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About This Series 
This narrative profile is part of a companion series to the Reimagining Military Spouse 
Employment research initiative. While the data briefs provide statistical analysis of 
employment patterns, industries, and outcomes, this series puts a human face on the data by 
following military spouses through the career pivots the research describes. 

The series includes three profiles: 
• Planning to Pivot - A new military spouse navigates early career disruptions, PCS moves, 

and the compounding effects of short-term decisions on long-term career outcomes. 
• The Accidental Entrepreneur - A mid-career military spouse confronts childcare barriers, 

compounding setbacks, and the decision to build something of their own. 
• To Stay or To Go - A discouraged worker weighs whether to exit the workforce entirely, 

and what that choice means for identity, finances, and family. 

Each profile serves a dual audience: military spouses seeking validation and practical insight, 

and employers and policymakers looking to understand the lived experience behind the data. 

Related Research 
This series draws on findings from the following IVMF publications: 
• Military Spouse Employment Landscape (March 2025) 

• Where Military Spouses Work: Industries & Occupations (April 2025) 
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I expected to move a lot, once every two to four years1. I knew that my husband 
would deploy i,2  leaving me to navigate life on the home front. I have come to learn 
that our military community likes to remind each other that “You know what you’re 
getting yourself into.” And, sure, I knew what to expect on paper. But I didn’t know 
the extent to which these realities would impact me personally and professionally. 

Early Pivots 
I met my husband while they were stationed in Fort Meade, Maryland, just outside 
of the Washington, DC metro area. I had just finished my undergraduate degree in 
social work. I learned I was in good company. The vast majority (82%) of military 
spouses have post-secondary education, with 32% holding a bachelor’s degree.3  I 
also was in pursuit of a career in social work, one of the most popular career choices 
for military spouses.4  My new military spouse friends also worked in other common, 
but low-advancement, sectors, including education, health and social services (38%), 
retail (10%), and professional services (10%).5  I knew that in order to work in this 
field, I needed a master’s degree and to obtain a professional license. I’m worried, 
because more than a third of military spouses work in licensed professions and 
continue to struggle with regulations that delay employment.6 

However, I was encouraged to learn that legislation7 had reduced some procedural 
bureaucracy, and I could also apply to be reimbursed for the costs.8  I was hopeful. 
My career has been in high demand for more than a decade, even more so since the 
COVID-19 pandemic9  impacted civilian and military communities alike. My plan 
was to get a job in my field while taking classes. At the time, I knew that investing in 
my education was a requirement of my field. I had hoped this strategy would help 
make up for a lack of professional experience. 

It didn’t take long for me to realize that I would need to learn to pivot and adjust the 
best-laid plans I had for my career. I was forced to pivot when I looked at our budget. 
Investing in my education wasn’t something we could afford to do. My husband 
wasn’t fresh out of boot camp, but we didn’t take home an officer’s paycheck either.10 

I had heard that military pay and benefits are competitive with civilian jobs11. And 
it’s largely true. We didn’t have to worry about paying for medical or dental care 
or housing, but when I crunched the numbers, our take-home pay was not enough 
to justify my going back to school. The program I wanted to apply for costs over 
$15,000 per year for two years12. The duty station was in a high-cost-of-living area, 
and while we lived on the installation, we still had housing expenses that exceeded 
our allowance by roughly $200.13  We had to pay thousands of dollars out-of-pocket 
to move me in with him, as the military didn’t cover moving my things after we got 
married. 

I knew that my life would change when I said, “I do,” and  
married someone who is serving in the United States military. 

EARN 
42% LESS 
than their civilian counterparts 
across most industries. 

in lost earnings over 20 years 

i While employment challenges described here disproportionately affect women, compounding existing gender-based labor market inequities, male military spouses are not exempt from the negative impacts introduced by the 
military lifestyle. However, data on male military spouses and same sex military families remains limited, warranting additional research. 

