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Abstract 
Helping military veterans successfully transition to civilian life is an important issue. Education can help with 
this transition. No prior studies were found on the general type of undergraduate major United States (US) 
Chapter 31 veterans enroll in. Chapter 31 provides tuition benefits to help entitled transitioning military veterans, 
with service-connected disabilities, go to college to obtain a degree. Self-determination theory (SDT) suggests 
two general categories of majors, intrinsic (I) versus extrinsic (E). Intrinsic motivation emphasizes doing a task 
for its inherent satisfaction, while extrinsic motivation targets doing the same task to achieve external rewards, 
such as compensation. Archival data was analyzed using small samples of undergraduate Chapter 31 military 
veterans in 2016, 2018 and 2020. Overall, the results supported the research question, i.e., Chapter 31 veterans 
will be more likely to choose intrinsically motivating versus extrinsically motivating college majors. Results, 
including limitations and suggestions for future research are discussed.  

Keywords: chapter 31 United States military veterans, self-determination theory, extrinsic motivation, college 
major 

1. Introduction 
1.1 Introduce the Problem 

As military veterans in the United States (U.S.) leave the military and transition to civilian life, they can face 
many challenges. The Transitioning to Civilian Life Scale (TCLS) measures three general factors that are part of 
an overall transition for a veteran to become a civilian: psychosocial well-being, economic well-being, and 
physical health (Weiss, Rubin, & Graeser, 2019). The economic well-being factor contains items asking about 
stable finances; housing quality; job stability; future career; and getting the education needed. As part of their 
transition, research has shown that veterans may enroll in college (Rumann & Hamrick, 2010) or community 
college (Evans, Pellegrino, & Hoggan, 2015). Some transitioning military veterans have been in prior combat 
situations or combat zones, and of these veterans, some have been wounded or injured. The Vocational 
Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E) program is authorized under Title 38, U.S. Code, Chapter 31 (U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018). It is referred to as the Chapter 31 program and assists entitled veterans 
with service-connected disabilities and an employment handicap to prepare for, find, and maintain a job. These 
military service-connected disabilities are often due to being wounded or injured in a combat zone (Miller, Hall, 
Agyapong, Kelly, & McArthur, 2011), and can also include psychological disabilities, such as Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD).  

To be eligible for Chapter 31 benefits, a military veteran must file a claim showing a service-connected disability 
rating of at least 10 percent with a serious employment handicap, or 20 percent or more disability rating with an 
employment handicap (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018). This rating is generally determined by 
medical test results and/or a doctor’s report and VA claim exam. The rating can cover such areas as 
mobility-related (e.g., assisted walking or wheelchair); physical limitations (e.g., bending, carrying, climbing 
ladders/stairs, grasping, pulling/pushing, sensitivity to bright lights or loud noises), or if frequent rest breaks are 
required. A Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor typically works with the veteran to determine eligibility and 
develop a plan, which can include enrolling in college to obtain a degree. Chapter 31 provides benefits to help 
these entitled transitioning service members go to college to obtain a college degree. The signed agreement 
between the veteran and Veterans Administration is used as part of the admission process to college. A disability 
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statement, typically validated by a college’s Disability Resource Services Center letter, can affect the classroom 
learning and testing conditions for a Chapter 31 veteran in an Instructor’s class. For example, this could include: 
alternate format textbooks, prior class access to any material to be projected on a screen or written on a board 
during class, more time for examinations, and testing in a distraction-reduced environment. The purpose of this 
study was to investigate if these Chapter 31 veterans returning to college were more likely to choose a more 
intrinsically-oriented versus a more extrinsically-oriented undergraduate college major.  

1.2 Explore Importance of the Problem  

The United States Department of Veterans Affairs (2016) estimated that by 2021, there will be about 5.1 million 
veterans who were on active duty after September 10, 2001 (Post-9/11 Veterans). Of those Post-9/11 Veterans, it 
was further estimated that only 32% will have a bachelor’s degree or higher. In their sample of Post-9/11 
Veterans, Morgan, Desmarais and Neupert (2017) found positive self-reported relationships of increased 
education to happiness and health. In their qualitative study, Bagby, Barnard-Brak, Thompson and Sulak (2015) 
found that student veterans’ university-related educational experiences, such as joining a social network, and 
interacting with same-major peers and faculty contacts, were helpful as they transitioned from military to civilian 
life. Prior studies of veterans returning to college or community college have typically focused on student 
transition concerns, much of which was related to policies that complicated re-enrollment, such as lapses in 
student insurance, cancellation of financial aid, or being off-sequence for infrequently offered courses (e.g., 
Rumann & Hamrick, 2010). Other studies have argued the need for increased support to help 
returning-to-college veterans, such as having access to student veterans’ organizations, additional mentoring, or 
veterans’ resource centers (e.g., Evans et al., 2015). However, the authors were unable to find any prior research 
investigating the type of college major Chapter 31 veterans were more likely to choose upon enrolling. Finding 
the right major, leading to a stronger job fit after graduation, would be important to help such veterans make a 
smoother transition back to civilian life. General research with college graduates supports this right 
major—stronger job success link (Ellison, 2019). Prior research has found that academic motivation, whatever 
the major, is a significant determinant of a college student’s scholastic performance and happiness (Niemiec & 
Ryan, 2009).  

