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OF AGED VETERANS: DIFFERENCES BY EDUCATION

AND RACE/ETHNICITY
by Christopher R. Tamborini, Patrick J. Purcell, and Anya Olsen*

Few studies have focused on within-group differences in the well-being of veterans in later life. We use data from
the 1995 and 2015 Current Population Surveys to examine the retirement and socioeconomic characteristics

of veterans aged 55 or older. We explore indicators of family structure, work, income from Social Security and
other sources, and economic security. We investigate differences in educational attainment and race/ethnicity
within and across the veteran and nonveteran samples. To account for age and cohort effects, we separately
analyze three age groups: 55—61, 62—69, and 70 or older. We find important within-group differences among aged
veterans across education and racial/ethnic groups and over time. We discuss the implications of our findings as
veterans in the all-volunteer force era approach retirement age.

Introduction two prominent dimensions. Studies of financial and
social outcomes of the general population show sharp
differentials across educational-attainment groups
(Hout 2012; Tamborini, Kim, and Sakamoto 2015; Kim,
Tamborini, and Sakamoto 2015). With this pattern in
mind, one might expect similarly substantial differ-
ences among aged veterans by educational attainment.
Race and ethnicity are also recognized as important
indicators of access to economic and social resources
(Hirsch and Winters 2014; Western and Pettit 2005).
Accordingly, the socioeconomic conditions of aged
veterans are likely to vary by race/ethnicity. Addition-
ally, because military service can provide individuals

Veterans constitute sizable shares of the Social Secu-
rity beneficiary population and the aged population as

a whole. More than 9.2 million veterans received Social
Security benefits in 2016, accounting for 18 percent

of all adult beneficiaries (Social Security Adminis-
tration 2017). Despite widespread concern among
policymakers and the public about the economic
well-being of aged veterans, empirical analysis of their
socioeconomic outcomes remains limited. Moreover,
prior studies of the socioeconomic characteristics of
aged veterans have focused on comparisons between
veterans and nonveterans (for example, Tamborini,
Purcell, and Olsen 2016). Such studies, although useful,

may overlook substantial within-group heterogeneity Selected Abbreviations
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ber of lines, with education and race/ethnicity being
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from disadvantaged backgrounds a bridge to opportu-
nity by improving their human capital (Kleykamp 2013;
Sampson and Laub 1996; Teachman 2004; Teachman
and Tedrow 2007), one might expect to find differences
in outcomes between veterans and nonveterans with
similar educational and racial/ethnic backgrounds.

This article assesses the extent of educational and
racial/ethnic differences both among aged veterans
and between aged veterans and nonveterans over the
last two decades. We define “aged” as 55 or older,
and examine three subgroups (55-61, 62—69, and 70
or older) to enable preretirement- and retirement-age
comparisons. We focus on a range of socioeconomic
indicators that include labor force participation and
earnings, Social Security and other income sources,
and poverty. The analysis is based on national data
collected in 1995 and 2015 by the Census Bureau in its
Current Population Survey Annual Social and Eco-
nomic Supplement (CPS/ASEC). That source provides
two large samples of aged male veterans 20 years
apart. Consistent with past research, we examine only
men, given the relatively small sample of aged female
veterans in the CPS/ASEC to date.

The results help identify heterogeneity in the expe-
riences of aged male veterans and between veterans
and nonveterans. The analysis also enables a compari-
son of two snapshots of the aged veteran population
spanning 20 years, which may be useful for designing
policies and programs that address the changing needs
of Americans with military service histories (Congres-
sional Budget Office 2014; Government Account-
ability Office 2012). It is important to understand how
the sociodemographics of aged veterans who enlisted
during the all-volunteer force (AVF) period may differ
from those of their predecessors, who served during
periods of conscription. Social Security policy changes
also could have important effects on aged veterans.

Background

We begin with a brief review of some of the

major mechanisms that shape veterans’ later-life
circumstances. Conceptually, a useful starting point is
to place veterans within a life-course context. A life-
course perspective views a person’s socioeconomic
status in later life as the accumulation of earlier-life
experiences within particular structural, institutional,
and sociocultural contexts (Couch and others 2013;
Elder 1998). This frame helps tie veterans’ circum-
stances in later life to the cumulative effect of a series
of prior experiences, including events and condi-
tions before and during military service as well as in

civilian life (London and Wilmoth 2016; Wilmoth and
London 2013).

A life-course approach also emphasizes individuals’
placement in cohorts with particular sociohistorical
contexts (Tamborini, Couch, and Reznik 2015; Elder
1998). For veterans, one’s birth cohort is critically
important because it is associated with a specific
military service period. A substantial line of research
finds that the period in which one served in the mili-
tary (such as the World War II, Korean War, Vietnam
War, and Gulf War eras) is associated with a range of
outcomes because it underlies divergent variables such
as whether service was primarily conscripted or vol-
untary,' the extent and nature of combat exposure, the
duration of service, and age at entry (Teachman and
Tedrow 2007; Teachman 2007b; Wilmoth and London
2013). Different military service periods also reflect
different recruitment methods, selection processes,
and employers’ attitudes toward veterans (MacLean
and Kleykamp 2016). These factors, in turn, are likely
to influence changes in veterans’ socioeconomic
characteristics and outcomes. By stratifying our
study samples by age in 1995 and 2015, we are able to
compare the experiences of veterans across distinct
military service periods including the World War 11
era, the Korean War era, the Vietnam War era, and the
AVF era.

