
Post 9/11 U.S. Veterans: 
Understanding What Works Inside 
the Black Box of Veteran Programs 
and Services in terms of Well-Being



Greetings from: 

State College, PA



Presentation Outline

• Overview of Clearinghouse for Military Family Readiness 
at Penn State 

• Overview about The Veterans Metrics Initiative (TVMI)

• Overview about common components 
and the distillation process

• What components matter

• ACEs, Moral injury, Post Traumatic Growth



https://militaryfamilies.psu.edu/

Advancing the health and well-being of 
military families



Clearinghouse Services





TVMI
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The Veteran Metrics 
Initiative
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Funders and Principal Investigators



TVMI Study Team at Penn State 
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Clearinghouse Team & Collaborators

Clearinghouse Team
• Keith Aronson, PhD
• Julia Bleser, MS, MSPH
• Katie Davenport, PhD
• Nicole Morgan, PhD
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• Ryan Chestnut, PhD
• Jennifer Karre, PhD
• Cameron Richardson, PhD
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The Veterans Metrics Initiative:
Linking Program Components to  Post-Military Well-Being



Aim 1:
• Document veteran well-being in 4 key domains – mental and 

physical health, vocation, finances, and social relationships –
over the first 3 years of the transition from military service to 
civilian life

• Identify factors associated with better and worse well-being

Aim 2:
• Describe programs used by veterans as they reintegrate into 

civilian life and distill them into their components, identifying 
common components across programs

Aim 3: 
• Identify program components that are associated with changes in 

well-being following separation from military service

Research Aims



• Initial mail recruitment of Veterans who 
separated in the past 90 days 
• Recruitment (Sept to Oct 2016) – 48,965 

census from VA Data Identity Repository
• Who recently separated in past 3 months
• Non-response survey weights based on gender, 

paygrade & service branch

• Follow-up web surveys every six months for 3 years (last 
assessment May 2019)
• Invitation by email, text, and mail
• Web survey, and if requested paper was available (only 18 mail 

surveys were requested)

Methods: Recruitment



Recruitment and Re-contact Schedule



Survey Contacts and Completes

* 77.4% of the sample (7,404) said they would be willing to be contacted by HJF 
about other study opportunities in the future for themselves or their families.



Cases Completing Baseline and Follow-Ups



Sample Representativeness

Population 
(n=48,965)

Wave 1 
(n=9,566)

Wave 6
(n=5,258)

Male 84.1% 81.8% 81.5%

Female 15.9% 18.2% 18.5%

Army 32.1% 32.9% 31.%

Navy 18.8% 19.2% 19.3%

Air Force 13.5% 19.0% 19.9%

Marines 17.2% 15.9% 16.6%

National Guard/Reserve 18.4% 12.9% 12.4%

E1-E4 Junior Enlisted 41.4% 27.5% 28.5%

E5-E6 MidGrade Enlisted 29.5% 30.0% 29.9%

E7-E9 Senior Enlisted 13.4% 17.9% 16.7%

W1-W5 Warrant Officers 1.1% 1.6% 1.5%

O1-O3 Junior Officers 6.4% 8.4% 9.0%

O4-O10 Senior Officers 8.1% 14.7% 14.5%



Maintaining Representativeness 



Maintaining Representativeness



PREDISPOSING FACTORS

Age, race, gender
Education
Branch
Rank
Years of service
Family (spouse, children)

Conceptual Model of Veteran Reintegration

NEED-BASED FACTORS

Disability
Trauma exposure

ENABLING FACTORS

Social support network
Access to health care
Resilience

PROGRAM CHARACTERISTICS

Sector
Target audience
Targeted domains
IOM Area
Size
Geographic scope
Duration
Quality (implementation, 

evaluation)
Facilitator manual
Theory / Logic model

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS
Relationship/parental/community 

involvement
Relationship/parent/comm. functioning
Relationship/parent/comm. satisfaction

VOCATION
Vocation status (e.g., paid employment, 

student, homemaker, volunteer)
Work/school functioning (e.g., 

completing work when expected)
Work/school satisfaction (e.g., 

environment)

