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441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

January 27, 2021 

The Honorable Adam Smith 
Chairman 
The Honorable Mike Rogers  
Ranking Member 
Committee on Armed Services 
House of Representatives 

There were over 605,000 spouses of active duty servicemembers in the 
U.S. military in 2018, and these spouses may face various challenges 
when seeking employment opportunities and supporting their partners’ 
military careers.1 Military spouses’ employment challenges can affect 
their family’s wellbeing, along with servicemember retention. For 
example, a recent study found that military-related moves may be 
connected to higher rates of unemployment, relative to similar civilian 
spouses.2 Further, according to the Department of Defense’s (DOD) 2017 
Survey of Active Duty Spouses, an estimated 50 percent of active duty 
military spouses work in a field that requires a professional certification or 
occupational license, and transferring these credentials from one state to 
another may prove difficult. DOD has put several programs and resources 
in place to address the employment challenges faced by military spouses, 
including virtual career coaching, interview skills development, and 
initiatives to address professional licensing issues with state policy 
makers. 

The U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Armed Services report 
(H. Rpt. 116-120) accompanying the National Defense Authorization Act 
(NDAA) for fiscal year 2020 includes a provision for GAO to examine 
several matters related to military spouse employment.3 This report 
examines (1) what is known about rates of unemployment and 
underemployment among military spouses with professional credentials, 
                                                                                                                       
1The cited number of spouses of active duty servicemembers is from DOD data for fiscal 
year 2018. Department of Defense, 2018 Demographics: Profile of the Military Community 
(2018), 134. 

2In this study, “similar” refers to female civilian spouses (spouses who are not married to 
active duty servicemembers) who are included in the study. Institute for Veterans and 
Military Families and Military Officers Association of America, Military Spouse Employment 
Report (February 2014), 26. 

3H.R. Rep. No. 116-120, at 155 (2019).  
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and across different servicemember ranks; (2) the extent to which DOD 
evaluates states’ licensing policies for military spouses, and how, if at all, 
spousal employment is considered in servicemember assignment 
decisions; and (3) how DOD promotes awareness of employment 
resources among military spouses. 

To address the first objective, we reviewed and analyzed relevant data on 
unemployment and measures related to underemployment among military 
spouses from DOD’s 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses (ADSS).4 
Specifically, from the relevant ADSS data, we generated weighted 
percentage estimates of spouses in fields that do and do not require a 
professional credential, and spouses married to servicemembers of 
different ranks. To assess the reliability of these data, we interviewed 
officials at DOD’s Office of People Analytics (OPA), the office responsible 
for conducting the survey, to obtain information on the survey design and 
potential limitations. We also reviewed technical documentation on the 
survey and conducted electronic testing of the survey data to verify the 
data’s accuracy and completeness. We found these data reliable for the 
estimates we present in our report. All percentage estimates in this report 
have a margin of error of plus or minus 10 percentage points or fewer. 
(See app. I for more information on our analysis of the ADSS data and 
the limitations we identified.) Additionally, we reviewed relevant literature 
and interviewed officials from the Department of Labor (DOL), DOD’s 
OPA, the Department of Commerce’s Census Bureau, and 
knowledgeable researchers to gather information about military spouses’ 
employment outcomes, and assess the limitations, if any, of available 
information on this topic. 

To address the second objective, we reviewed relevant DOD and military 
services’ instructions, memoranda, directives, and published reports 
related to licensing options for military spouses and to personnel 
assignment decisions. We assessed DOD’s efforts against its own 
policies and stated initiatives, as well as leading practices for program 

                                                                                                                       
4ADSS is DOD’s most comprehensive source of data on the military community, including 
military spouses. The survey is generally administered every 2 years, and is used to 
collect various types of information on the military spouse population, including 
employment, occupational areas, and unemployment rates. The 2017 ADSS was the most 
recent available for analysis during the course of our review. See appendix I for more 
information on our analysis of the ADSS. DOD released results from the 2019 ADSS in 
December 2020. For more information on the 2019 ADSS, see 
https://www.militaryonesource.mil/data-research-and-statistics/survey-findings/2019-
spouses-survey/.  

https://www.militaryonesource.mil/data-research-and-statistics/survey-findings/2019-spouses-survey/
https://www.militaryonesource.mil/data-research-and-statistics/survey-findings/2019-spouses-survey/
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evaluations and effective agency strategic reviews.5 Additionally, we 
interviewed an official from the Defense State Liaison Office (DSLO), 
which works with state policymakers on key quality-of-life issues affecting 
military families (including spouse licensure), as well as relevant officials 
from each service (Air Force, Army, Navy, and Marine Corps).6 

To address the third objective, we reviewed DOD communication plans 
for its spouse employment programs, as well as outreach and marketing 
materials, websites, and other documentation related to promoting 
awareness of these programs from four services. We interviewed key 
officials involved in DOD’s spouse employment programs from DOD 
headquarters and from each service’s headquarters. We also interviewed 
employment readiness officials from a nongeneralizable sample of six 
military installations selected to reflect (1) a mix of locations with high to 
moderate numbers of active duty servicemembers stationed at the 
installation, (2) geographically dispersed locations within the continental 
U.S. (urban/suburban and rural), (3) single-service and joint bases, and 
(4) locations where the primary mission is operational versus support. We 
assessed the information we obtained from DOD on outreach approaches 
against federal standards for internal control related to obtaining and 
using quality information, and communicating information internally and 
externally.7 Additionally, we interviewed knowledgeable researchers, as 
well as representatives from five military family advocacy organizations 
that we selected on the basis of their involvement in DOD’s Spouse 
Ambassador Network, which is comprised of a variety of groups that are 
active in the military spouse community. 

To address all three objectives, we reviewed relevant literature and 
published studies examining employment among military spouses. 
Additionally, we reviewed relevant federal guidance as well as provisions 
in the fiscal year 2020 NDAA. 

We conducted this performance audit from October 2019 to January 2021 
in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
                                                                                                                       
5See GAO, Program Evaluation: Strategies to Facilitate Agencies’ Use of Evaluation in 
Program Management and Policy Making, GAO-13-570 (Washington, D.C.: June 26, 
2013), and Managing for Results: Practices for Effective Agency Strategic Reviews, 
GAO-15-602 (Washington, D.C.: July 29, 2015).  

6For the purposes of our report, we did not include the U.S. Coast Guard in our scope 
because it is a component of the Department of Homeland Security. 

7See GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: September 2014). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-13-570
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-602
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

Of the estimated 605,000 military spouses of active duty servicemembers 
in 2018, more than 75 percent were married to enlisted servicemembers 
rather than to officers, and more than 90 percent were women, according 
to DOD data.8 Studies suggest that military spouses may be unemployed 
at higher rates than the general civilian population, which had an average 
unemployment rate of 3.7 percent in 2019, according to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics.9 Researchers have identified several factors that may 
affect military spouses’ employment outcomes. For example, military 
families move frequently, on average once every 2 to 3 years.10 These 
transfers, often called permanent change of station (PCS), can make it 
difficult and costly for active duty military spouses to find jobs and develop 
careers.11 Military families also tend to have young children, making the 
balance of two careers and family responsibilities challenging. 

Different requirements for occupational licensing across state lines can 
also make it difficult for military spouses to find and maintain employment 

                                                                                                                       
8Department of Defense, 2018 Demographics: Profile of the Military Community (2018), 
134-135. 

9The civilian unemployment rate has likely increased due to Coronavirus Disease 2019 
(COVID-19). For studies suggesting military spouses may be unemployed at higher rates 
than the non-military spouse civilian population, see Institute for Veterans and Military 
Families and Military Officers Association of America, Military Spouse Employment Report 
(February 2014), 26; and Executive Office of the President, The Council of Economic 
Advisers, Military Spouses in the Labor Market (Washington, D.C.: 2018), 4. While these 
studies show that the unemployment rate for military spouses is higher than the average 
civilian unemployment rate, there could be a variety of factors driving these differences, 
including different characteristics between military spouses and the general population. 
These studies may not have controlled for all relevant differing characteristics.  

10Institute for Veterans and Military Families, The Force Behind the Force: A Business 
Case for Leveraging Military Spouse Talent, Employing Military Spouses: Paper One (July 
2016), 4.  

11PCS orders direct where servicemembers move during their military career. These 
relocations are typically 2- to 4-year assignments, and may involve relocating to a new 
military duty station in the U.S. or overseas.  

Background 
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with each PCS.12 Occupational licenses are required by state 
governments to ensure that practitioners meet a minimum level of 
competency in specific occupations, such as cosmetology or medicine. 
Some professions are licensed across states through interstate 
compacts, while others are licensed on a state-by-state basis. In addition, 
licensing requirements are created independently by each state 
government, generally either by state agencies or state-sponsored 
independent boards. Since licensing requirements often vary by state, the 
lack of license portability—the ability to transfer an existing license to a 
new state with minimal application requirements—can make license 
transfers time consuming and costly for spouses. Unlike occupational 
licenses, occupational certifications are not generally a legal requirement 
for working in a certain occupation. However, in some instances 
certifications are required to maintain or transfer a license. For example, 
to transfer a massage therapy license from one state to another, 
individuals may need to be certified by the National Certification Board for 
Therapeutic Massage and Bodywork, among other requirements.13 
Certified workers can use a title such as certified mechanic or certified 
financial planner, to indicate their status, and certifications are usually 
acquired through an exam or another demonstration of skills. 
Certifications are usually granted through organizations or professional 
associations. 