Researchers have identified a range of individual
and institutional factors that may affect veterans’
socioeconomic circumstances in later life. Work his-
tory influences veterans’ well-being in several ways,
including its association with lifetime earnings, pen-
sion savings, and Social Security benefit levels. The
labor market consequences of military service have
been featured prominently in the literature (Angrist
and Krueger 1994; Kleykamp 2013; Sampson and
Laub 1996; Teachman and Tedrow 2004). Evidence
suggests that veterans of World War II and the Korean
War earned more in postservice employment than
nonveterans (MacLean and Elder 2007), although their
higher earnings may have been driven in large part
by the positive health and education characteristics
that enhanced their likelihood of selection into service
(Angrist and Krueger 1994; Teachman and Tedrow
2004). Other research shows that the postservice earn-
ings of Vietnam War veterans were lower than those
of nonveterans, especially for white veterans (Angrist
1990; Angrist, Chen, and Song 2011). The labor
market outcomes of AVF-era veterans appear mixed
(Kleykamp 2013; Tamborini, Purcell and Olsen 2016;
Teachman and Tedrow 2007).
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Another factor of aged veterans’ well-being is
their health. Substantial research demonstrates that
veterans are at greater risk of poor health than are
nonveterans (Bedard and Deschénes 2006; Black
and others 2004; Heflin, Wilmoth, and London 2012;
Teachman 2011; Wilmoth, London, and Heflin 2015),
especially among those who experienced combat
(Dobkin and Shabani 2009; MacLean and Elder
2007). Wilmoth, London, and Parker (2010) found
greater health declines after retirement among veter-
ans than among nonveterans. Wilmoth and London
(2011) found higher risks of impairment and substance
abuse among some cohorts of veterans (for example,
Vietnam-era servicemembers) than for nonveterans.
In another study, active-duty members of the AVF
self-reported worse overall health than reserve-duty
servicemembers and nonveterans who passed the
military’s physical entrance exam (Teachman 2011).
Work-limiting health conditions among male veterans
nearing retirement age have become more prevalent in
recent years, as the AVF servicemembers have aged
(Tamborini, Purcell, and Olsen 2016).

Aged veterans’ well-being is also linked to the
U.S. retirement system and a variety of veterans
benefit programs (Street and Hoffman 2013; Tambo-
rini, Purcell, and Olsen 2016; Wilmoth and London
2011). A key source of retirement income for veterans
and nonveterans alike is Social Security (Olsen and
O’Leary 2011). In the 2015 CPS/ASEC, veterans and
their families composed 31 percent of the adult Social
Security beneficiary population. Social Security
coverage was first extended to active-duty military
servicemembers in 1957. Those who served during the
period 19572001 receive special credits (up to $1,200
a year) that augment the earnings used to calculate
their Social Security benefits. Veterans whose active-
duty service concluded on or before December 31,
1956 may receive special monthly service credits
(Social Security Administration 2018). In addition,
veterans may be eligible for Social Security Disability
Insurance benefits if they are unable to work because
of a medical condition that is expected to last at least
1 year or result in death.

Aged veterans also may receive a variety of mili-
tary service-based benefits (Congressional Budget
Office 2014; Niebuhr and others 2011). A key resource
for career veterans is dual entitlement to civilian and
military pensions (Street and Hoffman 2013). The
Department of Defense (DOD) provides retirement
and health insurance benefits to military veterans who
retired from active duty or served in the Armed Forces

Reserves or National Guard for a specified time. In
general, individuals with 20 years of military service
are eligible for retirement-plan coverage, depending
on the timing of their military entrance, their base pay
at retirement, their years of service, and other factors.?
DOD also provides disability pensions to service-
members who have a disability that meets a severity
threshold (called a 30 percent rating) and who have
been determined to be unfit for continued service.

In addition, the Department of Veterans Affairs
(VA) provides a range of resources for persons who
served on active duty but were not full military career
veterans, including tuition and other education ben-
efits, life insurance, and home loans. The agency’s
pension program provides means-tested cash benefits
for low-income veterans aged 65 or older? and its
veterans’ compensation program provides service-
related disability benefits.* In addition, many veterans
are eligible for medical services provided at more
than 150 VA Medical Centers and approximately
1,400 community-based outpatient clinics across the
United States.

Finally, the importance of selection processes into
the military bears noting when evaluating the well-
being of older veterans. The characteristics of indi-
viduals with military experience are not distributed
as randomly as are those of the general population.
Individuals must pass rigorous physical and medical
examinations as well as the Armed Services Vocational
Aptitude Battery to enter the military, establishing
selective health and human capital characteristics
for this group. During voluntary-enlistment service
periods, selection also involves an individual’s judgment
regarding the costs and benefits of joining the military.
The differences in tendencies between individuals who
enlist and those who do not may drive differences in
later-life circumstances between veterans and nonvet-
erans. Moreover, changes in selection processes across
service periods are also likely to influence changes in
veterans’ socioeconomic outcomes over time.

Veterans’ Later-Life Circumstances
by Education and Race/Ethnicity

Although some socioeconomic characteristics may
typify older veterans as a whole, there is likely to be
substantial within-group variation. In this article,
we focus on two key dimensions, education and
race/ethnicity.

One would expect differences in well-being among
older veterans by education because educational attain-
ment is predictive of economic and social resources
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over the life course, notably including lifetime earn-
ings (Tamborini, Kim, and Sakamoto 2015). Serving in
the military may itself have varying consequences on
educational attainment. On one hand, military service
may disrupt educational careers, given that the com-
mon age of service entry among men is 18 to 24. On
the other hand, military service may enhance educa-
tional attainment and skills (Angrist 1993; Bound and
Turner 2002; Stanley 2003), particularly among disad-
vantaged enlistees (Teachman 2007a). For example, the
federal government has historically provided financial
assistance for veterans’ education-related expenses
under legislation such as the Servicemen’s Readjust-
ment Act of 1944 (the “GI Bill”) and the Post-9/11
Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2008. More-
over, educational attainment is a potentially significant
selection factor for military service because of higher
enlistment rates among individuals with disadvantaged
backgrounds (Teachman 2005, 2007a, 2007b).

Additionally, we expect differences in the socio-
economic outcomes experienced by aged veterans
across racial and ethnic groups. Such differences may
be driven, for example, by reduced employment and
educational opportunities among minorities (Huffman
and Cohen 2004) and differences in key indicators of
those outcomes, such as earnings and wealth, by race
and ethnicity (Killewald, Pfeffer, and Schachner 2017).

Differences also may emerge between veterans and
nonveterans of similar characteristics. For instance,
Angrist (1990) found that the civilian earnings of
white Vietnam-era veterans after discharge were
lower than those of white nonveterans in the same
period. Greenberg and Rosenheck (2007) found that
unemployment among white AVF veterans was higher
than that of their nonveteran peers, but unemployment
among black veterans was lower than that of their
nonveteran peers.’ One reason why black (or Hispanic)
veterans may exhibit improved economic outcomes
relative to black (or Hispanic) nonveterans is that
military service provides a bridge to those from dis-
advantaged backgrounds to build human capital and
social networks over the life course (Kleykamp 2013;
Sampson and Laub 1996; Teachman 2004; Teachman
and Tedrow 2007).

