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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

Post-Military Career Construction: Understanding the Career Transition Experiences of 

Employed Post 9/11 Veterans with Service-Connected Disabilities 

 

 

This basic qualitative study sought to explore how employed post 9/11 veterans 

with service-connected disabilities experienced the career transition from the military to 

the civilian workforce. Framed by career construction theory, 17 veterans, most with 

disabilities rated at 70% or more, participated in individual, in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews to address the studyôs central question, ñHow do employed post 9/11 veterans 

with service-connected disabilities experience the career transition from the military to 

the civilian workforce?ò  

Study participants, each employed with a single employer for at least three 

consecutive years, reflected on how they constructed their post-mili tary careers. The data 

tell a collective story of how these veterans navigated through the chaos of overwhelming 

resources, felt like a stranger in a strange land, and adjusted and adapted to new 

environments to ultimately find their place in the civilian workforce. Eight main themes 

emerged from a comprehensive thematic data analysis: 1) accessing formal, structured 

resources; 2) identifying informal, social networks; 3) losing military identity; 4) 

reconciling disability; 5) adjusting and adapting to new environments; 6) 

compartmentalizing military experience; 7) changing mindsets; and 8) surprising self-

discoveries.  

Findings from the study were concentrated on the need for more holistic and 

hands-on transition experiences before military separation, and a glaring absence of 

disability education (aside from disability benefits) provided at any point during the 
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career transition process. Taking personal ownership, actively seeking out mentors, and 

discovering failure was normal and expected were paramount lessons learned. Veterans 

also came to understand that transition is messy, complicated, and chaotic, but also 

educational, exciting, and rewarding. Overall, the veterans in this study recognized that 

there was simply no ñeasy buttonò for career transition. 

Several recommendations are identified for future research, including, but not 

limited to: exploring the influence of interpersonal relationships and social capital on 

early transition experiences; using strength-based and appreciative inquiry approaches to 

document and facilitate growth and the positive impact military identity has on career 

retention; and exploring whether successful career transitions are linked to an overall 

positive outlook on life. Additional studies using a career construction theory framework 

are also suggested. Policy recommendations highlight expanding civilian internship 

experiences for veterans with service-connected disabilities before separation and adding 

civilian soft-skills training to formal transition assistance programs. Implications for 

practice highlighted the importance of storytelling, self-reflection, and developing 

increased personal agency during career transition.  For employers and hiring managers, 

implications included how the nuances of unconscious bias, especially related to 

disability and military service, can impact career transition. 

The existing literature about veterans with disabilities and career transition tends 

to focus career dysfunction and barriers to employment. This study offers an important 

attempt to shift the veteran and disability research dialogue to one of solutions and 

positive results.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

 

Todayôs United States (U.S.) military is an all-volunteer force made up of a tiny 

fraction of the U.S. adult population. Since September 11, 2001, over 3.9 million (U.S. 

Congress Joint Economic Committee [JEC], 2016) men and women have raised their 

right hand and vowed to serve their country in uniform in support of the following 

military operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria:  Operation Enduring Freedom, 

Operation Iraqi Freedom, Operation New Dawn, Operation Freedomôs Sentinel, and 

Operation Inherent Resolve (Bush Institute, 2014; Institute of Medicine [IOM], 2013; 

Torreon, 2016). This current era of military service is often referred to as ñpost 9/11ò and 

its cohort of uniformed service membersðpost 9/11 veteransðrepresents less than 

approximately one percent (1% ) of the total U.S. adult population (Sapolsky, 2015; 

Taylor, Morin, & Parker, 2011). While the reasons to enlist in military service vary, those 

who do make an explicit and voluntary decision to serve their country in uniform. These 

men and women solemnly swear to ñésupport and defend the Constitution of the United 

States against all enemies, foreign and domesticéò (10 United States Code [U.S.C.] § 

503; 5 U.S.C. § 3331), with the unquestionable understanding that by taking this oath 

they may be required to make the ultimate sacrifice during their service and die fighting 

for their country. 

The post 9/11 military population reflects the geographic diversity of America 

with service members coming from all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Guam, and 

Puerto Rico. Whereas women make up about 15.1% of todayôs active duty military 

population and ethnic minorities represent nearly one-third (U.S. Department of Veterans 

Affairs Veteran Population Projection Model [VetPop], 2015), it has been suggested that 
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by the year 2020, the veteran population will be significantly more diverse than it is today 

(Schafer, Swick, Kidder, and Carter, 2016). While each service member brings with him 

or her a set of individual and diverse skills, abilities, talents, and experiences, it is boot 

camp, or basic training, that prepares them as a unit for the physical, mental, and 

emotional aspects of military service. Over the course of approximately 12 weeks, intense 

and specialized training is provided, based on the branch of service and its role in the 

military, in addition to targeted and formal occupational skills training (Hsu, 2010). Upon 

separating from military service, however, ñthere is no commensurately intense person-

centered program to help ex-military personnel reintegrate back to civilian lifeò (Elnitzky 

& Kilmer, 2017, p. 109), leaving it to veterans to figure out how they will reintegrate into 

the larger community and the civilian workforce. Even veterans themselves have noted 

ñthe military does an extremely effective job of training them to operate within the 

military, and an extremely poor job of reversing that training or preparing them before 

sending them back into civilian lifeò (Zogas, 2017, p. 1). 

Research indicates nearly 70% of all post 9/11 veterans report finding a job to be 

one of their greatest challenges (Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America [IAVA], 

2012; Stone & Stone, 2015). Those who served in U.S. combat operations or returned 

with injuries and disabilities are more likely to face added challenges upon their return 

and are at a higher risk for unemployment (Cohen, Suri, Amick, & Yan, 2013; Gerber, 

Weinstein, Frankenfeld, & Huynh, 2016; IOM, 2013; Sayer, Carlson, & Frasier, 2014; 

Taylor et al., 2011). That said, it has also been reported that four in five post 9/11 

veterans are currently in the labor force, one in three of whom is reported to have a 

service-connected disability (JEC, 2016), a disability that ñwas incurred or 
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aggravatedéin the line of the active military, naval, or air service,ò (38 U.S.C. § 101.16). 

There is a dearth of research that has investigated the military-to-civilian career 

transition experiences of post 9/11 veteransðwith or without service-connected 

disabilitiesðposing a significant gap in the literature (Elnitsky, Blevins, Fisher, & 

Magruder, 2017; Kester & Phillips, 2016). Thus, exploring how employed post 9/11 

veterans with service-connected disabilities experienced the career transition from the 

military to the civilian workforce is an unexplored phenomenon and the focus of this 

study.  

The Context 

To understand the breadth of the experiences transitioning from a military career 

to employment and a new career in the civilian workforce for post 9/11 veterans with 

service-connected disabilities, some background is necessary. This section will discuss 

the process by which a disability is considered to be service-connected, the prevalence of 

service-connected disabilities among post 9/11 veterans, the meaning of disability within 

the context of the military-to-civilian career transition, and the resources and supports 

available to post 9/11 veterans during the career transition period.  

The service-connected disability determination process. A service-connected 

disability refers to a disease or injury incurred or aggravated during military service, as 

well as a post-service disability considered connected to military service (Congress of the 

U.S., Congressional Budget Office [CBO], 2014). Service-connected disabilities are rated 

by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) on a scale of 10% to 100% (in 10% 

increments) with ratings based on the severety of one or more disabling conditions.  

These ratings are linked to compensation intended to alleviate a projected loss of income 
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due to the aggravation of these disabilities (VA Disability Compensation, n.d.), as well as 

benefits for healthcare, education and training, housing, and more.  The most prevalent 

service-connected disabilities for which post 9/11 veterans receive disability 

compensation are hearing loss and tinnitus, musculoskeletal injuries, post-traumatic stress 

disorder, and scarring (VA Annual Benefits Report, 2016). 

A service member may receive a service-connected rating while still on active 

duty or after he or she separates from military service. If an injury is sustained or an 

illness occurs during active duty, the service member is generally assigned to a hospital 

facility for medical evaluation and recovery. Depending on the severity of injury and the 

service memberôs wishes (to either stay on active duty or separate from military service), 

a series of medical, psychological, and other functional assessments are performed to 

determine whether a physical or psychological condition would interfere with the service 

memberôs ability to perform his or her current, or potentially alternative, military duties 

(Rogall, 2005). While there is no specific list of illnesses, medical conditions, or injuries 

that might lead to a service member being discharged from service, injuries are likely to 

include amputations, burns, extremity impairment, paralysis, posttraumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), spinal cord injuries, brain injury, nerve and organ damage, and vision or hearing 

loss (Gerber, et al., 2016; U.S. Department of Defense [DoD], 2014). Nearly 10% of post 

9/11 service members have been discharged or released from service due to disabilities 

that resulted from injury or illness incurred during military service (Fargo, Brignone, 

Metraux, Peterson, Carter, Barrett, Palmer, Redd, Samore, & Gundlapalli, 2017).  

After discharge, a veteran whose character of discharge (38 CFR § 3.12) has been 

recorded as anything other than dishonorable (e.g., honorable, under honorable 
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conditions, general) and separation from service was unrelated to injury or disability, 

must submit a disability claim to the VA if one is suspected. The VA follows a 

comprehensive and lengthy decision-making process to determine if a disability is, in 

fact, connected to military service (CBO, 2014). The veteran has the responsibility to 

collect and supply the information needed, including medical evidence of a current 

physical or mental disability (e.g., medical records and other opinions), along with 

substantiating the relationship between disability and an injury, disease, or event that 

occurred during military service (VA Disability Compensation, n.d.). A rating is granted 

for a service-connected disability when evidence shows a link between a claimed medical 

condition and military service, and only after a thorough review of the veteranôs service 

personnel records and the medical evidence submitted. 

In summary, the service-connected disability determination process can occur 

either during active duty or after military separation. Since many disabilities resulting 

from injuries that occurred during the current conflicts are not immediately visible, they 

are often not even known to the veteran him or herself until years later. With 84% of 

service members deploying once, 38% deploying three or more times (Taylor et al., 

2011), and the current conflicts with no clear end in sight, the number of post 9/11 

veterans with service-connected disabilities will likely continue to rise well into the 

foreseeable future.  

The prevalence of service-connected disabilities among post 9/11 service 

members and veterans. The number of post 9/11 service members and veterans 

incurring injuries or illnesses resulting in a disability is greater today than has been 

recorded in the past thirty years (Frain, Malachy, & Bethel, 2010). Todayôs veterans are 
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submitting disability claims to the VA at historically unprecedented rates (McNally & 

Frueh, 2013), almost twice that of previous generations. As of 2014, approximately one-

third of all post 9/11 veterans were reported to have a service-connected disability rated 

by the VA (National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics [NCVAS], 2016). Of the 

almost one million veterans who receive disability compensation, 81.2% have a 

combined disability rating (for more than one disability) of 30% or more (VA Annual 

Benefits Report, 2016), however, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), 

veterans with less severe disabilities are more likely to be engaged in the civilian 

workforce. Eighty-five percent (85%) of veterans with a disability rating of 50% or less 

are reportedly in the labor force, while 62% of those with higher disability ratings are 

reportedly working (JEC, 2016). 

The actual numbers of post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilitiesðin 

or out of the workforceðlikely remains a mystery for several reasons. First, as 

previously noted, the VA rating system for service-connection is based on eligibility, and 

a veteran is required to apply for benefits and services. Many do not. There is a common 

myth in the veteransô community, ñI wasnôt injured in the service, so Iôm not eligible . . .ò 

for VA benefits (Horton, 2010). Next, disability statistics garnered for census reporting, 

e.g., Current Population Survey, rely solely on self-reports. Veterans with service-

connected disabilities, including but not limited to those with disabilities that are less 

visible, may choose not to self-report because they do not consider themselves to be 

disabled. Finally, veteran disability statistics found in the literature are often inconsistent 

and conflicting. For example, Erickson and Rudstam (2014) cite that an estimated 30% of 

post 9/11 veterans are believed to have injuries or disabilities that are less visible, such as 
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those associated with PTSD or traumatic brain injury (TBI). A meta-analysis conducted 

by Fulton, Calhoun, Wagner, Schrya, Hair, Feeling, Elbogen and Beckham (2015) found 

a 23% rate of PTSD prevalence for this population, however, estimates were found to 

range from 1.4% to 60%. Finally, Fulton, et al., (2015) found most studies reporting on 

disability use VA medical records for these estimates, therefore only veterans who apply 

for and receive a disability rating from the VA are included in these estimates.  

Veterans may also experience a delayed onset of symptoms related to conditions 

not readily identifiable, such as TBI and psychological health conditions such as 

depression or PTSD (Frain, et al., 2010); and perceived barriers such as stigma or access 

to seeking mental health care continue to permeate the veteransô community (Hoge, 

Castro, Messer, McGurk, Cotting, & Koffman, 2004). This stigma may result in 

potentially undiagnosed and untreated injuries. In fact, researchers found just over half of 

all post 9/11 veterans who report symptoms of PTSD or major depression seek treatment 

(Tanielian & Jaycox, 2008)ðwhich suggests just under half do not. This means many 

veterans are likely living with the signs and symptoms of injuries and disabilities that 

have gone undiagnosed. Finally, statistical findings often conflict between the various 

agencies within the VA and the BLS (Batka & Curry Hall, 2016) and, as noted 

previously, the statistics reported by the BLS rely on self-reports using the Current 

Population Survey.  

In summary, the service-connected disability determination process is time 

consuming, but application and eligibility is required for a veteran to qualify for benefits 

and services from the VA. While post 9/11 veterans are submitting disability claims at 

historic rates, the numbers are likely to continue to be imprecise since claiming a 
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disability requires disclosure, application, and eligibility. Nevertheless, once a veteran 

receives a rating for a service-connected disability, questions still remain regarding if and 

how disability-related information is conveyed to and understood by the veteran. 

Subsequently, any potential connection between disability and future career aspirations 

may be unclear and confusing.  

The meaning of disability in career transition. Disability is a complex, 

multidimensional, and very personal experience. The mere definition of the word 

disability often depends on its context, and disparate and conflicting definitions abound. 

Five different programs exist within the DoD, VA, and Social Security Administration 

(SSA) for benefits and support (including financial) to veterans with disabilities, 

however, the range of service and purpose of government programs vary, as does the 

disability evaluation process and eligibility criteria needed for participation. ñA veteran 

could conceivably receive three different assessments of disability resulting in three 

different determinationsé[and] écould qualify for benefits based on disability from all 

three federal agencies, establish eligibility for just one or two, or not qualify for anyò 

(Kregel & Miller, 2016, p. 1).  

Waterstone (2010) posits the mixed messages sent by different federal policies 

adds to this confusion. For example, the passing of the Americans with Disabilities Act 

[ADA] of 1990 and the ADA Amendments Act of 2008 was viewed as an ñ. . . attempt to 

get employers (and everyone else) to view people with disabilities as capable of work if 

societal barriers were removedò (Waterstone 2010, p. 1094). Conversely, the Social 

Security system in the U.S. tends to penalize those with disabilities who work or want to 
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work, ñtreating people with disabilities as passive and subservient to medical 

professionals who serve as gatekeepers of their benefitsò (Waterstone, 2010, p. 1094).  

These large and complex systems have historically viewed disability through a 

lens of deficits and limitations, which may create a skewed view of future possibilitiesð

both for the individual and for those in disability-related decision-making roles. As such, 

the impact of these systems can make foundational, financial, and career-related informed 

decision-making difficult for veterans with service-connected disabilities. This is 

especially true as they consider their own post-military employment and career potential. 

It is, therefore, the personal definition of disability that is likely to be the most important. 

After all, it is the individual veteran who must ultimately decide whether to identify as a 

person with a disability, disclose disability-related information for the purpose of 

program eligibility, or request a reasonable accommodation in school or the workplace.  

A survey of the barriers and facilitators to disability disclosure at work reveals the 

general population of employees with disabilities most often discloses disability-related 

information at work because they need a reasonable accommodation to perform their job 

or need to take care of a health condition during working hours (von Schrader, Malzer, 

Erickson, & Bruyère, 2011). The U.S. Department of Justice defines a reasonable 

accommodation as ñany change to a job, the work environment, or the way things are 

usually done that allows an individual with a disability to apply for a job, perform job 

functions, or enjoy equal access to benefits available to other individuals in the 

workplaceò (Americans with Disabilities Act, Title I). Among the most important factors 

creating a potential barrier to disability disclosure on the job are stigma, fear of not being 

hired, being fired, or being treated differently by a supervisor and co-workers (Rudstam, 
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Strobel Gower, & Cook, 2012; von Schrader, et al., 2011). In a survey of post 9/11 

veterans with disabilities, an estimated 57% were found to fear hiring discrimination due 

to disability, 71% with a diagnosed mental illness did not intend to disclose a disability in 

an employment situation, and 73% did not intend to ask for a reasonable accommodation 

during employment (Rudstam, Wilson, & Gower, 2011). 

The military community is one that tends to emphasize a warrior mentality of 

self-reliance and strength; and disability is often perceived as a personal weakness 

(Griffin & Stein, 2015; Hoge et al, 2004; Santuzzi & Waltz, 2016). In fact, according to 

the Warrior Transition Command (WTC), a division of the U.S. Army that helps soldiers 

as they navigate through the Armyôs medical treatment system after active duty injury, 

most veterans with service-connected disabilities do not identify as or consider 

themselves to be disabled. ñThe psychological process for accepting injuries and 

disabilities takes time, especially for those with a military background. At first, Veterans 

may view their disabilityðand asking for helpðas a sign of weaknessò (U.S. Army 

WTC, n.d.).  

In summary, understanding and accepting disability is a complicated and very 

personal process, often wrought with psychological, cultural, and social ramifications. 

Whether or not a post 9/11 veteran fully understands the existence and impact of a 

disability that was acquired during or connected to military service, there are many 

services available to support them as they transition back to civilian life. These supports, 

however, are often only uncovered after wading through disparate and disconnected 

systems and programs, some of which specifically target employment and career 

transition for post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities.  



 

 11 

A sea of goodwill. In May 2008, Admiral Michael Glenn ñMikeò Mullen, then 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, used the phrase ñSea of Goodwillò to describe an 

expansive group of community leaders, non-profit and faith-based organizations, and 

other local charities wanting to help returning veterans transition back to civilian life. At 

that time, Admiral Mullen estimated over 40,000 charities in the U.S. were dedicated to 

serving veterans and their families, numbers that did not include many other 

organizations that served the general population, of which veterans are certainly a part. 

Two years later, when the Office of the Joint Chiefs produced a white paper outlining a 

desire to match support and service to veteran need, they found more than 400,000 

websites for organizations that offered support to service members, veterans, and their 

families (Copeland & Sutherland, 2010). After that realization, a national framework was 

introduced that called for functional cooperation, cross-sector collaboration, and 

integrated networks (Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff [OCJCS], 2014) 

between government, private sector, community non-profit, and faith-based organizations 

to help more veterans find the service or services they need when they need it. This 

framework suggested a no-wrong-door policy approach to encourage the many agencies 

serving veterans to offer a warm hand-off from one to another, with a hope of leaving 

fewer veterans to fall through the cracks of the service systems (OCJCS, 2014). While the 

exact number of employment and career transition resources for veterans is not known, 

suffice it to say thousands exist. This fact is evidenced by a simple search for 

ñemploymentò or ñemployment resourcesò on the National Resource Directory, a federal 

government website that vets resources to ñconnect wounded, ill and injured Service 

members, veterans, families, and caregivers to thousands of services and programs at the 



 

 12 

national, state and local levels to support them during recovery, rehabilitation and 

reintegrationò (National Resource Directory, n.d.)   

