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ABSTRACT
The use of avoidance coping strategies by individuals to decrease stressors and minimize 
negative consequences can lead to stress generation and maladaptive forms of social 
functioning. In student veterans, avoidant coping has been associated with increased 
symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder and posttraumatic stress disorder. Literature has 
suggested that post-9/11 student veterans tend to default to avoidance coping strategies 
when they face academic problems and social difficulties since maladaptive patterns of 
social functioning can have a significant negative impact on the postsecondary education 
of returning veterans. It is possible that the academic underperformance and higher 
dropout rates of post-9/11 student veterans could be associated with their utilization of 
avoidance coping strategies. While the amount of research into veteran transitions has 
increased in the past 10 years, little has been revealed about the lived college experiences 
of post-9/11 student veterans and their coping behaviors. This study aimed to examine 
the lived experiences, academic challenges, social struggles, and coping strategies of 
post-9/11 student veterans. More specifically, I examined their coping strategies as they 
attempted to overcome challenges during their first year of college after separating 
from the military. All nine participants were enrolled at the same large, Midwestern, 
public research university. The participants were between the ages of 23 and 43 years 
old and included post-9/11 veterans that were true first-time, undergraduate students 
with previous college credit. Participant responses yielded four predominant themes: (a) 
lack of identification as veterans, (b) an absence of relationships with other veterans, (c) 
participants used positive coping approaches, and (d) avoidance and negative coping 
approaches. Because the study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
possible impact of pandemic isolation on the participants must be acknowledged.
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The expansion of the Post 9/11 GI Bill and its impact on 
veteran education benefits has intensified the focus on the 
substantial numbers of transitioning veterans departing the 
military, returning to civilian life, and discovering academic 
challenges waiting for them once they enroll in college. 
Veterans experience an environment less authoritative, 
less structured, more chaotic, and challenging than expec-
ted (Rumann & Hamrick, 2010; Zogas, 2017). Surrounded 
by younger nonveteran students (Glasser et al., 2009) and 
faculty who are unfamiliar with their military experiences 
(Naphan & Elliot, 2015), student veterans tend to feel dis-
connected from their academic surroundings (Strickley, 
2009). Under these circumstances some veterans begin 
to question their appropriateness for college (Callahan & 
Jarrat, 2014). Some scholars have implied that becoming a 
college student might be the most difficult circumstance a 
veteran can encounter (Kirchner et al., 2014).

A veteran’s adjustment to college is unique because 
the stress student veterans experience can either be con-
nected to school, work, home, and life demands, or can 
be associated with the cognitive, psychological, and phys-
ical wounds from their experiences in the military (Young, 
2017). Additionally, because of the norms and learned 
behaviors of military training, student veterans tend to ig-
nore academic problems, are hesitant to ask for assistance, 
or seek counseling when issues arise (Bonar & Domenici, 
2011; McBain et al., 2012).

Encountering academic and social difficulties can lead 
to veterans using coping strategies to decrease stressors 
and minimize negative consequences in their immediate 
environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Coping can take 
on different forms. Problem-focused coping reduces the 
emotional reaction of stress and centers on resolving the 
issue behind the anxiety (Folkman & Lazarus, 1985). Col-
lege students with higher problem-focused coping styles 
display lower levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms 
(Eisenbarth, 2012). 

Avoidant coping can be viewed as a cognitive and beha-
vioral effort to deny, minimize, or avoid dealing with stress-
ful demands (Holahan et al., 2005). Avoidance coping is a 
maladaptive form of coping (Boden et al., 2012) that has 
been linked to depression (Penley et al., 2002). Reliance 
on avoidance coping methods seems likely to generate a 
broad range of stressors (Holahan et al., 2005). Notably, 
avoidant coping is the response technique commonly used 
by student veterans (Romero et al., 2015). Previous studies 
have demonstrated that student veterans are more likely 
to engage in avoidant coping strategies than nonveteran 
students (Bonar & Domenici, 2011; Whiteman & Barry, 
2011). The use of avoidant coping by student veterans con-
tributes to a substantial risk for dysfunction (Romero et al., 
2015; Vacchi, 2012). Beyond the negative consequences 

of not dealing with social problems and academic issues, 
harmful avoidant coping strategies can take the form of 
alcohol, tobacco, illegal drug, prescription drug, and stimu-
lant use (Adam & Epel, 2007; Allen & Holder, 2014; Pierceall 
& Keim, 2007; Whiteman & Barry, 2011).