DOD, the military services, and other federal and external entities offer a 
range of programs to assist military spouses in obtaining employment. 
Since 2009, DOD has implemented multiple employment programs to 
address the career challenges faced by military spouses (see table 1). 

 

  

                                                                                                                       
12Executive Office of the President, The Fast Track to Civilian Employment: Streamlining 
Credentialing and Licensing for Service Members, Veterans, and Their Spouses 
(Washington D.C.: 2013).  

13University of Minnesota, Military Spouse Licensure Portability Examination: Research 
Report (2017), 16.  

DOD Employment 
Assistance Programs and 
Other Efforts to Help 
Military Spouses 
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Table 1: Examples of DOD Employment Assistance Resources for Military Spouses  

DOD program Resources offered to military spouses 
My Career Advancement Account Scholarship 
(MyCAA) 

• Provides up to $4,000 in financial assistance for certifications, licenses, and 
associate’s degrees to eligible military spouses 

Military One Source Spouse Career Center • Provides career coaching to help spouses pursue their educational and career 
goals, including help with the job search 

Military Spouse Employment Partnership 
(MSEP) 

• Connects spouses to over 450 partner employers who have committed to hiring 
military spouses 

• Offers a website to help spouses find available jobs with partner employers 
Military Spouse Preference  • Gives spouses priority in selection for certain DOD positions  

Source: GAO review of Department of Defense (DOD) documentation. | GAO-21-193 

 
DOD’s Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Military 
Community and Family Policy (MC&FP) administers these resources and 
programs to help military spouses find employment, primarily through its 
Spouse Education and Career Opportunities (SECO) initiative. SECO 
connects spouses to employers committed to hiring military spouses, 
administers a scholarship program that provides financial assistance for 
licenses, certifications, and associate’s degrees to pursue an occupation 
or career field, and operates a call center and website through which 
spouses can obtain career counseling, among other services. DOD also 
funds the MySECO website, which contains information about the spouse 
employment resources available through the SECO initiative.14 

In 2004, DOD created the Defense State Liaison Office (DSLO) within 
MC&FP to assist with spouse licensure issues, among other key quality-
of-life issues affecting military families. DSLO’s efforts to this end included 
identifying best practices around military spouse licensure in certain 
states. Additionally, DSLO worked with state legislatures to encourage 
states to pass laws and enact policy changes that would help military 
spouses more easily transfer their licenses, including receiving temporary 
licenses and fast tracking their license applications.15 DSLO also tracks 
the progress states make toward adopting interstate license recognition 

                                                                                                                       
14The MySECO website also provides information on other DOD resources beyond SECO 
that are available to military spouses, such as DOD’s Transition Assistance Program 
(TAP). TAP provides education, employment, and self-employment services to 
servicemembers and their families to help them transition to civilian life. 

15Department of Defense and Department of Homeland Security, Report on Barriers to 
Portability of Occupational Licenses Between States, C-FF91556 (March 2018), 1-2.  
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policies for military spouses and publishes this information on its Military 
State Policy Source website. 

Since the 1980s, the Air Force, Army, Marine Corps, and Navy have also 
independently administered employment assistance programs for military 
spouses, among other groups.16 These programs include: (1) the Air 
Force Employment Assistance Program, (2) the Army Employment 
Readiness Program, (3) the Marine Corps Family Member Employment 
Assistance Program, and (4) the Navy Family Employment Readiness 
Program. The services these programs offer are mostly in person, and 
are administered on nearly 200 military installations at military and family 
support centers (family centers) where different family readiness services 
are provided.17 These programs assist in a variety of ways, including 
providing job opening referrals, job fairs, one-on-one employment 
counseling, and workshops on resume writing, networking, and other 
topics. 

Military spouses can also access employment assistance through other 
federal and nonfederal programs and organizations. For example, the 
Department of Labor (DOL) publishes license recognition and 
reimbursement information on its veterans.gov website, along with reports 
that are designed for military spouses. DOL also administers the 
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, which allows eligible military 
spouses to receive priority placement in DOL-funded job training 
programs in certain instances.18 Across the federal government, agencies 
may also hire eligible military spouses through a non-competitive hiring 

                                                                                                                       
16While these programs serve spouses, they also serve many other populations in the 
military community, including dependent children, active duty servicemembers, and 
servicemembers transitioning to civilian life. GAO, Military Spouse Employment Programs: 
DOD Can Improve Guidance and Performance Monitoring, GAO-13-60 (Washington DC: 
December 2012).  

17Family readiness services are composed of both DOD-operated and community-based 
services delivered through a variety of access points, including family centers. The 
purpose of family readiness services is to help servicemembers and their families manage 
the challenges of daily living experienced in the unique context of military service. DOD 
Instruction 1342.22, Military Family Readiness (revised April 11, 2017). Other services 
provided by the family centers may include relocation assistance (e.g., providing 
information on housing, child care, and schooling options), financial education and 
counseling, services for family members with special needs, and transition assistance to 
help servicemembers and their families separating from the military to reenter the civilian 
workforce.  

185 U.S.C. § 3330d(b).  

Military Services and 
Installations’ Efforts 

Other Federal and 
External Entities’ 
Programs 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-13-60
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process.19 In addition, several nonprofit organizations provide 
employment assistance to military spouses, including those in the Spouse 
Ambassador Network, a group of organizations affiliated with DOD’s 
Military Spouse Employment Partnership.20 

Our analysis of DOD’s 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses (ADSS) 
shows some differences among selected military spouse employment 
outcomes based on whether spouses work in occupations that require 
credentials—professional licenses or certifications—and based on the 
servicemembers’ rank. For example, we found that spouses of lower-
ranking servicemembers had higher estimated unemployment rates than 
spouses of higher-ranking servicemembers. Additionally, we estimate that 
spouses in fields that do not require professional credentials worked 
outside their area of training, a potential indicator of underemployment, at 
a higher rate than spouses in fields that require professional credentials. 
Similarly, spouses of lower-ranking servicemembers worked outside their 
area of training at a higher rate than spouses of higher-ranking 
servicemembers. Many factors, such as educational attainment, may 
affect unemployment and underemployment. Our analysis did not account 
for these other factors because some data on factors were limited, and 
we determined that descriptive measures were sufficient for our 
purposes. 

Our analysis of ADSS data provides an unemployment rate estimate for 
all military spouses, but estimates vary across the literature we reviewed. 
We estimate that 24 percent of non-dual military spouses (dual is when 
both spouses serve in the military) in the labor force were unemployed 

                                                                                                                       
19For additional information on federal programs that provide employment assistance to 
military spouses, see GAO, Military and Veteran Support: Performance Goals Could 
Strengthen Programs that Help Servicemembers Obtain Civilian Employment, 
GAO-20-416 (Washington, D.C.: July 9, 2020). 

20Organizations in the Spouse Ambassador Network leverage their community networks 
to raise awareness of military spouse education and employment resources. Currently, the 
Spouse Ambassador Network includes more than 25 member organizations, including 
nonprofits and other federal agencies.  

DOD Survey Data 
Indicate that Military 
Spouses’ 
Employment 
Outcomes Varied by 
Professional 
Credential 
Requirements and 
the Servicemembers’ 
Rank 

Unemployment Rates 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-20-416
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during the survey reference period.21 Other studies we reviewed provided 
unemployment rate estimates ranging from 9.7 to 30.8 percent, in part 
due to different data sources, reference periods, and survey 
populations.22 

Our analysis of the ADSS estimates did not show a significant difference 
in military spouses’ unemployment rates based on the professional 
credential requirements in spouses’ chosen fields. We compared 
estimated unemployment rates for two subsets of military spouses: (1) 
spouses in fields that require professional credentials (referred to as 
“credentialed fields” in this report), and (2) spouses in fields that do not 
have credential requirements (referred to as “non-credentialed fields” in 
this report).23 We estimate that the unemployment rate was about 25 
percent for spouses in credentialed fields and about 22 percent for those 
in non-credentialed fields (see fig. 1).24 

                                                                                                                       
21The 2017 ADSS unemployment rate estimate, according to DOD’s 2017 ADSS 
Tabulations of Responses, conforms to the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ standards, which 
use Current Population Survey (CPS) labor force items. The unemployment rate estimate 
excludes those spouses not in the full labor market, meaning those spouses who were not 
currently looking for work or were not needing or not wanting to work. Additionally, the 
estimate excludes dual military spouses, meaning spouses who also serve in the military. 
The reference period for the 2017 ADSS is from June 22, 2017 to November 13, 2017.  

22Executive Office of the President, The Fast Track to Civilian Employment: Streamlining 
Credentialing and Licensing for Service Members, Veterans, and Their Spouses 
(Washington D.C.: 2013), 3. Institute for Veterans and Military Families and Military 
Officers Association of America, Military Spouse Employment Report, (February 2014), 
50. 