HIGHER 
UNEMPLOYMENT 
RATE 
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WHAT I  WISH YOU KNEW 

To Military Spouses: 
There is no PCS-proof career field. No matter 

how in-demand or widespread a career field, 

military-directed Permanent Change of  

Station (PCS) moves force a career pause. 

Once I learned this, I was better able to find 

ways to minimize downtime. I pursued remote 

work, started job hunts in future duty stations 

earlier, and focused on career development/ 

education so that my pedigree would offset my 

patchwork resume. 

We would have to take out loans to make my plan work. 
We weren’t sure if we wanted to join the roughly one-third 
of military households that have student loan debt.14  We 
looked into transferring my husband’s GI Bill benefits to me, 
but learned that service members have to complete six years 
of service before that becomes an option.15  So we made the 
decision to hit pause on my education. I’d keep working and 
wait until we could afford it. 

I didn’t know this at the time, but these short-term, financially 
motivated decisions would have long-term career impacts. 
The decisions that many spouses make, combined with 
other military lifestyle challenges, contribute to us earning 
42% less than our civilian counterparts.16  I eventually 
looked up research that, in black and white, showed me 
the financial cost of being a military spouse. I learned that 
the average enlisted spouse earns, on average, $9,500 less 
per year than they would if their service member were to 
leave the service. And officer spouses make $27,000 less 
per year on average17. This would amount to a loss of just 
under $200,000 over my service member’s 20-year career, 
assuming we stay in that long. 

Even in those early days, I didn’t understand the implications 
of my decisions. I slowly realized that in order to have a 
career vs. a job, I had to reinvent myself personally and 
professionally. Not long after we got married, my husband 
received orders to move to Fort Bragg in Fayetteville, North 
Carolina. Like other military spouses, I soon learned that 
some duty stations have a surplus of jobs, while 44% of the 
largest military bases don’t have enough jobs to go around.18 

WHAT I  WISH WE KNEW 

To Employers: 
My professional and educational background 

may not align, but it is not because of a lack of 

direction or vision. In our dual-income society, 

military spouses like me are forced to take jobs; we 

don’t always get to invest in building our careers. 

M I L I TA RY S PO U S E S  

of largest bases lack 
enough jobs 

1 out of 3 work 
in jobs requiring 

state licenses 

44% 

have some 
post-secondary 

education 

82% 
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PCSii  Pivots 
Our first move didn’t feel like a turning point, just a logistical 
challenge to solve. This time, I was ready to pivot. I found myself 
planning a move and researching jobs and future degree programs 
near our new duty station to see if they were more affordable. 
One thing that stood out was the length of his orders and the 
length of my degree programs. If I wanted to complete my degree 
in time, I would have to attend school full-time, making full-time 
employment challenging. Our family could not afford for me not to 
work. In fact, 72% of enlisted and 61% of officer families agree that 
two incomes are vitally important to a military family’s financial 
well-being.19  I needed to work. Knowing that 21.6% of enlisted 
spouses and 13.3% of officer spouses20 are unemployed, a rate 
that is nearly four times higher than our civilian counterparts21 , 
convinced me to pivot. Rather than pursuing my linear career path, 
I knew I needed to look for a job, even if it was outside my field, 
while also looking into obtaining an online degree that fit into my 
lifestyle and budget. 

My job search began before we arrived in North Carolina, paused 
while we packed our house, and resumed after we were more 
settled into installation housing. It was the first time I was part 
of that roughly 20% of unemployed military spouses.22  My job 
hunt lasted four months23, far longer than I anticipated it would, 
double the average time a civilian my age spends looking for 
employment.24 

That was the first time I had to step away from my prescribed 
career path and get creative. Military spouses are often required 
to engage in occupational adaptation and get creative with how 
we find career success, expanding our goals to make the most of 
our circumstances.25  But I am lucky, the average military spouse 
job hunt lasts 29 weeks, and 27% of military spouses have been 
looking for over a year.26 

