
Employment Outcomes and PTSD Symptom Severity 
 

Smith, M.W., Schnurr, P.P. & Rosenhack, R.A. (2005). Employment outcomes and PTSD symptom severity. Mental 
Health Services Research, 7, 89-100. doi: 10.1007/s11020-005-3780-2 

 

 

Employment and earnings data were used to analyze how symptom severity correlates with work status, occupation type, and 

earnings among 325 male Vietnam-era Veterans with severe or very severe PTSD. Veterans with more severe PTSD symptoms 

were more likely to work part-time or not at all. Among employed Veterans, more severe PTSD symptoms were weakly 

associated with having a sales or clerical position. 

 

 

  
  

 
 Veterans with more severe PTSD symptoms were more likely to be unemployed or to work part-time than those with less 

severe PTSD. 

 Among employed Veterans, higher PTSD scores were weakly correlated with a higher probability of employment in the 

sales/clerical/other category. 

 Each 10% point increase in disability rating was associated with a 5% rise in the probability of not working and a 2% rise in the 

probability of working part-time. 

 Education beyond high school was associated with a substantially greater likelihood of holding a professional/technical job. 

 

 
 Programs could offer classes that teach strategies for coping with PTSD symptoms on the job and in higher education. 

 Programs could provide classes for families on the best way to support Service members with PTSD. 

 

 

 
 Policies could support the development and funding of work programs for those with PTSD. 

 Policies could establish job coaching programs to support Veterans in being successful in a range of job situations. 

 

 
 Longitudinal research could track individuals over a period of several years. 

 Additional studies could assess whether Veterans with serious mental illness reduce their use of VA services when their earned 

income rises.  
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 Male Vietnam-era Veterans under 55 years old were randomized into either 30 weekly trauma-focused or present-centered 

group therapy sessions; the weekly sessions were followed by 5 monthly group therapy sessions. 
 Data were collected at baseline and 5 later points. Participants were asked questions about employment and earnings, usual 

occupation, PTSD symptoms, disability rating, demographics, and combat exposure; participants also underwent a diagnostic 
interview for PTSD. 

 Differences between groups were assessed using t-tests and regressions predicted work status, and monthly earnings. 
 

 
 325 male Vietnam-era Veterans with severe or very severe PTSD were included. 
 Self-reported worker characteristics (n=110, 34%): Mean age = 49.80 years (SD=2.08), 20% Black, 60% had 13-16 years of 

education.   
 Self-reported non-worker characteristics (n=215, 66%): Mean age = 49.70 years (SD=2.08), 23% Black, 50% had 13-16 years 

of education.   
 No information on military branch was provided. 

 

 
 These results are only generalizable to male Vietnam-era Veterans with severe PTSD who were willing to participate in several 

months of treatment for PTSD. 
 Income data were limited to self-reported earnings, and did not account for earnings from spouses that may impact labor force 

participation. 
 The data is cross-sectional and causal conclusions cannot be drawn.  
 Some participants could have been engaged in noncompetitive employment programs sponsored by the VA or other public 

agencies, and the report of employment and earnings may not be reflective of true labor-market capabilities. 
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The limitations of this study are… ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐  
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