1.3 Relevant Scholarship 

While there is much research on the negative outcomes experienced as a result of combat, such as PTSD (Pless, 
Kaiser, Cook, Glick, & Moye, 2019), or loneliness and depression (Martin & Lucas Hartley, 2017), studies have 
also found that there can be positive outcomes, such as post traumatic growth (Blau & Miller, 2019), and 
resilience (Green, Calhoun, Dennis, & Beckham, 2010). Military veterans successfully transitioning to being 
productive employees possess such qualities as leadership, teamwork, maintaining control under pressure, 
integrity, and being goal-oriented (Hammock, 2015). Such qualities/factors can be integrated into 
self-determination theory or SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000). SDT focuses on intrinsic motivation, i.e., doing a task 
for its inherent satisfaction, and humans’ fundamental needs for competence, autonomy and relatedness. This can 
be contrasted to extrinsic motivation, which targets doing the same task to achieve external rewards, or avoid 
punishment (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Being self-determined is defined (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 76) as a human’s 
“natural inclination toward assimilation, mastery, spontaneous interest, and exploration.” We believe that 
Chapter 31 veterans, given the above-mentioned qualities they possess, will be more likely to choose 
intrinsically versus extrinsically motivating college majors. 

Prior work has classified college majors as being more intrinsically (I) versus more extrinsically (E) oriented. 
For example, business students with such majors as accounting, business management, finance, and marketing, 
with a general emphasis on maximizing profits, have a higher extrinsic value orientation than education majors, 
who are more intrinsically motivated (Vansteenkiste, Duriez, Simons, & Soenens, 2006). Engineering-related 
and technology-related majors, because of their generally higher paying jobs, tend to attract more 
extrinsically-motivated students (Garcia, 2019). Yu and Levesque-Bristol (2018) argued that all science-related 
majors, including natural sciences, such as biology, chemistry and physics, as well as social sciences, such as 
psychology and sociology, and their application to social work, computers, and human resources, should be more 
intrinsically motivated. This intrinsic motivation would also extend to health-related majors, such as nursing, 
kinesiology, public health, and therapeutic recreation. In addition, the humanities, since they nurture human 
inquisitiveness and interest should be higher on intrinsic motivation (Gonzalez-Cutre, Sierra, Ferriz, & Hager, 
2016). Humanities’ majors would include: foreign languages, religion, art, music, history, political science, 
geography, English and philosophy (Ayers, 2009).  
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1.4 Research Question 

In the absence of any prior research, and applying SDT to Chapter 31 veterans, this study posed the following 
research question (RQ): 

RQ—Chapter 31 military veterans will be more likely to choose intrinsically motivating versus extrinsically 
motivating college majors.  

2. Method 
2.1 Sample and Procedure 

Student records from a large, urban Mid-Atlantic public university were used. As part of its normal enrollment 
procedures, the University keeps track of military veterans who enroll in different programs of study. This data 
includes the veteran’s name, contact information, chapter code description, major, and college. Only the name, 
chapter code and major were used for study analyses. Chapter 31 was the only chapter code description used in 
this study. As noted above, it assists entitled military veterans with service-connected disabilities and an 
employment handicap to prepare for, find, and maintain a job by providing tuition benefits. Chapter 31 student 
university enrollees constituted a small fraction of the University’s student military veterans (less than 5% in any 
year analyzed), and only undergraduate student records were used. The number of Chapter 31 graduate students 
was less than 1% of the University’s student military veterans. Archival data were used for this study, and data 
was available for the years 2016, 2018 and 2020. A two-year gap was used to eliminate analyzing the same 
student—same major record within the four-year period (any duplicates were deleted). The only exception to 
using a student more than once is if their major changed across the surveys. If a student did change majors, 
regardless of general I versus E category, this data was included. There were several examples of such students 
changing majors. There was no clear pattern of students’ changing from an I major to an E major or vice-a-versa.  