The landscape of todayôs sea of goodwill continues to include efforts by federal, 

state, and local governments, each with programs designed to help veterans with service-

connected disabilities in their search for civilian employment. Federal partnerships, 

specialized veteransô online employment portals, federal agency hiring initiatives, 

updated anti-discrimination employment laws, and a variety of other on-line and in-

person resources are available to help veterans connect with employers, find 

employment, and build a post-military career. In addition to government programs, many 

independent and collaborative employment initiatives exist at the national, state, and 

local levels to help employers and veterans connect. ñA significant majority (67%) of the 

nationôs 100 largest communities have some type of collaboration activity underway to 

serve veteransò (Carter & Kidder, 2017, p. 1). Still overlooked, however, are 

opportunities for aligning services, developing common outcome measures, or discussing 

the possible impact of disability on employment, aside from those programs and 

resources that assist veterans with filing a claim for disability benefits from the VA. 

Two examples of large-scale, national efforts are the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 

Foundationôs Hiring Our Heroes campaign and the Veterans Jobs Mission, both launched 

in 2011. Hiring Our Heroes has a mission to ñhelp veterans, transitioning service 

members, and military spouses find meaningful employment opportunitiesò (U.S. 

Chamber of Commerce Foundation [CCF], 2016). Through grassroots engagement and 

public-private partnerships, the foundation organizes face-to-face hiring events and 

transition summits, offers several digital programs and online resources, and coordinates 
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corporate fellowships (CCF, 2016). The Veterans Job Mission, originally spearheaded by 

eleven private sector companies, boasts a coalition of more than 230 companies 

committed to hiring and retaining veterans in the civilian workforce (Hall, Harrell, 

Bicksler, Stewart, & Fisher, 2014). Part of their mission is to ñsupport veterans as they 

adapt to the workplace by establishing sponsorship and on-boarding training programs, as 

well as industry-based coalition subgroups to increase collaboration among membersò 

(Veterans Job Mission, n.d.). If disability is mentioned at all in these programs, reference 

is generally made to services for ñwounded warriorsò or ñwounded veterans,ò therefore a 

veteran would need to identify with that term and self-disclose if he or she wished to gain 

access to those resources.  

At the state and local levels, sector strategies have also launched in collaboration 

with industry and institutions of higher education, some targeting veterans with service-

connected disabilities. These initiatives are in areas such as education, energy, healthcare, 

STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math), transportation, and more, with some 

programs focusing specifically on veterans with disabilities. For example, the Wall Street 

Warfighters Foundation focuses on identifying, developing, and placing veterans with 

disabilities in careers in the financial services industry; the Entrepreneurship Bootcamp 

for Veterans program offers entrepreneurship and small business management to post 

9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities through a consortium of 10 colleges and 

universities; and Operation IMPACT (Injured Military Pursuing Assisted Career 

Transition), a program designed by Northrop Grumman, a large federal contractor, offers 

assistance to severely wounded service members as they transition from the military to a 

private-sector career. The company expanded the mission of Operation IMPACT in 2009 
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and established a Network of Champions, a group of private sector employers, non-profit 

organization, and federal agencies with a desire share job announcements, build 

community partnerships, and leverage best practices to give transitioning service 

members and veterans with disabilities more opportunities for success.  

Although well intended, the vast and continued growth of these different 

programs, initiatives, and services has led to widespread confusion for veterans. Studies 

show 84% of veterans believe they do not have the necessary resources or contacts to 

find employers in their chosen field (CCF, 2015) and many are unsure about what career 

path to pursue after separating from service (Switzer, 2016). Many veterans also continue 

to be unaware of the available services in their communities, unsure of whether the 

services will  be helpful, and tend to lack information about where to find the services 

they need (Castro, Kintzle, & Hassan, 2014; Schell, Tanielian, Farmer, Jaycox, Marshall, 

Vaughan, & Wrenn, 2011). Many also report ñfeeling betrayed by countless veteran 

employment initiatives that ultimately did not lead to any substantial job prospects,ò 

(Castro, Kintzle, & Hassan, 2014, p. 23). Lee, Van Looy, Young, and Stern (2016) 

convened focus groups of veterans with disabilities in New York, Texas, and California, 

and found system fragmentation and information overload to be the predominant 

impediments for veterans seeking post-military employment. 

In summary, while many transition services and programs are available to 

veterans both before and after separating from military service, confusion remains as to 

how, when, and where to access them. From the federal government, to state and local 

governments, to public-private partnerships and veteran-specific, community- and faith-

based organizations, the programs and services available are often disconnected and 
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uncoordinated. Moreover, many veterans with service-connected disabilities not only do 

not identify themselves as disabled, they may not understand if and how a service-

connected disability might impact obtaining and retaining employment or how to begin 

the process of building a new career in the civilian workforce. 

Veterans with service-connected disabilities, including but not limited to those 

that interrupted military service, are forced to construct a new career path, generally with 

very little knowledge about the world of work outside of the military context. They must 

figure out how they will function in the civilian workforce and assess if or how a service-

connected disability could affect their prospects for obtaining and maintaining 

employment. Twenty-eight percent (28%) of veterans in the civilian workforce are 

reported to have a service-connected disability (JEC, 2015), yet little is known about their 

employment and career transition experiences.  

Statement of the Problem 

Work remains a fundamental part of how adults define themselves (Fryers, 2006; 

Saayman & Crafford, 2011; Smith, 2015, citing Owsworth & McKenna, 2004). 

Therefore, it should come as no surprise that research shows participation in the civilian 

workforce to be a critical element to a smooth transition back to the civilian community 

for post 9/11 veterans (Chicas, Maiden, Oh, Wilcox, & Young, 2012; Cohen, et al., 2011; 

IOM, 2013; Kukla, Rattray, & Salyers, 2015; Schafer, et al., 2016). For veterans with 

service-connected disabilities, attachment to the workforce has been found to provide the 

quickest path to a successful readjustment back to civilian life (Griffin & Stein, 2015). 

Navigating that transition, however, can be complicated and confusing.  
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In the literature, veterans with disabilities tend to be studied through a lens of 

dysfunction and a focus on the barriers to employment they may face, such as mental 

health issues (Ainspan, 2011; Sayer, Carlson, & Frazier, 2014; Brunger, Serrato, & 

Ogden, 2013), career identity conflict (Mcallister, Mackay, et al, 2015; Kukla, et al, 

2015; Smith & True, 2014), and workplace stereotype and stigma (Ainspan, 2011; 

Rudstam, Strobel Gower, & Cook, 2012; Stone & Stone, 2015; von Schrader, et al., 

2010). Several factors have been found to lead to these obstacles, including the lack of 

knowledge among employers about recruiting and hiring veterans, the lack of knowledge 

among veterans about how and where to search for jobs, the ambiguity of job duties from 

the military to the civilian work environment, and (civilian) culture shock (Simpson & 

Armstrong, 2009; Stone & Stone, 2015). In addition, ñemployers may hold negative 

stereotypes about recent military veterans, their experiences, and their estimated 

óemployabilityô based on political ideology, stereotypes of poor skills, or presumptions of 

mental or emotional dysfunction, as happened with Vietnam veteransò (Kleykamp, 2009, 

p. 268). Problems with unemployment and under-employment have also been identified 

as being more acute for post 9/11 veterans (IOM 2013), and those with service-connected 

disabilities are reported to be more than twice as likely to have difficulties readjusting to 

civilian life and the civilian workforce (Taylor et al., 2011) than veterans without service-

connected disabilities.  

The factors associated with how post 9/11 veterans obtain and maintain civilian 

employment and post military careers have garnered little attention in research (Batka & 

Curry Hall; 2016). Since 2001, few studies have examined the factors that predict or 

improve the post-deployment experiences of post 9/11 veterans (Fink, Gallaway & 
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Millikan, 2014) and there is a dearth of research highlighting the employment 

experiences of veterans with service-connected disabilities (Elnitsky, Blevins, et al., 

2017). A successful readjustment to civilian life is dependent on reentry into the civilian 

workforce (IOM, 2013). While approximately one in three of todayôs post 9/11 veterans 

in the civilian workforce is reported to have a service-connected disability (JEC, 2016), 

the scholarly literature continues to remain vacant of studies that reflect their successful 

experiences in the civilian workforce (Batka & Curry Hall, 2016; Burton Blatt Institute, 

2013)ðor the strategies they used to get there.  

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how employed post 9/11 

veterans with service-connected disabilities experienced the career transition from the 

mili tary to the civilian workforce. It is from a constructivist epistemology and ontology 

that this study examined the central question: How do employed post 9/11 veterans with 

service-connected disabilities experience the career transition from the military to the 

civilian workforce? This question was addressed by exploring the following three sub-

questions: 

1. How do employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

navigate the ñsea of goodwillò as they transition from the military to the 

civilian workforce?  

2. How do employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

describe the factors that influenced their career transition?  
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3. What do employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities learn 

about themselves as they experience the career transition from the military to 

the civilian workforce? 

Statement of Potential Significance 

This study has implications for research, policy, practice, and the population of 

current and future post 9/11 veterans living with service-connected disabilities. As a 

contribution to the literature, this study sheds light on how 17 veterans with service-

connected disabilities (most of whom were rated at 70% or more) approached post-

military employment and continue to be connected to the civilian workforce. It highlights 

how they experienced the career transition from the military to the civilian workforce, 

adding to the scarce academic literature related to veterans with service-connected 

disabilities and post-military careers. In addition, rather than examining veterans with 

service-connected disabilities and their career transition through a lens of impairment, 

disorder, or dysfunction, this study examined how veterans with service-connected 

disabilities constructed their post-military careers, thus making a significant contribution 

to the career, disability, and military literature.  

With regard to policy and practice, exploring the career transition experiences of 

post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities has the potential to assist 

government agencies such as the DoD, VA, and U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) as they 

develop and evaluate programs designed to assist veterans with service-connected 

disabilities gain entrance to the civilian workforce. It also offers non-profit, faith-based, 

and veteran service organizations, as well as the employer community, e.g., human 

resource personnel and organizational career counselors, a better understanding of ñwhat 



 

 19 

has workedò for veterans with service-connected disabilities in their attempt to locate, 

secure, and maintain employment and develop a post-military career. These perspectives 

offer an important voice, too often ignored when developing or evaluating workforce 

programs, that of the veteran. 

Most importantly, this study offered a rare opportunity for veterans with service-

connected disabilities to share their personal stories of transition to the civilian 

workforce, how they came to understand disability, and how they negotiated and 

constructed a post-military career. These stories can be shared with other veterans, 

military families, and the civilian public, and may help veterans struggling with an injury 

or service-connected disability find a sense of hope, belief, or empowerment from the 

stories of their brothers- and sisters-in arms. In addition, if these stories help human 

resource development professionals to better understand veteransô perspectives, our 

society may be one step closer to closing to bridging the countryôs expanding military-

civilian divide. 

Theoretical Foundation 

The foundation for this basic qualitative study was informed by the theory of 

career construction. Career Construction Theory (CCT) is one of several career theories 

describing occupational choice and adjustment to work, employment, and career. Its three 

principles of vocational personality, life themes, and career adaptability frame a way to 

think about how people choose and use work across the lifecycle (see Figure 1).   

CCT emphasizes the choices one makes to maintain a successful and satisfying 

life (Savickas, 2002) as well as the ñmeaning that structures an individualôs career as it 

plays out across the ten or more different jobs that a worker today can expect to occupy 
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during his or her work life,ò (Brown, 2006, p. 85). CCT offers a framework with which to 

understand the career transition experiences of veterans with service-connected 

disabilities, including, but not limited to, understanding the state of confusion often 

associated with transition, the personal and economic challenges veterans may face, and 

most importantly, how they think about and describe their career success.  

Career Construction Theory (Savickas, 2006) 
 

Provides a way of thinking about how individuals choose and use work. The theory presents a model 

for comprehending vocational behavior across the lifecycle and offers methods and materials that can 

help individuals make vocational choices and maintain successful, satisfying work lives. 
 

Life  

Themes 

WHY people fit work into 

their lives 

Conceptualizes occupational choice as implementing a 

self-concept; careers are about mattering 

Vocational 

Personality 
WHAT people prefer to do 

An individualôs career-related abilities, needs, values, and 

interests; what one can become in doing work, not what 

they are before going to work. 

Career 

Adaptability  

HOW people cope with 

vocational development 

tasks, occupational 

transitions, and work traumas 

The set of attitudes, behaviors, and competencies people use 

to cope with changing work conditions and demands.  
 

Concern (planning) | Control  (decision-making) 

 Curiosity  (exploring) | Confidence (problem-solving) 

Figure 1. Overview of Career Construction Theory 

Life themes. Life themes focus on work life as the ñwhyò of vocational behavior, 

highlighting the view that careers are about what matters to the individual. Life themes 

give meaning and purpose to work, while helping to identify how one might contribute to 

society (Sharf, 2016). Career stories are strategies often used to help one construct a 

ñbiographical bridge between the past and the futureò (Maree, 2014, p. 1). These stories 

can serve to explain the meaning one may associate with career choices and adjustment to 

work roles derived from job tasks performed, occupational transitions, and even work 

traumas (Savickas, Nota, Rossier, Dauwalder, Duarte, Guichard, Soresi, Van Esbroeck, & 

van Vienen, 2009). Career choice and the adjustment to work offers context to the 
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meaning one places on employment and how one formulates his or her career. Patterns 

emerge by combining and organizing specific life themes which become an essential lens 

for how one views oneself and what is important (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). 

A post 9/11 veteranôs biographical bridge between the past and the future is the 

transition from service member in the military to employee in the civilian workforce. For 

those with injuries incurred during their service resulting in a service-connected 

disability, this biographical bridge likely also includes an adjustment to life and work as a 

person with an acquired disability. While many transitions in life are planned or 

anticipated, a significant number of them are not. These unplanned transitions often begin 

with a string of actual or perceived losses, such as the loss of a role, a job, a relationship, 

a place, or a sense of where one fits in the world (Byron, 1995).   

The guiding principle of life themes informed this study by exploring how 

employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities constructed a personal 

and career narrative. This career narrative served to guide them as they bridged their 

military past to construct a career in the civilian workforce and continues as they 

contemplate future possibilities.  

Vocational personality. Vocational personality is a sub-construct of career 

construction theory and refers to an individualôs career-related abilities, interests, needs, 

and values (Savickas, 2005). Historically, these personalities have been considered stable 

traits that predicted oneôs future, however, in CCT they are viewed as more of a holistic 

and dynamic process that presents possibilities (Savickas, Nota, et al, 2009). Vocational 

personalities are socially constructed, and contextually dependent on time, place, and 

culture. They are developed beginning in childhood and continue through oneôs youth, 
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e.g., completing chores at home or as adolescents interact with members of their family. 

Vocational personalities continue to form in young adults as they prepare to enter the 

world of work (Savickas, Nota, et al., 2009). For post 9/11 veterans, however, an 

additional and very powerful overlay exists as to how vocational personality is likely 

shapedðthat being military service. Research suggests that military experience may 

impact personality characteristics and shape the way veterans see and approach the world 

(Jackson, Thoemmes, Jonkmann, Lüdktke, & Trautwein, 2012). The military is rich in 

history, mission, ideals, and valuesðboth collectively as a culture and independently by 

service branch. Veterans tend to embody the core values and mottos associated with the 

respective military branch in which they served. These core values and mottos are 

summarized in Figure 2.  

Branch Core Value Motto 

Air Force 
Integrity first, service before self, and  

excellence in all we do 

Aim High . . . Fly-Fight-

Win 

Army 
Loyalty, duty, respect, selfless service,  

honor, integrity, and personal courage 
This Weôll Defend 

Coast Guard Honor, respect and devotion to duty 
Semper Paratus, Always 

Ready 

Marine Corps Honor, courage, commitment 
Semper Fidelis, Always 

Faithful 

Navy Honor, courage, and commitment 
Semper Fortis, Always 

Courageous 
 

Figure 2. Overview of Military Service by Branch Core Values and Mottos 

The principle of vocational personality informed this study by examining how 

military experience helped or hindered the career trajectory for employed post 9/11 

veterans with service-connected disabilities. It also informed this study by examining 

how veterans experienced the career transition process. 
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Career adaptability. Super and Knasel (1981) first introduced the concept of 

career adaptability and defined it as oneôs ñreadiness to cope with changing work and 

working conditionsò (p. 195). Over the years, other iterations of career adaptability have 

included individual coping responses and behaviors (Dix & Savickas, 1995) and 

purposeful engagement (Amundson, Borgen, Iaquinta, Butterfield, & Koert, 2010; 

Savickas, 1997). The concept of career adaptability has also been broadened to refer to 

how one adjusts to fit into new, changed, and changing career circumstances by planning, 

exploring, and making informed and independent decisions about the future (Brown, 

2002; Savickas, 1997). In essence, career adaptability refers to oneôs willingness and 

ability to acclimate to changing work environments (Johnson, 2016) such as transitioning 

from school to work, job to job, occupation to occupation (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012), or 

from a regimented military environment to work and career in a civilian workforce where 

environments might be described as inconsistent and unpredictable. Discontinuous career 

transitions are often the result of critical life events that have drastically altered oneôs 

career or sense of the world (Haynie & Shepherd, 2011). For many post 9/11 veterans, 

acquiring a service-connected disability and subsequently leaving a military environment 

to enter one in the civilian workforce, may trigger a discontinuity in career transition. 

These circumstances often require an ability to adapt to change and a multitude of 

changing environments. 

Oneôs career tends to unfold and evolve over time and involves many different 

experiences (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). It also consists of the vocational choices one 

makes within different contexts and experiences. The principle of career adaptability has 

informed this study by exploring the adaptive factors post 9/11 veterans accessed during 
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their transition to the civilian workforce, those they continue to use as an employee who 

has maintained consistent employment for more than three years, and how, if at all, injury 

and disability was a factor in their transition experiences. 

Summary of the Methodology 

Qualitative research seeks to understand how people interpret, construct, or derive 

meaning from their world and their experiences (Given, 2008; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Thus, a qualitative methodology is consistent with the theoretical approach outlined for 

this study and was selected for its fit. Individual, in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

were used to examine how employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected 

disabilities experienced the career transition from the military to the civilian workforce.  

Study participants. Participants for this study were employed post 9/11 veterans 

with service-connected disabilities rated at 30% or more. Research indicates nearly half 

of all post 9/11 veterans who leave their first post-military job will do so within twelve 

months of hire (Schafer, et al., 2016), therefore an additional criterion was established 

that all participants had experienced a period of sustained employment with a single 

civilian employer for at least three years. This final criterion yielded the distinct and rich 

experiences specifically sought for this study. Representations by each participant of their 

self-identified veteran status, service-connected disability rating, and employment history 

were all assumed to be true and accurate.  

A purposeful sample selection method (Creswell, 2013) was used in an effort to 

target information-rich cases that would support an in-depth understanding of the 

phenomena under study. Participants were recruited from the researcherôs extensive 

personal and professional network. This network was garnered over three decades 
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working on career and workforce development initiatives, ten of which focused almost 

exclusively on veterans with disabilities. An invitation to participate in the study was sent 

to this network via email, LinkedIn, and Twitter, with a request to disseminate the 

information and invitation widely. Potential participants completed a participant selection 

survey to ensure they met the criteria for participation. The experiences of 17 veterans are 

represented in this study. 

Data collection methods. Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews, a format that allowed for a flexible and relaxed environment (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Conversational, two-way dialogues, lasting between 50 to 90 minutes, 

were conducted at locations selected by each participant. Interviews were audiotaped 

with permission and then transcribed verbatim by the researcher.  

Data analysis. Data were analyzed concurrently rather than linearly (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016), with Creswellôs data analysis spiral (2013) used as a guide to iteratively 

and cyclically analyze the data. This process involved managing and organizing the data; 

reading and memoing; describing, classifying, and interpreting the data; and representing 

and visualizing the data.   