I was thrilled to find a job in a region whose unemployment rate 
fluctuates so frequently.27  But, like 28% of military spouses, I was 
offered a position that is not in my field,28 and it paid less.29  Soon 
after starting my new job, I began to feel as though my employer 
was anticipating my next military move.30  It felt like I wasn’t being 
given as many opportunities as others to build skills. Projects 
were assigned to those who weren’t going to move in a few years. 
Luckily, that quickly changed after I went above and beyond on 
an important project and received praise from my boss, who went 
as far as to call me a “rockstar”.31  He even said he would go out 
of his way to hire military spouses into future roles, calling us an 
“untapped talent pool”.32 

My career was advancing. Sure, I wasn’t working in my field, but 
I had a steady income. We were thrilled when we learned I was 
pregnant with our first child right around the time my husband 
received his next set of orders. 

  PCS stands for Permanent Change of Station, moves that are directed by military orders that often require service members and families to relocate to a new city, state, or country. 

to find a job 
on average 

29 WEEKS 

after a PCS move 

32% 
INCOME DROP 

M I L I TA RY S PO U S E S  

28% 
end up working 

outside their field 
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WHAT I  WISH Y OU KNEW WHAT I  WISH WE KNEW 

To Employers: To Military Spouses: 
Military spouse unemployment is not just a statistic. 

Sure, our unemployment rate is four times higher than 

the civilian rate, but that isn’t the entire story. We work 

harder than most to fill the gaps in our resumes and 

prove ourselves once offered a position. On average, it 

takes us 29 weeks to find a job,34 a reset that eats into 

the time we have to prove ourselves, promote, and 

develop professionally. I wish the systems designed to 

screen candidates didn’t filter me out before someone 

ever had the chance to see what I can do. I wish hiring 

managers understood that job performance doesn’t  

always look like a linear resume.35  I don’t want a 

handout or a hiring preference I didn’t earn; I just  

don’t want the system to eliminate me before I have  

a chance to prove myself. 

The career decisions I make today impact my  

future. Taking jobs that are outside my field helped 

pay the bills, but it also led to a patchwork resume 

that became harder to explain to employers. Once I 

realized these decisions resulted in lost opportunity 

costs, totaling roughly $200,000 over the course 

of a 20-year military career.33 I began to approach 

my employment decisions more strategically. I 

took a job that was outside my field, but required a 

similar skillset, and pursued my education to help 

make the transition back to my calling more seam-

less. I just wish I knew which of these strategies 

actually worked for other military spouses. 

4x higher unemployment 
rate than civilians; 29 
weeks to find a job on  
average; 32% income  
drop after relocating36 

HOW EMPLOYERS CAN HELP 
WITH FAMILY PIVOTS 

ACTIONS 
Train AI and applicant tracking systems not to automatically 
exclude potential military spouse candidates. Resume gaps 
and short tenures are structural, not performance indicators. 

Train recruiters and HR professionals on military cultural 
competence so they understand why resumes feature  
frequent relocations, employment gaps, or underemployment. 

Provide hiring managers with a toolkit to identify and  
evaluate military spouse candidates fairly.37 

THE CHALLENGE: 
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The Family Pivot 
I knew life would change when I married my service member, but I really didn’t understand. So I 
shouldn’t have been surprised when I thought I knew how having a child would impact our lives, but I 
similarly had no idea. 

Just like I was prepared to pivot my career after our first move, I was ready to plan another career pivot 
as soon as I found out I was pregnant. I knew child care would be a huge part of my ability to pivot, 
so I looked into child care options. When I signed up for the local military Child Development Center 
(CDC)iii waitlist, I was told by other spouses that even though I had signed up before my baby was born, 
spots typically went to dual military couples or single parents.38  We also looked into which civilian centers 
would qualify for military fee assistance. We were hopeful we would get a spot, yet disheartened to hear 
that Congress had found that some “service members may never gain access to fee assistance,”39  making 
affordable child care access a top military quality of life issue. 

