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COMPTROLLER GENERAL OF THE UNITED STAY’E5 
WASHINGTON, D.G. ZO&O 

The Honorable John C. Stennis 
Chairman, Committee on Armed Services -, : 
United States Senate 

Dear Mr. Chairman: 

This is our report on the need for and uses of data 
recorded on DD Form 214, Report of Separation From Active 
Duty, a summary record of an individual’s military service. 
It is given to all personnel released from active duty. 

We made our review pursuant to the request of Senator 
Harold E. Hughes, Chairman, Subcommittee on Drug Abuse in 
the Military Services, Senate Committee on Armed Services. 
Primary 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

concerns of the Subcommittee were: 

Determining the circumstances that led the Depart- ’ 
ment of Defense to develop the separation report. 

Identifying items on the report that are injurious 
to veterans. 

Determining the uses made of the recorded data by 
officially designated recipients. 

Identifying occasions that might require veterans 
to use their separation report. 

Determining whether continued use of the report 
is justified. 

We found that the Department of Defense developed a 
standard separation report to serve administrative needs. 
Its origin evolved from the practice of characterizing an 
individual’s military service and describing it on his dis- 
charge certificate . 

The report can contain derogatory information. There- 
fore, the practice of routinely providing it to all individuals 
released from military service does not adequately safeguard 
their privacy. The majority of individuals who serve in the 
military do well, and the separation report they receive 
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does not adversely affect them in civilian life. However, for 
those who do not perform well and whose separation report 
reflects this, the report can adversely affect them, partic- 
ularly in seeking civilian employment. 

We believe the separation report would not be needed 
I’. by veterans if the (1) Veterans Administration’s system 
/ was expanded to provide all veterans with information con- 

cerning their eligibility for veterans benefits and (2) 
military central depositories for personnel records were 
required to provide timely responses to inquiries. 

Our questionnaire results showed that a document de- 
scribing an individual’s work experience, training, and 
education would benefit all veterans seeking civilian 
employment and that this would conform to the type of 
data normally exchanged between civilian employers. 

Recommendations to the Secretary of Defense are set 
forth on page 23. 

Because 6f the time limitation imposed by the iinpending 
departure of Senator Hughes from the Senate and at the request 
of his office, we did not obtain advance review and comments 
from officials of organizations whose activities are discussed 
in this report. However, we discussed the report’s contents 
with agency officials and have given consideration to their 
views where appropriate. In accordance with his wishes, we 
are sendi’ng copies of the report to the Director, Office of 
Management and Budget; Secretaries of Defense, Army, Navy, 
and Air Force; other congressional committees; Members of 
Congress; and other interested parties. 

Sincerely yours, 

Comptroller General 
of the United States 



APPENDIX I 

REPORT ON THE NEED FOR AND USES OF 

DATA RECORDED ON DD FORM 214, REPORT 

OF SEPARATION FROM ACTIVE DUTY 

HISTORY AND EVOLUTION OF --- 
SEPARATION REPORT 

--I 
---------- 

The military services have used a uniform, standard 
separation report for about 25 years. The Department of 
Defense (DOD) developed the’report as a convenience document 
to eliminate the practice of each service preparing its own 
nonuniform separation report. According to DOD, the separa- 
tion report has been frequently reviewed and revised over 
the years to add needed items or to eliminate those no longer 
considered necessary. Records were not available for examina- 
tion, however, to identify all the changes made over time 
and the reasons why specific items were included. 

The use of separation reports has evolved from the 
military departments’ practice of characterizing an individual’s 
military service and of describing the character of service 
on a discharge certificate. Awarding discharge certificates 
appears to have been a European military tradition which was 
adopted in this country during the Nation’s early origins. 

The first certificates were relatively simple documents. 
For example, certificates awarded to Army veterans in 1841 
contained data on their physical characteristics, normal 
occupations, dates of service, and whether they were being 
discharged under honorable conditions or merely discharged. 

Over the years, more and more data was added and the 
types of discharges increased. By 1902, Army discharges 
contained an enlistment record which included dates of 
service, battles participated in, known vocations, and 
character of service. Army regulations issued at the time 
provided that: 

“The cause of discharge and the soldier’s 
age at date of enlistment will be stated in 
the body of the discharge certificate. His 
character of service will be accurately 
described at the bottom of the certificate, 
but if not sufficiently good to allow of his 
reenlistment the words ‘No objection to his 
reelistment is known to exist’ will be erased. 
The words ‘service honest and faithful’ or 
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‘service not honest and faithful’, as the case 
may be, will be entered on the back of the dis- 
charge certificate. @’ 

This enlistment record remained basically unchanged for 
Army veterans until 1944, when a record similar to the cur- 
rent separation report was developed. The War Department 
stated that the: 

“Enlisted Record and Report of Separation con- 
tains much of the information needed by prospec- 
tive employers and that reguired by various 
Government agencies in administering acts for 
the benefit of veterans.” 

In July 1947 the Enlisted Record and Report of Separa- 
tion was removed from the back of the discharge certificate 
and issued as a separate document. About this time, the 
title of this report was changed to the “Report of Separa- 
tion from Armed Forces of the United States” and designated 
as DD Form 214. In June 1956, DOD instructed the services 
that certain reasons for discharqe should not be narratively 
described on the separation report. Instead s a system of 
numerical code designators was established to denote reasons 
for discharge involving unsuitability,. inaptitude, unfitness, 
‘and other causes. 

