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By BENNET GOLDSTEIN  » Wisconsin Center for Investigative Journalism

Service 
stigma
Disabled or not, veterans face 
serious employment challenges

S
tephen Lee says some of the scariest parts of his experience 
serving his country have nothing to do with military combat: 
“Right now to me, I am far more scared of sitting in an inter-
view room getting interviewed for a job, than when 
I’ve had people shoot at me.”

A native of Arcadia, Calif., Lee enlisted in the U.S. Army 
in March 2000. For nine years, he worked as an intelligence 
analyst and o!cer in north Africa, Iraq and Afghanistan. 
“Oh! And along the way I got married and had kids,” Lee 
says, beaming.

After he left the service in 2009, Lee, now 32, came to 
Madison to attend the University of Wisconsin. In May, he 
completed his final semester of coursework in political sci-
ence. 

Alongside his responsibilities as a student and parent, for 
two years Lee also served as Wisconsin’s state director for 
the Student Veterans of America, and was active in its campus chapter, 
UW Vets for Vets.
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‘Right now to me, I 
am far more scared of 
sitting in an interview 
room getting inter-
viewed for a job, than 
when I’ve had people 
shoot at me.’

ARMY VETERAN STEPHEN LEE
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Army veteran Stephen Lee, left, speaks with a representative for Dryhootch, an organization that helps veterans with reintegration issues, at the Year of the Veteran Career and Benefits Fair in the Edgewood College gymnasium in June. 
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Lee’s accomplishments are tes-
tament to his work ethic, as well 
as to the resources and encour-
agement provided by fellow stu-
dent veterans. He is among the 30 
percent of veterans in the civilian 
labor force who have a bachelor’s 
degree or more. But, for Lee, hav-
ing a diploma has not been a guar-
antee of employment.

As he continues to look for 
work, Lee worries that he won’t 
be able to support his family. 
“Getting an internship at some 
political party’s o!ce, getting 
paid peanuts — if you’re getting 
paid at all — is not going to cut it 
for me,” he says.

Lee is a disabled veteran, but 
you would be hard pressed to 
notice the injuries he sustained 
while in the Army — acquired 
from chronic strain to his back, 
knees and ankles.

 “I had to wear close to 70 
pounds of body armor,” he re-
calls. “Add in another 20 pounds 
for weapons and ammo. And then 
add in a 100-pound pack. And 
then, ‘Let’s go up and down those 
mountains!’ ”

Like other injured veterans, Lee 
received a service-connected dis-
ability rating — a percentage that 
spells out just how disabled he 
is based upon the impact of his 
injuries on his daily activities. 
Agencies within the U.S. Depart-
ment of Veterans A"airs rated his 
disability at 60 percent.

Lee isn’t looking for a job that 
requires a lot of physical exertion, 
and doesn’t anticipate needing a 
workplace accommodation. But if 
an employer were to ask if he had 
a disability, “I would be upfront 
with it. I don’t know how much 
that would a"ect things.”

Lee’s consideration of what it 
would mean to disclose his dis-

ability to potential employers is 
one of many dilemmas veterans 
face. As they demonstrate their 
qualifications inside interview 
rooms, job-seeking veterans 
work to overcome the disadvan-
tages posed by the stigma of dis-
ability — whether or not they are 
disabled. 

Statistics suggest they have 
cause for concern.

Gov. Scott Walker’s Cabinet on 
Economic and Workforce Invest-
ment estimates that somewhere 
between 13 and 15 percent of the 
state’s 238,397 veterans in the ci-
vilian labor force are unemployed, 
nearly double the rate of the rest 
of Wisconsin’s 3 million-member 
workforce (6.8 percent in May).

And if 2011 was indicative of 
current trends, disabled veterans 
face even more barriers. Nation-
ally, injured veterans who served 
in the years following the Sept. 11, 
2001, attacks experienced higher 
rates of unemployment through-
out 2011 — 12 percent, compared 
to 9.5 percent of post-9/11 veter-
ans without disabilities.

Greater numbers of military 
personnel are returning to the 
U.S. with injuries because more 
of them are surviving attacks and 
accidents than those in previous 
conflicts. In 2011, the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics found that a 
quarter of post-9/11 veterans had 
a service-connected disability.

“In these two wars, if someone 
could get to you after you got in-
jured, you had a 94 percent rate 
of surviving, which is unheard of 
in any past wars in human his-
tory,” says William “BJ” Ganem, 
who works with disabled veter-
ans at the Dane County Veterans 
Service O!ce. “So the amount of 
wounded that were coming back 

was shocking at first, just because 
we’ve never seen anything like 
this.” 

The injuries aren’t just physi-
cal.

Bob Kelter, chief of social work 
and chaplain services at the Wil-
liam S. Middleton Veterans Me-
morial Hospital in Madison, es-
timates that the hospital treats 
approximately 5,500 veterans 
who served in the Iraq or Afghan-
istan theaters of war.

“Most of them are healthy 
young people who are going 
about their lives in an attempt to 
readjust,” Kelter says. “There are 
a number that have been severely 
injured, and a number who are 
struggling with integration be-
cause of psychological problems 
or mental illness problems.”

