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Overview of Reserve Component 
Compensation and Benefits
Like the active duty force, members of the reserve components are eligible for 
a rich array of compensation and benefits, many of which are the same benefits 
provided to the active component. Because most reserve component members 
perform duty less than full time, the pay and benefits they receive are often based 
on the level of participation and, for some benefits, the training category of the 
member. This chapter presents a comprehensive summary of reserve component 
compensation and benefits, compiled by the QRMC. The elements are divided 
into four categories: compensation, special and incentive pays, benefits, and 
protections. The tables below provide a description of the elements in each category 
as well as the duty conditions that determine reserve member eligibility.

Compensation
The elements of compensation include pays, allowances, and the tax benefit, as 
well as retired pay, disability compensation, and compensation paid to the survi-
vors of fallen service members.

 v Pay and related compensation. Members of the Selected Reserve generally 
serve a minimum of 38 days required training: one weekend a month, 
called inactive duty for training or “drills,” and two weeks per year, called 
annual training. Pay is based on the same basic pay table used for their 
active duty counterparts—a table that is based on rank and years of service. 
But reservists and active duty personnel do not always accrue credit for a 
day of pay in the same manner. During annual training and when called to 
active duty, reservists receive one day of pay and allowances for each day of 
duty, as does a member of the active component. And as noted in chapter 
7, there is a different level of pay depending on how long the member is on 
active duty because a housing allowance is paid for shorter periods of active 
duty. For inactive duty training, reservists receive one day of basic pay for 
each “drill” but no allowances, with each weekend comprising four drills 
(two per day). Reservists are also eligible for several savings programs under 
certain conditions.

 v Tax benefit. When serving in a combat zone, members of the armed 
forces, both active and reserve component, can exclude certain pay from 
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their income when determining federal income taxes. Under current 
provisions, all enlisted pay can be excluded from federal income tax, 
including incentive pays and bonuses. For officers, the exclusion is limited 
to the basic pay level of senior enlisted advisors plus Hostile Fire Pay/
Imminent Danger Pay—currently just over $7,700 a month. 

 v Allowances. Members of the reserves are eligible for a variety of 
allowances including “living allowances” such as the Basic Allowance for 
Housing and Basic Allowance for Subsistence (components of regular 
military compensation), travel and transportation allowances, and a 
number of miscellaneous allowances. Eligibility for these allowances, or 
the amount of payment received, may differ depending on the type of 
duty in which the member is serving. 

 v Retirement. Members of the reserve component are eligible for 
retirement after 20 years of qualifying service, and can begin receiving 
retired pay at age 60, or earlier based on credit for serving under certain 
conditions. A year of qualifying service is a year in which a reservist 
has earned at least 50 retirement points. Points are accrued as follows: 
15 points for being a member of a reserve component, one point for 
each drill or period of equivalent instruction, and one point for each 
day of active duty or full-time National Guard duty. Points can also be 
earned for other activities such as completing the course of study under 
the health professions scholarship and financial assistance program for 
active service, and performing funeral honors duty. Members of the 
reserve component may be eligible for active duty retirement if they have 
completed 20 years of active service.

 v Disability. Military members who have service-connected disabilities are 
eligible for disability compensation. The type and amount of disability is 
based on the nature of the disability and retirement eligibility. Disabilities 
must be the result of an injury, illness, or disease that was incurred in or 
aggravated by military service. For reserves, this includes while traveling 
directly to and from their drill site, and while remaining overnight at or 
in the vicinity of the drill sight between successive drills. It also includes 
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when the member is performing funeral honors duty, traveling directly to 
and from the location where the funeral is held, and remaining overnight 
before the funeral if the location is not within a reasonable commuting 
distance of where the reservist resides. In all cases, the disability has to 
have been incurred or aggravated in the line of duty. This distinction is 
important for members of the reserve component who serve part-time and 
are not always on active duty as are members of the active component. 

 v Survivors. Survivors of fallen service members receive an array of 
compensation benefits including immediate and transitional assistance 
following the loss of their loved one, as well as long-term income support 
and reparation compensation that help replace the income lost as a 
result of the member’s death. A number of these benefits have increased 
significantly since 2004, part of broader efforts to improve the financial 
well-being of service members injured in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as 
their families. 

Table 1 details the elements of compensation available to reserve component 
members, as well as compensation eligibility criteria.
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Special and Incentive Pays
Special and incentive (S&I) pays, which include monthly pays and bonuses, are 
targeted compensation that the military services use to address staffing shortfalls 
in specific career fields, ensure comparability with high-wage civilian sector occu-
pations, compensate members for onerous assignments, and reward members who 
train for and remain current in a critical skill. Some S&I pays are stable pays used 
to supplement military earnings on an ongoing basis; others compensate for onerous 
or hazardous careers or assignments, such as duty involving demolition of explosives, 
parachute jumping, or working on the flight deck of an aircraft carrier. Whether 
personnel receive S&I pays depends on a member’s occupation, assignment, and 
service—and the amount awarded can vary considerably. 

