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Executive Summary: Veterans face the possibility of unemployment after their transition
into civilian life. Creating STEM pipelines for local communities that guide veterans towards
long-term employment is necessary. The implementation of localized veteran pipelines in
STEM is instrumental to ensuring that veteran unemployment numbers decrease. Focusing
efforts to a small area, such as a fifty-mile radius around a town, fosters intimate connections
among the veterans and other members of the pipeline. Pipeline localization gives each
program its own support systems to support STEM careers in that specific location, making a
difference for veterans in cities and towns everywhere. Enhancing the resources available for
veterans to access long-lasting and meaningful careers in STEM is possible with veteran

pipelines in STEM programming.

I. Background: Challenges Veterans Face
Transitioning from Active Duty to Civilian Life
Every year, approximately two hundred thousand
members of the U.S. Armed Forces experience a
dramatic shift from active-duty life to civilian life
upon leaving the military (DOD 2022). Veterans
must adjust to a reality with new challenges, such as
securing housing, finding a job, obtaining healthcare,
seeking out camaraderie, and leadership
opportunities. Thousands of U.S. veterans are
struggling to find a job outside of active duty. Recent
research has shown that in June 2022, the number of
unemployed veterans was estimated to be about
three hundred seventy-two thousand (Syracuse
University 2022). These unemployed veterans are at
much higher risk for homelessness, insufficient
medical coverage, and mental health crises. A
Cambridge study estimated one and a half million
veterans are uninsured and about two million go
without medical care due to high costs (Woolhandler
et al. 2005). According to a press release by the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development, on
any given night there are about 33,135 homeless
veterans (HUD 2022). These issues contribute to the

eleven percent of veterans experiencing depression
(U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 2019).
Additionally, a study into the link between
homelessness and mental illness showed that of
patients exhibiting signs of post-traumatic stress
disorder and anxiety, approximately eight percent of
female veterans and five-and-a-half percent of male
veterans had experienced homelessness within a
year (Tsai, Hoff, and Harpaz-Rotem 2017).

A significant challenge veterans face in their job
searches is adequate skill application. The skills
garnered during military service may not easily
translate to commercial settings. A report by the
Pew Research Center states that forty-one percent of
noncommissioned officers and forty-six percent of
enlisted personnel believed that the skills learned
while in the military were not helpful for obtaining
civilian employment (Parker et al. 2019). Employers
may not recognize military leadership positions,
nomenclature, or how technical skills apply to a
specific job posting. Consequently, veterans often
work in jobs with a poor skills match. Forty-two
percent of veterans report feeling overqualified for

www.sciencepolicyjournal.org

JSPG, Vol. 22, Issue 1, March 2023


https://doi.org/10.38126/JSPG220102
mailto:crr0051@auburn.edu
http://www.sciencepolicyjournal.org

Journal of Science Policy & Governance

POLICY BRIEF: LOCAL U.S. VETERAN STEM PIPELINES

their civilian job, while twelve percent feel
underqualified (Parker et al. 2019). A local veteran
in Auburn, AL spoke to these challenges, stating that
despite possessing nine years of administrative and
management skills, they had to settle for a physically
grueling occupation (Fleming 2022). These statistics
and firsthand narrative make it clear the U.S.
veterans need improved access to the skills,
resources, and knowledge necessary to secure
employment and succeed in civilian life.

II. Creating Local STEM Pipelines for Veterans
Due to the continuous expansion, innovations, and
discoveries in science and technology, STEM careers
can be a uniquely fruitful space for veterans to
secure civilian employment. STEM careers earn
higher salaries on average than non-STEM jobs
(Okrent and Burke 2021). In 2019, the
unemployment percentage in non-STEM related
fields was higher than the unemployment associated
with STEM fields. The number of STEM jobs has
increased at higher rates than its counterpart for the
past decade (Burke, Okrent, and Hale 2022).
Creating regional STEM pipelines for veterans can
increase their career stability and satisfaction,
thereby providing them access to a better life. These
pipelines can be framed similarly to Fort Valley State
University’s Mathematics, Science, and Engineering
Academy (MSEA) and Cooperative Developmental
Energy Program (CDEP) programs.