STATEMENT OF PROBLEM AND PURPOSE

This study addressed the underperformance of post-9/11 
student veterans in bachelor’s degree programs (Cate et 
al., 2017). The purpose was to examine the lived experi-
ences, academic challenges, social struggles, and the 
coping strategies of post-9/11 student veterans at a large, 
Midwestern university, during their first year of college after 
separating from the military. The intention was to fill a gap 
in the research by better understanding both the negative 
and positive coping responses student veterans may use 
when dealing with social problems and academic issues.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1.	 How do post-9/11 veterans perceive their lived edu-
cational experiences during their initial (one to three) 
semesters of college?

2.	 What academic and social challenges do student veter-
ans describe as encountering in college?

3.	 What coping strategies do student veterans use to 
reduce academic, social, and stress related difficulties?

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Post 9/11 GI Bill has been used by “nearly 800,000 vet-
erans and their families totaling more than $12 billion” (US 
Department of Defense, 2019, para. 15) in the form of tu-
ition and education-related payments. Studies have shown 
that the Post 9/11 GI Bill has had an immense impact on 
veteran college enrollment (Barr, 2015; Zhang, 2017). With 
an average of 200,000 service members leaving the US 
military annually (US Government Accountability Office, 
2019), the Post 9/11 GI Bill will continue to have a large 
budgetary impact on the US higher education system and 
on service members’ ability to further their post-secondary 
educations (American Council on Education, 2018; Sansone 
& Tucker Segura, 2020). In addition, changes to the Post 
9/11 GI Bill have allowed service-members to transfer be-
nefits to family members (Castleman et al., 2019).

Although a higher percentage of veterans complete 
some college when compared to nonveterans (National 
Center for Veterans Analysis & Statistics, 2011), student 
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veterans are less likely to complete a bachelor’s degree 
(Cate et al., 2017), tend to have lower grade point aver-
ages (Durdella & Kim, 2012) and experience higher dropout 
rates during their first year of college than their nonvet-
eran student counterparts (Cate et al., 2017). Although the 
negative impact of risk factors on the college persistence 
of nontraditional students has been recognized (Markle, 
2015), dropout and completion rates indicate that student 
veterans have encountered experiences that negatively 
impact their academic progress.

EXPERIENCES OF STUDENT VETERANS
Veterans taking on the identity of a student find themselves 
in an environment where their experiences place them in 
minority status, as they enter a postsecondary environ-
ment that often does not understand them (Burke & Stets, 
2009; Kirchner, 2015). Despite the massive scale of recent 
military actions (e.g., Operation Enduring Freedom, Opera-
tion Iraqi Freedom, and Operation New Dawn), only 0.5% 
of the national population have been involved with the 
military (Pew Research Center, 2011). Returning veterans 
are often surrounded by nonveteran students, faculty, and 
staff who are unfamiliar with their experiences (Naphan & 
Elliot, 2015) and do not share a common background (Pew 
Research Center, 2011).

A study by Naphan and Elliot (2015) revealed that the 
emphasis on command structure, task, and social cohesion 
by the military all have a powerful and lasting effect on 
veterans as they transition to college. A study by Whitley 
et al. (2018), revealed that veterans were unfamiliar with 
college culture, unacquainted with student roles, tended 
to hide their military identities from nonmilitary peers, and 
reported facing challenges when transitioning to college 
life. Many veterans arrive at institutions struggling with role 
incongruities and intersecting identities, adding a layer of 
complexity other students do not have to contend with 
(Shields, 2001).

COPING MECHANISMS OF STUDENT VETERANS
For most students, stress is a part of academic life, so, stu-
dents attempt to devise coping strategies to mitigate the 
effects of stress. Coping can be viewed as a “constantly 
changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage spe-
cific external and/or internal demands that are appraised 
as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (Laz-
arus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). Romero et al. (2015) point 
out the ways student veterans select a coping style is im-
pacted by: (a) the high rates and severity of psychological 
symptoms among college veterans, (b) the importance 
military culture places on strength and independence 
of its service members, (c) the significance of the stigma 
surrounding mental illness and treatment in the military, 

and (d) the reluctance to seek help from others. Avoidant 
coping has been associated with increased psychological 
symptoms of depression, generalized anxiety disorder, and 
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in student veterans 
(Romero et al., 2015).

