) are required to take 
an additional two-day class focused on one of four career tracks: employment, education, 
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vocational, or entrepreneurship.1 Service members classified as tier 1 (i.e., fully prepared for 
transition) are not required to take this two-day sequence of classes, although they can elect 
to do so. 

The TAP now recognizes that service members have different pathways out of the mili-
tary (e.g., schooling, apprenticeships, employment, starting a business, retirement), and that 
the program’s goal is broader than helping service members transition to civilian jobs. In 
some ways, this makes the current iteration of the TAP significantly better than its predeces-
sors, but it can also make service delivery more complicated—especially at small installations 
where few people are transitioning into relatively rare tracks, such as entrepreneurship.

Program Evaluation

Since the final report from the Congressional Commission on Servicemembers and Veter-
ans Transition Assistance was released in 1999, GAO has written about veteran employment 
and the TAP in 2002, 2005, 2011, 2012, 2014, and in every year from 2018 to 2023. Many its 
reports have been critical of the TAP. A selection of these reports’ subtitles gives a sense of 
the program’s deficiencies: Better Targeting, Coordinating, and Reporting Needed to Enhance 
Program Effectiveness (GAO, 2012), Improved Oversight Needed to Enhance Implementation 
of Transition Assistance Program (GAO, 2014b), Coast Guard Needs to Improve Data Qual-
ity and Monitoring of Its Transition Assistance Program (GAO, 2018a), and—even more 
directly—DOD Needs to Improve Performance Reporting and Monitoring for the Transition 
Assistance Program (GAO, 2017). By 2022, DoD had taken many steps toward helping ser-
vice members transfer their skills to the civilian labor market, and, by 2023, its information 
systems were deemed reliable enough to track program participation, according to congres-
sional testimony by a GAO official (Locke, 2023; GAO, 2022; GAO, 2023).

One comprehensive evaluation of the TAP was conducted by researchers from ICF Incor-
porated, LLC, for DOL’s Chief Evaluation Office (O’Conner, Schoeneberger, and Clark, 2023). 
The study compared transitioned Army personnel who attended the three-day DOL employ-
ment workshop between 2014 and 2019 with those who did not. Overall, the researchers found 
that workshop attendance was associated with several outcomes: Workshop participants 
found jobs more quickly, remained employed longer, and had lower unemployment rates one 
year after separation from the military—although not at six months after separation—but 
they also earned less in wages. However, starting the TAP earlier in the transition process and 
attending sessions on VA benefits and financial planning were associated with higher wages 
for the workshop participants, particularly the 40 percent who completed the workshop six 
months or more before separation (O’Conner, Schoeneberger, and Clark, 2023, p. 69). 

1 All tier 3 service members are required to select a career track and attend the associated two-day class. 
The service branches have adopted different policies related to tier 2 service members. The Navy and Air 
Force do not their require attendance, while the Army and Marine Corps make these decisions on an indi-
vidual basis.
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The lower civilian wages of veterans who completed the TAP workshop could reflect a 
sense of urgency that was instilled by their participation and led them to accept a job before 
they understood the value of their skills in the job market. However, standard economic 
theory suggests that after they gathered new information, they would leave that position in 
favor of one with higher pay. Yet, the report suggests that these workers remained employed 
in the same role for a longer period than their nonparticipant peers, and that their wages 
were consistently lower on average at each wave of data collection. The authors of the evalu-
ation posit that participants’ greater likelihood to pursue higher education after separation 
and difficulty finding civilian work that aligned with their military skills has a dampen-
ing effect on earning potential in the years after transitioning (O’Conner, Schoeneberger, 
and Clark, 2023, p. 80). According to what we know from research on youth job train-
ing  programs, such as the Job Corps, a first-quarter postseparation difference of $3,000 
between TAP course participants and those who opted out is likely not attributable to 
the effects of a three-day course on civilian employment. Job Corps programs last many 
months, and participants typically have small increases in earnings relative to the control 
groups (Schochet, Burghardt, and McConnell, 2008).

Prior studies of the TAP suggest that the program has had some long-term effects. The 
TAP has been associated with higher labor force participation and higher educational attain-
ment, which possibly reflects an increased awareness of PGIB and MGIB benefits but has no 
statistically significant relationship with higher wages (Li, 2018). Silva (2011) highlights some 
demographic differences in TAP participation but finds no overall evidence that participation 
has a positive effect on employment outcomes. Other studies, such as Sadacca et al. (1995), 
show mixed results: Attending a TAP course offered by DOL is associated with lower wages, 
but participation in non-DOL courses is associated with higher wages. Transitioning service 
members are not randomly assigned to the TAP, and none of these studies could account for 
unobservable factors that influenced TAP participation, such as individual motivation, or 
differences in baseline preparedness for the labor market between TAP participants and non-
participants. Self-selection into treatment will generally cause bias in the estimated effects of 
a program, and this bias limits the evidence for the TAP’s performance. 

Since the TAP’s inception, the guidance has been for separating service members to begin 
planning for their transition early. Past guidance was to begin 90 days before separation, and 
then that recommendation was lengthened to 180 days. Current guidance is to begin prepar-
ing one to two years prior to separation and attend the capstone briefing no less than 90 days 
before the separation date. There are certainly reasons to prepare service members for the 
civilian labor market earlier in their military careers. SkillBridge is a DoD program that 
allows active-duty service members to spend their last six months on duty in an apprentice-
ship at a civilian business or other organization. However, there is simply no rigorous quan-
titative evidence that starting the transition process earlier in a military career will lead to 
better civilian labor market outcomes.

In 2020, DoD consolidated office functions to establish the Military-Civilian Transition 
Office to oversee TAP implementation. Other new TAP design features make a good quasi-
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experimental research design possible. For example, the Navy and the Air Force have dif-
ferent policies from the Army and the Marine Corps for whether a separating tier-2 service 
member has to attend a two-day career path class. Future studies could examine the algo-
rithm that assigns tiers and compare service members who are just above the threshold for 
career readiness with those who are below it. However, we acknowledge that this approach 
would test only the treatment effect of the two-day class, because all separating service mem-
bers are required to attend the basic TAP courses. 

Finally, DoD is in the process of merging its data with the U.S. Census Bureau. As a result, 
researchers will be able to more easily link military experience with civilian labor market 
outcomes, including the timing of when the TAP is completed and whether any of the two-
day courses are taken. 

As we have noted previously, during the years since GAO conducted its audit of 45 pro-
grams, little has changed in the employment transition-assistance landscape. With the excep-
tion of a few pilot programs, there had been no new additions. However, there is a  program 
that appears poised for a wider-scale launch, which is profiled in the box below. The Employ-
ment Navigator and Partnership Program (ENPP), which DOL is piloting to address some 
of the civilian employment challenges that transitioning service members and spouses face, 
is available to transitioning service members and spouses at selected bases who have partici-
pated in the TAP. 

ENPP: Individualized Career Counseling and Guidance

The ENPP connects transitioning service members and spouses with employment nav-
igators who can provide job-matching services, assist with referrals to veteran-friendly 
employers and apprenticeships, find hiring and networking events, and match jobseekers 
with training opportunities, placement services, mentors, and community-based wrap-
around services. To be eligible, service members and spouses must participate in the TAP 
at one of the locations where the pilot program is offered, but DOL operates the program 
outside the TAP process. The ENPP is available up to two years before separation and up 
to one year postseparation (DOL, undated-c). At the time of this writing, the program had 
partnered with 52 service providers, including veteran-serving organizations, large-scale 
job boards (e.g., Indeed), and corporate training and placement programs. 

In 2021, DOL’s Chief Evaluation Office commissioned an evaluation of the ENPP that 
appeared to involve data collection through a series of focus groups, but the findings have 
not been released (White House, Office of Management and Budget, 2022). For this reason, 
we did not include the ENPP in our analysis, but it is worth mentioning here as a potential 
enhancement to the TAP that can provide longer-term, individualized employment sup-
port and help to overcome some of the potential shortfalls of the TAP.
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CHAPTER 5

The Small Programs: History and 
Performance

The vast majority of federal transition assistance funding goes to the programs discussed 
in Chapters 2–4. However, no analysis of the employment transition-support landscape 
would be complete without a deeper dive into the dozens of other programs that collectively 
receive millions of dollars in federal funding to assist transitioning service members and 
veterans. There is overlap both among these programs and with the larger federal programs 
they supplement, but many small programs explicitly address gaps in support or enhance 
the  outcomes of other programs. Some of the best ideas in transition assistance are happen-
ing at a smaller scale. This is especially true in apprenticeship and job-matching programs, 
in which VA, DoD, and even the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) have been taking 
concrete, practical steps to connect transitioning veterans with career opportunities in the 
dynamic civilian labor market. 

To provide a clearer picture of the diversity of smaller programs that receive federal fund-
ing to support military-to-civilian employment transitions, this chapter groups the programs 
by their primary goals as follows: 

• General education and employment counseling programs help transitioning service 
members and veterans build life plans and assess their education and employment needs 
and preferences. 

• Education-focused programs might overlap with the larger programs previously dis-
cussed in this report. But in this chapter, we look specifically at small programs that 
provide funding, counseling, and accreditation for military skills. 

• Employment-focused programs had three overarching objectives: building employ-
ment skills, assisting with job searches and on-the-job employer interactions, and con-
necting transitioning service members and veterans with jobs or apprenticeships. 

• Transition programs for nonveterans—typically the family members—help transi-
tioning service members and veterans maintain a strong support network and recog-
nize that readjusting to civilian life is a challenge for those who did not, themselves, 
serve. We also included in this category general benefit support programs that help 
veterans access benefits that are not directly related to education or employment. 
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The large number of programs meant that we chose to focus on the broad ideas behind 
each rather than the specifics of their implementation. A few of these programs are unique 
in that they provide federal grants to organizations that carry out their program objectives 
instead of engaging in these activities directly. 

General Education and Employment Counseling Programs

The TAP, which we discuss in Chapter 4, has a significant counseling component, includ-
ing specific days dedicated to transitioning service members’ choice of education, employ-
ment, or entrepreneurship. Although VA, DOL, and the U.S. Department of Education (ED) 
provide ongoing transition-focused education and employment counseling, small programs 
dedicated to employment training and counseling are generally distributed between VA and 
the U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA). The following programs serve a broad cross 
section of transitioning service members and veterans:

• VA’s Personalized Career Planning and Guidance program provides counseling to 
help veterans identify and plan to achieve education and career goals. 

• DoD’s Military OneSource also covers many of the basics of career planning by pro-
viding “comprehensive information, referral, and assistance,” as well as assistance with 
taxes, financial planning, and other needs that are not always addressed by other pro-
grams (MyArmyBenefits, undated). 