These numerical codesl separation program numbers (SPNs) 
and reenlistment codes, have been the subject of considerable 
controversy. 

DOD action to eliminate SPNs and -----7---- ----- 
reenlistment codes from reports ---------- 

A. number of the SPNs identified par titularly- offensive 
or unfavorable characteristics. Some described such things 
a,s unsuitability, unsanitary habits, drug abuse, sexual 
deviancy, bed wetting, personality disorders, alcoholism, 
and inaptitude. Critics of the separation report expressed 
the fear that the m,eaning of these codes were commonly known 
by civilian employers and were used to the detriment of the 
veterans. 

The same concern applies to reenlistment codes because 
individuals considered unsuitable for reenlistment by the 
military could also be considered equally undesirable for 
employment by civilian employers. 
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In March 1972 the Secretary of Deferise expressed his 
concern over the possible public.disclosure of the reasons 
for separation and requested a review of .the procedures and 
practices followed. In a memorandum to ‘the Assistant 
Secretary of Defense (Manpower and Reserve Affairs), the 
Secretary stated that: 

“I continue to be concerned that practices which 
make possible public disclosure of some of the 
underlying reasons for administrative discharges 
may be inconsistent with our policy directive on 
invasion of privacy, and could have an unjust 
and unfair impact on some discharged personnel. 

“I recognize, of course, that this is a complex 
matter, and that notations have been placed on 
discharge forms for many years. 

“I also am aware that some of the notations are 
frequently helpful to men and women who have 
served in the Armed Forces--for example, in 
connection with Veterans Administration 
procedures. 

” I be1 ieve 5 hoyever , that we should again review 
the procedures relating to administrative dis- 
charges, and the practices we follow, for con- 
sistency with our policy which protects against 
invasion of privacy of the individual. I’ 

The review was completed on August 1, 1972. The 
Assistant Secretary of Defense concluded that the disclosure 
of the reason for discharge on the separation report did not 
constitute an invasion of privacy nor violate the individual’s 
rights. Essentially, his position was that the veteran, not 
the Government, released the information to others. 

The Assistant Secretary acknowledged that, through the 
years, civilian employers have learned of the separation 
report. He noted, however, that more than 90 percent of 
the servicemen being discharged annually received honorable 
discharges with favorable reasons’for separation and that 
these members also used the separation report in seeking 
employment and various Veterans Administration (VA) and . 
State veterans’ benefits. 
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He stated that: 

“Although SPNs could be deleted from the in- 
dividual’s copy of the DD Form.214, I concur 
with the other Services and Health and Environ- 
ment that the inequ’ity of such action to, the 
great bulk of honorably discharged mem.bers, 
the probable increased workload resulting 
from additional inquiries from the Veterans 
Administration and others, the resulting slow- 
down of separation processing and the result- 
ing untenable legal practice regarding certifi- 
cation for the DD 2i'4, outweigh the value 
of any g,ratuitous benefits that would ,befall 
the small percentage of individuals with so- 
called stigmatizing SPNs. I cannot agree with 
the seeming undertone of the suggestion which 
implies that ‘we’ are Sti!gmatizing people. Those / 
who are stigmatized by the circumstances of their 
discharges stigmatize themselves. 
make the fact a matter of record; 
which we do not ‘make available to 
public.” 

We simply 
a record 
the general 

The Assistant Secretary of Defense recommended that 
no changes be made to the existing system of recording 
personal information on separation forms except for: 

--Restricting master lists of SPNs from non- 
Governmental organizations, because it was ,found 
that several military departments were not adequately 
limiting access of their publications containing 
SPN identifications. 

--Terminating the use of narrative descriptions identify- 
ing reasons for discharge, to the extent such descrip- 
tions were still being used. 

--Developing a. new set of SPNs for officers and en- 
listed personnel. 

The Secretary of Defense concurred with these recom- 
mendations; however, in 1973 he again raised the issue of 
the possible adverse impact of discsosing SPNs and reenlist- 
ment codes on separation reports. ‘The military departments 
Nere asked to reassess the need to disclose th’is information 
on separation reports and to recommend proposed changes. 
Only the Air Force supported eliminating SPNs and reenlistment 
codes. The other services maintained that such information: 

6 



APPENDIX I E 

--Did not compromise an individual’s privacy, since 
only he chooses to present or release this informa- 
tion. 

--Should enhance employment opportunities of the vast 
majority of veterans receiving favorable discharges 
and separation reports. 

--Was needed by the VA and Selective Service System 
in their administrative operations. 

--Would prevent an increased workload at the National 
Personnel Record Center because of increased requests 
from veterans for documentation on reasons for their 
discharges. 

--Would not prevent employers from requiring the veteran 
to obtain the information as a precondition to employ- 
ment. 

However, in March 1974, the Secretary of Defense decided 
to eliminate the (1) use of SPNs, (2) reenlistment codes, 
and (3) authority for discharge from the serviceman’s copy 
of the separation report; this information was retained on 
the other copies of the report. DOD’s memorandum to the 
military departments stated that: 

“The presence of this information can be a cause 
of: undesirable discrimination against the individual 
by private employers or other persons in civilian 
life. The Department does not intend or desire such 
result, whatever the circumstances of an individual’s 
separation from active duty.” 

