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PROJECT PARTNERS

Hiring Our Heroes (HOH), a program of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, 
launched in March 2011 as a nationwide initiative to help veterans, transitioning service 
members, and military spouses find meaningful employment opportunities. Working with 
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s vast network of state and local chambers and strategic 
partners from the public and private sectors, our goal is to connect America’s veteran 
and military spouse talent with businesses of all sizes across the country.

Syracuse University’s D’Aniello Institute for Veterans and Military Families (IVMF) 
delivers no-cost career training and entrepreneurship programs across the U.S. and 
globally, while also conducting actionable research, policy analysis, and program 
evaluations for corporations and a multitude of other veteran service organizations. And 
we help ease the transition after service back into communities for service members, 
veterans and their families as we prepare them for successful careers or business 
ownership. We’ve supported over 170,000 to date. It’s our mission to support theirs.
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face-to-face coaching with hundreds of thousands of client families.
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On behalf of everyone at First Command Financial Services, Inc., I’d like to thank the 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation’s Hiring Our Heroes for inviting us to partner 
with them in this important research initiative. This report gives a critical voice to 
military spouses regarding the unique employment challenges they face as members of 
active-duty families. The experiences and stories shared by our survey respondents will 
help to shape Hiring Our Heroes’ programs and resources and raise awareness of how 
our country’s employers and others can most effectively support the family finances and 
careers of military spouses.

Since our founding in 1958, we have been committed to supporting the lifelong 
financial security of our Nation’s military families. And military spouses have been at the 
center of that commitment. Through our efforts to coach clients to become financially 
disciplined and confident, we have seen first-hand how financial and employment issues 
take center stage in the lives of military spouses. They manage household finances 
during those times when the active-duty spouse is deployed. They play the primary role 
of overseeing budgeting and savings, and they direct the family’s dollars into long-term 
investments and retirement savings accounts.

Perhaps most notably, military spouses go to great lengths to support their families by 
providing a second income. Here too they face unique challenges. Frequent relocations 
make it difficult to find and keep meaningful employment. Many spouses find they must 
work at jobs below their experience level, education or both. Spouses face extended 
periods of unemployment, and many employers are reluctant to look past these gaps 
in work history. Employers miss out on making model hires for their company. Military 
spouses and their families miss out on the advantages of a dual-income household in 
the pursuit of financial security.

FOREWORD



We are dedicated to helping military spouses pursue financial readiness by increasing 
their opportunities for portable careers. We offer free or low-cost financial education 
and financial planning services to help military spouses understand the importance 
of saving for retirement, constructing a retirement savings plan, and pursuing their 
retirement goals. As an employer, we are proud to focus on recruiting spouses as 
financial advisors working in our 175-plus offices worldwide and for other professional 
positions in our corporate offices in Fort Worth, Texas. They have proven to be an ideal 
fit for this profession. Military spouses tend to be highly educated, possess a strong 
work ethic and play key financial planning roles in their own families. I’d like to thank 
the military spouses of First Command for their tireless work helping our more than 
290,000 client families make smart decisions and plan for a better financial future.

Mark Steffe
President & CEO of First Command Financial Services, Inc.

©2022 First Command Financial Services, Inc. is the parent company of First Command Brokerage Services, Inc. 
(Member SIPC, FINRA), First Command Advisory Services, Inc., First Command Insurance Services, Inc. and First 
Command Bank. Securities products and brokerage services are provided by First Command Brokerage Services, 
Inc., a broker-dealer. Financial planning and investment advisory services are provided by First Command Advisory 
Services, Inc., an investment adviser. Insurance products and services are provided by First Command Insurance 
Services, Inc. Banking products and services are provided by First Command Bank (Member FDIC). Securities are not 
FDIC insured, have no bank guarantee and may lose value. A financial plan, by itself, cannot assure that retirement 
or other financial goals will be met. First Command Financial Services, Inc. and its related entities are not affiliated 
with, authorized to sell or represent on behalf of or otherwise endorsed by any federal employee benefits programs 
referenced, by the U.S. government, or the U.S. Armed Forces.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Hiring Our Heroes (HOH) conducted this project in collaboration with Syracuse 
University’s D’Aniello Institute for Veterans and Military Families (IVMF) and in 
partnership with First Command Financial Services.
 
