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By Jennifer G. Williams e

ompanies across the country recognize the value of having a service member as
an employee—they are dedicated, hard-working and loyal, employers say. And
many companies have gone the extra mile for their military employees, eaming
the title "best military employers.”

“There are a lot of employers who go above and beyond,” says Major Rob Palmer
with the Employer Support of the Guard and Reserve (ESGR), a Department of Defense
organization whose goal is to gain and maintain active support from all public and
private employers for the men and women of the National Guard and Reserve,

“From making up any difference in pay between your civilian job and your active
duty pay when deployed; maintaining contact with your spouse and family left behind—
and with the deployed service member; even sending care packages,” he says. “All these
little touches tell not only the military employee, but also all the other company
employees, that military service is valued and appreciated.”

The ESGR educates employers about the Uniformed Services Employment and
Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA), offers mediation when a problem arises
between a military employee and their civilian employer, and maintains a
database of employers who have signed statements of support for the Guard and
Reserve, or who have attained the coveted 5-Star Employer status. Visit
wiww.esgr.org lo search by state for military-friendly companies and see their
level of stars,

Each year, the ESGR takes nominations for the Secretary of Defense
Employer Support Freedom Award—the highest recognition given to
employers for their support of their employees who also serve in the
National Guard and Reserve. Small companies and municipalities have won
the award, as well as large national corporations, showing that employers
al all levels can do their part for the Guard and Reserve, says Palmer.

USAA, best known for offering insurance and other financial services
to members of the military, is a Five-Star Employer and won the ESGR
Freedom Award in 2005. USAA was also recently named one of the “Top
50 Mosl Military Friendly Employers,” by military job website G.I. Jobs.
USAA came in al number five on the list, which based its findings on a
company’s military recruiting efforts, the percentage of new hires who
are veterans, Reserve and National Guard employment policies, and
military and veleran education programs for employees. The list was
published in G.I Jobs' December 2006 magazine, and can be viewed at
www.gljobs.net/top5s0.
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"Obviously we're proud to have been
recognized by organizations like ESGR
and G.1. Jobs,” says Michael F. Kelly, a
retired Air Force major who now serves as
USAA's Executive Director of Military
Communications. "Bul we are even
prouder of the men and women of the
National Guard and Reserve who risk
their lives each day in defense of
freedom. We offer all military members
and their families our support and
gratitude as they serve our nation.”

“It's important for us to send a clear
message to our employees, that while
they serve our country, USAA will stand
by them and support them with world-
class benefits and programs designed to
help them focus on their military mission
without worrying about their jobs at
home," he says. "When an employee is
deployed, USAA pays the difference
between their military pay and their
civilian pay, continues their eligibility for
employee bonuses, and offers continued
health-care coverage and other benefils.”

“At USAA, we really do know what it
means to serve,” says Kelly. "USAA's
foundation and culture are built on the
traditions of military service and
leadership. That focus is reflected in the
programs and initiatives in place for our
employees who serve in the Guard and
Reserve.”

USAA is one of more than 35,000
companies across the country that have
signed statements of support for the Guard
and Reserve, and one of 16,000 companies
whao have attained Five-Star status

Pioneer Services, in its 75th year as a
member of the financial industry, is also
an ESGR Five-Star Employer and a 2005
recipient of the Freedom Award. The
company has also received other
recognition in the past few years,
including being named one of the top 25
"Best Small & Medium Companies o
Work for in America” for the second lime
in three years by the Society for Human
Resource Management.

“As a company thal serves the military
community exclusively, Ploneer Services
strives to be a military-friendly employer
in every way and is committed to being
the employer of choice for service
members,” says Pioneer’s Chief People
Officer, Julie Schaller. "Military members
are a valuable addition to our team and
we are dedicated to going beyond the
basic legal requirements to help our own
service members and their families
maintain their quality of life during the
difficult time of deployment.”

“Since we work with military families
every day, it is vital that we hire
associates who understand the unique
financial situation faced by military
service,” she says. "Military personnel
also have excellent leadership and
management skills, as well as a strong
work ethic that leads lo betler service
and a true passion for the work we do.”

In addition to offering benefils such as
pay differential for deployed service
members and installing video e-mail in
their homes, Fioneer also stays
connected with deployed employees and
their families through a special team of
associates called "Fioneer Partners,”
whose primary mission is to provide
support for family members and spouses
during periods of deployment. “Pioneer
Fartners pairs associates with other
associates that have family members
deployed and the Pioneer Partner
communicates with the family on a
regular basis to provide support and
encouragement,” says Schaller. “Some of
the things they do during a family
member's deployment include helping
with benefit questions, recognizing
birthdays and special events, and
organizing holiday dinners for the service
member’s family.”

“The deployed associates and their
[amilies have raved aboul this extra level
of care and concern shown to them and
their family during the difficult times of
deployment,” she says. And before one of
Piocneer Services’ mililary relations
managers was deployed, the company
treated him and his wife to an all-expense-
paid weekend in New Orleans at their
favorite bed and breakfast, adds Schaller,

There are roughly 150,000 employers
across the country employing members
of the Reserve and National Guard, says
ESGR's Palmer. While the ESGR handles
disputes between employees and
employers, the number of disputes is
relatively low, he says, especially given
the number of guardsmen and reservists
who have been deployed over the pasl
few years. In fiscal year 2005, for
example, there were 4,682 cases, while in
fiscal year 2006, there were only 3,152
cases. "And, at any given time during
these two years, at least 100,000
guardsmen and reservists were
deployed,” says Palmer. More than 900
ESGR ombudsmen are available across
the country lo assist in a dispute, he says,
and they are "able to resolve roughly 97
percent of cases brought to them.”