23The ADSS asked if spouses were working in a field that did or did not require a 
credential, regardless of their current employment status. Thus, a spouse might have 
answered “in a career field that requires a state issued license,” even if they were 
currently unemployed.  

24This difference is not statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level. All other 
numerical differences cited in our findings on unemployment and underemployment 
estimates are statistically significant unless otherwise stated, and estimates have a margin 
of error of plus or minus 7 percentage points or fewer. Margins of error are for the 95 
percent confidence interval. 

Unemployment Rates by 
Professional Credential 
Requirement 
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Figure 1: Military Spouse Estimated Unemployment Rates by Credential 
Requirement (2017) 

 
Note: Percentages in this figure are based on estimates derived from the 2017 Survey of Active Duty 
Spouses, conducted from June 2017 to November 2017. Estimates have a margin of error, at the 95 
percent confidence interval, of plus or minus 7 percentage points or fewer. The whiskers represent 
the 95 percent confidence interval for each estimate. The unemployment rate estimates in this figure 
exclude spouses not in the labor market, meaning spouses not currently looking for work, not in need 
of work, or not wanting to work. The estimates also exclude dual military spouses, (i.e., spouses who 
also serve in the military). The difference in the unemployment rate estimates in this figure is not 
statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level. 

 
While these estimated unemployment rates were not significantly different 
based upon credential requirements, credentialing can still cause 
challenges for many military spouses, especially after a move. Estimates 
from the ADSS showed that about one-half of the military spouses 
worked in occupations with credential requirements, including licenses 
and certifications for specific occupations (see app. II for more information 
about military spouses’ occupations). In addition: 

• About one in four spouses reported that, for their most recent military-
related move (PCS), obtaining a credential necessary for employment 
was a problem. Among unemployed spouses, an even higher 
proportion (38 percent) reported that obtaining a credential was a 
problem during their most recent PCS move. 

• Almost one in three spouses reported that they had to acquire a new 
occupational license or credential to work at their new location 
following their last PCS move. For almost one-half of those spouses, it 
took 4 months or longer to acquire a new occupational license or 
credential.25 

  

                                                                                                                       
25All estimates cited have a margin of error, at the 95 percent confidence level, of plus or 
minus 7 percentage points or fewer. Additionally, these estimates include dual-military 
spouses.  
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Our analysis of ADSS data showed that spouses of early-career enlisted 
servicemembers have higher estimated unemployment rates than 
spouses of early-career officers.26 Specifically, the estimated 
unemployment rate for spouses of early-career enlisted servicemembers 
was about 29 percent, compared to 18 percent for spouses of early-
career officers (see fig. 2). 

Figure 2: Military Spouse Estimated Unemployment Rates by Servicemember Rank 
(2017) 

 
Note: Percentages in this figure are based on estimates derived from the 2017 Survey of Active Duty 
Spouses, conducted from June 2017 to November 2017. Estimates have a margin of error, at the 95 
percent confidence interval, of plus or minus 7 percentage points or fewer. The whiskers represent 
the 95 percent confidence interval for each estimate. The unemployment rate estimates in this figure 
exclude spouses not in the labor market, meaning spouses not currently looking for work, not in need 
of work, or not wanting to work. The estimates also exclude dual military spouses, i.e., spouses who 
also serve in the military. The difference in the unemployment rate estimates in this figure is 
statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level. 
aMilitary paygrades are represented by a letter (for example, E=enlisted, O=officer) and number (1-
10) designation corresponding to their current military rank. In this report, early-career enlisted 
servicemembers refers to junior enlisted servicemembers and non-commissioned officers with 
paygrades from E-1 to E-4. 
bEarly-career officers refers to officers in paygrades from O-1 to O-3. 

 
Studies also show that spouses of lower-ranking servicemembers may 
face additional challenges relative to spouses of higher-ranking 
servicemembers. For example, a recent survey of Army spouses found 
that spouses of junior enlisted soldiers more often report issues with 
navigating the system in place to assist them, among other concerns. A 
separate study we reviewed found that female spouses of enlisted 
servicemembers have higher estimated rates of being involuntarily 
                                                                                                                       
26Military rank refers to a servicemember’s responsibility and leadership level, while 
paygrade refers to the administrative designation identifying what a servicemember is 
paid. All paygrades are represented by a letter (E=enlisted, WO=warrant officer, or 
O=officer) and number (1-10) designation corresponding to their current military rank. In 
this report, early-career enlisted servicemembers refers to junior enlisted servicemembers 
and non-commissioned officers with paygrades from E-1 to E-4, while early-career officers 
refers to junior officers with paygrades from O-1 to O-3. 

Unemployment Rates by Rank 
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employed part-time or unemployed than female spouses of officers, on 
average.27 

Our analysis of ADSS estimates found that underemployment estimates 
among military spouses may vary by professional credential requirements 
and the servicemembers’ rank. For the purposes of this report, we relied 
on two measures related to underemployment available through the 
ADSS: (1) spouses who are employed and working part-time (defined as 
fewer than 35 hours per week) due to a lack of full-time opportunities, and 
(2) spouses working in occupations outside their area of education or 
training. For instance, a spouse with a credential in nursing might be 
working as a receptionist, which is outside their area of training. Similarly, 
a spouse with formal education in a field that may not require a license or 
certification, such as journalism, might work in a field that does not align 
with their training, like retail.28 Estimates from the ADSS indicate that 
about 40 percent of employed military spouses were working part-time 
and, of those part-time workers, about 14 percent were working part-time 
due to a lack of full-time opportunities. Additionally, about 44 percent of 
employed spouses were working outside their area of education or 
training. 

Our analysis of the ADSS data indicates that employed spouses in non-
credentialed fields had a higher estimated percentage of working outside 
their area of education or training than spouses in credentialed fields, 62 
and 27 percent, respectively. Our analysis also found differences in the 
estimated rates at which these two groups of spouses worked part-time 

                                                                                                                       
27N. Lim and David Schulker. Measuring Underemployment Among Military Spouses 
(Santa Monica, Calif.: 2010), 20. 

28The measures we use in this report as potential indicators of underemployment are 
based on the measures that were available in the 2017 ADSS. Limitations associated with 
these measures of underemployment are discussed in appendix I. In addition, for the 
second measure related to underemployment—whether individuals work in their area of 
education or training—the ADSS does not distinguish between spouses who are willing 
and able to work in their area of training but cannot find employment in their area, and 
spouses who would rather not work in their area of education or training. In addition, 
definitions of underemployment vary. For example, one study uses factors such as having 
high levels of education for an occupation to measure underemployment, while another 
study uses other factors, including receiving pay lower than one’s education level. Our 
definition was constrained by the available data in DOD’s ADSS. Additionally, the 
underemployment estimates we present are not out of the total labor force, but rather out 
of specific subpopulations. As a result, our underemployment estimates are not directly 
comparable to other underemployment rates, which are often presented as a share of the 
total labor force. 
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overall. Specifically, about 36 percent of employed spouses in 
credentialed fields worked part-time, while about 45 percent of employed 
spouses in non-credentialed fields worked part-time.29 However, when 
looking at employed credentialed and non-credentialed spouses who 
worked part-time, we did not find significant differences between the two 
groups in the percentage who worked part-time due to a lack of full-time 
opportunities (14 percent for both groups). (See fig. 3.) 

Figure 3: Military Spouse Estimated Underemployment by Credential Requirement 
(2017) 

 
Note: Percentages in this figure are based on estimates derived from the 2017 Survey of Active Duty 
Spouses, conducted from June 2017 to November 2017. Estimates have a margin of error, at the 95 
percent confidence interval, of plus or minus 7 percentage points or fewer. The whiskers represent 
the 95 percent confidence interval for each estimate. Additionally, the percentage estimates for those 
working part-time due to a lack of full-time opportunities represents the percentage of employed part-
time spouses who met that criteria, while the percentage estimates for those working outside their 
area of education or training represents the percentage of employed spouses who met that criteria. 
The difference in the estimated rates at which spouses working outside their area of education or 
training is statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level; the difference in the estimated 
rates at which spouses work part-time due to a lack of full-time opportunities is not statistically 
significant at the 95 percent confidence level. 

 

When comparing military spouses by the servicemembers’ rank, we found 
that employed spouses of enlisted servicemembers had a higher 
estimated rate of working outside their area of education or training than 
employed spouses of officers, 48 percent compared to 33 percent. 

                                                                                                                       
29The margin of error for the 36 percent figure is plus or minus 3 percentage points, while 
the margin of error for the 45 percent figure is plus or minus 4 percentage points. Both 
margins of error are for the 95 percent confidence interval. 

Estimated Underemployment 
by Rank 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 14 GAO-21-193  Military Spouse Employment 

Additionally, we found that a similar proportion of spouses of enlisted 
servicemembers and spouses of officers were working part-time due to a 
lack of full-time opportunities, 15 and 9 percent respectively (see fig. 4).30 

Figure 4: Military Spouse Estimated Underemployment by Servicemember Rank 
(2017) 

 
Note: Percentages in this figure are based on estimates derived from the 2017 Survey of Active Duty 
Spouses, conducted from June 2017 to November 2017. Estimates have a margin of error, at the 95 
percent confidence interval, of plus or minus 7 percentage points or fewer. The whiskers represent 
the 95 percent confidence interval for each estimate. Additionally, the percentage estimates for those 
working part-time due to a lack of full-time opportunities represents the percentage of employed part-
time spouses who met that criteria, while the percentage estimates for those working outside their 
area of education or training represents the percentage of employed spouses who met that criteria. 
The difference in the estimated rates at which spouses work outside their area of education or 
training is statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level; the difference in the estimated 
rates at which spouses work part-time due to a lack of full-time opportunities is not statistically 
significant at the 95 percent confidence level. 