Military spouses have long faced employment challenges, with an unwavering 
unemployment rate of 22%1 to an estimated increase of 38% due to the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, according to one study.2 Not only does this create near-
term economic challenges for military spouses and their families, but the impacts of 
unemployment are often cumulative, resulting in their inability to plan for, save for, and 
be ready for retirement among other things.
  
The report draws insight from over 4,100 active duty, veteran, retired, National Guard, 
and Reserve spouse respondents to identify how their employment experiences, 
specifically unemployment, impact their long-term financial futures. It also provides 
actionable recommendations for employers, support organizations, and policymakers to 
create economic opportunities for military spouses and address the long-term hidden 
financial costs of military spouse unemployment and underemployment.

1   U.S. Department of Defense. (2020). 2020 Demographics Profile of the Military Community. Retrieved from https://
     download.militaryonesource.mil/12038/MOS/Reports/2020-demographics-report.pdf
2   Hiring Our Heroes. (2021). Military Spouse Employment Flash Survey - September 2021. Retrieved from https:/ 
     www.hiringourheroes.org/resources/milspouse-employment-flash-survey-2021/
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Having two incomes is critical, yet finding employment at their experience and/or 
education level remains elusive for most military spouses. Thirty-two percent of active 
duty spouse respondents report being unemployed even though 76% have a
bachelor’s degree or higher. Yet 88% believe the military lifestyle impacts their ability to 
find jobs at their experience and/or education level. Ninety percent agree or strongly 
agree that their spouse’s military service negatively affects their career.

The lack of two incomes creates considerable uncertainty related to retirement. 
Survey respondents overwhelmingly (71%) cite their ability to save for retirement as 
an important affordance related to having long-term employment. Importantly, for 
respondents who stop working full-time, they are twice as likely (23% versus 45% to 
52%) to report not being confident in their ability to maintain their standard of living in 
retirement than those who never stop working.

Access to employer-sponsored retirement benefits improves a military spouse’s 
outlook on retirement if their benefits vest. Employed military spouses leverage 
defined contribution plans as an important part of their retirement strategy. More than 
half (58%) of active duty respondents who can participate in these plans, however, 
indicate their employer matching contributions rarely or never vest due to frequent 
military moves and not being with an employer long enough to qualify. These vesting 
challenges negatively impact their confidence in their ability to retire comfortably; over 
half (57%) of respondents who are not at all confident and 53% of respondents who are 
not very confident in their ability to maintain a post-retirement standard of living never 
or rarely fully vest.

Many respondents do not feel comfortable managing their retirement accounts. 
Thirty-three percent of military spouse respondents indicate not understanding civilian 
retirement savings plans at all or not very well, and 37% somewhat understand. 
Additionally, 40% of respondents with long-term investment accounts are not at all or 
not very confident in managing it.

Key Findings
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INTRODUCTION & 
PROJECT OVERVIEW

For the past decade, military spouses, a 90% female population, have experienced an 
unwavering unemployment rate of 22%.3 In 2021, this increased to an estimated 38% 
due to the impact the COVID-19 pandemic had on women in the workforce.4 Military 
spouses not only experience higher rates of unemployment, but a study conducted by 
Hiring Our Heroes found they can experience long-term unemployment (27 weeks or 
longer) at a rate three times higher than their civilian counterparts’.5 

Being unemployed despite needing or wanting to work, coupled with long-term 
unemployment, can negatively impact military families’ financial security. There are 
also indirect impacts of unemployment. Many military families also find themselves (1) 
unable to save for retirement or (2) use some of the most effective vehicles for doing 
so, including workplace investment plans.6 For instance, in the near-term there may be 
missed opportunities to take advantage of having a second income to lower debt, pay 
bills, or to begin accruing savings for retirement in the long-term.