Trustworthiness. Three strategies were used to strengthen the trustworthiness or 

authenticity of this study: member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), peer review (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016), and using rich, thick descriptions to explain the data (Cho & Lee; 2014; 

Creswell & Miller, 2000).   

Ethical considerations. Approval from the George Washington University 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) was obtained before participant recruitment was 

launched or data were collected. All ethical safeguards were appropriately detailed in the 
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IRB application and approval was granted on 07/07/2017. Once the study commenced, all 

data were electronically stored on a separate encrypted hard drive on a password 

protected computer. Participant names were replaced with interview numbers and then 

pseudonyms.   

Limitations and Delimitations 

 In-depth qualitative interviews used to study the human experience are limited by 

participant recall, including the way in which participants may remember and translate 

their experiences. This study was also limited in that it sought solely to examine the 

career transition experiences of employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected 

disabilities. As such, facilitators related to other aspects of the military-to-civilian 

transition process that might have led to a successful community reintegration were not 

examined. This study was delimited to those post 9/11 veterans who met the participant 

criteria and agreed to participate in this study.  

Glossary of Key Terms 

Acquired disability: A disability resulting from accident or disease after birth 

(Pacer Center, n.d.).  

Active Duty: Full-time duty in the active military service of the United States, 

including full-time training duty, annual training duty, and attendance, while in the active 

military service, at a school designated as a service school by law or by the Secretary of 

the military department concerned, not including full-time National Guard duty (U.S. 

Code 10§101(d)(1)). 

Career: A familiar term in lay language, a career is often used to convey 

individual work histories, sequences of and patterns in occupations and work positions, 
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and upward progress in an occupation. It may also be used more generally to refer to a 

biography or life history or as an over-arching construct to make sense of life (Greenhaus 

& Callanan, 2006). Career can also be defined as the ñcontinuous lifelong process of 

developmental experiences that focuses on seeking, obtaining and processing information 

about self, occupational and educational alternatives, life styles and role options,ò (Gati, 

2013, p. 206).  

Career construction: How individuals acquire knowledge, skills, and abilities 

based on their self-concept and social realities to create meaning in what they do for 

work; a way to think about how people choose and use work across the lifecycle, 

including the choices they make to maintain successful and satisfying lives (Savickas, 

2005). 

Code of Federal Regulations (CFR): An annual codification of the permanent 

rules published in the Federal Register by the executive departments and agencies of the 

U.S. Federal Government. The CFR is divided into 50 titles representing broad areas 

subject to Federal regulation (U.S. National Archives and Records Administration). 

Civilian workforce: A term used to describe the subset of Americans who have 

jobs or are seeking a job, are at least 16 years old, are not serving in the military and are 

not institutionalized. In other words, all Americans who are eligible to work in the U.S. 

economy (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics). 

Disability compensation: Disability compensation is connected to service-

connected disability ratings. It is intended to alleviate the loss of income from 

exacerbations or illnesses that have been determined to be connected to military service. 
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Disability discharge: When a military member is retired from the military for 

medical reasons and has been determined to have a medical condition (including mental 

health conditions) that renders him or her unfit to perform their required duties. 

Disability rating: Disability ratings are assigned by the Department of Veterans 

Affairs and are based on a medical evaluation that assesses the severity of a veteranôs 

disability. The rating schedule correlates injury and/or illness to a percentage rating that 

estimates the reduction in average earnings capacity caused by the disabling condition. 

Disclosure: Divulging or giving out personal information about a disability (Job 

Accommodation Network, n.d.); the act of making something known; something (such as 

information) that is made known or revealed (Disclosure, n.d.).  

Employee resource group (ERG): A term from business and industry, an ERG is a 

ñvoluntary, employee-led group that serves as a resource for employees and the 

organization by fostering diverse and inclusive work environments within the context of 

an organizationôs mission, values, goals, business practices, and objectivesò (Catalyst, 

n.d.).  

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF): Military operations over the period of 

October 2001 through December 2014. 

Operation Freedomôs Sentinel (OFS): Military operations in Afghanistan 

beginning in January 2014. 

Operation Inherent Resolve (OIR): Military operations along the Syrian-Iraqi 

border beginning October 2014. 

Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF): Military operations over the period of March 

2003 through November 2011. 
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Operation New Dawn (OND):  Military Operations over the period of September 

2010 through December 2011. 

Post 9/11 veteran: The most recent cohort of veterans often referred to as the all-

volunteer force. A post 9/11 veteran is one who has served on active duty in any branch 

of the U.S. military, on or since after September 11, 2001, the date the United States was 

attacked by terrorists.  

Reasonable accommodation: Any change to a job, the work environment, or the 

way things are usually done that allows an individual with a disability to apply for a job, 

perform job functions, or enjoy equal access to benefits available to other individuals in 

the workplace (U.S. Department of Justice, Americans with Disabilities Act, Title I). 

Service-connected disability: A disability that ñwas incurred or aggravated . . . in 

the line of the active military, naval, or air service,ò (38 U.S.C. § 101.16). 

Service-connected disability rating: Service-connected disabilities are rated by the 

Department of Veterans Affairs on a scale of 10% to 100% (in 10% increments) based on 

the degree of disability. 

Service member: A member of the "uniformed services," consisting of the armed 

forces (Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard), the Commissioned 

Corps of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and the 

Commissioned Corps of the Public Health Services (Department of Veterans Affairs). 

United States Code (U.S.C.): Contains the general and permanent laws of the 

United States, organized into titles based on subject matter. The Code currently consists 

of 54 titles and five appendices (U.S. House of Representatives) 



 

 30 

Veteran: A veteran is defined as ña person who served in the active military, 

naval, or air service and who was discharged or released therefrom under conditions other 

than dishonorableò (38 U.S.C.Ä101, 2).  
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

 

The purpose of this qualitative research study was to explore how employed post 

9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities experienced the career transition from 

the military to the civilian workforce. The studyôs central question, ñHow do employed 

post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities experience the career transition 

from the military to the civilian workforce?ò was addressed by examining the following 

sub-questions:  

1. How do post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities navigate the 

ñsea of goodwillò as they transition from the military to the civilian workforce?  

2. How do post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities describe the 

factors that influence their career transition?  

3. What do post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities learn about 

themselves as they experience the career transition from the military to the 

civilian workforce? 

Guided by these questions and viewed through the lens of this studyôs theoretical 

framework, the purpose of this literature review was to identify and examine the career 

construction literature as it pertained to career transition while highlighting research 

relevant to this studyôs sample population. The method and structure for this literature 

review was considered based on multiple sources and a literature analysis chart was 

organized according to the following categories: title, citation, type of publication, type 

of study, purpose, sample population, methodology, data/analysis, theoretical framework 

(if noted), findings, and recommendations.  
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This chapter begins by describing the methods used for this literature review. It is 

followed by the background, context, and definitions in which career construction was 

found to be associated with career transition. The chapter continues by reviewing the 

intersection of the career construction and career transition literature and concludes with 

an overview of the literature tied to this studyôs sample population. This chapter 

illustrates not only the current landscape of the literature found crossing career 

construction theory, career transition, and post 9/11 veterans with service-connected 

disabilities, but also identifies the gaps found that highlight the need for further research 

in this area.  

Literature Review Methods 

Multiple sources of data were used in this review of the literature, as well as 

multiple strategies used to identify and select materials to review. A search for the 

academic literature, including empirical, theoretical, critical, analytic, and 

methodological scholarship, was conducted using The George Washington University 

research database, including (in alphabetical order): ABI/Inform, ArticlesPlus, Education 

Source, Military & Government Collection, ProQuest, PsycInfo, Web of Science, and 

Wiley Online. Search terms included career construction, post 9/11 veteran, career 

transition, transition, civilian employment, service-connected disability, disability, and 

multiple combinations of these terms. Sources were limited to English language articles 

available in full-text, published between 2001 (a year selected based on the start of the 

Iraq and Afghanistan wars) and the present day. Articles targeted for review included 

those with the terms career construction and transition in the abstract and/or list of key 

words. 
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An additional search was completed using Google and Google Scholar to find 

non-empirical studies, such as reports and white papers, from military and veteran 

research institutes associated with U.S. institutions of higher education, think tanks with 

an established veteran or military research track, government agencies, business and 

industry, and national veteran-service organizations. Documents considered relevant for 

review were those that referenced post-military employment or career transition for post 

9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities.  

 A multi-level search for the academic literature was used to garner a sample for 

review for this study. First, the search term ñcareer constructionò was used to broadly 

search peer-reviewed journal abstracts. Articles specifically referencing childhood or 

adolescence were eliminated, yielding a total of 325 articles. Within this list, the search 

term ñtransitionò was used to identify those articles aligned with career transition. Next, a 

search was conducted using the following scheme: "career construction" AND 

ab(transition) AND ab(career) OR ab(employment) AND ab(veteran) AND disability. 

After articles specifically referencing intellectual disability or youth were eliminated, 57 

additional articles remained. A final search for peer-reviewed studies was conducted 

using the terms: career construction, post 9/11 veterans, transition, and service-connected 

disability. This search offered no additional literature for review. After eliminating 

duplicates and ensuring the search criteria was followed, a total of 40 articles remained 

(26 empirical, 11 conceptual/theoretical, and three dissertations). Approximately 10% of 

the articles reviewed were mixed-methods studies or meta-analyses, while qualitative and 

quantitative studies were evenly split, each representing approximately 45% of the total 
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reviewed. Within this search, zero studies were found to exclusively use post 9/11 

veterans with service-connected disabilities as a sample population. 

 The second search using Google and Google Scholar began by entering the terms 

ñresearch centers + post 9/11 veteransò into each search bar. The first ten pages of results 

from each search engine were examined for reports and studies relevant to employment 

or post-military careers and service-connected disability, criteria deemed necessary to be 

considered for review. This strategy yielded 15 sources from the following seven 

research institutions: George W. Bush Presidential Center; Center for a New American 

Security; Congressional Research Service; Institute for Veterans and Military Families 

(IVMF)  at Syracuse University; RAND Corporation; Urban Institute; and Center for 

Innovation and Research (CIR) on Veterans and Military Families at the University of 

Southern California. Each institution was examined to confirm its research was of an 

independent and nonpartisan nature.  

Overall, the methods used to extract the relevant literature for this study resulted 

in a total of 55 documents for review. The next section summarizes the first of three 

themes generated from this literature review. It describes the background, context, and 

definitions found associated with career construction and career construction theory.  

Background, Context, and Definitions of Career Construction  

Oneôs career can be described as a ñcontinuous lifelong process of developmental 

experiences that focuses on seeking, obtaining and processing information about self, 

occupational and educational alternatives, life styles and role options,ò (Gati, 2013, p. 

206). Careers are developed over a lifetime as people make choices based on their own 

objective and subjective goals and realities (Savickas, 2005); they are created based on a 
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process of understanding oneself in relation to the world of work and oneôs role in it. 

Career construction theory (CCT) was found to offer a postmodern, expanded view of 

Donald Superôs (1953) theory of vocational development and its subsequent 

modifications and updates. Superôs original theory, often referred to as life-span theory, 

presented five stages of career development: growth (birth to 13 years of age); 

exploration (ages 14 to 24); establishment (ages 25 to 44); maintenance (ages 45 to 65); 

and disengagement (older than 65 years of age). In response to the need for a more direct 

focus on the continued career development of adults, Super and Knasel (1981) later 

suggested the term career adaptability as it offered more context around the dynamic 

interaction between the person and his or her environment, rather than a process of basic 

maturity or development. More recently, the theory of career construction has been 

presented to extend this work in a ñ. . . meaning making through work in a psychology of 

life design . . .ò (Hartung, 2012) approach that responds to the globalization of todayôs 

society. The influence of career construction has been described as part of lifelong career 

development that reflects a movement from a more mechanistic approach to work (e.g., 

identification of traits) and the linearity associated with developmental approaches, to an 

approach that focuses on vocational context and narrative (Inkson, Dries, & Arnold, 

2015, as cited in Sarbin, 1986) as well as career as part of oneôs life design. This concept 

can be explained as follows: 

Individuals in the knowledge societies at the beginning of the 21st century 

must realize that career problems are only a piece of much broader 

concerns about how to live a life in a postmodern world shaped by a 

global economy and supported by information technology (Savickas, 

Nota, et al., 2009, p. 241). 
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Career construction theory is based on the epistemological assumption that one 

constructs his or her representation of reality in that ñcareers do not unfold: they are 

constructedò (Savickas, 2002, p. 154). Inkson, Dries, and Arnold (2015) suggest the 

metaphor of constructing oneôs career is quite a powerful one in that it elicits an image of 

a oneôs career ñbeing put together by the actions of the personò (p. 121). In addition to 

the theory illustrated by the three components of life themes, vocational personality, and 

career adaptability, Savickas (2002) offered sixteen propositions that outlined and 

addressed social context and life roles, self-concept and self-narrative, and stages of 

career development tasks. It was the consistent reference to career adaptability, however, 

found in proposition 14 and described below, that was highlighted in the literature 

connecting career construction theory to career transition.   

Career adaptability was identified as a meta-competency of career construction 

theory (Pouyand, Vignoli, Dosnon, & Lallemand, 2012; Maree, 2013; Peila-Shuster, 

2016; Bocciardi, Caputo, Fregonese, et al., 2017). A meta-competency is one that 

involves learning, adapting, anticipating, and creating change (meta-competency, n.d.); as 

such, career adaptability was viewed as a collection of competencies and attitudes needed 

during occupational uncertainty, including unplanned and unexpected occupational 

transitions (Peila-Shuster, 2016; Stebleton, 2010; Hees, Lent; Bocciardi, Caputo, 

Fregonese, Langher, & Sartori, 2017). Career adaptability is comprised of four sub-

competencies and often referred to as the 4Cs: concern for what might happen in the 

future; control in shaping oneself and oneôs environment; curiosity in thinking about 

oneself in various situations and different roles; and confidence in being able to actualize 

choices and design oneôs life. Concern, control, curiosity, and confidence are the 
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composite skills noted to be required for one to be able to consistently navigate or adapt 

to todayôs rapidly changing workforce. These skills were also viewed as critical to oneôs 

ability to manage employment and career transitions (Hartung, Porfeli, & Vondracek, 

2008; Stebleton, 2010; Hees, et al., 2012; Lent, 2013; Maree, 2013; Peila-Shuster, 2016), 

including the ambiguity associated with unplanned career transitions and work traumas 

(Stebleton, 2010; Hees, et al., 2012; Lent, 2013; Peila-Shuster, 2016). Several studies 

highlighted the connection between oneôs support system and building and preserving the 

4Cs in that individuals experienced difficulty when disconnected from environments 

where they had access to social, emotional, and contextual supports (Cuzzocrea, 2011; 

Packard, Leach, Ruiz, Nelson, & DiCocco, 2012; Buxbaum & Hill; 2013).  

In addition to the description of career adaptability, also highlighted in the 

literature was the recognition that career or life narratives were particularly helpful to 

those navigating through uncertain times and less-than-secure employment situations 

(Stebleton, 2010; Peila-Shuster, 2016). The creation or construction of oneôs career 

narrative, identified as a tool used for self-reflection and helpful during career changes 

and career transitions, was found to support the deconstruction of oneôs fears and 

assumptions in an effort to reconstruct a future-focused narrative (Maree, 2013; Buxbaum 

& Hill, 2013; Peila-Shuster, 2016) while emphasizing ñwhat is right with the individual 

rather than what is wrongò (Stableton, 2010, p. 68). Identified within the life-design 

paradigm of career construction theory, these narratives were often used by career 

counselors who embraced a view of positive psychology (Maree, 2015) as these 

strategies were often used to help individuals learn to take an unfortunate situation and 

use reflection to create future possibilities. 
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Oneôs career narrative was often constructed using an interview process to elicit 

meaning from past experiences in an effort to apply them to future career decisions 

(Buxbaum & Hill, 2013). The Career Construction Interview (CCI) was often the tool 

used as a guide for counselors or a method for initial research data collection (Savickas & 

Lara, 2016; Barclay & Stoltz, 2016; Hartung & Vess, 2016). As an instrument, the CCI 

(Savickas, 2011) offers a series of five prompts to elicit life perspectives and interests as 

well as the internal scripts one uses to make sense of oneôs experiences. This tool was 

found most often used in counseling that focused on a co-construction of oneôs life story. 

Life narratives and career stories were viewed as a process of both lifelong and 

developmental learning, focused on constructing and reconstructing oneself and oneôs 

career in interaction with others and in multiple contexts (Navarro, 2012; Peila-Shuster, 

2016; Stringer, Kerpelman, & Skorikov, 2011). Several studies introduced diversity as a 

context in the creation of a career narrative in addition to the inherent complexities 

associated with career transition (Buxbaum & Hill, 2013; Guihard & Lenz, 2005; Hees, et 

al., 2012; Stebleton, 2010). The narrative process within career construction theory was 

found most often connected to constructivist perspectives (Stebleton, 2010; Guichard & 

Lenz, 2005; Maree, 2013) that necessitate a holistic understanding of oneôs experiences 

(Maree, 2013; McMahon, Watson & Bimrose, 2012; Ghosh & Fouad, 2016; Hartung & 

Vess, 2016).  

In the next section, the relevant literature connecting career construction and 

career transition will be presented. Most of the studies reviewed were found to highlight 

career interventions and measure career adaptability. 
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The Intersection of Career Construction and Career Transition 

Career transition within the context of career construction describes oneôs career 

as a lifelong processðnot a one-time event. This was most often highlighted in the 

literature by studies that examined career intervention and career assessment strategies. 

These strategies were generally explored within the contexts of career development and 

counseling (Bangali & Guichard, 2012; Maree, 2013; Buxbaum & Hill, 2013; Rausch, 

2014; Peila-Shuster, 2016) or tied to unanticipated or forced transitions, such as changes 

in work environments and occupations (Guichard & Lenz, 2005; Stebleton, 2010; Peila-

Shuster, 2016). They were also highlighted in studies using the Career Adapt-Abilities 

Scale (CAAS; Savickas & Porfeli, 2012), a questionnaire consisting of four scales of six 

items each and used to assess oneôs ability to be ready, willing, and able to adapt, in 

addition to other instruments, or the Career Construction Interview (CCI; Savickas, 1989, 

1998, 2011), used in the creation of a career narrative and life design.  

Three articles explored the intersection between career construction and career 

transition from a theoretical perspective. Each article sought to identify a framework to 

help guide counselors in supporting clients experiencing the impact of a career transition 

and comingled Schlossbergôs (1994) transition framework to address oneôs resources for 

coping with planned and unplanned transition. Peila-Shuster (2016) included the 

framework as a springboard for a discussion of an integrated theoretical approach to 

student transition to higher education (2016); Guichard, et al., (2005) suggested including 

the framework to improve a counselorôs cognitive framework when helping clients assess 

transition resources; and Stebleton (2010) included it as part of a description of a 

movement to narrative-based approaches for those in the career development profession. 
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While these theoretical articles addressed an intersection of career construction and 

career transition, they did so from a broad, overarching career development perspective.  

Regarding the research associated with career construction interventions, 

quantitative studies tended to be designed to measure the validity of the CAAS in 

different environments and contexts as well as behaviors related to adaptability. On an 

international perspective, studies validating the CAAS were found within the countries of 

France (Pouyaud, Vignoli, Dosnon, & Lallemand, 2012), Portugal (Duarte, Soares, Fraga, 

Rafael, Lima, Paredes, Agostinho, & Djaló, 2012; Dias & Sá, 2016), Lithuania 

(Urbanaviciute, Kairys, Pociute, & Liniauskaite, 2014), Thailand (Sibunruang, et al., 

2016), Italy (Cuzzocrea, V., 2011), Nigeria (Olugbade, 2016), and southeastern Australia 

(Perera & McIlveen, 2014). The studies related to adaptability behavior measured the 

applicability of the CAAS to determine the specific behaviors that may impede or deter 

different types of career transitions (Sibunruang, et al., 2015; Bocciardi, et al., 2016; 

Cook & Maree, 2016; Morris, 2017; Rudolph, Lavigne, & Zacher, 2017). The 

international studies reviewed found the CAAS to be a reliable and valid instrument for 

the particular context being studied, however, the contextual limitations associated with 

sample or generalizability were not always noted. In addition, while measuring oneôs 

career adaptability was found to be associated with subjective and objective measures of 

career success in addition to being associated with positive implications for subjective 

well-being, it was only Rudolph, Lavinge, and Zacher (2017) that highlighted the 

limitation of relying on the instrumentsô self-reporting measures. 

