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More often than 
not, when you hear the 
word “veteran” you 
don’t think about a 

woman. Though women have been 
serving since the Civil War, it wasn’t 
until the 1980 Census that women 
were asked if they served in the 
military; 1.2 million said yes.

Catching up with a 
growing population’s 

unemployment problem
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Since then, the number of female veterans has increased 
significantly. In a 2009 study, the California Research Bureau 
reported that “by 2000, the women veteran population had 
increased to 1.7 million; it continues to grow while the male veteran 
population gets smaller.” 

Naomi House is a transitional living environment for female 
veterans run by The Salvation Army Haven program on the West 
Los Angeles Veterans Administration campus. Programs like 
this help women veterans who are homeless and unemployed get 
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independent housing, apply for benefits, get involved in groups 
and therapy treatments and find a job. 

But with a 15-person maximum in Naomi House, tackling the 
problems of unemployment and homelessness among a growing 
population of female veterans without enough resources is a 
struggle. 

The Haven has 200 beds for men and 20 beds for women, 
according to Satin White, a case manager at Naomi House. 
Naomi House is one wing on the top of a three-story building. 
The remainder of the building is for the men.

Victoria Curtin, Naomi House’s program manager, said 
women’s programs don’t get as much funding not only because 
there are more male veterans but also because “men have 
more opportunity.” But the lack of programs isn’t only due to 
insufficient funding.

“People don’t realize there are homeless female veterans,” 
Curtin said. 

In some cases, the women themselves don’t realize they’re 
veterans.

“If you talk to a homeless woman who’s a veteran, they say no,” 
White said. “But if you ask if they served in the military, they say 
yes.”

Even though a female veteran is twice as likely to be homeless 
or unemployed, these women are resourceful—partly because 
of the woman’s natural role as a nurturer and partly because of 
military training—and they know how to fly under the radar, 
Curtin said. Plus, asking for help is a sign of weakness, especially 
in the military.

“[The military gives] you a duffel bag, experience, an education 
and you have to survive,” Develon Jackson, a Naomi House 
resident, said. You learn to be independent and grow up fast, she 
said. If you don’t, there are consequences.

Jackson is a bright, animated and 
friendly woman, a mother who dearly 
loves her family and is working hard to 
achieve her dreams. She joined the Navy 
in 1980 when she was 18 years old and 
served for six years as a jet mechanic. 
After leaving the Navy, she held jobs 
at the Postal Service and Anheuser 
Busch but couldn’t secure them because 
of undiagnosed post-traumatic stress 
disorder. Plus, she was dealing with the 
stresses of a husband, three kids and 
a new home; she turned to drugs and 
alcohol. 

In 1990, Jackson suffered a mental 
breakdown and woke up on skid row in 
downtown Los Angeles, where she lived 
for seven years before she was able to ask 
for help and begin recovery. 

Jackson said she wishes Naomi 
House could triple in size, because there 
are many more female veterans who 
are suffering like she did and current 
programs are barely scratching the 
surface of the problem. 

“It’s like putting a Band-Aid on 
cancer,” she said.

Marketability
In general, Curtin said employers 

might not understand the things women 
veterans learn in the military and 
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therefore are not as marketable for 
job placement. 

“Military experience doesn’t 
transfer well,” Curtin said.

It’s not because these women 
are uneducated but rather the 
education and experience they have 
is disadvantageous for today’s job 
market.

White said many women are trained in an occupation like diesel 
mechanics and “it’s not so easy to find a job in that field if you 
are a woman if you have no other training [other than military 
training].”

Some veterans were single moms or housewives before enlisting 
and many jobs are not accepting military training, even if it’s in the 
communications field, White said. 

Andromaque Etienne enlisted in the U.S. Army in 2003 when 
she was 19 and served for five years. She was a logistical specialist 
for the motor pool. Etienne was unemployed for the first of the 
three years since she’s been out, but not for lack of trying. She said 
she applied for everything but was either under- or overqualified. 

There are civilian equivalents to military jobs but the pay scale is 
not equal, she said. “It makes or breaks a veteran.”

The U.S. Army lists “stock control clerk, parts clerk or 
storekeeper with civilian factories, repair shops, department stores 
and government warehouses and stockrooms” as related civilian 
jobs to Etienne’s position.

Etienne currently works as a security guard but said it doesn’t 
cover all her expenses. Even though Etienne has seven years of 
work experience from both the Army and afterward, she said she is 
still earning minimum wage. 

Reintegration
Lack of work experience outside the 

military, unequal pay, societal challenges 
and physical health are all barriers to 
a female veteran’s reintegration into 
the workforce. And while stories about 
veterans like Etienne, Jackson and 
Rosemary Grubbs are inspiring, they 
emphasize that programs like Naomi 
House are necessary to help veterans 
efficiently reintegrate into civilian life.

Grubbs joined the Navy when she 
was 19 for three years, working for ship 
servicement assisting the merchant 
marines, submarines and other ships 
refuel or repack. She said much of what 
went on in the military, like sexism, 
unfairness and double standards, causes 

women to become displaced in 
society.

She suffers from bipolar 
disorder and military sexual 
trauma, but in her year living 
at Naomi House, she has been 
able to get help from different 
agencies, including the 
Department of Rehabilitation. 

“This has given me time to 
sort out issues I need to address,” Grubbs 
said. “It affords time I wouldn’t have 
were I under a bridge…time to work on 
myself,” she said.

These female veterans are working 
toward better employability. Grubbs 
is working as a teacher’s assistant and 
is attending L.A. Sierra University to 
complete her credentials. Etienne is 
attending classes at Everest College for 
a degree in criminal justice. Jackson is 
attending University of Phoenix for 
a degree in human services with an 
emphasis on psychology. Her dream is 
to work with female veterans and their 
children. 

“All you need is a little soap, water and 
love,” Jackson said.
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Caring.

Photos by Alma Bahman