DOD announced that any former service member who wished 
a separation report with the reason for discharge, authority 
for discharge, and reenlistment code deleted could obtain 
a revised separation document. Also, any separa,ting service- 
man who wanted to know the reason for separation could, on 
request, obtain a separate narrative document which would 
identify the specific reason. Obtaining this narrative 
document is intended by DOD to be optional with the individ- 
ual serviceman and necessary under the Freedom of Informa- 
tion Act. 

Data used to ware report and _-.---._ --- 
separation procedEE-T?;llowed ----BP ---.- 

f 

DOD and implementing service regulations on preparing 
the separation report provide that it is an important summary 
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record of service which must he prepaked accurately and com- 
pletely for each serviceman being released or discharged from 
active duty. It is prepared from information in the individ- _ 
ual’s official personnel, records and must be explained to 
and examined by the serviceman before separation from the 
service. 

Since the report is a summary record of an individual’s 
military service, numerous other service records are used 
in its preparation; including 

--enlistment contract or induction order; 

--rank and performance record; 

--certificate of clearance; 

--military leave record; 

--occupation, training, and awards document; 

--record of court-martial convictions and time lost; 

--medical records; and 

--military pay records. 

Separation reports are prepared by administrative clerks 
at the place of separation. We visited 11 separation centers-- 
a mix of Army, Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps activities-- 
to observe separation procedures and found that: 

--Official service records only were being used to 
prepare the separation report. 

--Information on the report was explained, questions 
answered, and each serviceman required to review the 
report for accuracy and completeness. 

--Explanations of various rights and benefits available 
to veterans were provided. 

--Reports given to servicemen excluded SPNs and reenlist- 
ment codes. 

Most separation centers were offering to provide at the 
serviceman’s request the reason for separation in the form 
of a separate narrative document. At three separation centers, 
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we found that the narrative document was being routinely 
prepared and distributed to all departing service members. 
As stated earlierp this was in violation of DOD’s current 
policy to make the information available only at the option 
of the individual. 

The r=ort and identification of -- 
potentizry adverse items -- 

Much information in the separation report is identification- 
type data, such as name, sex, social recur ity number, date of 
birth, address of record, and citizenship status. A copy of the 
report is included as Appendix III. 

Eliminating SPNs and reenlistment codes from the copy 
of the separation report given the individual has removed 
those items of greatest concern and potential damage to ‘in- 
dividuals. The DOD change has not, however, eliminated.all 
the potentially adverse information recorded on the report. 
Users of the report can make a general judgment about an 
individual from the following information. Some of these 
judgments can be unfavorable. 

Character of service (item 9e) -- --- -- 

For some individuals this entry is potentially 
the most damaging item on the report. The majority 
of veterans will have their service characterized 
as HONORABLE, which is the designat.ion most readily 
understood and accepted by the general public. 
Significant numbers of veterans will have their 
service characterized as UNDER HONORABLE CONDITIONS 
(a category not widely understood and subject to 
misinterpretation), UNDER OTHER THAN HONORABLE 
CONDITIONS, or DISHONORABLE. 

Type of certificate issued (item 9f) --- 

The military departments have developed standard 
discharge forms which are related to the character 
of service designation given the individual. Any- 
one familiar with these forms could identify the 
character of service even if this information 
was not shown on the separation form. For example, 
the citation DD Form 260 identifies a dishonorable 
discharge. 
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Record of service (item 13) 

Tours of service ,are normally ‘of ‘a fixed term and 
commonly known by the public-at-large. A release 
from service earlier than the normal term can 
raise questions about the reasons and circumstances 
of the9 individual’s early release. ~ 

Time lost (item 21) -- 

Lost time connotes “bad time” that an individual 
has spent in the service. It reflects the ini 
dividual’s unauthorized absences, time in con- 
finement, and nonperformance of duty because of 
civil arrest. It, represents a clear indication 
to the user of the report that the individual 
has had problems while in the military service. 

Decorations, medalI., badges, commendations, 
-‘-?_Tand caz_aign ribbons zx- citations 
or-authorized?&m 26) 

-- 
- 

An omission of an entry can adversely affect 
an ind.ividual, because most servicemen are 
expected to receive some type of medal or 
commendation. For example;. a Good Conduct 
Medal ,is given to most servicemen who ,have a 
clean’ record. The absence of this recogni- 
tion would indicate that the individual’s 
performance was not satisfactory. 

DESIGNATED USERS OF REPORT ------w--p ------ 

DOD’s instruction on the separation report states that 
the purpose of the form is to provide the: 

--Military services with a source of information on 
military personnel for administrative purposes and 
for making determinations of eligibility for enlist- 
ment or reenlistment. 

--Individual with a brief, clear-cut record of his term 
of active service ‘with the. Armed -Forces. 

--Appropriate governmental agencies’tiith an authoritative 
source of information required in administering Federal 
and State laws applying to individuals who have been 
discharged or otherwise released. 
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DOD’s instruction also provides that each military 
department is responsible for prescribing procedures govern- 
ing the distribution of the separation renort: (1) the origi- 
nal is to be given to the serviceman, (2) one copy is to be 
used as the service record copy, (3) one copy is sent to the 
VA data processing center, and (4) one copy is sent to the 
appropriate State Director of the Selective Service System. 
If the individual is transferred to a VA hospital, a copy 
is forwarded to the hospital with his military records. 
Otherwise, implementing service regulations provide that 
this copy will either be given to the individual or placed 
in his service record book. 