Qualitative studies were found to use the CCI and semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews as the primary method of data collection (Buxbaum & Hill, 2013; Savickas & 
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Lara, 2016; Cuzzocrea, 2011; Packard, et al., 2012) or as part of a mixed-methods study 

(Barclay & Wolff, 2012). These studies were not intended to validate an instrument or 

predict oneôs ability to manage a career transition, but to explore and explain how 

narrative-based assessments could be used during career counseling sessions or as an 

intervention designed to help one construct or reconstruct a career strategy. Buxbaum & 

Hill (2013) highlighted one case of an Army veteran (no identification of disability) and 

explored how narrative strategies helped the veteran to unpack and process some of his 

ñlife experiences and life influencers . . . [to find a] . . . starting point of a successful 

career transition from military to civilian lifeò (p. 53). While there is a great deal to learn 

from these studies, it is important to recognize that no one strategy or assessment should 

be considered a stand-alone intervention but used as a part of a multi-faceted approach to 

career development and intervention during career transition.  

Overall, these articles were most often found in journals tied to the areas of 

vocational behavior (35%), career development (19%), psychology (14%), guidance and 

counseling (11%), and higher education and student affairs (11%). Approximately 5% of 

the articles were found in journals focused on career assessment or post-secondary 

education and disability. Sample populations included adults (å45%), secondary high 

school and technical education students (å34%), and individuals in post-secondary 

education (å21%). Adult populations included, but were not limited to, retirees (Luke, 

McIlveen, & Perera, 2016), adults in an active career transition and working adults 

(Cuzzocrea, 2011; McMahon, Watson, & Bimrose, 2012; Hartung & Vess, 2016; 

Sibunruang, Garcia, & Tolentino, 2016), and elite athletes (Ryba, Ronkainen, & Selänne, 
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2015; Ryba, Aunola, Kalaja, Selänne, Ronkainen, Nurmi, & Zourbanos, 2016; Ryba, 

Stambulova, & Ronkainen, 2016).  

The next section addresses the literature found referencing career transition and 

post 9/11 veterans. As stated previously, no studies in the career construction and career 

transition literature were found to specifically address post 9/11 veterans with service 

connected disabilities. That said, some of the research was found to highlight the general 

population of post 9/11 veterans, of which those with service-connected disabilities are 

certainly a part. 

Career Transition and Veterans with Service-Connected Disabilities 

While the youngest of the post 9/11 veteran cohort has been found to be generally 

unprepared for the transition from military service to the civilian workforce, those post 

9/11 veterans with disabilities were highlighted as a distinct population with different 

needs and priorities (Castro, Kintzel, & Hassan, 2014, 2015; Batka & Curry Hall, 2016; 

Bush Institute, 2014.). Additionally, exploring the connection between service-connected 

disabilities and employability for post 9/11 veterans was cited as a research need (Zoli, et 

al., 2015). Veterans with higher disability ratings were found to experience more 

obstacles and distinctive challenges during their transition to employment than non-

disabled veterans or those with lower disability ratings (Taylor & Morin, 2011; Zoli, et 

al., 2015) and todayôs job market was noted to be ñconsiderably less welcoming for 

veterans with significant disabilities who are willing to work than it is for veterans whose 

disabilities are less severeò (Taylor, Morin, Gonzalez, Motel, & Patten, 2011, p. 20). It 

should be noted significant disability was not defined by Taylor, et al. (2011). 

Zoli, Mori, and Fay (2015) used targeted surveys, interviews, and focus groups to 
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gain the perspectives of post 9/11 veterans in their transition and post-service life.  Their 

survey questionnaire contained 152 questions and was designed to encourage recall of 

specific information related to transition.  In all, 8,561 respondents began the survey and 

58% completed it.  Slightly over 50% of the open-ended questions required write-in 

answers that could be qualitatively analyzed.  Fifty-eight percent (58%) of respondents 

reported a service-connected disability, with 53% of those indicating a disability rating of 

50% or greater, and 79% viewing their disability as an obstacle to their transition from 

the military. Of the sub-population reporting a service-connected disability, 40% reported 

a disability hindered their ability to hold a job and 38% reported it caused difficulty with 

obtaining employment. This study is significant in that it seeks to examine how service 

members and veterans are faring in their transition, giving voice to their perspectives and 

experiences. While the study was primarily focused on transition to higher education, it 

did shed light on the struggles faced by many veterans in trying to define a coherent 

narrative about their military experience to use during career transition. With regard to 

disability, however, though the study acknowledges the unprecedented rates of 

disabilities among the post 9/11 generation of veterans, it continues a deficit-based 

narrative by only presenting the obstacles perceived to be created by a disability without 

addressing if and how veterans overcame these obstacles to find success.  

In a separate study, Kester and Phillips (2016) sought to examine the challenges 

faced by veterans when transitioning from the military to the civilian workforce. Within 

the context of a community college environment, semi-structured one-on-one interviews 

were conducted with 12 veterans, each having served and completed one-term of military 

service, in an effort to elicit their career decision-making process and the factors 
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considered in their post-military career path. Unfortunately, there was no explanation or 

rationale offered for the sample size or the length of interviews (noted to last between 15 

to 30 minutes). Although not explicitly stated, a priori (pre-determined) codes seemed to 

be used for data analysis, with transcript excerpts weighted for positive or 

negative/neutral responses and frequency (positive experiences were more often 

associated with military service and negative comments were more often associated with 

the transition from active duty). One main theme to emerge from the data was civilian 

culture shock, noted to be ñthe single most ignored gap in the studies of veteran transition 

and reintegrationò (2016, Kindle edition, loc. 1248). Another was experiencing transition 

difficulties based on intuition-based career decision-making, attributed to the limited (if 

any) opportunities made available for career-related self-reflection before service 

separation. With regard to disability, one veteran in the study was noted to be unique in 

that he had received one-on-one career development assistance as part of the VAôs 

vocational rehabilitation program (which would have required a service-connected 

disability rating). While the study did not set out to measure or compare experiences, it 

was interesting that this veteranðthe only one to receive one-on-one career counselingð

was also the one found to have ñscored the highest in terms of readiness and total career 

awarenessò (loc. 1112), yet no recommendation was made to further examine the 

substance of this career counseling and the level to which it might have contributed to 

this veteranôs career decision-making.   

A series of studies from the University of Southern California examined the State 

of the American Veteran in Chicago (Kintzle, Rasheed, & Castro, 2016), Los Angeles 

and Orange County (Castro, Kintzle, & Hassan, 2014; 2015), and San Francisco (Castro 
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& Kintzle, 2017) found significant transition-related issues among the collective veteran 

population. While these studies did not tie disability to employment outcomes, they did 

highlight post 9/11 veterans being more likely to report both moderate to severe physical 

health symptoms and psychological health issues (e.g., screening positive for PTSD and 

depression) than veterans that served before 9/11. No comparisons were made with non-

military populations. In general, these studies underscore that a large percentage of 

veterans reported adjustment challenges and were not being engaged effectively or early 

enough in their transition process (Castro & Kintzle, 2017). On the average, more than 7 

in 10 of the post 9/11 veterans surveyed did not have a job when they left the military 

(65% in Chicago, 81% in San Francisco, and 74% in Orange County). Other findings 

illuminated nearly one-third of veterans did not know where to go or who to contact for 

help with regard to employment and that the range of needs identified (including mental 

health, housing, and more) were often not easily provided by a single organization. While 

Castro & Kintzle (2017) highlight the use of military transition theory as a lens by which 

to view their San Francisco study (the latest in the group), a separate search for 

ñmilitary+transition+theoryò yielded one empirical article where the team (Castro & 

Kintzle, 2014) postulated the theory as the interaction and overlap of personal, cultural, 

and organizational factors that ñproduce changes in relationships, assumptions, work 

context, and personal and social identityò (p. 4). The only other reference to this theory 

was found in an upcoming book (Castro & Kintzle, in press) that introduces military 

transition theory as the basis from which to research and understand the military-to-

civilian transition, including work-related outcomes.  
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Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this literature review was to identify and examine the career 

construction literature as it pertained to career transition while highlighting research 

relevant to this studyôs sample population. A concerted effort was made to provide as 

complete a review as possible of the available literature relevant to both the purpose of 

this study and the career transition of post 9/11 veterans with service-connected 

disabilities. As such, in addition to conducting a search of the academic literature, a 

secondary search was conducted to explore non-empirical studies conducted from 

research institutions with a focus on the employment of post 9/11 veterans. 

Career construction theory was found to be considered a contemporary or 21st 

century career framework (Stebleton, 2010; Bangali & Guichard, 2012; Cook & Maree, 

2013; Ryba, Stambulova, & Ronkainen, 2016), most commonly referenced in the areas of 

career development, career management, and vocational psychology. Whether in 

reference to career counseling approaches (Lent, 2010; Maree, 2013; Rausch, 2014; 

Barclay & Stoltz, 2016; Savickas & Lara, 2016) or in consideration of the changing 

environments through which one continually navigates (Lent, 2010; Stebleton, 2010; 

Hees, et al., 2012; Guichard & Lenz, 2005; Peila-Shuster, 2016; Sibunruang, et al., 2016), 

attention to an individualôs social, cultural, personal, and global contexts were found to 

underscore the connection between career construction and career transition in that they 

both require dynamic and complex interactions with oneôs environment. This belief was 

found to be consistently highlighted within the sub-construct of career adaptability (oneôs 

ability to adapt to new and changing environments) and in the use of career narratives as 

a process for self-reflection, career and life planning, and personal action.  
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A paucity of veteran-specific career transition literature was found within the 

academic search data bases, however, a few studies were found within the selected 

literature that included post 9/11 student veterans in sample populations (Buxbaum & 

Hill, 2013; Ghosh & Fouad, 2015; Kester & Phillips, 2016). These studies did not 

highlight or discuss disability or the impact of disability on career transition. Even 

including the information found in the non-peer reviewed literature, no studies sought to 

examine the career transition experiences of post 9/11 veterans with service-connected 

disabilities. While Zoli, Mori, and Fay (2015) stated ñdisability is a subtleðbut 

powerfulðfeature of contemporary (military) serviceò (p. 14; parenthetical notation 

added for context), its impact on veteransô transition issues clearly has not been fully 

explored based on the data found in this literature review. 

These findings offered clear evidence to connect career construction theory to 

both planned and unplanned career transitions, thereby supporting career construction 

theory as an appropriate framework for this research study. In addition, while the 

implications of unprecedented disability ratings for the post 9/11 veteran population were 

noted to warrant further exploration, it was only the focus on disability compensation that 

was found to be discussed in connection to post military employment outcomes. Post 

9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities need not only figure out a post-military 

path to employment and career but must also process how they will function in the 

civilian working world as an individual contributor and as an individual with an acquired 

disability. Thus, a study examining the career and transition experiences of this 

population was merited. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how employed post 9/11 

veterans with service-connected disabilities experienced the employment and career 

transition from the military to the civilian workforce. The central question, ñHow do 

employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities experience the career 

transition from the military to the civilian workforce?ò was examined by addressing the 

following three sub-questions:  

1. How did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

navigate the ñsea of goodwillò as they transitioned from the military to the 

civilian workforce?  

2. How did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

describe the factors that influenced their employment and career transition?  

3. What did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

learn about themselves as they experienced the career transition from the 

military to the civilian workforce? 

This chapter explains the methodology that was used for this study, the research 

design employed, and the methods used for data collection and analysis. It begins by 

presenting the ontology and epistemology that informed this study. Following, the 

qualitative research design selected for this study is described and the methods used for 

sample selection, data collection, and analysis are presented. This chapter concludes with 

a discussion of data trustworthiness, a statement of researcher subjectivity, and how 

potential ethical issues were proactively addressed.  
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Ontology and Epistemology 

This qualitative study was constructed from a constructivist ontology and 

epistemology to examine how employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected 

disabilities described, understood, and interpreted their career transition experiences. A 

constructivist philosophy is employed by researchers who are interested in "(a) how 

people interpret their experiences, (b) how they construct their worlds, and (c) what 

meaning they attribute to their experiencesò (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 23). In other 

words, this philosophical lens encourages a researcher to seek to understand how people 

make sense of their world and their experiences in it.   

A constructivist worldview seeks to understand the world of human experience 

(Cohen & Manion, 1994) by relying on the participantôs view of a phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2003). This effort presents an opportunity to interpret the meanings of human 

behavior rather than to generalize and predict cause and effect (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988; 

Neuman, 2000). Constructivism assumes that reality is multi-faceted and the product of 

social processes (Neuman, 2003). With a belief that reality is multi-faceted and its 

understanding interactional, ontological, and epistemological stances in constructivism 

often wind up becoming intertwined, with no easy or straightforward difference between 

the two. ñThe investigator and the object of investigation are assumed to be interactively 

linked so that the ñfindingsò are literally created as the investigation proceedsò (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994, p. 111).   

Basic Qualitative Methodology 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggest a basic qualitative research methodology can 

be used when a researcher is interested in how people make sense of their lives and 
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experiences by understanding how they constructed meaning. While all qualitative 

research relates to meaning making in some way, ñthe primary goal of a basic qualitative 

study is to uncover and interpret those meaningsò (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 25). A 

qualitative study is appropriate if a ñphenomenon needs to be explored and understood 

because little research has been done on it,ò (Creswell, 2013, p. 50). Thus, a basic 

qualitative research methodology was deemed a good fit for this study since it was 

designed to understand the relatively unexplored phenomenon of how employed post 

9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities interpreted and made sense of their 

employment and career transition experiences.  

A basic qualitative methodology allows for flexibility and openness while aiming 

to extract rich, thick descriptions of the phenomenon under investigation (Lim, 2011; 

Merriam, 2001). This type of research design also allows the researcher to serve as ñthe 

primary instrument for data collection and analysisò (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 16) and 

the researcher becomes the source of interpretation and analysis of the study participantsô 

interpretations of their experiences. This is a methodology appropriate for research that 

examines peopleôs lives, their experiences and learning processes, as well as how they 

make sense of it all (Lim, 2011). It is especially useful as a starting point to build an 

understanding of an understudied experience. Veterans with service-connected 

disabilities, including but not limited to those injuries or illnesses that created an 

interruption to oneôs military service, are forced to construct a new career path, generally 

with very little knowledge about the world of work outside of the military context.  They 

must figure out how they will function in a civilian work environment and assess how, if 

at all, a service-connected disability might impact their prospects for obtaining a job, 
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maintaining employment, or beginning a new career.  As the literature review illustrated, 

little is known about the military-to-civilian career transition experiences of post 9/11 

veterans with service-connected disabilities, thus a basic qualitative methodology was 

viewed as appropriate for this study.   

Participant Selection 

A purposeful sampling strategy was selected since this study sought to explore, 

understand, discover, and gain insight from participants who could ñpurposefully inform 

an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenonò (Creswell, 2013, p. 

156) under study. ñThe logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting 

information-rich cases for in-depth study . . . those from which one can learn a great deal 

about issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry,ò (Patton, 2015, p. 264).  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) concur, suggesting a purposeful sampling strategy be used to 

find appropriate participants whose experiences can lead the researcher to glean a 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomena.  

The following criteria were used to identify participants who could provide in-

depth reflections and experiences related to the transition from service member in the 

armed forces to employee in the civilian workforce:   

(1) Post 9/11 veteran. A post 9/11 veteran is one who has served on active duty in 

any branch of the U.S. military on or since September 11, 2001. This cohort is the most 

recent generation of veterans and often referred to as the all-volunteer force. 

(2) Service-connected disability rating of 30% or more. The U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (2016) reports that veterans with a service-connected disability rating of less 

than 30% were more likely to be in the workforce. The higher the rating, the more likely 
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the veteran is to be unemployed or not seek work (BLS, 2016).   

(3) Currently employed in the civilian workforce. This study was focused on the 

experiences of post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities who were currently 

working. 

(4) Sustained employment with a single employer for at least three consecutive 

years. Research indicates nearly half of all post 9/11 veterans who leave their first post-

military position will do so within twelve months after hire (Carter, et al. 2016; Schafer, 

et al., 2006). This criterion led to identifying participants who had ample opportunity to 

experience both the military-to-civilian transition to work and a period of stability in the 

civilian workforce.   

Participants were recruited for this study using the researcherôs personal and 

professional network developed over a decade of experience working with veterans with 

disabilities, the military community, and those who support them. This network included, 

but was not limited to, representatives from national veteran service organizations and 

other community-based organizations known to support veterans in career transition, 

university representatives for student veterans, and executive sponsors of veteran and 

military Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) from business and industry. A study 

information sheet titled an ñInvitation to Participate in Research on Career Transition for 

Veterans with Service-Connected Disabilitiesò (see Appendix A) was sent to this network 

electronically via email, LinkedIn, and Twitter.  Accompanying the information sheet 

was a request to disseminate study information to each recipientôs individual network. A 

link to a brief interest and eligibility screening survey using SurveyGizmo (see Appendix 

B) was also included. Self-identification of veteran status, service-connected disability 
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rating, and employment status were all considered to be true and accurate representations 

of interested participants.  

Regarding sample size, the literature varies widely when discussing appropriate 

sample size for qualitative research. Recommendations were found describing anywhere 

from five to 50 participants depending on the type of qualitative study undertaken 

(Creswell, 2013; Dworkin, 2012). Malterud, Siersma, and Guassora (2015) stressed the 

iterative process of qualitative studies and posited while a sample size estimate was 

necessary for planning a study, ñthe adequacy of the final sample size must be 

continuously evaluated during the research processò (p. 1754).  Data saturation, often 

mentioned as the ñgold standardò for qualitative rigor and the point in data collection 

where the researcher learns no new information or when the data collected begins to be 

redundant (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was studied by Hennick, Kaiser, and Marconi (2017).  

Hennick, et al. (2017) examined code and meaning saturation for qualitative research by 

examining 25 in-depth interviews and found that code saturation was reached at nine 

interviews and 16 to 24 interviews were required for meaning saturation, whereby a 

ñrichly textured understanding of the issuesò (p. 1) could be developed. Based on the 

purpose of this study and the recommendations described above, an initial sample size of 

25 participants was selected for this study, or until data and meaning saturation were 

reached.  

Within the first two weeks of recruitment, 30 veterans showed initial interest in 

the study by completing the screening survey, 25 of whom met the eligibility criteria. 

Each eligible veteran was contacted via email to arrange a brief 15-minute call during 

which introductions could be made, additional information about the study could be 
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provided, and any questions about study participation could be addressed. Even though 

the initial recruitment required participants to review and acknowledge agreement that 

they read the study information sheet, an electronic copy was attached to the follow-up 

email. Four of the original 25 eligible veterans did not respond, nor did they respond to 

two additional emails asking if they remained interested in the study, leaving a total of 21 

eligible and interested veterans. Two of the 21 veterans that scheduled briefing calls 

requested the call be rescheduled but did not follow-up with new times, despite two 

additional email reminders. Between the time initial interest in the study was declared 

and the briefing calls were scheduled, one veteran stated he was not able to spare the 60-

90 minutes required for the interview (although he indicated an interest in the findings) 

and another was not able to schedule an interview during the data collection period. In 

all, 17 veterans remained interested and elected to participate in the study. 

