
Supporting Veterans 
and Military Families: 
Partner Snapshot  
Museums and libraries have long served as place-based hubs for members of the 
public to engage in informal learning, access collections for educational or aes-
thetic purposes, and participate in civic dialogue. Across the country, changing 
community needs and priorities along with new modes of engagement have creat-
ed an imperative to connect with and serve the public in ways that extend beyond 
traditional institutional formats and settings. Museums and libraries have begun 
to respond to this imperative. In so doing, they are connecting with the public 
in new and deeper ways, strengthening the social and institutional networks that 
support community wellbeing, and acting as catalysts to spark positive change.1

Community Salute is an initiative of the Institute of Museum and Library Services 
(IMLS), with the goal of studying how libraries and museums are responding to 
the needs of veterans and their families and developing new strategies to work 
with community collaborations to provide better services for this important con-
stituency.2 Community Salute is an example of the ways museums and libraries 
can work as community catalysts. 

COMMUNITY SALUTE / LIBRARIES AND MUSEUMS SERVING  
VETERANS AND MILITARY FAMILIES
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Over the last few years, veterans and military families 
have garnered significant national attention. 

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, national campaigns led by multi-sector partner-
ships, and a growing social sector are dedicated to supporting this population. Museums 
and libraries are well-positioned partners to contribute to this work and bring a unique set 
of assets (research expertise, physical space, strong networks, and community trust) they 
can use to support and engage veterans and military families within their local communi-
ties. By partnering with groups and organizations that are dedicated to supporting this pop-
ulation, museums and libraries can help create a broader, more cohesive support system. 

This brief provides an overview of the main actors already supporting veterans and military 
families across a variety of services and programs. It also supplies a guide for mapping 
the service providers within your community, so that your institution may begin identify-
ing local actors and opportunities to engage. 

OVERVIEW OF THE VETERAN AND MILITARY  
FAMILY COMMUNITY
Military experiences are distinct from civilian experi-
ences. Research shows that veterans and their families 
benefit from support as they reintegrate into civilian 
society, particularly with respect to forming community 
connections, transitioning successfully into the civilian 
world and workplace, ensuring economic security, and 
maintaining health and wellness.3 And during an indi-
vidual’s active duty, his or her family may struggle with 
high rates of mobility and separation, low levels of spou-
sal employment, financial instability, and difficulty ac-
cessing adequate childcare, due to the military lifestyle. 
While these circumstances sometimes pose challenges, 
they also represent opportunities to engage and support 
veterans and military families where it matters most. 

Because the population is so diverse, it is important to 
consider the range of support veterans might need (see 

Range of Supports).4 Basic and emergency needs address 
some of the challenges that in-crisis veterans and mil-
itary families may face, such as lack of employment or 
mental health services. Those with more stability may be 
interested in participating in volunteer opportunities or in 
professional and leadership development activities. While 
not exhaustive, this illustrates the range of opportunities 
your library or museum might have to become involved. 
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SERVICE PROVIDERS
Across the country, programs offered by a variety of 
cross-sector organizations are providing services to sup-
port veterans and military families. Along with the Veter-
ans Affairs Department, a large group of intermediaries, 
nonprofits, and private- and public-sector entities work 
to provide these services.

THE DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) is a federal 
government agency and is the largest service provid-
er for veterans and military families. The VA system is 
large, complex, and includes three main branches: the 
Veterans Health Administration, the Veterans Benefit 

Administration, and the National Cemetery Administra-
tion. At a local level, you are most likely to encounter 
the VA through the County Veteran Service Officer, who 
advocates for and assists with filing benefit claims, or 
the local Vet Center, which provides a broad range of 
counseling, outreach, and referral services to combat 
veterans and their families. State Veterans Affairs de-
partments complement some of the services provided by 
the federal VA agency. 

