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Listening to the wants, needs, and intentions of those discussing the 
GI Bill allows stakeholders to make more informed communication 
and policy decisions in these uncertain times.

We used the Brandwatch tool to analyze 100K+ posts from 70K+ 
unique authors from public facing digital and social media platforms 
with open text API

We looked at posts from June – September 2019 and June –
September 2020* in order to compare trends across years.

Only the first week of September’s data is represented, and social justice posts conflating results about current usage of GI Bill benefits have 
been removed.

What we did



While COVID appears to have some impact on discussions about the GI 
Bill, most of the focus in online discussions has remained on VA benefits 
and how to best leverage the GI Bill.  

Higher Ed discussions saw a 20% increase YoY- signaling that concerns 
relating to COVID’s impact on the educational landscape has not yet made 
its way into discussions regarding impact on usage of GI Bill benefits. 

What we found
Share of conversation regarding Education and Job Training 
increased by 4% in the wake of COVID-19. 

Conversations about GI Bill are down compared to this 
time last year, due to residual discussions of 2018 
legislation in 2019.  
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NEWS COVERAGE REGARDING BENEFITS, DRIVES ONLINE 
CONVERSATIONS ABOUT GI BILL

Distribution of GI Bill and branches of service 
are  aligned to distribution of military 
population, signaling that there is not a branch 
underrepresented in online conversations.

Resurfacing of complaints from 2019 policy changes 
and viral post asking why some service members 

joined the military

Year-over-year volume of GI Bill conversations remained in a relatively 
tight band, with little variance from the mean. 



INCREASE IN COVID AND HIGHER ED DISCUSSIONS DID NOT 
CORRELATE TO A LIFT IN GI BILL MENTIONS

GI Bill remained relatively flat, whereas 
Higher Ed discussions experienced a 20% 
increase.

Decrease in GI Bill 
post volume, 2019-
20

Increase in Higher Ed 
post volume, 2019-20

Health and Safety concerns increased along with 
Education and Job Training discussions in wake of 
COVID-19
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CONVERSATIONS SHIFT TO JOINING MILITARY FOR BENEFITS 
AND NAVIGATING EDUCATION LANDSCAPE

June  2020 September 2020

“I joined the military for love of Country. My family was 
poor. They couldn’t afford to send me to college. I went 
to school on the GI bill & now am a successful CPA.”

I joined the military. Best damn decision I ever made. 
Only sign for a 4 year enlistment though, just in case you 
don’t like it. You get tuition assistance while you’re in to 
help pay for classes, you learn a skill, and then you get 
the GI bill when you retire to finish school.

Most, if not all, schools should have a certifying official 
at a minimum for veteran benefits. This should be the 
POC for all veteran benefits - some states have vet 
benefits and could have county officials that can support 
too.

9/



Education

Conversations about in-person classes outweigh online
• Most conversations simply stated HOW students were attending classes

• Few asked if University decisions could impact benefits

Health & Safety
15%

Financial
23%

Employment & Jobs
35%

Education
27%

Share of Voice charts represent the frequency at which these topics appear in comparison to each other, 
not the frequency at which they appear across all GI Bill mentions. 
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Students concerned about maintaining GI Bill benefits if classes 
go online during the Fall semester [<1%] 
• Specifically, Monthly Housing Allowance [MHA] as it pertains to eligibility of 

classes necessary to maintain status and is very prevalent within Reddit 
• Carry over of benefits into future semesters

Offline
73%

Online
27%

3%

Learning Venue

College 93%

Vocational
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28%
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Education

Deferment mentions are <1% of discussions; but are up x28 
from  2019
• Staying in school is mentioned 4x MORE than deferring

• Note that there is an overlap of conversations that weigh both options, with 
few actually stating a decision

Alternative learning mentions down -9% from 2019
• Alternative learning options seem to be more of a job market or personal 

preference, than being impacted by COVID

Defer
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Share of Voice charts represent the frequency at which these topics appear in comparison to each other, 
not the frequency at which they appear across all GI Bill mentions. 
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x28 increase in volume 
of deferment mentions 

over 2019

Deferment Debate



MANY VOICE CONCERN  ABOUT THE SHIFT TO ONLINE CLASSES 
DURING THE FALL SEMESTER

Students are concerned about the shift to remote 
learning for the following reasons:

• Confusion about the effect of remote learning on GI Bill 
allowances, mainly the housing allowance

• Unwillingness to use GI Bill benefits on online classes, which 
many see to be subpar compared to in-person classes 

• Disappointment that GI Bill benefits don’t cover online classes 
in some cases for students