PROGRAM COMPONENTS

Knowledge
Process
Barrier reduction
Sustainability

FINANCES
Financial status (e.g., debt, savings)
Financial functioning (e.g., money 

management)
Fin. satisfaction (e.g., leisure spending)

MENTAL & PHYSICAL HEALTH
Health status (e.g., quality of health, 

health conditions, health coverage)
Health functioning (e.g., health 

risk/promoting behaviors)
Health satisfaction (e.g., 

physical/mental health, healthcare)

WELL-BEING



Operational Definitions of Well-Being



Predicting Difficulty Adjusting to Civilian 
Life

19%

38%

32%

58%

51%

24%

35%

42%

35%

27%

31%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Probable alcohol misuse

Probable anxiety

Probable depression

Probable PTSD

Probable TBI

Chronic mental/emotional health conditions

Combat exposure

Medium to low resiliency scores

Risky financial status

Not working full-time

High school education
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Common Component 
Analyses



What is Common Components Analysis?

• Widely used in the therapeutic literature

• Identifies components within
four primary areas in specific
programming domains

• Test the extent to which
the components are
associated with intended
program outcomes

Chorpita, Daleiden, Weisz (2005)
Kaminski, Valle, Filene, & Boyle (2008)
Rotheram-Borus, et al. (2009)

Content Process

Barrier
reduction

Sustainability



Common Components

• Content: what does the program teach or what information 
does it provide?
• Coping skills, information on how to write a resume, search for available 

jobs

• Process: how does it convey information or teach skills?
• Mode of delivery: in-person, online, phone
• Method of delivery: lecture format, mentoring, peer-to-peer interaction

• Barrier reduction: does the program provide tangible supports 
or does it reduce barriers to accessing the program?
• Transportation to the program, reducing stigma

• Sustainability: how does the program keep participants 
engaged once formal programming has ended?
• Community referrals, alumni groups



Identification of Common Components

• Three sources to triangulate 
data:
• Veteran nomination
• Program website coding

• Including annual reports, if 
available

• Interview of key program staff

• Same questions are asked across 
our 4 domains of interest
• Mentoring/coaching can take 

place in vocation and material 
needs domains – does the process 
or the content contribute to 
Veteran well-being the most?

Common components

Program 
staff 

interview

Program 
website

Veteran 
component 
questions

Veteran nomination of 
programs used



Wave 1 Program Nominations

§ 98.1% of Veterans that nominated a program from Wave 1 have 
at least 1 program coded

§ 73.6% of Veterans have all of their program nominations coded

27

Total number of 
nominations 

(n=1,632)

≥ 3 nominations
All 371 are 

coded

With a URL
(n=1,248)
508 coded809 coded

<3 nominations
(n=869)

120 coded438 coded

Without a URL
(n=435)

133 w/content codes435 w/content codes

<3 nominations
(n=302) 

w/content codes

≥ 3 nominations
All 133 

w/content codes



Wave 6 Program Nominations

28

Total number of 
nominations 

(n=627)

≥ 3 nominations
All 118 are 

coded

With a URL
(n=390)

508 coded369 coded

<3 nominations
(n=272)

120 coded251 coded

Without a URL
(n=237)

133 w/content codes237 w/content codes

<3 nominations
(n=198) 

w/content codes

≥ 3 nominations
All 39 w/content 

codes

• 95.7% of Veterans that nominated a program from Wave 1 have at 
least 1 program coded

• 81.3% of Veterans have all of their program nominations coded



Wave 1 to 6 Programs Website Coded by 
Domain (n=1,169) 

29

Legal, Financial, 
Housing, (n=116),
10%

Employment 
(n=410),

35%

Education 
(n=86),

7%
Health (n=76),

7%

Social (n=202),
17%

More than one 
domain (n=279),

24%



Percent of Programs With Coded Websites 
or Content-Only Coding, Waves 1-6

30

50%

58% 57% 55% 57% 59%
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30%
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70%

Wave 1
(n=1632)

Wave 2
(n=1099)

Wave 3
(n=931)

Wave 4
(n=829)

Wave 5
(n=728)

Wave 6
(n=627)



Frequency of Employment Content 
Components by Program (n=1,162)
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Frequency of Education and Financial 
Content Components by Program (n= 1,162)
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Frequency of Health and Social Components 
by Program (n= 1,162)
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Common Components from 
Employment Programs

34



Employment Status Progression

35



Analytical Method

Predicted Probability of Employment Program Component Use -
-- Sample Matching
• Step 1: Determine sample
• Step 2: Predict the probability of participation in any 

employment program in wave 1.
– The goal is to match based on a robust list of covariates to approximate 

random assignment to participation in programs.