2.2 Measures 

Gender was identified using the name of the respondent. This information was used to give male versus female 
percentage breakdown in any year. .  

Chapter 31 was the only chapter code used. This code is assigned once it is determined the veterans meets the 
requirements. As noted above, a military veteran must have a Veteran’s Administration service-connected 
disability rating of at least 10 percent with a serious employment handicap, or 20 percent or more with an 
employment handicap (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018). A Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor 
typically works with the veteran to determine eligibility and develop a plan, which can include enrolling in 
college to obtain a degree. The signed agreement between the veteran and Veterans Administration is used as 
part of the admission process to college.  

Student major listed for each veteran in a given year. The majors were coded I for intrinsically motivated or E 
for extrinsically motivated. Coding was based on the literature review. Intrinsic motivation involves doing a task 
for its inherent satisfaction, and humans’ fundamental needs for competence, autonomy and relatedness (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000). Meanwhile, extrinsic motivation for doing the same task focuses more on achieving external 
rewards, such as compensation. Business majors (except human resource management), engineering-related and 
technology-related majors (unless from a science college) were coded E (Garcia, 2019; Vansteenkiste et al., 
2006). All science-related majors, including natural, social, and applied science, as well as health-related majors, 
were coded I (Yu & Levesque-Bristol, 2018). All humanities majors were coded I (Ayers, 2009; Gonzalez-Cutre 
et al., 2016). Coding results are reported in the Tables. All authors checked the coding.  

Qualitative data. The first author is a military combat veteran and over a 12-year period has collected data via 
interviews with and podcasts on combat veterans. The third author was the Student Veterans Association (SVA) 
Faculty Advisor, from 2010 to 2019, at the University where the data were collected. Their observations are 
reported in the Discussion section. 

2.3 Data Analyses 

All data were re-coded in SPSS-PC (2015). Chi-square analyses, using the MedCalc (2020) comparison of 
proportions, were performed for each year to see if there was significant difference in the percentage of Chapter 
31 veterans who had Intrinsic-oriented (I) versus Extrinsic-oriented (E) majors. A significance level of p < .10 
(two-tailed) was used as the cutoff for statistical significance. It has been asserted that p = .10 is “an appropriate 
default level of confidence” (Hopkins, Marshall, Batterham, & Hanin, 2008, p. 6).  
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3. Results 
3.1 Test of Research Question 

Tables 1, 2 and 3 show the breakdown of undergraduate majors for Chapter 31 veterans. Table 1 reports 2016 
data, Table 2 reports 2018 data and Table 3 reports 2020 data. Specific majors are listed alphabetically for each 
table. After each major an I for Intrinsic Motivation or E for Extrinsic Motivation is given. There are several 
points to note about classifying specific majors into I versus E categories, beyond what has already been noted. 
In Table 3, Computer Science was categorized as an I major because this degree is from the College of Science 
(as noted), and would be considered an applied science major (Yu & Levensque-Bristol, 2018). If the major was 
based in the Business School (e.g., Management Information Systems, as in Table 1) it would have been 
classified as an E major. Also, in Table 3, Sport & Recreation Management is categorized as an I major. Yu and 
Levensque-Bristol (2018) found that sport-science majors, as part of a more general category, had significantly 
higher self-determination (intrinsic) motivation than business/management/finance majors. The Chi-square 
results across the three tables supported the research question, Chapter 31 veterans were more likely to choose 
intrinsically motivating versus extrinsically motivating college majors. In addition, a gender analysis for each 
table showed that at least 85% of the respondents were male in a given year.  
 
Table 1. 2016 undergraduate majors for chapter 31 veterans 

Major (I versus E)a Frequency Percent 

 Accounting (E) 2 6.3  
Advertising (E) 1 3.1  
African American Studies (I) 1 3.1  
Art (I) 1 3.1  
Biology (I) 1 3.1  
Business Management (E) 1 3.1  
Career and Technical Education (I) 1 3.1  
English (I) 1 3.1  
Film and Media Arts (I) 1 3.1  
Finance (E) 1 3.1  
Geography/Urban Studies (I) 1 3.1  
Kinesiology (I) 4 12.5  
Management Information Systems (E) - Business 1 3.1  
Marketing (E) 1 3.1  
Media Studies and Production (I) 1 3.1  
Public health (I) 2 6.3  
Religion (I) 1 3.1  
Sec Ed-English Ed (I) 1 3.1  
Social Work – Undergraduate (I) 5 15.6  
Theory – Music (I) 1 3.1  
Therapeutic Recreation (I) 1 3.1  
Undeclared-Education (I) 2 6.3  
Total 32 100.0 