3   U.S. Department of Defense. (2020). 2020 Demographics Profile of the Military Community. Retrieved from https:// 
     download.militaryonesource.mil/12038/MOS/Reports/2020-demographics-report.pdf
4   Hiring Our Heroes. (2021). Military Spouse Employment Flash Survey - September 2021. Retrieved from https:/  
     www.hiringourheroes.org/resources/milspouse-employment-flash-survey-2021/
5   Hiring Our Heroes. (2020). Military Spouses in the Workplace 2020. Retrieved from https://www.hiringourheroes.org  
    resources/military-spouses-in-the-workplace-2020/
6   Singletary, M. (2020, August 31). Perspective | coronavirus-related unemployment is putting people’s retirement
     at risk. The Washington Post. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/08/31 
     /unemployment-retirement-savings-coronavirus/



The results of the Hidden Financial Costs of Military Spouse Unemployment study 
suggest there are opportunities for cross-sector support and solutions. Employer 
partners, policymakers, and support organizations can work together to connect 
military spouses with employment and retirement savings benefits to help them build 
stronger financial futures and retire securely. The results of this study also open doors 
for new conversations and attention to this issue; providing valuable information that 
can influence new advocacy efforts and create opportunities for pilot programs and 
products that will greatly benefit military families.

The Hidden Financial Costs of Military Spouse Unemployment draws insights from 
the responses of 4,118 active duty, veteran/retired, National Guard, and Reservist 
spouses. This report:

1. Identifies the hidden financial costs associated with military spouse unemployment 
and underemployment experiences

2. Provides actionable recommendations for employers, support organizations, and 
policymakers to best support military spouse employment and the financial future of 
military families
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This section describes the data collection process and methodology that underpin 
this report. This research used a predominantly quantitative approach by 
conducting an online survey of military spouses. Qualitative data was also collected 
through open-ended questions within the survey instrument.

The results from this research project are based on responses to an online survey of 
4,118 civilian military spouses conducted between February 16 and March 9, 2022. For 
the purpose of this survey, a “civilian military spouse” is as a person who is currently 
married to an active duty service member, reservist, National Guard member, or a 
retiree/veteran and never served in the armed forces him or herself. 

The survey instrument, designed in collaboration with the IVMF, received approval 
from the Syracuse University Institutional Review Board (IRB). In total, the survey 
included 46 items/questions, 3 of which were demographic questions and 4 of which 
were open-ended questions. This survey was administered using Qualtrics survey 
software. Participation in the survey was voluntary and responses were confidential. 
Some questions were only available to specific respondents based on a survey 
branching. Except for three questions necessary for eligibility and branching purposes, 
all remaining questions allowed respondents to select “prefer not to answer” or skip 
questions altogether. Those responses were excluded from the analysis.     

Data was analyzed using quantitative descriptive methodology. Content analysis was 
used to identify key themes from the open-ended questions. Quotes were selected to 
support consistent themes and are reflected throughout the report.   

METHODOLOGY



Recruiting was through social media and e-mail using Hiring Our Heroes’ international 
networks. Military spouses were also informed about the survey if they attended any 
Hiring Our Heroes events during the time of the fielding. To extend the survey’s reach 
beyond those already familiar with Hiring Our Heroes, military and veteran service 
organizations with a military spouse stakeholder base were asked to partner by 
distributing the survey to their own communities. Twelve organizations shared HOH-
crafted content and graphics across Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and Instagram. A $200 
Amazon gift card was offered through a lottery as an incentive to promote military 
spouses taking the survey.   

Since many of our respondents are active duty spouses looking for professional career 
services, our survey sample overrepresents spouses of senior enlisted service members 
and officers. Additional sampling bias may exist. For this reason, these survey results 
are not meant to represent the broader population of military spouses and are not to 
be generalized to describe every military spouse’s experience. In addition, some of the 
results within this report may be related to the impacts of COVID-19 (i.e., length of time 
not employed).
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Demographics of the Sample
The survey asked several questions to determine how respondents are affiliated 
with the military.

The vast majority (80%) are married to active duty service members, with 4% married 
to reservists or National Guard members, and 15% married to a retiree or a veteran. 
Among those married to a retiree or a veteran, 42% report their service member 
retired or separated from the military within the past three years. A little over half 
of the respondents are married to enlisted personnel (59%), 3% are married to a 
Warrant Officer, and 39% are married to a Commissioned Officer. Fifty-four percent of 
respondents have been married to their service member for ten years or less.

Most respondents are affiliated with the Army (35%), followed by the Air Force (32%), 
Navy (19%), Marine Corps (10%), Coast Guard (3%), and the Space Force (1%).

