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Resources are scarce for many veterans with 
less than honorable discharges  
Types of military discharges  
 
Administrative separation  
 
(determined by commanding officer)  
 
Honorable: Service member meets or exceeds the standards of performance and personal 
conduct. Fully eligible for VA benefits.  
 
General: Service member does not meet the standards of performance and personal conduct, but 
has not shown a pattern of misbehavior. Eligible for almost all VA benefits, excluding the G.I. 
Bill.  
 
Other than honorable: Service member has either shown a pattern of misbehavior or has 
committed an offense that departs greatly from the standards of performance and personal 
conduct. Presumed ineligible for VA benefits, but can receive some health benefits for injuries 
related to time in service, or if the Veterans Benefits Administration makes an exception. 
Appeals are denied 90 percent of the time.  
 
Punitive separation  
 
(determined by a military court)  
 
Bad conduct: Service member found guilty of a crime by a military court, and possibly also faces 
jail time. Ineligible for VA benefits.  
 
Dishonorable: Service member has committed heinous acts, including murder or sexual assault. 
Ineligible for VA benefits.  
 
Source: Dispatch research  
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Will Perkins | Dispatch Wilfred Franklin  

Wilfred Franklin left the Navy at 18 with a less-than-honorable discharge for “conduct 
unbecoming.” 

His departure came after a night of drinking and youthful indiscretion, and it has haunted him 
since then. 

Thousands of other members of the military had similar experiences and, like Franklin, ended up 
with no job, no degree and no access to Veterans Affairs benefits or unemployment. Some less-
than-honorable discharges are rooted in post-traumatic stress disorder or other combat-induced 
conditions; some veterans were discharged just for being gay. 

Franklin went home to South Carolina and turned to drinking. He made money working on the 
fringes of the drug trade. 

Now 43, he lives on the West Side of Columbus. He’s married, six years’ sober, and has a steady 
job. But he said he lives on about $50 a week after paying bills. 
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“It sucks, but we’re making it,” he said. 

It’s difficult for a veteran with a less-than-honorable discharge to “make it.” 

Veterans without access to the VA are seven times as likely to end up homeless, six times as 
likely to end up in jail and 30 percent more likely to die by suicide. 

And the problem is getting worse. Today, troops are twice as likely to be discharged with “bad 
papers” as they were during the Vietnam War era, according to a report published in late March 
by Swords to Plowshares, a nonprofit veterans advocacy group based in San Francisco. 

Franklin admits that he made mistakes, but he also says his age and inexperience played a role. 
He joined the Navy when he was 17 and was given extra responsibilities because of high 
competency scores. 

One night, he and a friend left their aircraft carrier, the USS Dwight D. Eisenhower, to hang out 
with a female friend in the San Francisco Bay area. 

He said he didn’t know that his friend had been restricted to the ship. He also didn’t know that 
his friend had a stash of weed in the trunk of the car. And while his friend “boosted” some gas 
from a nearby convenience store, Franklin was drunk and passed out in the back seat. 

The Navy offered him the opportunity to stay and take a “non-judicial punishment.” He chose to 
leave. 

“It was just a lot for a young kid like me to take in,” Franklin said. “So, when I saw daylight, I 
broke. I ran for it. Looking back, I do at times wish I had stayed in.” 

Separation matters  

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs defines a veteran as someone who left the military with 
an honorable or general discharge. Those individuals are eligible for health benefits, disability 
compensation, home loans, vocational training programs and college tuition, funded by the 
department’s $176.1 billion budget. 

Individuals with less-than-honorable discharges — other-than-honorable, bad-conduct and 
dishonorable — usually get nothing. Nearly 121,500 veterans fell into this category between 
2001 and 2013. 

The types of behaviors that could lead to an other-than-honorable discharge vary greatly, said 
Dana Montalto, a fellow at the Veterans Legal Clinic at Harvard University. Some branches tend 
to be more strict than others, and commanding officers are allowed to use discretion. A service 
member could get such a discharge for anything from drug possession to missing formation, 
Montalto said. 



Veterans Affairs can offer health-care services to those veterans for injuries incurred in or 
aggravated by their time in duty. Veterans with other-than-honorable discharges also can receive 
benefits if discharged for a “minor offense,” which Veterans Affairs defines as one that doesn’t 
interfere with military duties. 

But veterans with other-than-honorable discharges are “presumptively ineligible” for benefits, 
meaning that if they want to receive them, they must apply to the Veterans Benefits 
Administration and complete a character-of-discharge adjudication. Those lead to a denial of 
benefits about 90 percent of the time, according to the report by Swords to Plowshares. 

Setting records straight  

Montalto said there has been an “explosion” in veterans being excluded from benefits over the 
past 15 years. 

That’s due, in part, to downsizing in the military, said Kristofer Goldsmith, assistant director for 
policy and government relations at Vietnam Veterans of America. Between 2000 and 2015, the 
size of the military dropped from 3.8 million service members to 1.1 million, according to data 
from the Department of Defense. And military cuts are expected to continue in coming years. 

Goldsmith, who was other-than-honorably discharged in 2007 after a suicide attempt, said the 
easiest way for commanders to meet those cuts is by issuing more bad-paper discharges, cutting 
short those service members’ active-duty time. 

Dr. Kathy Platoni, a Centerville therapist specializing in war trauma and a member of the Army 
Reserve, said that many less-than-honorable discharges are a result of post-traumatic stress 
disorder or other combat-induced conditions. 