• DoD’s Yellow Ribbon Reintegration Program provides information about benefits 
(especially military benefits) to transitioning service members and their families. This 
program also provides eligible nonveterans with access to TAP training. 

Education-Focused Programs

Funding
Most education funding is provided by the larger programs discussed in previous chapters—
most notably the MGIB, PGIB, and DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program. Only a few small 
programs are directly involved with undergraduate education funding; some, such as the 
VA Work-Study Program (which we discuss in the section “Job Matching and On-the-Job 
Training”) help veterans find work while they pursue an education. However, these large 
programs cannot not address the needs of all veterans, particularly those who would benefit 
from greater flexibility or additional funding, and the following programs focus on address-
ing these needs:

• VA’s Tuition Assistance Top-Up benefit directly addresses this need for flexibility by 
allowing military students to use MGIB or PGIB benefits to cover the tuition costs in 
excess of those covered by DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program. It does not provide direct 
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funding beyond that already provided under the MGIB or PGIB; it simply empowers 
military students to use that money in ways that serve their education goals. 

• VA’s Reserve Educational Assistance Program similarly allowed reservists to use MGIB 
or PGIB funds for education. This program expired in 2015, and benefits for enrollees 
ceased in 2019. However, some veterans who were eligible for this program might be 
eligible for similar benefits under the PGIB.

Counseling
A variety of programs provide high-level life counseling that could include advice on educa-
tion planning. We attempt to categorize such programs as granularly as possible, highlight-
ing those that focus on career or vocational counseling, because our goal is to assess the land-
scape of employment-focused transition assistance. However, a few counseling programs are 
dedicated to education and can help veterans identify the coursework or degrees they need to 
complete to pursue specific civilian careers:

• VA’s VetSuccess on Campus epitomizes this focus on education. Participating postsec-
ondary institutions have a VA counselor who helps student veterans adjust to life on 
campus, including serving as an advocate for student veterans and assisting them in 
applying for VA benefits. These counselors can also arrange for disability accommoda-
tions and referrals to physical and mental health services. 

• VA’s Veterans Integration to Academic Leadership program directly provides mental 
health assistance and on-campus clinical services for veterans with such support as 
time-management assistance and traumatic brain-injury recovery (VA, 2023f). Similar 
to VetSuccess on Campus, this program helps veterans access other VA benefits and 
promotes campus policies and practices that better serve veterans’ needs.

• Veterans are eligible for many of the same ED programs that serve the general popula-
tion. However, we have identified two that target veterans specifically. Centers of Excel-
lence for Veteran Student Success and Veterans Upward Bound are both administered 
as grants to accredited organizations. Centers of Excellence for Veteran Student Suc-
cess operates similarly to the two VA programs in this section in that it provides on-
campus assistance to promote veterans’ academic success, including counseling, tutor-
ing, and help with the application process. Meanwhile, the Veterans Upward Bound 
program is offered outside college campuses. Its free education services have a precol-
lege focus, mostly directing veterans to prerequisite coursework and counseling on the 
college application process. Veterans Upward Bound is part of a broader swathe of ED 
 programs that have historically helped disadvantaged populations navigate postsecond-
ary education opportunities. 
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Credentialing
The previously discussed small education-focused programs provide funding or assist transi-
tioning service members and veterans in applying for and remaining in school. The  following 
programs have a more direct link to the civilian labor market by identifying how military 
skills give participants a head start in pursuing specific civilian career paths: 

• DoD’s Credentialing Opportunities Online (COOL) portal defies easy categorization 
because it helps transitioning service members earn credits (academic or otherwise) for 
skills that they gained in the military. Each military branch has its own COOL portal 
that allows users to find certifications, licenses, or exams that match their skills. Cre-
dentialing assistance can include funding, but the combined expenses for credentialing 
and tuition assistance cannot exceed $4,000 (see Army COOL, 2024). 

• DOL’s United States Military Apprenticeship Program is similar to COOL in that 
it empowers active-duty service members to gain formal recognition for the employ-
able skills that they gained through their military service. Service members can log the 
hours that they have worked in a trade during their time in the military. The program 
also provides accreditation and free training in those trades.

Employment-Focused Programs

The landscape of small federal programs that provide employment support to transitioning 
service members and veterans is varied. Some focus on helping them find specific jobs (or 
even providing these jobs), while others assist more broadly by providing job-search assis-
tance or helping them develop the skills associated with successful employment.

The SBA is involved in the military-to-civilian transition process mostly through entre-
preneurship trainings. Although the TAP makes a distinction between employment and 
entrepreneurship, we group these programs with other employment services because of the 
significant overlap in their focus on preparing transitioning service members and veterans 
for the civilian labor market. Generally, searching for programs administered by the SBA is a 
good way to find federally funded entrepreneurship training opportunities. 

Business Skills
We group the following SBA programs together under “business skills” because they focus on 
business management, which could apply to both self-employment and traditional employ-
ment, including managerial jobs:

• The SBA’s Veterans Business Outreach Center program provides entrepreneurial 
training to service members, veterans, and their family members. These services can 
be extremely broad, such as “assistance and training in such areas as international 
trade, franchising, internet marketing, accounting, and more” (SBA, 2024b). Program 
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centers are physical locations and are funded by federal grants. These locations also 
host workshops and activities for other programs, including the other programs in  
this category.

• The SBA’s Boots to Business (B2B) training workshop functions primarily as an optional 
component of the TAP; its B2B Reboot program offers similar classes post-transition, 
and its online B2B Revenue Readiness course helps veterans continue studying finan-
cial planning for businesses. 

• The Veteran Federal Procurement Entrepreneur Training Program, which is also 
funded by the SBA, provides grants to businesses owned by veterans.

The SBA also provides funding for specialized trainings for specific transitioning popu-
lations, including military spouses, Native Americans, women, and service-disabled veter-
ans (SBA, 2024a). The following SBA programs fund online and in-person training sessions 
across the country:

• The Women Veteran Entrepreneurship Training Program offers training, advising 
services, loans, and connections to federal contract opportunities to female veterans 
who are seeking to start or expand a small business. 

• The Service-Disabled Veteran Entrepreneurship Training Program provides entre-
preneurship training, mentorship, and networking opportunities to veterans with a 
service-connected disability.

Job-Search Assistance
As we discuss in earlier chapters, job-search assistance is a common feature of many 
employment-focused transition programs. However, it is possible that smaller programs are 
organized to provide more-individualized assistance or to serve veterans who face specific 
types of barriers to traditional employment. A detailed assessment of the effectiveness of 
these programs could provide insights for all programs with job-search assistance compo-
nents by both improving an understanding of the needs of veteran jobseekers and identifying 
the types of challenges that they encounter in searching for civilian employment opportuni-
ties or retaining employment while serving in the reserves. The following programs focus on 
job-search assistance:

• DoD’s Education and Employment Initiative helps wounded, ill, or injured service 
members find jobs that can accommodate their disabilities. Program coordinators build 
relationships with employers and provide customized employment or education oppor-
tunities for service members. 

• The Office of Personnel Management’s Vets to Feds program helps veterans find federal 
jobs and assists with the application process.

• DoD’s Employer Support of the Guard and Reserve acts as a go-between for National 
Guard or reserve service members and their civilian employers, assisting with com-
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munication and resolving conflicts associated with military members’ transitions to 
the employment aspect of postservice life. The program’s primary purpose is to recog-
nize employers that have hired reserve-component service members and ensure compli-
ance with the Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act of 1994  
(Pub. L. 103-353, 1994). 

• DOL’s Homeless Veterans’ Reintegration Program provides grants to organizations 
that offer employment-focused counseling to homeless veterans. Job-search service pro-
viders that receive grants through this program can offer other benefits, including job 
placement and housing assistance. 

Job Matching and On-the-Job Training
We have discussed organizations that help veterans find jobs, but a significant number of 
federal programs connect transitioning service members to employment opportunities by 
hiring them directly, including the following:

• DoD’s Operation Warfighter program finds jobs for transitioning service members 
at medical facilities and connects them with the relevant hiring offices, supervisors, 
and mentors. Although the program is intended to be used on a temporary basis, the 
skills that veterans gain and the contacts that they make could open doors to long-term 
employment opportunities. 

• VA’s Compensated Work Therapy program supports veterans with physical and mental 
health challenges by organizing vocational rehabilitation partnerships with participat-
ing employers, which might improve these veterans’ long-term career prospects. 

• VA’s Warrior Training Advancement Course similarly targets wounded transitioning 
service members by preparing them for specific jobs in VA, either as a veteran service 
representative or a rating veteran service representative. VA also offers nonveteran-
specific training for other VA positions that are available to transitioning service  
members (VA, 2024b).

• The VA Veterans Work-Study Program provides immediate part-time jobs to student 
veterans. VA provides beneficiaries with a minimum wage, advance pay (if needed), and 
a job at a higher-education institution, VA facility, state agency, or other federal or state 
non-VA organization.

• VA’s Warriors to Workforce program has an expanded mission and trains wounded 
veterans for federal contracting jobs. 

• DoD’s SkillBridge internship program partners with businesses to provide active-duty 
service members with work experience in the six months before their separation date. 
These service members use paid military time to actively develop employment skills and 
forge connections in an industry that can lead to long-term employment immediately 
after they leave the military.
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Sector-Specific Employment Support
There are many small federal programs that provide employment or internship opportunities 
beyond VA, including the following:

• The Veterans Innovation Partnership Fellowship program is directly funded by the 
U.S. Department of State. Veterans serve a yearlong internship with a federal  foreign 
affairs agency, although it is limited to those with a relevant master’s degree. The 
 internship is intended to provide experience and exposure that prepare veterans for 
careers in diplomacy, international development, and related fields. 

• The U.S. Department of Energy’s Federal Energy Management Program’s Scholars 
Program provides paid internship opportunities to both veterans and nonveterans, 
including housing and commuting allowances. 

• DoD’s Troops to Teachers program is intended to help transitioning service members 
and veterans become teachers. The program was reauthorized in December 2021 after 
being canceled in October 2020, but it did not receive a restart fund and is offered only 
in some states (Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support, undated). 

• The Veteran Registered Nurses in Primary Care Training Program is one example of 
a small program funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. It is 
dedicated to assisting veterans who are interested in becoming nurses. 

• The USDA’s Enhancing Agricultural Opportunities for Military Veterans program, 
which is popularly known as “AgVets,” provides grants to organizations that expose vet-
erans to farmwork experience, noting that although “military veterans are eligible for 
most USDA programs, a hands-on immersive training experience has been identified 
as a critical strategy for helping interested individuals enter into and sustain successful 
careers” (USDA, undated). This sentiment seems to be shared by most of the organiza-
tions in this chapter.

