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Military Spouse Unemployment:

What Employers Can Do Right Now

Worth the Shift: Why Employers Should Invest in Military Spouses

Military spouses are one of the strongest talent pools in today’s workforce, but too often they are
read through the wrong lens. A resume with several moves can look unstable. A career pause can
look like drift. A need for flexibility can look like inconvenience. In reality, those marks often tell a
very different story: a professional who has rebuilt more than once, adapted quickly, learned new
systems fast, and kept a family moving through the uncertainty of military life.

The problem is not talent

Military spouse unemployment remains stuck at 21%, and military spouses earn about 38% less than
civilian peers. That gap is not about effort or ability. It reflects the hard edges of military life:
frequent PCS moves, childcare disruptions, license transfer delays, and hiring bias that punishes
nonlinear careers. During a service member’s career, 81% of military families experience a PCS
move, 67% of spouses say lack of childcare has affected their ability to pursue work or education,
and 34% of employed spouses work in licensed professions where a move can stall a career
overnight.

Then comes the part employers do not always see. Many military spouses hesitate to disclose their
affiliation because they fear it will hurt their chances. Some have been asked questions in
interviews that quietly send the same message: How long will you be here? Why have you moved so
much? The fear is not imagined. In one survey, nearly half of military spouses said they had felt
discriminated against in their job search because they were military spouses, leaving many to hide
their military spouse identity to their potential employer.

That is not a pipeline problem. It is a perception problem. When employers see mobility, caregiving,
or resume gaps and assume risk, they miss the person in front of them.

They are the table

Military spouses do not just bring qualifications to the table. They are the table.

They are already carrying relocation, childcare, reinvention, and long stretches of unpredictability
before the workday even starts. They know how to enter a new environment and get oriented fast.
They know how to solve problems when the runway is short. They know how to keep moving when
the plan changes without warning. Those are not side traits. They are business assets.

Employers who adjust for that reality are not lowering standards. They are hiring smarter. Research
on military spouse hiring points to practical steps that work: assess skills, not just perfectly linear
resumes; build flexibility where the role allows it; engage military spouse networks directly; and turn
support into policy instead of leaving it to chance. Just as important, the assumption that military
spouses are only short-term hires does not hold up. One recent employer-facing analysis found
average tenure for military spouses at 4.2 years, close to the broader labor market.



The stakes go far beyond one person’s career

RAND found that just over 25% of service members met the definition for food insecurity, and one
of the clearest warning signs was the loss of a spouse’s second income. That loss does not stay
neatly in the category of employment. It shows up when a family starts leaning on food pantries,
tries to stretch a military paycheck past the actual cost of housing, childcare, and groceries, or
finds itself in the difficult space just above the line for assistance but still not making ends meet.
RAND’s reporting on military families points to exactly that kind of strain, from spouses cutting
corners at the grocery store to calls for better access to federal food benefits and housing support
that reflects real costs. And when that pressure becomes part of daily life, it does not stay at the
kitchen table. Nearly 1in 5 military families cite spousal employment challenges when weighing
whether to remain on active duty. What begins as an employment barrier can quietly become a
retention issue, with real consequences for family stability and military readiness. This is not only a
family issue. It is also a national security issue.

Not just a military story, but a workforce reality

What military spouses face is not as distant from everyday life as it may seem. Strip away the
uniform and the orders, and the deeper tension is one many people already know: trying to hold
together work, family, caregiving, and the unexpected when life does not stay neatly in its lane. It is
the parent calculating whether they can make school pickup and still keep their job. It is the adult
child suddenly helping a parent through the slow unraveling that comes with age. It is the household
built around a demanding career, such as nursing or emergency response, where one person’s
unpredictable schedule reshapes everyone else’s day.

That is why this conversation reaches further than military life alone. When employers learn to
recognize the value of military spouses, they are often learning how to better see a much wider
range of talented people whose lives do not follow a perfectly linear path. The lesson is not just
about flexibility. It is about seeing people clearly. It is about recognizing that some of the strongest
candidates in the workforce are the ones who have learned how to carry a lot, adjust fast, and still
bring something steady to the people who count on them.

Military spouses have spent years doing what employers say they want from great people:
adjusting, learning, carrying responsibility, and moving forward when the plan changes. They have
done it because they have had to. The question is whether the workplace is ready to meet them
there, and in doing so, better recognize the many other workers navigating lives that are just as real,
just as demanding, and just as worthy of being seen.

At some point, this comes down to a simple choice: keep hiring for a version of stability that no
longer reflects real life, or build a workforce strong enough to reflect the world people are actually
living in.
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Interested in Hiring Military Spouses?
Connect with us at
MilitarySpouseJobs.org/employers
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