Because of their shared values of strength and inde-
pendence, student veterans have been found to be more 
likely to engage in avoidant coping strategies than their 
nonveteran counterparts (Bonar & Domenici, 2011; Romero 
et al., 2015; Whiteman & Barry, 2011). Avoidant coping can 
result in the reluctance of student veterans to seek help, 
because they do not want to be viewed as dependent on 
anyone for support (Vacchi, 2012). When used by student 
veterans, avoidance coping can contribute to interpersonal 
problems, increasing the risk for dysfunctional behavior 
(Romero et al., 2015).

Gregg et al. (2016) examined the perceived coping at-
titudes of veterans transitioning from the US military to 
postsecondary education. It was revealed that differences 
in age and life experiences led to a communication barrier 
between veterans and nonveteran students. They also sug-
gested that student veterans lean heavily on other veterans 
for social support and tend to socially isolate themselves 
from traditional student counterparts. They concluded that 
social isolation is indicative of an avoidant, emotion-based 
style of coping, but called for further studies to address the 
complex phenomenon of veterans transitioning from the 
military to postsecondary education.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Scholssberg’s (1981, 2011) transition theory has proven 
useful in examining the distinctive and differing character-
istics of student veterans in many transition studies (Griffin 
& Gilbert, 2015; Rumann & Hamrick, 2010; Ryan et al., 2011; 
McKinney, 2017). Commonly referred to as Schlossberg’s 
4-S Theory of Transition, the theory/model is useful in con-
ceptualizing major life events and nonevents that can lead 
to change, such as getting married, becoming a parent, 
changing jobs, or experiencing a major illness (Schlossberg, 
2011). Scholssberg’s theory is applicable and is useful in 
analyzing the first-year college narratives of veterans, 
along with their use of coping mechanisms to overcome 
academic difficulties. Possibly the most significant element 
to consider in a transition is the impact of the change, and 
the extent to which the change alters an individual’s daily 
life (Jenkins, 2020). A change like leaving the military for 
civilian life, moving across the country, and enrolling at a 
large state university requires a deeper and longer amount 
of time for adjustment than a simple job change or a move 
across town. By examining the differences between mil-
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itary and academic culture, and the resulting challenges, 
Schlossberg’s theory helps to make sense of a veteran’s 
lived experiences.

The three main transition processes of the 4-S model can 
be defined as moving in, moving through, and moving out. 
When analyzing a higher education environment, the three 
phases can further be identified as moving into college, 
moving through it, and moving out (transferring, dropping 
out, or graduating). To successfully negotiate the individual 
phases, a college student must be prepared to accept 
change in response to letting go of old roles/responsibilities 
and accepting new ones (Pendleton, 2007). The 4-S trans-
ition process is broken down into coping features that are 
common to all transition events and nonevents but vary 
according to the ratio of assets and liabilities: situation, self, 
support, and strategies. A situation is defined as a sense of 
control over an event or nonevent. Self is made up of the in-
ternal skills, personal characteristics, and psychological re-
sources that influence coping. Support is an affirmation of 
caring and feedback received during a transition. Strategies 
refer to the abilities, skills, coping responses and coping 
modes that make up a transitional experience.

Schlossberg’s 4-S model views the coping process as a 
sum of assets and liabilities. Individuals that successfully 
deal with transitions possess more assets or have access 
to greater resources than those that fail to cope. Perhaps 
the impact of a transition is best summed up as the de-
gree of difference between an individual’s pre-transition 
and post-transition roles, relationships, and routines (An��-
derson et al., 2012). When transitioning, individuals detach 
from the past and move towards their new role, often va-
cillating between roles as they move through the process 
(Schlossberg, 2011).

RESEARCH DESIGN

The aim of phenomenological research is to describe so-
cial and psychological phenomenon as close to the phe-
nomenon or lived experience as possible (Groenewald, 
2004; Morse, 2011). Because phenomenology examines 
lived experiences from the subjective or first-person point 
of view, the interview becomes the primary method for 
data collection (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The views ex-
pressed by the participants are generally accepted as fact 
as perceived by the individuals living the experience (Gould-
ing, 2005). Phenomenology has been shown to be an ap-
propriate methodology for interviewing student veterans, 
and examining their lived, conscious, and shared transition 
experiences (van Manen, 2014; Zuniga, 2020).