Transition Programs for Nonveterans

Some programs identified as assisting with military transitions do not actually target tran-
sitioning service members and veterans themselves. Many counseling programs, such as the 
TAP and DoD’s Yellow Ribbon Reintegration Program, provide benefits to dependents of 
transitioning service members and veterans, but some programs go farther, focusing exclu-
sively on families. We discuss the largest such program, DEA, in Chapter 2. However, there 
are also much smaller programs with similar missions, including the following:

• DoD’s Spouse Education and Career Opportunities offers both broad and targeted 
career counseling, as well as job- and education-search assistance for the spouses of 
transitioning service members and veterans. 
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• ED’s Iraq and Afghanistan Service Grant is a benefit specifically reserved for depen-
dents of service members who died as a result of service in Iraq or Afghanistan. 

• An example of a service-level initiative is the U.S. Coast Guard’s Spouse Employment 
Assistance Program, which offers counseling on career planning, job searching, and 
the job application process.

Conclusions

Clearly, there is a massive variety of small transition programs competing and cooperating 
to accomplish interacting, overlapping, and supporting goals. Our review was limited to a 
high-level assessment of program goals, activities, and areas of redundancy and overlap. A 
dedicated full-scale analysis of small-program uptake, alongside a comprehensive outcome-
oriented evaluation of all federally funded transition programs, would provide more insights 
into how these programs use their resources to support transitioning service members and 
veterans and how effective they have been in doing so. 
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CHAPTER 6

Content Analysis of the 45 Federal Transition 
Programs

Since September 11, 2001, federal programs to assist veterans in transitioning to civilian life 
have increased in number across various agencies. GAO has conducted several analyses of 
federal transition programs, including their features and performance. However, there is 
little evidence of effectiveness at both ends of the program-size spectrum. In this chapter, 
we present findings from our analysis of 45 transition programs, using legislation, program 
descriptions, and existing literature about the programs as data inputs. Our novel approach 
involves analyzing program participation relative to program cost and showing which transi-
tion programs consume outsized levels of funding relative to their reach. 

Overview of GAO’s Findings and Study Limitations

GAO identified 45 federally funded transition programs operating in FY 2017 that facilitated 
military-to-civilian employment transitions for service members, veterans, and their families 
and that are overseen by a total of 11 U.S. government agencies (GAO, 2019a; GAO, 2020). 
GAO found a great deal of overlap in the activities and goals of these programs, as well as 
variation in their budgets and the extent to which the agencies evaluated the effectiveness of 
their programs. Nine of the 45 programs had neither tracked their outcomes nor conducted 
any type of evaluation. GAO’s congressionally mandated analysis examined

(1) the extent to which the programs provide similar services to similar populations, 
and how agencies coordinate to manage any duplication, overlap, or fragmentation; and 
(2) what federal agencies have done to assess the effectiveness of programs to help service-
members achieve civilian employment (GAO, 2020, p. 2).

The federal government dedicates billions of dollars each year to military-to-civilian 
employment transitions, and GAO found that three large programs receive the vast majority 
of this funding: the PGIB, VR&E, and DEA. 

GAO reports provide the most comprehensive picture of federal transition programs to 
date but have their limitations. The 2020 report and other reports that focus on narrower 
transition-related topics have documented only a limited set of program features and charac-
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teristics, such as the number of participants, the agency managing the program, and program 
budget levels. Documenting additional program features would better illustrate the variety 
of transition programs and services available through the federal government. Furthermore, 
GAO data on federal transition programs came from self-reported information by program 
representatives. It is unclear how respondents to GAO solicitations interpreted data requests 
or whether they reported their respective budgets and program participants consistently. 
Some budget data appear to be inconsistent with figures reported in other reports. For exam-
ple, the 2020 GAO report indicated that the VR&E budget was $231.5 million in FY 2017, 
whereas VBA’s FY 2022 annual budget report lists expenditures as $1.47 billion (GAO, 2020, 
p. 25; VBA, 2023a, p. 244). 

We have attempted to compile our own updated budget and expenditure data for all 
45  identified programs, but we could not find consistent information for a subset of these 
programs. This missing information is a significant shortfall of government reporting of vet-
eran transition program funding and performance. There is no single source that provides 
consistent and reliable budgetary reporting for these programs in the U.S. government. Occa-
sionally, a single report, such as the 2020 GAO report, has reported wildly different budgetary 
figures for a single program across FYs with no explanation for the change. 

Taxonomy for Additional Program Features 

Although we were not able to collect an updated set of program participant and budget fig-
ures that was more comprehensive and more consistent than those reported by GAO, we did 
identify additional features of these 45 federal transition programs that can enhance under-
standing of the variety of federal programs that support veterans’ transitions. We reviewed 
program websites and other official, publicly available program materials and coded each of 
these features. 

Unlike GAO, we did not solicit this information directly from program officials. In an 
earlier stage of this research, we reached out to representatives from each of these federal pro-
grams to complete a survey or interview them. However, no program officials responded to 
our survey, and very few agreed to an interview. The lack of willingness by program officials 
to provide the information requested in the initial stages of this research project is concern-
ing from a transparency standpoint, and it raises questions about the responsiveness of the 
agencies charged with managing and overseeing these programs. 

Table 6.1 lists the additional program characteristics we coded, along with a short descrip-
tion of the measure and the coding scheme that we used to classify the 45 programs according 
to each characteristic. 
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TABLE 6.1

Federal Transition Program Feature Taxonomy Codes

Program Characteristic Definition Coding

RECIPIENT of funds Who receives government 
funds?

1: Beneficiary (direct payment)
2: A program or provider on behalf of 
beneficiary (e.g., tuition payment)
3: Organization under grant or contract to 
provide services to beneficiary
4: Pay for labor as intern, fellow, or worker
5: Unpaid work or intern opportunity
6: Government office or staff
7: Both individual and program or provider

AGENCY providing funds Who is providing government 
funds?

List agency 

OVERSIGHT by Congress Which congressional 
committee has oversight 
responsibility for the program?

List committee

TRAINING 
OPPORTUNITY provided

Is this a specific or general 
training/education opportunity 
or program?

0: Advice, coordination, navigation, or 
counseling, but not training
1: General education or training (participant’s 
choice)
2: Higher education only
3: Specific skill training limitation

TIMING of program When is the program available 
and used?

1: Any time preseparation
2: Immediately before separation (including 
requirement to begin program 180 days out)
3: Transition period, including after 
separation (+/– 12 months)
4: Postservice and veterans only
5: Lifetime eligibility
6: Unclear time restriction

LOCATION of services Where is the program 
accessed?

1: On base
2: Off but near base
3: Major metropolitan area
4: Online
5: College campus
6: Unclear
5: Other

APPROVAL to participate Does the person need approval 
to participate?

0: Eligibility check only 
1: Yes, chain of command approval is needed 
(active duty)
2: Yes, participation is approved by program 
provider 
3: Unclear

ENTITLEMENT to 
participate

Is the program universal or 
limited by special criteria?

1: Universal or near-universal entitlement
2: Limiting criteria
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Data Collection
To collect program data, we searched the internet using the program names to identify any 
official government websites or documents. We did not expand beyond official government 
materials to ensure that the types of materials that we collected for all programs were consis-
tent, regardless of their size, budget, or level of public scrutiny. The exception to this approach 

Program Characteristic Definition Coding

SPECIAL POPULATION 
served by program

What special population served 
by the program?

0: Transitioning service members and 
veterans
1: All transitioning service members
2: All veterans
3: All dependents (spouses and children)
4: High-risk transitioning service members or 
veterans
5: Reserve component
6: Wounded, ill, or injured veteran and their 
survivors
7: Military occupational specialty
8: Desired industry or occupation
9: Demographic minority population
10: Other

BENEFIT is monetary 
provided directly or for 
in-kind services

Is the benefit provided to the 
transitioning service member 
or veteran monetary or in-kind 
services?

1: Direct cash payment (not employment pay)
2: Payment to entity on behalf of participant 
(e.g., for tuition, registration fees, exam costs)
3: In-kind service (e.g., mentoring, job fair)
4: Job or internship experience (paid or 
unpaid)
5: Other 

LEVEL of program—
individual or group

Is the program offered at the 
group or individual level?

1: Universal
2: Group, large
3: Group, small
4: Individual or one-on-one
5: Unclear

COSTS—direct only or 
additional significant 
hidden costs

Are there only direct monetary 
costs or also implied costs?

1: Direct costs to participate, including 
program or office overhead costs
2: Implied/hidden costs (e.g., missed 
workdays)
1+2 (3): Both direct and indirect costs

SCHEDULING—on or off 
duty time

Is the program accessed while 
on or off duty?

1: During duty time (active duty)
2: Off-duty time (active duty)
3: Duty becomes job or internship
4: N/A (dependent program)
5: Post-transition
6: Unclear 

DELIVERY—self-guided, 
online, in-person, or 
hybrid

What is the mechanism for 
program participation?

1: Self-guided
2: Online
3: In-person
4: Hybrid, mix of online and in person
5: Unclear

Table 6.1—Continued
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was in identifying program budget information. We used all available resources to identify 
program budget and cost information, especially for the largest programs serving transition-
ing veterans. We were not able to find comparable budget data for all the programs in the 
GAO report. 

Weighting
We did not identify any additional official federal programs implemented in the time since 
the 2020 GAO report on the initial 45 federal programs. There are some programs that are 
being piloted or tested, such as the ENPP, but because of the limited information available 
at the time of our research, we opted to exclude them from this analysis. GAO’s definition 
of career assistance programs includes those serving dependents, such as the children and 
spouses of service members, under the logic that the entire family transitions out of the mili-
tary and that the transition outcomes of a military spouse will have consequences for the 
entire family, including the veteran. 

Our coding process recorded characteristics of the programs, but the programs varied 
dramatically in scale and scope, as indicated by budget size and number of program par-
ticipants, among other factors. For this reason, we analyzed program feature information 
in multiple ways. First, we considered the characteristics at the program level, treating each 
program with equal weight. We also weighted program features using two kinds of weights—
budget and number of participants—and summarized the weighted data. Weighting by pro-
gram budget levels revealed the distribution of program features based on costs or spending. 
Weighting by number of participants showed us the distribution of program features based 
on how many participants potentially experienced them. Hypothetically, if there were a com-
parable number of programs focused on higher education and postmilitary employment, but 
the budget for education programs was higher by an order of magnitude, we might question 
whether there was an opportunity to improve funding for postmilitary employment pro-
grams. The budget- and participant-weighted analyses helped us identify potential gaps in 
the availability of programs serving specific populations or transition needs and where there 
might be opportunities to better align the budgets of federal transition programs with their 
levels of participation.