The military departments distribute additional copies 
of the separation report as permitted in the DOD instruction. 
The Navy prepares one additional copy, which it places in 
the service record book. The other services distribute addi- 
tional copies as follows. 

Air Force Army Marine Corps - 

Recruiting activity Recruiting activity Recruiting activity 
State Adjutant Gen- State Adjutant Gen- Service record book 

era1 era1 
Extra copy to in- 

dividual 
Base data process- 

ing center 

Use of report by 
Efficlally dsnated recipients 

We examined the usefulness and need for the separation 
report for each designated recipient. 

DOD and military departments 

The report serves two basic functions within DOD and 
the military departments: (1) a convenient summary record 
of an individual’s term of military service, from which 
administrative and statistical reports are prepared and 
(2) military departments use it in recruiting activities 
to assist them in identifying and evaluating possible 
candidates for reenlistment. 

Officials of the Air Force, Army, Navy, and Marine 
Corps stated that the report makes the preparation of 
administrative and statistical reports easier. The report 
is used, for example, to collect data on and identify trends 
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in the types of discharges issued and specific reasons why 
individuals are separated from the service. Officials told 
us that the absence of the separation report would not 
preclude any necessary reports from being prepared. However, 
the use of the primary records for prepa,ring other reports 
would not be as convenient as the present separation docu- 
ment. 

The Army, Air Force, and Marine Corps use the separation 
report in their recruiting activities to identify, assess, 
and contact potential candidates for reenlistment. The Navy 
uses another document, called separation orders, for this 
purpose. If initial contact efforts are unsuccessful, the 
recruiting activities ultimately destroy their copies of the 
reports. 

The recruiting activities’ primary interest in separa- 
tion reports is to identify the reenlistment codes given 
individuals upon separation. As a result of DOD’s recent 
policy change in March 1974, reenlistment codes no longer 
appear on the veteranis copy of the separation document. 
Accordingly, recruiting activities no longer rely on the 
veteran to mak.e this information available but on their 
own services’ capabilities to provide this information when 
needed. 

The National Personnel Record Center is the focal point 
for queries about an individual’s military service. The 
Center I in St. Louisl Missouri, is the military central de- 
pository for personnel records and maintains more than 
32 million record files. It is a General Services Adminis- 
tration activity and is responsible for most military records 
management. 

The Army Reserve Components Center is colocated at the 
facility and is responsible for maintaining the records of 
Army reservists ,and Nationa. Guardsmen. These two activities 
estimated that more than 2 million requests for information 
will be received in fiscal year 1975 about former servicemen. 

The records management system at the National Personnel 
Record Center is not automated, so responding to inquiries 
for information requires a manual search, retrieval, and 
review of the indiiidual’s service record book. The Center’s 
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, 
instruction provides that maximum use be made of the 
separation report in answering inquiries, unless the inquirer 
questions the accuracy of the information provided. Center 
officials informed us that, in responding to such inquiries, 
maximum use is made of the summary information contained on 
the separation report and that it provides a quick reference 
document. They said their operations would be hampered and 
more costly if such a report was not available. Although 
statistical records are not maintained, officials said that 
many inquiries involve requests for verification of military 
service, the last known location of veterans, information 
on decorations and awards, and requests for copies of the 
separation reports. 

The Army Reserve Components Center is an automated 
system and it maintains approximately 3 million record 
files. Components Center officials told us they do not 
use the separation report extensively in their operations. 
They advised us that 374,000 requests for information were 
received in calendar year 1973, of which an estimated 
31,000 were for copies of separation reports. 

VA - 

Separation reports are used for establishing eligibility 
in a wide range of veterans’ benefit programs, including 
educational assistance, home loan guarantees, disability 
pensions, and mortgage protection life insurance. Before 
October 1973, the separation report furnished to the VA 
Data Processing Center was used as the basis for mailing 
letters to eligible veterans informing them of their 
entitlement to benefits and encouraging them to seek 
assistance at the nearest VA facility. The veteran was 
required to furnish a copy of his separation report to 
initiate a claim. 

Starting in October 1973, VA implemented a new system, 
also using the separation report. Eligible veterans are sent 
an eligibility package from the data processing center 
specifically indentifying their entitlement to educational 
assistance and loan guarantees. Under this system, most 
veterans are no longer required to furnish a separation 
report for proving eligibility, and they can initiate 
claims at the closest VA facility on the basis of their 
eligibility packages. Individuals who have not received 
eligibility packages or have lost them, however, are 
required to produce a separation report as the first step 
in determining entitlement to benefits. 
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! 
To be automatically! eligible for veterans’ benefits 

individuals must have served’ either honorably or under 
honorable conditions and have spent at least 180 days on 
continuous active duty. Veterans whose service has been 
characterized as ‘less than honorable--i.e,,, holders of 
undesirable or bad conduct discharges in the case of enlisted 
personnel --may or .may not be entitled to benefits, depending 
on VA’s more detailed review of the circumstances surrounding 
the characterizations. 

Selective Service ‘System ---,-,-,----i- 

Separation reports are used to determine the reclassifica- 
tion status of former servicemen and to establish their 
eligibility for further obligation in the military. Selective 
Service System officials told us that separation reports are 
the sole basis for these determinations and that character 
of service, time spent in service, and reenlistment codes 
are of particular interest. 

