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10.1177/0164027505281579Research on AgingSettersten, Patterson / Introduction

Military Service, the Life
Course, and Aging
An Introduction

Most scholarship on aging is based on cohorts born in the first few
decades of the 20th century. Members of these cohorts have had sig-

nificant exposure to war and significant military histories. Much remains to
be learned about how wartime experiences have affected the lives of veterans
and their families in the short and long terms. These matters will become
increasingly important worldwide as large populations of war veterans move
through old age and advanced old age. Wartime experiences may be impor-
tant but largely invisible factors underneath contemporary knowledge of
aging. Attention to these factors is necessary to assess the degree to which
current knowledge can be generalized to future cohorts and to respond to the
needs of aged veterans and their families. Research on the effects of military
service on the life course and aging is not only relevant to cohorts now in late
life but will also offer insights into some of the potential consequences of ser-
vice for men and women now serving in conflicts in Iraq, Afghanistan, and
elsewhere around the globe.

The six articles in this special issue use life-course principles to frame and
explore the effects of early military service, especially during wartime, on
outcomes in late life. The research represented in these articles targets a
range of outcomes, some of the processes and mechanisms that produce
them, and some of the consequences they bring for individuals, families, and
societies. The opening article, “When Nations Call: How Wartime Military
Service Matters for the Life Course and Aging,” provides a comprehensive
review and critique of the current knowledge base, elaborating what we
know about the social, psychological, and physical outcomes of wartime ser-
vice and outlining an agenda to bring military service front and center in
scholarship on aging.
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The five subsequent articles are ordered in terms of whether the primary
outcomes under consideration are social, psychological, or physical in
nature. The first two articles explore social outcomes and focus especially on
the relationship between early military service and later socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES). In “Vietnam Service, Combat, and Lifetime Educational Attain-
ment: Preliminary Results From the Vietnam Era Twin Study of Aging,”
Michael Lyons and colleagues (William Kremen, Carol Franz, Michael
Grant, Heather Thompson Brenner, Corwin Boake, and Seth Eisen) probe
the connection between military service during the Vietnam War era, espe-
cially degree of combat exposure, and lifetime educational attainment (or at
least into their 50s).

Lyons and colleagues used data on 236 male twins drawn from the ongo-
ing Vietnam Era Twin Study of Aging in the United States. All of these men
served in the military during the Vietnam era (1965 to 1975), though they did
not necessarily serve in Vietnam or experience combat. The investigators
chose twin sets in which both men served in the military, but only one in com-
bat, with the hope of isolating the specific effect of combat on education and
overcoming a host of potential selection biases among veterans more gener-
ally. They compared those who served in Vietnam with those who served
elsewhere and those who served in Vietnam with matched twins who did not.

Their findings reveal a consistent disparity in terms of lifetime educa-
tional attainment. Those who served in Vietnam (rather than elsewhere) and
those with increased exposure to combat completed fewer years of formal
schooling 30 years later, even after controlling for cognitive ability and age
of induction. Younger recruits, too, had a more difficult time catching up
educationally. The authors include thoughtful reflection on the current situa-
tion in Iraq and how such research may bring insights for service men and
women in a conflict that is in some ways similar to Vietnam. They also pro-
vide a preliminary discussion of some of the potential processes that may
have lowered educational attainment, such as post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) or the interruption of social roles.

In the second article focused on social outcomes, “The Effect of Military
Service on Wealth Accumulation,” Kelly Fitzgerald argues that veterans are
an important subpopulation to study, especially for understanding savings
patterns and net worth to retirement relative to nonveterans. Contrary to the
evidence from many cross-sectional studies to date, Fitzgerald anticipated
deleterious, not advantageous, effects of military service on the accumula-
tion of wealth. Fitzgerald is interested in a broad array of factors that may
influence net worth, a few of which relate to military service. She hypothe-
sized that veterans would accumulate less net worth than nonveterans and
that more years of service would lower the net worth of veterans (e.g.,
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because of changes in eligibility rules for benefits and pensions or frequent
moves, which disrupt growth in home equity). The exception, however, may
be for those who served more than 20 years, because they have better benefit
and pension packages. In light of this, Fitzgerald expected military service to
have a conditional effect on net worth, with those serving more than 20 years
having noticeably increased net worth. Fitzgerald anchored her study in a tra-
ditional economic model of “life cycle savings,” in which patterns of saving
are expected to be smaller during early adulthood because of active child-
bearing, higher in midlife because of eased demands, and lower again in old
age because of health care costs and reduced income. It is important to note,
however, that this model contains assumptions about the organization of the
life course that are outdated in contemporary societies.