Results 

Table 6.2 lists the top ten programs in terms of budget. For its 2020 report, GAO solicited 
budget information from the programs themselves, and not all programs reported back. 
GAO calculated each program’s relative share of federal employment transition dollars using 
only these reported budgets. We attempted to collect updated budget information for all the 
programs. However, we could not find these data for all programs, and what we could col-
lect came from various years between 2019 and 2023. We report the budget data we compiled 
for comparison, but the lack of completeness makes the RAND-identified figures less useful 
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in calculating budget weights. Because the budget information from GAO reports was more 
complete, we used those data to create the budget weights, or the proportion of total federal 
employment transition funding spent on each program. 

The PGIB has, by far, the largest budget of any of the 45 transition programs and is more 
than an order of magnitude larger than the next largest program. The PGIB provides educa-
tional benefits for service members, veterans, and (in some cases) dependents, and it accounts 
for almost 85 percent of all spending on federal transition programs. Of the top ten programs 
by budget, six provided direct payments for education benefits to service members, veterans, 
and dependents. Four provided some employment resources or assistance. Notably, the TAP, 
which is mandatory for all transitioning service members, does not appear on the list. This 
might be because of a lack of clarity in the submitted budget that GAO used for its report. It 
might be that only the operating budget for the Military-Civilian Transition Office, which 
oversees the TAP, and its personnel was included and not the additional expense of the TAP 
contractors who teach the curriculum on bases. It certainly does not include the implicit cost 

TABLE 6.2

Top Ten Largest Federal Transition Programs, by Budget Level

Program 
Relative % of Budget 

from GAO Report
Relative % of Budget 
Identified by RAND 

GAO Reported Budget 
in FY 2017 ($)

PGIB (or Chapter 33) 84.05 84.12 11,056,959,000

DEA 4.2 8.42 553,128,000

DoD’s Tuition Assistance 
Program

3.46 1.43 455,656,053

All-Volunteer Force Educational 
Assistance (or MGIB) – Active 
Duty

2.27 298,818,000

VR&E 1.76 0.23 231,472,000a

JVSG 1.33 174,895,912

All-Volunteer Force Educational 
Assistance (or MGIB) – Selected 
Reserve 

0.99 1.18 130,311,000

Compensated Work Therapy 0.46 0.23 61,069,433

VA Work-Study Program 0.37 48,295,632

Homeless Veterans’ 
Reintegration Program

0.34 0.45 44,929,908

SOURCES: Features data from GAO, 2019a; GAO, 2020. 

NOTE: The only consistently reported budget information on all 45 programs comes from GAO, 2020, Appendix II, Table 6. 
a Highlights a dramatic increase from FY 2017 to FY 2018.
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of taking approximately 200,000 transitioning service members off duty for three to five days 
to complete the program. It is clear that most federal funds allocated to veteran transition 
programs emphasize education over immediate employment. Of the top ten, seven provide 
education benefits. Only JVSG is primarily an employment program, although VR&E's pur-
pose is to help veterans become employable. 

Budgets are not the only way to measure program size and results. We also order the 
programs by the number of participants that GAO reported to have used each program, pre-
sented in Table 6.3. As with the budget figures, these figures were reported to GAO by the 
programs themselves. 

Once again, the PGIB tops the list, serving more than 655,000 people—nearly three times 
as many participants as the next largest program. Other top programs by participant number 
include large education benefit programs, as well as DoD’s Employer Support of the Guard 
and Reserve, DoD’s Transition Assistance Advisors, and military spouse employment pro-
grams. Although employment-focused programs are not well represented among the most 
expensive federal transition programs, they do serve a relatively large number of people.

We identified 14 features of transition programs and coded each program as described 
earlier. Table 6.4 reports the distribution of program features at the program level. We also 
computed the distribution of program features weighted by reported participants and by pro-
gram budget. The latter provides insight into which features participants experience rela-
tively more or less than others, as well as the policy implications of various program features, 

TABLE 6.3

Top Ten Federal Transition Programs, by Number of Participants

Program Relative % Served Number Served

PGIB (or Chapter 33) 24.52 655,430

DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program 8.77 234,456

Employer Support of the Guard and Reserve 7.85 209,927

TAP 7.45 199,218

Transition Assistance Advisors 7.41 198,198

Spouse Education and Career Opportunities 6.73 180,000

Military OneSource Spouse Career Center 6.17 165,000

VR&E 4.95 132,218

JVSG 4.63 123,869

DEA 3.75 100,275

SOURCES: Features data from GAO, 2019a; GAO, 2020.
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TABLE 6.4

Distribution of Program Characteristics Under Various Weighting Strategies

Characteristic Program Weight Participant Weight Budget Weight

Recipient (number of programs) 44 40 35

Beneficiary cash 2.27 0.00 0.00

Program on behalf of beneficiary 20.45 17.01 0.00

Grant or contract for services to beneficiary 34.09 16.27 11.19

Pay for labor 13.64 2.88 2.07

Unpaid internship 2.27 0.02 0.83

Government office or staff 22.73 34.35 0.10

Both individual and program receives funds 4.55 29.47 85.81

Agency (number of programs) 45 40 35

USDA 2.22 0.00 0.04

U.S. Department of Homeland Security 6.67 2.62 0.07

U.S. Department of Energy 2.22 0.00 0.00

DOL 4.44 5.24 1.67

DoD 28.89 48.88 3.72

ED 6.67 0.31 0.18

U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services

2.22 0.04 0.07

U.S. Office of Personnel Management 2.22 0.00 0.00

SBA 11.11 1.51 0.05

U.S. Department of State 2.22 0.00 0.00

U.S. Department of the Treasury 2.22 0.00 94.19

VA 28.89 41.4 0.04

Type of training (number of programs) 45 40 35

Curriculum or training on transition only 2.22 7.45 0.03

On-the-job training or internship 11.11 5.44 2.13

General training or education 20.00 41.00 95.14

Specific skill or occupation training or 
education

35.56 9.95 2.07

Advising or counseling through a specific 
office

28.89 36.16 0.63

Website or self-directed resource 2.22 0.00 0.00
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Characteristic Program Weight Participant Weight Budget Weight

Timing (number of programs) 45 40 35

Anytime preseparation 22.22 28.47 4.71

Immediately prior to separation 13.33 15.18 0.09

Transition period, including after separation 8.89 5.33 1.82

Post-service or veterans only 40.00 16.07 7.00

Lifetime eligibility 8.89 27.1 86.36

Unclear time restriction 6.67 7.85 0.01

Location (number of programs) 44 40 35

On base 4.55 3.63 0.00

On and off base (nearby) 2.27 0.02 0.00

On base and online 11.36 9.62 0.04

Off base (nearby) or unclear 2.27 0.22 0.00

Major metropolitan area 13.64 1.89 0.39

Online 6.82 20.32 0.05

College campus 31.82 43.14 95.27

Other 27.27 21.15 4.24

Approval (number of programs) 45 40 35

Eligibility check 33.33 61.63 87.49

Chain of command 11.11 7.76 0.04

Program provider 55.56 30.61 12.47

Entitlement (number of programs) 45 40 35

Universal or near-universal entitlement 26.67 47.89 91.32

Limited criteria or special population 73.33 52.11 8.68

Special populations (number of programs) 45 40 35

Transitioning service members and veterans 8.89 28.25 87.33

All transitioning service members 13.33 17.01 3.60

All dependents (spouses and children) 6.67 12.92 0.00

High-risk transitioning service members and 
veterans

8.89 5.56 1.81

Reserve component 8.89 15.33 0.15

Table 6.4—Continued
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Characteristic Program Weight Participant Weight Budget Weight

Wounded, ill, or injured service members or 
veterans and their dependents

15.56 11.19 6.43

Military occupational specialty 4.44 4.11 0.10

Desired industry or occupation 13.33 0.05 0.12

Demographic minority population 2.22 0.20 0.00

Other 17.78 5.38 0.45

Benefit (number of programs) 45 40 35

Direct cash payment 15.56 29.71 86.18

Payment to entity on behalf of participant 20.00 16.28 7.79

In-kind service (e.g., mentoring, job fair) 46.67 32.47 0.50

Job or internship experience 17.78 21.54 5.53

Level (number of programs) 44 39 34

Universal 2.27 7.45 0.03

Group, large 4.55 7.86 0.01

Group, small 4.55 0.02 0.00

Individual or one-on-one 81.82 82.53 99.88

Unclear 6.82 2.13 0.07

Costs (number of programs) 45 40 35

Direct costs to participate, including program 
overhead

86.67 0.00 99.96

Implied or hidden costs (e.g., missed 
workdays)

2.22 92.24 0.00

Both direct and indirect costs 11.11 7.76 0.04

Scheduling (number of programs) 45 40 35

During duty time (active duty) 6.67 11.05 0.04

Off-duty time (active duty) 13.33 17.27 3.76

Duty becomes job or internship 6.67 0.29 0.00

Dependent program 11.11 16.67 4.21

Post-transition 60.00 46.87 91.99

Unclear 2.22 7.85 0.01

Table 6.4—Continued
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according to their relative proportion of the budget. As noted, treating all programs equally 
skews an analysis of program features because of the handful of very large, very expensive 
programs and many smaller, more-limited programs. We note the sample sizes for each 
column because applying the participant and budget weights means that some programs 
drop out because of unreported budgets or participant numbers.

Federal transition programs offer many different types of benefits to participants, such 
as direct cash payments, basic online trainings, and informational websites. We code for the 
primary way that program resources were used to assist transitioning individuals. At the pro-
gram level, few programs (2.3 percent) provide payments directly to beneficiaries. Most use 
their resources to pay another entity for services: Just over 20 percent of the programs support 
payment directly to an organization for services provided on behalf of individual beneficia-
ries, around one-third (34.1 percent) fund a contract to provide services, and around one-
fifth use their funds primarily to staff a government office that provides transition services. 
When weighting by program participants, the relative balance shifts, driven primarily by the 
PGIB, which provides direct payments to participants and pays tuition fees to another entity 
(colleges or approved training programs), serves the largest number of participants, and has 
the largest budget.

The majority of federal transition programs are related to general education and training 
or specific industry or occupational skill-focused education or training. For example, under 
the category “Type of training,” more than 55 percent of all programs provide education or 
training, and seven of the top ten by budget level provide education or training (see Table 6.2). 
According to the 2020 GAO report, more than 95 percent of total transition program dollars 
went to education programs, but just under 50 percent of participants enrolled in education 
or training programs. These participant-versus-budget–weighted program metrics suggest 
that these education and training programs consume a disproportionate share of funding 
relative to the number of participants that they serve. 

Characteristic Program Weight Participant Weight Budget Weight

Delivery (number of programs) 45 40 35

Self-guided 4.44 0.53 0.1

Online 6.67 20.32 0.05

In-person 35.56 6.9 1.01

Hybrid of delivery methods 42.22 64.55 97.43

Unclear 11.11 7.7 1.41

NOTE: No budget information was available for several programs, including those serving exclusively spouses and children. 
For this reason, the number of programs is lower (e.g., 35 versus 45), and there is no calculated budget weight because there 
was no budget information about this special population.