By using a phenomenological paradigm, I wanted to 
create an interview protocol that could depict the lived 

college experiences and coping mechanisms of student 
veterans. I followed a semi-structured interview format 
that provided the opportunity to interpret the lived exper-
iences of transitioning student veterans and to describe 
their coping mechanisms. Participants were asked open 
ended questions in one-on-one interviews. Questions fol-
lowed the topics of academic problems, social challenges, 
coping mechanisms, and strategies that promoted col-
lege retention. I aligned the questions to Schlossberg’s 
4-S model, categorizing them under the 4-S subheadings 
(Schlossberg, 1981). I also asked preliminary questions to 
gather personal information, including questions on mil-
itary background, grades, credit hours earned, and PTSD 
diagnosis.

Boyd (2001) proposed that saturation is reached using 2 
to 10 participants. Creswell (1998) suggested that 10 indi-
viduals or fewer is sufficient for a phenomenological study. 
In all actuality for this study, a total of 10 veterans were 
interviewed, but one had to be excluded from the study for 
not meeting the criteria. In the case of this study, theoret-
ical saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was reached and 
a pattern in the data was established after interviewing 9 
student veterans. After data analysis was conducted, it be-
came apparent that gathering additional information and 
interviewing other veterans would yield no further theoret-
ical insights into the study’s discussion of avoidance char-
acteristics and student veterans’ use of coping methods.

PARTICIPANTS

Participants were post-9/11 undergraduate student veter-
ans of any academic discipline, attending a large, primarily 
white, Midwestern, public research university. Participants 
were also discharged veterans that were first-time, under-
graduate students or were transfer students, enrolled at 
the university between their first and third semester. This 
criterion was enacted to capture the new or recent lived 
college experiences of student veterans. No active-duty 
military, ROTC, or National Guard members were used for 
this study. Any post-9/11 veterans that had not undergone 
a final discharge from their branch of service were excluded.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

The selected sample site institution enrolled some 61,369 
students, including 46,984 undergraduate students for the 
2020–2021 academic year. Ethnically and racially diverse 
students were listed at 23.9%, comprised of 6.9% African 
American, 7.5% Asian American, 5.3% Hispanic, and 0.05% 
American Indian/Alaskan Native. The census count of the 
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total amount of veterans attending the main campus in fall 
of 2020 was 667, with 1,083 attending all campuses. (Of��-
fice of Institutional Research, 2021).

DATA COLLECTION

In phenomenological studies it is critical to select parti-
cipants that have experienced the identified phenomenon. 
I had planned on using a combination of criterion, including 
snowball and maximum variation sampling to select par-
ticipants. Due to a variety of factors, I only used criterion 
sampling to select participants that met the predefined cri-
teria. After I received my approval/exemption letter from 
my university’s IRB office, I reached out to the study site’s 
office of veteran services to actively promote my study. 
Students that appeared to meet the criteria of being a re-
cently enrolled post-9/11 undergraduate student veteran 
were sent an email invitation containing a link to my Qual-
trics survey. My Qualtrics survey consisted of three ques-
tions to determine eligibility:

•	 Have you separated or discharged from the military?
•	 Are you currently on active duty, ROTC, or a member of 

the National Guard?
•	 Are you in your first, second, or third semester of study?

If students answered the eligibility questions correctly, the 
site automatically directed them to the informed consent 
page. Interested participants were given the option to 
complete the informed consent form and to move forward. 
Participants that meet the criteria and agreed to particip-
ate were contacted to set up an interview.

In May 2021, the first recruitment email containing my 
Qualtrics survey was sent to student veterans. Another in-
vitation was forwarded in July 2021. A final email was sent 
in October 2021. Since I was focusing on student veterans 
in their first three terms of their academic study, a total 
of 402 emails were sent to student veterans that had re-
cently enrolled. In addition, in August 2021, I was allowed 
to speak at the institution’s student veteran orientation in 
front of 27 incoming veterans. All of these efforts resulted 
in a total of 10 student veterans consenting to interview.

Once the interview details were agreed upon, a confirm-
ation email was sent. I interviewed a total of 10 veterans. 
Regrettably, one veteran had to be excluded from the sur-
vey because they were discharged from the military prior 
to 2001. This left me with a total of 9 qualified study parti-
cipants that were included in the study. All interviews were 
conducted by Zoom. Interviews were audio recorded and 
I proofed Zoom transcripts against the audio-recordings. 
The corrected transcripts were member checked by send-

ing the transcripts back to the participants, asking them to 
review and make any corrections before the analysis of the 
transcripts began. Only two participants asked for some 
very minor modifications to be made.