Air ForceNavy

E5-E7 E8-E10 W1-W5 O1-O3 O4-O6 O7-O10

Army

E1-E4

Marine 
Corps

Coast 
Guard

Space 
Force

Status of Service Member Pay Grade

Branch of ServiceDuration Married to 
Service Member

National Guard/
Reservist - 4%

11 Years 
or More - 46%

Veteran - 15% 
(Separated/Retired)

10 Years 
or Less - 54%

Active Duty - 80% 7%

42%

35%

19%

32%

10%

3% 1%

10%
3%

14%

24%

1%
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Virtually all of the military spouses sampled - 92% - are female. Three in four of all 
respondents are college-educated: 37% have a bachelor’s degree and 38% have a 
Masters, Professional, or Doctorate degree. Sixty-eight percent of respondents describe 
themselves as White (not Hispanic or Latino), 13% as Hispanic or Latino, 7% as Black 
or African American (not Hispanic or Latino), 6% as Asian (not Hispanic or Latino), 4% 
as two or more races (not Hispanic or Latino), 1% as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
(not Hispanic or Latino), and 1% as Native American or Alaska Native (not Hispanic or 
Latino). Seventy-eight percent of respondents have at least one child.

Race/Ethnicity

Education

13%

68%

7%

1%

1%

6%

4%

Hispanic or Latino

White

Black or African American

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander

Asian

Native American or Alaska Native

Two or More Races

3%

13%

9%

37%

38%

High School Diploma (Includes Equivalency) or Less

Some College, but No Degree

Associates Degree

Bachelor’s Degree

Master’s Degree/Professional Degree or Higher



The majority of all respondents report participating in the labor force. For the 
purposes of this survey, “in the labor force” includes full-time and part-time 
employment, small business ownership, entrepreneurship, and 1099 consulting.7 
Among active duty spouse respondents in the labor force, 68% are employed; of 
which 47% are employed full-time (35 or more hours per week) or part-time (34 or 
fewer hours per week). Thirty-two percent of active duty spouse respondents are 
unemployed (e.g., not employed but had actively sought work in the past four weeks) 
and 16% are not in the labor force (e.g., not employed and not actively seeking work). 
Twelve-percent of veteran/retiree spouse respondents and 10% of National Guard/
Reserve spouse respondents are also unemployed.

7   Employment data presented in this report includes small business ownership, entrepreneurs, and 1099 contractors  
     in calculations and therefore cannot be compared to previously published HOH, Department of Defense, or Bureau  
     of Labor Statistics employment data.

Age Ranges for All Childen

No Child Less than 
1 year old

Less than 
2 years old

2-5
years old

6-12
years old

13-15
years old

16-18
years old

19+
years old

22%

8% 8%

29%

39%

17%
13% 14%

Employment Status Among Active Duty Spouse Respondents In the Labor Force

Unemployed - 32% Employed - 68%



Earning a paycheck gives military spouses financial independence, the ability to financially 
contribute to their families, and improve their quality of life. A second income means they 
can plan for longer-term financial goals and gives them a sense of financial security.8 For 
military spouse respondents of this study, needing the income and obtaining their own 
retirement benefits are major reasons for working or wanting to work. Yet, respondents 
face challenges that impact their ability to earn income, their confidence in maintaining 
their standard of living in retirement, and their capability of growing their long-term 
wealth and retirement savings. These hidden financial costs of unemployment affect their 
ability to achieve long-term security for themselves and their families.

8   Hiring Our Heroes. (2020). Military Spouses in the Workplace 2020. Retrieved from https://www.hiringourheroes.org/   
     resources/military-spouses-in-the-workplace-2020/

THE HIDDEN FINANCIAL COSTS

Employment Impacts Military Spouses’ Ability to Achieve Long-Term 
Financial Security for Themselves and Their Families

Income
Not having steady and consistent employment has a direct and clear impact on 
retirement savings. Military spouses cannot contribute toward their retirement without 
adequate income.

Confidence in Maintaining a Standard of Living in Retirement
Access to employer-sponsored retirement benefits improves a military spouses’ outlook 
on retirement if their benefits vest.

Growing Wealth & Retirement Savings
Financial planning and education are key to helping military spouses grow their retirement 
savings once they are able to save.