Still, we hoped for the best. I continued to look for a new job, anticipating a child care spot would 
open up. I also wondered what I would do if I were offered a position, knowing I would have to go on 
maternity leave in a few months. I wouldn’t be entitled to the same legal protections afforded to pregnant 
employees who have worked at their companies for at least a year.40,41  Would it be worth it to be in a 
position for such a short time and add yet another detour to my resume? 

Ultimately, I “chose” to wait to look for a job until after the baby was born, joining the roughly 31% of 
spouses who are not in the workforce 42. I stopped actively looking for work because I chose to care for my child.43  While this decision was 
a hard one to make, it alleviated the stress of worrying if we could afford child care or school. Because it wasn’t a question. Child care was 
just as expensive, if not more expensive, than going back to school for my master’s degree.44 

But this wise financial decision wasn’t without cost. As someone who enjoys working, I didn’t know how to process being out of the workforce. 
And I’m not the only one. In fact, the longer military spouses are unemployed, the greater the impact on our mental health.45 

The military lifestyle has inherent stressors. We know that we will worry about the safety of our loved ones, so it is not surprising that 
more than 40% of military spouses have at least one behavioral health condition.46  I noticed that I wasn’t just stressed because I worried 
for the safety of my husband, I was also stressed during these periods of transition. It was at these times that I felt detached from myself. I 
was still myself. I loved my family, but I felt a loss of purpose. 

iii  Child Development Centers (CDCs) are military funded and run child care facilities available to service members and DoD employees. 

According to the 2024 Annual Report on Suicide in the 
Military, male spouses account for 65% of all military spouse suicides despite 
representing 14% of the population. And from 2022 to 2023, the male spouse 
suicide rate increased, while the female spouse rate decreased.47 

MALE MILITARY SPOUSES & MENTAL HEALTH 

M I L I TA R  Y S P  O U S E S  

report a behavioral 
health condition 

cite childcare as 
the reason they 

left the workforce 

40% 

are out of the 
workforce 

31% 

30% 

WHAT WE WISH WE KNEW 
While research on military spouse mental health 
is on the rise, there is little published evidence 
that examines the mental health challenges 
based on gender, race, or sexual orientation. 
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WHAT I  WISH YOU KNEW WHAT I  WISH WE KNEW 

To Employers: To Military Spouses: 
Military spouses hold up the Homefront. This 

means being on call for sick kids and when child 

care falls through. Supporting us as we support 

the Homefront is a vital part of thanking military 

families for their service, but it isn’t a handout. 

We know that despite these challenges, the work 

needs to get done. If I could find a job that offered 

flexible work schedules or remote options I could 

take with me, I could get the work done while 

supporting the Homefront. Without these 

options, it becomes harder for military spouses 

like me to remain in the workforce. 

Leaving the workforce is seen as my choice, but 

it didn’t feel like a choice. Stepping back from 

paid work was the right decision for my family. 

But economically, my savings account and 

earnings potential paid the price for our family 

decision. Not only did I not bring in income, but 

my Social Security earnings statements totaled 

$0 for the two years we were at this duty  

station. It also impacted my mental health.  

It was a family decision, but it felt like I bore  

the brunt of the costs. 

31% of spouses are 
out of the workforce; 
30% cite childcare as 
the reason they left the 
workforce; childcare 
costs exceed college 
tuition in most states 

HOW EMPLOYERS CAN HELP 
WITH REENTRY PIVOTS 

ACTIONS 
Offer job portability—not just remote work, but the ability to 
transfer within the company during a PCS. 

Develop remote options and intentionally designate posi-
tions for remote work. 

Provide childcare support through on-site options, subsidies, 
or tax benefits to offset costs.48 

THE CHALLENGE: 
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The Reentry Pivot 
Once our child was a bit older, and child care became 
slightly more affordable, we decided it was time for me 
to return to work. After stepping out of the workforce, I 
expected that returning would feel like picking up where 
I left off. Instead, it felt like starting over. 