DATA ANALYSIS AND TRUSTWORTHI-
NESS

I took notes during the interview sessions, and I actively 
focused on key phrases expressed by participants to redir-
ect questions, allowing student veterans the opportunity 
to expand on their answers as we conversed. I utilized an 
inductive analysis approach (Thomas, 2006) to review the 
data and develop themes. This involved reviewing the tran-
scripts several times, making notes, and creating headings. 
Meaning was given to the themes that emerged from the 
data (Creswell, 2012), recognizing frequently used words, 
phrases, themes, and direct quotes from the interviews. 
Next, I grouped the data by using a constant comparison 
method (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I then combined related 
headings into broader categories. I linked emerging themes 
to the research questions and to Schlossberg’s 4-S’s, to 
align the conceptual framework to the emerging themes. 
Lastly, I analyzed the data to determine if avoidance cop-
ing was the dominant behavior of the student veterans in 
the study.

Credibility in qualitative research pivots around the ex-
tent findings accurately reflect the original perspectives 
of participants (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Throughout 
the study I attempted to focus on the thoughts and ex-
periences of the informants. Member checking (verify-
ing participants transcripts) and triangulation (asking the 
same research questions of all the veterans) were the two 
strategies I used to address credibility. In terms of transfer-
ability, I maintained an audit trail by documenting my pro-
cess of data collection and data analysis, allowing outside 
researchers the ability to replicate this study.

RESULTS

DESCRIPTION OF PARTICIPANTS
Nine participants between the ages of 23 and 43 years 
old who met the inclusion criteria and consented to the 
study were interviewed (See Table 1 below). Two out of 
the 9 interviewed veterans were women. One participant 
self-identified as mixed race: he described himself as White, 
Hebrew, and North African. Another identified as Asian In-
dian. The remaining 7 participants described themselves as 
White. Three branches of the US military were represented 
(i.e., Army, Air Force, Marine Corps). The Marine Corps was 
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represented by 5 participants. Seven out of the 9 (N) parti-
cipants that had earned academic credit held between a 
3.2 and a 4.0 GPA. For the 7 that had earned grades, (des-
pite some early shortcomings), all displayed overall solid 
academic performances.

THEMES
Based on the transcribed, Zoom, and member-checked 
interviews, the study yielded eight emergent themes con-
nected to the responses of the 9 study participants; how-
ever, themes one, five, seven, and eight provided the most 
relevant findings of the study. For the sake of brevity and 
focus, these four themes are described below.

Theme One: Participants Did Not Identify As Veter-
ans—“The Military is Something I Did”
The finding that student veterans did not identify as veter-
ans showed a strong tendency for the veterans in my study 
to distance themselves from their military past. Although 
they did not deny their veteran identities, they had, in all 
practical terms, moved on from the military. They were 
now pursuing college educations to alter their post-milit-
ary career trajectories and had already renegotiated their 
identities as students. Bruno stated that his personal per-
ceptions of being a veteran ended during his first semester 
in college. He said at that time, mentally, he became a 
student, and no longer considered himself to be a veteran. 

Grant talked about the how the abruptness of leaving the 
military impacted him:

You know, one day you wake up a Marine and the 
next day you’re done. So, you’re very cut off it’s not 
an easy transitional period, like they make it seem. 
My military time is something I did, not who I am, 
as some people make it be. Nothing against them 
it’s, you know, just I guess with my circumstances of 
how my career ended and everything. I guess I have 
a bit of an apprehension to be involved with military 
related things.

Bill shared that he did not outwardly acknowledge that he 
was a student veteran. Nor did he seek out fellow veterans 
or want people to know that he was from the military un-
less he wanted to reveal that to them. He just wanted to 
come across as a confident individual.

Although 2 of the 9 student veterans willingly shared 
their military backgrounds with others, none of the indi-
viduals in my study displayed a tendency to hang on to 
their military identities after they enrolled in college. Their 
reasons varied, like Linda, who suggested because of her 
feminine, physical appearance, no one believed she was a 
Marine, so she rarely discussed it.