In this analysis, we extend current research by
drawing from nationally representative data to assess
the degree to which the socioeconomic outcomes of
older male veterans vary across educational and racial/
ethnic groups in 1995 and 2015, and how conditions
differ between veterans and nonveterans.

Data and Methods

We use data from the 1995 and 2015 CPS/ASEC.
Administered by the Census Bureau, the CPS/ASEC
(sometimes called the March Supplement) is a nation-
ally representative survey of around 75,000 resident
civilian noninstitutionalized households. The survey
covers demographic and economic characteristics,
including labor force status, income, poverty, and
government program participation, among many other
variables. CPS/ASEC respondents report demographic
information as of the time of the survey interview and
income and employment information for the preced-
ing year.® A key advantage of the CPS/ASEC is that it
includes data for distinct and relatively large samples
of male veterans collected at different points in time,
permitting us to assess the well-being of aged veterans
across education and race/ethnicity subgroups using
surveys fielded two decades apart.

We restrict our analytic sample to male respondents
aged 55 or older when they responded to the CPS/
ASEC. We exclude women because of insufficient sam-
ple sizes among aged veterans.” We split the analytic
sample into veterans and nonveterans. Veteran status
is indicated by self-reports of previous active-duty
service in the armed forces. Respondents reporting
otherwise are deemed to be nonveterans. To account
for cohort and age effects, we stratify the sample by
three age groups (55—61, 62—69, and 70 or older).

Measures

We categorize educational attainment by highest
level completed: less than high school, high school
graduate, some college, and college graduate. For
race/ethnicity, we classify respondents into one of
four subgroups: non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic
black, Hispanic (any race), and other. Non-Hispanic
respondents self-identifying multiple race categories
are included in the “other” category. Hereafter, the
“non-Hispanic” qualifier is to be assumed when we
refer to white and black individuals.

We explore three domains of aged veterans’ socio-
economic circumstances. The first domain is demo-
graphic, including period of most recent active-duty
military service,® marital status, and living arrange-
ments. The second domain involves labor market
outcomes: employment, median individual earnings,
and work-limiting disability, defined as a self-reported
health problem or disability that prevents work or
limits the kind or amount of work.’
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The third domain is economic resources, which we
explore in more detail than the first two domains. We
investigate the prevalence among veterans of income
from certain sources, namely military pensions,
veterans’ benefits, and employer-provided pensions.
We also consider the prevalence and median amount
of Social Security income. Further, we calculate
household reliance on Social Security by summing
the annual amount of Social Security income for all
members of the family and dividing that amount by
the sum of annual family income from all sources.
Finally, we look at veterans’ income security by
comparing total family income with the federal official
poverty threshold.

Our empirical approach is descriptive, given that
our goal is to document the extent to which circum-
stances differ among aged veterans by education
and race/ethnicity, as well as between veterans and
nonveterans of the same education and racial/ethnic
groups. We do not attempt to examine the net effects
of education and race/ethnicity, nor do we attempt
to elicit the causal role of military service. All esti-
mates are weighted to allow for generalization of the
U.S. adult civilian noninstitutionalized population.
Dollar amounts are adjusted to 2014 levels using the
Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners and
Clerical Workers (CPI-W).

We note that CPS/ASEC estimates contain both
sampling and nonsampling error.”” Although the CPS/
ASEC provides fairly large sample sizes, researchers
should nonetheless be cautious in drawing infer-
ences about small differences between subgroups or
over time. All comparisons we make below between
1995 and 2015 and across population subgroups
within the same year are statistically different at the
90 percent level."

Furthermore, recent research has found that income
from employment-related pensions and retirement
accounts tends to be underreported in the CPS/

ASEC (Anguelov, lams, and Purcell 2012; Czajka and
Denmead 2012; Gustman, Steinmeier, and Tabatabai
2014; Tams and Purcell 2013; Munnell and Chen 2014).
Consequently, estimates of reliance on Social Secu-
rity among retirees based on CPS/ASEC data may

be overstated. Bee and Mitchell (2017) used matched
survey and administrative data to estimate the extent
to which retirement income is underreported in the
CPS/ASEC."

Results

Table 1 compares the sociodemographic characteris-
tics of aged male veterans and nonveterans in three
age groups for 1995 and 2015. In 1995, the majority
of aged veterans had served in the Korean War or
earlier (including World War II). By 2015, veterans
aged 55—69 had served mainly during the Vietnam
War and the AVF periods. This aging of the AVF-era
veterans has important consequences for the chang-
ing socioeconomic circumstances and demographic
composition of aged veterans, as we discuss below.

The proportions of aged veterans who did not have
a high school diploma were relatively low in the years
observed. This is due, in large part, to the selective
requirements of military service. The proportions
of aged veterans and nonveterans who were college
graduates increased over the study period, but the
rate of growth was slower for veterans. As a result,
by 2015, the proportions of college graduates among
nonveterans aged 55-61 (32 percent) and 62—69
(38 percent) exceeded those of veterans (24 percent
and 26 percent, respectively).

Table 1 also shows an increase in racial and ethnic
diversity among aged veterans over time. In 1995,
about 90 percent of aged veterans were white, whereas
by 2015, the proportion had declined to 72 percent
of veterans aged 55—-61 and 83 percent of those
aged 62—69. Black veterans accounted for most of the
corresponding trend; by 2015, black men’s share of
veterans aged 55—61 (18 percent) exceeded their share
of the overall population and of nonveterans in that age
group (9 percent). By contrast, they had accounted for
only 6 percent of veterans and for 11 percent of non-
veterans aged 55—61 in 1995. Likewise, the percentage
of aged veterans who were Hispanic roughly doubled
between 1995 and 2015, reflecting the increase in the
Hispanic share of the general population.

In terms of marital status, older veterans and
nonveterans had somewhat similar odds of being mar-
ried in 2015. Notably, the share of married veterans
aged 55—61 declined sharply over the 20-year span,
from 81 percent in 1995 to 65 percent in 2015, reflect-
ing downward trends in the shares of married persons
in the population at large (Iams and Tamborini 2012).
Aged veterans were also more likely to live alone in
2015 than in 1995.