Note. a I = Intrinsic-oriented, n = 25 (78%); E = Extrinsic-oriented, n = 7 (22%); Chi-square = 19.76 (1, n = 32), p < .01.  
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Table 2. 2018 undergraduate majors for chapter 31 veterans 

Major (I versus E)a Frequency Percent 
 Accounting (E) 1 2.4  
Adult & Organizational Develop (I) 2 4.9  
Athletic Training (I) 1 2.4  
Biology (I) 1 2.4  
Business Administration (E) 2 4.9  
Business Management (E) 3 7.3  
Chemistry (I) 1 2.4   
Construction Mgt Tech (E) 1 2.4  
Electrical Engineering (E) 1 2.4  
Facilities Management (I) 1 2.4  
Film and Media Arts (I) 1 2.4  
Finance (E) 3 7.3  
Financial Planning (E) 1 2.4  
Geography/Urban Studies (I) 1 2.4  
Human Develop Commnty Engage (I) 1 2.4  
Human Resource Management (I) 1 2.4  
International Affairs (I) 1 2.4  
Kinesiology (I) 1 2.4  
Legal Studies (I) 1 2.4  
Mechanical Engineering (E) 2 4.9  
Middle Grades Education (I) 2 4.9  
Performance – Music (I) 1 2.4  
Philosophy (I) 2 4.8  
 Public health (I) 3 7.3  
 Risk Management and Insurance (E) 1 2.4  
 Sec Ed-English Ed (I) 1 2.4  
 Social Work – Undergraduate (I) 2 4.9  
 Therapeutic Recreation (I) 2 4.9  
 Total 41 100.0 

Note. a I = Intrinsic-oriented, n = 26 (63%); E = Extrinsic-oriented, n = 15 (37%); Chi-square = 5.48 (1, n = 41), p < .02.  

 
Table 3. 2020 undergraduate majors for chapter 31 veterans 

Major (I versus E)a Frequency Percent 
 Accounting (E) 4 11.1  
Accounting - Online BBA (E) 1 2.8  
Advertising - Media & Communication (I) 1 2.8  
Biology (I) 1 2.8  
Business Administration (E) 2 5.6  
Business Management (E) 2 5.6  
Chinese (I) 1 2.8  
Comm and Social Influence (I) 1 2.8  
Communication Studies (I) 1 2.8  
Computer Science BS – College of Science (I) 1 2.8  
Criminal Justice (I) 1 2.8  
Early Child-Elem Ed ERK4 (I) 1 2.8  
Economics BBA (E) 1 2.8  
Electrical Engineering (E) 1 2.8  
Engineering Technology (E) 1 2.8  
Film and Media Arts (I) 1 2.8  
Finance (E) 1 2.8  
Geography-Urban Studies (I) 1 2.8  
Human Resource Management (I) 1 2.8  
Mechanical Engineering (E) 1 2.8  
Psychology (I) 2 5.6  
Recreational Therapy (I) 2 5.6  
Social Work (I) 3 8.3 
 Sport & Recreation Management (I) 2 5.6  
 Therapeutic Recreation (I) 1 2.8  
 Undeclared- School of Art (I) 1 2.8  
 Total 36 100.0 

Note. a I = Intrinsic-oriented, n = 22 (61%) ; E = Extrinsic-oriented, n = 14 (39%); Chi-square = 3.44 (1, n = 36), p = .06.  
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4. Discussion 
To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study comparing the general category of majors for Chapter 31 
student veterans. Across three time periods, separated by two years, chapter 31 veterans were more likely to 
choose intrinsically-oriented majors than extrinsically-oriented majors. These results were only minimally 
affected when students who had changed majors were deleted. Given the acknowledged values of military 
veterans, such as teamwork, leadership, integrity, and being goal-oriented (Hammock, 2015), these results are 
consistent with SDT, which includes a person’s “natural inclination towards assimilation, mastery, spontaneous 
interest, and exploration” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 76). Finding a satisfying major should be useful to help such 
veterans make a smoother transition back to civilian life. The high percentage of Chapter 31 males found is 
consistent with prior research showing a high percentage of male combat veterans (Blau & Miller, 2019). This 
suggests that most, if not all, Chapter 31 veterans received their service-connected disability in a combat zone. 
In twelve years of working with combat veterans, the lead author, himself a combat veteran, had collected 
considerable interviews and podcasts data which anecdotally suggested that combat veterans entering financial, 
insurance or banking business-related careers were often discouraged by the internal staff competition. Another 
key anecdote, from the lead author, which is supported by the literature (Davis & Minnis, 2017), was that many 
combat veterans have experienced high levels of teamwork, and supervision/management in life and death 
situations. They described not finding teamwork or even trust in some business environments. Moreover, 
comments from veterans described the mission continuing and being of service. For example, a non-profit 
organization, Team Rubicon, operates under the assumption that veterans want to continue to serve others 
(Brown, 2014). This is evidenced by veterans volunteering to help after natural disasters. This qualitative data 
supports Chapter 31 veterans being more likely to choose intrinsically-oriented majors.  