• Step 3: Conduct logistic regression with “Getting a Job” for each 
component

36

Before 
matching
(n=1,715)

After 
matching
(n=1,190)



Who was Looking for Work (W1) and 
Found Work (W2)?

37

Original Sample
(n=1,715)

Matched Sample
(n=1,190)

Male 79% 79%

Army 37% 38%

Navy 22% 22%

Air Force 16% 12%

Marine Corps 19% 21%

National Guard/Reserve (NGR) 6% 7%

Left active duty and currently NGR 18% 15%

E1 to E4 37% 49%

E5 to E6 32% 33%

E7 to E9 15% 9%

O1 to O3 7% 5%

O4 to O7 9% 4%

Full-time student 27% 31%

Part-time student 7% 5%



Who was Looking for Work (W1) and 
Found Work (W2)?
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Original Sample
(n=1,715)

Matched Sample
(n=1,190)

Medical Discharge 7% 7%

General/ Other Discharge 3% 4%

White Non-Hispanic 54% 51%

Black Non-Hispanic 15% 15%

Hispanic 19% 21%

Other 12% 13%

Probable anxiety 35% 33%

Probable PTSD 33% 32%

Probable depression 27% 26%

Risk for self-harm 11% 11%

Risk for alcohol misuse 37% 38%

Exposed to combat 36% 31%

Exposed to corollaries of combat 47% 41%

Very low social support 15% 16%



Component Use Among Those Looking in W1 
and Found a Job in W2 (n=1,190)
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8%

12%

19%

21%

11%

14%

21%

21%

33%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Job training - mentor/coach

Job training - peer learning

Job training - classroom instruction

Job training & certification - overall

Interview skills - mentor/coach

Interview skills - practicing

Interview skills - classroom instruction

Interview skills - reading online

Interview skills - overall

Interviewing skills 
taught via classroom 
instruction were 
92% more likely to 
find a job in Wave 2

Job training via 
classroom 
instruction were 
96% more likely to 
find a job in W2



Component Use Among Those Looking in W1 
and Found a Job in W2 (n=1,190)
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23%

24%

31%

37%

54%

59%

18%

56%

45%

46%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Career planning - networking

Career planning - classroom instruction

Career planning - mentor/coach

Career planning - interactive tool

Career planning - reading online

Career planning & exploration - overall

Job board - reading online

Job board - interactive tool

Resume writing - interactive tool

Resume writing - classroom instruction

Career planning with 
interactive tools 
were 42% more likely 
to find a job in W2



Component Use Among Those Looking in W1 
and Found a Job in W3 (n=1,199)
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13%

20%

22%

24%

24%

31%

39%

55%

60%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Job training - peer learning

Job training - classroom instruction

Job training & certification - overall

Career planning - networking group

Career planning - classroom instruction

Career planning - mentor/coach

Career planning - interactive tool

Career planning - reading online

Career planning/exploration - overall

Job training with 
classroom instruction 
were 20% more likely 
to find a job in Wave 
3



8%

13%

21%

23%

16%

46%

46%

54%

57%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Networking conference

Interview skills - practicing

Interview skills - classroom instruction

Interview skills - reading online

Resume writing - mentor/coach

Resume writing - interactive tool

Resume writing - classroom instruction

Resume writing - reading online

Job board - interactive tool

Component Use Among Those Looking in W1 
and Found a Job in W3 (n=1,199)
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Resume writing with a 
mentor or coach were 
16% more likely to 
find a job in Wave 3



Reasons Why Veterans Were Not Looking 
for Work
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52% 53%
59%