Table 6.4—Continued
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Several other program features are shaped by the predominance of education-focused 
transition programs. For example, almost one-third of programs are offered on a college 
campus. Weighted by number of participants, more than 40 percent of all transition program 
participants are served by transition programs operating on college campuses, but these pro-
grams account for 95 percent of budget dollars. Because we code college classes as one-on-one 
or individual training, these education-focused transition programs mean that most pro-
grams, participants, and budget dollars for transition go to one-on-one or individual pro-
grams. Most education programs are also pursued postseparation, leading to most transition 
programs and budget dollars being used after separation from the military. 

Federal transition programs are available at different points in the transition life cycle. 
Twenty-two percent of programs offer a benefit available any time before military separation, 
such as DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program and Military Apprenticeship Program. Forty per-
cent are available to individuals only after separation, and just under 10 percent are available 
across the military life cycle, meaning that they can be used before or after separating from 
service. The relative distribution changed when weighting by participants and budgets, in 
large part because of the influence of the PGIB, which can be used before or after separation. 
There has been an interest in moving the planning and preparation for transition “to the left,” 
or having service members begin the transition planning process earlier in advance of sepa-
ration. Many programs exist that serve only individuals who have already separated (40 per-
cent), but those programs appear to serve relatively fewer participants and cost relatively little 
because of the declining representation of postservice-only programs in the participant- and 
budget-weighted estimates. 

Transition programs are offered across a wide variety of locations (e.g., on a military 
installation, off but near the installation, only in major metropolitan areas). Program loca-
tion might present a barrier to access for some individuals if programs are located only on 
base or in a major metropolitan area. Nearly one-third of transition programs are offered on 
a college campus because such programs provide education benefits. However, there is a rea-
sonable variety of locations where transition programs are offered. In terms of the number 
of participants they support, online programs predominate after programs on college cam-
puses, which is largely an effect of the Military OneSource Spouse Career Center that serves 
a large number of military spouses. Because of the distribution of programs across locations 
includes online offerings, it does not appear that program site presents a major barrier to 
accessing programs and services. 

Access to transition programs can be nearly universal or require application and approval 
by various gatekeepers, including one’s chain of command (if still serving) or the agency 
offering the program, according to some known or unclear eligibility criteria. We code for 
who needed to approve program participation (if anyone), whether there were eligibility cri-
teria that would limit access to program participation, and what those eligibility criteria were. 
Just over 10 percent of programs require their chain of command to approve participation, 
such as SkillBridge. Programs requiring chain of command approval run the risk of having a 
local commander make decisions about approval according to unit training needs or personal 
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bias rather than the interest of the transitioning service member.1 The majority of programs 
(56 percent) require some kind of approval for participation by the program offerer, which 
involves an application process that might be more or less competitive. Relatedly, 73 percent 
of programs have some kind of limit on eligibility, such as being intended for a special popu-
lation, which is most often for those who were wounded, ill, or injured during service (16 per-
cent of programs), those from a specific military occupation or pursuing a specific industry 
or occupation postservice (4 percent and 13 percent, respectively), those from the reserves 
(9 percent), and those who are understood to be at high risk (9 percent). The influence of the 
college-benefits programs is apparent in the participant- and budget-weighted results; these 
programs require only an eligibility check to be used because they are nearly universal enti-
tlements available to virtually all service members and veterans. 

Programs offer participants different benefits, such as providing cash payments directly 
to the participant, paying a fee to another entity on behalf of the participant, providing an 
in-kind service, or setting up an internship or work opportunity. Almost half (47 percent) of 
federal programs primarily provide a service to participants, 16 percent provide direct cash 
payment, 20 percent pay another entity on behalf of a participant, and 18 percent provide job 
or internship experiences. The influence of PGIB is again clear when considering the budget-
weighted results, which indicate that 86 percent of transition programs’ budget resources are 
spent on programs that provide direct cash payments to beneficiaries.

Programs predominately serve people at the individual level. Although the TAP involves 
attending classes together with others, the majority of programs actually serve people at the 
individual level, including college and education programs, internship programs, and voca-
tional rehabilitation.

Because some programs involve active-duty individuals participating in the program 
instead of their normal duty, we code for whether programs had any implicit or hidden costs, 
whether they involved only direct program costs, or both. Indirect or hidden costs are any 
costs born from paying the salary or wages of an individual but not having them available 
to do their official duty. The TAP, which requires participants to spend three to five days in 
transition-assistance classes, would be one example. SkillBridge, which allows an approved 
service member to spend up to six months in a civilian internship while being paid by the 
military, is another example of programs with implicit costs. The participant-weighted results 
change dramatically because of the single program that provides tax exclusions for PGIB 
benefits. This program is entirely an implicit cost because of the lost tax revenues. But, the 
program has no budget amount and thus does not show up in the budget-weighted results. 
Although the number of programs that involve implicit costs is not large, it is worth noting 
that TAP serves close to 200,000 participants (GAO, 2020). Thus, the actual total implied 
costs of the TAP are likely to be very large. Similarly, the loss of a service member to a civil-

1 According to anecdotal evidence from subject-matter experts, there have been leadership complaints 
about “short-timers” who use these programs “excessively” because the commanders could not prevent 
them from doing so.
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ian employer for up to six months through the SkillBridge program has the potential to incur 
a tremendous amount of implied costs if the program serves more than a handful of service 
members.

Most federal transition programs are scheduled after individuals transition out of the 
military (60 percent). Approximately 20 percent are offered during active-duty time, includ-
ing while on or off duty (7 percent and 13 percent, respectively). Eleven percent of programs 
are for dependents, and 7 percent provide a job or internship. 

Federal programs are a mix of online and in-person activities: 35 percent of programs 
are in-person only, 42 percent are a mix of online and offline activities, and 7 percent are 
entirely online. The relative distribution shifts with the participant- and budget-weighted 
results to the extent that there is a greater representation of hybrid activities; this, again, is 
largely driven by the PGIB and MGIB, which allow for hybrid or online education.

Program Redundancies and Gaps

Both GAO and our study found that a small fraction of programs receive the vast majority of 
federal employment transition-assistance funding. For example, GAO found that in FY 2017, 
the PGIB, DEA, and DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program were all employment-assistance pro-
grams despite their education-focused components. These programs accounted for 92 per-
cent of an estimated $13.15 billion in federal funding that went toward helping service mem-
bers, veterans, and their families transition to civilian employment in FY 2017. We note that 
VR&E’s budget increased from $231 million in FY 2017 to $1.43 billion in FY 2018, according 
to the 2020 GAO report, although this might reflect a data error. Nonetheless, it is clear that 
the largest programs’ budgets can fluctuate from year to year. 

However, this does not change the fact that a small number of programs command the 
bulk of federal spending on transition, and that nearly all the money spent on career assis-
tance programs, as defined by GAO, goes to upskilling, retraining, or education that can take 
many months or years to complete (GAO, 2020). Specifically, the 2020 GAO report found 
that 35 out of the 45 reviewed programs provided educational assistance. Of the largest fed-
eral programs, VR&E does offer some career counseling and long-term support for disabled 
veterans who wish to start their own businesses, but a large share of the program’s budget is 
dedicated to vocational training and educational benefits. 

GAO's analysis went even further to show redundancies specifically within this education 
component. GAO looked at programs that offered educational counseling and found that, for 
service members, veterans, spouses, and dependents, there are a total of 25 separate programs 
providing those services. Similarly, there are 21 programs that provide educational needs 
assessments. For comparison, there are 32 different programs that provide employment assis-
tance, 22 of which provide employment counseling and résumé assistance. 

Most striking are the number of programs that provided referrals for different services 
or resources: 22 separate referral programs for education, 23 programs for employment, and 



Content Analysis of the 45 Federal Transition Programs

59

17 programs for self-employment assistance. The 2020 GAO report did not assess the amount 
of confusion caused by the current set of transition programs. There is an entire industry 
dedicated to providing advice, guidance, and counseling to transitioning service members to 
help them navigate these transition programs. VA spends an entire day of the TAP educat-
ing service members about the benefit programs to which they are entitled and how to apply 
for benefits. These multiple redundancies should be eliminated with the goal of making the 
entire transition landscape less complex and easier to navigate. We note that there are 27 dif-
ferent programs that had limited to no budget information, that serve few transitioning ser-
vice members or veterans, and that have no track record of performance. Shuttering these 
programs would be a good place to begin simplifying the transition landscape.

A major gap across the 45 programs is individualized employment assistance. Among 
programs that specifically provide employment assistance, that support was most often in 
the form of career assessments to help participants identify a civilian career field, referrals 
to veteran-friendly employers, résumé and cover letter writing assistance, and other forms 
of support that did not include job-specific skill development opportunities. Transition-
ing service members might be particularly well-served by developing the skills necessary to 
discern between high-quality training programs and lower-quality ones. VR&E provides a 
considerable amount of one-on-one counseling because of the specialized needs of that par-
ticular population. Furthermore, the ENPP will provide some one-on-one career counseling, 
although the extent is unclear; individual career counselors might provide career develop-
ment services directly or guide veterans to resources in their community. 

Transitioning service members often struggle to translate the skills that they have devel-
oped in their military occupations to civilian career opportunities. MyNextMove for Vet-
erans is a DOL platform that attempts to address this need by matching military occupa-
tions and military-acquired skills with civilian occupations. However, prior analysis using 
data collected from service members suggest that MyNextMove’s matches are typically not 
very highly related to a service member’s military occupation, and, perhaps worse, MyNext-
Move often fails to recommend occupations that are closely related (Wenger, Pint, et al., 2017; 
Wenger, Roer, and Wong, 2023). RAND research has helped expand the list of civilian occu-
pations that are recommended by MyNextMove to enlisted Army veterans. RAND research-
ers have also extended this functionality to the Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force, but there 
are currently no plans to do so for the Space Force or Coast Guard. Although MyNextMove 
for Veterans does purport to crosswalk specific military occupational specialties to civilian 
careers, that is the extent of its personalized guidance. Otherwise, the platform functions 
similarly to other job search portals by allowing jobseekers to search for jobs by keyword and 
browse careers by occupation. 

DoD’s SkillBridge program provides apprenticeship opportunities and connects transi-
tioning service members directly with participating employers. However, service members 
complete their SkillBridge apprenticeships in their last six months of duty, which takes them 
away from their units. The program is also limited by the number of participating employ-
ers. For these and other reasons, it is unlikely that such a program is scalable to serve larger 
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numbers of participants. The ENPP, which is a DOL pilot program for TAP participants, 
appears to address the need for individualized career counseling, but evaluation results for 
the program have not been released.