Eligibility for members of the reserve component can differ from that of their 
active component counterparts. In particular, in some cases special and incentive 
pays are prorated based on the number of days served, frequently referred to as the 
1/30th rule. Under this construct, the applicable monthly pay or allowance is divided 
by 30 to produce the daily rate paid to reserve component members—for each day 
of active duty and each period of inactive duty. This is different from members of 
the active component who are always “on duty.” (The efficacy of the 1/30th rule is 
discussed in more detail in Chapter 7 of the 11th QRMC, Main Report.) 

The consolidation of more than 60 special and incentive pay authorities into 
eight broad categories has made the incentives available to manage the active and 
reserve components much more consistent, while still recognizing the difference 
between a member who serves full time and one who serves less than full time. 
Table 2 lists the S&I pays applicable to reserve component members and the relevant 
eligibility criteria. 
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Chapter 17

Benefits
Generally, benefits fall into six broad categories:  

 v Health care benefits include comprehensive health care at no cost to 
the member and various health insurance programs available to service 
members and their dependents through TRICARE, as well as the 
provision of in-kind health care through military treatment facilities on a 
space available basis. 

 v Education benefits support voluntary education and training. Principal 
programs in this category include tuition assistance for off-duty 
education, the pre-discharge education program, and educational 
assistance programs administered by the Department of Veterans Affairs, 
and which—with the exception of the Montgomery GI Bill–Selected 
Reserve—are principally designed for veterans. But recent program 
changes have made these benefits available to dependents if the member 
has completed six years of service and agrees to remain in the military for 
an additional period of time.  

 v Morale, welfare, and recreation (MWR) benefits are designed to 
“promote esprit de corps and provide for the physical, cultural, and social 
needs; general well-being; quality of life; and hometown community 
support of service members and their families.”1 Programs such as 
physical fitness centers and services, libraries and information services, 
community and recreation centers, golf courses and bowling centers, and 
sports and athletics programs are examples of the many MWR programs 
and activities available to military personnel and their families.

 v Family programs are a component of MWR benefits that cater especially 
to children and spouses of service members. These programs include 
family support services such as relocation assistance, personal financial 
management, crisis assistance, career resources, and individual and 
family counseling programs. Family programs also include childcare and 
youth programs. Childcare programs help members locate affordable 
options for quality childcare both on and off DOD installations. 
School-age care programs provide safe, supervised, healthy, accountable, 
and age-appropriate environments. Youth programs include planned 

1. DOD Instruction 1015.10, Military Morale, Welfare, and Recreation (MWR) Programs, July 6, 2009 
(Incorporating Change 1, May 6, 2011).



The Eleventh Quadrennial Review of Military Compensation 909

Reserve Compensation and Benefits

and self-directed activities and events responding to the recreational, 
developmental, social, physiological, psychological, cultural, and 
educational needs of youth. 

 v Commissary and exchange privileges, a component of MWR benefits, 
have a long history in the military. Their purpose is to allow items of 
“convenience and necessity” to be purchased by military personnel and 
their dependents at convenient locations and reasonable prices. The 
discounted prices offered in these facilities provide an income benefit to 
members and their families. Commissaries, usually located on military 
installations, are supermarkets that sell food, sundry, and cleaning 
products; exchanges serve as military department and drug stores.

 v Miscellaneous benefits include programs such as life, traumatic injury, 
and long-term care insurance; leave and liberty; space available travel; and 
legal assistance. Insurance policies provide active and reserve members 
with access to affordable insurance options. All members on active 
duty or full-time National Guard duty for more than 30 days accrue 
leave. A recent change now allows reserve component members to carry 
unused leave forward, subject to the maximum leave balance a member 
is allowed to maintain, rather than taking the leave or selling it back 
upon completion of duty. Space-available travel is a privilege extended 
to military members as an avenue of respite from the rigors of duty in 
a uniformed service. Legal services, subject to availability of legal staff, 
assist members in preparing legal documents such as a will, power of 
attorney, advanced medical directive, and other documents to help the 
member and family with estate planning.  

Table 3 contains details on the benefits and eligibility in each of these areas.
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Chapter 17

Protections
Most members of the reserve components have full-time civilian jobs while serving 
part time in the reserves. Certain protections exist to enable members to serve 
in this capacity without fear of losing their employment or being subject to legal 
actions when performing military service. The Uniformed Services Employment 
and Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA) protects service members’ reemployment 
rights when returning from a period of military service, and prohibits employers from 
discriminating based on military service or obligation. The Servicemembers’ Civil 
Relief Act (SCRA) was signed into law in December 2003, replacing the Soldiers' 
and Sailors' Civil Relief Act of 1940. SCRA provides a number of civil protections 
to members of the armed forces. Examples include staying court hearings; reducing 
interest rates on mortgages and credit card debt; eviction protections; delay of 
civil court actions, such as bankruptcy, foreclosure, and divorce proceedings; and 
provisions for property and automobile lease termination. Table 4 contains further 
detail on eligibility.
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