
 

 

The Economic State of the Veterans Community 
 

As Veterans Day approaches, we take this time to reflect on the 

service and sacrifice of our fellow citizens who have performed 

vital national security roles both at home and abroad.  

 

This dedication to our society and their communities often 

continues when the uniform is hung up. In fact, many of our 

service members, once they leave the service, come back to their 

communities and start businesses, civic organizations, go to 

work on farms, in factories and in federate, state, and local 

government, putting the talents and skills they used protecting our nation to work serving their 

communities in a new profession.   

 

While the transition back into civilian life can be difficult for some, the economic state of the 

veteran community is on an upward trend. Overall, the nation’s 20.5 million veterans earn more, 

experience lower unemployment, are more likely to have health insurance, and less likely to live 

in poverty than their non-veteran peers.1 In this fact sheet we will dive a little deeper into the 

current economic state of our veterans community. 

  

Unemployment Rate for Recent Veterans Declines 
The unemployment rate for both veterans and non-veterans has declined steadily throughout the 

recovery. Throughout the recession and during the recovery veterans, on average, experienced a 

lower unemployment rate than non-veterans. However, this has not been the case with our 

nation’s newest veterans, those who have served since September 11, 2001. Since tracking began 

in September 2008, these veterans typically have faced an unemployment rate slightly higher 

than that for all veterans and non-veterans. The annual unemployment rate for these recent 

veterans has fallen steadily to 5.1 percent in 2016, just above the 4.7 percent annual rate for non-

veterans.2 During 2017, the unemployment rate for recent veterans has continued to fall: in each 

of the past three months, the post-9/11 veteran unemployment rate has been below the rate for 

non-veterans.3 

 

 

 

The Typical Veteran: 

 Faces low unemployment. 

 Likely earns more than 

non-veteran peer.  

 Works in government or 

manufacturing. 
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Where Veterans Work 
When veterans return home to join the civilian workforce, they can be found across all 

industries. Many continue to serve their country within the federal, state, and local governments. 

More than 28 percent of post-9/11 veterans work in the public sector; 15.7 percent are employed 

by the federal government, compared to 2.0 percent of non-veterans. This is partly due to the 

transferability of employment from one government entity into another and recent laws 

providing preference for veterans in the government hiring process. Almost one-third of federal 

executive branch employees hired in fiscal year 2016 were veterans, and more than half of these 

were veterans with disabilities.4 

 

Many veterans also put their skills to work in the private sector in manufacturing, transportation 

and utilities, or professional and business services, all at higher rates than the national average. 

Veterans are also more likely to be self-employed than non-veterans.5  
 

 
 

 

 

Top Industries Employing Veterans All Veterans Post-9/11 Veterans Non-Veterans

Government 21.8 28.2 13.3

Federal 10.0 15.7 2.0

State 4.9 5.3 4.7

Local 7.0 7.3 6.6

Manufacturing 12.7 10.7 9.8

Professional and business services 10.8 11.8 10.5

Education and health services 8.2 8.3 15.5

Retail trade 8.2 8.7 10.4

Transportation and utilities 7.4 6.5 4.0

Self-employed workers, unincorporated 6.3 3.2 5.8

Source: Bureau of Labor Statis tics , Employment Si tuation of Veterans  2016                                                                         
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Veterans Out Earn Non-Veteran Peers 
Many policies enacted by Congress, such as the VOW to Hire Heroes Act and the Post-9/11 GI 

Bill, and initiatives taken by the private sector have increased career prospects and training for 

the roughly 200,000 servicemen and women who separate from active duty each year.6 Today, 

there are over 10 million veterans in the civilian labor force earning, on average, higher wages 

than their non-veteran counterparts.7 
 

Male and female veterans who worked year-round and full time had higher median earnings than 

non-veterans in 2015. Female veterans out earn their non-veterans peers by 31 percent and male 

veterans’ earnings are 25 percent higher than their non-veteran counterparts.8 Post-9/11 veterans 

also earn more than their non-veteran peers. In 2013, the median earnings of post-9/11 veterans 

were about 11 percent higher than the median earnings of their non-veteran peers with similar 

demographic characteristics.9  

 

 
 

Veterans Own Nearly One-in-Ten U.S. Businesses 
Veterans are majority owners of 2.5 million businesses. These businesses generate sales 

exceeding $1.1 trillion and employ more than 5 million people.10 Overall, 9.1 percent of U.S. 

businesses are veteran-owned.  
 

Veteran-owned businesses are an important source of employment for fellow veterans, as these 

owners understand the skills former service members offer as well as some of the challenges 

associated with transitioning to civilian life.  

 

Veterans on average tend to be older than non-veterans and this trend is apparent when we look 

at the demographics of business owners.11 Just 11.7 percent of veteran business owners were 

under age 45 in 2012, compared to 32.5 percent of all business owners.12 As veterans’ share of 

the working age population declines, as it has over the years, so does the share of new veteran 
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entrepreneurs. In 1996, veterans started 12 percent of all new businesses. By 2016, that share had 

fallen to 4 percent.13 

 

 
 

Women Veterans Creating More Businesses 
Women-owned businesses are an important source of new veteran-owned businesses. Women 

veterans account for an increasing share of the veteran population, comprising 18 percent of 

post-9/11 veterans, and women veterans’ role as entrepreneurs is also on the rise.14  

 

Veteran women-owned businesses increased 300 percent from 2007 to 2012, totaling more than 

383,000 businesses in 2012, generating almost $18 billion in sales.15 Rates of women-owned 

veteran businesses vary from state to state. Georgia has the highest percentage of women 

veteran-owned businesses—almost 22 percent in 2012.16 

 

Veterans Have High Rates of Self-Employment 
Veterans are more likely than non-veterans to be self-employed.17 Self-employment includes 

those individuals who have incorporated a business and often employ others as well as those who 

have not incorporated and typically work by themselves.18 Combining incorporated and 

unincorporated self-employment, veterans have rates of self-employment that are consistently at 

least 20 percent higher than those for non-veterans.19  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: SBA, Veteran-owned Businesses and Their Owners, 2017, using 2012 data from the Census 
Bureau's Survey of Business Owners 
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The oldest veterans, those who served in World War II, Korea and Vietnam, have the highest 

rates of self-employment. Twenty-four percent of these veterans are self-employed compared to 

4.5 percent of the veterans who have served since September 11, 2001.20  
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