Implications for Federal Transition Program Policy

There are important features of federal transition programs beyond how many people they 
serve and how much they cost that should be part of policy discussions about how best to 
meet the needs of transitioning military members. 

First, the majority of federal transition programs focus on education. General education 
or specific occupational training are important ways to enhance the human capital of veter-
ans and thus are expected to ultimately lead to enhanced employment outcomes after service. 
The PGIB is nearly universally available, provides extremely generous benefits, and accounts 
for the largest share of any program in the total budget for federal transition programs; it 
consumes 84 percent of all reported budget dollars for 45 programs. Even though the PGIB 
serves a large number of beneficiaries, it covers only 24 percent of all of the total beneficiaries 
served by all programs. This might make sense, because the PGIB is not only a transition 
program but also an important recruiting and retention tool. The overwhelming emphasis 
on education programs among federal transition programs means there are relatively fewer 
transition programs that focus on employment directly after service, and the reported bud-
gets for those programs are much lower than the major education programs.

Employment-focused transition programs serve a larger share of program participants 
than their budget share. The four major short-term employment-assistance programs—the 
TAP, DoD’s Transition Assistance Advisors, JVSG, and Employer Support of the Guard 
and Reserve—together account for 27 percent of federal program participants reported by 
GAO, yet these programs collectively report to have only 1.4 percent of the federal transi-
tion program budget dollars. The TAP is the largest employment-focused transition program 
by number of participants, and it is now mandatory for transitioning active-duty and some 
reserve-component service members. As a result, the program is the subject of a great deal 
of scrutiny from veterans, lawmakers, and the general public. JVSG is another large-scale 
employment program serving many veterans. Employer Support of the Guard and Reserve 
is a large employment program but is limited to the reserves. Other employment-focused 
federal transition programs tend to be relatively small (e.g., internship programs) or serve 
a specific population, such as spouses or disabled veterans. Employment-focused transition 
programs serve many participants, but they do so with a relatively small fraction of total fed-
eral funding for transition programs. 

Second, efforts to shift the transition process to earlier in a service member’s timeline 
imply the need for more programs that are available for use before separation or transi-
tion. The large, expensive education benefit programs are, in principle, available to service 
members before they separate from the military, but, for various reasons, they typically 
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use their benefits after separation. Expanding opportunities to use these programs during 
military service—and particularly while on duty—can come with increased costs in terms 
of diverted time and attention from military responsibilities but might be considerably less 
expensive overall. 

Third, there should be a full accounting of all costs associated with federal transition 
programs, including program budgets, contracts and expenditures to other entities, and the 
implicit costs from lost tax revenues or lost duty days. 

Fourth, more than 70 percent of federal transition programs have some limitation and 
serve a specific population. For example, there are programs that target ill or injured  service 
members and programs that connect participants with jobs in specific fields that are designed 
to align with a service member’s military occupation or desired civilian occupation. In addi-
tion, others serve a particular group, such as high-risk transitioning service members or 
those from minority demographic groups. Transition programs that focus on specific indus-
tries or occupations are more common than programs targeting high-risk service members. 
If smaller programs and resources were to be consolidated, it would be prudent to invest in 
transition programs for service members at the greatest risk of unemployment, which would 
require having better procedures to identify at-risk individuals and building more and stron-
ger programs to help them early in the military-to-civilian transition process.
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CHAPTER 7

Conclusions and Recommendations

Separating from the military is a complicated process. Service members can separate at dif-
ferent points of their careers—some after three years, others after 30—and which careers 
they transition to can vary. Some return to school, some find a new employer, some retire 
altogether, and others might start a business. One common characteristic of these different 
career paths is that transitioning service members have many decisions to make. Should 
they pursue training and accreditation in a particular occupation, or is additional educa-
tion in a college setting the better choice for them? Some service members might need 
career counseling, job-search assistance, and help translating their military skills into 
civilian jobs. Additionally, families also sacrifice employment opportunities and educa-
tional continuity to the demands of the service member’s military career, and veterans 
might continue to depend on family members after leaving the military. For each possible 
postservice future for veterans and their families, the U.S. government likely offers a tran-
sition support program to facilitate it. However, as prior RAND research has shown, many 
veterans are unable to leverage their military skills in their civilian jobs (Wenger, Roer, and 
Wong, 2023; Wenger, Miller, et al., 2017).

The federal government spends billions of dollars each year on these programs, but there 
has been little analysis of how this funding is apportioned, how programs use their funding, 
where there is overlap in program activities, whether the most expensive programs serve a 
proportionate number of participants, and how effective the programs have been in improv-
ing participants’ employment outcomes. GAO conducted a congressionally mandated assess-
ment of federally funded programs that help transitioning service members, veterans, and 
their families acquire skills and education to prepare them for civilian employment (GAO, 
2019a; GAO, 2020). In cataloguing 45 such programs that are overseen by 11 federal agen-
cies, GAO found a great deal of overlap in their activities and goals. Since GAO conducted 
its study, we find that little has changed: The same 45 programs remain active, and with the 
exception of a few pilot programs, there have been no new additions to the employment tran-
sition landscape.

In this report, we extended and updated GAO’s analysis by reviewing the literature on 
employment transition programs, assessing budgetary and policy documents, and determin-
ing how these federal transition programs function, whom they serve, how many people they 
serve, and what evidence is available to indicate how they perform. 
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To facilitate our analysis, we grouped the same 45 programs that GAO identified by the 
size of their budgets by dividing them into following four categories:

1. Big Four budgetary programs: the PGIB, VR&E, DoD’s Tuition Assistance  Program, 
and DEA

2. second-tier programs: the MGIB and JVSG
3. third-tier program: DoD’s TAP
4. small programs: an assortment of additional programs with significantly smaller 

budgets and serving significantly smaller target populations than the other three  
categories of programs. 

In Chapter 6, we analyzed the program data through multiple lenses—(1) weighting the 
programs by the size of the populations they served, (2) examining each program individu-
ally, and (3) weighting the programs by budget size. 

Key Findings

Most Employment Transition Programs Are Actually Focused on 
Education
According to the 2020 GAO report, more than 95 percent of total transition program budget 
dollars went to education programs, but just under 50 percent of participants enrolled in 
education or training programs. These participant-versus-budget–weighted program met-
rics suggest that these education and training programs consume a disproportionate share 
of funding relative to the number of participants that they serve. These education programs, 
particularly the PGIB, provide large incentives to participate by covering a significant por-
tion of costs for housing, tuition, and materials for attending school.

Overall, we found that very few programs—and a small amount of overall funding for 
military-to-civilian employment transitions—are dedicated specifically to helping service 
members and veterans translate their military skills to the civilian labor market, helping 
them to find civilian apprenticeships or jobs, or connecting them with civilian employers. 
Nearly all the money spent on career assistance programs, as defined by GAO, is spent on 
upskilling, retraining, or education that can take many months or years to complete. There 
are limited exceptions. Two standout programs are SkillBridge, which is an apprenticeship-
like program in which service members work for a civilian business or other organization for 
up to six months at the end of their military service, and the ENPP, which is a DOL pilot pro-
gram that provides one-on-one career assistance to transitioning service members at selected 
military installations. 

Although education benefits make up an outsized portion of the overall federal transi-
tion program budget, those programs receive limited scrutiny. The budgetary Big Four 
programs—the PGIB, VR&E, DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program, and DEA—accounted for 
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$13.5 billion in federal transition program spending in FY 2019 out of a total allocation of 
$14.3 billion, or 94 percent of the total expenditures on transition aid. The third-tier program 
TAP costs approximately $140 million and serves all transitioning service members. This 
program received slightly less than 1 percent of all federal funds dedicated to military-to-
civilian transitions. Additionally, the program is under-resourced, and there is limited infor-
mation about the service-specific occupational matches to the civilian sector. 

There Is Limited Evidence That Federally Funded Employment 
Transition Programs Are Effective
One of our most important findings is that there is virtually no evidence that any of the pro-
grams we examined has had a direct effect on transition outcomes. In some cases, the evi-
dence was counterintuitive: The large, interagency TAP, which is overseen by DoD, was asso-
ciated with lower wages for those who participate in the program; similarly, the PGIB resulted 
in modest increases in education but limited effects on earnings—and, in some cases, nega-
tive returns on investment in schooling. Other programs had no reported data, evaluation 
plans, resources, or outcome measures. Perhaps as a result, there have been few evaluations 
of program effectiveness. 

In the few such evaluations that exist, the results are telling. For example, one study 
used administrative data from the U.S. Army, VA, and National Student Clearinghouse 
and found that approximately 40 percent of eligible Army veterans use PGIB benefits, and 
there is particularly low usage among veterans who had held combat occupations in the 
Army—a  demographic that would likely benefit the most from education and training in 
a field that is more easily translatable to the civilian labor market (Kofoed, 2020). Other 
research has shown that PGIB beneficiaries have lower wages relative to those who do not 
use the  program (Barr et al., 2021). For the second-largest program, VR&E, which sup-
ports disabled veterans, GAO found only modest evidence of improved performance over 
time (GAO, 2014a). For example, GAO found that among the 17,000 veterans who partici-
pated in the program in FY 2003, about half had been placed in a suitable job by FY 2012 
(GAO, 2014a). Other big-budget programs, such as the DEA and DoD’s Tuition Assistance 
Program, are considered to be transition programs by GAO but are not oriented primarily 
toward service members’ transitions. 

Although it might seem difficult to effectively evaluate these programs, there are multiple 
examples of large federal programs that have undergone high-quality evaluations. Most of 
these examples include randomized controlled trials. Perhaps the most relevant example is the 
series of Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act evaluations conducted by  Mathematica 
Policy Research on behalf of DOL. One particularly relevant study randomly selected par-
ticipants and nonparticipants to receive individualized staff assistance as part of a program 
similar to the ENPP (Rosenberg et al., 2015). The study showed significant increases in wages 
among participants. The study’s design promoted strong internal and external validity and 
showed evidence of the program’s effectiveness. Each federal transition program would have 
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to develop appropriate outcome measures, but these measures would generally be obvious, 
such as completion of degree programs; employment outcomes, including hours and earn-
ings; and business profitability. It is crucial to include either nonparticipants or a control 
group to overcome selection bias. 