The System uses the report for internal purposes and does 
not interface with individual veterans. Its policy, as dis- 
cussed later, prohibits the release of information in an 
individual’s file to others without the individual’s written 
consent. ). 

GAO’S SURVEY OF THE,USE OF --.------------iv- 
REPORT BY NONDESIGNATED USERS -------II--- 

To identify occasions when veterans might be required 
to use separation reports, we interviewed, using a ques- 
tionnaire, 278 non-Federal organizations, a number of State 
employment offices, selected Federal agencies, and 23 veteran 
service organizations to determine the (1) extent these 
organizations used the report, (2) reasons for use, and (3) 
particular type of military information of specific interest. 
If a separation report reflected adverse information about 
an individual I the respondents were asked to respond to the 

,.c implications for th.e veteran. 

The 27.8 non-Federal organizations were considered to 
be the type of organization‘ having significance to veterans 
in their transitions back to civi1ia.n life. Our selection 
included prospective employers, financial and educational 
institutions, unions, insurance and bonding companiesp and 
professional and voca.tional licensing boards. 

14 



APPENDIX I 

The extent that the 278 organizations used the separation 
report is shown below. 

User -- 

Number of ----.a --_I- 
Total 

Occa- number 
Routine sional Non- inter- 

users users users viewed --- 111 

Prospective employers 63 48 111 
Financial institu- 

t ions 5 25 30 
Industrial and craft 

unions 4 16 20 
Educational institu- 

tions 7 5 48 60 
Insurance and bond- 

ing companies 8 20 28 
Professional occupa- 

tional or other 
1 icensing boards 7 4 18 a/29 - w--m 

Total 77 26 175 278 C z =. - 

Percent 
of 

routine 
users 

57 

0 

0 

12 

0 

24 

28 

a/These 29 Boards issued a total of 85 licenses. 
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Prospective employers -- -_c - 

The most prevalent and potentia,lly adverse use of the 
separation report occurs in dealings with prospective em- 
ployers. Of the 111 prospective employers--including local, 
county, and State agencies-- 63 required veterans to produce 
separation reports as part of the job application process. 
According to a number of prospective employers, a veteran’s 
failure to do so would cause his being eliminated from fur- 
ther employment consideration. To these prospective employers 
the separation report provided information on which to judge 
the veterans’ chara,cters and work skills. 

Specifically, the responses disclosed that: 

--All 111 prospective employers routinely ask for mili- 
tary data on their empl.oyment applications. Informa- 
tion typically requested involves the period of mili- 
tary service, rank attained, branch of service, type 
of discharge, a.nd character of service. 

--63 employers (57 percent of those surveyed) required 
the veteran to produce his separation report for exam- 
ination. These employers stated that the report was 
necessary to verify the information on the employment 
application, obtain insight into the individual’s 
character, and identify the individual’s training and 
work experience received in the service. 

--31 employers who required the report stated that a 
veteran’s failure to make it available would result in 
his being eliminated from further employment consider- 
ation. Seventeen others stated that refusal would not 
automatically bar employment; however, they would seek 
alternative ways of obtaining this information. 

--Users of the report would not arbitrarily eliminate 
individuals from further employment consideration who 
had not performed well in the military. They would 
attempt to determine the circumstances surrounding the 
individual’s character of service and judge ea.ch case 
on its own merits. Most acknowledged, however, that 
veterans who ha.d not done well in the military would 
face difficulty in obtaining employment. 

--Generally, users of the report stated they would not 
like to see any information deleted or removed from 
the form. Some felt that it did not adequately treat 
or describe the individual’s work experience in the 
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military, job training, or education received in the 
service. 

Employment problems confronting veterans who had not done 
well in the military were reinforced by the comments of Govern- 
ment and private agencies providing assistance to veterans. 
We were told that many employers would not hire an individual 
whose military service was not characterized as honorable. Even 
those who have served Isunder honorable conditions” face em- 
ployment discrimination. The agencies advised us that they 
(1) simply do not refer holders of adverse discharges to cer- 
tain employers, because it is considered a waste of time for 
the veterans, prospective employers, and placement offices, 
(2) encourage veterans to seek upgrading of their discharges, 
and (3) have occasionally advised veterans having short per- 
iods of time in the service not to reflect their service on 
employment application forms. The agencies attempt to empha- 
size only the positive qualities that individuals could bring 
to prospective employers. 

The survey res,ults indicated that the separation report 
gives employers considerably more information than civilian 
employers would provide on their former employees. Normally, 
the employers limit information provided to others to title or 
position held, period of employment, and salary received. 

A number of firms specifically stated that data on their 
employees is considered confidential and not subject to dis- 
closure outside the company. In one of the metropolitan areas 
visited, we interviewed 21 civilian employers about their pol- 
icy of informing other employers of reasons why individuals 
left their employ. Only 10 percent said they would make this 
information available. 

Percentage 
Of 

When reason for leaving would be disclosed employers 

Only with former employee’s permission 67.0 
Only to law enforcement agencies 14.0 
Under no circumstance 9.5 
On request 9.5 

In summary, the majority of the employers said that per- 
sonnel information would be released only with the consent of 
the former employee. In this respect, both DOD and civilian 
employer practices were similar. The practice of routine dis- 
tribution of a separation report is unique to DOD. Civilian 
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employers do not provide this type of information unless 
specifically requested to do so by their former employees. 