MSEA guides high school students from
underrepresented backgrounds towards a STEM
career, while CDEP assists MSEA students to enter
degree programs at partner schools such as Georgia
Institute of Technology, University of Nevada, Las
Vegas, University of Texas at Austin, and
Pennsylvania State University. Additionally, these
programs include a network of partnering STEM
companies and socialization opportunities for
participants. Since 1983, MSEA and CDEP resulted in

four hundred-eighty STEM scholarships, four
hundred-fifty STEM degrees, and over eight
hundred-fifty industry internships for
underrepresented students (Fort Valley State
University 2022 ).

Throughout this pipeline, participants are guided
from high school to college and from college to
careers. This programming should be used as a
model to serve U.S. veterans. Specifically, local STEM

pipelines for veterans would require access to
research opportunities, local company buy-in,
education-to-employment programs, and local
networking among veterans in STEM to ensure the
sustainability of any veteran-focused initiatives.

i. STEM research and funding opportunities.

Due to the continuous expansion, innovations, and
discoveries in science and technology, STEM careers
can be a uniquely fruitful space for veterans to
secure civilian employment. STEM careers earn
higher salaries on average than non-STEM jobs
(Okrent and Burke 2021). In 2019, the
unemployment percentage in non-STEM related
fields was higher than the unemployment associated
with STEM fields. The number of STEM jobs has
increased at higher rates than its counterpart for the
past decade (Burke, Okrent, and Hale 2022).

Creating regional STEM pipelines for veterans can
increase their career stability and satisfaction,
thereby providing them access to a better life. These
pipelines can be framed similarly to Fort Valley State
University’s Mathematics, Science, and Engineering
Academy (MSEA) and Cooperative Developmental
Energy Program (CDEP) programs. MSEA guides
high school students from underrepresented
backgrounds towards a STEM career, while CDEP
assists MSEA students to enter degree programs at
partner schools such as Georgia Institute of
Technology, University of Nevada, Las Vegas,
University of Texas at Austin, and Pennsylvania State
University. Additionally, these programs include a
network of partnering STEM companies and
socialization opportunities for participants. Since

1983, MSEA and CDEP resulted in four
hundred-eighty STEM scholarships, four
hundred-fifty STEM degrees, and over eight
hundred-fifty industry internships for
underrepresented students (Fort Valley State
University 2022 ).

Throughout this pipeline, participants are guided
from high school to college and from college to
careers. This programming should be used as a
model to serve U.S. veterans. Specifically, local STEM
pipelines for veterans would require access to
research opportunities, local company buy-in,
education-to-employment programs, and local
networking among veterans in STEM to ensure the
sustainability of any veteran-focused initiatives.
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ii. Network of local STEM companies.

Disconnects often exist between veterans and
businesses that are interested in hiring them.
Pipelines should build networks of local companies
passionate about hiring veterans by establishing
local STEM boards that call owners, HR managers,
and CEOs of companies to discuss veteran
employment. This STEM board could be composed of
local industry leaders. Additionally, companies could
be asked to provide hiring statistics to hold them
accountable to hiring veterans. While submitting
data would not be compulsory, it would demonstrate
commitment to pipeline goals. Companies that
exhibit their passion for hiring veterans could
partner with the local board.

Becoming a partnering company in this pipeline
would increase access to qualified job applicants and
provide positive exposure. These connections can
link veterans to companies actively interested in
hiring them, increasing veterans’ confidence that
they are applying to companies that have their best
interests in mind. By partnering with local STEM
companies, pipeline administrators can work with
employers to determine the qualities and skills
needed to be competitive in the local job market,
giving veterans confidence in their job applications.
Businesses can similarly be educated about the
qualifications and skills veterans possess after
leaving the military. This cooperation will allow
veterans with good qualifications to be noticed by
employers and thereby improve job placement.

Networks should also build job boards listing
employment opportunities within the region. The
platform would provide focused results in veterans’
job searches, minimizing their reliance on
employment search engines. Pipeline participants
would have unlimited access to their regional job
board.

iii. Pipeline between STEM companies and local
schools.