 
Our analysis did not control for other factors that may affect employment 
outcomes for military spouses. For example, military lifestyle 
characteristics such as frequent moves and deployments or 
servicemembers’ day-to-day job demands, and demographic differences, 
can play a role in employment outcomes.31 Available demographic 
comparisons between spouses in fields that do or do not require 

                                                                                                                       
30This difference is not statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level.  

31As noted above, military lifestyle characteristics might also influence the differences we 
observed. For instance, a 2019 survey found that, among unemployed military spouses 
without children, about four in 10 reported that recovering from a move was the top barrier 
to employment for them, while one in four stated that their servicemember’s day-to-day job 
demands made it too difficult to balance home and work demands. This survey was 
conducted from May 6 to June 21, 2019, and it used a self-selected convenience sample. 
Blue Star Families, 2019 Military Family Lifestyle Survey (2019), 17.  
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credentials, and between spouses married to servicemembers of different 
ranks, are presented in appendix II. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DOD’s Defense State Liaison Office (DSLO) has taken steps to assess 
states’ implementation of best practices identified by DSLO for facilitating 
licensure portability for military spouses, but it does not plan to continue 
assessing and reporting on states’ efforts. In 2017, DOD commissioned a 
study to assess states’ implementation of best practices to facilitate 
military spouse licensure portability—the ability to transfer a license or 
related certification to a new state with minimal application 
requirements—for six selected professions.32 Researchers conducting the 
study found that 40 states implemented at least two of the best practices 
for licensure portability that DSLO encouraged states to use (see 
sidebar).33 

                                                                                                                       
32Researchers interviewed staff at occupational licensing boards in all 50 states and 
Washington, D.C. for six professions—cosmetology, dental hygiene, massage therapy, 
mental health counseling, occupational therapy, and real estate. While the study focused 
on portability of spouse licensure in these professions, it also examined the process to 
transfer licenses and certifications for spouses in each state as some states’ processes for 
transferring licenses require fulfilling certification requirements. See University of 
Minnesota, Center for Research and Outreach, Military Spouse Licensure Portability 
Examination (November 2017), a report prepared in collaboration with DOD’s Office of 
Family Policy, the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, and the Department of 
Agriculture.  

33We did not conduct an independent analysis of state licensing requirements or the 
results of DOD’s study. Rather, we reviewed DOD’s study to assess steps taken by states 
and areas DOD identified for continued focus.  

DOD Has Taken 
Steps to Assess 
Licensing Practices 
Across States, and 
Prioritizes Mission-
Essential Needs 
Above Spousal 
Employment for 
Assignments 
DOD Assessed State 
Licensing Practices, but 
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Future Efforts to Address 
Identified Gaps 
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While the 2017 study found that most states had implemented some 
DSLO-identified best practices for licensure portability, the study also 
identified challenges that could limit the effectiveness of states’ efforts. 
For example, the study found that most licensing boards’ websites did not 
post specific information about military spouse license transfers, and 
licensing boards’ customer service staff were often unaware of legislation 
specific to military spouses. Additionally, most licensing boards lacked 
license transfer applications that allowed applicants to identify themselves 
as military spouses, according to the study’s findings. 

In February 2020, DSLO released a report discussing ways for states to 
improve licensure portability for military spouses, including new DSLO 
criteria to assess states’ efforts in this area.34 The criteria focused on 
three action areas: 

1. Policy effectiveness. The extent to which state policy reflects best 
practices for licensure portability, such as licensure by exempting 
spouses from state requirements. 

2. Implementation. The extent to which licensing boards have 
implemented staff training, revised license application forms, and 
posted information on their websites to make the licensure transfer 
process easily accessible to military spouses. 

3. Occupational interstate compacts. The extent to which the state 
adopts occupational interstate compacts, which allow practitioners in 
certain fields, such as nursing, to work in multiple states without 
relicensing.35 

Using these three criteria, DSLO assessed states’ efforts to facilitate 
licensure portability for military spouses. DSLO assigned states a specific 
rating in each action area, with red representing insufficient portability, 

                                                                                                                       
34Department of Defense, Military Spouse Licensure: State Best Practices and Strategies 
for Achieving Reciprocity (Washington, D.C.: November 2019). 

35The fiscal year 2020 NDAA also authorized DOD to enter into a cooperative agreement 
with the Council of State Governments to assist with funding and developing interstate 
compacts on licensed occupations, and required DOD to submit annual reports to the 
House and Senate Armed Services Committees on these efforts. National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2020, Pub. Law No. 116-92, § 575, 133 Stat. 1198, 1405 
(2019). According to a DSLO official, as of October 2020, the cooperative agreement was 
completed and DSLO is working with the Council of State Governments to select 
occupations for potential funding. 

Examples of Best Practices for License 
Portability for Military Spouses  
Licensure by endorsement. Eliminates the 
need to meet certain state requirements, 
such as passing state exams, when a license 
from the previous state of residence had 
comparable requirements. 
Temporary licensure. Allows spouses to 
work in their occupation while fulfilling 
requirements for a permanent license. 
Temporary licenses are usually valid for 3 to 
12 months.  
Expedited license application. Uses 
flexibilities to speed the process, such as 
allowing regulatory agencies rather than 
licensing boards to approve a spouse’s 
license transfer, or allowing licensing boards 
to approve a license transfer based on an 
affidavit that the information on the 
application is accurate. 
Occupational interstate compacts. 
Provides common understanding of 
competency and measurement within an 
occupation, and allows licensed practitioners 
to work in states that approved the compact. 
Source: GAO review of Department of 
Defense documentation. |  GAO-21-193 
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yellow representing partial portability, and green representing full 
portability (see fig. 5). 

Figure 5: Examples of Defense State Liaison Office Criteria and Assessments of Licensure Portability in 50 States 

 
Note: We did not conduct an independent analysis of state licensing requirements or the results of 
DOD’s study. Rather, we reviewed DOD’s study to assess steps taken by states and areas DOD 
identified for continued focus. Selected criteria discussed in this figure are illustrative. Additional 
criteria include whether license applications enable spouses to indicate their military status; and 
whether states use methods like endorsement, which eliminates the need to meet certain state 
requirements, like passing state exams, when a license from the previous state the spouse lived in 
had comparable requirements. 
aInterstate compacts establish common understandings of competency and measurement for specific 
occupations, like nurses and physical therapists. DOD reported that, generally, practitioners in states 
that approved the compact can practice in their profession in other member states and are exempt 
from additional licensing or registration requirements when they move across state lines. 

 
According to the assessments, most states received a yellow rating in 
each of the three action areas, and some received red ratings. 
Specifically, 37 states received yellow or red ratings in policy 
effectiveness status, 32 states were yellow or red in implementation 
status, and 34 states were yellow or red in compact approval status. A 
DSLO official said that DSLO sent the assessments to each state and to 
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Congressional Defense committees in February 2020. According to the 
official, the assessments help communicate to states where they can 
strengthen their licensing practices to assist military spouses, and states 
generally agreed with the assessments. Additionally, DSLO noted that 
these areas reflect immediate, near-term, and long-term opportunities for 
improvement, demonstrating a need for continued attention on states’ 
efforts.36 DSLO’s assessments also included policy recommendations for 
states to help improve states’ efforts, such as recommending that states 
direct occupational licensing boards to issue temporary or permanent 
licenses within 30 days of receiving spouses’ license applications, with 
military spouses initially providing minimal documentation. 

However, DSLO does not plan to continue providing states with these 
assessments in the future. A DSLO official said that the assessments 
were a one-time project requested by the Secretary of Defense. The 
official said DSLO instead regularly communicates with states to provide 
targeted feedback about how to improve by using the DSLO-identified 
best practices. The official also noted that DSLO internally keeps track of 
states’ efforts to improve licensure portability for military spouses, and 
posts information about states’ legislation and policies on its Military State 
Policy Source website.37 The official said that sending periodic 
assessments to states in the future could put emphasis on this issue and 
advance state implementation, but noted that DSLO’s current 
communications with states also create opportunities for dialogue with 
state policymakers about making changes. While DSLO’s ongoing 
communications with states are promising, without plans to continue 
providing states with the formal assessments, DSLO may miss 
opportunities to identify additional actions states could consider to help 
military spouses transfer their licenses and improve their employment 
opportunities. Additionally, in a 2019 letter to the Council of Governors, 
the Secretary of Defense stated that taking care of servicemembers and 
their families is a key DOD goal, and that states’ assistance in supporting 
military spouse licensure portability and employment is key to achieving 
this goal. Without plans to provide states with periodic, formal 
assessments that document the areas in which states can improve 

                                                                                                                       
36U.S. Department of Defense, Military Spouse Licensure: State Best Practices and 
Strategies for Achieving Reciprocity (Washington, D.C.: November 2019). 