Financial institutions ---- 

Banks, savings and, loan associations, credit unions, 
etc., do not use the separation report extensively in deter- 
mining whether credit should be extended to veterans, Of the 
30 institutions interviewed, 25 stated that they did not re- 
quire the report from a veteran. 

The five institutions requiring the separation report 
generally used it to authenticate the work experiences of re- 
cently separated veterans or to assist the veterans in initi- 
ating claims for VA home loan guarantees. They did not ex- 
press a strong interest in military performance or type of 
discharge received. They were primarily interested in the 
veterans’ ability to repay any loans, made and prospects for 
continuity and stability of employment. 

Industrial and craft unions --- - 

Of the 20 industrial and craft unions interviewed, only 4 
unions used the separation report and then only for special 
circumstances and not as a routine requirement. 

--Three unions limited membership entry to persons under 
a specified age. The age requirement can be exceeded, 
however, for each year an individual spends in the 
military, and the separation report is then used to 
verify total military time. Officials of these unions 
informed us that the individual’s type of discharge was 
not considered in the membership process. 

--One union waived the membership initiation fee for in- 
dividuals who received honorable discharges. Nonvet- 
erans and veterans with other than honorable discharges 
are required to pay the initiation fee. The separa- 
tion report is used to esta.blish the type of discharge 
received and whether a waiver of the fee is appropri- 
ate. 

Educational institutions ---- --- 

Of the 33 colleges and universities and 27 medical or law 
schools surveyed, only 7 institutions routinely required vet- 
erans to provide separation documents, and only 5 occasionally 
required it. 
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Each institution surveyed responded that all candidates 
applying for admission were asked whether military service had 
been per formed. The seven institutions routinely requiring the 
separation report did so to validate the accuracy of the in- 
formation recorded on the admissions form. The five occasional 
users required the report only when an individual’s applica- 
tion identified a potential problem, such as a dishonorable 
discharge. 

The type of discharge received by an individual could 
have an adverse impact on the admission of some veterans. For 
example, two colleges and universities and seven medical and 
law schools stated that adverse military information could af- 
fect their acceptance of an individual if the type of discharge 
could affect his ability to obtain a license to practice law 
or medicine. 

Insurance and bondingcompanies 

Fifteen insurance companies and 13 bonding companies were 
surveyed. Seven insurance companies requested the separation 
report only if the veteran was converting his serviceman group 
life insurance policy to a commercial policy. Since the vet- 
eran must convert his policy within 120 days of release or 
discharge, the companies use the separation form to verify 
this time restriction. All companies contacted responded that 
an adverse discharge would not affect an individual’s insura- 
bility. 

Of the 13 bonding companies contacted, 1 indicated that 
a separation report might be requested if the individual being 
bonded was recently discharged. With regard to an adverse 
discharge on bondability, only one company indicated that it 
would affect bondability and this company responded that the 
circumstance surrounding the discharge would be examined be- 
fore a decision was made. 

Professional and occupational licensing 
boards and other licensing agencies 

Our survey of 29 professional and occupational licensing 
boards and agencies disclosed that 11 boards used the separa- 
tion report in their examination and licensing process. These 
boards were ,involved in licensing the professions of doctors, 
lawyers, certified public accountants, and teachers. Generally, 
board officials stated that candidates admitted to these profes- 
sions would occupy positions of public trust and the separation 
report was used as a character reference. 

19 



APPENDIX I 

The 18 boards not using the separation report were in- 
volved in licensing such activities as real estate salesmen 
and brokers, architects, polygraph operators, barbers, and 
nursing home administrators. 

Veteran service organizations -- 

Such organizations as the American Legion, Veterans of 
Foreign Wars, and American Veterans Committee traditionally 
aid former service members in obta,ining veterans benefits, 
attempting to upgrade discharge certificates, counseling, and 
other areas of interest to veterans. Most of the 23 organiza- 
tions included in our survey expressed the view that the sepa- 
ration report was essential -to their programs of veterans as- 
sistance. The information enables them to determine what ac- 
tion is needed to start their assistance efforts. 

Mixed views were expressed on the question of requiring 
veterans to provide separation reports to prospective em- 
ployers; 15 officials said that veterans should not be re- 
quired to provide it, and 8 saw nothing im.proper about em- 
ployers asking for it. 

State employment service office -- -- 

Veterans are required to provide separation reports in 
seeking unemployment compensation, job counseling, and employ- 
ment assistance of State employment service offices funded by 
the Department of Labor. The report is used to determine if 
the veteran is eligible for assistance and to expedite the el- 
igibility determinations process because the Department of La- 
bor and State employment service offices do not receive the 
separation report. 

States provide unemployment compensation to recently sep- 
arated veterans for a. limited period of time while the vet- 
erans are searching for employment. To be automatically 
eligible, a veteran must have served at least 90 days of con- 
tinuous active duty and have his service characterized as hon- 
orable or under honorable conditions. Veterans whose service 
has been characterized as dishonorable are automatically in- 
eligible, and those who have served under less than honorable 
conditions are referred to the VA for eligibility determina- 
tions. 

I -  
-v. 

Job counseling and employment placement programs give 
veterans a preference over others when using employment serv- 
ices. Veterans with dishonorable discharges are not eligible 
for preferential treatment. State employment service offices 
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use the sepa.ration report to assist them in making this 
determination. 

Federal agencies I -,__--- 

Veterans who have served other than dishonorably are en- 
titled to 5 or 10 veterans’ preference points when applying 
for Federal employment. Former Federal employees, after dis- 
charge from military service, can assert reemployment rights 
if they have served under honorable conditions. 

