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Veterans and Career Counseling
Leaving the military veterans face many challenges, such as homelessness, depression, thoughts of suicide, physical and mental ailments, along with employment and financial struggles. For many of them, they are starting over, and often in much different conditions than they were prior to entering service. Veterans encompass a wide age range, along with various skill sets, some useful for future employment depending on where their interests lie. One of the biggest hardships is gaining clarity of mind and being able to look forward to their future after some of the traumas they have endured.
Veterans, the People
Veterans make up roughly 6% of the United States adult population, with 18 million living veterans who have served our country. Of these 18 million veterans, 11% are women, almost 10% percent are Hispanic, and approximately 13% African American. Several members of congress have served our country, but those numbers are consistently dropping (Schaeffer, 2024). This group of individuals face major changes and challenges re-entering society. Some questions they encounter are: Are they ready for employment among civilians? Do they know what they want to do? Do they have the skills and education necessary to work in their desired field? For many of these people, the military was their game plan after high school, and now they have to consider the rest of their lives. Many veterans do not utilize all of the resources accessible to them after service. It’s estimated that only one out of five veterans are aware of vocational services provided by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. In 2014 the unemployment rate for Veterans was 6%, which isn’t terrible, but considering all of these people were employed fulltime by the government previously, it is concerning (Osborne, 2023). 
Theories to Utilize
Fresh out of the military, veterans are going to be essentially starting over when it comes to careers. They are reintegrating into society and the workforce. For many, the military might be a veteran’s only prior employer, the only work they know (Hayden, 2022). They might have gained some useful knowledge and skills that can translate into their next profession, but determining what that is starts with understanding their talents and interests. For that reason, implementing the Holland’s Theory of Vocation Choice and Adjustment and utilizing the Holland Codes is a perfect choice. The theory places strong correlation between work satisfaction and personality, interests, values, and beliefs. Holland organized personality into six basic types: realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, and conventional. A series of simple questions can help a person determine their RIASEC score, or what they have the strongest interests in (Brown & Lent, 2021). 
The quiz asks users to rate their liking of a particular field or activity, yielding results that fall into six different categories. A person can rate in all six of the RIASEC categories, comprised of realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, and conventional. The quiz then reveals a person’s scores in each category, potential career matches based on education or skill level, and enables a person to further explore each career option including job descriptions, knowledge, abilities, and potential salary. This is extremely useful to provide options and give the client ideas to consider. They might have never thought about being something on the list they scored highest on, but after reading through the job descriptions may realize that appeals to them. They also have plenty of information to consider if one career will afford them and their family the life style they are used to or want (ONET, 2023). 
Counseling Plan
One of the first things that needs to happen is an overall assessment to understand and gauge the client’s mental, physical, and emotional health status. Getting a client fit for work and future career assessments is a necessary first step. This process may involve referrals to other professionals depending on their physical and mental needs. When a client is in good mental health, they can take the Holland’s Code test to determine where their interests lie. Once complete the counselor and client can review the careers in their highest scoring categories. Each RIASEC category yields different career results listed under zones. The zones are organized by educational and certifications levels required. A client may want to go right to work, and not advance their education or training. Or they may decide college or trade school is needed to accomplish their desired career goals (ONET, 2023). 
At this point the counselor and client can start setting some goals. These goals should be SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, and timed) and they should revisit them each session to check progress and reassess if needed.  Depending on the next step, they may search for colleges or local jobs. Helping the client access potential benefits and resources at this time is crucial. 
Resources
Veterans have access to many resources they may not be aware of. The U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs. They have various resources and financial assistance (military benefits, grants, and compensation), education, skills training, housing, and cornucopia of health resources (VA, 2019). There are also local agencies to assist with job searches. Express Employment Professionals (Express, 2024) and Equus Workforce Solutions (Equus, n.d.) are both local agencies that offer training programs and partner with non-profit agencies in skills classes and development. These agencies help both those seeking employment and employers needing workers. Employers can reach out to them to see if they have anyone in mind for a certain position. They have professionals that can help those searching for employment take the steps necessary to be ready for a specific job and help them find the right fit.