Fredrick, who had fought to stay in the Army but was 
medically discharged, now only identified as a student and 

PSEUDONYM BEN LINDA GRANT BRUNO BILL FREDRICK IAN MICK RITA

Age 38 24 25 23 29 43 22 26 41

Ethnicity White White White White, Hebrew 
& North African

White Asian 
Indian

White White White

Sex Male Female Male Male Male Male Male Male Female

Branch of 
service

Air 
Force

Marine 
Corps

Marine 
Corps

Army Marine Corps & 
National Guard

Army Marine 
Corps

Marine Corps & 
Naval Reserves

Air 
Force

Credits earned 16 16 34 27 10 6 0 0 31

Current GPA 4.0 3.89 3.2 3.3 3.7 3.95 0 0 3.6

Work Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No

Married Yes No No No No Yes No No Yes

Dependents No No No No No Yes No No Yes

Campus 
involvement

No Yes No Yes No Yes No No No

Service-related 
anxiety or PTSD

No No Yes No No Yes No No Yes

Counseling No Yes Yes No No Yes No No Yes

Table 1 Participant Demographics.

Note. Total number of student veterans N = 9.
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not a veteran. When I asked him if he would tell others of 
his military past, he was noticeably clear in affirming he 
used to be a soldier, and that part of his life was over. Fre-
drick voiced:

I do not allow that period to define who I am. I cut 
the cord completely and I’m going to start a new life 
and enjoy this second life. I don’t want the expecta-
tions and stereotypes that go along with the label of 
being a veteran.

Theme Five: Absence of Relationships with Other 
Veterans— “I Don’t Know any Veterans”
Participants showed very little interest in knowing or get-
ting to know other student veterans. This lack of connec-
tion with other student veterans was communicated re-
peatedly. Ian lamented missing the camaraderie he felt 
with the people he served with, although he did not show 
an interest in becoming friends with fellow student vet-
erans. Linda expressed that while it was hard to connect 
with others because of online classes during COVID-19, she 
simply had not met any fellow student veterans. Rita, who 
portrayed herself as “an old lady” at 41, was very self-con-
scious about being a college student at her age and felt 
like she did not fit in with veteran or nonveteran students, 
preferring to spend time with her family. Ian admitted to 
talking with fellow student veterans but expressed it did 
not go as far as making friends.

Theme Seven: Positive Coping Approaches—“Playing 
Rugby and Going out for a Drink.”
Three of the study participants displayed no avoidance 
characteristics and used positive coping methods in their 
approaches. They indicated that they often faced personal 
difficulties without resorting to avoidance techniques. Mick 
used a kind of reward system for himself. He would plan 
and work ahead to make sure he took care of any home-
work before the weekend and would reward himself every 
Saturday by playing rugby and socializing with his friends. 
Ian went from drinking (in the service) as a coping mech-
anism to now working out in a gym. He said he had learned 
to address problems, so they did not build up and cause a 
lot of stress in his life.

Participants frequently talked about positive coping 
activities that did not directly solve their problems but 
helped them deal with their problems. These self-care 
techniques included painting, working out, walking the dog, 
bike riding, reading a book, taking a nature walk, hanging 
out with friends, playing video games, and even sleeping. 
Over time, the student veterans that used these positive 
coping methods, increasingly gained a sense of control 

over what was happening (situation) and were able to deal 
more effectively with differences between the military and 
academic culture. Rita talked about the personal rituals 
she employed when attending in-person classes. A few 
minutes before each class, she would take deep breaths 
and calm herself in order to “slow her brain down,” which 
helped her to think more productively. She also admitted 
to experiencing the necessity to sit in the same spot before 
the class fills up, “It’s like I can’t go in there in a full room 
and just sit down.” When I asked her if these techniques 
helped to reduce her anxiety, she expressed “They make 
things a little easier.”

Theme Eight: Avoidance and Negative Coping Ap-
proaches—Destructive Behaviors
Three of the 9 student veterans displayed a clear leaning 
towards dealing with stressful demands by using destruct-
ive avoidance methods. Bill admitted to drinking too much 
to deal with the loneliness he had encountered in college. 
Fredrick, the oldest student veteran I interviewed at 43, was 
also the longest serving, with 22 years in the Army. Fredrick 
acknowledged that he suffered from service-related PTSD 
and a lot of military related medical issues. Fredrick often 
felt anxiety while driving to campus. He talked about his 
coping mechanisms and habits of avoidance, drinking, and 
smoking. Fredrick explained: “In a nutshell, I would say that 
the baggage that I acquired in the military has made it dif-
ficult, and that baggage is PTSD, alcoholism, and depres-
sion.” Fredrick mentioned that certain things can activate 
or set off unhealthy coping behaviors, like the news report 
of the explosion at the Kabul airport and the death of 13 
service members. He recalled, “I immediately started chain 
smoking and drinking.” He freely admitted to resorting to 
these destructive behaviors to deny or avoid dealing with 
the stress generated by the news report. Ultimately, reli-
ance on avoidance methods and using unhealthy behavi-
ors created additional stressors in his life by further aggrav-
ating his health issues and putting additional pressure on 
his relationships.

