Taking Charge: Keys to a Successful Transition/Reintegration to Civilian Life

In February of this year, each member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff signed a letter to all
who have served since 9/11, reminding service members that our nation “needs your experience,
intellect, and character,” and charging them to “help guide our country’s destiny.” The senior
leader emphasis on continued service underscores the importance of each service member’s
successful transition out of the military and reintegration back into the civilian community.
The Department of Defense recently redesigned its Transition Assistance Program (TAP)
to provide contemporary, relevant, and mandatory information, tools, and training to ensure
service members are prepared for civilian life. Across the civilian realm, public and private
organizations at the federal, state, and local levels stand ready to assist veterans and their
families as they return to communities.
Despite so many public and private efforts to assist in the transition out of uniform,
successful reintegration can be difficult for many of us. In fact, a recent University of Southern
California School of Social Work survey of post-9/11 veterans found that more than two-thirds
reported difficulty in “adjusting to civilian life.” In another survey conducted by Blue Star
Families in 2014, more than half of all veterans surveyed reported that their transition to civilian
life was difficult.
Over the last two years while engaging hundreds of public and private entities dedicated
to embracing veterans and their families, we collected lessons common to successful transitions.
First and foremost, we realized that successful reintegration is an individual responsibility, one
that requires understanding, planning, and deliberate execution—something familiar to all of us
in uniform.
What follows are recommendations to enable transitioning service members (TSM) and
their families to do just that: understand the field, craft and execute a realistic plan, and
successfully reintegrate into a civilian community ready to embrace the values and skills that
characterize military service. We also offer similar recommendations to leaders in the immediate
chain of command to help them recognize that successful transition and reintegration are as
critical to our country’s future as they are to our future force.

Recommendations for Transitioning Service Members and their Families

There are five steps we recommend each TSM consider as they contemplate the move out
of uniform: plan, rehearse, ask for help, network, and manage expectations.
Plan:
Take responsibility for your own transition and make a plan. A significant amount of
your transition planning should be spent thinking through what you want to be and do as a
civilian. While your veteran identity will remain a key aspect of your civilian experience, it
should not define you. Identify your personal and professional goals as a civilian and identify
your next purpose. With your goals in mind, assess your weaknesses and skill gaps and develop
a viable plan to shore them up through additional education and/or training.
We’ve all learned to “see and assess” the environment. In this case, invest time to
research employment or education opportunities in the geographic regions you desire. Use the
Internet to identify the many government offices or private, non-profit organizations that address
veteran needs in or near your likely destination. The Department of Labor American Job Center
website is a great resource to research career and communities you are considering a move. The
TAP curriculum is also accessible to all service members and their spouses, at any time, through
https://jkodirect.jten.mil to support long-term career planning.
Self-identification is critical. Those living in the community you return to will not know
you’re a veteran unless you identify yourself as one. Local- and state-level organizations, such
as your state’s Department of Veterans Affairs, may not know that you’re coming. Contact
them, share your contact information and timeline, and determine if one or several of those
organizations can help you. Start this process at least a year out. Visit the transition office at
your installation to understand the Career Readiness Standards (CRS) and to take full advantage
of all that the Transition GPS (Goals, Plans, Success) curriculum has to offer. And make sure
you coordinate with your chain of command to de-conflict your transition training schedule with
your unit’s requirements schedule.
Rehearse:
Rehearse your interaction with the civilian sector. It’s too late if you find yourself
unemployed, wishing you had paid more attention to the transition classes. Train for this lifechanging event like you do for any military mission. Practice for interviews, and in doing so
prepare to convey with confidence the skills and traits you’ve learned in the military. Many
TSMs rely on skills-translation software to help them explain what they offer to a potential
employer. There’s no software program that can adequately describe what you’ve learned and
how you can contribute to a specific employer. Be prepared to champion yourself—something
you might not have done in uniform, because you’ve been asked to place the unit and the mission
first. You must now learn to be your own best advocate. These are difficult but necessary skills,
and you’ll only get better by rehearsing.