Traditionally, agencies have required the separation re- 
port as evidence of character of service. In the absence of 
the report, Federal agencies will accept the discharge certi- 
ficate to authenticate the vetera.n’s right to preferential 
treatment or reemployment. 

CONTROLS OVER ACCESS ------------- 
AND RELEASE OF REPORTS --*l--m 

Officially designated users of the separation report have 
established policies governing its unauthorized release. Gen- 
erally, these policies follow title 5 of the United States Code, 
section 552, which exempts personnel records from Public dis- 
closure. Federal Government departments and agencies have ac- 
cess to personnel records for official business. The estab- 
lished policies follow. 

DOD 

The military departments are precluded from answering in- 
quiries about an individual’s military service and from pro- 
viding copies of the separation report to anyone other than 
the individual involved without his prior written consent. 

Major depositories for 7----------- ZIitary personnel records -- ---- 

Both the National Personnel Record Center and Army Re- 
serve Components Center have established formal procedures 
precluding unauthorized release of separation report data. 
These procedures are generally designed to insure that all 
requests for personnel data involving a veteran’s suitability 
for employment cannot be released without the individual’s 
written consent. Only Federal agencies conducting officially 
authorized business, such as security clearances and inves- 
tigations, can obtain a.ccess to personnel files without the 
veteran’s formal consent. All other requestors of informa- 
tion, State and local governments, private companies and 

21 



APPENDIX I 

citizens, require specific written permission from the indi- 
vidual. 

VA 

VA officials told us that the confidentiality of the sep- 
aration report is closely protected. The report maintained 
in the claim file at the regional offices (those obtained from 
the veteran) is releasable only to the veteran or to authorized 
Government agencies. The separation reports sent directly to 
VA’s data processing center are similarly safeguarded and de- 
stroyed within a 2-year period. 

Selective Service System ----IIIL---uI-- 

Officials told us that information from the separation 
report is released only with the written consent of the indi- 
vidual involved. The System considers only an individual’s draft 
classification public information and releasable. 

CONCLUSIONS ---- 

DOD developed a standard separation report to serve ad- 
ministrative needs. Its origin evolved 
characterizing an individual’s military 
it on a discharge certificate. 

The separation report is used by 

--DOD and the military departments 
tive and statistical reports, 

--Army and Air Force in recruiting I 

--National Personnel Record Center 

from the practice of 
service and describing 

to prepare administra- 

activities, 

and Army Reserve Compo- 
nents Center to respond to inquiries and requests for 
military service information, 

--VA in identifying and advising veterans of eligibility 
for benefits, and 

--Selective Service System in reclassifying the military 
status of former servicemen. 

The separation report currently meets these informational needs 
in an administratively convenient way. However, even though 
these agencies need personnel information to perform their of- 
ficial business, the separation report does not have to be the 
vehicle for providing it. On the other hand, since access to 
the report is safeguarded and controlled by officially desig- 
nated users, the problem with the sepa.ration report is not in 
their use of it. 
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The problem involves the renort’s routine distribution to 
veterans. The majority of individuals who serve in the mili- 
tary do well, and the separation report they receive does not 
adversely affect them in civilian life. However, those who 
have not performed well and whose separation report reflects 
this circumstance can be adversely affected, Darticularly in 
seeking civilian employment. 

DOD has stated that it is not its intention to have 
former service members discriminated aqainst in civilian life 
because of information recorded on the separation report. DOD 
action in March 1974 to eliminate SPNs and reenlistment codes 
from the separation document reinforced this intention and re- 
moved two highly visible, widely criticized data items. DOD’s 
action did not, however, completely eliminate all potentially 
adverse information on the form or make the separation report 
beneficial to former servicemen. If DOD intends to eliminate 
discrimination against former service members, then it should 
no longer make routine distribution to each individual at time 
of separation from service. 

DOD should consider alternative ways of getting information 
to the agencies and individuals who need it. We believe the 
separation report would not be needed by veterans if: 

--The VA eligibility system was expanded to provide all 
veterans with information concerninq their eligibility 
for veterans benefits. 

--The National Personnel Record Center and Army Reserve 
Components Center were required to provide timely re- 
sponses to inguir ies. 

Our survey results showed that an alternative to the 
separation report, wnich would benefit all veterans seeking 
civi1ia.n employment, would be a document describing the indi- 
vidual’s work experience, training, and education. This would 
conform to the type of data normally exchanaed by civilian em- 
ployers. 

RECOMMENDATIONS --l-L---^--l-l----( 

We recommend that the Secretary of Defense: 

--Eliminate the routine distribution of the separation 
report to all individuals released from service and make 
it available only on the written request of the indivi- 
dual involved. 
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--Devise alternative methods of* providing needed 
information to veterans and Government agencies in 
administering benefits to veterans. 

--Provide veterans with a document describing their work 
experience, training, and education which would assist 
them in seeking civilian employment. 
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November 7, 1973 

Mr. Elmer’ B. Staats 
Comptroller General of the United States 
General Accounting Office Building 
441 G Street, N. W. 
Washington, D. C, 20548 

Dear Mr. Comptroller General: 

. Over the past two years I have become increasingly concerned 
about practices which have developed within the Federal Govern- 
ment and outside of it with respect to the use of information 
recorded on the “DD Form 214--Report of Transfer or Discharge” 
given military personnel upon their transfer, release, or discharge. 
On this form is recorded information which can be derogatory and 
thus injurious to a veteran seeking civilian employment or other 
benefits. 