Since all participants were employed, interview times and locations were arranged 

depending on their work schedules. Both in-person and VoIP (Voice over Internet 

Protocol) options, such as Skype, WebEx, and FaceTime, were offered. VoIP allowed for 

ñsynchronous communication including sound and video, with the option to also use 

written textò (Lo Ionico, Symonds, & Brown, 2016, p.2). The VoIP option was offered to 

include a geographically disperse sample without the added cost of travel for the 

researcher or the participant. All 17 interviews were conducted face-to-face, ten in person 

and 7 using VoIP. Interviews were scheduled to last for approximately 60 to 90 minutes 

and averaged 67 minutes. Based on the success of the initial recruitment, and after 

discussions with the researcherôs dissertation advisor, additional recruitment was put on 

hold until all 17 interviews were conducted. Saturation was reached at 15 interviews, 
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however, since each participantôs story was unique, all 17 interviews were conducted. No 

additional recruitment was deemed necessary.   

Data Collection Methods 

This basic qualitative study used in-depth, semi-structured interviews to explore 

veteransô experiences. Semi-structured interviews are often used in situations when little 

is known about a topic and when a researcher wishes to explore detailed insights from 

participants (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008; Harrell & Bradley, 2009). This 

format consisted of an interview protocol comprised of open-ended questions used to 

guide the discussion while addressing the phenomena under study, permitting ñthe 

interviewer or interviewee to pursue an idea or response in more detailò (Gill, Stewart, et 

al, 2008, p. 291) if deemed necessary. It was discussed with each veteran prior to each 

interview that while a series of questions was prepared, it was simply a guide since the 

discussion was an opportunity for each veteran to tell his or her story (see Appendix C, 

Interview Protocol).  This strategy allowed for flexibility and it created a relaxed, two-

way conversation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Basic demographic data was collected after 

each interview with an instrument created using SurveyGizmo (see Appendix D). The 

following demographic information was requested:  gender, age, branch of service, total 

years of military service, military occupation, rank, type of military separation, disability 

rating, and category of disability. Demographic information was collected to understand 

the breadth of experiences and backgrounds of the sample.  

All interviews were audio recorded, with participant permission, using an 

Olympus WS-853 digital voice recorder and then immediately uploaded to a secure, 

encrypted, external hard drive. Audiotaping each interview allowed the researcher to 
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focus on each veteran and take notes to capture nonverbal body language and other cues 

during each discussion. All in terviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher 

immediately following each interview.  This effort proved to be extraordinarily 

worthwhile, albeit taxing. Not only was it helpful for the researcher to listen to each 

veteranôs voice multiple times, but she was able to visualize each discussion and add 

memos as necessary regarding each interaction. Once a transcript was finished, it was 

reread by the researcher, saved electronically using the track change feature in Microsoft 

Word, and then immediately sent it to the veteran via email. Included in the email was a 

note of thanks along with a request to review the electronically attached transcript and 

provide any corrections or clarifications within two-weeks of the date of the email.  The 

veteran was also reminded that reading oneôs own words (especially when their words 

have been transcribed verbatim) can be daunting and often uncomfortable. They were 

asked to not worry about grammar and reassured that the conversation made perfect 

sense. Track changes allowed the researcher to easily detect any corrections or clarifying 

text offered by the veteran. Though it was not requested, 16 participants confirmed 

receipt of the transcript and four responded with some clarification, an additional note, or 

an afterthought.       

This researcher is confident she developed a rapport with each veteran in this 

study and created conditions for an authentic interaction. It is possible that the 15-minute 

briefing call was a catalyst to these conditions in that it allowed for an introduction and 

description of the researcherôs background as well as the opportunity to address any 

questions about the study. Another possibility is that several veterans indicated they 

looked at the researcherôs LinkedIn profile and/or found out about the study from a 
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fellow veteran who knew the researcher, so they felt comfortable sharing their 

experiences.   

Data Analysis  

Data analysis in qualitative research begins by preparing and organizing large 

amounts of data.  For this study, Creswellôs data analysis spiral (Creswell, 2013) was 

used as a guide to organize and analyze the data. This iterative and cyclical process 

includes: managing and organizing; reading and memoing; describing, classifying, and 

interpreting; and representing and visualizing. The process used is detailed below. 

Managing and organizing. Microsoft Word and Excel were the primary sources 

used to store and organize the data. Data files were saved on a password protected 

computer and backed up to an encrypted external hard drive in an effort to mitigate the 

risk of lost information. Hard copies of interview transcripts were used for manual coding 

and stored in a locked file cabinet. NVivo for Mac (version 11.4.2), a Computer Assisted 

Qualitative Data Analysis (CADAS) software program, was also used for organizing the 

data and for keeping a codebook of emergent codes (Saldaña, 2013).  These steps allowed 

the researcher to keep track of and maintain consistency throughout the data analysis 

process. 

Reading and memoing.  Interviews were transcribed and reviewed immediately. 

Transcripts were read in their entirety several times as the researcher began the process of 

becoming immersed in the data and the details of each participantôs story. Each time a 

transcript was read, text would be highlighted and notes written in the margins. A 

notebook was used to record side conversations the researcher had with herself in the 

form of methodological, analytic, and theoretical memos (Glaser, 1998; Saldaña, 2013; 
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Schatzman & Strauss, 1973). Methodological memos consisted of notes connected to any 

issues or problems experienced with procedures or strategy during data collection and 

analysis, e.g., making note of the need to rephrase a question based on participant 

feedback. Analytic memos were used to document thoughts, feelings, and frustrations, as 

well as burgeoning ideas, perceptions, reflections, insights, and ah-ha moments in real-

time. Theoretical memos were used to write-up ideas about codes as they became 

interconnected and linked, and then ultimately to record the emerging relationships 

between themes and sub-themes.  

While there may be no specific rules for memoing (Given, 2008), all memos were 

dated in an effort to provide context, sequence of thought, and to record the evolution of 

the study. Writing memos encouraged the researcher to intentionally reflect on the data 

and keep a record of ongoing impressions of methods and procedures. Coding and memo 

writing were conducted concurrently during this study (Saldaña, 2013) and was an 

iterative process that ultimately helped the researcher derive meaning from the data.  

Describing, classifying, and interpreting. The process of coding the data 

(Saldaña, 2013) was used throughout the data analysis. During the initial review of each 

transcript, codes (words or short phrases generated by the researcher) were assigned to 

text in an effort to begin to organize, sort, and synthesize the data. No fewer than three 

initial rounds of coding were used to attribute meaning to the data and begin the process 

of finding potential patterns. Each time a transcript was read, meaningful words or 

passages of text were manually highlighted and coded in an effort to begin to 

comprehend how participants understood their experiences. Emotion codes, such as 

passion, fear, or confusion, were used to record the stated feelings experienced by the 
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participant; In Vivo codes were used to code the participantôs own words; descriptive 

codes were used to summarize salient passages in a word or short phrase; and process 

codes were used to capture actions discussed by the participants, such as goal setting or 

trial and error.  First cycle coding produced a total of 764 passages of text that led to 87 

codes, with an average of six distinct participant voices represented in each code.   

Saldaña (2013) states, ñData are not coded ï theyôre recodedò (p. 66), thus the 

practice of coding flexibility was practiced by the researcher which allowed for 

researcher hunches and curiosity to be explored. This process also helped the researcher 

avoid lengthy periods of analysis paralysis in that it illuminated the importance of 

multiple reviews, deep reflection, recoding, and re-categorizing as necessary steps in the 

analysis. Pattern coding (Saldaña, 2013) was used during the second cycle of coding in an 

effort to continue organizing the data. Codes and code categories were similarly grouped 

into ñsmaller and more meaningful unitsò (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 176) of data with 

common characteristics, a process necessary for data reduction. Ultimately, 250 passages 

of text were established which yielded 15 codes, each with an average of 14 distinct 

participant voices represented within each code. These 15 codes are represented as the 

main sub-themes of this study. 

Next, broader categories were created by identifying codes with similar 

characteristics and labeling them as themes. Lim (2011) explains that it is quite common 

to code, categorize, and theme qualitative data. Themes, further purported by Saldaña 

(2013), are an outcome of qualitative coding and analytic reflection, thus ñtheming the 

dataò is appropriate for virtually all qualitative studies, especially those that explore a 

participantôs beliefs, experiences, and development. Qualitative inquiry is highly 
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inductive. Themes provide the ñessential elements of the research story that, when 

clustered together according to similarity and regularity (a pattern) actively facilitate the 

development of categories and thus analysis of their connectionsò (Saldaña, 2013, p. 8).  

This process led to the development of three overarching categories with eight main 

themes to represent the story told by the data.  

Representing and visualizing. Multiple methods were used to represent and 

visualize the data, including technology and manual cutting and sorting. An Excel 

spreadsheet was first developed to organize and categorize highlighted text. This action 

was quite helpful in that it allowed the researcher to visualize the sheer amount of data 

captured, leading her to make further decisions about additional rounds of coding and 

how best to represent the data. Transcripts were uploaded into NVivo for Mac 2011, a 

step that proved useful since manually highlighted text did not transfer and offered 

another opportunity to reread each transcript, review codes, and recode as necessary.  

Two hundred fifty (250) individual passages of text, identified during the final round of 

coding, were printed on individual strips of paper. These passages were then manually 

sorted into themes and sub-themes, a highly iterative process that allowed for data 

visualization and tactile ordering (and reordering) of the data to ensure significant text 

and ideas were presented within each emerging theme. As a final step, two types of 

illustrations were developed to display summarized data visually for the reader. First, a 

flow chart was developed to represent categorical and thematic findings (see Figure 3 on 

page 74). Second, word clouds were used to capture the frequency of words and phrases 

used by veterans in response to one final question that asked them to sum up their career 
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transition experiences. These illustrations, along with further description, can be found at 

the end of Chapter 4.     

Trustworthiness 

Creswell (2013) states trustworthiness in qualitative research is a means by which 

a researcher seeks to confirm the fidelity of their findings. In other words, trustworthiness 

asks how much trust can be given that the researcher did everything possible to ensure 

that data were appropriately and ethically collected, analyzed, and reported (Carlson, 

2010). Creswell (2013) recommends that qualitative researchers select at least two 

different types of strategies to strengthen the trustworthiness or authenticity of a study. In 

an effort to ensure data were collected, analyzed, and reported ethically and responsibly, 

this researcher employed member checking, peer review, and rich, thick descriptions to 

explain the data. Each strategy is explained in detail below, followed by a researcher 

subjectivity statement and details about how research participant data were protected.   

Member checking. Lincoln and Guba (1985) posit member checking is a ñcrucial 

technique for establishing credibilityò (p. 314) as the strategy involves the researcher 

sharing both data and interpretations with study participants so they may confirm or 

correct the accuracy of the information. Based on the purpose of this study and the 

researcherôs epistemological worldview, member checking was incorporated through the 

normal course of conversation during the interview process and again after the interview 

had concluded. After each interview, veterans were offered the opportunity to review the 

transcript of the conversation to confirm statements made and ensure what was captured 

by the researcher was what the participant intended. In a follow-up thank you note sent 

electronically via email to each participant, instructions for how to provide feedback, note 
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any corrections, or provide other updates were provided along with a two-week deadline 

for submitting comments. These member checks were used to establish the validity of 

statements made by the participantsðnot the researcherôs interpretation of the statements 

or conversation. Four veterans returned transcripts with clarifying comments.  

Peer review and examination. Peer examination (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), also 

referred to as an interpretive community (Howard, 2016), is a strategy used by 

researchers to include different perspectives during data analysis. This strategy involves 

inviting outside reviewers to establish consistency during the process of data analysis. A 

peer review group is a small number of people invited to comprehensively discuss and 

review codes, categories, and definitions (Cho & Lee, 2014) and was used as one method 

for increasing the trustworthiness of this study. The group is generally encouraged to be 

vocal and challenge the researcherôs thematic coding and patterns to ensure the researcher 

was honest and true to the method of inquiry selected for a study. Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016) posit reviewers can either be familiar with the research or new to the topic. To that 

end, two post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities, who transitioned from 

military service to the civilian workforce but were not directly involved in this study as 

participants, served as peer reviewers for this study. These reviews occurred after the 

second round of coding, but before final sub-themes, main themes, and categories were 

identified. Each reviewer was asked to perform two tasks and then discuss with the 

researcher the information presented to them. The first task involved grouping 11 sub-

themes under three main themes and the second task involved cataloging 12 passages of 

text under the best fitting theme. This review found the themes and sub-themes resonated 

and made sense to the reviewers, but they believed too often a sub-theme or passage of 
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text could have been placed into more than one theme. This review helped the researcher 

recognize the original themes and sub-themes were too broad and needed to be re-

examined to effectively tell the story behind the data. This process led to a reorganization 

of the data into the three categories, eight main themes, and 22 sub-themes presented in 

this study.  

Rich, thick descriptions. Rich, thick descriptions were used to illuminate certain 

themes, patterns, and conclusions drawn from the data for the reader. Creswell and Miller 

(2000) posit rich, thick descriptions help to bring the reader closer to study participants 

by activating feelings that might build a sense of connection to the participants and the 

story being told by the data. Carlson (2010, citing Anfara, Brown, and Mangione, 2002) 

concurs, stating rich, thick descriptions allow the researcher to, ñprovide very detailed 

descriptions of settings, participants, data collection, and analysis procedures as a way of 

making their accounts more credible ï to show that they were diligent in their attempts to 

conduct responsible and respectable researchò (p. 1104). The rich, thick descriptions used 

in this study reflect the voices of the veterans that took part and lend to the authenticity of 

findings and interpretations. This strategy was particularly important since one common 

experience shared by the veterans in this study was that of a self-reported service-

connected disability rating. Most of the veterans in this study disclosed and described 

specific hidden disabilities during their interview. Follow-up questions helped the 

researcher gain a deeper understanding into how an acquired disability impacted their 

holistic career transition experience.  

Ethical Considerations/Protection of Participants 

Any study focused on human participants must meet with the approval of an 
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Institutional Review Board (IRB), a committee established to review and approve 

research involving human subjects in accordance with all federal, institutional, and 

ethical guidelines. To ensure the researcher demonstrated sufficient knowledge of ethical 

principles and regulatory requirements for protecting participants, the National Institute 

of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural Research ñProtecting Human Research 

Participantsò training was completed (November 7, 2016). Also, as recommended by the 

George Washington University IRB team, the CABLES Model of Risk Assessment 

(Koocher, 2002) was used to assess the risks and benefits of this study. IRB approval was 

received on July 7, 2017. 

Loss of confidentiality is always a risk in research involving human participants; 

their privacy and the confidentiality of the information shared is of the utmost 

importance. To that end, any personally identifiable information was kept separate from 

unidentifiable information, all data were electronically stored and encrypted on a separate 

hard drive, and participant names were replaced with numbers and then pseudonyms. The 

process for managing and protecting confidential information was shared with 

participants orally during the briefing call and then again before each interview. In 

addition, the information sheet fully describing the study and the process for handing and 

storing confidential information was emailed at the first point of contact with study 

participants and again before each interview (see Appendix E). Participation in the study 

was understood and accepted as informed consent.  

There is always a risk that participants may be uncomfortable answering one or 

more questions during an interview situation. Veterans in this study were reminded that 

the interview was simply a discussion and they were not required to answer any questions 
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or discuss any issues that made them feel uncomfortable. They were also told during 

recruitment and then reminded before the interview that they could withdraw their 

participation at any time and for any reason. In addition, participants were given a list of 

veteran-specific free resources, included in the study information sheet, in case the 

discussion triggered any stress or unpleasant memories of the past. 

There was no monetary benefit to participants as this study was designed to 

explore the career transition experiences of employed post 9/11 veterans with service-

connected disabilities. Veterans in this study will be offered a copy of the study once it is 

published.  

Hutchinson, Wilson, and Wilson (1994) reported several unanticipated benefits to 

individuals who participate in qualitative interviews, such as catharsis, self-

acknowledgement, sense of purpose, self-awareness, empowerment, healing, and the 

opportunity to provide a voice for disenfranchised populations. While any benefits are 

possible rather than certain, those in the veteran community tend to be eager to help one 

another. Study participants welcomed the opportunity to discuss issues of importance to 

them, especially if their experiences and the lessons they learned along the way might 

alleviate some career transition pitfalls for other veterans.  

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

It is important for researchers to acknowledge and self-disclose assumptions, 

biases, and beliefs early in the research process. This section is written in first person to 

ensure the researcherôs voice is unmistakable.  

I am not a veteran, nor do I come from a military family. I was introduced to the 

veteran community approximately ten years ago when I became the project manager of a 
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federally funded program aimed to assist veterans with ñsignificant barriers to 

employmentò (including, but not limited to disability and often homelessness) find and 

maintain employment. My career background in vocational evaluation and school-to-

work transition for youth and adults with disabilities, job development, and job placement 

provided me with the ñstreet credò I needed to be accepted early by this population. Since 

that time, helping veterans move toward employment and retention has been a personal 

mission. This research study is my way of giving something back to a group of people I 

have come to know well, appreciate dearly, and hold in the highest regard.  

In approaching this research study, it was my desire to tell the honest stories of 

success to demystify the military-to-civilian career transition and disability experience. 

On the supply side of the employment equation, I have heard from far too many veterans 

that they do not believe their military training is transferable to the civilian workforce, or 

they are unable to find employment because they cannot relate to civilians. On the 

demand side, I have worked with and conducted training for far too many employers that 

have overtly said they feared hiring veterans due to a perceived prevalence of post-

traumatic stress disorder among the post 9/11 veteran community, or that veterans would 

be too rigid for their work environment.   

As a researcher, I admittedly did approach this study with a few assumptions. 

First, I believe veterans have more in common with civilians than they realize (and vice 

versa). Second, I believe there are many publically held misperceptions about veterans in 

the United States that have led to a both a cultural divide and potentially discriminatory 

practices in the workplace. I believe the cultural divide is related to the fact that a large 

majority of the American population has no connection whatsoever to the military (those 
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currently serving or those who have served in any capacity since 9/11) ï and civiliansô 

perceptions are often based on what they read in the newspaper or see in the movies or on 

television. While I do believe that veterans may share several common traits based on 

their military experiences and training, each veteran is an individual. Whereas many 

people believe, or will attempt to say, ñall veterans . . .ò share the same characteristics, I 

believe if you have met one veteran, you have met one veteran. 

Qualitative research involving interviews and the collection of personal stories 

and experiences can be stressful and emotional for the researcher and I followed a 

proactive plan for ensuring researcher self-care was not taken for granted. On occasion 

during the research process, I practiced reflexive journaling in an effort to document my 

efforts toward maintaining a balance of actions, decisions, thoughts, and feelings. I also 

had peer and advisor check-in or debriefing sessions (while strictly maintaining 

participant confidentiality) to check myself and ensure I was not taking for granted 

perspectives or assumptions. Finally, I enlisted the help of family and friends to help me 

balance my research and personal life, ensuring to buffer activities between interviews 

and transcribing.  