37DSLO’s Key Issue Status Tracker on its state policy website covers a range of issues 
important to servicemembers and military families beyond occupational licensing for 
military spouses, such as child abuse and neglect identification and reporting, and virtual 
schools. See https://statepolicy.militaryonesource.mil/status-tracker/.    

https://statepolicy.militaryonesource.mil/status-tracker/
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licensure portability for spouses, DOD may face challenges meeting its 
goal of supporting military families. 

Gaps in the state assessments may also limit DOD’s ability to determine 
how, if at all, states’ efforts are improving licensure portability for military 
spouses. For example, we found that the assessments did not address 
one aspect of the criteria for assessing state implementation—whether 
state licensing boards’ staff training reflects licensure policies for military 
spouses. According to a DSLO official, the agency requests that state 
officials review licensing boards’ staff training. The official said state-level 
review of training is particularly important in instances where DSLO’s 
assessments indicated that licensing boards did not make licensing 
information accessible to spouses on their websites, or did not provide 
application forms that allowed spouses to indicate their military status. 
However, the assessments did not provide recommendations to states 
about conducting state reviews of these areas. Additionally, increasing 
licensing board staff knowledge of legislation on military spouse licensure 
portability was recommended in DOD’s 2017 study, indicating that it is a 
longstanding issue requiring attention. 

A DSLO official also said that DOD does not have plans to examine 
whether states’ actions are improving spouses’ experiences transferring 
licenses. The 2017 ADSS data indicate that about one-fourth of spouses 
that experienced a PCS found that obtaining a license or certification was 
a problem to a small, moderate, large, or very large extent during their 
relocation. DOD has reported some information on personal anecdotes of 
challenges spouses faced transferring licenses, but has no plans to 
assess the effects of states’ efforts more broadly.38 One DSLO official told 
us that the office’s goal is to work with states to address policy shortfalls, 
as DSLO does not have the capacity to review the effect of states’ actions 
on military spouses. The official also noted that DSLO regularly receives 
inquiries from military spouses through the Military State Policy Source 
website, and many of the inquiries are sent to Spouse Education and 
Career Opportunities (SECO) counselors to explain licensing 
requirements, and to obtain anecdotal feedback on spouses’ experiences. 
However, there are a range of ways that DOD could assess how well 
states are addressing licensure portability for military spouses. We 
previously reported that considering a variety of useful evidence is critical 
                                                                                                                       
38For more information on spouses’ experiences transferring licenses, see Department of 
Defense and Department of Homeland Security, Report on Barriers to Portability of 
Occupational Licenses Between States (March 2018).  



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 20 GAO-21-193  Military Spouse Employment 

to understanding the progress made on agency initiatives.39 Without 
exploring its options for these assessments, DOD may be missing an 
opportunity to obtain up-to-date information on how states’ efforts are 
helping to ease the licensure challenges faced by military spouses 
seeking employment. 

Servicemember assignment decisions are prioritized based on the 
mission-essential needs of the military, though specific military family 
needs may be considered, according to officials from DOD and the 
military services with whom we spoke. DOD’s policy on servicemember 
assignments specifies that these decisions will not be influenced by the 
employment of a family member, with few exceptions.40 Officials said that 
ensuring that assignments support DOD’s ability to achieve its mission—
protecting national security—is generally the highest priority. However, 
DOD and services officials described a variety of other high priority 
factors for servicemember assignment decisions, ranging from 
servicemember qualifications and ensuring that equally-qualified 
servicemembers have similar assignment opportunities, to length of 
assignment and hardship conditions, such as those considered under the 
Exceptional Family Member Program.41 

Some military services officials said that in accordance with DOD policy, 
servicemember assignment decisions should not be influenced by the 
employment of a family member. However, services officials also said 
that, in practice, they may indirectly consider factors such as spousal 
employment and state licensing for spouses on an as-needed and lower 
priority basis. Additionally, officials from two services said that some 
servicemembers may base their submitted preferences for assignments 
on locations that are best suited for their spouses to find jobs. 

                                                                                                                       
39GAO-13-570 and GAO, Managing for Results: Data-Driven Performance Reviews Show 
Promise But Agencies Should Explore How to Involve Other Relevant Agencies, 
GAO-13-228 (Washington, D.C.: February 27, 2013).  

40Department of Defense, Procedures for Military Personnel Assignments, DOD 
Instruction 1315.18 (Washington, D.C.: October 28, 2015) (incorporating Change 3, June 
24, 2019).  

41EFMP provides support to family members of servicemembers with special medical or 
educational needs at their current and proposed locations. This includes case 
management, assignment coordination, and other support services as needed based on a 
military service’s plan. GAO, Military Personnel: DOD Should Improve Its Oversight of the 
Exceptional Family Member Program, GAO-18-348 (Washington, D.C.: May 8, 2018).  

DOD Prioritizes Mission 
Needs over Military 
Spouses’ Employment 
Opportunities for 
Servicemember 
Assignment Decisions 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-13-570
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-13-228
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-348
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DOD and some services officials also acknowledged that a more 
systematic consideration of spousal employment and state licensing 
practices could provide certain benefits, such as increased retention of 
servicemembers. However, officials said it would be challenging to 
prioritize spouses’ employment circumstances in assignment decisions, 
and doing so could undermine mission-essential needs. For example, if 
large numbers of servicemembers want to stay in locations where their 
spouses have professional licenses, it could be more difficult for DOD to 
ensure it has sufficient personnel in locations where they are most 
needed. 

DOD and services officials highlighted other accommodations related to 
assignment decisions that consider military families’ needs and support 
military spouse employment. For example, services officials highlighted 
the ability to reimburse military spouses for up to $1,000 in state 
relicensing and recertification costs incurred when transferring duty 
stations.42 Officials from one service noted that this authorization is 
intended to help military families overcome the financial burden of fees to 
transfer spouses’ professional licenses. Military services officials also 
noted a DOD policy that allows spouses to stay in military housing at their 
current official duty station for up to 180 days after the date of the 
servicemember’s PCS, or leave their current location to move up to 180 
days ahead of the PCS date into military housing at the new duty station. 
This policy applies to servicemembers with spouses who are gainfully 
employed or enrolled in a degree, certificate, or license-granting 
program.43 The policy is intended to ease some of the challenges 
associated with relocations, according to DOD and services officials. 

  

                                                                                                                       
4237 U.S.C. § 476(p) authorizes the services to reimburse a member of the uniformed 
services for qualified relicensing costs of the spouse of the member, up to $1,000. 

43DOD Instruction 1315.18, Procedures for Military Personnel Assignments (June 24, 
2019). 
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DOD and the military services use various virtual and in-person outreach 
approaches to promote awareness of employment resources among 
military spouses. These approaches range from posting on social media 
and distributing electronic newsletters, to sharing banners and flyers on 
military installations and discussing available resources at orientation 
briefings for servicemembers. 

Promoting awareness of employment resources among military spouses 
is best done by using various types of communication tools across 
multiple platforms, according to DOD officials. To promote the resources 
offered through DOD’s Spouse Education and Career Opportunities 
(SECO) initiative, DOD officials described a mix of virtual outreach 
approaches, such as social media posts, webinars, paid media, and 
content posted on the MySECO website. DOD officials noted that they 
use social media on a daily basis to promote these resources, and they 
increasingly use “live streaming” features to host virtual events and 
maintain spouse engagement. Spouses can also sign up for the SECO 
electronic newsletter, which provides quarterly updates on a variety of 
topics, such as upcoming employment webinars, how to use employment 
search websites, etc. (see fig. 6). Officials also said they planned to 
release a mobile application in October 2020 to make information on 
SECO more easily accessible to military spouses. 

DOD Promotes 
Employment 
Resources for Military 
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Inconsistent 
Information Sharing 
By Stakeholders May 
Hinder Awareness 
DOD Uses Virtual and  
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Figure 6: Sample Department of Defense Spouse Education and Career 
Opportunities Electronic Newsletter 

 
 

The military services also have outreach efforts in place on military 
installations to promote awareness of their employment resources. 
Services’ headquarters and installation officials described a mix of in-
person and virtual outreach approaches used to communicate with 
spouses. Examples include: 

• Posting banners and electronic billboards that advertise trainings and 
other employment resources in places on installations where spouses 
are likely to visit, such as the commissary (supermarket). 

• Distributing flyers and information about employment resources at 
events on base that spouses may attend, such as job fairs and town 
halls. 

• Leveraging volunteers and networks in the military community that are 
responsible for sharing information about military resources, such as 

Approaches for Promoting 
Military Services Resources 
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the Air Force Key Spouse Program and Navy Family Ombudsman 
Program.44 

• Promoting employment resources on installation websites, social 
media platforms, mobile applications, and through email distribution 
lists (see fig. 7). 

