
THE ULTIMATE PLAYBOOK FOR THE MIL ITARY COMMUNITY

MILITARY-TO-CIVILIAN                
TRANSITION GUIDE



FO
REW

O
RD

Despite 33 years of service to our nation – including multiple 
combat and peacekeeping tours – my transition into the 
private sector was one of the most difficult periods in my life. 
As an honorable soldier though, I conducted an after-action 
review to capture my lessons learned. A summary of my notes 
is presented in this transition guide so you might benefit and 
enjoy an easier transition into your new civilian career.  

I began my transition woefully unprepared for the challenges 
that awaited me. I was wildly shooting resumes downrange in 
hopes of hitting an unseen target – a blind, Kentucky windage-
style approach. I received no feedback in return. It wasn’t until I 
put structure to my problem and began using military problem-
solving tools that my performance and results improved. Sun 
Tzu, a military strategist and philosopher, became my guide:

“If you know the enemy and know yourself,  
you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.” 
– Sun Tzu

I realized to achieve success in my military-to-civilian transition 
“war” I needed to properly prepare for combat. So, I studied the 
“enemy” (the recruiter), their methods of war (the application 
process) and myself (by defining my own career interests). 
Soon, I stood victorious. 
 
“I will never leave a fallen comrade!”  
– Warrior Ethos 
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The Warrior Ethos, the principles that define my values, was the 
driving force behind the development of this guide. I won my 
transition battle, and I knew I had to turn around to help the next 
transitioning military member. Whether you are transitioning into 
the private sector from active duty or a Department of War (DoW) 
civilian career, looking for civilian employment while continuing 
to serve in the reserve component, or completing your advanced 
degree, exploring a change in civilian careers, or are a military 
spouse, I am confident these tips will help you endure the rigors 
of your transition and lead you to an overwhelmingly successful 
career in the private sector.

“Charlie Mike,”

 
 

John C. Buckley, II 
Colonel, U.S. Army (Retired) 
Textron Aviation Senior Manager – Military Programs

This guide uses military terminology such as “war,” “enemy” and “combat,” as a strategic lens to help translate your operational 
planning experience into career transition success. These terms are not literal. Recruiters and hiring teams are not adversaries. 
On the contrary, they are key players and important potential allies in your success. This framework simply enables you to 
approach the hiring process with the same discipline, preparation and strategic mindset that defined your military service.
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Distinct Transition Realities

Tactics to Overcome These Challenges

In combat, small units win because every member brings a decisive advantage to the 

fight. Success depends on individuals who can read the terrain, adapt under pressure 

and execute with precision — even when the environment works against them. Women 

who served know this better than most. They succeeded in formations, command 

formations and in cultures originally forged by and for men — and they didn’t just 

survive; they led and earned respect. 



WOMEN VETERANS 

In combat, small units win because every member brings 

a decisive advantage to the fight. Success depends on 

individuals who can read the terrain, adapt under pressure 

and execute with precision — even when the environment 

works against them. Women who served know this better 

than most. They succeeded in formations, command 

formations and in cultures originally forged by and for men 

— and they didn’t just survive; they led and earned respect. 

The ability of women to excel in an environment not 

engineered with their presence in mind is not just 

resilience — it’s a proven combat multiplier. That same 

strength becomes invaluable in the civilian workforce. 

WOMEN VETERANS 

Women who served in uniform bring proven leadership, adaptability and 
mission-focused execution into the civilian workforce. Many succeeded 
in the hypermasculine military environments, rising to NCO, senior NCO 
and officer ranks. However, when transitioning to civilian organizations, 
women veterans may encounter leadership expectations, communication 
norms, or cultural perceptions that differ sharply from what made them 
successful in service. Recognizing these dynamics early helps women 
veterans enter the civilian workforce with confidence and clarity.

TOOLS FOR WOMEN ARE HARD TO F IND

Compared to broader veteran services, programs built specifically 
for women veterans can be less visible, especially early in their 
military-to-transition phase.

DISTINCT TRANSIT ION REALIT IES

Cultural expectations of leadership.

• Civilian workplaces often have different expectations for  
how women “should” communicate or lead.

• The direct, decisive style that is respected in the military  
may be misinterpreted by those with limited exposure to  
military leadership.

Perceptions and bias.

• Sadly, and far too often, women veterans are not initially 
recognized as veterans, leaders, or technical experts.

• Some may hear: “You don’t seem like you were in the military,” or 
“Women don’t usually lead that way,” which can be discouraging 
or confusing.

Identity and re-assimilation.

• Women who already adapted to military culture may feel pressure 
to adopt yet another version of themselves when entering a 
civilian role.

• This creates unnecessary internal conflict, even when their 
authentic leadership style is exactly what employers need.

Limited visibility of support networks.

• Women-specific veteran programs are fewer, smaller and less 
publicized than mainstream veteran resources, making them 
harder to find during early transition.

• Women veterans often don’t self-identify as veterans in public 
settings, limiting their exposure to resources, community events 
and employer-led veteran initiatives. 



WOMEN VETERAN 
SUPPORT ORGANIZATIONS

• Foundation for Women Warriors (FWW) – Transition 
support, leadership development and financial navigation

• Women Veterans Alliance (WVA) – Professional 
development, conferences and networking

• Service Women’s Action Network (SWAN) – Advocacy, 
benefits support and legal assistance

• Grace After Fire (TX) – Peer support and career navigation

• VA Women Veterans Program Managers – Located at 
every VA Medical Center nationwide

TACTICS TO OVERCOME THIS  REALITY

Stay authentic in your leadership style.

• Do not dilute the competence, communication clarity, or 
accountability that made you successful in uniform.

• Translate your leadership style into business terms when needed 
but remain true to who you are.

Prepare for cultural differences.

• Civilian teams may not be familiar with military communication 
norms or the rank-based leadership you exercised.

• Expect questions, misunderstandings, or curiosity — and use 
them as opportunities to educate and build rapport.

Translate, don’t transform.

• Use civilian terminology to explain your experience but avoid 
“toning down” your professionalism or presence.

• Your approach to standards, mission execution and team 
leadership is a competitive asset.
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D A N I
U.S. Air Force, 6 years