Finally, while I am certain I have unconscious biases, I firmly believe the 

strategies outlined and used during this research study have ensured ethical and 

responsible data collection and analysis, thus leading to authentic and trustworthy 

findings.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the methodology used for this study, the research design 

employed, and the methods used for data collection and analysis. ñQualitative research 
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has immense potential to continue affecting understudied individualsò (Blustein, Kenna, 

Murphy, DeVoy, & DeWine, 2005, p. 367) as well as targeted populations. As such, this 

study was an attempt to shift the research dialogue from one of career dysfunction and 

problems to one of solutions and results. Learning how post 9/11 veterans with service-

connected disabilities negotiated the complex landscape of injury and resultant disability 

to then construct a successful post-military career has the potential to make a significant 

contribution to the academic literature, policy, practice, and the current and future lives of 

veterans and their families. Chapter 4 presents key findings that emerged from an in-

depth analysis of the data derived from 17 qualitative, in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews, in addition to participant observations and researcher memos written during 

the course of this study.  
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Chapter 4. Findings 

 

This chapter presents key findings that emerged from a thorough analysis of in-

depth, semi-structured interviews, observations, and analytic memos written throughout 

the data collection process. The purpose of this qualitative research study was to explore 

how employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities experienced the 

employment and career transition from the military to the civilian workforce. The studyôs 

central question, ñHow do employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected 

disabilities experience the career transition from the military to the civilian workforce?ò 

was addressed by examining the following sub-questions:  

1. How did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

navigate the ñsea of goodwillò as they transitioned from the military to the 

civilian workforce?  

2. How did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

describe the factors that influenced their employment and career transition?  

3. What did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

learn about themselves as they experienced the career transition from the 

military to the civilian workforce? 

This chapter begins with a comprehensive summary of participant demographic 

information, followed by a discussion of the three overarching categories identified from 

the data: 1) Navigating the Sea of Goodwill; 2) Feeling Like a Stranger in a Strange 

Land; and 3) A New Beginning. Encased within these three categories, eight main themes 

and 22 sub-themes are presented. This chapter concludes with a summary of the findings.  
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Participant Demographics 

 Seventeen employed post 9/11 veterans with service connected disabilities of 30% 

or more participated in this research study, each veteran having experienced a period of 

sustained employment with a single civilian employer for at least three years. 

Demographic information collected for this study has been grouped into three categories:  

basic demographics (gender, age, race/ethnicity, geographic location, level of education); 

military demographics (branch of service, rank, military occupation, number of years 

served, and type of service separation); and disability demographics (disability rating and 

type of disability). To maintain confidentiality, demographic information for all veterans 

has been summarized below.  

Twelve veterans (70.6%) in this study identified as male and five (29.4%) as 

female. Veterans ranged in age from 24 to 56, with an average age of 36.8 years of age 

reported. Fourteen (82.4%) identified as White/Caucasian and the remainder identified as 

two or more races or Hispanic/Latino. Veterans were located in nine different states, and 

one veteran was in a position overseas at the time of the interview. Areas of geographic 

representation have been categorized using U.S. Census Bureau regions (Census, n.d.). 

The majority of veterans in this study were located in the South region which includes the 

South Atlantic, East South Central, and West South-Central regions of the United States.  

Prior to separation, three veterans (17.6%) had a high school degree or equivalent, six 

(35.3%) reported some college or an associateôs degree, two (11.8%) held a bachelorôs 

degree, and six (35.3%) a masterôs degree. At the time of the study, one veteran was 

currently in college, four (23.5%) held a bachelorôs degree, and 12 (70.6%) had a 
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masterôs degree. One participant was working on a doctoral degree. See Table 1, Basic 

Demographics of Study Population. 

Table 1. Basic Demographics of Study Population 

Demographic characteristics (N=17) n Participant # 

Gender   

Male 12 

 

P01, P02, P03, P04, P05, P07, P09, P10, 

P11, P12, P14, P15 

Female 5 P06, P08, P13, P16, P17 

Age   

Range 

Average participantôs age 
Male average age 

Female average age 

 

 
 

 

24 to 56 years 

36.8 years 
42.5 years 

38.4 years 

Race/ethnicity   

White/Caucasian 14 P01, P02, P03, P04, P5, P06, P08, P09, 

P10, P12, P13, P14, P15, P17 

Multiple races 2 P11, P16 

Hispanic or Latino 1 P07 

Location*   

Northeast 1 P15 

South 13 P01, P02, P04, P05, P06, P07, P08, P10, 

P11, P12, P13, P14, P16 

West 2 P03, P09 

Other 1 P17 

Level of education at separation   

HS diploma or equivalent 3 P04, P09, P12 

Some college 4 P03, P08, P10, P16 

Associateôs degree 2 P11 

Bachelorôs degree 2 P02, P17, P14 

Masterôs degree 6 P01, P05, P06, P07, P13, P15 

Level of education at time of study   

Some college 1 P12 

Bachelorôs degree 4 P04, P08, P09, P14 

Masterôs degree 12 P01, P02, P03, P05, P06, P07, P10, P11, 

P13, P15, P16, P17 

 

* U.S. Census Bureau, Geographic Terms and Concepts, Census Divisions and Census Regions. 

Retrieved from  www.census.gov/geo/reference/gtc/gtc_census_divreg.html  

  

http://www.census.gov/geo/reference/gtc/gtc_census_divreg.html
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Regarding military experience, 12 veterans (70.6%) were Army veterans, four 

(23.5%) were Marine Corps veterans, and one was a Navy veteran. Al though an Air 

Force veteran indicated initial interest in the study, he wound up not participating due to 

time constraints; and while the Coast Guard is not represented in the data, requests for 

participation included all branches of the military. Nine veterans (52.9%) identified as 

Enlisted and eight (47.1%) as Officers. An average tenure of military service was equal to 

8.55 years, with length of service ranging from 3 to 30 years. Three veterans (17.6%) 

separated from service due to injury, 11 (64.7%) separated by choice after one or more 

terms of service, and the remainder retired (unrelated to injury or medical condition) with 

20 or more years of service. See Table 2, Military Demographics of Study Population. 

Table 2. Military Demographics of Study Population 

Demographic characteristics (N=17) n Participant # 

Branch of service (alphabetical order)   

Army 

 

12 

 

P02, P03, P04, P06, P08, P10, P11, P13, 

P14, P15, P16, P17  

Marine Corps 4 P01, P05, P09, P12 

Navy 1 P07 

Rank   

Enlisted  9 P02, P04, P07, P08, P9, P10, P11, P12, 

P16 

Officer  8 P01, P03, P05, P06, P13, P14, P15, P17 

Total years of military service   

Range 

Average 

 

 

3 to 30 years 

8.55 years 

Type of separation   

Choice (other than retirement) 11 P02, P04, P05, P06, P08, P09, P10, P11, 

P13, P15, P17 

Injury/medical 3 P12, P14, P16 

Retirement (not connected to 

injury) 

3 P01, P03, P07 
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Eligibility for this study required veterans to self-report a service-connected 

disability rating of 30% or more. Five veterans in this study (29.4%) reported a service-

connected disability rating between 30% and 50%; and 12 (70.6%) reported a service-

connected disability rating of 70% or more, four of whom (33.3%) were rated at 100%. 

Specific disability information was not collected; however, category of disability was an 

optional question for which all veterans responded. Four categories of disability were 

presented: 1) physical, e.g., mobility; 2) cognitive, e.g., traumatic brain injury; 3) 

psychological, e.g., PTSD; and 4) other. Five veterans (29.4%) indicated three categories 

of disability and seven (41.2%) noted two categories. Of all disabilities reported, 15 

veterans (88.2%) indicated their service-connected disability rating was due to a physical 

disability, five (29.4%) identified a cognitive disability, and 13 (76.5%) noted a 

psychological health disability. Two veterans selected the ñotherò category, both writing 

in ñrespiratoryò as the illness or disability type. See Table 3, Disability Demographics of 

Study Population.  

Table 3. Disability Demographics of Study Population 

Demographic characteristics 

(N=17) 
n Participant # 

Disability rating*   

30% 

40% 

50% 

70% 

80% 

90% 

100% 

1 

2 

2 

3 

3 

2 

4 

P16 

P07, P13 

P10, P15 

P01, P08, P17 

P05, P06, P09 

P03, P11 

P02, P04, P12, P14 

Category of disability (selected from list) 

Physical, e.g., mobility 15 P01, P03, P04, P05, P06, P07, P08, P09, P10, P11, 

P12, P14, P15, P16, P17 

Cognitive, e.g., brain injury 5 P03, P04, P09, P11, P14 

Psychological, e.g., PTSD 13 P02, P03, P04, P05, P06, P08, P09, P10, P11, P13, 

P14, P15, P17 
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Other 2 P07, P16 

Multiple disabilities identified   

2 disabilities identified 

3 disabilities identified 

7 

5 

P5, P06, P07, P08, P10, P15, P17 

P03, P04, P9, P11, P14 

 
*U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. Disability Compensation. See 

https://www.benefits.va.gov/COMPENSATION/types-disability.asp.  

 

Finally, since this study represents a collective story of how veterans with service-

connected disabilities experienced career transition, a pseudonym has been given to each 

participant (five participants selected their own). Using pseudonyms in qualitative 

research helps to ñhumanize participants so the reader can see the person behind the data 

presentedò (Given, 2015, p. 101). Pseudonyms can be found in Table 4, Participant 

Pseudonyms. 

Table 4. Participant Pseudonyms 

Participant # Pseudonym 

01 Alex 

02 Casey 

03 Greywolf 

04 Kelly 

05 Max 

06 Geraldine 

07 Ernesto 

08 Nicky 

09 Shannon 

10 Sam 

11 Jordan 

12 Randy 

13 Stacey 

14 Lee 

15 Frank  

16 Amber 

17 Andy 
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Overview of Categories and Themes 

 While each in-depth interview in this study portrayed a unique story of one 

veteranôs military-to-civilian career transition experience, eight main themes emerged 

from the data that addressed the essence of the studyôs central question, ñHow do 

employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities experience the career 

transition from the military to the civilian workforce?ò These main themes have been 

assigned to one of three overarching categories: 1) Navigating the Sea of Goodwill; 2) 

Feeling Like a Stranger in a Strange Land, and 3) A New Beginning. This study tells a 

collective story of 17 post 9/11 veterans leaving military service, coming to terms with an 

acquired disability, and constructing a new life chapter as an employee in todayôs civilian 

workforce. Figure 3 illustrates an overview of the categories, themes, and sub-themes that 

emanated from the data. 

 

Figure 3. Overview of Findings: Categories, Themes, and Sub-themes 
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Category 1:  Navigating the Sea of Goodwill 

As of June 2015, more than 40,000 nonprofit organizations had been found to 

exclusively focus on military and veteran families. These organizations make up just one 

part of the ñSea of Goodwillò (Copeland & Sutherland, 2010) ï communities of private, 

public, faith-based, governmental, and non-governmental organizations coming together 

to assist veterans and military families as they transition from military service to civilian 

communities. While these resources can be found in locations across the United States, 

they are often disparate, disconnected, and sometimes buried within larger initiatives. 

 The veterans in this study reported using resources from both formal, structured 

programs as well as informal, social 

networks. Figure 4 offers an overview of 

the themes and sub-themes assigned to 

the first category, Navigating the Sea of 

Goodwill. What follows is a discussion of 

the resources veterans discussed using as 

they navigated what can best be 

described as chaotic career transitions. 

All veterans vividly described this period 

as an emotional rollercoaster, one where 

figuring out how to manage expectations 

was challenging but critical.  

Accessing formal, structured programs. Several different formal, established 

programs were used by veterans in this study. All participated in some form of a military 
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Figure 4. Overview of Category 1: Navigating the Sea of 

Goodwill 
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sponsored, branch-specific transition assistance program (TAP) before separating from 

service and all interacted with the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) for a 

disability determination rating. Two veterans took advantage of an internship program 

intended for wounded service members on active duty, two discussed their experiences 

accessing VBAôs Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Program (VR&E), and 

three found some assistance using resources provided by a veteran service organization 

(VSO).  

Pre-separation workshops. ñIf you were to test on the material that was being 

taught . . . Iôm sure a lot of people would fail immediately afterwardsò (Randy, 453-455). 

Veterans in this study accessed the pre-separation workshop(s) aligned with their branch 

of the military. All consistently expressed a level of frustration and confusion with the 

workshops they attended. Often there was a reflection that transition was a very personal 

journey, yet the military treated it with a ñcookie cutterò (Jaime, 63) approach and as a 

generic process that often seemed very disconnected.  

There was a lot of hereôs a web link, hereôs a web link, hereôs a web link. 

But if you donôt sit down with that person and open that web link and 

show him whatôs in there, theyôre going to go home and open that web 

link and think, what does this even mean? (Ernesto, 410-413). 

 

Nicky described her program experience as, ñ. . . a lot of óyou may or may not be eligible 

forô [a particular program] ï but trying to figure out if Iôm actually eligible is very 

difficult to navigate.ò She further elaborated, ñitôs like, hereôs a link farm, but given your 

unique circumstances and where you think you want to go, how do you navigate said link 

farmò (141-147)? Max felt completely overwhelmed by the sheer number of resources, 

stating, ñtrusted or tailored resources would have been much more efficient because I 

found myself chasing my tailò (690-692).  
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Amid the perplexity most often described during the workshops, two veterans 

commented on information they gleaned and took away from the course. ñThey definitely 

could have done it better ï but if you listen to what they had to say, I took a lot of that 

and applied itò (Jordan, 150-151). 

People say TAP is terrible, and itôs not great. But one guy, you know, he 

said, óyou think this is going to be easy and you think everybody wants to 

hire vets. Iôve been doing this for 20 years and itôs not true and you need 

to get that out of your mind.ô Iôm like, people need to hear that one again 

(Casey, 324-327). 

 

 Internship programs for wounded warriors. Two veterans in this study accessed 

a work-based internship program designed for wounded service members still on active 

duty and recovering in a military treatment facility. Both veterans reflected on the value 

of these programs, ñI got to do something meaningful and it kept me occupiedò (Andy, 

589-590). Looking back, Andy reflected on this experience as having ultimately 

influenced her current role as a small-business owner where she offers opportunities for 

people needing flexibility due to disability or complicated life circumstances. Casey 

described his experience as beneficial, especially because he could be somewhere where 

he was not required ñto call everybody sir and maôamò (88). He attributed this experience 

to helping him learn how to leverage a network and regain some much-needed self-

confidence. He explained the opportunity as invaluable because it allowed him to spend 

time somewhere where he felt and believed people really wanted to help him. 

 Veteran service organizations (VSOs). While few veterans in this study described 

accessing the services of a VSO later in their transitionðand generally for resources 

other than employment, e.g., for disability benefits appeals or community reintegration 

programs designed for spouses and families, three discussed a VSO resource they found 
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helpful during the early part of their transition. Shannon met a VSO employment 

specialist during the time he was investigating post-secondary education options and 

added his name to an email list serve where local job opportunities were circulated. He 

found one of his first civilian positions working for a non-profit organization assisting 

other veterans from this list serve. Jordan connected with a representative from a VSO 

while accessing services at his local VA. Though his memory of the specific service was 

somewhat fuzzy, he described this resource person as a post 9/11 liaison and part of a 

new program that had just been launched at his local VA. He discussed being one of the 

first veterans to go through the program, which he believes likely offered him more 

specialized attention. He remembered the liaison routinely followed up quickly, which he 

appreciated, and connected him with the right resources at the VA to help him go back to 

school.  

Stacey described one of her early experiences with an organization that claimed to 

help veterans with their resumes but wound up trying to sell her an expensive resume 

service instead. She recalled, 

There are so many organizations out there ï nonprofits trying to scam 

veterans and I was definitely leery of those because some of them were . . . 

just trying to get money. óOh, we see youôre a veteranô. . . and a lot of that 

happens. And itôs sad that they try to take advantage of veterans. There are 

so many out there and I think many of them are not good. Some are well-

intentioned, but the ones that are not good are ruining it for other people 

(102-107). 

 

Stacey wound up receiving information about a local VSO when she registered with her 

local VA to get medical coverage because she did not have a job. Although cautious, she 

attended a resume building workshop and then gained access to a program that provided 

her with an updated business suit for interviewing, some civilian work clothes, and an 
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appointment at a ñvery high-class salon [in her area] that gave me a fresh look for 

interviewing and a professional hairdoò (92-95), which she noted she desperately needed. 

The program also set her up with 12 sessions of mental health counseling with a ñthank 

goodnessò (115) civilian psychologist. She described the program as extremely valuable 

to her because it offered her what she needed at the time she needed it. She also wished 

she could gain access to that counseling again. She continues to work with this 

organization as a volunteer, mentoring other female veterans as they search for 

employment. 

Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA). One criterion for participation in this 

study was that a veteran identified having a service-connected disability rating of 30% or 

more. Disability ratings are determined by the VBA and require the veteran to file a claim 

for benefits associated with a disability or illness acquired during or attributed to his or 

her in time service. Medical conditions are examined, rated, and aggregated to give the 

veteran a combined VA disability rating between 10% to 100%. ñDisabilities determined 

by the VA to be related to your military service can lead to monthly nontaxable 

compensation, enrollment in the VA health care system, a 10-point hiring preference for 

federal employment, and other important benefitsò (VA Summary of Benefits for 

Disabled Veterans, p. 5). The veterans in this study applied for disability benefits for a 

variety of reasons including, but not limited to, compensation for themselves or an 

eligible dependent or to meet eligibility for a specific resource, such as the veteransô 

home loan program. Those who separated from military service by choice and not due to 

an injury generally waited several years before submitting a claim for disability benefits, 

many reportedly because they did not think they had a disability or, even if they 
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acknowledged they had a disability, they did not think of themselves as disabled. Two 

distinct programs under the VBA were discussed by the veterans participating in this 

study. All veterans connected with the VAôs Office of Compensation Services to submit a 

disability determination claim, and few applied to Vocational Rehabilitation & 

Employment (VR&E).  

Disability determination. When veterans discussed their experiences with the 

VAôs disability determination process, they consistently portrayed a clinical, impersonal 

system, devoid of communication, guidance, or advice. It was a process that often left 

them with more questions than answers about next steps.  

So, I think that's an interesting dynamic where like, you know, relatively 

young, relative good health, but some issues, and so then to kind of pursue 

a label that said disabled, there's . . . that's kind of tough.  And I remember 

when they made a determination and gave me a rating, they said, yeah, 

you're found to be 50% disabled. Disabled. I was like, uhm, that's good.  

But that's also kind of weird.  It's a weird label . . . to kind of take on.  So 

that wasn't really something I was really ready for or expecting (Sam, 291-

297). 

 

Andy vividly recalled getting a packet in the mail with a letter stating she would be 

getting some back pay for the time it took to submit and finalize her claim, followed by a 

rating for depression, anxiety, and some physical issues. ñI was like [pause] . . . Iôm 

disabled [pause] . . . okò (Andy, 442-443). Alex described a sense of shock at how he was 

treated during the process, 

When I look at the role of medical practitioners in my transition and 

separation, they actively tried to downplay every incident in my medical 

record . . . the guy actually said to me, óoh youôre one of these guys trying 

to take advantage of the disability system.ô  He actually said that to me! 

(389-392).  

 

Shannon described the process as frustrating. 
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I got information outlining the why, what the conclusion was, but to be 

honest with you, there wasnôt anything like, hereôs how you can get better, 

or hereôs like an action plan or a way to set up an appointment. I mean, the 

hearing loss ï that ainôt gonna change, but . . . they say a section of your 

brain has suffered severe trauma . . . I mean you get it in your head that 

somethingôs wrong. I hated the feeling of being defective or brokenò (267-

270; 332-334).  

 

His statement and sentiment were not uncommon among the veterans in this study, many 

of whom reported the process led to some unexpected feelings of being ñbroken.ò 

The way people talk about disability is that itôs permanent. And my 

disability is almost all mental health, so obviously this is a different 

picture than someone who's physically disabled.  But they were like, ñcall 

us when it gets worse.ò And that was kind of it. And I'm like, well, ok. I'm 

broken (Andy, 448-451). 

 

Andy went on to say, ñItôs taken me two and a half years of therapy, but Iôm 

pretty sure Iôm not 70% disabled anymore. They donôt understand that you can be 

un-disabledò (513; 518-519). 