Transition Programs Face Limited Oversight and Budgetary Scrutiny
The largest program in terms of budget, the PGIB, provides little information on participa-
tion, i.e., how many service members and veterans use it. Overall, we found that oversight 
is weak across all 45 federal transition programs, which could be because such oversight is 
fragmented. Numerous congressional committees are responsible for overseeing portions of 
some programs, and numerous federal agencies are involved in operating these programs. 
For example, the TAP curriculum is delivered by multiple agencies, but DoD is ultimately 
responsible for oversight, implementation, and program access. This arrangement makes it 
complicated for House and Senate committees—other than the House and Senate Armed 
Services Committees—to require evaluations of the program or mandate changes to it. For 
example, the House and Senate Veterans Committees might want oversight because their con-
stituents are the beneficiaries of many of the programs, but the committee members cannot 
influence veterans’ access to or the implementation of many programs. Weak  oversight also 
has implications for access to transition support. Service members at remote installations 
might find it much more difficult to access transition services. In-person courses and train-
ing are often unavailable, and online modules are less preferred and less effective at facilitat-
ing learning (Kofoed et al., 2021). Reserve component personnel whose duty assignments 
require them to attend the TAP might face difficulty in finding the time to complete the cur-
riculum. It is important that the same opportunities are available to all service members who 
need employment-focused transition support.

Another symptom of this oversight challenge is that program redundancies are common. 
This is especially true for education-focused programs that provide multiple types of educa-
tion counseling and support various other programs. 

There Are Opportunities to Address Redundancies in the Transition 
Programs and Services 
Finally, we found numerous redundancies in available transition programs and services. 
There are many specific occupational skill-focused training programs that serve relatively 
limited numbers of participants. There might be opportunities to consolidate multiple pro-
grams that provide on-the-job training in specific skill sets to improve outreach and to reduce 
overhead costs and duplications of effort. The involvement of various federal agencies can 
make such consolidation challenging, so this is an area in need of more research. In general, 
a relatively large number of transition programs serve a relatively small and limited popula-
tion, and, without sufficient evaluation of the return on investment from these programs, it is 
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difficult to identify which specific programs could be consolidated or discontinued to make 
resources available to others.

Recommendations 

We found a great deal of inconsistency in how budgets were reported across even large 
transition-assistance programs, and we encountered few robust evaluations of program effec-
tiveness in our review of the military-to-civilian employment transition landscape. Because 
the federal government spends an estimated $12 billion annually on education, training, and 
other aspects of military-to-civilian transitions, it is critical that the agencies receiving these 
funds are held accountable for consistently reporting how their program budgets are allo-
cated and whom they have served. We encountered several challenges in finding reliable, 
updated budget numbers, which could be a result of shortfalls in oversight and variations in 
reporting requirements. 

However, the most notable gap was the paucity of program evaluations. Although there 
have been congressionally mandated assessments of some programs, much of the infor-
mation that we did find on program effectiveness came from small-scale or otherwise  
limited studies. 

The following recommendations can help policymakers identify opportunities to reduce 
spending on redundant or ineffective programs and better address the needs of transitioning 
service members, veterans, and their families.

Mandate Consistent and Routine Budget Reporting for All Programs 
That Support Military-To-Civilian Transitions
The U.S. government should mandate increased oversight of the programs included in our 
study. Because the types of services that programs offer overlap, there is clearly a need for 
policymaker intervention to require agencies to standardize their budget and performance 
reporting—a mandate that should not be limited to programs that support employment tran-
sitions. The 2020 GAO report relied on self-reported budgetary data from program represen-
tatives, which introduces questions about the completeness and accuracy of this information. 
As we attempted to update those findings, we often found outdated and conflicting informa-
tion, even for such large programs as VR&E.

Identify Opportunities to Streamline the Employment Transition 
Landscape and Improve Oversight
Small transition programs appear to be duplicating the efforts of the largest programs by 
offering similar education and employment services. Although these individual programs 
operate with limited budgets, they collectively receive millions of dollars in federal funding. 
Our review identified multiple programs that appear to serve very small numbers of benefi-
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ciaries, have not released any performance data, and might complicate the benefit process for 
veterans who already need to navigate an enormous number of resources. A full-scale study 
of small, federally funded employment transition programs would provide the necessary evi-
dence for decisions about which programs should be shuttered or combined with other pro-
grams. Such a study would be complicated by the fact that several of these programs provide 
grants to other organizations that, in turn, provide services to beneficiaries.

Conduct an Independent Evaluation of the Largest Programs to 
Reduce Inefficiencies and Improve Performance
The vast majority of federal funding for employment transitions goes to programs that exclu-
sively or primarily support educational opportunities. An independent evaluation of the larg-
est programs conducted by an agency that is empowered to access detailed budget information 
and performance evaluation results would allow policymakers to quantify these programs’ 
effects. Specifically, this evaluation might be designed to answer the following research ques-
tion: Are education-focused transition programs the best investment if the goal is to help vet-
erans obtain meaningful, well-paying civilian jobs? Although many people would answer in 
the affirmative, especially based on college outcomes, the evidence that supports these effects 
for the full population of postsecondary students is still unavailable. Further studies should 
explore such questions as: To what extent are these programs achieving their missions? To 
what extent are federal funds going toward education at the expense of successful employ-
ment transitions?

Refocus Military-To-Civilian Transition Support on Employment
We identified several specific directions for federal funding that could improve support for 
transitioning service members and veterans as they navigate the demands and opportunities 
of the civilian labor market:

• Federal budgets should dedicate more funding to programs that help transitioning 
 service members, veterans, and their families immediately enter the civilian labor 
market and hold such programs accountable for employment outcomes. Job-placement 
services and programs that establish relationships with veteran-friendly employers are 
labor-intensive, but these individualized services can help ensure that beneficiaries 
do not fall through the cracks. At the same time, these programs should be system-
atically evaluated on the quality of their services and the extent to which they improve 
 employment outcomes.

• The TAP is now required for most transitioning service members, and there is pressure 
for TAP coursework to cover a great deal of ground in a short amount of time. The TAP 
should renew its focus on job-finding skills, develop better skill-translator tools to help 
transitioning service members accurately determine which requirements they need to 
meet to pursue particular career paths, and provide continuing support after the service 
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member becomes a veteran. At the same time, veterans’ preferences for their civilian 
occupation could differ dramatically from the occupation that they held in the military.

• Much of the funding dedicated to the PGIB is directly provided to colleges, universi-
ties, and other postsecondary training facilities through tuition payments. Policymak-
ers should ensure that, as a condition of receiving these funds, these institutions provide 
adequate counseling services that are focused on veteran experiences to enrolled veter-
ans. These services could help veterans select a course of study, link them with employ-
ers, and provide mental health and counseling services to those who need them, in addi-
tion to helping veterans navigate the federal benefits to which they might be entitled. 

• There might be opportunities for DoD to outsource career counseling and to provide 
transitioning service members and veterans with vouchers to access the services of 
local private-sector professionals. These recruitment specialists might be better posi-
tioned than career counselors employed by federal agencies to help these beneficiaries 
transition to the civilian labor market in their local area, as well as to provide ongoing 
 support as veterans seek to advance in their careers. However, similar to all programs 
that involve disbursing funding to service providers, there is a need for careful oversight 
and accountability for performance. 
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APPENDIX A

Legislative and Regulatory History of 
Transition Programs

Transition Programs for Veterans: Legislation and Regulatory Actions 
This appendix summarizes major legislative and regulatory action regarding the largest 
transition programs (in terms of people or dollars): the TAP, veteran education benefits (the 
PGIB and MGIB), DoD’s Tuition Assistance Program, VR&E, and JVSG. It is not meant as an 
exhaustive inventory and focuses primarily on major milestones.

TABLE A.1

The TAP and Related Initiatives

Year Type Name Brief Description

1991 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 101-510, 
Section 502)

Benefits and Services for Members 
Being Separated or Recently 
Separated

Introduces TAP counseling, including 
information on VA benefits, programs 
for employment search, and financial 
assistance

1991 MOU Memorandum of Understanding 
Between Department of Labor, 
Department of Defense, 
Department of Veterans Affairs, 
Transition Assistance Program 
Workshop And Disabled Transition 
Assistance Program

Establishes interagency roles to 
develop and smoothly execute 
transition assistance, as required by 
Pub. L. 101-510, Section 502; the ED, 
SBA, OPM, and DHS were added to 
subsequent versions

1995 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 103-337, 
Section 543)

Expansion of Personnel 
Adjustment, Education, and 
Training Programs to Include Coast 
Guard

Expands TAP services to the Coast 
Guard and makes the services available 
to more military members

2004 Executive order 
(EO 13360)

Providing Opportunities for 
Service-Disabled Veteran 
Businesses to 
Increase Their Federal Contracting 
and Subcontracting

Encourages federal contracting with 
disabled veteran-owned business

2009 Executive order 
(EO 13518)

Veterans Employment Initiative Promotes veteran employment within the 
federal government
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Year Type Name Brief Description

2011 Legislation 
(Pub. L. 112-56, 
Sections 201–
265)

VOW to Hire Heroes Act of 2011 Makes several changes to transition 
assistance, including mandating TAP 
counseling, individualized assessments 
on skill transfer, and allowing service 
members to apply to federal agencies 
using veterans’ preferences prior to 
separation; makes changes to the 
Uniformed Services Employment and 
Reemployment Rights Act of 1994 (Pub. 
L. 103-353, 1994); and establishes 
certain limited tax credits for employing 
wounded warriors

2014 MOU Transition Assistance Program for 
Separating Service Members

Sets forth TAP governance between VA, 
DOL, DoD, DHS/USCG, SBA, ED, and 
OPM

2015 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 113-291, 
Section 557)

Enhancement of Information 
Provided to Members of the Armed 
Forces and Veterans Regarding 
Use of Post-9/11 Educational 
Assistance and Federal Financial 
Aid Through Transition Assistance 
Program

Requires sharing more-practical 
information in the TAP about education 
benefits

2016 Regulation 
(Code of Federal 
Regulations, 
Title 32, Part 88)

Transition Assistance for Military 
Personnel

Requires identification of Career 
Readiness Standards and metrics to 
track them

2016 MOU Transition Assistance Program for 
Separating Service Members

Revises 2014 MOU between VA, DOL, 
DoD, DHS/USCG, SBA, ED, and OPM

2018 Executive order 
(EO 13822)

Supporting Our Veterans During 
Their Transition from Uniformed 
Service to Civilian Life

Increases mental health care access for 
transitioning veterans

2018 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 115-407)

Veterans Benefits and Transition 
Act of 2018

Requires the VA to identify and publish 
a list of community-based programs 
operated by nonprofit entities that 
provide transition assistance to 
members of the armed forces who are 
retired, separated, or discharged

2019 Policy  
(DoDI 1332.35)

Transition Assistance Program 
(TAP) for Military Personnel

Establishes the Career Readiness 
Standards for the TAP

Table A.1—Continued
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Year Type Name Brief Description

2019 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 115-232, 
Section 552)

Improvements to Transition 
Assistance Program

Allows the TAP to begin one year 
prior to separation; requires individual 
counseling; establishes multiple 
pathways (e.g. career, education, 
vocational training); moves from the 
former three-day DOL Employment 
Workshop to a new mandatory one-day 
DOL training, which can be coupled with 
one or more two-day elected tracks; 
and requires identification of separating 
veterans with a high-risk of unsuccessful 
transition and provide them more 
intensive preseparation counseling

2021 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 116-315, 
Section 4305)

Johnny Isakson and David P. Roe, 
M.D., Veterans Health Care and 
Benefits Improvement Act of 2020

Requires a one-year independent 
assessment of the effectiveness of the 
TAP and a longitudinal study

NOTE: DHS = U.S. Department of Homeland Security; EO = executive order; MOU = memorandum of understand; OPM = 
U.S. Office of Personnel Management; USCG = U.S. Coast Guard.