My time out of the workforce had created a gap on my 
resume, and that gap required explanation. Because only 
22% of military spouses sustain full-time employment 
over a three-year period,49  the majority of us have gotten 
used to the expectation that we will have to explain our 
resume gaps. But this time, interviews felt different. 
Employers asked questions about my long-term plans 
in ways that made me feel like my answers mattered 
more than my experience or qualifications. I wasn’t just 
competing for a job; I was trying to prove that I was 
worth their investment. 

This should not be a shock; I had experienced it before. But this time was different. Career interruptions, especially those tied 
to caregiving, often result in lower wages and slower career progression upon reentry. Research by Harvard Business School 
discovered that employers have not invested in hiring caregivers. In fact, 26% of companies indicated they prioritized hiring 
veterans, but only 23% said they prioritized hiring caregivers, who represent 73% of the U.S. population.50  After sending out my 
resume to dozens of roles, I realized that my bachelor’s degree wasn’t enough to open doors to high-paying roles in my field. So, I 
again revisited the idea of going back to school to obtain my master’s degree. 

But the data I found was discouraging. According to research, the civilian-military spouse income gap is real. Military spouses with 
a bachelor’s degree earn $40,000 annually compared to $74,000 for civilians (46% less),51  and the gap actually increases with 
education.52  Ultimately, I decided to put off my education again, for two reasons: until my children were school-aged, we wouldn’t 
be able to afford child care costs, and obtaining a degree may result in higher pay for civilian workers, but for military spouses, it was 
a risky investment. 

Thankfully, we were stationed back at Fort Meade, Maryland, and I was able to tap into my previously established network. 
Veterans have reported that networks have been essential to their ability to find work.53  My friends with mentors were 83% more 
likely to have sustained employment.54  It has been said that up to 70% of jobs aren’t posted publicly and that networking is one way 
to tap into these opportunities.55  So I attended Hiring Our Heroes56  hiring fairs as I was told 43% of in-person attendees receive a 
job offer.57  I also researched available Military OneSource58  programming and was able to update my resume before applying to 
positions posted by Military Spouse Employment Partnership (MSEP) employers. 

Unfortunately, having an established network doesn’t mean I landed my dream job. Instead, I again accepted a position that was 
peripherally related to my field, but it had growth opportunities. I hoped that I would be able to prove myself and get promoted from 
within, as I did earlier in my career. 

Still, I found myself underemployed, like the roughly 70% of military spouses who work full- or part-time.59  It was hard to know that 
I made less than others in my same role. In fact, 41% of military spouses report being paid less than those with similar credentials. 
And that number climbs to 44% for those with a 4-year college degree and 49% for those with graduate/professional degrees.60 

Despite these harsh realities, I knew I was up to the task and would work to prove myself worthy of promotion. 
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WHAT I  WISH YOU KNEW WHAT I  WISH WE KNEW 

To Employers: To Military Spouses: 

When we make the hard decision to leave the 
workforce, we do so because we feel the lifestyle 

doesn’t allow us another choice. I wish there had 

been more options that allowed me to stay con-

nected to my work, roles that could move with me, 

and flexibility that accounted for the realities of 

military life. I wish employers knew that stepping 

away from the workforce doesn’t mean I wasn’t 

invested in my career. 

I wish I hadn’t relied upon furthering my  
education to help smooth my reentry into the 
workforce. The return on investment is never 
a guarantee, but I wish I knew the military 
spouse-civilian income gap actually increases 
with education. And despite being highly educated, 
military spouse underemployment persists across 
all education levels.61 Had I known this earlier in 
my career, I might have pursued other fields that 
didn’t require an advanced degree, rather than 
banking on investing in my education at some 
point. While I enjoyed the time I stayed home with 
family, I wish I had known how hard it would be 
to overcome the lack of career momentum when I 
re-entered the workforce. 