Fitzgerald drew data from the first wave (1992) of the Health and Retire-
ment Study (HRS), basing her analyses on 5,800 men, 3,251 of whom
reported serving in the military, born between 1931 and 1941. In addition to
military service (especially the duration of service), Fitzgerald examined the
effects of a wide range of variables on net worth. As hypothesized, military
service and the duration of service were strong negative predictors of net
worth in late life. Contrary to Fitzgerald’s expectations, however, no addi-
tional significant effects were detected for veterans who served beyond 20
years, possibly because of truncated sample size. Fitzgerald discusses some
policy implications of her findings for military recruitment and retention,
noting that evidence of decreased net worth over the lifetime may create an
economic disincentive to serve.

The next two articles are devoted to exploring the psychological conse-
quences of early military service for late life. In “Late-Life Emergence of
Early Life Trauma: The Phenomenon of Late-Onset Stress Symptomatology
Among Aging Combat Veterans,” Eve Davison and colleagues (Anica Pless,
Marilyn Gugliucci, Lynda King, Daniel King, Dawn Salgado, Avron Spiro,
and Peter Bachrach) advance a concept of late-onset stress symptomatology,
or LOSS. LOSS is defined as a condition among veterans who were exposed
to combat in earlier years, functioned successfully thereafter, but experi-
enced an increase in combat-related memories and stress in the face of chal-
lenges that accompany normal aging. As indicated in the opening article, an
increasing number of clinical case studies have suggested that negative
“sleeper effects” of military service may suddenly emerge in late life, leading
one to ask whether the onset of problems is genuinely delayed and normative
losses in physical and cognitive capacities trigger their onset, or whether
symptoms have long existed but veterans and medical personnel have failed
to recognize them.
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In this exploratory qualitative project, Davison and colleagues conducted
moderator-facilitated focus groups with 47 veterans from the World War II,
Korean War, and Vietnam War eras. A total of seven focus groups were con-
ducted: two groups of male veterans for each of the war eras and one group of
female veterans from any era. All veterans participating in the study had
served in combat, and none had psychiatric problems or impaired cognitive
status. In attempting to document and clarify the presence of this syndrome,
the authors focus on how processes associated with normative aging, such as
retirement, death of a spouse, or declining physical health, coincide with the
emergence of LOSS. LOSS, they argue, is distinct from delayed PTSD.
LOSS is broader in scope, linked to the normative stressors of aging (rather
than traumatic events), and involves active and often welcome reminiscence
(rather than avoidance). Also unlike PTSD, LOSS does not require clinically
significant levels of stress and impairment of functioning. Several risk and
resilience factors may also influence the presence or absence of LOSS, espe-
cially factors akin to notions of self-efficacy (e.g., sense of control, positive
appraisals, resourcefulness, mastery, social engagement).

The rich data from the focus groups illustrate individuals’ appraisals of
early war experiences and the attributions that individuals make about how
those experiences matter today. The findings highlight the need for greater
sensitivity on the part of family members, service providers, and others in
recognizing signs of distress and addressing the possible adverse effects of
LOSS on the functioning of aged veterans and their families. The task of
understanding how veterans process and cope with war experiences is impor-
tant to building a holistic view of their health and well-being and learning
how some veterans manage to keep damaging experiences at bay for long
periods or even transform them into positive ones.

The next article further considers the possibility that positive psychologi-
cal outcomes might result from the hardship of early military experiences. In
“Combat Exposure, Perceived Benefits of Military Service, and Wisdom in
Later Life: Findings From the Normative Aging Study,” Patricia Jennings
and colleagues (Carolyn Aldwin, Michael Levenson, Avron Spiro, and Dan-
iel Mroczek) explore whether military service is tied to the achievement of
wisdom in late life, thereby compensating for the more extensive catalog of
negative effects in the research literature to date. Using a framework of
“transformational coping,” Jennings and her colleagues analyze data from
the longitudinal Normative Aging Study. The 615 veterans in their sample
had data available at two key assessment points: a 1990 mail survey that
assessed combat experience and a 2001 mail survey that assessed the out-
come of interest, “self-transcendence.” They hypothesized that individuals
who experienced trauma during military service, and who also rated their
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military experiences positively, would have (or at least report) higher levels
of self-transcendence.

Jennings and colleagues found modest but significant effects of positive
appraisal and positive action coping on self-transcendence in late life.
But they did not find evidence that combat exposure has an effect on self-
transcendence (though this may be the result of limited measures of trauma),
nor that positive appraisals of military experience mediate the effect of com-
bat on wisdom, as hypothesized. These findings highlight the need for longi-
tudinal research to help determine how variables are causally linked and
what factors permit some individuals but not others to experience
posttraumatic growth.