Bruno described his unusual coping approach of being 
excessively involved to avoid or minimize stressful de-
mands. He had a habit of becoming overly involved in work, 
projects, and campus organizations. He said that once he 
got out of the military, he noticed he developed a tendency 
to submerge himself in his work, not allowing himself any 
free time. This has carried over to his behavior in college. 
Bruno stated:

I guess, here is where I have to admit, something 
negative. I bury myself in work a lot. I know that’s 
a very toxic, very hurtful thing to do. I think, even 
after being in college after only like maybe a year, 
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my resume is like a mile long now. I think it’s very 
destructive. I think it’s harmful. It harms my sleep 
a lot. I think it harms a lot of my relationships. I 
think relationship avoidance, you know, becoming 
a workaholic, becoming very career driven and very 
focusing on myself a lot, is a double-edged sword, 
and mostly blame them, the military, on that.

LIMITATIONS

Because of the primary aims of the study was to explore 
the lived experiences of post-9/11 student veterans, gener-
alization to a broader student population or to all student 
veterans, is not possible. In addition, because the research 
was conducted at a large, 4-year public research university 
in the Midwest, no claim is made that this institution is typ-
ical of other similar institutions. My study can only provide 
a profile of some student veterans’ academic and social 
experiences at a large Midwestern research university, spe-
cific to when and where the study was conducted.

DISCUSSION

This study provides insight into the lived experiences of 
post-9/11 student veterans as they transition from the mil-
itary to college life. More specifically, student veterans’ use 
of coping methods, and how these coping methods impact 
their academic progress. This study clearly illustrates that 
the transition of veterans from the military to college is un-
usually complex, and that individual experiences can vary 
greatly. While student veterans share many characteristics 
with nontraditional students, it is apparent that they are a 
unique population. I found that when faced with academic 
and social challenges, student veterans were not uniform 
in their adoption of coping methods. My findings revealed 
that 3 of the 9 study participants displayed strong avoid-
ance qualities, 3 displayed some avoidance characteristics, 
and the remaining 3 showed no avoidance tendencies at 
all.

In theme one, the findings showed that participants 
no longer wanted to identify as veterans. In addition, the 
student veterans displayed a strong tendency to distance 
themselves from their military pasts. Most of the student 
veterans in my study (7 out of the 9) no longer identified 
as veterans. Although they did not deny their veteran iden-
tities, they had in all practical terms moved on from the 
military. They were now pursuing college educations to al-
ter their post-military career trajectories and had already 
renegotiated their identities. They now viewed themselves 

as students not veterans. My findings also showed that 
seven out of the nine veterans preferred to keep their milit-
ary background confidential from nonmilitary classmates. 
Unexpectedly, they also did not share their backgrounds 
with fellow student veterans. Although 2 of the 9 student 
veterans willingly shared their military backgrounds with 
others, none of the individuals in my study displayed a 
tendency to hang on to their military identities after they 
enrolled in college. These veterans ended their old set of 
roles, routines, and relationships once they separated from 
the military, and were in the moving in or moving through 
phase of college.

Unlike service members who returned from Vietnam, 
post-9/11 veterans have encountered less societal oppos-
ition and more public support. I did not expressly ask the 
participants in my study if they felt any sense of stigma 
associated with their service. In all the interviews I conduc-
ted, there was no mention of any negative or stereotypical 
comments directed at the student veteran participants 
from faculty members or from traditional college aged stu-
dents. While the student veterans harbored some minor 
frustrations with the classroom behavior of their younger 
student classmates, these feelings were not antagonistic 
or mean spirited.

Regarding theme five, participants displayed a lack of 
bonding with other student veterans. The lack of relation-
ships runs contrary to previous studies that suggest that 
veterans tend to lean on one another for support during 
their transition to college. Seven of the 9 participants (that 
had earned grades) were performing in a solid academic 
manner without peer support from other student veterans. 
While the lack of relationships was attributed to an indif-
ference towards making friends with fellow veterans, the 
impact of COVID-19 should be considered a contributing 
factor because online classes were required during that 
period, and forming relationships was made difficult by a 
lack of live interactions with fellow students.