She said the symptoms — violent outbursts, irritability, intrusive recollections, hypervigilance — 
are sometimes perceived as bad behavior by commanders. And troops sometimes have to choose 
between showing up for duty and making treatment appointments. 

“When you put your life on the line and say ‘I will die for you,’ for you to be denied, that is a 
brutal assault on the soul, on the psyche,” Platoni said. 

Another portion of veterans still have other-than-honorable discharges because of their sexual 
orientation. Between World War II and the repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell in 2010, about 
100,000 veterans received less-than-honorable discharges because of their sexual orientation. 

Veterans can appeal their discharge status, which goes before their branch’s review board. 

John C. Warrix, director of the Franklin County Veterans Service Commission, said there are a 
few ways to demonstrate merit for an upgrade. People can show that the discharge was flawed, 
or that it was the result of extenuating circumstances — such as post-traumatic stress disorder. 
Or they can demonstrate that they’ve turned themselves around since getting out of the military. 



“We look at the record, but it’s really upon them to write a story summarizing their life after the 
military and gather character statements,” he said. 

But the appeals process is long and often unsuccessful. A report by the Veterans Legal Services 
Clinic found that, in its 164 rulings since 2014, the Army Review Board denied 55 percent of 
applications. 

Stonewall Columbus, a local LGBT advocacy group, began a program last year to help get status 
upgrades for veterans discharged because of their sexual orientation. 

Lori Gum, director of the program, said the veterans have to gather records from their time in the 
military and provide discharge papers. But getting those records can sometimes take up to a year. 

In a few cases, those records have been lost or damaged. Some veterans burn or dispose of their 
military papers because of the painful memories associated with their discharge, Gum said. 

So far, the program has helped get an upgrade for one veteran: 86-year-old Donald Hallman, a 
South Side resident who received his upgrade this year with the help of Sen. Sherrod Brown, D-
Ohio. Gum said Stonewall is working with 14 other veterans. 

Struggle hits home  

In January, state and national stakeholders held a summit on veteran homelessness at the 
Chalmers P. Wylie VA Ambulatory Care Center, chaired by U.S. Reps. Steve Stivers, R-Upper 
Arlington, and Joyce Beatty, D-Jefferson Township; Bob McDonald, the secretary of Veterans 
Affairs; and Jennifer Ho, a senior adviser for Housing and Urban Development. 

Veteran homelessness increased about 4.3 percent between 2014 and 2015, according to Housing 
and Urban Development’s annual count. Warrix said one perennial factor leading to 
homelessness is the lack of benefits for those with less-than-honorable discharges. 

Michelle Heritage, director of the Community Shelter Board, said that her organization’s shelters 
don’t have resources to meet the needs of all the non-service-eligible veterans who come to them 
— about 300 a year. She said they would need 23 more beds to accommodate them. 

“When we look at the resources that VA’s providing for the vets that are eligible for services, we 
think we’ve got those guys covered,” she said. “They link with the VA, they get services. ... For 
our non-eligibles, there are a lot of things that we’re not able to get.” 

She said the organization would need an extra $375,000 a year to fully support those veterans. 

Promises of help  

Beatty said she planned to meet with Stivers and other lawmakers to work on a plan to address 
the issues. But since then, no formal plan has surfaced that would either improve the veteran 
discharge process or ease access to resources for non-VA-eligible veterans. 



Beatty said more medical professionals must get involved in the discharge process. That change, 
she said, could be made as part of the 2017 National Defense Authorization Act, the yearly bill 
that appropriates funding for the Department of Defense. 

Stivers also said that money could be set aside during the federal appropriations process to 
provide resources to veterans. The appropriations process began in mid-April, and by late May, 
neither Stivers nor his staff offered any concrete plans to indicate that such a measure would be 
introduced. 

The solution, if there is one, might not come from federal lawmakers, Beatty said. 

“Working with veterans, it takes a whole village,” she said. “I think it’s import to understand that 
it’s a never ending process.” 

Some progress has been made in improving the review process for veterans seeking a discharge 
upgrade. In September 2014, after a class-action lawsuit and scrutiny from Sen. Richard 
Blumenthal, D-Conn., then-Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel issued a “PTSD Memo” requiring 
military review boards to pay credence to veterans diagnosed with PTSD. 

The Restore Honor to Service Members Act, introduced by Rep. Charles Rangel, D-NY, in the 
House and Sen. Brian Schatz, D-Hawaii, in the Senate, would effectively ensure that veterans 
who were discharged because of their sexual orientation receive upgrades by requiring that the 
Department of Defense, not the veteran, supply the records supporting his or her claim. 

That bill was first introduced in 2013, and it was reintroduced in 2015, but it has not made it out 
of committee hearings in the House or Senate. 

At the beginning of June, Ray Mabus, secretary of the Navy, issued a policy requiring that every 
service member be evaluated for PTSD or traumatic brain injury before they receive an other-
than-honorable discharge. It is the first branch to have such a policy. 

But for veterans like Franklin, those steps don’t make up for the detrimental effects of a bad-
paper discharge — and the lack of resources available to people like him. 

“I get upset sometimes because I do feel shortchanged,” he said. “Sometimes I do feel a little let 
down, because it isn’t like I did something horribly, horribly wrong. Having a less-than-
honorable discharge is a lot like having a felony — maybe even worse.” 

William T. Perkins is a fellow in the E.W. Scripps Statehouse News Bureau.  
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