Although some aspects of military service may be shared, other experi-
ences, especially interpretations of experiences, may be highly individual-
ized. Both Jennings and colleagues’ investigation of self-transcendence and
Davison and colleagues’ notion of LOSS underscore the importance of
appraisal processes in shaping the psychological outcomes of military ser-
vice. That is, how one appraises and copes with stressful experiences may be
as, if not more, important as the experiences themselves in determining adap-
tation. Still, the collective nature of wartime experiences may nonetheless
expand the social resources available for coping, especially in providing a
ready-made group of peers to serve as outlets for emotional expression and
the sharing of stories. Of course, when the networks of veterans are domi-
nated by individuals in distress, the socioemotional health of those veterans
may also be placed at risk. Individual appraisal and social support processes,
dually combined, are central to determining the psychological and social
consequences of early military service for veterans in late life.

The final article turns attention to what is perhaps the ultimate physical
outcome: mortality. In “Military Service and (Dis)Continuity in the Life
Course: Evidence on Disadvantage and Mortality from the Health and
Retirement Study and the Study of Assets and Health Dynamics Among the
Oldest-Old,” Andrew London and Janet Wilmoth investigate the influence of
early SES and military service on late-life mortality, especially whether mili-
tary service and age at enlistment mediate or moderate the effects of SES on
mortality. They considered three competing hypotheses: one that takes mili-
tary service to be a positive turning point, one that takes it to be the source of
significant disruption and discontinuity, and one that takes it to continue and
even exacerbate prior conditions of advantage or disadvantage.

As in Fitzgerald’s study of wealth accumulation, London and Wilmoth
analyzed data from the HRS. They also analyzed data from the Study of
Assets and Health Dynamics Among the Oldest-Old (AHEAD). Their find-
ings suggest that neither military service nor age at enlistment substantially
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improved mortality, thereby providing support for the life-course continuity
and cumulative (dis)advantage hypothesis. In the HRS data, the effect of mil-
itary service on mortality varied by race. Whites who served in the military
were more likely to have died in the sampling interval than Whites who had
not served, consistent with the life-course-disruption hypothesis. However,
African Americans who served had a slight advantage in terms of mortality
than African Americans who had not served, consistent with the turning-
point hypothesis. In the AHEAD data, there was no indication that military
service either directly influenced late-life mortality or mediated the effects of
early-life SES on mortality. Overall, the authors provide some evidence to
support each of three hypotheses, but least evidence to support the idea that
military service brought benefits for mortality and most evidence to support
the idea that it continued prior advantage or disadvantage.

These articles start important new dialogue about a topic that should
occupy the attention of gerontologists far more than it has. Because most
knowledge of aging is based on cohorts of individuals who have had signifi-
cant exposure to war and military histories, wartime and military service may
lurk beneath everything we know. The deliberate assessment of such effects
is necessary not only to further our understanding of aging among contempo-
rary cohorts of elders but also to evaluate the degree to which current knowl-
edge will generalize to future cohorts of elders whose experiences with war
and in history have been dramatically different.

These articles also remind us of how much we need to know about the
lives of female veterans who have served their countries in large numbers; of
veterans who have served in wars since the middle of the last century; and of
parents, spouses, and children who have been affected by the service of loved
ones. They remind us of the need to know not only whether service matters,
but also how and for whom it matters. They point to the need to build a more
differentiated view of service, exploring how particular aspects of service
may be tied to different outcomes, a more complete range of positive and
negative outcomes, and how the mix of effects changes as veterans and their
families grow older. They also reveal how restricted most secondary data sets
are as far as military service is concerned, for even most major studies of
aging do not ask whether respondents served, let alone when, where, and
how they served.

Perhaps most important, these articles remind us that the need to under-
stand connections between military service, the life course, and aging—and
to provide stronger scaffolding for veterans and their families—will only
grow in the years to come. Millions of veterans worldwide are now moving
through advanced old age, and younger ones into old age, all at a time when
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resources for veterans and their families are in peril and when the futures of
our world and generations to come seem so uncertain.

Richard A. Settersten, Jr.
Guest Editor

Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland, Ohio

Assisted by Robin S. Patterson
Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland, Ohio

Richard A. Settersten, Jr., is a professor of sociology at Case Western Reserve University and a
member of the MacArthur Research Network on Transitions to Adulthood and Public Policy. His
research relates to the ways in which the life course is conditioned by age, time, and social
contexts.

Robin S. Patterson is an advanced doctoral student in the Department of Sociology at Case
Western Reserve University and was a fellow in its National Institute on Aging–sponsored
predoctoral training program in health research and aging.
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