Ask for Help:
Despite your natural reluctance, ask a civilian for help. The military has conditioned
you to regularly ask what you can do for the unit. Transitioning to the civilian world is different.
It requires you to reach out and ask a civilian to help you. Ask a civilian to serve as your mentor,
someone who is familiar with a field that interests you or a location to which you might relocate. In the military you always had a team leader or immediate supervisor, someone who
worked hard to ensure you didn’t fail. Reintegration is a challenging mission, one made easier
with a civilian “team leader” to help you navigate. By all means, ask a civilian to help you with
your resume. Civilians regularly update their resumes. In all likelihood, the only resume you’ve
written is the one mandated during the service transition process. Who better to ask for help
transitioning to the civilian sector than someone who is already there? Lastly, don’t shut down.
We’ve met veterans who have asked for help and, disappointed with the first response, seemed to
quit. If you treat transition and reintegration with the same mentality you used to accomplish
demanding missions in uniform, you’ll meet with success.
Network:
Networking is important in the civilian sector; embrace it. The mission-focused military
mindset doesn’t always lend itself to appreciating social or professional networks outside the
immediate organization. In the civilian sector, however, networking is an important reality and
something many employers consider when comparing potential employees. Employees with
broad personal networks often have a higher potential for contribution given their access to
different expertise and other perspectives. To expand your network, learn to use social media to
capture your network, but remember to do so responsibly. Be judicious however; anything you
post is a permanent record that a potential employer might review. Build a thoughtful profile on
Facebook or LinkedIn that shows an employer that you’re someone they want on their team.
Beware the profile that shows immaturity in the form of inappropriate pictures or links, harsh
comments, or worse.
Manage Expectations:
Don’t expect to make as much or supervise as many without first proving yourself. One
of the most common complaints we’ve heard from civilian employers is that many TSMs expect
a direct correlation between their military pay and responsibility and the pay and responsibility in
their first civilian job. Such an expectation is unreasonable. Recognize that you are starting
over. We all will need to develop a reputation in the civilian world just as we did in the military.
Many successfully transitioned veterans have told us that they took a pay cut and supervised far
fewer people when they first transitioned into the civilian sector. Once they established their
reputation in their new (civilian) organization, they progressed at a much faster rate than nonveterans. But they had to earn the trust and confidence of their supervisors and fellow
employees first. None of us would be comfortable with a shift manager joining the military as a

squad leader or a civilian CEO donning a uniform and immediately commanding a destroyer.
We would want them to prove their expertise first; our civilian supervisors will expect the same
of us.

Recommendations for the Immediate Chain of Command
There are five steps we recommend the immediate chain of command to consider to
support successful transition and reintegration: hold TSMs responsible, hold leaders responsible,
consider new options to support TSMs, recognize why it’s important to TSMs, and recognize
why it’s important to the All-Volunteer Force.
Hold TSMs Responsible:
Leaders of those transitioning should make their expectations clear and emphasize the
importance of individual planning. Leaders should encourage service members in the transition
process by holding them responsible for developing an Individual Transition Plan (ITP, DD
Form 2958). DoD TAP policy requires that every TSM complete a standardized ITP. The ITP is
an excellent tool that leaders can use to help their TSM develop a viable plan. Transition is also
a commander’s responsibility. Don’t leave this leadership responsibility to your installation’s
transition staff. Take ownership of your subordinates’ future success in the civilian world by
supervising their preparation to transition and reintegrate. Leaders should also be willing to give
them the time to plan and execute their transition plan. We’ve heard leaders complain that they
cannot afford to “lose” a TSM a year out. In reality, the investment in time is minimal. TSMs
should start anywhere between 12-24 months out, but we recommend at least a year beforehand.
The unit doesn’t “lose” a TSM at this point. The TSM simply reports to the installation
transition office for pre-separation counseling. This takes a few hours, and provides the TSM
with an understanding of the programs and services available during the transition process.
Leaders should consider requiring a back-brief from the TSM on the services and programs
available and a personal timeline that identifies mandatory and optional steps in the process.
Hold Leaders Responsible:
Leaders are required to certify TSMs as “career-ready.” The “capstone” portion of the
new TAP program requires commanders or a commander’s designee to certify the TSM as
“career ready,” having met the Career Readiness Standards and having crafted an ITP. If a TSM
is not yet ready, the commander is obligated to conduct a warm handover to an agency that can
help the TSM meet the standards (the installation transition counselors can help, in addition to
representatives from the Department of Veterans Affairs and the Department of Labor).
Consider New Options:

Leaders should consider allowing TSMs to attend civilian skill training programs before
transition. Civilian organizations are offering various job training programs, apprenticeships and
internships at or nearby multiple military installations. Though these programs require a chain of
command to “give up” the TSM for the duration of the program, they receive training and special
skills leading to immediate employment upon transition. We’ve seen units establish different
methods to maintain accountability (daily PT with the unit, daily contact with a first-line
supervisor) during the program. Though these programs often require a unit to “lose” the TSM
during the training period, they allow a TSM to leave the service and transition into a new,
sustainable career. Units can also consider referring TSMs to civilian organizations that help
TSMs prepare for the transition process.
Recognize the Importance to TSMs:
A TSM’s reintegration into the civilian sector can influence the rest of that person’s life.
Balancing unit demands with individual needs is always difficult, but proper planning and
preparation for a successful transition can characterize the rest of the TSM’s civilian career.
Leaders should be quick to understand that TSMs need time to plan, rehearse, and ask for help.
Some leaders may think a TSM’s request for time to take advantage of optional transition
programs or services is disloyal or selfish. On the contrary, investing in TSMs as they transition
might save the DoD money (in terms of lower unemployment claims) and could potentially
engender a sustained sense of loyalty to the organization, eventually helping to preserve our allvolunteer force.
Recognize the Importance to Our All-Volunteer Force:
Reinforcing our military’s reputation as an organization that takes care of its own
encourages the next generation to serve. There aren’t many organizations that invest so much in
those who are leaving. While it will always be difficult to balance mission requirements with the
individual needs of someone preparing to depart the military, it remains important for us to
realize that a short-term investment in our service members’ future secures the long-term success
of our all-volunteer force. The mothers and fathers of tomorrow will be quick to recommend
military service to their sons and daughters if they trust that they’ll be better for it.