Ongoing Employment Challenges

The employment challenges faced by military spouses are well documented.9 From high 
rates of unemployment to underemployment to frequent gaps in their work history, active 
duty military spouses struggle to find and maintain meaningful careers.

Unemployment continues to be a top challenge for many. Thirty-two percent of active 
duty spouse respondents report being unemployed even though 76% of them have a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. By way of comparison, the overall unemployment rate in 
2021 was 5.3%10 and 3.3% for people with a bachelor’s degree or higher.11

Frequent relocation is a common reason why military spouses struggle to find work. 
Active duty spouse respondents report moving an average of four times and holding an 
average of two full-time roles since becoming a military spouse.  Fifty-nine percent also 
report a total of three or more years of not working full-time, and 40% report leaving their 
last employment place three years ago or longer.

Military spouses continue to face high unemployment 
with lengthy gaps in their work history.

9     Clearinghouse for Military Family Readiness. (2021). The military spouse experience: Current issues and gaps in   
       service. Rapid literature review. [Literature Review]. Clearinghouse for Military Family Readiness.
10   Employment Situation of Veterans — 2021. (2022, April 10). Bureau of Labor Statistics. Retrieved from https://www. 
       bls.gov/news.release/pdf/vet.pdf
11   Employment Situation of Veterans — 2021. (2022, April 10). Bureau of Labor Statistics. Retrieved from https://www. 
       bls.gov/news.release/pdf/vet.pdf



12   Blue Star Families. (2019). Blue Star Families 2019 Military Family Lifestyle Survey Comprehensive Report.  
       Retrieved from https://bluestarfam.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/BSF-2019-Survey-Comprehensive-Report-          
       Digital- rev200305.pdf
13   Percentages are of active duty spouse respondents.

Given these challenges, it is not surprising that most respondents believe their military 
lifestyle—one that involves frequent relocations, unpredictable service member schedules, 
and childcare issues12 —is a primary career-building challenge. Eighty-eight percent of 
active duty spouse respondents agree or strongly agree their military lifestyle impacts 
their ability to find jobs at their experience and/or education level. A similar percent (90%) 
agree or strongly agree military service negatively affects their career.

Respondents who are 
actively looking for work  
(in the past four weeks)

Respondents who left their 
last place of employment 
three years ago or more

40%

32% 90%

88%
Respondents who agree 
the military lifestyle impacts 
their ability to find jobs at 
their experience and/or 
education level

Respondents who agree 
military service negatively 
affects their career

Figure 1.0 13



Top Important Affordances of Having Long-term Employment
Figure 2.0

Ability to Retire Comfortably

Ability to Accrue Savings

Afford the Cost of Everyday Goods

Ability to Buy A Home

Ability to Send Kids to College

71%

60%

49%

46%

42%

	 I	definitely	would	like	to	have	had	my	own	opportunity	to	invest	in	a	
retirement	plan.	It	wasn’t	until	the	last	five	years	that	I	realized	that	I	don’t	
have	something...My	husband	isn’t	worried	because	he	said	we	have	his	
pension/retirement.	However,	what	happens	if	something	happens	to	my	
husband?	It’s	very	nerve-wracking.

– Military Spouse Respondent

“

Like most American families, military families rely upon two incomes to provide them with 
a number of affordances. The two most important, according to all respondents, are the 
ability to retire comfortably (71%) and the ability to accrue savings (60%). Respondents also 
stated that a second income provides the ability to afford everyday goods (49%), buy a 
home (46%), and send a child to college (42%).

Accruing savings and retiring comfortably are the two 
most important affordances provided by a long-term 
second income.

Importance	of	Two	Incomes



The importance of saving for retirement, especially for women in two-income households, 
cannot be overstated. In a 2019 report, “Women, Marriage, and the National Retirement 
Risk Index,” the Center for Retirement Research at Boston College found that married 
women in two-income households face a high risk of not maintaining their standard of 
living in retirement. The higher risk is due, in part, to the higher standard of living created 
by two incomes and not saving enough. 

Active duty military spouses, 90% of which are female,16 appear to face these same 
challenges. Of the employed active duty spouse respondents in our survey, only 68% are 
saving separately from their service member. This separate savings rate drops to 31% for 
those respondents who are currently unemployed.