From 2010 through the fall 2019, the third author was the Student Veterans Association (SVA) Faculty Advisor 
at the University where the data were collected. She made a number of direct observations over this time period. 
First, veterans were frustrated with inefficient university-level processes (Rumann & Hamrick, 2010). Second, 
given their stronger teamwork and goal-orientation (Hammock, 2015), veterans were also irritated by 
disorganized activities, e.g., group projects, poorly structured classes or SVA activities. Third, the Chapter 31 
SVA veterans were even more frustrated than the normal veteran as they were dealing with the transition issues 
that all veterans faced along with their disabilities. Fourth, it was important for incoming veterans to see a core 
group of veterans already involved in the University SVA in order for these incoming veterans to participate. 
Otherwise, veterans tended to seclude themselves from campus activites and turned to the local Veterans 
Administration organization for support. This observation reinforces the importance of a vibrant SVA being in 
place to continue recruiting new members (Evans et al., 2015), especially as graduating veterans naturally left 
the University SVA. Finally, to further validate the relevance of distinguishing I-majors versus E-majors, the 
Faculty Advisor found that when the top two officer positions in the University SVA were occupied by an 
I-major versus an E-major there was less collaboration and group cohesion.  

4.1 Study Limitations and Future Research 

This study is best regarded as exploratory given its limitations. Only very small sample sizes could be used in 
any one year because Chapter 31 veterans make up a tiny percentage (less than 5%) of chapter coded veterans 
going to the University. Data analysis was limited to undergraduate data bcause the number of Chapter 31 
veterans doing graduate work was too small to analyze. Although the Chapter 31 program assists entitled 
veterans with service-connected disabilities, and the high percentage of males for the Chapter 31 respondents in 
this study is consistent with prior research using combat zone veterans (Blau & Miller, 2019), we could not 
directly assess if all Chapter 31 respondents were combat zone veterans. Given the limitations of the archival 
data, it was not possible to directly assess the intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation of the Chapter 31 respondents. 
Such an academic motivation measure is available (Yu & Levesque-Bristol, 2018) and should be used in future 
research. Additional demographic data, e.g., age, type of service-connected disability, discharge date from the 
military, and if the decision to return to college took place soon after discharge or after a period of substantial 
employment, were not available and could have been helpful to further understand the relationships found. 
Ideally, future research should track Chapter 31 respondents to see if they find job placement consistent with 
their major after they graduate. This job placement could identify whether it is for a profit versus non-profit 
organization, as well as how the job accommodates a “serious employment handicap.” Chapter 31 veterans 
constituted only a small percentage of veterans receiving college tuition benefits. By contrast, Chapter 33 post 
9/11 was the highest University chapter code description for enrolled student veterans, and compromised over 50% 
of the chapter code descriptions in any year. Chapter 33 (post-9/11 GI Bill, Ch 33) pays for tuition or job training 
if a student veteran was on active duty after 9/10/01, for up to three years with three years of service (U.S. 
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Department of Veterans Affairs, 2016). Future research could investigate if there is a systematic choice of 
majors for these veterans. It would also be interesting to compare different chapter code veterans, e.g., Chapter 
31 versus Chapter 33, to see for example if Chapter 31 veterans took a longer break between returning and 
starting college than Chapter 33 students, to figure out what they wanted to major in.  

4.2 Conclusion 

The research design of this study is unique in comparing three small samples of Chapter 31 US military veterans, 
separated by a two-year gap, over a four-year time period, on type of undergraduate major being pursued, i.e., 
intrinsic versus extrinsic. The results of this study suggest that Chapter 31 respondents, perhaps because of 
having a continued “desire to serve”, are more likely to choose intrinsic versus extrinsically-oriented majors. 
There has been no prior research investigating the type of major Chapter 31 veterans returning to college choose. 
Given the future estimated number of veterans who may be enrolling in college after deployment, it is important 
to help all returning veterans find a satisfying major that will help them in their transition to civilian life. A 
satisfying major can support the post traumatic growth of military veterans. This is particularly important if a 
chosen major leads to meaningful and satisfying work for the veteran.  
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