Mentions peaked in mid to late July, coinciding with news 
about fall semester classes  and options regarding COVID-
19

128 mentions on 7/15

840 mentions between 7/15 and 7/28
26.5% of mentions about these topics occurred in this time

Topics appeared in 7.7% of all GI Bill mentions



SMALL SUBSET OF CONVERSATIONS MENTION SPECIFIC ALTERNATIVE 
LEARNING PROGRAMS AND GI BILL

Students are considering alternative learning programs 
based on these criteria:

• COVID causing courses to be moved online, making it more 
convenient to learn

• Whether or not a program will meet MHA requirements 

• Usefulness of acquired skills / job outlook upon program 
completion

• If a program will “use up” benefits

VET TEC 61%

Coding 
Bootcamp

14%

Comp TIA
25%

<1%

Alternative Programs Mentioned

Share of Voice charts represent the frequency at which these topics appear in comparison to each other, 
not the frequency at which they appear across all GI Bill mentions. 

-9% decrease in volume of alternative learning 
mentions from 2019
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Share of Voice charts represent the frequency at which these topics appear in comparison to each other, 
not the frequency at which they appear across all GI Bill mentions. 

-30%
Students lean on GI Bill to reskill and extend time in school 
during economic downturn
• +60% increase in volume of conversations citing unemployment as a 

reason/opportunity to use GI Bill benefits 
• Some are considering extending GI Bill benefits into later semesters to gain 

more skills and wait for favorable job market

Beneficiaries see GI Bill as a tool for gaining competitive 
advantage in job market, or enabling economy to meet 
demands in times of expansion
• Conversations acknowledge the historical impact of the GI Bill and boosting 

the middle class
• There is a sense of self and self-improvement, as well as a sense of 

contributing to the economy and broader growth [duty]

+60% increase in 
volume of 

unemployment 
mentions over 

2019

Reasons for using GI Bill

39% increase in 
share of pessimistic 
mentions over 2019

Optimistic
24%

Pessimistic
76%

Job Market Sentiment

6%
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Share of Voice charts represent the frequency at which these topics appear in comparison to each other, 
not the frequency at which they appear across all GI Bill mentions. 

-30%GI Bill seen as a tool, and beneficiaries seek to understand 
how to best leverage resources
• There are many questions about HOW recipients use their benefits to get the 

most long-term value as it pertains to salary and job opportunities 

VA employment resources and programs are not currently 
discussed within the context of GI Bill

+60% increase in 
volume of 

unemployment 
mentions over 

2019

Reasons for using GI Bill

39% increase in 
share of pessimistic 
mentions over 2019

Optimistic
24%

Pessimistic
76%

Job Market Sentiment

6%
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The following are being considered by students to grow 
skills, particularly in technology

• Leveraging VET TEC programs to boost tech capabilities like coding and 
cloud computing 

• Pursuing Rogers STEM Scholarship to obtain additional GI Bill benefits 
and acquire respective skills

SOME ARE SEEKING TO RECEIVE TECHNOLOGY CERTIFICATIONS TO 
FUTUREPROOF CAREERS
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Conversations About STEM

-35%

While volume of STEM program mentions 
dropped by -35%,  it is important to note 
that this is proportional to the decrease in 
employment/job discussions within the 
context of the GI Bill.   

Several mentions showed that diverse professional 
disciplines saw reskilling in technology as critical to 
remain competitive. 

“For example, if you worked in Information Technology, you could cross train. Or 
maybe you want to pick up a certification or two (and have your GI Bill pay for it) 
to not only advance your job skills further, but to better your employment 
options”



Financial

Few mention that the GI Bill offers a safety net, in that in hard 
times they can: Go back to school, receive housing [financial] support, and 

realign to shifts in the job market

Health & Safety
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Financial
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35%

Education
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Share of Voice charts represent the frequency at which these topics appear in comparison to each other, 
not the frequency at which they appear across all GI Bill mentions. 

Signals of fractured trust in relation to changing policies and 
delayed payments are connected to future financial concerns 
of beneficiaries.  [<1%] 

MHA mentions are up +23% from 2019
• Students discuss MHA as a valuable financial asset
• Presents an opportunity to educate this audience on additional VA benefits 

that can help with housing and savings needs 

Recipients  reveal how the GI Bill provides financial stability
• Transferability of benefits to family members
• Serves as a vehicle to gain socioeconomic status and build wealth [less debt 

accrual and higher salaries]
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STUDENTS ARE CONFUSED ABOUT POTENTIAL CHANGES TO THEIR 
MHA

Students voiced confusion mainly about the following 
MHA topics:

• How allowances are applied based on remote learning locations

• If allowances remain the same or decrease if classes switch to online

• If allowances are given for hybrid classes 

• Allocation of supplemental funding for GI Bill users that won’t receive housing 
allowance in December 

1%



MOST WANT DIRECTION IN HOW TO BEST LEVERAGE 
BENEFITS 

Who are they consulting?