Table A.1—Continued

TABLE A.2

Veteran Education Benefits

Year Type Name Brief Description

1984 Legislation 
(Pub. L. 98-525, 
Sections 701–
709)

Veterans’ Educational Assistance 
Act of 1984

Provides educational benefits for 
service members who opt in with 
a $1,200 contribution that must be 
used within ten years after leaving the 
service; and directs preseparation 
counseling that consists only of 
counseling on educational benefits and 
Reserve opportunities

2008 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 110-252, 
Section 5001)

Post-9/11 Veterans Educational 
Assistance Act of 2008

Vastly expands veteran education 
assistance, including providing housing 
assistance and much higher tuition 
reimbursement, as well as allowing 
service members to transfer benefits to 
dependents

2009 Legislation 
(Pub. L. 111-32, 
Section 1002)

General Provisions Extends benefits to (1) spouses and 
children of service members who 
died in the line of duty or from a 
service-connected disability while a 
member of the Selected Reserve and  
(2) reservists and National Guard 
members who are called to active duty 
for training or operations
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Table A.2—Continued

Year Type Name Brief Description

2011 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 111-377)

Post-9/11 Veterans Educational 
Assistance Improvements Act of 
2010 

Revises the PGIB, including expanding 
eligibility for National Guard and 
reservists and providing benefits for 
nondegree programs; and fixes the 
tuition reimbursement cap for private 
institutions at $17,500, adjusted annually 
based on an index of the average 
increase in the cost of undergraduate 
tuition

2013 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 112-239, 
Section 681)

Equal Treatment for Members of 
Coast Guard Reserve Called to 
Active Duty Under Title 14, United 
States Code

Expands eligibility for VA educational 
benefits to certain members of the 
Coast Guard Reserve

2014 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 113-146)

Veterans Access, Choice, and 
Accountability Act of 2014

Requires public universities receiving 
VA tuition payments to charge in-state 
tuition rates to qualifying beneficiaries

2015 Legislation 
(Pub. L. 114-92, 
Section 560)

Prohibition on Receipt of 
Unemployment Insurance While 
Receiving Post-9/11 Education 
Assistance

Prohibits veterans from receiving 
unemployment compensation and PGIB 
benefits concurrently

2017 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 115-48)

Harry W. Colmery Veterans 
Educational Assistance Act of 2017 
(or Forever GI Bill)

Eliminates the requirement that 
education benefits be used within ten 
years and completed within 15 years 
(applicable to service members who 
were discharged beginning January 1, 
2013); expands work-study programs; 
restores benefits for students 
affected by school closures; expands 
eligibility for Purple Heart recipients; 
and provides additional benefits for 
science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics programs

2020 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 116-315, 
Sections 1001–
1025)

Johnny Isakson and David P. Roe, 
M.D., Veterans Health Care and 
Benefits Improvement Act of 2020

Makes various adjustments to education 
assistance, such as requirements 
for in-state tuition, accreditation 
requirements, dependent eligibility, 
elimination of period of eligibility 
for veterans with disabilities, and 
assistance for veterans affected by 
school closures, among others
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TABLE A.3

Tuition Assistance for Current Service Members

Year Type Name Brief Description

1972 Legislation 
(Pub. L. 92-570, 
Section 722)

Education Expenses, Restriction Caps tuition assistance at 75 percent 
of tuition and continues to require a 
service commitment for officers

1984 Legislation 
(Pub. L. 98-525, 
Sections 701–
709)

Veterans’ Educational Assistance 
Act of 1984

Increases the DoD tuition assistance 
cap to 90 percent for certain senior 
enlisted members

2000 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 106-398, 
Section 1602)

Modification of Authority to Pay 
Tuition for Off-Duty Training and 
Education

Removes the 75-percent cap on tuition 
assistance, permitting the military 
services to reimburse 100 percent of 
tuition

2004 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 108-375, 
Section 553)

Tuition Assistance for Officers Removes some previous limitations on 
tuition assistance for officers, such as a 
service commitment

2011 Policy  
(DoDIs 1322.25 
and 1322.19)

Voluntary Education Programs; 
Voluntary Education Programs in 
Overseas Areas

Implements regulation for DoD tuition 
assistance

TABLE A.4

VR&E

Year Type Name Brief Description

1990 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 101-508, 
Section 8021)

Limitation of Rehabilitation Program 
Entitlement to Service-Disabled 
Veterans Rated at 20 Percent or 
More

Limits VR&E services to veterans with a 
20-percent or higher disability rating

1996 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 104-275, 
Section 101)

Employment Handicap for Which 
an Individual May Receive Training 
and Rehabilitation Assistance

Permits VR&E for veterans with a 
10-percent disability rating who have a 
serious employment handicap

2008 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 110-389, 
Section 334)

Longitudinal Study of Department 
of Veterans Affairs Vocational 
Rehabilitation Programs

Requires VA to conduct a 20-year 
longitudinal study of veterans who 
participated in VR&E

2011 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 111-377)

Post-9/11 Veterans Educational 
Assistance Improvements Act of 
2010 

Permits certain VR&E beneficiaries to 
receive PGIB housing benefits
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TABLE A.5

JVSG

Year Type Name Brief Description

1980 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 96-466)

Veterans’ Rehabilitation and 
Education Amendments of 1980

Makes the basic structure of JVSG 
permanent rather than contingent on 
annual legislation

2002 Legislation  
(Pub. L. 107-288)

Jobs for Veterans Act Establishes the current JVSG that is 
administered by DOL
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APPENDIX B

Budgetary Changes to Transition Programs

We searched for budgets for veteran transition-assistance programs as a net total, not only 
direct personnel or administrative costs. It was difficult to find more-recent, reliable data that 
were as comprehensive as the data in GAO reports that reviewed 45 federally funded tran-
sition programs for service members, veterans, and dependents (GAO, 2019a; GAO, 2020). 
However, we were able to do so for 12 programs, as shown in Table B.1.

TABLE B.1

Updated Budget Data for Selected Programs Reviewed by GAO

Program Name

2020 GAO 
Budget Total 
($ thousands)

2022 SAM.gov 
Budget Total 
($ thousands)

Updated Budget 
Estimate 

($ thousands)
Budgetary 

Year Source

Enhancing Agricultural 
Opportunities for Military 
Veterans (or AgVets)

4,796 4,850 2022 GSA, 
2023b

Postsecondary 
Education Scholarships 
for Veterans’ 
Dependents (or Iraq and 
Afghanistan Service 
Grant)

337 924 2023 GSA, 
2023e

Veterans Upward Bound 18,186 18,815 2021 ED, 2024

Homeless Veterans’ 
Reintegration Program

44,930 63,000 2023 GSA, 
2023c

Compensated Work 
Therapy

61,069 32,125 2022 VA, 2023a

DEA 553,128 1,255,511 1,177,324 2021a GSA, 2023f

Personalized Career 
Planning and Guidance 
(or Chapter 36)

3,057 4,255 6,000 2021a GSA, 
2023h

PGIB (or Chapter 33) 11,056,959 8,134,273 11,760,672 2021a GSA, 
2023d

VR&E (or Chapter 31; 
formerly Vocational 
Rehabilitation and 
Employment)

231,472 32,000 2019 DAV, PVA, 
and VFW, 

2019 
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Program Name

2020 GAO 
Budget Total 
($ thousands)

2022 SAM.gov 
Budget Total 
($ thousands)

Updated Budget 
Estimate 

($ thousands)
Budgetary 

Year Source

Warrior Training 
Advancement Course

934 4,700 2023 VA, 2023b

Veterans Outreach 
Program (or Veterans 
Business Outreach 
Center Program)

5,717 13,432 2023 GSA, 
2023g

All-Volunteer Force 
Educational Assistance 
(or MGIB) – Selected 
Reserve

130,311 148,165 164,554 2021a GSA, 
2023a

SOURCES: Features 2020 GAO budget data from GAO, 2020.

NOTE: GSA = General Services Administration; DAV, PVA, and VFW = Disabled American Veterans, Paralyzed Veterans of 
America, and Veterans of Foreign Wars.
a Updated data from SAM.gov became available after this study’s completion and is now listed in the column “2022 SAM.gov 
Budget Total.”

Table B.1—Continued
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Abbreviations

B2B Boots to Business
COOL Credentialing Opportunities On-Line
DEA Survivors’ and Dependents’ Educational Assistance 
DoD U.S. Department of Defense
DoDI U.S. Department of Defense Instruction
DOL U.S. Department of Labor 
ED U.S. Department of Education
ENPP Employment Navigator and Partnership Program
FY fiscal year
GAO U.S. Government Accountability Office
GSA U.S. General Services Administration
JVSG Jobs for Veterans State Grants
MGIB Montgomery GI Bill
PGIB Post-9/11 GI Bill
SBA U.S. Small Business Administration
TAP Transition Assistance Program
USDA U.S. Department of Agriculture
VA U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
VBA Veterans Benefits Administration
VR&E Veteran Readiness and Employment 
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T
he U.S. government offers a support program to facilitate 

almost every conceivable military-to-civilian transition. In 

2019 and 2020, the U.S. Government Accountability Office 

(GAO) assessed the federally funded programs that help 

transitioning service members, veterans, and their families 

by cataloguing 45 programs overseen by 11 federal agencies. This report 

attempts to update the GAO’s analysis by examining the benefits, costs, 

and evaluations of these programs.  

 

This report groups such programs into four categories: the budgetary 

“Big Four” programs, which include the Post-9/11 GI Bill (PGIB), Veteran 

Readiness and Employment (VR&E), the Department of Defense (DoD)’s 

Tuition Assistance Program, and Survivors’ and Dependents’ Educational 

Assistance (DEA); second-tier programs, which are the Montgomery  

GI Bill and Jobs for Veterans State Grants; the third-tier program, the 

DoD’s Transition Assistance Program (TAP); and small programs, which 

include a variety of programs designed for specialized populations. 

For each program, the authors present a brief history, identify the 

populations it targets, and summarize the program’s goals and provided 

benefits. The authors conclude each program’s section by characterizing 

the evaluation literature, highlighting key findings about program 

effectiveness, and assessing the strength of the evidence supporting 

these findings.
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