Table 2 presents results for the labor market
domain. The estimates suggest notable differences
in employment outcomes by education and race/
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ethnicity. Of veterans aged 55—61, college gradu-
ates reported the highest prior-year employment rate
in 2015 (82 percent, compared with 63 percent for
high school graduates). Of the race/ethnicity groups,
black veterans reported the lowest employment rate
in 2015, especially in the 55-61 age group (59 per-
cent, compared with 71 percent to 75 percent for the
other groups). Furthermore, median earnings among
employed veterans aged 55—61 was lower among
minorities ($40,000 for black and Hispanic veterans
and $45,000 for other races) than for white veterans
($51,000). The table also reveals temporal changes
in these patterns. One salient change was the decline
over time in prior-year employment for all veterans
aged 55-61, from 80 percent in 1995 to 69 percent
in 2015.

Table 2 also shows that there are considerable labor
market differences between veterans and nonveterans,
especially among the two younger age groups, many

or some of whom have not yet retired. Overall, aged
veterans reported lower prior-year employment rates
than nonveterans in 2015 (for example, 78 percent of
nonveterans aged 55—-61 were employed, compared
with 69 percent of veterans). These between-group
differences were larger at lower education levels.
Most notably, among men aged 55—61 without a
high school diploma, 62 percent of nonveterans

were employed in 2014, compared with 48 percent
of veterans. Among individuals who worked, prior-
year median earnings of college-graduate and white
veterans aged 55-61 in 2015 ($70,000 and $51,000,
respectively) were slightly lower than those of their
nonveteran peers ($77,000 and $55,000, respectively).
Interestingly, the gaps in median earnings by educa-
tion (college graduate versus high school graduate)
and race/ethnicity (white versus black or Hispanic)
were smaller for veterans than for nonveterans in the
preretirement (55—61) age group in 2015.

Table 1.

Percentage distributions of male veterans and nonveterans aged 55 or older, by selected demographic

characteristics: By age group, 1995 and 2015

Veterans Nonveterans
Characteristic 55-61 62-69| 70 or older 55-61 62-69| 70 or older
1995

Number

Weighted ? (in thousands) 3,398 4,761 5,093 3,595 2,513 3,514

Unweighted 1,944 2,705 2,919 2,093 1,462 2,085
Most recent military service

1991-2014 (recent AVF)

1976-1990 (early AVF) . . .

1965-1975 (Vietham War) 16.1 4.6 1.2

1956-1964 50.8 8.2 29

1950-1955 (Korean War) 33.1 50.7 3.1

Before 1950 (includes World War I1) 36.5 92.7
Education

Less than high school 10.7 20.8 31.3 30.8 44.9 50.9

High school graduate 35.5 33.5 31.3 29.4 28.0 23.4

Some college 27.4 21.4 18.9 15.7 11.7 13.8

College graduate 26.4 24.3 18.6 241 154 11.9
Race/ethnicity

White (non-Hispanic) 89.8 90.2 90.8 75.3 70.9 80.1

Black (non-Hispanic) 6.1 6.3 6.0 11.4 13.2 8.9

Hispanic (any race) 3.2 2.3 2.3 9.4 124 7.2

Other 0.9 1.2 0.8 3.9 3.4 3.8
Marital status

Married 81.1 81.5 77.4 78.9 77.4 69.6

Not married 18.9 18.5 22.6 211 22.6 304
Living arrangement

Live with others 87.5 86.9 82.5 89.7 86.0 79.1

Live alone 12.5 131 17.5 10.3 14.0 20.9

(Continued)
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Table 1.

Percentage distributions of male veterans and nonveterans aged 55 or older, by selected demographic
characteristics: By age group, 1995 and 2015—Continued

Veterans Nonveterans
Characteristic 55-61 | 62—69| 70 or older 55-61 62—69| 70 or older
2015

Number

Weighted ? (in thousands) 2,083 4,164 6,309 12,122 8,471 6,739

Unweighted 1,242 2,319 3,283 6,805 4,697 3,616
Most recent military service

1991-2014 (recent AVF) 18.5 44 1.1

1976-1990 (early AVF) 58.8 11.0 5.2

1965-1975 (Vietnam War) 22.7 84.0 28.8

1956-1964 0.6 32.2

1950-1955 (Korean War) 19.0

Before 1950 (includes World War Il) 13.7
Education

Less than high school 5.5 4.3 9.8 121 12.9 23.9

High school graduate 34.3 33.5 34.2 31.9 26.1 30.5

Some college 36.2 36.0 24.9 24.5 22.9 16.7

College graduate 241 26.2 31.2 31.5 38.1 28.9
Race/ethnicity

White (non-Hispanic) 72.0 83.4 88.2 72.4 71.7 71.9

Black (non-Hispanic) 17.8 9.2 5.8 9.4 9.7 8.5

Hispanic (any race) 6.5 4.3 3.4 115 10.9 10.9

Other 3.7 3.2 2.6 6.7 7.8 8.7
Marital status

Married 64.5 73.7 69.2 69.3 72.4 721

Not married 35.5 26.3 30.8 30.7 27.6 27.9
Living arrangement

Live with others 80.5 81.8 76.7 84.2 81.8 81.0

Live alone 19.5 18.2 23.3 15.9 18.2 19.1

SOURCES: 1995 and 2015 CPS/ASEC, weighted by CPS sample weight.

NOTES: Rounded components of percentage distributions do not necessarily sum to 100.0.

.. = not applicable.

Another indicator of the work domain is the
prevalence of a work-limiting disability. As shown in
Table 2, the prevalence of work-limiting disabilities
among aged male veterans varies sharply by educa-
tion and race/ethnicity. Among veterans aged 55—61
in 2015, a work-limiting condition was reported by
43 percent of those without a high school diploma,

28 percent of high school graduates, and 8 percent of
college graduates; and by 29 percent of black veterans,
versus 22 percent of white veterans.