To make matters worse, whether active duty spouse respondents are working or 
unemployed, their total savings represents a small fraction of what they will need in 
retirement.17 The average retirement savings for employed active duty respondents 
averaged between $31K-$40K and it dropped to $21K-$30K for unemployed spouses.

14   Prudential. (2017, June 13). Working women may be facing a retirement income crisis. Retrieved from https://news. 
       prudential.com/gender-gap-in-retirement-savings.htm
15   Fidelity. (2021, July 29). How much money should I save each year for retirement?  Retrieved from https://www.   
       fidelity.com/viewpoints/retirement/how-much-money-should-I-save
16   U.S. Department of Defense. (2020). 2020 Demographics Profile of the Military Community. Retrieved from https://  
       download.militaryonesource.mil/12038/MOS/Reports/2020-demographics-report.pdf
17   According to a study by the TransAmerica Center for Retirement Studies (November 2019), women need to save  
       $500,000 (median) to feel financially secure in retirement.

Gender	and	Retirement	Inequality

The financial challenges faced by women in retirement are significant. From gaps in 
work history caused by caregiver responsibilities to lower lifetime wages to longer life 
expectancies, women need to plan for and ensure they have adequate retirement savings 
for themselves and their families. 

Some of those challenges were documented in a 2017 report by Prudential, entitled 
“Closing the Retirement Income Gender Gap: The Time is Now.” That report found 
a variety of factors created retirement insecurity for women including: (1) women 
on average earn less than men (about 20%), (2) women save 32% less than men for 
retirement purposes, and (3) women are penalized by progressive Social Security 
policies.14

To help ensure dual-income families have enough for retirement, many financial 
institutions recommend each earner save at least 15% of their gross annual income for 
retirement.15
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Not surprisingly, nearly half (49%) of all respondents do not feel confident they will 
be able to maintain their standard of living in retirement. Their confidence levels 
shrink dramatically when they have stopped working or have faced multiple periods 
of unemployment. For example, respondents who stop working full-time are twice as 
likely to report not being confident in their ability to maintain their standard of living 
in retirement compared to those who never stop working full-time. This trend remains 
regardless of the length of time respondents stop working, demonstrating any gap in 
the ability to work full-time impacts how confident military spouses feel about their life 
in retirement.

It also impacts their views on when they expect to retire.  For instance, the longer 
respondents stopped working full time since becoming a military spouse, the older 
they anticipate retiring from the workforce. Precisely, because military spouses face 
frequent relocations and other challenges that hinder them from maintaining consistent 
employment, creating pathways such as remote work opportunities helps reduce 
employment gaps and promotes their ability to retire at their goal age.

Respondents Who Stop Working Full-time are Less Confident in their Ability to
Maintain their Standard of Living in Retirement than Those Who Never Stop Working

Figure 2.1

Never Stopped 
Working

Stopped Working
Less Than 1 Year

Stopped Working
2-4 Years

Stopped Working
5-10 Years

Stopped Working
11 or More Years

45%
50% 52%

23%

46%

Not Confident



The Longer Respondents Stopped Working, The Older They Anticipated Retiring
Figure 2.2

31%

29%

29%

26%

45%

47%

53%

24%9%

6% 20%

5% 18%

4% 17%

36%

Haven’t Stopped Working  Stopped Less Than a Year

Stopped 2-4 Years   Stopped 5 or More Years

 Retiring Less Than 54 y.o.

Retiring at 55+

Retiring at 65+

Retiring at 70+
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Impact	of	Employer	Retirement	Benefits

Defined contribution plans (e.g., 401(k) plans) have changed the way Americans save 
for retirement. These employer-sponsored plans allow employees to make pre-tax 
contributions from their paychecks into investment accounts for retirement purposes. 
Many employers also fund these accounts by “matching” an employee’s contribution—
most commonly one-half of the employee’s contribution up to six percent of his or her 
salary.18 Matched funds, however, do not immediately belong to the employee in most 
cases, but instead require the employee to stay with the employer for some defined 
period of time before they “vest”.19 

Employed military spouses, like their civilian counterparts, leverage defined contribution 
plans as an important part of their retirement strategy. According to active duty spouse 
respondents, their employer-sponsored 401(k) plan and Savings Incentive Match Plans for 
Employees (SIMPLE) 401(k) plans are the two most common ways they save separately 
from their service member. 