54% 53%

45%

10% 12% 10% 12% 12% 14%

7%
4%

7% 6% 5% 6%4% 5% 7% 7% 6% 8%
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20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Wave 1 Not
Looking for
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(n=1472)

Wave 2 Not
Looking for
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(n=1108)

Wave 3 Not
Looking for
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(n=1153)

Wave 4 Not
Looking for

Work
(n=1014)

Wave 5 Not
Looking for

Work
(n=1014)

Wave 6 Not
Looking for

Work
(n=731)

In school training Full-time homemaker and/or caregiver

Ongoing physical health condition/ disability Not interested in paid employment

Retired from the workforce Ongoing mental emotional condition/ disability

Wave 1
(n=1,472)

Wave 2
(n=1,108)

Wave 3 
(n=1,153)

Wave 4
(n=1,014)

Wave 5
(n=1,014)

Wave 6
(n=731)

g In school, training g Full-time homemaker/caregiver

g Ongoing physical health condition g Not interest in paid employment

g Retired from the workforce g Ongoing mental health condition



Changes in Employment From Wave 2 to 6
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16%
14%
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15%

12%

3%

15%
13%

3%

15%
14%

5%

22%

19%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

Fired or laid off Left job for a better
opportunity

Received a promotion

Wave 2
(n=7248)

Wave 3
(n=7274)

Wave 4
(n=6527)

Wave 5
(n=5922)

Wave 6
(n=5324)

21% -once
6% -3 or more times

20% -once
5% -3 or more times

6% -once
1% -3 or more times



Patterns of Change in 
Physical & Mental Health 

When Examining Components
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Experiences of Health Changes
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18% 18%
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5%5%

14%

7%

0%

4%

8%

12%

16%

20%

A period without health care Severe mental or emotional
distress

Serious physical injury or
illness

Wave 2
(n=7236)

Wave 3
(n=7244)

Wave 4
(n=6513)

Wave 5
(n=5895)

Wave 6
(n=5302)



Changes in Depressive Symptoms by 
Counseling Services
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0=Not at all

2=More than half the days

Among Veterans with mental health symptoms at Wave 1 matched for health 
service use:
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Changes in Depressive Symptoms by 
Alternative Medicine Use
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0=Not at all

Among Veterans with mental health symptoms at Wave 1 matched for health 
service use:

2=More than half the days

1=Several days

Did not use alternative medicine



Changes in Anxiety Symptoms by Health 
Program Component Use

• Among Veterans with mental health symptoms in Wave 1 
matched for Wave 1 health program use:
– Physical ability programs with a mentor/coach decreased the 

number of days Veterans experienced anxiety symptoms

– Adaptive sports programs with a mentor/coach  for a veteran 
with a disability decreased number of days Veterans 
experienced anxiety symptoms

– No other health programs (e.g., fitness 
programs, nutrition/weight management, 
stress/coping, PTSD) were significant in 
reducing anxiety or depressive symptoms

49



Changes in PTSD symptoms and Use of 
Counseling Services

• Among Veterans who displayed any mental health symptoms, 
80% met criteria for probable PTSD based on a sum score of 
3+ on PTSD screener (n=1,203 matched sample).

• 22% still met criteria at Wave 2
– Among those who did not use counseling services for mental health 

(n=741), 18% met criteria for probable PTSD in Wave 2
– Among those who used counseling services for mental health 

(n=461), 27% still met criteria for probable PTSD in Wave 2

• There was a change in PTSD measure in Wave 3, when 28% 
met the criteria for probable PTSD based on a score of 19+
– 25% of those who did not use counseling services still met criteria 

for PTSD
– Among those who used counseling services in Wave 1 for mental 

health (n=410), 33% still met criteria for probable PTSD symptoms in 
Wave 3*

50
*Counseling users in W1 were 58% more likely to meet PTSD criteria in W3



Changes in the Financial, 
Legal, and Housing Domain 

When Examining Components
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Experiences of Financial Changes
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Financial Tools and Changes Financial 
Satisfaction from Wave 1 to Wave 6