The VA network supports veterans and military families 
in two main ways: 

• The first is by providing specific veteran benefits. 
These include health insurance and services under 
the VA healthcare system; employment and education 

http://www.va.gov
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THE VETERAN AFFAIRS (VA) SYSTEM IS LARGE AND COMPLEX, 
SERVING THROUGH THREE MAIN BRANCHES AND OPERATING ACROSS MULTIPLE LEVELS 

FOR MANY LIBRARIES AND MUSEUMS, CONNECTING TO THE VA OFTEN OCCURS 
AT THE LOCAL COMMUNITY AND COUNTY LEVELS

VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION 

VETERANS BENEFIT ADMINISTRATION 
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A Snapshot of the VA System

benefits (GI Bill); disability and compensation benefits 
(for individuals with a debilitating war injury); pension 
benefits (for veterans retired from the military); hous-
ing and home loan benefits; and burial and memori-
al services for veterans and their families. To access 
these benefits, individuals must apply and meet cer-
tain eligibility requirements.5  

• In addition, the VA can help connect individuals 
affiliated with the military to a wide array of relevant 
services. For example, if a retired combat veteran 
and his wife were to search for emotional and family 
support as they settle into a new community, they 
could connect to the community-based Vet Center 
and use the readjustment counseling services of-
fered there. Alternatively, a young post-9/11 female 
veteran looking to further her career in the tech-
nology field could visit the County Veteran Service 

Officer to identify career and employment services. 
Often, access to these services is not tied to strict 
eligibility requirements, but is open to individuals 
with a military affiliation.

However, some individuals encounter barriers that limit 
access and use of VA benefits, particularly for health-
care services. One significant impediment is the lack of 
a tracking system after discharge that supports veteran 
transitions into the VA (or other organizations). Unless 
the veteran voluntarily and proactively registers with the 
local VA office, he or she may have limited awareness and 
understanding of VA benefits6  Other factors, such as gaps 
in gender-specific and mental health services, result in 
limited access to these services, often by those that need 
them most. For example, female veterans are 30 percent 
less likely to enroll in VA health care than their male coun-
terparts, even though lifetime female healthcare expenses 
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can be one-third higher than male expenses.7 Further, 
veterans in certain locations may lack the infrastructure 
to access VA services. For example, those who live in rural 
areas may not have access to public transportation, or 
may not have a local VA institution to visit.8  

OTHER PARTNERS
Over the last few years, there has been an increase in 
organizations serving veterans and military families, 
particularly in the social sector  —  the number of vet-
eran-serving charities has grown by 41 percent since 
2008.9 The landscape of non-VA partners typically falls 
into four large categories: 

• Intermediaries, such as funders, who often provide 
the sponsorship or funding for veteran programs and 
services, but don’t necessarily operate a program 
themselves.

• Nonprofits/NGOs, such as faith-based organizations 
or veteran service organizations (VSOs), whose mis-
sions are to support the veteran and military family 
community.

• Private entities, such as businesses and corpora-
tions, that sponsor or lead sector-wide initiatives to 
support veterans and their families.

• Public entities, such as colleges or cultural institu-
tions, that are publicly funded and governed, and 

The VA Not Only Offers Health Care and Benefits, but Also Has a
 Large Network of Resources

The VA can help provide and connect all kinds of individuals affiliated with the military to 
a wide array of services 

A retired veteran and 
his wife are searching 
for emotional and 
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settle into their new 
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A young post-9/11 
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provide services and programs to veterans and mil-
itary families.

The services and programs that these types of organi-
zations offer are slightly different from the benefits and 
services the VA offers. Rather than direct healthcare 
insurance or education funding, these organizations pro-
vide programs or activities for veterans and military fam-
ilies that are intended to build community, find employ-
ment, or even volunteer opportunities.10  For example:

• The National Endowment of the Arts, a federal grant-
maker, partners with the Department of Defense, 
The Writer’s Center, and the Walter Reed National 
Military Medical Center to provide writing workshops 
through Operation Homecoming to help injured veter-
ans throughout their healing process.

• Team Rubicon, a national nonprofit, provides emer-
gency relief services during natural disasters; its 
volunteer corps is made up of trained veterans who 
want to continue their service in the civilian world.