• Fellow service members

• General Reddit and Twitter communities 

• Family and friends

What are they asking?

• Tips for achieving and maintaining full MHA

• Best way to use leftover MHA funds

• Advice around most lucrative degrees

2%

Slight uptick in maintaining full MHA during first week in September could signal the beginning of a trend trailing news of some
colleges and universities shifting learning format as a result of COVID-19 outbreaks on campuses. 



GI BILL SEEN AS FOUNDATION FOR BUILDING 
GENERATIONAL WEALTH

Students acknowledge the GI Bill as a vehicle to 
create generational wealth

• Allows students to graduate without college debt 

• Makes possible great job opportunities

• Transferability of benefits to family members 

• Enables affordable home ownership 

3%



POLITICS AND LEGISLATION CAUSE INCREASE IN GI BILL 
DISCUSSION

Causing recipients to ask:

• How to avoid being taken advantage of

• How to assure benefits will be received

• What considerations should be taken into account 
when making decisions about the GI Bill.

Recent policies raise concern:

• Ruling in favor of University of Phoenix could lead 
to defrauding beneficiaries 

• Delayed GI Bill payments 

• Faith in the longevity of the program

2%

Most conversations about considerations were connected to long-term value of certifications and degrees, and how to maximize this 
value.  Responses were unique and diverse, suggesting that there were many paths to a successful future and not all offering advice 
defined success as maximizing wealth.



Health and Safety

There appears to be some uncertainty regarding how 
individual states and universities are going to start and end 
the semester
• In early September, mentions of colleges shifting to online learning due to 

COVID-19 outbreaks began cropping up

• Within these, there were some questions regarding how this would impact 
eligibility for benefits 

Few [<1%] state that schools are opening for financial gain 
versus closing for the sake of student health 
• One post even suggested that schools would wait until after students could 

drop classes to switch to remote learning
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Share of Voice charts represent the frequency at which these topics appear in comparison to each other, 
not the frequency at which they appear across all GI Bill mentions. 

Positive 9%

Negative 81%

Health & Safety Of In-Person Learning

3%

+46%Approximately 3% of conversations discuss the health and 
safety of in-person learning
• An overwhelming majority of these conversations expressed concerns 

relating to COVID-19 [91%]



COVID CURRENTLY HAS MINIMAL IMPACT ON GI BILL 
MENTIONS
Slight trend on increase in September, due to campus outbreaks

What makes students concerned?

• Campuses not being properly sanitized

• School budgets being improperly allocated

• COVID safety protocols interfering with a normal college 
experience

• Am I putting my health at risk in order to comply with 
requirements to receive MHA

What makes students feel 
frustrated?

• Uncertainty about classroom structure and 
consequent impact on GI benefits

• Schools opening for the sake of financial gain, 
putting profits over safety

5%



Methodology
This case study will focus on GI Bill discussions detected in publicly available data found on social media platforms and 
digital platforms with searchable RSS feeds. All data was collected in accordance with each platforms’ terms of service. 
Public data was collected using Brandwatch to crawl mentions of the GI Bill, excluding some mentions protesting groups 
that did not receive the GI Bill benefits from service during WWII. Keyword filters were then applied to the conversations 
to isolate trends relating to pre-determined topics of interest from 2019 and 2020, in order to identify how COVID-19 has 
impacted how the GI Bill is being discussed. 

Descriptive statistics include identifying peaks in volume over time and searching for quantitative signals explaining online
activity. We measure top mentions and co-occurring themes to gain greater insight into the nature of perceptions and 
concerns around the GI Bill in the wake of COVID-19.  Topics are then qualitatively analyzed to understand the nature of 
discourse surrounding relevant conversations. The volume and percentage of discussions within each topic are also 
measured. Sentiment analysis is conducted using automated scoring within Brandwatch and is considered accurate at an 
85% confidence level, providing general guidance on how perceptions are shifting- rather than an exact breakdown.  
Audience segmentation is only available on self-reported information contained in some user’s profiles, so all audience 
segmentation outside of age and gender is a result of qualitative analysis and is not able to be definitively quantifiable.