Barriers
Veterans can experience many barriers transitioning from active duty to civilian life. That alone is an adjustment. Having gone through numerous traumatic events while deployed. Many veterans return home suffering from mental health issues such as depression and PTSD. Having a lack of purpose and structure can contribute to mental health deterioration. Many veterans have suffered the loss of close friends while in service and suffer from grief because of it. The military also exposes those in service to physical hardships. Many men and women return home with hearing or vision problems, all the way to missing limbs. Even though veterans have benefits accessible to them, they may not have the means such as technology or education about the resources. It’s also common for veterans to be confronted with stereotypes and stigma upon returning home. An example might be employers viewing them as psychologically damaged due to hardships they endured. These vets need advocates, mentors, and a team of professionals working in collaboration to get them access to the resources they need to make the transition smooth (Mission Roll Call, 2023). 
Recommendations
As a new counselor one of the first things I would want to do is ask for advice from my supervisor or trusted colleagues on some of the plans they’ve utilized with veterans and career counseling, and discuss the pros and cons. Any feedback or advice I can gather and implement will only better serve my client. The plan and goals we set will really depend on the client, their current psychological health, their goals, and pace they feel they can be successful at achieving those goals. If a plan isn’t working, we can sit down, re-evaluate it, and make necessary adjustments. Mapping out a clear and reasonable plan with the client doesn’t mean it will be smooth sailing from there. There will be hiccups along the way and we will work through them together. Some of the most important skills I can utilize with veterans or any client, is patience, empathy, encouragement, and instilling hope.
Spirituality
An article in Sage Journals discusses the concept of vocation in theology and the idea of living a calling. Callings can evolve, change, and diminish, and deeply affect a person’s interests and career choice. They revolve around a person’s values and ideas on life, and what they feel God wants of them. Many people believe they have a specific purpose on this Earth, to spread the word of God, uplift others, contribute to community, serve those in need, and/or having meaning in what they do in life (Lemke, 2020). 
Clients will come from all walks of life, cultures, religions, and spiritual beliefs. Their belief system will most likely play a significant role in what they are drawn to do with their life. This could be anywhere from working in a helping profession, or not working on Sundays as to observe a day of rest. Discussing and understanding a clients belief system during the intake assessment is crucial. A counselor must be sensitive and respectful of a client’s values, beliefs and ideas. Section A.4.b of the ACA Code of Ethics (2014) mandates a counselor must be aware of their own beliefs and avoid imposing those on others. This is especially true when the counselor’s beliefs may conflict with their clients’ goals or are discriminatory. 
Some clients may be nearing retirement and simply desire to serve and be active in their church and community. Veterans may come to see a counselor during the disengagement stage, according to the Life-Span, Life-Space Career Theory (Brown & Lent, 2021). The counselor can still conduct an interest inventory to help them determine how they might want to serve, and what they feel called to do. It’s important a counseling truly listen to the wants and needs of their client and help them achieve just that. Some veterans exiting service might be in the exploration stage, that typically ranges from 14-24, but the age ranges are not concrete. I feel it would be appropriate for a counselor to utilize this theory as well, helping clients understand these transitional periods are perfectly normal. 
Conclusion
Veterans are among some of the perfect candidates for career counseling, as they are often in a transitional period of life, ready to embark on a completely new journey than what they knew before. While they are used to following orders, structure, and seeing tasks through, the workforce may be quite different than what they are used to. An effective career counselor will assess a client’s psychological health, help them discover their skills and interests, and assist their client in decision-making toward their next career. They will be encouraging, hopeful, and refrain from pushing their own ideas onto the client. They will establish a team of professionals and utilize resources to further the client’s health, education, and training. Together, the client and counselor will create a plan to accomplish and work towards their new profession. 
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