Unfortunately, for over half (58%) of our active duty spouse respondents who can 
participate in these plans, their employer matching contributions rarely or never vest, 
resulting in lost retirement contributions. The majority of respondents cite frequent 
military moves as the basis for not staying long enough with their employers to have 
those funds vest.

Access to employer-sponsored retirement benefits 
improves a military spouse’s outlook on retirement if 
their benefits vest.

18   Miller, S. (2022, January 19). Most common 401(k) savings default rate rises to 6% of pay. SHRM. Retrieved from  
       https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/benefits/pages/most-common-401k-savings-default-rate-rises- 
       to-6-percent-of-pay.aspx
19   To “vest” in a retirement plan, employees need to have fulfilled all of the employer’s requirements resulting in      
       100% ownership of the funds in the employee’s retirement account.



The Frequency in Which Active Duty Spouse Respondents Fully Vest in  
Employer-Sponsored Retirement Benefits Since Marrying their Service Member 

and Working Full-Time
Figure 3.0

These vesting challenges negatively impact respondents’ confidence in their ability to retire 
comfortably. In fact, their viewpoint on retirement decreases when he/she cannot fully 
vest in their employer-sponsored retirement plans. Over half (57%) of respondents who 
are not at all confident and 53% of respondents who are not very confident in their ability 
to maintain their standard of living in retirement never or rarely fully vest. Confidence also 
decreases when their defined contribution plans are not matched. Fifty-four percent of 
respondents who did not receive a matching contribution from an employer also report 
feeling not at all or not very confident in their ability to retire comfortably.

Respondents Feel Less Confident About Their Ability to Maintain Their Standard of 
Living in Retirement When Never or Rarely Being Able to Fully Vest

Figure 3.1
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Common	Retirement	Planning	Questions	For	Military	Families20,	21

1. Are Thrift Savings Plan (TSP) contributions enough for retirement?
2. Does my retirement plan include more than cash savings such as term life insurance 

(e.g., Veteran’s Group Life Insurance (VGLI), etc.)?
3. Should service members choose Survivor Benefit Plan (SBP) coverage when retiring 

from military service to continue contributing a portion of retirement income to 
surviving family members?

Knowledge	Gap	Regarding	Retirement	
Planning	&	Growing	Wealth

Planning for retirement can be complicated. It not only requires an understanding of 
near- and long-term financial needs, but also requires knowledge of how best to leverage 
employer and government investment plans, as well as tax consequences associated with 
those plans, and how to make investment decisions.

With so many questions it is not surprising that many Americans feel uncomfortable when 
it comes to retirement planning. Military spouse respondents are no different. In fact, 
military spouses must also address another range of questions and decision points unique 
to military families because of their relationship with their service member.

When it comes to understanding their own retirement savings options, 33% of 
respondents indicate not understanding civilian retirement savings plans and investments 
at all or not very well, and 37% somewhat understand. Additionally, 40% of respondents 
with a long-term investment and retirement savings account are not at all or not very 
confident in managing them. 

Many military spouses do not feel comfortable managing 
their retirement accounts.

20   First Command Financial Services, Inc. (n.d.). First Command Military Retirement Planning. Retrieved from https:// 
       www.firstcommand.com/investing-saving/retirement-planning/
21   First Command Financial Services, Inc. (2020, January 3). Refreshing Your Financial Plan for Retirement. Retrieved  
       from https://www.firstcommand.com/coaching-center/financial-resources/financial-planning-for-retirement/
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Despite this, only 28% report working with a financial planner while almost half (49%) 
do not, but want to. The support of a financial planner is important for those who 
are unemployed and underemployed as they navigate saving for retirement without 
employer-sponsored benefits to leverage. Similarly vulnerable are those who are small 
business owners, entrepreneurs, or 1099 consultants. Military spouses have become 
attracted to the flexibility and portability of being self-employed with one in four military 
spouses either currently or previously being a small business owner or self-employed.22 
Yet, less than half (47%) of active duty military spouse respondents who are small business 
owners, entrepreneurs, or 1099 consultants save for retirement. American small business 
owners and entrepreneurs commonly face challenges saving for retirement because they 
do not earn enough to save for retirement; they use their previous retirement savings 
to invest in the business; or they plan to sell their business to fund their retirement.23 
For military spouses, leaning on their business as a long-term retirement plan is often 
not a viable option as many have to discontinue their business due to a military-related 
move.24 For reasons such as these, it is important for active duty spouses seeking self-
employment or who are currently self-employed to understand alternative ways to 
adequately save for retirement.