• JP Morgan Chase, a private financial services firm 
and one of the country’s largest banking institu-
tions, helped launch the Veterans Job Mission, an 
industry-wide workforce development initiative that 
is committed to hiring 1 million veterans by 2020.

• The University of Nebraska-Lincoln, a public research 
university, established a Military and Veteran Suc-
cess Center, with leadership from its student veter-
ans, to support educational success.

While a combination of these types of organizations may 
be operating within a community, navigating and access-
ing these services can still be challenging:11  

Those living in rural areas often lack the resources to  
access services. 

“Rural vets are underserved, and [it’s harder for them] to 

get to services. A significant number of poor and rural com-

munities don’t have the infrastructure that large communi-

ties have.”  –Researcher 

There is limited awareness and understanding of “what is 
out there.” 

“Both veterans and active duty service members report hav-

ing minimal awareness of available transition resources.”  
–Blue Star Families Survey, 2015  

Cultural competency is often necessary to ensure effec-
tive delivery of services. 

“Even though there seems to be an abundance of services, 

it’s hard [for veterans] to get connected to services when 

they need it in the way that is comfortable [for them] to 

receive it.” –Researcher

WHERE TO BEGIN?
Learning about the service providers and potential part-
ners that may be already working in your community can 
help ensure that your museum or library complements 
and builds upon existing work. To get started, visit the 
VA website, your local Vet Center, and your county Vet-
eran Service Officer to learn about what is happening 
around you. Connecting with the VA can provide great 
insights into the military population and what services 
and benefits are currently available in your community. 
Then research offerings to identify which other organi-
zations are already working with veterans and military 
families.12 Because each community is different, the 
landscape will be unique to your locale.

One way of identifying your potential partners is through 
an actor map. An actor map is a visual tool that depicts 
the different individuals and organizations (“actors”) 
that compose and affect a system. Actor maps can help 
you:

• Better understand current actors and their roles.

• Diagnose the level of engagement and strength of 
connections among actors.

• Identify opportunities to build new relationships.

• Identify potential points of intervention and levers 
of change.

https://www.va.gov/
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To create your own actor map for veterans and military 
families, follow the basic steps outlined below.13 You can 
complete your map with colleagues at your institution 
to build collective understanding and to source as many 
actors as possible. 

1. Identify important issues or opportunity areas that 
are relevant to veterans and military families in your  
community (this can be done by completing a needs 

assessment14). This will give a frame to your map. 
The actor map shown here (see Actor Map Template) 
is divided into five different opportunity areas:  
Community Connection, Successful Transitions, 
Resilient Families, Economic Security, and Health 
and Wellness. (Note: these opportunity areas are 
illustrative; yours will likely look different.)

2. Brainstorm, or research and identify, actors in your 
community that in some way affect veterans and 
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Actor Map Template

Example of a Completed Actor Map
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military families. Write each actor on a sticky 
note. Consider actors that cross different sectors 
(e.g., nonprofits, veteran service organizations,  
community organizations, business, educational in-
stitutions, faith-based communities, and funders).  
 
To guide your brainstorming or research, consider the  
following questions:

• What people or places do veterans and  
military families interact with on a regular basis?

• What organizations support or influence  
veterans or military families?

• Who funds relevant people, places,  
or organizations?

• Who conducts relevant research?

• Who sets policy?

3. Populate the map, placing each sticky note where you 
think it belongs on the map. Actors that directly in-
teract with veterans and military families are closest 
to the center, and those with less direct influence 
are placed further out. 

Once you have completed this exercise, reflect on the 
placement of actors on the map and answer the follow-
ing questions: 

• What do you observe about the relationships that 
your museum or library has with these actors?  

• What does this suggest about where your museum 
or library should build long-term relationships to 
support veterans and/or military families? 