For veterans interested in returning to school,
education and skills training can provide the
technical experience needed to be competitive in the
job market. Four-and-a-half percent of the nineteen
million undergraduate college students that
graduated in the 2015-2016 academic year were

military veterans— approximately eight hundred
and seventy-seven thousand graduates.

Partnerships between local trade schools,
community colleges, universities, and local
companies will help veterans secure jobs after
finishing their education. Pipelines would offer two
educational tracks for STEM training: four-year
degree programs and skill-focused certificate
programs. Four-year degree programs can be guided
by local STEM companies, which would indicate the
degrees available at local colleges that would make
pipeline members most competitive for job
openings. These companies would ideally prioritize
hiring veterans from their pipeline.

Skill-centered certificate programs suit veterans not
interested in college education, but interested in
postsecondary education to provide specific,
employment-related skills. Local STEM companies
would detail the minimum training required for a
specific position. For example, a cyber security

business, instead of requiring a degree in
cybersecurity, could require completion of a
cybersecurity certificate program at a local

community college. This option avoids the financial
burdens of a four-year degree. Furthermore, the
flexibility of certificate programs will appeal to
veterans with families or jobs. Local businesses will
be able to hire personnel with position-specific
skills. Importantly, obtaining a degree or certificate
guarantees veterans to be qualified for specific
positions within partnering businesses.

iv. Fellowship of veterans in STEM.

According to the Department of Veterans Affairs,
leveraging military bonds can ease the transition
from military to civilian life (Hinojosa and Hinojosa
2011). Veterans state that a challenge of entering
civilian life is leaving the friends they gained and the
“family” atmosphere of the military (Young, Ondek,
and Phillips 2022). Current networking
communities for veterans, such as veterans’ resource
centers at universities and local VA agencies, can be
limited in focus or inaccessible due to long distances
across counties. Professional networking is an
essential part of job searching. Accordingly, stipends
or financial awards to attend research conferences
should be available. Conferences offer networking
opportunities, mentorship and peer connections.
Localized STEM pipelines will provide opportunities
for veterans to access these resources as well as
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congregate, build community, and regain a feeling of
“wholeness”. Though this STEM pipeline emphasizes
securing job placement, community-building is
equally important. The cohort of veterans in each
local pipeline would be able to share their
experiences.

v. Creating an organization.

Creating a dedicated organization to building a STEM
pipeline for veterans will order, unify, and shape the
progress and efficiency of increasing veteran
employment. To be successful, there must be people
dedicated to its continuation and delegated to make
choices that grow and cultivate the pipeline. For
example, the university contact for the four-year
degree program component of the pipeline could be
a person working in an academic advising office on
campus. For a local business that is an
education-to-employment partner, the board
member could be a HR manager or personnel
recruiter. Personnel from affiliated companies,
schools, resource centers would be selected to join
the pipeline board. Board members would
coordinate pipeline activities with partnering
organizations. Board members vacating their
position would find a replacement to perform the
same role. Upon forming a pipeline, steps must be

taken to locally promote the program through local
social media, newspapers, word of mouth, email,
radio and others to maximize veteran and partner
organization awareness.

I1I. Conclusion

Researchers, scientists, and engineers must be
resilient, dedicated, and prepared for any challenge
to be successful in their fields. As STEM fields
continue to explode with new developments and
discoveries, veterans have proven through their
service their passion, commitment, and ability to
persevere. Local STEM pipelines are toeholds on the
long-term goal of sustainably helping veterans
obtain and maintain lifelong civilian careers.
Employing a STEM pipeline to offer interview
preparedness workshops and give career advice are
avenues in which we can assist military veterans as
they transition to civilian life. Implementing this
program is bigger than getting a veteran a job. This
pipeline is about helping veterans feel like they
belong in a civilian reality. The objective of this
pipeline is not just to help veterans provide for their
families, it is to provide them peace of mind.
Veterans endure dramatic changes when re-entering
civilian communities, and we owe it to them to
provide better tools and opportunities to thrive, not
just survive.
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