Figure 7: Sample Military Installation Promotional Materials on Employment Resources 

 
 

Officials at five of the six installations with whom we spoke emphasized 
that newcomers’ briefings are important venues for outreach as well. 
Newcomers’ briefings—regularly scheduled, required orientations for 
servicemembers—are typically the first event for new members of the 
installation community at which employment resources are discussed, 
according to installation officials. Spouses are welcome to attend the 
briefings, but are not required to do so. Some installation and services’ 
headquarters officials we spoke with also said that word-of-mouth 

                                                                                                                       
44Through the Air Force Key Spouse Program, Air Force commanders appoint “Key 
Spouses,” who are trained as volunteers to help promote effective communication 
between unit leadership and Air Force families. Under the Navy Family Ombudsman 
program, volunteers serve as representatives of Navy Commanding Officers and help 
maintain communication between the command and Navy families. 
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marketing serves a critical role in promoting awareness of employment 
resources. For example, officials from one installation said that spouses 
seeking employment resources at the installation’s family center often 
mention learning about these resources from other spouses. 

The Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has likely affected 
the services’ outreach to military spouses. For instance, officials at five of 
the six installations mentioned that the COVID-19 pandemic has limited 
in-person resources. Officials at another installation said that the local job 
market has constricted, leaving fewer jobs available for spouses and 
other job seekers. Installation officials also noted that they are using more 
virtual outreach approaches to promote employment resources due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

DOD data and research by external groups show that there may be 
limited awareness of employment resources among military spouses, 
despite DOD’s outreach efforts. For example, ADSS data from 2017 show 
that 49 percent of spouses reported they were unaware of the MyCAA 
Scholarship, a tuition assistance resource DOD offers spouses to improve 
spouses’ employment opportunities.45 Additionally, 23 percent of spouses 
reported they were unaware of employment assistance when transitioning 
from military to civilian life.46 Similarly, a 2019 RAND study of Army 

                                                                                                                       
45Thirty-five percent of spouses surveyed reported that they did not use MyCAA but they 
were aware of the resource; 16 percent of spouses surveyed reported that they have used 
MyCAA. We previously reported on declining participation in MyCAA due in part to a lack 
of program awareness, and found that inaccurate information on the MyCAA website and 
technical difficulties accessing the website may have deterred spouses from participating 
in the program. See GAO, Military Spouse Employment: Participation in and Efforts to 
Promote the My Career Advancement Account Program, GAO-19-320R (Washington, 
D.C.: April 9, 2019). 

46Military spouses who reported they were unaware of employment assistance also 
reported that they did not anticipate needing these resources when their family transitions 
from military to civilian life. In comparison, 33 percent of spouses surveyed reported that 
they were aware of employment assistance, but did not anticipate needing this assistance. 
Forty-three percent of spouses reported they would need employment assistance, but 
were not asked to identify whether they were aware of this resource.  

Several Factors Hinder 
Military Spouses’ 
Awareness of Available 
Employment Resources, 
Despite DOD’s Efforts 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-19-320R
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spouses found about 36 percent of those surveyed reported they knew 
little to nothing about military employment resources.47 

DOD officials said that awareness may have increased recently in specific 
areas, citing engagement with online resources. According to DOD 
website user data, the number of individuals interacting with the SECO 
websites increased by about 64 percent (an additional 120,725 users) in 
fiscal year 2019 compared to fiscal year 2018. However, DOD officials we 
spoke with also said that awareness of employment resources among 
military spouses may still be limited. For instance, DOD officials said that 
in informal conversations, some spouses said they did not know about the 
employment resources available to them. In these instances, officials 
asked spouses to share their location and where they typically got 
information about military resources, so officials could improve their 
outreach. DOD officials also noted that word-of-mouth is a key way to 
increase awareness of employment resources. However, officials and 
representatives of two stakeholder groups noted that this approach has 
limitations, such as reaching spouses who do not live on installations and 
those who lack connections to other spouses, which could be factors in 
promoting awareness. 

DOD, military services’ headquarters and installation officials, and 
representatives of stakeholder groups in the Spouse Ambassador 
Network, said that inconsistent information sharing among key internal 
and external stakeholders is another factor that may limit resource 
awareness among spouses. For example, DOD officials said they look to 
the military services to promote SECO to spouses across installations. 
Officials said they meet bi-monthly with services’ officials to discuss 
employment resources, and they host webinars with installation officials 
when requested to demonstrate new resources offered on the SECO 
website. However, DOD officials said that while military installations serve 
an important role in promoting employment resources to spouses, some 
installations may not inform spouses about certain SECO resources, such 
as the virtual career-coaching services. DOD officials said this may be 
due to installation officials perceiving these resources as competition for 
                                                                                                                       
47A sample of spouses married to Army servicemembers stationed in the continental U.S. 
was selected from Army personnel files to complete the survey. The sample was selected 
to be representative of spouses across several dimensions, such as housing location (on 
versus off post), geographic location (urban, midsize city, and rural), and soldier’s pay 
grade. Of the 74,509 spouses invited to participate in the survey, 8,275 spouses 
completed it for a response rate of about 11 percent. See RAND Corporation, C.S. Sims, 
M. Tankard, and T.E. Trail, Today’s Army Spouse Survey: How Army Families Address 
Life’s Challenges (Santa Monica, Calif.: 2019).  
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installation-based services. Officials from one installation questioned the 
value of promoting SECO’s virtual career coaching services to spouses in 
their area when in-person coaching is available at the installation. 
Officials from another installation said that given the installation-based 
services, SECO, and other local community resources offered by 
stakeholder groups, spouses may be uncertain of where to go for 
assistance. DOD officials said SECO is a virtual extension of the face-to-
face employment resources at the installations rather than a competing 
resource. Officials added that SECO supports spouses who are unable to 
easily access services at installations, such as those who live far away. 

DOD officials also discussed working with external stakeholders to 
promote employment resources to military spouses. However, some of 
these stakeholders shared concerns that installations do not consistently 
do so, which can impact awareness among spouses. For example, DOD 
officials said they hold quarterly meetings with nonprofit partner 
organizations in the Spouse Ambassador Network to share the latest 
resources for spouses. Many of the Spouse Ambassador Network’s 
nonprofit partners have local networks that conduct outreach to spouses 
at individual installations, according to DOD officials. However, 
representatives from three stakeholder groups in the Spouse 
Ambassador Network told us that some installations are hesitant to work 
with stakeholder groups that provide employment resources for spouses. 
Representatives from one stakeholder group said that despite having a 
memoranda of understanding with DOD to guide their working 
relationship with installations, some installations view them as 
competition, and do not support their efforts. The stakeholder group 
representatives said other installations are more collaborative. For 
example, some of the installations cohost workshops for spouses with 
stakeholders, and hold weekly meetings with stakeholders to discuss how 
to promote employment resources across the military community. 
Representatives from stakeholder groups also said that collaborative 
outreach can increase spouse participation in career workshops and 
other events, and ultimately helps the installation and stakeholders 
leverage each other’s resources and expertise. 

Federal internal control standards call for entities to use quality 
information, and internally and externally communicate quality information 
to achieve their objectives.48 However, we found that DOD and the 
military services have not established information sharing strategies on 

                                                                                                                       
48GAO-14-704G. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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their current outreach approaches. Officials we interviewed from DOD, 
installations, and stakeholder groups offered a range of areas where 
information sharing is inconsistent and could be improved to help 
enhance spouses’ awareness of the various resources available to them. 
These include: 

• Sharing of good outreach practices across installations. For 
instance, installation officials from two services said they do not have 
methods for regularly sharing outreach best practices or challenges. 
However, installation officials from another military service said their 
service facilitates quarterly conference calls for installation officials to 
share lessons learned on marketing resources to spouses. 

• Assessment of outreach efforts and feedback from spouses on 
these efforts. For example, headquarters officials from two services 
said they have not collected feedback from spouses about their 
outreach approaches. In comparison, officials from another service 
said they collected feedback from spouses, and found that spouses 
did not know where to find information about available resources. 
Officials said they used this feedback to create a streamlined mobile 
application on a variety of military family-related resources, such as 
licensure reimbursement. 

• Information on spouses, such as educational needs and career 
fields. Officials we spoke with at the six installations said they have 
limited or no information on the spouses in their area; officials from 
three installations agreed that this type of information would be helpful 
for their outreach efforts. 

• Communication with spouses prior to PCS moves. 
Representatives of two stakeholder groups told us that 
communicating with spouses before they relocate can be helpful for 
supporting their employment needs, but there is no systematic 
approach for doing so. Installation officials also shared that they do 
not have access to spouses’ contact information, which limits direct 
outreach to spouses, and they generally do not communicate with 
spouses prior to their arrival on the installation. 

These gaps in information sharing on outreach efforts may make it 
difficult for DOD to effectively work with its partners to promote 
employment resources among military spouses. As a result, DOD may 
miss opportunities to increase spouses’ awareness of and access to 
employment resources, and to potentially improve spouses’ employment 
outcomes. 
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DOD has taken important steps over the years to help military spouses 
navigate employment challenges, including collecting survey data on 
spousal employment, assessing states’ efforts to facilitate licensure 
portability for spouses, and reaching out to spouses to make them aware 
of employment resources. However, available data suggest that some 
military spouses continue to face employment challenges and may have 
limited awareness of the employment resources available to them. These 
challenges may also be exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
has limited access to in-person employment services and restricted 
employment opportunities in the broader economy. 