The disability determination process also left veterans with several questions 

about next steps after a common first reaction was described generally as, um okay, now 

what? ñDonôt think there is any communication structure . . . after you leave the doctor. It 

was hereôs your letter and hereôs what youôre rated at. If youôd like to appeal, hereôs 

where you can goò (Jaime, 172-173). Jaime further stated, 

No one said, look, this traumatic brain injury you experienced, these 

concussions, that you are 40%, uhm, or could lead to early stages of 

Alzheimers and therefore these are the services that are available to you 

down the road. There was no discussion like that. It was cut and dry, black 

and white. Hereôs your rating and, you know, have a good day (178-182). 

 

While the specifics of each experience were certainly different, what clearly came across 

was a mutual disappointment that the process did not address or present a way forward 

other than offering a list of additional programs for which they may or may not be 
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eligible. ñThe only thing they did was give me the rating and then give me a 

compensatory stipend for that rating. The VA never addressed how stress might affect me 

in the workplace or how my physical ailments might impact my futureò (Max, 337-339).  

Vocational Rehabilitation & Employment (VR&E). A small number of veterans in 

this study discussed applying to VR&E. Those who did generally did so to access 

education and stipend benefits to return to school. Jordan, who recently completed a 

masterôs degree program at the time of our interview, described a unique experience; one 

that started off as perplexing but, in the end, provided him with long-lasting advice. 

I was starting with the voc rehab program for my schooling. They tested 

me and did all of these aptitude tests and stuff ï and remember, Iôll never 

forget ï I went and saw the doctor and he just kind of seemed frustrated ï 

you know, flipping papers over . . . around and this and that. Not like mad 

or anything ï but just you could just tell he was just struggling with 

something. He finally turns around and heôs like, óOk, Iôve been looking at 

your case for two days now and I donôt know what to think of you.ô Iôm 

like, what do you mean? And heôs like, ólet me show you.ô And he shows 

me these little charts and graphs and stuff and is like, óYouôre at the 98th 

percentile for basic math ï and thatôs percentile ï and thatôs like unheard 

of . . . nobody ever gets that high.ô And I was like, okaaaaay. óBut in basic 

algebra, youôre like at 30%.ô Heôs like, óDid you cheat . . . did you get 

lazy. . . ?ô  

 

Heôs like, óbasically when youôre talking about your aptitude . . . youôre 

either a genius, which I never see, or you can barely tie your shoes.ô Iôm 

like what the hell is that supposed to mean? He said, ówell I read your 

background and know where youôre coming from.ò I think, you know ï 

cause I had a traumatic brain injury and stuff ï he said, óI think youôre 

struggling. I think you used to be really smart in school but you probably 

didnôt apply yourself so much.ô And he said, óI think youôll do fine, you 

just need to pay attention in these areas where youôre weak at ï uhm ï and 

ask for help, and I think youôll do okay.ô 

 

They wanted to make sure I was smart enough to be able to go to school. 

And the funny thing was he said, óI canôt say youôre smart enough, but Iôm 

gonna sign you off anywayô ï because I was so weak in some other areas. 

But it ended up working, actually. And because of that, I use that even to 

this day. I say, okay, I struggle in certain areas, Iôm not afraid to admit it 
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because Iôm a genius in other areas, you know [laughter] ï so at least I 

have that (36-54). 

 

Kelly, who applied to VR&E to go back to school approximately one year 

before our interview, recalled thinking early in his transition, ñNot only was I not 

enrolled in voc rehab, I didnôt even know what it was. I mean, as soon as you say 

ñrehabò to a young, healthy, you know, 20-something year old man, Iôm like, Iôm 

all set, thanksò (424-426).  

Identifying i nformal, social networks. The veterans in this study described 

using informal, social networks as their primary resource during their career transition. 

Many described using technology, such as social media platforms, in an effort to gain 

traction to employment as they transitioned to the civilian workforce. All  vividly 

discussed the personal relationships that proved to be invaluable as they navigated the 

murky waters of their career transition.  

 Social media. Seven veterans in this study described using social media or other 

technology platforms as one tactic they employed early in their transition. While 

LinkedIn was the specific site most frequently used, Stacey indicated she created 

professional accounts on LinkedIn, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, stating, ñIn the 

[military]  I didnôt use any social media because of the risk of, you know, being captured . 

. . during the transition is when I really started creating those accountsò (75-78), though 

she mainly ñused LinkedIn a lot to network and to try to connect with peopleò (55). 

Casey ñreached out on LinkedIn a lot and a lot of times people helped, sometimes they 

didnôtò (411-412). He reflected on one situation when, ñone guy told me when I was 

getting out . . . he looked at my LinkedIn profile and he was like, itôs shitty. You have to 

make it better. Even though he was blunt, I made it better and it helpedò (124-125). 
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Nicky remembered finding and applying for her current position (where she has been for 

more than five years) on LinkedIn. Max explored a variety of online job boards and job 

search sites but described LinkedIn as ñvery helpful for me for finding out who I knowò 

(134). He described in detail how he used the site as part of own career exploration. 

I used LinkedIn quite a lot. If I saw a firm or a field I was interested in, I 

would go onto LinkedIn and type the firmôs name in. Then I would see 

whoôs in the firm. Then I might reach out to them and say, ñHey, Iôm 

interested in this field, Iôd like to add you to my professional network.ò  

The next step was to ask, ñHey Iôd like to learn more, can I come out for a 

discovery session? Iôm not looking for a job, Iôm just looking to learn 

more.ò  That tended to work for me extraordinaril y well (Max, 613-618). 

 

 Personal relationships. Every veteran in this study described at least one critical 

relationship they believed to be instrumental to their career transition and ultimately their 

success in the civilian workforce. Referring to these individuals as mentors, veterans 

described relationships both with civilians and those with whom they served, some 

purposefully sought out and others occurring by happenstance. Each of these 

relationships acted as a springboard to professional opportunities while offering the 

veteran personal insight and honesty at a time when they believed they desperately 

needed it. 

Greywolf stated his ñmentors on the outside . . . were completely civilian . . . had 

it not been for them, there would not have been the prodding and probing and the 

connections and the introductionsò (54-60). Kelly discussed the importance of finding 

somebody he could rely on, who would hold his ñfeet to the fire . . . and tell me not what 

I wanted to hear but what I needed to hearò (787; 824-825). Ernesto concurred saying he 

knew he had to find someone who ñcan just give you a good reality checkò (661). Ernesto 

also credits his wife with helping him understand that he needed to open himself up to 
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other mentors and noted he ñwas purposeful in seeking out a mix of mentors . . . some 

who looked just like me, those who had roles I strived to be in, male and female, people 

who I disagreed with . . . ò (503-505). Kelly remembered had it not been for a high school 

friendôs mother, he would never have found his first professional opportunity. 

A friend reached out to her mom who was good friends with the director 

in that office and basically said, ñthis guy applied, he has no experience in 

this role, he has nothing youôre looking for in terms of qualifications, but 

he has a degree.ò  But then she brought it home and said ñhe is young, heôs 

energetic, he wants to learn, and you need new blood in that office. You 

need young blood in that officeò (Kelly, 282-285). 

 

Randy reflected on a chance meeting he had while volunteering with a local veteran 

service organization. At the time, he was working as a part-time landscaper and going to 

school for his bachelorôs degree. The individual he met, upon learning what Randy was 

studying in school, connected him to the organization where the Randy currently works 

and the job he is in today is perfectly aligned with his bachelorôs degree program. ñIôve 

learned that this job doesnôt really hire people that walk in. You have to have a reference 

of some sortò (427-428).  

 While Shannon explained his personal relationships during his career transition 

were mainly military, he did describe one powerful civilian relationship that, while not 

impacting his employment situation directly, he believes to be significant to the 

employment-related and life decisions he has made since.  

[He] helped me develop my more human side. It was like you canôt solve 

all of your problems with a rifle. The basic confidence just seeing him and 

how he runs his life and the accountability he has for himself, but also his 

priorities, his family, the people he cares about, you know. He made big 

problems seem so small and that was huge . . . to help me refocus on 

whatôs important (463-467). 
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Building personal relationships and a network of support was likely the most 

important factor to helping veterans find their place in the civilian workforce. Most 

admitted that asking for help was something they never would have done in the military 

because it could be viewed as a sign of weakness, yet it was something that they knew 

they needed to learn. Each also discussed the importance of paying it forward, believing 

they would not be where they are today had it not been for someone else helping or 

guiding them along the way. Therefore, they took it as their responsibility to do the same 

for those veterans coming behind them.  

Category 2:  Feeling Like a Stranger in a Strange Land  

Regardless of the path taken, veterans in this study described their experiences 

trying to adapt to new environments and 

a new normal as they searched for 

employment and established their next 

career. Themes in this area included 

losing a military identity, reconciling 

with what it means to have a disability, 

and adjusting to new environments, e.g., 

school and work, as factors that 

influenced their early decisions and 

current careers. Their descriptions 

suggested the feeling of being a 

ñstranger in a strange landò and 

searching for a sense of belonging and 

CategoryKey: Theme Sub-theme
n < 100% of participants

n = 100% of participants

Reconciling 
disability

Losing military 
identity

Disability on a 
professional level

Disability on a 
personal level

Disclosure and 
accommodation

Stereotype and 
stigma

Adjusting and 
adapting to new 
environments

Civilian 
workforce

Feeling Like a Stranger 
in a Strange Land

Higher 
education

Exploring diverse settings

Contrast and similarity

Finding perspective

Figure 5. Overview of Category 2: Feeling Like a Stranger 

in a Strange Land 
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meaning. Figure 5 represents an overview of the themes and sub-themes associated with 

this category.  

Losing military identity . Several veterans in this study described their military 

experience as the ñworst/bestò time of their lives. During their journey of career 

transition, they reported struggling with losing a sense of self and a sense of purposeðin 

essence, they struggled with losing their military identity. Most of those who served in 

enlisted infantry roles selected that path. Even those who entered military service after 

college, who would have had the opportunity to begin their service as an officer, elected 

to enter through the enlisted infantry ranks so they could be on the front lines. ñI used to 

tell people I scored so high on the ASVAB, they said I could be in the infantry 

[laughing]!ò (Shannon, 219-220). 

Military identity was a strong, powerful, and extremely potent part of every 

veteransô character in this study. The way in which they described their passion for 

service, their pride in their military service, and the intensity of the relationships they 

gained (and unfortunately, lost) was almost tangible during every interview. Also 

unmistakable was a sense of losing a piece of themselves when they left military service 

to transition to civilian life. Losing a military identity, for a consistent majority, created 

an extraordinary loss of purpose. 

In the military, we did all of this crap to be able to wear this uniform and 

we earned it. You earn your rank, you earn your title, you earn your 

uniform, you have an awesome purpose in life. You are protecting 

America from terrorists. Like thatôs an awesome and rewarding purpose in 

life. You have an identity ï I was Chief [Last Name]. Thatôs who I was, 

that was my identity. When you get out of the military you lose that. You 

lose your purpose. You lose your identity. And you lose your mission. 

And you take those things away from somebody and they feel like 

nobody. You know? (Stacey, 314-321). 
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Shannon associated this identity with having an exciting purpose in life. 

I played in the Super Bowl. Nothing is as exciting anymore. Itôs like an 

existential crisis of . . . find me a stone to sharpen myself against because 

Iôm so mind-numbingly dull right now. All I want is war. Something to 

excite me. Something to give me a new purpose. (396-399). 

 

Sam tied occupational key words and military titles to his identity, but recognized 

he needed to dig deeper to what was behind them during his transition. 

I was a squad leader, I was in the infantry, I worked with mortars 

specifically, I had been airborne, you know. So those are titles and key 

words that form a part of my identity. So getting out, Iôm very proud of 

those things and those accomplishments, I wanted to wear that or present 

that a lot, but if Iôm thinking about transitioning to a civilian career, those 

key words are really not that important. Itôs really more important of 

whatôs behind those and underneath those to understand how to bring that 

out (567-572). 

 

Max was particularly pensive when he described experiencing a ñcrackò in his military 

identity in that his military experience shaped how he thought about and saw the world. 

ñIt frightened me to have that image crack, but the crack is good in that it released new 

life, new energy, new thoughts that werenôt there. It showed me I could bounce back 

from anythingò (395-397).  

Reconciling disability. While veterans described their experiences losing their 

military identity, they were also trying to figure out how, if at all, to put a service-

connected disability into perspective. For most, this was not a conscious decision at the 

time, but one they were able to reflect on during this study.  

When the topic of disability was broached during the interviews, I often witnessed 

a change in a veteranôs body language and noted a slight hesitation when they talked 

about their experiences. The observed hesitation did not come across as a reluctance to 

discuss disability ï in fact, most reflected on the importance of the subject and were 
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pleased it was being discussed ï but a slight uneasiness was detected in their voices, that 

is, more sighs, longer breaks or breaths between words. As one example, a veteran was 

discussing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and I discerned a slight pause in his 

voice, hearing him say, PTS<pause>D. In another example, a veteran used more fillers 

(e.g., ñuhmò) when discussing the impact disability had on her at work. Based on the 

robustness of the interviews and the details veterans shared, I believe it was simply the 

fact that the veterans in this study were not used to discussing the topic of disability so 

openly. I also believe it to be noteworthy that three veterans in this study were separated 

from service due to injury and their stories of career transition were only different as far 

as disability was the catalyst that ended their military career. The career transition 

experiences they described did not stand out as different in any way from the veterans in 

this study who received a disability determination after separation from service. From all 

accounts, what emerged was a steep learning curve associated with coming to understand 

disability on both a personal and professional level, but an unfettered belief by all that 

ñYou can reintegrate and you can be successful no matter the level of disability or issues 

that you are havingò (Lee, 20-21). 

Disability on a personal level. On a personal level, veterans were asked what 

disability meant to them. No matter the rating or type of disability, the veterans in this 

study did not think of themselves as disabled nor did they consider themselves to be a 

person with a disability.  

I'll be honest with you, I have not really wrapped my mind around what 

disability means to me. I haven't really spent a lot of time thinking about 

that. You know the tribe that I come from frowns upon any kind of 

specialized treatment. I donôt go around and tell people Iôm a disabled 

Marine. I just consider myself worn down a little bit. Yeah. And so I 
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always . . . I avoid I really do avoid the disabled conversation (Alex, 335-

337; 660-662) 

 

Shannon compared visible and invisible disabilities. 

I mean a guy loses his leg and the VA is there. They do a great job in-

house with rehabilitation and therapy. I mean the difference between 

physical ï the visible and the invisible. And itôs hard to treat a 

psychological behavior or pattern that is not, weôre gonna teach you how 

to walk again or use a prosthetic limb . . . I mean personally, I hate the 

feeling of being defective or broken. Iôm going to actively going to live 

my lifestyle to try to avoid that. Ninety percent of the people in my life 

have no idea that I was wounded in action (341-344). 

  

Some veterans described how disability affected them in less obvious ways. For 

some it was more of an emotional impact, ñIt manifested itself in such a way where I 

looked the same and acted differentò (Greywolf, 146-147). This was especially true if 

disability did not impact their work or they did not need a reasonable accommodation 

under the Americans with Disabilities Act to perform their job. Several veterans stated 

disability did not affect how they did their job, it just affected how they lived their lives, 

and generally from a physical standpoint. For others, disability had a major impact on 

their career transition. 

I mean, I did almost not graduate from college because I almost ended up 

in a rehab facility instead. I was very fortunate in that [the university] 

worked with me. I think that there was a period of time following 

graduation and probably my first two or three years of my career . . . 

where I was still struggling (Nicky, 212-216). 

 

Regardless, veterans in this study refused to let disability solely define them. 

At the time when I was transitioning out, I understood disability as I 

wasnôt going to do a 20-year retirement, I had to maximize my disability 

so I could draw ï or at least have that cushion there for money that would 

then give me a better quality of life. But thatôs how I understood what 

disability meant. Personally, the disabilities frustrated the hell out of me. 

And it was a continual downward spiral, even for almost 5 years 

afterwards, after [military] separation . . . it took me to a low point that 
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then sprung me back up to where I now see it as part of me but donôt let it 

define me. I define myself (Lee, 181-185; 242-244). 

 

I tell people, half-jokingly but half serious, when they ask about my 

disabilities, that Iôm only disabled on paper. But, you know, in my heart of 

hearts I donôt know that I really agree with that. But I really do try to live 

life like Iôm not disabled at all (Randy, 336-338) 

 

Veterans often talked about simply figuring out how to readjust. Shannon, when asked 

about the impact of disability responded, ñI wouldnôt say day to day now . . . I mean, I 

guess I have symptoms, you know, but itôs just my norm. Iôm here. Iôve got 10 fingers 

and 10 toesò (269-270). 

Counseling. Coming to understand disability on a personal level was often 

portrayed as frustrating and confusing. Some veterans discussed a few of their early 

experiences with mental health counseling, describing experiences that were both 

traumatic and enlightening. While some talked about counseling from the VA after their 

separation, others described a civilian counselor who provided the greatest impact and 

insight. The following descriptions are without attribution to further ensure and maintain 

confidentiality.  

For one veteran, it was a faith-based counselor who helped her the most. ñ. . . they 

helped me understand that I had PTSD. I went to psychiatrists and counselors for years 

and was drugged up . . . on medications and nobody ever told me that I had trauma.ò  She 

went on to describe a ñtwo-and-a-half-year period of healingò to get to where she is 

today. Two other veterans talked about their experiences with counselors connected to 

their respective universities. One veteran who was first diagnosed as bi-polar (ñI wasnôt 

bi-polar, I was fucking brokenò) found (on his third attempt) a counselor who helped him 

understand what he was going through. Someone he described as a ñtotal hippie chick.ò     
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You know they tried to diagnose me as bipolar, they tried to diagnose me 

as PTSD. And she goes, hereôs what I think it is. You suffer from 

depression. That's obvious. But your problem is that when you get stressed 

to do really stupid shit. She said letôs talk about the stress youôre under . . . 

youôre going to [University], youôre putting together a major . . . program 

[on campus for one of the most popular professors], you have [#] kids 

living in a house with 3 bedrooms you are uhm, have been ordered to go 

back to Iraq when you graduate in three months. Youôve been to war three 

times, you've already lost numerous friends. She goes, if I were you, I 

donôt think I could get out of bed in the morning. And she says, a little 

perspective [laugh], you know. Youôre doing fine. And youôre the 

strongest person Iôve ever met in my life, but you donôt know that. And 

you need to recognize that and when you start to do stupid shit because 

youôre stressed, donôt. So when you're doing or want to do something 

stupid, inappropriate behavior or whatever, drinking or whatever it may 

be, go for a bike ride [laugh]. Tell your wife. 

 

Other veterans also talked about continuing with therapy today when they find it 

necessary. One participant noted that returning to therapy now had nothing to do with her 

time in service, although she was certain it would come up because, as she said, ñit 

always does.ò  

Diagnosis versus disability. A few veterans discussed an internal process of 

separating diagnosis from disability. ñI think that Iôve separated that idea that I have a 

disability rating from I have a disability, if that makes senseò (Amber, 267-268) or ñ . . . 

for me it was one of those things where I was like, yeah, there are some ongoing issues  

. . . but I didn't necessarily consider myself disabled, nor do I nowò (Sam, 291).  

Nicky, reflecting on both a personal and professional level, stated, ñI was . . . 

open about my . . . diagnosis. I donôt think I was open about it being a disability . . . 

which is differentò (231-232). Nickyôs reflection describes a significant disconnect 

between post-traumatic stress disorder as a diagnosis and as a disability. 

No one connected post-traumatic stress disorder to being a disability. 

What I knew about posttraumatic stress disorder was from my service 

where they talk a lot about suicide prevention, depression, mental health 
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awareness, there's mandatory classes every year whether youôre on active 

duty or the reserves and it comes up. That's it. So you knew posttraumatic 

stress was a thing, and you knew you could get help for it, and you were 

supposed to call the Army OneSource (274-279). 

