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Background

The results of this study provide inter- and cross-system understandings of 

trans veterans’ acculturative reintegration experiences. To help promote a 

more fulfilling psycho-socio-cultural adjustment for trans veterans into 

civilian life across military and civilian systems, psychology professionals can 

practice at least four system-wide efforts:

(1) Continue research to help develop an accurate understanding and 

representation of trans veterans’ experiences;

(2) Partner with policymakers to apply research findings to the 

development and redevelopment of policy and programming relevant to 

each element of the reintegration process;

(3) Consult with healthcare practitioners and institutions regarding ethical, 

research-informed, and affirmative care of trans veterans; and, above all,

(4) Collaborate with trans veterans to learn about their preferences for 

professionals’ involvement in those efforts.
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Recent government policy changes have reaffirmed the military 

service of transgender service members, thus more trans people may 

join and ultimately separate from military service. The process of leaving 

military service and resuming life as a civilian is called reintegration 

(Elnitsky et al., 2017). Prior to this study, research had not yet 

investigated trans veterans’ reintegration experiences.

Trans veterans may encounter unique changes during reintegration, 

e.g., in cultural identification, values, and behaviors within and across 

challenging military and civilian sociopolitical contexts which are 

associated with acculturative processes (Cicognani et al., 2018; Sam & 

Berry, 2006; Schwartz et al., 2010; Trivette, 2010). Gaining insight about 

reintegration experiences can promote understanding of difficulties 

encountered by, and inform development of supportive interventions 

for, trans veterans (Ahern et al., 2015).

This qualitative research study asked: What is the lived experience of 

U.S. trans veterans’ cultural reintegration from life in military society to 

life in civilian society?

Participants completed (1) a Qualtrics demographic survey, and 

(2) two semi-structured video interviews lasting 60-90 minutes via 

Zoom and Skype. The first interview asked questions regarding the 

reintegration experience, advice for reintegrating trans veterans, and 

recommendations for reintegration service providers; the second 

interview asked questions regarding the military culture(s) and civilian 

culture(s) relevant to the participant. Participants were compensated 

with an $15 electronic VISA gift card per interview completed.

NVivo was used to develop codes, categories, and themes, 

resulting in a composite description of the experiential essence 

including “what” participants experienced (i.e., textural description) 

and “how” they experienced it (i.e., structural description). Then, a 

composite description was created to represent the essence of the 

reintegration phenomenon for trans veterans.

Reintegration is: (1) An ongoing, complex process influenced by military 

and civilian cultural contexts, (2) Being uninformed about the realities and 

possibilities, (3) Navigating the personal impact of inter-system gender 

prejudice, (4) Redeveloping identity and worldview across cultures, (5) Moving 

forward with empowered purpose, and (6) Pursuing intra- and interpersonal 

stability to manage a sense of loss.

Advice participants had for their peers anticipating or experience 

reintegration: (1) Prepare for possible hardship, (2) Take a chance on 

rediscovering purpose, (3) Do what makes sense for yourself, (4) Seek 

connection in community, (5) Integrate the military past into a civilian future, 

(6) Find and use any resources and benefits, and (7) Plan early for success later. 

Recommendations for providers working with reintegrating trans 

veterans: (1) Improve and endorse reintegration services, (2) Recognize that 

reintegration for trans veterans is disparate and proliferate, (3) Be a 

responsive, available, informed resource, (4) Promote system-wide gender-

affirmative practices, (5) De-stigmatize psychological health(care), (6) Explore 

potentially merging identities within shifting communities, and (7) Foster own 

well-being too.
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Reintegration

Gender Identity Race/Ethnicity Age Military 
Branch

Rank at 
Separation

Years of 
Service

Nature of 
Discharge

1 Non-binary 
transmasculine 

White 25-30 Air Force E-3 1-5 Honorable, 
involuntary

2 Transmasculine Asian 25-30 Air Force E-4 1-5 Honorable, 
voluntary

3 Trans man White 35-40 Army E-4 1-5 Medical, 
involuntary

4 Transgender 
man

White 25-30 Marine 
Corps

E-5 1-5 Honorable, 
voluntary

5 Trans woman White 30-35 Army, Air 
Force

E-4 1-5 Honorable, 
involuntary

6 Trans man White 45-50 Army E-5 25-30 Retired
7 Transman Black/ 

European
25-30 Air Force E-4 5-10 Honorable, 

voluntary
8 Woman (soft 

butch)
White 25-30 Army E-4 1-5 Honorable, 

involuntary
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