DOD has the opportunity to help ensure that its efforts to improve military 
spouse employment outcomes continue to make progress. Specifically, 
DOD could continue to assess and report on the quality of states’ 
licensing practices for military spouses, and explore how it could measure 
the effect of states’ efforts for spouses transferring licenses. Without 
additional action, DOD may be at risk of having insufficient information to 
help facilitate licensure portability for military spouses. 

DOD also has the opportunity to improve information-sharing strategies 
among key stakeholders regarding their outreach approaches to spouses 
about available employment resources. Improving such strategies would 
better position DOD to help raise awareness among spouses about 
where they can get assistance. Without better outreach, spouses may be 
unaware of the many resources available to help them obtain 
employment. 

We are making the following two recommendations to the Department of 
Defense: 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Military Community and Family Policy work with 
the Defense State Liaison Office to ensure continued assessment and 
reporting on each state’s progress towards implementing best practices 
for facilitating licensure portability for military spouses, and explore 
options for assessing whether states’ actions are improving spouses’ 
experiences with transferring licenses. (Recommendation 1) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Military Community and Family Policy, in 
coordination with the Secretaries of the military services and external 
stakeholders, establish strategies for sharing information on their 

Conclusions 

Recommendations for 
Executive Action 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 30 GAO-21-193  Military Spouse Employment 

outreach approaches to raise awareness of employment resources 
among military spouses. (Recommendation 2) 

We provided a draft of this report to DOD for review and comment. In its 
letter, which is reproduced in appendix III, DOD concurred with the 
report’s recommendations and identified actions the agency is taking to 
implement them. DOD also provided technical comments, which we 
incorporated as appropriate. 

In response to our first recommendation, DOD highlighted several 
strategies it uses to support states progress towards implementing best 
practices for facilitating licensure portability for military spouses. 
Specifically, DOD stated that it relays best practices to policymakers, 
publicizes licensure improvement successes, and coordinates with the 
military services regarding standardized assessment and reporting 
processes. As stated in our report, it is also important that DOD continue 
to provide states with periodic formal assessments that document the 
areas in which states can improve licensure portability for spouses, and 
explore options for examining whether states’ actions are improving 
spouses’ experiences transferring licenses. Taking these steps would 
help DOD identify additional actions states could consider to help military 
spouses transfer their licenses and improve their employment 
opportunities. 

In response to our second recommendation, DOD stated that it holds bi-
monthly meetings with spouse employment personnel at military services 
headquarters, and that it has implemented a quarterly meeting with the 
services to share information on outreach approaches and raise 
awareness of employment resources for military spouses. As DOD 
implements our recommendation, we believe it is also important for the 
Department to ensure that its efforts include external stakeholders. 

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional 
committees, the Secretaries of Defense and Labor, and other interested 
parties. In addition, the report will be available at no charge on the GAO 
website at http://www.gao.gov. 
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If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact 
me at 202-512-7215 or curdae@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of 
Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last page 
of our report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this report are 
listed in appendix IV. 

 
Elizabeth H. Curda,  
Director, Education, Workforce, and Income Security 
 

mailto:curdae@gao.gov
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The Department of Defense (DOD) administers a Survey of Active Duty 
Spouses (ADSS) that covers a range of topics on military spouses, 
including their demographics, educational attainment, and employment. 
According to DOD officials, DOD generally administers the ADSS every 2 
years, and it is the agency’s primary source of information on the military 
spouse experience. At the time of our review, DOD most recently 
administered the ADSS in 2017, fielding the survey from June 2017 to 
November 2017. We used the 2017 ADSS data to estimate 
unemployment rates and measures related to underemployment among 
military spouses in fields that do or do not require credentials, and military 
spouses married to servicemembers of different ranks. 

The ADSS target population was designed to include spouses of active 
duty servicemembers of four military services—the Army, Navy, Marine 
Corps, and Air Force—while excluding Reserve members and National 
Guard members. The sample for the ADSS used a single-stage, 
nonproportional stratified design. The sample was stratified by five 
variables: (1) military service, (2) servicemember paygrade, (3) gender, 
(4) servicemember deployment in the last 12 months, and (5) family 
status (i.e. married with children or married without children). The 
reported response rate for the ADSS in 2017 was 17.2 percent.1 The 
ADSS data were weighted by DOD so that estimates of population totals, 
proportions, and means would be representative of their respective 
population and potential biases in survey estimates would be less likely. 
The process of weighting the data was conducted in three stages. The 
first stage of weighting—adjustments for selection probabilities—accounts 
for the unequal probabilities of selection induced by the nonproportional 
stratified sample design. The second stage—adjustments for 
nonresponse—accounts for population characteristics correlated with the 
likelihood of response. The third and final stage of weighting adjusts the 
weights to reproduce population totals for important demographic 
groupings (e.g., gender) related to who responds to the survey and how 
they might answer the survey. 

To assess the reliability of the ADSS, we interviewed officials at DOD’s 
Office of People Analytics (OPA), the office responsible for conducting the 
                                                                                                                       
1Completed surveys (meaning respondents answered at least one-half of the survey 
questions asked of all participants) were received from 6,827 eligible respondents, out of 
an initial sample of 45,077. The 45,077 spouses were drawn from the sample frame 
constructed from the Defense Manpower Data Center’s January 2017 Active Duty Master 
Edit File, December 2016 Family Database, January 2017 Contingency Tracking System 
File, December 2016 Basic Allowance for Housing Population File, and March 2017 
Defense Enrollment Eligibility Reporting System Medical Point-in-Time Extract.  
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survey. The interview addressed the applicability of ADSS to our 
objectives, potential limitations, the generalizability of the data, and the 
survey’s sample design and precision considerations. OPA officials said 
that the DOD survey was the best, most detailed source of data on 
underemployment and unemployment among military spouses. We 
subsequently sent OPA technical questions to confirm the accuracy of our 
analytical methods. OPA provided guidance on how to conduct the 
estimation processes correctly, and we applied this guidance when 
conducting our analysis. 

To further assess the reliability of the ADSS, we reviewed technical 
documentation on the survey, including the 2017 ADSS Tabulations of 
Responses and the 2017 ADSS Statistical Methodology Report. We also 
conducted electronic testing of the survey data to verify the data’s 
accuracy and completeness. We determined that the data we present in 
this report were sufficiently reliable for the purposes of our reporting 
objectives. 

For the estimated rates of underemployment and unemployment among 
military spouses presented in our report, we selected a group of relevant 
questions from the 2017 ADSS. Table 2 shows the selected survey 
questions, and applicable respondents. 

Table 2: Selected 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses (ADSS) Survey Questions and Response Options 

Survey questions/prompt: measuring unemployment  Respondents  
Question 22 (Employment Status: Constructed from Q22-Q25 to 
conform to the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ standards using Current 
Population Survey (CPS) labor force items)a 

Active duty spouses 
 

Survey questions/prompt: measuring underemployment  
Question 31 (What is your main reason for working part-time instead of 
full-time?)b 

Employed active duty spouses who responded they were 
working fewer than 35 hours per week 

Question 36 (Are you currently employed within the area of your 
education or training?)c 

Employed active duty spouses 

Additional selected survey questions/prompts used in the report  
Question 30 (On average, how many hours a week do you spend 
working for pay?) 

Employed active duty spouses 

Question 38 (Regardless of your current employment status, does your 
occupation or career field require… a certification and/or license?) 

Active duty spouses who responded that their occupation or 
field required either a certification provided by an 
organization that sets standards for their occupation, or a 
state issued license  

Question 43 (For your most recent permanent change of station (PCS) 
move, to what extent were the following a problem for you… obtaining 
licenses/certifications necessary for employment?) 

Active duty spouses who experienced a PCS move 
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Survey questions/prompt: measuring unemployment  Respondents  
Question 46 (After your last PCS move, did you have to acquire a new 
professional or occupational license or credential in order to work at the 
new duty location?) 

Active duty spouses who experienced a PCS move and 
indicated the question was applicable 

Question 47 (How long did it take you to acquire a new professional or 
occupational license or credential in order to work at the new duty 
location?) 

Active duty spouses who experienced a PCS move and who 
had to acquire a new professional/ occupational license or 
credential to work at their new duty location 

Source: GAO analysis of the Department of Defense’s 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses (ADSS). | GAO-21-193 

Note: While these questions were the most appropriate measures related to unemployment and 
underemployment in the ADSS, other research may define or calculate these items differently. 
aQuestion 22 asks respondents to indicate their employment status, meaning if they are employed, 
unemployed, not in the labor force, or in the Armed Forces. It then uses that data to calculate the 
overall unemployment rate (calculated excluding spouses not in the labor market) and the civilian 
unemployment rate (calculated excluding spouses not in the labor market, along with spouses of 
warrant officers and dual military spouses). This spouse employment indicator is comparable to the 
employment measures used in the U.S. Census Bureau’s Decennial Census and the Current 
Population Survey (CPS). 
bFor the purposes of this report, we considered the response “could only find part-time work” as an 
indicator related to underemployment. 
cFor the purposes of this report, we considered employment outside of one’s area of education or 
training as an indicator related to underemployment. 