Self-Employed Active Duty Spouse Respondents Who Save for Retirement  
Separate from Their Service Member

Figure 4.0

22   Hiring Our Heroes and Grow with Google. (2020). Military Spouse Career Journeys: Examining Entrepreneurship,  
       Remote Work, and Upskilling as Drivers of Economic Success for Military Spouses. Retrieved from https://www.      
       hiringourheroes.org/resources/military-spouse-career-journeys/
23   CenturionWealth. (2021, February 26). Forbes: 34% of entrepreneurs have no retirement savings plan. Centurion  
       Wealth - Top Wealth Advisor. Retrieved from https://centurionwealth.com/forbes-34-of-entrepreneurs-have-no-      
       retirement-savings-plan/
24   Hiring Our Heroes and Grow with Google. (2020). Military Spouse Career Journeys: Examining Entrepreneurship,  
       Remote Work, and Upskilling as Drivers of Economic Success for Military Spouses. Retrieved from https://www.    
       hiringourheroes.org/resources/military-spouse-career-journeys/
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Employment Pathways and the Need for Remote/Portable Opportunities
• Continue to examine partnerships between private and public sector organizations 

to create career pathways for military spouses, with a special focus on training, 
internships, and entrepreneurial opportunities that offer a competitive salary

• Focus on workplace flexibility for military spouses, to include remote and portable 
work opportunities, to meet the transitory nature of military life 

Employer-Sponsored Savings Plans
• Work to increase opportunities for military spouses—whether full-time or part-time—

to participate in employer-sponsored savings plans
• Explore ways to ensure that military spouses are not penalized by vesting 

requirements when they quit a job as a result of a military-related move 

Financial Education to Better Prepare for Retirement
• Continue to promote available free financial education and financial planning services 

to help military spouses understand the importance of saving for retirement, creating 
a retirement savings plan, and reaching their retirement goals

Recommendations	for	Employers,	
Policymakers	&	Support	Organizations
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CONCLUSION & 
LOOKING FORWARD

Like most people, military spouses want to be prepared to retire comfortably. However, 
the challenges associated with military life are exceptionally harsh on military spouses 
who try to maintain a career, often resulting in high levels of unemployment and 
underemployment resulting in military spouses feeling insecure about their financial 
futures. Military spouses need steady and consistent employment with adequate 
income to contribute towards saving for retirement. They need remote and portable 
employment opportunities that sustain them across their careers and open doors to 
employer-sponsored retirement benefits that positively impact their confidence in 
maintaining a standard of living in retirement. Finally, they need financial education and 
planning support to grow their wealth and retirement savings so they have long-term 
financial security.

Consistent with U.S. employment trends, the spouses in this survey view employment 
as a necessity. But unlike their civilian counterparts, because the military lifestyle often 
requires military families to navigate incredible uncertainty, financial security remains 
critical for their well-being. When they cannot achieve this, military spouses and their 
families are at increased long-term financial risk. For unemployed military spouses 
in particular this risk is exacerbated if they unexpectedly separate from their service 
member or their service member passes away. 



The findings from this report underscore the need for employers, support organizations, 
and policymakers to work together to bolster the best possible economic outcomes for 
military families. These actions include commitments to (1) conduct or fund research 
to explore further the specific economic impact of military spouses’ total lost wages 
including retirement savings, (2) expand the national dialogue on military spouse 
employment to focus on ensuring military spouses are financially prepared, and (3) 
looking to stakeholders across the public, private, and nonprofit sectors to provide 
education and tools for military spouses to navigate the complexities of retirement 
savings and specific investments to best support their long-term retirement goals. Using 
the results from this survey and its implications, Hiring Our Heroes looks forward to 
working alongside partners and policymakers to implement lasting solutions that promote 
military spouses’ ability to thrive through economic wellbeing.
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