There are indications that over the years prospective employers, 
law enforcement agencies, lenders, insurance companies, vocational 
and professional organizations, and others have become accustomed 
to asking veterans to present their DD Form 214 for examination 
or to provide facsimile copies of the form as a condition to obtaining 
employment or other benefits. Some of the data on the form are 
entered by letter or number code, such as Separation Program 
Numbers (SPN’s) denoting reason for discharge and re-enlistment 
(RF) codes indicating whether an individual should be re-enlisted 
on the basis of his past military service. Although coded, these 
data are easily translated by individuals and organizations who over 
the years have become sophisticated about their meanings. 

The Department of Defense, while acknowledging that the use 
of these codes and other information on the DD Form 214 can be 
injurious to some veterans, contends that on the whole the document 
is more beneficial than harmful to the vast majority of individuals 
who have left military service with unblemished records. What is 
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not clear, however, is the utility of certain data, particularly the 
SPN code, to the Department of Defense and to various other 
officially designated recipients of anindividual’s DD Form 214 such 
as the Veterans Administration. 

Several other matters related to the DD Form 214 are equal.ay 
unclear. One question arises, for example, as to whether the use 
of certain SPN codes such as that denoting drug abuse conflicts 
with Federal or State statutes, regulations, or policies, and whether 
the use of these and other codes viola.tes statutes or regulations 
governing the confidentiality of medical records, or conflicts with 
Federal and State laws governing the acquisition by credit agencies, 
lending agencies, and insurance companies of derogatory information 
a-nd the uses to which such material may be put. A further question 
arises as to what remedies may be available to the veteran who 
wishes to have any derogatory information on his DD Form 214 elimi- 
nated or changed. 

lf, as the Department of Defense contends, the DD Form 214 is 
more useful than harmful for the bulk of individuals receiving it, 
then it-becomes necessary to ide,ntify those items on the form, such 
as SPN and RE codes, which might be injurious to the veteranis best 
interests if divulged and to determine whether it is essential to 
retain those items on the form. It would also be useful to know 
what kinds of individuals and organizations ask the veteran to produce 
his DD Form 214, on that occasions, under what circumstances, 
and with what known or perceived effects. 

I am therefore requesttig that you undertake a study of what 
circumstances led to the development and adoption by the Department 
of Defense of the DD Form 214, what purposes the form was originally 
designed to serve, and whether continued use of this document in . 
its present or a modified format can be justified on the basis of 
existing requirements and in the light of practices which have grown 
up related to its use. In this study, the following matters should 
be considered, in addition to those I have set forth above: 

A. The governing Department of Defense Instruction enumerates 
the designated recipients of five copies of the DD Form 214 
and. then states “f. Other copies will be distributed in accor- 
dance with regulations issued by the Military Departments. ‘I 
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1. What limitations on the availability of this form have 
been incorporated into Military Department regulations 
or instructions, and are these limitations consistent 
among the Services? 

2. To the extent that these forms or any information thereon 
are being made available, what kinds of individuals, 
groups and organizations request copies, for what 

purposes, and what limitations exist on the further dis- 
tribution by them- of copies of the form or of information 
contained thereon? 

3. What is the source and extent of non-designated reci- 
pients’ knowledge about the meaning of the number or 
letter coded entries? 

EL The prevalence of the practice of requesting veterans to 
produce their DD Form 214 for examination or to furnish 
copies should be assessed, to the extent possible, by 
contacting individ:ual veterans, veterans assistance organi- 
zations such as the American Legion, the Veterans of 
Foreign Wars, the Disabled American Veterans, and other 
organizations familiar with the form, its usage, and its 
advantages and disadvantages. 

G. Designated as well as non-designated recipients of the form 
or of information contained thereon should be questioned about: 

1. The degree of essentiality of the form and/or the data 
elements to their operations. 

2. Whether the data they would require are available to 
them from other sources and, if so, which ones? 

I would like to express my appreciation again for your excellent 
studies, performed at my request in recent years, on the subject 
of alcoholism in both the civilian and military segments of the Federal 
work force. I hope that this further study and your report thereon 
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will be equally useful and enlightening to the Congress and the 
American people. 

With kind personal regards, 

Chairman, Subcor&&ttee on 
Drug Abuse in the Military Services 

HEH:jg 
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Copies of GAO reports are available to the general public at 

o cost of $1.00 a copy. There is no charge for reports furnished 

to Members of Congress and congressional committee staff 

members; officials of Federal, State, local, and foreign govern- 

ments; members of the press; college libraries, faculty members, 

and students; and non-profit organizations. 

Requesters entitled to reports without charge should address 

their requests to: 

U.S. General Accounting Office 

Distribution Section, Room 4522 

441 G Street, NW. 

Washington, D.C. 20548 

Requesters who ore required to pay for reports should send 

their requests with checks or money orders to: 

U.S. General Accounting Office 

Distribution Section 

P.O. Box 1020 

Washington, D.C. 20013 

Checks or money orders should be made payable to the 

U.S. General Accounting Office. Statips or Superintendent 

of Documents coupons will not be accepted. Please do not 

send cash. 

To expedite filling your order, use the report number in the 

lower left corner of the front cover. 
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