In addition, we observe an increasing prevalence
of work-limiting disability among all male veterans
aged 55-61 between 1995 (15 percent) and 2015 (23 per-
cent). Notably, this increase was concentrated among
veterans without a college degree. For example, among

veterans aged 55—61 who did not finish high school, the
work-limiting disability rate rose from 29 percent in
1995 to 43 percent in 2015. For those with some col-
lege, it increased from 15 percent to 26 percent. The
growth in the prevalence of work-limiting disability
between 1995 and 2015 was greater for veterans than
for nonveterans of the same age. For instance, in 1995,
the work-limiting disability rate among men aged 55—61
was 4 percentage points higher for nonveterans than for
veterans, but in 2015, the prevalence was 8 percentage
points higher for veterans. This pattern is consistent
with administrative data showing that the number of
veterans with a service-connected disability rose from
2.2 million in 1986 to 3.7 million in 2013, even as the
total veteran population decreased (VA 2014b).

Social Security Bulletin, Vol. 79, No. 1, 2019



Table 2.
Employment rate, median earnings, and work-limiting disability prevalence among male veterans and nonveterans aged 55 or older, by age
group: By education and race/ethnicity, 1995 and 2015

Prior-year employment rate (%) Prior-year median earnings ® (2014 $) Work-limiting disability rate (%)
Veterans Nonveterans Veterans Nonveterans Veterans Nonveterans
70 or 70 or 70 or 70 or 70 or 70 or
Characteristic 55-61| 62—69| older| 55-61| 62—69| older| 55-61| 62—69| older| 55-61| 62—69| older| 55—-61|62—69| older| 55-61|62—69| older
1995
All 80.1 422 168 77.7 421 118 51,100 27,900 13,300 47,900 25,200 12,800 14.7 222 277 189 26.2 313

Education
Less than high school 685 242 117 620 321 7.1 35,100 16,000 8,800 31,900 18,700 9,700 28.8 382 364 328 36.5 3838
High school graduate 793 39.1 138 81.0 41.0 127 47,900 25,200 12,600 44,700 25,600 11,200 16.1 209 284 16.7 213 275
Some college 794 445 228 823 566 16.8 49,500 25600 12,800 51,100 24,000 10,400 14.7 203 211 122 186 193
College graduate 86.7 60.0 244 906 616 243 73,500 51,100 25,600 81,500 55,900 20,100 73 121 185 81 109 21.1
Race/ethnicity
White (non-Hispanic) 80.6 427 17.0 80.3 448 121 51,900 27,900 13,300 51,800 26,800 11,200 14.2 214 275 16.8 23.7 317
Black (non-Hispanic) 743 385 16.6 658 293 9.2 49,500 28,700 22,400 31,900 17,700 12,800 20.3 316 285 29.2 397 436

Hispanic (any race) 76.3 329 84 704 381 10.6 42,200 24,000 8,000 31,900 19,200 19,200 204 26.2 358 235 279 227
Other 754 355 218 796 503 13.7 60,700 36,500 17,600 47,900 25,600 8,000 116 286 236 170 205 114
2015
All 69.1 436 16.5 78.0 53.7 221 50,000 41,000 30,000 50,000 45,000 30,000 233 186 135 149 16.3 135
Education

Less than high school 48.0 26.3 85 624 355 11.7 33,000 30,000 30,000 27,000 22,000 20,000 431 332 202 281 311 227
High school graduate 629 394 131 725 459 19.7 42,000 30,000 27,440 40,000 36,000 23,000 28.0 205 158 195 194 132

Some college 69.6 418 179 80.7 546 254 45000 42,500 21,500 48,000 43,000 27,000 259 198 131 134 168 11.0

College graduate 820 542 218 874 644 311 70,000 60,000 40,000 77,000 62,000 50,000 84 121 9.2 6.3 9.1 7.8
Race/ethnicity

White (non-Hispanic) 710 449 168 798 564 244 51,000 42,000 30,000 55,000 50,000 30,000 21.7 17.5 ... 142 152

Black (non-Hispanic) 59.0 340 111 ©64.0 416 16.1 40,000 33,000 39,000 40,000 34,000 18,000 294 28.8 ... 267 275

Hispanic (any race) 727 471 145 781 484 158 40,000 40,000 33,000 32,000 31,000 30,000 258 15.7 ... 122 16.2

Other 751 328 23.0 77.9 498 16.4 45,000 43,300 30,000 48,000 40,000 36,000 21.8 23.8 ... 109 131

SOURCES: 1995 and 2015 CPS/ASEC, weighted by CPS sample weight.
NOTE: . . . = not applicable.
a. Among employed persons only.
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Table 3 examines prior-year income sources for
men aged 55 or older, focusing on military pensions,
veterans’ benefits, and employer-provided pensions.
Overall, a relatively small share of aged veterans
reported income from a DOD military pension (in
2015, around 4 to 5 percent). This is because most
individuals with military experience are not career
servicemembers and thus do not serve long enough
(typically, 20 years) to qualify for a DOD pension. A
higher proportion of veterans reported receipt of VA-
administered veterans’ benefits, which are available
to noncareer veterans. For example, almost 18 percent
of veterans aged 62—69 in 2015 reported income from
veterans’ benefits, more than four times the proportion
that reported military pension income.

Income-source patterns vary by education and
race/ethnicity among veterans. In 2015, veterans
aged 55—61 with some college or a college degree
were more likely to report prior-year income from a
military pension than less educated veterans. Veterans
with lower levels of education were also less likely to
report income from an employer-provided pension in
2015. This pattern is consistent with the notion that
pensions are more likely to be offered at jobs requiring
higher education (Tamborini, Purcell, and lams 2013).
Among racial/ethnic groups, black and Hispanic vet-
erans were more likely to report income from military
pensions than were white veterans in most age groups
in both 1995 and 2015.

Table 4 reports Social Security income charac-
teristics of aged veterans. In 2015, prior-year Social
Security income was more prevalent among less
educated veterans aged 55—69, and black veter-
ans aged 55—-61 were more likely to receive Social
Security income than similarly aged white veter-
ans. In the 55—61 age range, Disability Insurance
benefits—paid to people who cannot work because
they have a medical condition that is expected to
last at least a year—Ilikely are the predominant type
of Social Security income. Among men of typical
retirement-benefit claiming age (62—69), both the
prevalence of Social Security beneficiary status and
the median family-level Social Security income
amounts were modestly higher among white veterans.

With respect to differences between veterans
and nonveterans, the estimates show that a higher
percentage of veterans lived in families receiving
Social Security benefits than did nonveterans. For
example, in 2015, almost 74 percent of veterans
aged 62—69 reported Social Security income, com-
pared with 56 percent of nonveterans. As expected,

the percentage of individuals in families with Social
Security income increased with age for both veterans
and nonveterans.

