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Tennessee’s Job Growth
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Source: https://www.tn.gov/transparenttn/state-financial-overview/open-ecd/openecd/tnecd-performance-metrics/openecd-business-development-
quick-stats/new-job-commitments.html
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Veterans: an 
untapped 
talent pool
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• 400/month separate from the 
Military from Ft. Campbell alone

• 200,000 service members 
transition annually, Nationwide

• Numbers don’t account for other 
accessible talent, including spouses 
and military affiliates



• 48% of Veterans report transition 
to civilian life is harder than expected

• 76% of Veterans report the 
transition was stressful

• 52% of Veterans report that the 
transition was confusing

• Many Veterans report 
unemployment after transition

• DOD spends nearly $1 Billion/ year 
on unemployment for the  first 15 
months of the post-separation period.

The Veteran 
Transition 
Experience
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Research 
Question

6

What factors or barriers affect labor participation 
among Veterans and transitioning military seeking to 
secure a job as they transition their identity from that of 
a servicemember to a civilian? 

What are they and how are they understood and by 
whom are they acknowledged, if at all?

Sub-questions

Are Tennessee 
businesses postured 
to attract separating 
service members, 
Veterans, and their 
military affiliates?

Are Tennessee 
businesses postured 
to recruit separating 
service members, 
Veterans, and their 
military affiliates?

What characteristics 
do Veterans seek in a 
business for 
sustained 
employment?

Are Veterans armed 
with resources to 
facilitate their 
transition to business 
opportunities in a 
timely manner?
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Literature 
Review
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Veterans are 
“Broken”
narrative

Two Broad Themes
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The Social 
Support System 

is Difficult to 
Navigate
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Gap in the Literature
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A significant gap addressing a 
unified framework for 
reintegration Nationwide, let 
alone within the state of 
Tennessee, seemingly does 
not exist…
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Design, Methods 
and Analysis
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Social Identity 
Model of Identity 

Change 
Tajfel & Turner, 2019

Change 
Management 

Theory 
Kotter, 2012
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Social Identity 
Theory  

Tajfel, 2019

Research Approach, Theoretical Lens

a phenomenological qualitative 
research approach…
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Participant Selection
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17 people U.S. Military service-members actively seeking to exit military service
8 people Veteran (transitioned into TN labor force)
9 people Veteran (transitioned and is seeking entry into the TN labor force)
5 people Veteran stakeholder, Tennessee State Government
3 people Veteran stakeholder, state of Tennessee Veteran space, non-profit 
3 people Veteran stakeholder, state of Tennessee Veteran space, education 

3 focus groups 
comprised of 8-20 people

7 focus groups observed unobtrusively 
comprised of 5-14 people
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Data Analysis
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PHASE I

Analyzed 
data sources 

PHASE II

Qualitative thematic 
analysis of conversations 
from interviews, focus groups 
and observation groups

relative to Tennessee’s 
vocational environment and the 
Veteran transition context
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Findings & 
Recommendations
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Veteran 
Challenges

Business 
Challenges
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State Level 
Challenges

Findings & Recommendations

Barriers affecting labor 
participation..
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FINDING 1

There is disunification of resources, unaligned efforts, and 
miscommunication within private, public, partnerships (P3).

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Design and prioritize policies that make Tennessee the most attractive “Veteran-Ready” state by codifying 
practices to streamline P3’s, insert fiscal accountability performance measures, and alleviate Veteran barriers 
toward employment. 

• Establish a coordination of care network.

• Partner to support research toward strategies for improving Veteran & military affiliate outcomes and 
leverage their talents. A research group in a leading university could shift the narrative.

State-Level Challenges
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State-Level Challenges
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FINDING 2

Tennessee lacks a system for attracting, 
retaining, and tracking Veterans. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Military bases and the State Veteran Affairs (VA) office to track data on all service 
members regarding their decision to stay or leave the state upon separation. 
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State-Level Challenges
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FINDING 3

The “Sea of Goodwill” is overwhelming 
and difficult to navigate.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Create a Tennessee State “Seal of Approval” vetting designation.
• Create an interactive map of resources and state partners.
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State-Level Challenges
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FINDING 4

No network, no work. Veterans face unemployment 
after transition, as there are barriers and not 
enough time to find their “after." 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Create a pipeline into the labor force during transition.
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State-Level Challenges
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FINDING 5

The Transition Assistance Program (TAP) and 
Dept. of Defense (DOD) SkillBridge have limitations. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Codify Veteran employment and education initiatives to break down barriers and 
serve as interlocutor for retention in the state.
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Veteran Challenges
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FINDING 6

Veterans are unclear of what their 
vocation should be after transition.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Implement a Chamber of Commerce-driven, internship model, Veteran Internship & Talent 
Acquisition (VITA) to expand experience upon transition and retain in the labor pipeline.

• Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC) and universities to engage in the retention 
of transitioning Veterans and explain educational pathways during transition.

• Offer college fairs during transition on military bases.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

• Give credit for relevant military training and education and make a codebook for what 
accounts as transferable for not only the Veteran, but for the spouse and military 
affiliates.

Veteran Challenges
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FINDING 7

Veterans are unable to apply relevant military training and 
education toward state certification, licensure or credit 
toward upon transition.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

• Establish a marketing campaign and communication strategy.

Business Challenges
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FINDING 8

Civilians & Business practices lack military 
cultural competence, leading to the proliferation 
of stereotypes and bias. 

*The root cause of challenges to reintegration into the labor force is failing to attend to shifts in identity. 
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8 Areas of Focus 
During the Military-to-Civilian Labor Transition
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Veteran
Narrative

Sense of
Community

Finding
Value

Being
Valued

Finding
Meaning Networking Identity Sense of

Belonging
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RECOMMENDATIONS

• Operationalize a “Veteran-Ready” Business Model

Business Challenges
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FINDING 9

“Veteran-Friendly” employers attract, 
but “Veteran-Ready” workplaces achieve 
successful integration and retention. 
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Conclusion

The military to civilian identity 
transition presents significant 
challenges and opportunities 
that demand collective 
attention, empathy, and action.
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Thank you!
NADIA GIANNOPOULOS & SERENE D. PIFER


