
 

Guide to Military and Veteran Pensions 

You have several options for saving toward your retirement income and reaching your 
retirement goals. These options require years of planning and investing to make sure you reach 
your retirement goals. Most people’s retirement options include familiar programs like 401k 
employer based retirement plans, annuities, Individual Retirement Accounts (IRA) and Roth 
IRA’s. 

But, as a Veteran you have a few options that your civilian counterparts do not. For example, if 
you serve in the military for 20 or more years you qualify for a military pension. This pension 
begins paying as soon as you retire, normally around age 40 and includes access to healthcare 
benefits through a program known as TRICARE. 

The Military Pension 

There are currently three military retirement plans. As a service member your options are 
determined by the year you entered service. For example, if you first entered the military 
between September 8, 1980 and July 31, 1986 you are eligible for the High 36 Retirement 
System. This pension system is relatively straight forward. Your monthly pension is based on 
the average monthly basic pay (not including your special pay or allowances) for the highest 36 
months of service, normally your last three years of service. Under the High-36 you will earn 
50% of your basic pay if you retire with 20 years of service and up to 100% of your base pay if 
you retire after 40 years. 

If you entered the military between August 1, 1986 and December 31, 2017 you can choose 
between the High 36 system OR a retirement package known as the CSB/REDUX Retirement 
System. 

Under the CSB/REDUX system your monthly pension is based on the average of your highest 36 
month's basic pay (like the High-36), but under the CSB/REDUX system you can elect to take a 
$30K onetime "Career Status Bonus" (CSB) when you reach your 15 year service anniversary. 
But taking this option will result in a reduction in your monthly pension check. This means that 
if you retire at 20 years, your retirement will be 40% of your base pay. But if you serve 30 years 
or more this reduction you will not see a reduction in your retirement percentage.  



Both the High-36 and CSB/REDUX plans include an annual increase or cost-of-limit adjustment 
(COLA). However, the COLA for the CSB/REDUX plan is 1% less than the COLA for the High-36 
plan. 

In 2018, the Department of Defense launched the Blended Retirement System (BRS). The BRS is 
similar to the CSB/REDUX system in that you will get 40% of your basic pay after 20 years. In 
addition you get a cash bonus on your 12th anniversary. The cash bonus is based on 2.5% of 
your annual basic pay.  

But that’s where the similarity ends. Under BRS you are also automatically enrolled in the Thrift 
Savings Plan, the federal government’s version of a 401k retirement account, in which you can 
contribute a percentage of your basic pay each month. You can raise or lower, or stop this 
contribution at any time. After you have been in the military for 2 years the DoD will match 
your contribution up to 4% of your basic pay. 

When you retire you can either get your full retirement or opt to get a lump-sum payment. If 
you take the lump-sum you will get a reduced monthly retirement check until age 67.  

 If you serve less than 20 years, you don’t qualify for a military pension, unless you received a 
medical retirement or an early retirement. However, this does not mean that you are without 
any benefits. Quite the contrary, the Department of Veterans Affairs has several programs that 
can help with your retirement needs.  

For example, the VA offers a full range of health care services through their system of clinics 
and hospitals. The programs are available to all veterans, however your status and income may 
mean a lower priority and additional co-pays for medications. Many veterans find that using the 
VA for medications can save money over other pharmaceutical sources. 

The Veterans Pension Program 

If you are a wartime veteran with a limited income and you are no longer able to work, you may 
qualify for the Veterans Pension for Veterans 65 or older. To qualify you must have entered 
active duty after September 7, 1980, and have at least 24 months of active duty service, with at 
least one day during a wartime period.  

In addition, your annual family income must be less than the Maximum Annual Pension Rate 
(MAPR) as set by Congress. If eligible, your pension benefit is the difference between your 
“countable” income and the annual MAPR. VA generally pays this difference in 12 equal 
monthly payments.  

Your countable income includes your earnings and benefit payments as well as the income from 
eligible dependents. It generally includes income form disability and retirement payments, 
interest and dividend payments, and net income from farming or a business. 



Net worth is also factored in. Net worth includes assets such as bank accounts, stocks, bonds, 
mutual funds, annuities, and any property other than your primary residence and a reasonable 
lot area. You will need to report all of your net worth. 

It's also important to note that your medical related expenses are considered when 
determining your countable yearly family income, as long as the medical expenses exceed 5% of 
your MAPR. 

Your MAPR is based on several factors such as number of dependents, disability, and whether 
or not you are housebound or require aid and attendance.   

 

Understanding Aid and Attendance Benefits  

Aid and Attendance (A&A) is likely the least used and most misunderstood benefit the VA 
offers. A&A is designed to help Veterans cover the cost of having another person on hand to 
perform the personal functions required in everyday living, such as bathing, feeding, dressing, 
etc. 

A&A is paid as part of the VA Pension, which means that you must qualify for the Veterans 
Pension to qualify for A&A. Visit the Department of Veterans Affairs website to learn more 
about Veterans Pension and Aid and Attendance benefits. 

It is important to note that the goal of the VA Pension program is to ensure older or disabled 
Veterans do not fall below the poverty line. The VA pension is a supplemental income, and is 
not designed to be a benefit that helps you reach your retirement goals. 

As a Veteran you have some added benefits to assist with your retirement income, but in reality 
these programs alone are not typically enough to help you achieve your retired lifestyle goals. It 
is important to spend the time to figure out exactly what you need to retire comfortably. AARP 
has a very helpful retirement calculator to aid in your planning.  