3=Somewhat satisfied

2= Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied
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Financial Components Change Financial 
Satisfaction from Wave 1 to Wave 6

Among Veterans who had problematic financial status:
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Financial Components Change Financial 
Satisfaction Wave 1 to Wave 6
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Financial Tool Use and Veterans’ Ability to Pay 
for Immediate Financial Needs - W1 to W6
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Financial Components and Veterans’ Ability to 
Pay for Immediate Financial Needs - W1 to W6

Among Veterans who had problematic financial status:

21%

19%

17%

15%

21%

18%

16%

15%

3%

18%

17%

13%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Overall
Reading online
Mentor/coach

Online tool

Overall
Reading online
Mentor/coach

Online tool
Classroom instruction

Overall
Reading online

Online tool

Cr
ed

it
 

sc
or

e
Fi

na
nc

ia
l 

in
ve

st
m

en
ts

H
om

e 
ow

ne
rs

hi
p

ed
uc

at
io

n



Financial Components and Veterans’ Ability to 
Pay for Immediate Financial Needs - W1 to W6
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Among Veterans who had problematic financial status:



Social Relationships and 
Social Isolation When 

Examining Components
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Experiences of Change in Social Relationships
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Changes in Social Support Over Time
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Correlates of Social Isolation

• Veterans with these attributes were more likely 
to be socially isolated at Wave 1:
–Problematic financial status
–Traumatic brain injury
–PTSD symptoms
–Probable depression
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Social Isolation and Program Components

Among those Veterans who were socially isolated 
at Wave 1, using counseling services for mental 
health (at Wave 1) was not related to 
improvements in their feelings of social isolation 
at Wave 2.
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Veterans who were socially isolated at Wave 1, 
but visited a Veterans Center at their school in 
Wave 1, were less likely to feel socially isolated 
at Wave 2.
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Social Isolation and Program Components



Veterans who were socially isolated at Wave 1 but:
• Participated in a religious or spiritual community 

at Wave 2 were less likely to feel socially 
isolated at Wave 2
• Reported regularly participating in a community 

group that shares similar hobbies at Wave 2 were 
less likely to feel socially isolated at Wave 2.
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Social Isolation and Program Components



Veterans who were socially isolated at Wave 1 but 
reported volunteering in Wave 2 were less likely 
to feel socially isolated at Wave 2.
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Social Isolation and Program Components



Social Support Volunteers to Non-Volunteers
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Among those socially isolated at Wave 1 matched for volunteer activity:



Matching Social Program Users to Non-Users
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Among those socially isolated at Wave 1 matched for social program use:



Changes in Social Support - Components
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Cross-Domain 
Common Components



Components that Increase Program Access (W1)
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Components that Provide Tangible Supports (W1)
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Barrier Reduction: Access to Healthcare

Significant predictors of nominating a health program that 
offers transportation (n=708):

• Currently serving NGR after leaving Active Duty – less likely

• Discharge status – 69% more likely if medical discharge

• Those who have ever applied for VA or DoD service 
connected disability – almost 5 times more likely

• Probable PTSD – 39% more likely

• TBI symptoms – 2 times more likely

needs to get 



Sustainability Components (Ongoing Support 
to the Veteran After the Program Ends)

• Sustainability components in ≥ 10% of programs in each 
domain:

–Helpline – health

–Referrals – employment, social relationships

–Merchandising – health, social relationships

–Participant awards – education, social relationships

–Alumni organization – social relationships 

–Ongoing coaching – employment, legal/financial/housing, 
health, social relationships

–Ongoing peer support – social relationships

–Caregiver support – health



It is not enough to be 
busy.  

The question is: 
What are we busy 

about?
Henry David Thoreau

So are the ants.



THANK YOU!

• Daniel Perkins dfp102@psu.edu
• Clearinghouse Technical Assistance
–Website: www.militaryfamilies.psu.edu
• Live Chat: 9:00 am – 5:00 pm EST

– Email: clearinghouse@psu.edu
– U.S. Toll Free: 1-(877)-382-9185

http://psu.edu
http://www.militaryfamilies.psu.edu/
http://psu.edu