An important socioeconomic indicator is reliance
on Social Security income. Table 4 shows that Social
Security benefits constitute a substantial share of
the family income of the typical veteran beneficiary,
and the share increases with age. Among black men
aged 62—69 in 2015, veterans had a median family-
income reliance on Social Security of 34 percent,
compared with 56 percent among nonveterans; at
ages 70 or older, those figures were 56 percent for
veterans and 77 percent for nonveterans. The pattern
was similar in 1995.

Table 5 presents median prior-year family income
and poverty (and near-poverty) rates of men aged 55
or older. Veterans’ economic well-being is strongly
related to their education level. Aged veterans with at
least some college fared much better than those with
less education. The poverty rate among all veterans
aged 55—61 rose from 7 percent in 1995 to 11 percent
in 2015. In addition, the gap in family income by
education had widened among veterans, mirroring
increasing income differentials by education in the
population at large (Crystal, Shea, and Reyes 2017,
Hout 2012).

The income and poverty characteristics of aged
veterans also vary by race/ethnicity. In 2015, black
veterans of all three age groups exhibited the lowest
median family income of the racial/ethnic groups. The
percentages of veterans in poverty and near poverty
were generally higher for minority veterans than for
white veterans. Between 1995 and 2015, poverty and
near-poverty rates rose among both black and white
veterans aged 55—61.

There are also interesting patterns between veterans
and nonveterans. Among veterans aged 55—61 in 2015,
those with a high school diploma had lower family
income and higher poverty and near-poverty rates
than similarly educated nonveterans. Yet across racial/
ethnic groups, black and Hispanic veterans aged 55—61
in 2015 had slightly higher family income than their
nonveteran peers. Further, black and Hispanic vet-
erans had comparatively lower poverty rates than
their nonveteran peers in all age groups. For example,
21 percent of black nonveterans aged 62—69 in 2015
were poor, compared with 13 percent of black veter-
ans. By contrast, the poverty rate for white veterans
aged 55—61 in 2015 was 10 percent, compared with
9 percent among white nonveterans of the same age.
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Table 3.
Percentage of male veterans and nonveterans aged 55 or older receiving income in prior year from selected sources, by age group:
By education and race/ethnicity, 1995 and 2015

Military pension Veterans' benefits Employer-provided pension ®
Veterans Nonveterans Veterans Nonveterans Veterans Nonveterans
70 or 70 or 70 or 70 or 70 or 70 or
Characteristic 55-61| 62—69| older| 55-61| 62—-69| older| 55-61| 62—69| older| 55-61| 62—69| older| 55-61| 62—-69| older| 55-61| 62—69| older
1995
All 7.5 5.1 3.8 - ... ... 6.2 78 115 b 1.1 1.3 197 474 517 153 317 39.6
Education
Less than high school b 1.8 1.1 ... ... ... 5.9 86 129 b b 14 129 424 442 127 234 317
High school graduate 6.2 5.0 3.5 ... ... ... 55 73 109 1.0 1.2 16 207 471 552 16.2 383 439
Some college 10.6 6.8 4.8 ... ... ... 7.8 9.2 124 b 2.2 1.5 211 494 493 134 383 47.8
College graduate 9.1 6.5 7.9 .. .. ... 54 6.3 9.0 b 2.5 b 196 502 611 187 388 554
Race/ethnicity
White (non-Hispanic) 7.3 4.8 4.0 .. ... ... 5.7 7.7 11.2 b 1.5 14 202 486 531 165 354 443
Black (non-Hispanic) 8.3 9.5 2.3 ... ... .. 112 9.3 129 1.7 b b 134 341 374 107 257 20.1
Hispanic (any race) 11.5 57 3.5 ... ... ... 2.8 6.5 16.3 b b b 190 340 392 129 193 188
Other c c c ... ... ... c c c c c c 105 527 448 119 225 246
2015
All 5.3 4.0 4.5 ... ... ... 141 175 117 b 1.0 1.5 134 386 536 101 274 420
Education
Less than high school 3.0 2.6 b .. ... ... 43 29.0 9.0 b b 1.1 3.8 135 381 48 144 236
High school graduate 2.3 1.9 3.6 ... ... ... 109 158 10.1 1.0 b 1.9 89 378 530 106 26.2 41.9
Some college 6.7 3.6 5.9 ... ... ... 150 19.0 156 b 1.3 16 16.2 394 522 112 275 465
College graduate 8.0 7.3 54 ... ... ... 194 157 114 b 1.1 1.3 179 429 604 106 326 54.6
Race/ethnicity
White (non-Hispanic) 4.3 3.9 4.3 ... ... ... 122 165 111 b b 14 131 403 555 114 316 491
Black (non-Hispanic) 7.4 2.8 6.2 .. .. ... 177 222 173 1.7 1.1 14 148 266 404 75 188 27.6
Hispanic (any race) 5.7 4.4 6.4 ... ... ... 217 232 14.2 b b b 132 332 375 58 153 189
Other 13.1 7.7 3.7 ... ... ... 203 218 16.7 b 2.3 33 133 38.0 416 6.1 16.6 26.0

SOURCES: 1995 and 2015 CPS/ASEC, weighted by CPS sample weight.

NOTE: . . . = not applicable.

a. Includes pensions from private-sector employment and federal, state, and local government civilian employment.
b. Less than 1.0 percent.

c. Omitted because of inadequate sample size.
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Table 4.