For this latter group, the stress 
or trauma of military service may 
leave invisible wounds, which will 
also need time to heal.

‘Margaret’s” wounds are still 
healing.

In August 1989, when she was 
18, Margaret shipped out to Lack-
land Air Force Base in San Anto-
nio. Following basic training, the 
resident of Jasper, Texas, began an 
intensive program in occupational 
therapy. Training was so rigorous 

that, by May of the following year, 
she had completed the equivalent 
of a two-year civilian program.

Margaret, who now lives in 
Rock County, Wis., spoke on con-
dition that her real name not be 
used discussing sensitive mental 
health information. She was as-
signed to the former U.S. Clark 
Air Base in the Philippines. 

During her service there, Mar-
garet says, she was sexually as-
saulted and harassed multiple 
times by colleagues. In June 1991, 
she also lived through a devastat-
ing natural disaster — the volcanic 
eruption of Mount Pinatubo. She 
remembers mushroom clouds of 
ash and ruby bolts of lightning. 

Then Typhoon Yunya struck 
the Philippine coast.

“When it started raining, it 
would collect with the ash,” Mar-
garet says. “It felt like little pellets 
of cement hitting you.”

Clark Air Base was heavily dam-
aged and ultimately closed. Mar-
garet was transferred to Sheppard 
Air Force Base in Wichita Falls, 
Texas, where she worked with 
mental health patients. It was an 
education.

“Growing up, when I would 
hear that someone had a break-
down, I didn’t really know what 
that meant,” Margaret says. “I 

State officials estimate that somewhere between 13 and 15 
percent of the state’s 238,397 veterans in the civilian labor 
force are unemployed, nearly double the rate of the rest of  
Wisconsin’s 3 million-member workforce.

Army veteran 
Stephen Lee 
speaks with a 
representative 
from Epic at 
a jobs fair at 
Edgewood 
College in June. 
Lee has been 
unemployed 
since receiving 
a degree from 
UW-Madison 
in May and is 
worried about 
his prospects.
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thought that 
they just kind 
of went nuts, 
or just stayed 
in a room and 
cried. I was re-
ally ignorant. 
So I learned a 
lot through my 
training, and 
felt it made me 
more compas-
sionate and 
understand-
ing.”

But Marga-
ret herself be-
came severely 
d e p r e s s e d . 
“I remember 
standing in 
the bathroom 
one morning 
and looking 
in the mirror,” 
she says. “And 
it was not me. 
I didn’t know 
who that per-
son was. I was 
afraid.”

Margaret was honorably dis-
charged for health reasons in 
1993. She moved to Wisconsin 
with her family and began work-
ing as an occupational therapy 
assistant for individuals with de-
velopmental disabilities.

Several years later, Margaret 
started looking for a new job. She 
recounts being passed up for a 
position at a physical rehabilita-
tion center in Tyler, Texas. She 
believes this was because the per-
son conducting the interview had 
been stationed at her former Air 
Force base and knew of her dis-
ability.

“My resume was stellar,” Mar-
garet says. “I had quite a few years 
of experience. I fit to a ‘T’ what 
they were looking for, but I didn’t 
get o!ered the job. So I really feel 
that it was prejudice against me. I 
couldn’t do anything about it.”

In 2003, Margaret was fired 
from the last job she held, at a 
skilled nursing care facility in 
Wisconsin. She knows that her 
professional struggles have been 
consequences of the traumas she 
endured. 

“The military 
was the first job 
I lost,” Margaret 
says. “That was 
the second.”

It wasn’t un-
til 2003 — 10 
years after her 
discharge — 
that clinicians 
r e c o g n i z e d 
M a r g a r e t ’ s 
post traumatic 
stress disorder, 
or PTSD, re-
lated to her ex-
periences in the 
Philippines

Veterans of 
Iraq and Af-

ghanistan often 
report feeling a 
stigma attached 
to their service, 
from people 
who think they 
may be mental-
ly unstable.

Media accounts often focus on 
veterans coping with traumatic 
brain injuries or PTSD. And the 
alleged killing of 16 Afghan ci-
vilians by Army Sta! Sgt. Robert 
Bales, although extreme, raised 
questions about the mental com-
petency of military personnel 
who are sent to combat zones for 
extensive periods.

It is an image that many post-
9/11 veterans would like to avoid, 
especially as they look for jobs.

By far, the most common ser-
vice-related disabilities among 
veterans who served after 9/11 are 
musculoskeletal injuries, reports 
the Veterans Benefits Adminis-
tration. For every veteran with 
a mental disorder, almost seven 
veterans have injuries in this cat-
egory, like damaged knees or low-
er backs. Yet mental disorders like 
PTSD frequently provoke media 
scrutiny disproportionate to this 
ratio.

Kelter thinks stories about vet-
erans who su!er from PTSD il-
lustrate a journalistic priority to 
grab readers’ attention. “There 
is somewhere written in stone in 

Navy veteran 
Shari Franey 
and her 
daughter 
Grace sort 
new inventory 
at SERRV, a 
fair-trade, 
nonprofit 
store in 
Madison. 
Franey, 32, 
says she has 
had trouble 
finding jobs in 
the past.
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