Theme seven findings confirmed that student veterans 
were not uniform in their approach to coping methods and 
instead used a combination of positive and negative ap-
proaches when faced with academic and social challenges. 
However, 3 of the participants displayed no avoidance 
characteristics and exclusively used positive coping meth-
ods in their approaches. They indicated that they often 
faced personal difficulties without hesitancy or resorting to 
avoidance methods. Furthermore, they were keen to not let 
stress build up and favored talking through problems with 
others. It is important to note that participants frequently 
talked about coping activities that did not directly solve 
problems but helped individuals deal with the problem. 
These self-care techniques included painting, working out 
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at the gym, walking the dog, bike riding, reading a book, 
taking a nature walk, hanging out with friends, playing 
video games, and even sleeping. These behaviors can be 
compared to positive coping behaviors such as participat-
ing in team sports, exercising, practicing religion, mental 
health counseling, and medication management. My find-
ings can be further linked to comparable coping activities 
described in the literature reviwew: meditation, listening to 
music, watching television, reading, working out, fishing, 
and socializing with friends.

Schlossberg’s (1981, 2011) transition theory suggested 
that having access to assets and resources, commonly 
referred to as the 4 S’s (support, strategies, self, and situ-
ation), can enhance an individual’s ability to manage a 
transition. When discussing the positive coping methods 
and the techniques of the three participants who used 
self-care techniques, these student veterans showed a 
strong tendency to tackle problems in a positive manner. 
They developed effective methods (strategies) to deal with 
their transition from service member to student veteran by 
better modifying situations and controlling the meaning of 
problems. They often built on the skills they had acquired 
in the military, learning from previous mistakes. This helped 
them use internal resources and personal characteristics 
(self) in a more productive manner to cope with change. 
Over time they increasingly gained a sense of control over 
what was happening (situation) and were able to deal 
more effectively with differences between the military and 
academic culture.

As examined in theme eight, although the literature 
supports the contention that avoidant coping is the de-
fault coping response used by student veterans (Bonar & 
Domenici, 2011; Romero et al., 2015). The findings of this 
study expanded the current literature by demonstrating 
that student veterans use differing levels of avoidance 
as well as a combination of positive and negative coping 
methods. Three of the 9 student veterans displayed a clear 
leaning towards avoidance.

My findings also indicated that 2 of the 9 student vet-
erans that usually resorted to avoidance methods were 
suffering from lingering mental health issues. These par-
ticipants commonly admitted to using destructive and 
unhealthy coping methods. The literature typifies these 
negative coping methods such as the overuse of alcohol, 
caffeine, and tobacco. I found an increased use of alcohol 
with veterans in the “avoidance” and “some avoidance” 
categories. Some participants also mentioned the use of 
alcohol to dampen the sense of loneliness they were ex-
periencing in college.

By applying Schlossberg’s theory (2011), I found that 
the veterans in my study had advanced their role change, 

disassociated themselves from the military, and had men-
tally “moved on.” These veterans ended their old set of 
roles, routines, and relationships once they separated from 
the military, and were in the moving in or moving through 
phase of college, depending on the number of terms they 
had completed.

CONCLUSION

Maladaptive methods like avoidance coping can have a 
significant negative impact on the higher education of stu-
dent veterans. The findings illustrate that the study parti-
cipants did not uniformly resort to avoidance techniques, 
but instead used a combination of positive and negative 
coping approaches when faced with academic and social 
challenges. Notably, 3 of the 9 student veterans exhibited 
a distinct penchant towards stress avoidance, 3 showed 
some levels of avoidance, while the remaining 3 displayed 
no avoidance characteristics at all. Unexpectedly, most 
participants in my study did not want to associate with 
or identify as veterans. I found that the veterans had ad-
vanced on to new student identities, disassociated them-
selves from the military, and had mentally moved on in 
their civilian transitions.

Many universities now provide role-dependent spe-
cialized services for student veterans. Correspondingly, 
if veterans no longer identify as veterans or are reluctant 
to be surrounded by other veterans, programs like vet-
eran orientations, student veteran first-year experiences, 
and counseling services offered at student veteran cen-
ters might be hard to justify if individuals are unwilling to 
take advantage of those support mechanisms. Universit-
ies should have holistic communication strategies in place 
that extend help, guidance, and support to student veteran 
non-identifiers. If universities unwittingly create stress or 
anxiety for student veterans, then they are not adequately 
serving their needs. Institutions can benefit from this re-
search by better understanding the varied coping methods 
of this unique and deserving student population.
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