Selected prior-year Social Security income characteristics of male veterans and nonveterans aged 55 or older, by age group: By education and
race/ethnicity, 1995 and 2015

Percentage with Social Security income

Social Security income ? (2014 $)

Social Security share of total income ? (%)

Veterans Nonveterans Veterans Nonveterans Veterans Nonveterans
70 or 70 or 70 or 70 or 70 or 70 or
Characteristic 55-61| 62—69| older| 55-61| 62—69| older| 55-61| 62-69| older| 55-61| 62—69| older| 55-61|62—69| older| 55—-61|62—69| older
1995
All 14.0 76.8 951 17.0 734 935 13,240 17,230 20,370 13,410 15,160 19,400 22.1 38.2 525 27.0 427 ©66.6
Education
Less than high school 225 885 964 256 77.2 93.1 14,490 17,130 18,380 11,900 13,670 17,100 425 506 654 395 513 76.0
High school graduate 147 792 945 174 777 949 12,000 16,580 20,240 12,340 16,120 20,370 256 40.2 534 247 391 632
Some college 141 76.7 959 125 652 925 13,220 17,440 20,760 13,410 17,610 21,810 17.3 354 472 243 386 56.7
College graduate 95 636 934 83 611 935 15160 18,860 23,590 13,410 15,960 23,440 199 264 325 114 26.2 456
Race/ethnicity °
White (non-Hispanic) 13.7 776 954 144 756 955 13,910 17,440 20,740 13,030 16,120 20,100 224 38.1 522 256 415 66.5
Black (non-Hispanic) 16.2 68.7 928 324 772 91.7 8,630 13,560 16,760 10,960 12,290 14,590 12.7 408 549 395 472 725
Hispanic (any race) 175 731 923 206 650 90.6 10,750 15,810 16,310 10,370 12,690 14,690 18.3 394 56.0 27.0 51.0 70.2
2015
All 224 735 933 176 56.1 87.9 13,260 19,540 23,200 14,260 18,110 22,800 298 370 508 326 374 565
Education
Less than high school 28.0 820 942 242 609 849 12,100 14,400 20,520 11,420 15,000 18,000 31.3 511 721 553 571 820
High school graduate 271 781 946 223 61.6 90.9 14,140 20,400 21,720 14,700 18,050 22,860 49.3 429 585 357 447 643
Some college 220 709 935 184 550 86.6 14,930 19,200 23,100 14,510 18,500 24,700 271 374 515 288 404 515
College graduate 15.0 69.7 914 9.8 51.2 88.1 10,860 22,240 26,000 16,800 19,950 26,400 20.1 271 37.5 20.7 246 36.0
Race/ethnicity
White (non-Hispanic) 214 746 942 17.7 575 91.0 13,800 20,400 23,680 15,060 19,200 24,100 298 371 506 319 359 537
Black (non-Hispanic) 27.0 672 877 247 578 87.2 12,000 15,380 18,000 13,200 14,460 18,000 311 341 556 419 556 76.7
Hispanic (any race) 224 638 852 14.8 522 794 15,660 17,900 21,180 12,060 15,600 16,320 46.2 37.3 545 280 447 751
Other 196 749 842 115 46.1 73.7 12550 18,670 22,300 12,460 16,430 19,450 20.2 40.0 482 19.7 314 539

SOURCES: 1995 and 2015 CPS/ASEC, weighted by CPS sample weight.
NOTE: Data are for combined Social Security income and combined total income, as applicable, of respondent and coresident family members.

a. Median value among Social Security beneficiaries.

b. "Other" category is omitted because of inadequate sample size.
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Table 5.
Selected income and poverty characteristics of male veterans and nonveterans aged 55 or older, by age group: By education and
race/ethnicity, 1995 and 2015

Median prior-year family income (2014 $) Percentage in poverty ® Percentage near poor b
Veterans Nonveterans Veterans Nonveterans Veterans Nonveterans
70 or 70or| 55-| 62-| 70or|] 55-| 62—-| 70o0r| 55— 62-| 70o0or] 55-| 62— 70or
Characteristic 55-61| 62-69 older| 55-61| 62-69 older 61 69| older 61 69| older 61 69| older 61 69| older
1995
All 76,975 51,356 39,532 67,984 41,484 30,619 6.8 6.0 52 109 122 109 4.6 7.5 101 6.3 125 147
Education
Less than high school 47,913 36,574 29,118 38,328 29,390 24,916 13.6 10.1 76 239 198 17.0 139 142 183 104 18.0 20.6
High school graduate 63,885 46,493 38,705 65,951 48,164 34,460 7.2 7.3 4.9 74 6.1 44 49 7.5 86 6.3 100 11.2
Some college 76,265 55,058 45,423 76,656 49,188 41,504 7.7 47 29 3.7 6.3 5.2 3.2 5.6 7.3 6.0 7.8 7.6
College graduate 108,297 95,497 65,167 121,837 80,169 50,604 2.5 1.7 41 3.0 56 45 1.7 3.3 1.9 12 44 49
Race/ethnicity °
White (non-Hispanic) 77,966 52,291 40,267 72,432 46,313 32,248 6.3 53 4.6 8.1 7.9 8.2 45 6.8 95 48 104 134
Black (non-Hispanic) 75,477 37,887 32,561 43,119 30,321 24,226 10.7 144 123 184 273 26.7 34 139 168 106 139 215
Hispanic (any race) 60,686 48,220 33,938 44,716 29,501 26,989 12.5 7.2 96 245 196 17.9 79 171 174 104 209 205
2015
All 63,820 62,800 47,183 71,832 59,400 41,231 11.3 71 45 10.3 9.5 9.7 8.1 71 76 6.5 8.0 12.0
Education
Less than high school 29,006 32,250 31,182 34,000 26,532 24,124 30.8 13.6 89 250 244 211 83 172 168 174 188 21.2
High school graduate 49,000 52,396 39,482 58,000 48,571 37,815 13.1 101 58 115 118 6.3 10.0 8.3 9.8 7.7 96 13.3
Some college 69,147 59,726 46,140 72,623 55,496 46,839 10.9 7.2 3.8 78 6.9 7.8 87 6.6 6.3 5.1 7.5 8.0
College graduate 106,919 92,299 69,418 121,116 98,839 75473 4.7 2.2 3.5 54 44 50 43 47 36 20 3.5 5.3
Race/ethnicity
White (non-Hispanic) 66,225 64,806 47,834 79,000 67,992 46,538 10.3 6.2 4.3 86 6.6 6.7 7.3 6.9 70 49 6.7 9.7
Black (non-Hispanic) 51,125 42,741 36,301 48,144 36,360 26,884 16.3 129 109 18.0 212 182 10.6 86 15.8 89 123 181
Hispanic (any race) 60,050 59,036 39,636 47,000 40,000 26,688 12.2 131 95 139 175 191 98 6.6 129 128 119 221
Other 70,734 50,506 49,103 72,983 57,974 34,108 35 6.3 57 117 103 144 8.8 9.4 5.0 8.2 8.8 127

SOURCES: 1995 and 2015 CPS/ASEC, weighted by CPS sample weight.

