
  

Engaging and Retaining Women 
Veterans in the STEM Workforce 

This paper was developed as part of a National Science Foundation -funded project seeking to 
improve participation by women veterans in the STEM workforce. It is the first of five papers 

aimed at providing a snapshot of what is currently known about women veterans’ participation 
in the STEM workforce, factors that affect their participation, and promising practices to 

increase participation and success in these fields. A convening in early 2021 will bring together 
key stakeholders to discuss the implications of these findings and how to best strengthen and 

scale the impact of existing initiatives to support women veterans’ success.   

Why is it important to support women veterans’ entry into 
STEM careers? 
Women veterans bring many strengths to the civilian workforce, including leadership, teamwork, 
problem-solving skills, resilience and persistence. 

Supporting women veterans’ entry into the STEM 

workforce will be advantageous to the field, and 

also will help the women themselves. Women 

veterans in STEM professions make 54% more 

than do women veterans in non-STEM jobs, and 

they earn 13% more than non-veteran women in 

STEM.1 Stronger pathways to STEM careers for 

women veterans will strengthen post-service 

financial stability for them and their families.  

We know that women veterans are interested in 

pursuing STEM careers: They are nearly twice as 

likely to be in a STEM occupation than are non-

veteran women. The top three STEM occupation 

categories for women veterans are computer 

and mathematical, computer science and infor-

mation technology, and engineering.2 This rank-

ing is notable because engineering and comput-

er science are two STEM occupation areas where 

women are most underrepresented, making up 

just 15% and 26% of the total workforce, respec-

tively.3 Given that most women in the military 

are women of color,4 supporting women veter-

ans’ entry into STEM professions will increase 

both gender and racial diversity in a field where 

most jobs are held by men who identify as White 

or Asian. 
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What are the challenges women veterans face when  

(re)entering the civilian workforce?  

While there are vast networks of veterans’ support services, most were developed primarily for 

male veterans; programs specifically for women are typically fractured and isolated. When trying to 

(re)enter the civilian workforce, women veterans face the following additional challenges. 

Career Development Programs, Education, and 

Training 

Women veterans typically are underserved by existing 

career development programs and policies.5 In addi-

tion, their difficulty in transitioning to the civilian 

workforce may be exacerbated by their military as-

signments; women veterans report they do not feel 

they were given equal opportunities for advancement 

or given assignments that would lead to promotions.  

Further studies indicate that may be due to the same 

gender stereotypes and advancement issues that exist 

in the civilian workforce.6  

Woman veterans suffer from the same pay inequities 

as other women in the workforce, even when they are 

better educated than their male counterparts.7 The 

enlisted active duty force represents the ethnic and 

racial diversity of the United States, but African Amer-

ican women veterans are far less likely to successfully 

return to the civilian workforce than are African Amer-

ican males, White females, and White males.8 There 

also is a rising incidence of homelessness among 

women veterans, who are twice as likely to be home-

less as are non-veteran women.9  

 

 

 

Mental Health Services 

Women veterans often benefit from the support of 

mental health services, in part because they are more 

likely to experience frequent mental distress—both 

during and after active duty—as well as post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), trauma in their pre-

military lives, and military sexual trauma.10, 11, 12  Lack 

of appropriate mental health services can affect their 

ability to obtain and keep jobs.   

Parenting and Childcare Support  

Another unique challenge for women veterans that 

affects their reentry into the workforce and ability to 

engage in higher education is the lack of parenting 

and childcare services.13, 14 They report feeling as 

though they were expected to immediately resume 

their parenting role, with no time for transition and 

little assistance finding childcare.15 In addition, wom-

en veterans are more likely than men to be single par-

ents, or to be married to another service member, or 

to be divorced.16 Often an inability to find childcare is 

a tremendous additional burden for women veterans 

who are trying to return to the workforce.17 And just 

as homelessness may affect a woman ‘s employability, 

it also likely affects her access to quality childcare. In 

fact, homeless veterans have continually cited child-

care as their number one unmet need.18 
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How can we help women veterans meet the challenges  

they face? 

The percentage of the US veterans who are women is projected to double between 2010 and 2040, 

from 8% to 16%.19 

Why do we need a comprehensive approach to supporting 

women veterans in STEM? 

overarching questions: (1) What is the current ecosystem 

of veterans’ support services that specifically target wom-

en? and (2) How can we develop and leverage existing 

services to provide more targeted outreach to engage, 

train, and retain women veterans in the STEM workforce? 

 

While much is known about the specific 

needs of women veterans and the transition 

from service to civilian life, there is still 

much work to be done to ensure that those 

who have served our country can leverage 

their experience and leadership expertise 

into economic opportunities. 

By gathering and analyzing findings about the cur-

rent state of this effort, we can advance under-

standing and pave the way for greater collabora-

tion among organizations that seek to support the 

unique needs of women veterans. With better 

communication and stronger collaboration, we can 

avoid duplication of efforts to serve women veter-

ans, devoting more resources to their support and 

strengthening the pipeline from service to STEM. 

To further this goal, in 2021 we will convene repre-

sentatives from the  National Science Foundation, 

federal agencies serving the military and veterans, 

industry, higher education, women veterans them-

selves, and others interested in broadening partici-

pation in the STEM workforce by actively recruiting 

women veterans. This convening will focus on two  

As the number of woman veterans continues to grow, 

the availability and quality of services available to them 

must evolve accordingly. Once they are hired, women 

veterans often continue to struggle with their transition; 

in fact, 44% of women veterans surveyed said they did 

not feel completely adjusted.20 They require support 

throughout the transition period, including ongoing 

access to education and training, mental health ser-

vices, and childcare.  

An issue that applies more broadly to all veterans who 

wish to pursue a career in STEM is limitations of GI Bill 

benefits. The GI Bill allowed a student to take up to four 

years to complete a college degree, but many STEM  

programs require applicants to have  successfully com-

pleted prerequisite courses that push degree comple-

tion beyond the four-year timeframe. To address this 

and other issues, Congress enacted the Harry W. 

Colmery Veterans Educational Assistance Act (the For-

ever GI Bill; H.R.3218) to make education more accessi-

ble to veterans; one provision allows veterans pursuing 

STEM careers additional time and benefits to complete 

their degree. While the Forever GI Bill makes much-

needed improvements, none of them specifically tar-

gets women. We must define and enact specific revi-

sions to GI Bill benefits that could boost female partici-

pation in STEM education.  
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In Summary 

For more information about the project, check out our website womenvetsstem.edc.org 

These findings will provoke national dialogue on the importance of policies and programs to sup-

port women veterans in seeking greater economic opportunities through STEM work. We can lever-

age the unique expertise of these individuals only by providing the additional support they need to 

be able to successfully join the STEM workforce. While such support exists in isolated pockets and 

instances, it is critical that our nation create opportunities for all female veterans. We seek to bring 

key stakeholders together for this timely and critical discussion, and invite those who are interested 

to join us.  
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