 

The 2017 ADSS contains information on spouses’ demographics, family 
circumstances, employment circumstances, and other items. We 
assessed the data relevant to examining employment outcomes by rank 
and professional credential requirements and found them reliable for the 
estimates we present in our report. However, in analyzing the survey data 
on specific subsets of military spouses that we were interested in, we 
identified some limitations related to precision of estimates and small 
sample sizes. For example, after combining data from multiple survey 
questions, such as spouses in fields that require credentials who also 
experienced five or more military-related moves and could only find part-
time work, the estimates were based on small sample sizes and were too 
imprecise to report for our purposes. Similarly, the ADSS sample was not 
designed to provide precise estimates on employment or 
underemployment among smaller subsets of military spouses, such as 
spouses with professional credentials in certain occupations, like nursing. 
As a result, we were unable to provide estimates of unemployment rates 
or measures related to underemployment based on professional 
credentials and occupation. In general, we did not report data that 
violated OPA’s data suppression rules, and we disclosed margins of error 
in the report to indicate uncertainty. Specifically, all percentage estimates 
included in this report have a margin of error of plus or minus 10 
percentage points or fewer. We also excluded estimates from our findings 

Data Limitations 
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with any response categories based on fewer than five respondents, and 
estimates with an effective sample size less than 30. 

Additionally, our analysis of the ADSS data does not reflect any 
correlation among spouses’ credentials, ranks, and employment 
outcomes. Our analysis also does not account for factors that might 
influence the employment rate differences we observed by rank and 
credential requirements, such as number of permanent change of station 
(PCS) moves and demographic characteristics.2 For demographic 
comparisons between spouses in fields that do or do not require 
credentials, and between spouses married to servicemembers of different 
ranks, see appendix II. 

 

                                                                                                                       
2As noted above, certain military spouse characteristics might influence the differences we 
observed. For instance, a 2019 survey found that, among unemployed military spouses 
without children, about four in 10 reported that recovering from a move was the top barrier 
to employment for them, while one in four stated that their servicemember’s day-to-day job 
demands made it too difficult to balance home and work demands. Blue Star Families, 
2019 Military Family Lifestyle Survey (2019), 17.  
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Tables 3, 4, 5, and 6 provide weighted estimates GAO generated from 
the Department of Defense’s 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses 
(ADSS) data. The selected demographics include military spouses’ 
gender breakdown, racial composition, educational attainment, and age 
by professional credential(s) and rank. 

Table 3: Military Spouse Gender by Professional Credential(s) and Rank  

Military spouse subgroup  Estimated percentage  
Spouses working in a field that requires a credentiala  Male: 13 percent 

Female: 87 percent  
Spouses working in a field that does not require a 
credential 

Male: 11 percent 
Female: 89 percent  

Spouses of enlisted servicemembers Male: 11 percent 
Female: 89 percent 

Spouses of officers Male: 14 percent 
Female: 86 percent 

Source: GAO analysis of data from the Department of Defense’s 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses (ADSS). | GAO-21-193 

Note: Percentages in this figure are based on estimates derived from the ADSS and have a margin of 
error, at the 95 percent confidence level, of equal to or less than 7 percentage points or fewer. 
aThe 2017 ADSS asked military spouses whether their occupation or career field requires (1) a 
certification provided by an organization that sets standards for their occupation, or (2) a state issued 
license. For the purposes of this report, the subgroup “spouses working in a field that requires a 
credential” includes spouses who indicated that their occupation or career field requires a 
certification, a license, or both. 
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Table 4: Military Spouse Racial Composition by Professional Credential(s) and 
Rank 

Military spouse subgroup  Estimated percentage  
Spouses working in a field that requires a 
credentiala  

Non-Hispanic White: 63 percent 
Non-Hispanic Black: 10 percent 
Only Hispanic: 15 percent 
Non-Hispanic Other: 12 percent 

Spouses working in a field that does not require a 
credential 

Non-Hispanic White: 61 percent 
Non-Hispanic Black: 12 percent 
Only Hispanic: 15 percent 
Non-Hispanic Other: 12 percent 

Spouses of enlisted servicemembers 
 

Non-Hispanic White: 56 percent 
Non-Hispanic Black: 13 percent 
Only Hispanic: 17 percent 
Non-Hispanic Other: 13 percent 

Spouses of officers 
 

Non-Hispanic White: 80 percent 
Non-Hispanic Black: 5 percent 
Only Hispanic: 7 percent 
Non-Hispanic Other: 8 percent 

Source: GAO analysis of data from the Department of Defense’s 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses (ADSS). | GAO-21-193 

Note: Figures in this table may not add to 100 due to rounding. Additionally, percentages in this figure 
are based on estimates derived from the ADSS and have a margin of error, at the 95 percent 
confidence level, of equal to or less than 7 percentage points or fewer. 
aThe 2017 ADSS asked military spouses whether their occupation or career field requires (1) a 
certification provided by an organization that sets standards for their occupation, or (2) a state issued 
license. For the purposes of this report, the subgroup “spouses working in a field that requires a 
credential” includes spouses who indicated that their occupation or career field requires a 
certification, a license, or both. 
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Table 5: Military Spouse Educational Attainment by Professional Credential(s) and 
Rank 

Military spouse subgroup  Estimated percentage  
Spouses working in a field that requires a 
credentiala  

No college: 6 percent 

Some college: 44 percent 

4-year degree: 30 percent 

Graduate/professional degree: 20 
percent 

Spouses working in a field that does not require a 
credential 

No college: 14 percent 

Some college: 45 percent 

4-year degree: 31 percent 

Graduate/professional degree: 10 
percent 

Spouses of enlisted servicemembers 

 

No college: 13 percent 

Some college: 52 percent 

Four-year degree: 26 percent 

Graduate/professional degree: 9 
percent 

Spouses of officers 

 

No college: 2 percent 

Some college: 18 percent 

Four-year degree: 46 percent 

Graduate/professional degree: 34 
percent  

Source: GAO analysis of data from the Department of Defense’s 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses (ADSS). | GAO-21-193 

Note: Percentages in this figure are based on estimates derived from the ADSS and have a margin of 
error, at the 95 percent confidence level, of equal to or less than 7 percentage points or fewer. 

aThe 2017 ADSS asked military spouses whether their occupation or career field requires (1) a 
certification provided by an organization that sets standards for their occupation, or (2) a state issued 
license. For the purposes of this report, the subgroup “spouses working in a field that requires a 
credential” includes spouses who indicated that their occupation or career field requires a 
certification, a license, or both. 
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Table 6: Military Spouse Age by Professional Credential(s) and Rank  

Military spouse subgroup  Estimated percentage  
Spouses working in a field that requires a 
credential  

Less than 26 years old: 21 percent 
26 to 30 years old: 27 percent 
31 to 35 years old: 22 percent 
36 to 40 years old: 16 percent 
41 years or older: 14 percent 

Spouses working in a field that does not require a 
credential 

Less than 26 years old: 22 percent 
26 to 30 years old: 25 percent 
31 to 35 years old: 23 percent 
36 to 40 years old: 16 percent 
41 years or older: 13 percent 

Spouses of enlisted servicemembers 
 

Less than 26 years old: 27 percent 
26 to 30 years old: 27 percent 
31 to 35 years old: 23 percent 
36 to 40 years old: 14 percent 
41 years or older: 10 percent 

Spouses of officers 
 

Less than 26 years old: 5 percent 
26 to 30 years old: 22 percent 
31 to 35 years old: 23 percent 
36 to 40 years old: 23 percent 
41 years or older: 27 percent 

Source: GAO analysis of data from the Department of Defense’s 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses (ADSS). | GAO-21-193 

Note: Percentages in this figure are based on estimates derived from the ADSS and have a margin of 
error, at the 95 percent confidence level, of equal to or less than 7 percentage points or fewer. 
Figures in this table may not add to 100 due to rounding. 

 

Table 7 provides information on the most common career fields among all 
military spouse respondents. The top career fields include retail/customer 
service, occupations not requiring a state license, and health care. All 
data in this table are from the 2017 ADSS. 

  



 
Appendix II: Selected Demographics for 
Military Spouses 
 
 
 
 

Page 40 GAO-21-193  Military Spouse Employment 

Table 7: Top Ten Military Spouse Career Fields 

Career field  Estimated percentage  
Retail/customer service  22 percent 
Other occupations which do not require a state 
licensea 

17 percent 

Health care/health services 14 percent 
Education 11 percent 
Administrative services 9 percent 
Recreation and hospitality 6 percent 
Child care/child development 6 percent 
Financial services 5 percent 
Skilled trades 3 percent 
Other occupations which require a state license 3 percent 

Source: GAO analysis of data from the Department of Defense’s 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses (ADSS). | GAO-21-193 

Note: Percentages in this figure are based on estimates derived from the ADSS and have a margin of 
error, at the 95 percent confidence level, of equal to or less than 7 percentage points or fewer. 
aQuestion 29 of the 2017 ADSS asks military spouses, “In what career field was your most recent 
employment?” Response options included 11 different career fields, such as health care/health 
services, financial services, administrative services, and education. The response options also 
included “Other occupations not listed above which require a state license” and “Other occupations 
not listed above which do NOT require a state license.” These latter two categories are broad, catch-
all responses if spouses did not identify with one of the 11 listed career fields. 
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