CONCLUSION
Knowing the other stakeholders in your community helps 
lead to new and deeper partnerships and highlights  
areas where your organization may be well positioned to 
contribute. For many libraries and museums, the local 
VA offices are the best places to begin understanding 
the different offerings for veterans and military families 
in your community. Identifying other stakeholders — in 
addition to the VA — can highlight the assets (such as 
content expertise and networks of relationships) that 
each organization can bring. Working together to leverage 
each other’s strengths to pilot, expand, or complement 
existing work can help maximize your contributions. Li-
brarians and museum staff engaged in this work empha-
sized the power of partnerships:15  

“Every community is unique. Survey the veteran [and military 

family] landscape before embarking on new programming/

initiatives for true ability to collaborate.” 

“Don’t work in a silo. This is community-wide work with 

many sectors needed at a community table.” 

 
It is important to remember that in each community,  
a variety of programs may already offer services to veter-
ans and military families. As you consider the different 
needs in your community context, remember you do not 
need to fill every gap. Rather, think about where there 
are opportunities for partnership and how you can lever-
age your unique organizational assets and capacity to 
determine the most appropriate way for your museum or 
library to contribute. 
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https://bluestarfam.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/bsf_2015_comprehensive_report.pdf
https://bluestarfam.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/bsf_2015_comprehensive_report.pdf
https://bluestarfam.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/bsf_2015_comprehensive_report.pdf
http://www.fsg.org/tools-and-resources/system-mapping
http://www.fsg.org/tools-and-resources/system-mapping
http://mvcc-sa.org/main/
http://mvcc-sa.org/Library/index.cfm?PageID=22
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FIGURE ENDNOTES

PAGE 3

1. Adapted from: WAServes Pacific Northwest: Transforming 
Delivery of Resources for Washington’s Transitioning Ser-
vicemembers, Veterans and Their Families, August 2016.

PAGE 4

1. Veteran Affairs website www.va.gov, http://www.va.gov/
vso/VSO-Directory_2013-2014.pdf. 

PAGE 5

1. U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs: Vet Center Program 
website http://www.vetcenter.va.gov; FSG Interviews.

PAGE 7

1. Completed actor map example: Community Salute Town 
Hall, 16-17 November, 2016. San Antonio, TX.

http://www.va.gov
http://www.va.gov/vso/VSO-Directory_2013-2014.pdf
http://www.va.gov/vso/VSO-Directory_2013-2014.pdf
http://www.vetcenter.va.gov


FSG is a mission-driven consulting firm supporting leaders in creating large-
scale, lasting social change. Through strategy, evaluation, and research we 
help many types of actors —individually and collectively—make progress 
against the world’s toughest problems.

Our teams work across all sectors by partnering with leading foundations, 
businesses, nonprofits, and governments in every region of the globe. 
We seek to reimagine social change by identifying ways to maximize the 
impact of existing resources, amplifying the work of others to help advance 
knowledge and practice, and inspiring change agents around the world to 
achieve greater impact.

As part of our nonprofit mission, FSG also directly supports learning com-
munities, such as the Collective Impact Forum, the Shared Value Initiative, 
and the Impact Hiring Initiative to provide the tools and relationships that 
change agents need to be successful. 

Learn more about FSG at www.fsg.org

The Institute of Museum and Library Services is celebrating its 20th 
Anniversary. IMLS is the primary source of federal support for the nation’s 
123,000 libraries and approximately 35,000 museums. 

Our mission has been to inspire libraries and museums to advance inno-
vation, lifelong learning, and cultural and civic engagement. For the past 
20 years, our grant making, policy development, and research has helped 
libraries and museums deliver valuable services that make it possible for 
communities and individuals to thrive. 

To learn more, visit www.imls.gov and follow us on www.facebook.com/
USIMLS, www.twitter.com/us_imls and www.instagram.com/us_imls.

Institute of Museum and Library Services
955 L’Enfant Plaza North, SW
Suite 4000
Washington, DC 20024-2135
202-653-IMLS (4657)
www.imls.gov

This resource is based on research conducted by FSG, Inc. through a cooperative agree-
ment with IMLS funded through grant award number MG-00-16-0102-16.
Community Salute resources may be found at  
https://www.imls.gov/issues/national-initiatives/community-salute.
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