NOTE: Data account for the combined income of respondent and coresident family members.
a. Family income is less than 100 percent of federal poverty threshold.

b. Family income is 100—149 percent of federal poverty threshold.

c. "Other" category is omitted because of inadequate sample size.
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Conclusions

Policymakers have long been concerned about the
well-being of veterans. In this article, we highlight
within-group differences in selected indicators of
well-being among aged veterans, most notably across
educational and racial/ethnic subgroups. Taken
together, the results offer a more mixed and nuanced
picture of aged veterans than can be provided by
analyzing aged veterans as a whole. With increasing
female and minority enlistment in recent decades, the
veteran population will become increasingly diverse
as the AVF-era cohorts age. Thus, it becomes more
important to account for the heterogeneity of the vet-
eran population when addressing concerns about their
economic well-being.

Our results reinforce previous findings that prior
education is strongly associated with well-being in
later life for veterans as well as for the population over-
all. It may not be surprising that veterans’ employment,
earnings, and work-limiting disability rates differ sub-
stantially across education levels. However, this pattern
is increasingly relevant given the declining prevalence
of postsecondary education among veterans in recent
cohorts of near-retirees and the increasing importance
of a college degree for positive lifetime outcomes. The
results also shed light on important differences across
racial/ethnic groups. On average, aged black and
Hispanic veterans exhibit lower employment, higher
work-limiting disability, and greater poverty rates than
white veterans of the same age.

Our results also show notable differences between
aged veterans and nonveterans. For example, aged
black and Hispanic veterans appear to fare somewhat
better than their nonveteran counterparts in terms
of income and poverty. In comparison, aged white
veterans tend not to fare quite as well as their nonvet-
eran peers, particularly in the 2015 CPS/ASEC. This
finding is consistent with the argument that military
service may provide a bridge for individuals from dis-
advantaged communities into higher-paying jobs after
they complete their military service. Nonetheless, one
noteworthy outcome is an estimated rise in the poverty
rate among all veterans aged 55—61, from 6 percent
in 1995 to 11 percent in 2015. This pattern might be
related to the military transition to an AVF in 1973 and
the long-term sociodemographic changes that resulted.

In closing, we note some limitations of our study.
Our descriptive analysis shows relevant socioeco-
nomic differentials among aged veterans, and between
veterans and nonveterans, and by education and race/

ethnicity; but it does not allow causal conclusions
about the effect of military service across these dif-
ferent groups. Further, we have not tested hypotheses
of why these differences emerge, nor have we elicited
the net effects of the variables under study. The results
presented herein may serve as a baseline for future
work that accounts for complex interactions between
variables. Additionally, the socioeconomic indica-
tors we examined were not exhaustive. For example,
we did not explore wealth or total pension resources.
Moreover, using panel data would allow researchers
to trace the sequence of lifetime events and outcomes
for veterans as they transition into later life. Future
research also would benefit from addressing why eco-
nomic insecurity among veterans nearing retirement
seems to have increased in recent years, particularly
for those from the AVF service era. Including women
in the sample of veterans would also be useful, and
should become more practical as more recent cohorts
with substantial female enlistment reach older ages.

Notes
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their helpful comments and suggestions.

! The last draft occurred on December 7, 1972. Officially,
all new enlistments in the U.S. armed forces were volun-
teers beginning July 1, 1973 (Dixon 2013).

2DOD offers three types of coverage: a Final Pay plan,
a High-36 Month Average plan, and a Military Retirement
Reform Act of 1986 plan (more commonly referred to as a
REDUX plan). A reserve retirement pension is also avail-
able for members who completed 20 qualifying years by
age 60 or, in some instances, a younger age.

3 To qualify before age 65 because of disability, individu-
als must be “totally and permanently disabled,” among
other factors.

* Veterans’ compensation includes disability compensa-
tion, dependency and indemnity compensation, and special
monthly compensation. For those who qualify, monthly cash
payments are provided in recognition of the effects of dis-
abilities, diseases, or injuries incurred or aggravated during
active-duty military service. Unlike the VA’s veteran pension
program, veterans’ compensation is not means-tested and
provides cash benefits that increase based on the veteran’s
service-related disability severity rating. For more informa-
tion, see Congressional Budget Office (2014) and VA (2014a).

5 Other analyses of the effect of military service on
socioeconomic outcomes by race/ethnicity have shown
mixed results. For example, Teachman (2007a) found
greater differentiation in educational attainment in the AVF
era between black veterans and nonveterans than between
white veterans and nonveterans.
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¢ Survey methodologies and sample techniques are
documented at https:/www.census.gov/programs-surveys
/cps/technical-documentation/methodology.html.

" In coming years, the number of aged female veterans
will increase markedly, especially as veterans of the Gulf
War service era age (Olsen and O’Leary 2011).

8 In the 2015 CPS/ASEC, veterans could report more
than one period of service. In the 1995 CPS/ASEC, only a
single period of service was recorded for each veteran.

? The CPS/ASEC wording for work disability changed
slightly over the observation period. In 1995, the question
was “(Do you/Does anyone in this household) have a health
problem or disability which prevents (you/them) from work-
ing or which limits the kind or amount of work (you/they)
can do?” In 2015, it was “At any time in 2014 (did you/did
anyone in the household) have a disability or health problem
which prevented (you/them) from working, even for a short
time, or which limited the work (you/they) could do?”

10 Sampling error occurs if the sample selected to be
interviewed is not representative of the population. Nons-
ampling error occurs when respondents answer questions
incorrectly or when errors are introduced during the
process of editing the data and imputing answers in cases
of item nonresponse.

' Because the CPS/ASEC is a “multistage stratified
sample,” the general standard errors produced by statistical
packages will be biased downward (Census Bureau 2006).
For parameters used to calculate the standard errors associ-
ated with estimated percentages based on the 1995 CPS/
ASEC, we used DeNavas and others (1996, Appendix D).
For parameters used to calculate standard errors associated
with estimated percentages based on the 2015 CPS/ASEC,
we used Census Bureau (2014).

12 Bee and Mitchell (2017, Table 2) includes median
income estimates for households headed by individuals
aged 65 or older by veteran status.
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