49% 

maintained full-time 
work for three 

consecutive years 

22% 

70% 

M I L I TA RY S PO U S E S  

with grad degrees 
are underpaid 

of working spouses are 
underemployed 
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Pivots Helped Me Make Military Life Work 
After years of pivoting, we reached a point where something had to change. Moving every two to three years puts a strain on my career and 
our children’s social health. We made the impossible decision not to move with my husband when he got his next set of orders. DoD surveys 
indicate that roughly 7% of military families choose to “geo bach”, or live geographically separated.62 

This decision was far from easy and one we didn’t want to make. While it allowed me to keep my full-time job, we didn’t make the decision 
because of my career. We did it because we wanted to provide stability for our kids.63  My sleep suffered.64  My perceived stress scores were 
higher than when my husband was deployed.65  While the separation offered one aspect of stability, it also had a negative impact on our 
children. I only later learned that children in geo-baching households have lower mental health scores than children in households where a 
parent is deployed.66 

Over the years, I have heard military spouses’ ability to pivot called “resilience”, but I like the term grit. It acknowledges the hardship we 
overcome and the cost of our version of the military lifestyle. It can be tempting to blame the military or categorize the experience as entirely 
negative, but that has not been my experience. 

I’m not uncomfortable with pivoting so that I can support my service member. I looked for remote work. I was envious of many of my peers 
who landed remote jobs, which allowed them to remain employed for more than a few years at a time.67  I never found a remote job, but I 
worked hard to develop my ability to pivot, met friends, and experienced new cultures. The strains on my mental health are understood and 
supported through available programs in ways I know were not available to previous generations of military spouses. When I have been 
able to find employment, I have felt an increased sense of satisfaction in being able to meaningfully contribute to my household income and 
knowing I have been able to use the skills I’ve worked hard to build. 

But there are costs that can’t be easily measured in surveys or in interviews. It is undeniable that my career has been negatively impacted by the 
lifestyle. And the vast majority of military spouses have a similar experience. According to research conducted by IVMF and Hiring Our Heroes, 
“88% of respondents agree or strongly agree that the military lifestyle impacts their ability to find jobs at their experience and/or education level 
and 90% agree or strongly agree that military service negatively affected their careers.”68 
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But I wish people understood that it’s not just about unemployment, sending out resumes every two to three years, for weeks and 
months on end. Military spouses plan to pivot. We know this is part of the lifestyle. The challenge isn’t whether we will pivot, but 
whether those pivots will move us forward or set us back. Sometimes they do both. I just wish I knew which ones would have 
gotten me further, faster. 

WHAT I  WISH YOU KNEW 

To Employers: 
Military spouses want to work. We want to develop 

our own careers, but we also have to support the 

Homefront. To do this, we need your support and 

understanding. We pursue career development  

resources and continue our education, but the income 

gap persists and even grows with advanced degrees. 

Our patchwork resumes aren’t evidence of  instability; 
they’re evidence of ingenuity. Invest in mentorship, 

create pathways for advancement, and build roles 

that don’t disappear when we move. Doing so isn’t just 

patriotic; it’s an investment in a highly skilled, adapt-

able workforce that is often overlooked. 

WHAT I  WISH WE KNEW 

To Military Spouses: 
The military lifestyle builds strength and 

capacity in military spouses, not just service 

members. While this growth has caused its fair 

share of frustration over the years, it has helped 

me approach my work differently. When the 

unexpected occurs, I meet the uncertainty with 

confidence because I’ve been there before. Sure, 

it means I face a lot of uncertainty, but the 

sooner I recognized this was a benefit, not a 

setback, the faster I found a positive pivot. 

Military spouses earn 
42% less than civilian 
counterparts; 70% of 
working spouses are  
underemployed; only 
22% maintain full-time 
work over 3 years69  

HOW EMPLOYERS CAN HELP 
WITH PCS PIVOTS 

ACTIONS 
Shift focus from hiring to advancement through mentorship, 
leadership programs, and remote advancement tracks.70 

Build leadership pathways that help military spouses move 
beyond entry-level roles.71  

Offer mentorship programs—mentorship increases odds of 
sustained employment by 83%.72 

THE CHALLENGE: 
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