 

 Disability on a professional level. While coming to grips with disability 

personally, veterans also described how they came to understand disability 

professionally. Disability was a factor for some veterans as they either gained or lost 

employment opportunities. It also came into play for most of the veterans in this study 

with regard to stigma and stereotype, and for some with regard to workplace disclosure 

and reasonable accommodation.  

Regarding access to employment, two of the veterans in this study began their 

respective careers in the federal sector by accessing one of several different special hiring 

authorities, a strategy federal agencies can use at their discretion to target specific groups 

of individuals for employment, such as people with disabilities or veterans. One veteran 

applied for his position and was hired under the 30% Disabled Veterans Appointing 

Authority, whereby a veteran must submit official documentation of a disability rated at 

30% or more by the Department of Defense or the Department of Veterans Affairs. 

Another veteran was hired using the Schedule A Hiring Authority, a noncompetitive 

hiring authority targeting people with ñsevere physical disabilities, psychiatric 

disabilities, and intellectual disabilitiesò (5 CFR 213.3102(u)). Noncompetitive positions 

in the federal government are those open to select candidates as opposed to the general 

public. Schedule A hiring requires documentation of disability and, after hire, two years 

of satisfactory service before permanent status is granted. In each of these instances, 

disclosure of a disability was necessary to gain access to these opportunities, hence, 

disability was used as an advantage for access to employment. 



 

 95 

Nicky reflected how disability played a role she had not expected in her career. 

She remembered, ñNo one talked about accommodations at work. No one educated me 

on what a reasonable accommodation was or that I may have a disabilityò (272-273). She 

firmly believes, however, that her experiences living with a disability have ultimately 

made her a better employee and a better supervisor.  

For sure it has made me more aware and sensitive to others in the 

workplace and not jumping to conclusions whereas others might and 

ensuring that if staff or someone requests something that I perceive could 

be getting requested as an accommodation ensuring that I'm advocating 

and championing and not . . . so I think it's helped me be more 

understanding of some of those types of things (Nicky, 208-210).  

 

Stereotype and stigma. While the topics of stereotype and stigma were not central 

to any of the questions asked over the course of this study, these issues were raised by 

most of the veterans in this study, most often when discussing work situations. Some 

experienced stereotyping centered around military service in that ñall you do is tell 

people what to do and they do it . . . which is completely wrongò (Alex, 513-515), but 

most of the time, it was in reference to a seemingly automatic assumption that the veteran 

had a mental health condition.  

Casey described his experience being recruited for a military internship/leadership 

program with a large employer, while still on active duty. Given a role play situation 

interacting with another employee, he recalled the interviewers responding with, ñyeah, 

you know, the ranger came out in you too much . . . we just thought you were a little 

aggressiveò (343-344). He went on to say, 

I think a lot of that is Iôm a big guy, you know, bald headed look. Still, Iôm 

sitting there talking, very calm, and my voice was low, and theyôre like, if 

you would have just said ñcoachedò as opposed to ñtell.ò And Iôm like, 

well, I am the boss, right? I can tell them to go up and talk to a customer, 

right [laugh]? I guess if youôre 250 pounds and bald-headed and they 
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know youôve been deployed 6 times, youôve got to even speak a little 

more differently, right? (342-349).  

 

Most veterans in this study described at least one disability-related stigmatic 

experience at work, generally associated with PTSD. The following examples were 

shared by veterans who chose not to disclose or discuss disability in the workplace.  

Casey was adamant that the stigma is real. 

The place where I am now, after I got there one guy said he thought it 

would be kind of cool to help out a vet - you know, work with one.  Later, 

another guy said, but we will have to admit that we were very worried for 

the first couple of months that if you would get angry or if you know . . . 

so the stigma is real. It's not a joke (248-253). 

 

Max discussed his belief that the media has influenced peopleôs perceptions of 

veterans. 

One of my biggest concerns is the rise of the óRambo Effect.ô Movies and 

modern culture will stereotype the traumatic, unstable vet. The vet will be 

viewed as the problem child, a powder keg ready to explode with the 

slightest provocation. It is a stereotype people want to believe. But itôs not 

true and never has been. I wonôt even raise that specter because the first 

time I raise my voice in the office, somebody will say, ólook heôs got 

PTSD. We need to worry about him. Maybe security should look at him 

more carefully.ô Iôd rather not have that stigma associated with my 

performance or reputation (356-362). 

 

Shannon described a situation where a colleague made an off-the-cuff comment, 

and it was not the first time he had heard a similar comment. 

[Another employee] came in and I don't know what he was thinking . . . 

but he's like these guys come home from Iraq and Afghanistan all fucked 

up. And I was like, are you serious? I didn't even tell him I served. I said 

what makes you say that? He said, aw I just know my cousin.  He's all 

PTSD and shit. And I'm like, all right, you are the fucking problem 

(Shannon, 54-58). 

 

Stacey discussed a situation early in her transition where she said disability ñdefinitely 

shaped my directionò (166) and ñdefinitely, uhm, caused a problemò (197-198). She 
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described an experience applying to a police agency in her state because she wanted to 

continue serving.  

So I went to the police agencies and itôs a long bureaucratic process.  It 

took six months. I actually got an offer and once they did the background 

check and my disability came up . . .  So the disability, the way the 

[military] classifies disabilities is bizarre. Mine is actually insomnia, but 

insomnia falls under anxiety and anxiety falls under PTSD. So all they see 

is PTSD and they donôt want to really investigate that much further. They 

think ñcrazy person with a gun.ò So I got the offer ï I got a conditional 

offer ï I stopped my job search, I have an offer, this is great! I am going to 

start . . . in January. I thought that was my start date ï and then through 

Christmas breakðit was actually was right before Christmas breakðI got 

a call and they said I was too much of a risk for the organization and that 

they wanted to go ahead and withdraw my offer. Right before Christmas! I 

was like, this sucks! The worst part about it is I had had other interviews 

lined up and I withdrew from those other ones because I knew I wanted to 

work for this one police agency. So that was terrible because I felt they 

donôt understand what PTSD was and itôs not a crazy person with a gun ï 

and also the media plays a role in that ï because anytime there is a 

shooting and itsô a veteran ï they automatically go to, ñaww, they 

probably have PTSD.ò And itôs not the case. I think the media has created 

this national image of a veteran with PTSD that is just not true ï and I 

think that hurts all of us (176-191). 

 

Disclosure and accommodation. Although all veterans in this study had been 

assigned a disability rating from the VBA, less than one-half of them elected to disclose a 

disability at work. For those who did, it was for the sole purpose of requesting a 

reasonable accommodation under the Americans with Disabilities Act. Five veterans 

talked at length about these experiences. These veterans also described how they learned 

about reasonable accommodations ï the process and what would work for them ï by 

doing their own research online. A few veterans also discussed stumbling upon the Job 

Accommodation Network (JAN) as they were searching online for information (JAN is a 

resource made available to the public by the U.S. Department of Laborôs Office of 

Disability Employment Policy). 
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Jordan ñdid a lot of research and I totally believe itðuhmðbut people in our 

situationðmy situationðwith PTSD this and thatðthey have to work, we have to be 

doing something!ò (353-354). He had already learned some of the coping strategies he 

needed to be successful (e.g., syncing his calendars with his phone to set up reminders 

that help with his memory issues associated with a TBI) and therefore did not want to 

disclose or discuss his disabilities with his employer. He tried to set himself up for 

success without going through a formal reasonable accommodations process and 

originally negotiated a verbal agreement to telecommute a couple of days a week. ñWhen 

I accepted the position, I knew telework was a perfect option for me to stabilize ï to be 

away from work and people for two days a week works out great for me!ò (328-329). But 

ñall that kinda changed and I ended up having to go the reasonable accommodation 

routeò (335), which occurred when he experienced a change in supervisors. While he 

discussed his frustration, he also knows he ñkicks assò at his job, ñbut just because I kick 

ass at my job, doesnôt mean I donôt have issuesò (432-433). 

Both Jordan and Geraldine described how they needed to educate their respective 

human resource departments about reasonable accommodations. ñOur HR department ï 

theyôre good at some stuff, but terrible at these kinds of thingsò (Jordan, 378-379). 

Geraldine teleworks as a reasonable accommodation, but said it was not an easy 

accommodation to negotiate. She indicated that her previous supervisor attempted to 

block the request on multiple occasions. As she tried to figure out what would work for 

her, she described ñhaving to step outside myself and say, if I was advocating for 

somebody else, what resources would I go to and what things would I be asking for?ò 

(Sam, 308-309). Aside from her current telework accommodation, Geraldine also 
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experienced some initial difficulty trying to work out a flexible work schedule to 

accommodate going to therapy (and wound up quitting therapy) and had some early 

issues getting the company to recognize her service animal as a reasonable 

accommodation. In the end, she had a conversation with a human resources 

representative about how to communicate to staff about her dog, and they worked 

together to create an informational article about service animals in the workplace, 

highlighting hers. She attributes her continued success to the supervisor she has had for 

the last year and a half who ñ. . . has been fantastic! Super supportive and understanding. 

She would say, letôs take care of you because you canôt do your job if you donôt. Itôs just 

been incredible. So, I feel lucky in that regard (Sam, 432-434). 

Lee was recruited for his current job and the accommodations he needed were 

built into the position. He learned about accommodations by trying to help others 

navigate resources and came across the Computer/Electronic Accommodations Program 

(CAP) for wounded service members as he was exploring resources (CAP is a program 

that provides assistive technology and accommodation supports to individuals with 

disabilities and wounded, ill, and injured service members in the federal government). He 

reported using accommodations such as flexible hours, telework, and several different 

assistive technologies for ongoing challenges from TBI and PTSD. He refers to himself 

as the ñguinea pig on the telework policyò (264) at his organization.  

Overall, whether a veteran identified as a person with a disability at work was 

solely dependent on whether or not disability had an impact on his or her work day.  

I donôt think I identify myself as a person with a disability anymore. I 

think Iôve stopped doing that in the workplace. Not because thereôs shame 

around it, but because I no longer . . . because my disability doesnôt impact 

work (Andy, 265-267).  



 

 100 

 

Adjusting and adapting to new environments. As some veterans were working 

through the accommodations they needed for success in their post-military careers, all 

discussed the process of assimilating and acculturating to new environments as influential 

experiences that shaped how and where they find themselves in their current careers. 

Many adjusted (and continue to adjust) to life outside of a military environment while 

navigating school and work, often simultaneously.  

Higher education. Most veterans in this study accessed higher education at some 

point in their transition, after leaving military service and as they charted a path to a new 

career. The reasons varied as to why they decided to return to school, however for many, 

going to school was used as a time to find themselves, figure out what they would do 

next, or find a new sense of purpose. 

ñI started to get motivated with school . . . before I got out because I knew I 

wanted to further my career ï and my lifeò (Jordan, 26-27). Casey, who had civilian 

workforce experience and a bachelorôs degree before entering the military stated, ñIt was 

good to get back into school and just start thinking and being with civilians againò (388).  

Sam started with community college, acknowledging that environment made for an easier 

transition for him because he would be with more adult students, ñ. . . so it wasnôt all like 

18-year old freshman. There were some, but there were also some 40-year-old freshman, 

too. So, I think that helpedò (490-491).  

Andy spoke specifically about using the time in school to ñdemilitarizeò in that 

she was able to eat, sleep, and socialize when she wanted to, and make her own decisions. 

What I recommend to everybody is if youôre really PTSDôd out or stressed 

out or whatever and you donôt know what to do, go get a grad degree. Itôs 
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full -time, use your GI bill, itôs a great safe place to demilitarize. And 

demilitarize. And discover yourself (Andy, 629-631). 

 

Stacey, who at the time of her interview, was in the final stages of a doctoral 

degree program said going back to school had been key to helping her find purpose, a 

mission, and work identity, ñI think this Ph.D. is helping me do all that. I have a purpose, 

I have a mission, Iôll be Doctor [last name]. I hopeò (330-332). 

 Civilian workforce. ñNo one taught me how to be a civilian . . . I didn't learn how 

to be a civilian, how to talk to civilians, how to interact . . . civilians don't necessarily like 

to have direct conversationsò (Greywolf, 95-99). Transitioning to the civilian workforce 

was described as a dynamic process of acculturation. Veterans discussed the challenges 

they faced moving from a culture of process to one of options and dealing with some 

óflexibleô values and ethics in the civilian workforce. They also found some unexpected 

similarities. Their respective career transition journeys reflected lessons in patience and 

trial and error while seeking to find perspective through it all. ñNot only did I need to 

figure out how to survive in that environment, I actually figured out how to thrive in that 

environmentò (Alex, 454-455). 

Contrast and similarity. Veterans described a sense of frustration with blurred 

lines of communication and environments often wrought with ñflexible ethics,ò as was 

mentioned by more than one veteran. ñFor me it was a clash of values, justice versus 

loyalty, and competence versus cronyismò (Max, 471-472). ñIt was surprising to learn 

that a directive to do something is often viewed as a starting point for negotiation (Alex, 

510-511). Greywolf indicated his biggest shock was that his experience showed him the 

civilian workforce, as a community, did not seem to ñbuild for the long haul . . . it's a lot 

of hooah and not a lot of dooahò (242-244). He was further surprised at the ñlack of 
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[pause] commitment to each otherò (231). He found it frustrating that personal 

relationships seemed to be disconnected from the goals of the organization.  

Discussions also reflected stark differences in the way military and civilian 

cultures defined and described leadership and management. ñYou know, the [military] 

prides itself on producing leaders, and I think we do, but sometimes we donôt produce the 

best managers.ò (Alex, 74-75). Several veterans described finding ña lot of management, 

but very little leadershipò or ñmanagement disguised as leadership.ò  

I think the hardest is when you first get out youôre in culture shock. The 

military is so different. The culture of the military is just not like the 

civilian . . . thereôs a huge sense of urgency in the military. Yes, you have 

the bureaucracy, but stuff gets done quicker (laugh). So, when you come 

out and you land in a corporate job you are expecting that sense of 

urgency and you are expecting stuff to get done and it just doesnôt . . . it 

just doesnôt happen. Itôs very frustrating (Stacey, 306-308). 

 

Max also found an inability for people to ñdescribe where the organization is and 

find the commonality to bring people together. I found the lack of commonality made for 

a lack of collegiality and lack of camaraderie made for a lack of cooperationò (473-475). 

The starkest contrast was thought to be the consequences for not doing a good job.  

Veterans all have an innate understanding that we all have a job to do and 

if we donôt complete our duties and do them to the absolute best of our 

abilities other people could pay a heavy price for our carelessness. 

Whether you were an aircraft mechanic, a tank crewman, a door gunner, a 

drone pilot, EOD, Route Clearance, Recon, we all have that awareness 

that we could miss the smallest thing and it could have negative 

repercussions. Thatôs the same as in the business world; itôs just not life 

and death consequences (Randy, 497-499).  

 

On the other hand, while veterans often described the civilian workforce as a 

culture of inconsistency, many reflected on some similarities between the military and 

civilian worlds. ñGuess what? In the [military] every job was an adjustment, a growth 

period, so it's not different really. It's just a different environmentò (Alex, 574-576). 
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In every job, you are going to have people who are really great at what 

they do . . . who really try hard. And then youôre going to have the ones 

who really try and who arenôt that great. There are ones that could be great 

but they donôt try at all. It was true in the military, itôs true where I work 

now, itôs true in school. Like, that is  . . . itôs life, right? (Casey, 272-275). 

 

Casey also reflected that his military experience taught him that people ñare all 

different until you live together and realize everybody loves their kids, everybody talks 

about their job, some people care about their lawn, some don't. It's all the same . . .ò (260-

263). Working for a small company now, he shared his hopes that in his next position he 

would find other colleagues with young children and similar outside interests. Consistent 

with finding similarities, Kelly explained,  

We should all be open to hearing, oh this guy has some struggles, too. You 

lost your house, your job . . . you can learn from those kinds of things. 

Others are overcoming a lot of adversity in the same ways that a veteran 

had to overcome different adversities, but all the same. People can find a 

way to relate to one another if you give them a chance (340-355). 

 

 Amber stated, ñItôs not so much the tasks Iôm doing . . . itôs that at the end of the 

day the work Iôm doing has an impact and I work with a great team of peopleò (43-44). 

She reflected on her military experience and the civilian positions she has held over the 

years, stating, with a smile and a sense of joy, that ñthis is the first time in a long time 

that I feel valued and supportedò (45).     

 Lastly, five of the veterans in this study described accessing an Employee 

Resource Group (ERG) at their current or former place of employment. Four of the five 

sought out membership in veteran/military focused ERGs and one found an ERG aligned 

with her faith. For all of them, becoming a member of the specific ERG was a way for 

them to seek out and find a sense of community in large organizations.  
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Exploring diverse settings. Veterans participating in this study had at least three 

years of consistent work experience with a single employer, most had the opportunity to 

experience multiple work environments. While not captured formally in participant 

demographics, discussions often focused on the different jobs they held since separating 

from the military. Some discussed positions they held while in school (both part-time and 

full -time) and at other times talked about the roles they had that brought them to their 

current positions. Collectively, veterans in this study had experienced work in both non- 

and for-profit organizations, in the federal sector, and in industries such as consulting, 

communications, engineering, healthcare, service, and technology.  

After some successful and some not-so-successful experiences in the civilian 

workforce, four of the 17 veterans in this study decided to start their own companies. For 

reasons of confidentiality, they will not be identified, nor their companies described, 

however, none had originally aspired to be business owner. Having experienced different 

settings and environments, these veterans talked about their process of spending many of 

their early career transition years trying on jobs for ñfit.ò They described how their early 

experiences in the civilian workforce helped them to grow, gain new knowledge, and the 

necessary skillsets to find their place in work and in life. For these veterans, 

entrepreneurship became, in effect, the way in which they realized new purpose and 

found fulfillment in work againðnot only for themselves, but for their families and for 

others. They all agreed that had it not been for their military experience, business 

ownership would never have been possible.  

Finding perspective. The veterans in this study credited their military experience 

and being able to tap back into that part of their identity over the course of their careers, 
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as a factor that has helped them to ultimately succeed in their post-military careers. 

Through a myriad of personal and environmental adjustments, all of the veterans in this 

study described being able to find situational perspective by reaching back to what they 

had experienced and accomplished during their military service, thus serving as a 

facilitator that helped them adjust to life as an employee in the civilian workforce. 

Veterans often came to realize that they left an environment of process and entered an 

environment of options. When they inevitably faced challenges at work, they tended to 

reflect on their military experience and on military metaphors to get them through. For 

example, ñ. . . no one's gonna die, no one's getting shot at, no one's getting blown up . . . 

so maybe is this just what works best for this organizationò (Greywolf: 113-114). Now 

managing a number of civilians, Alex reflected, ñ. . . no lives are at stake here . . . so I let 

people have a little more latitude to see what they come up with (Alex: 552-553). And 

Nicky said she can often be found telling her team, ñNobodyôs bleeding . . .  nobodyôs 

dying . . . we can figure this out peopleò (405-406).  

Category 3:  A New Beginning  

ñYour military career doesnôt define you. You define youò (Lee, 518). Veterans in 

this study all expressed how much they learned about themselves as they reflected on their 

career transition experiences. Most acknowledged that while it did not happen overnight, 

they came to realize that their military careers were but one chapter in their lives and that 

their career transition brought about a new beginning for them. Lee stated, ñWhen you 

think about it, 85% of the folks that go into the military do not even retire from the 

military . . . so your military career is a chapter in your life's story versus it being your 

defining life storyò (434-438).  Max said, ñFormer military inherently believe civilian life 
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will never be as good. No, it won't be, it'll be different. There will be other aspects of 

good. So, don't try to replicate what you had in the military. Appreciate it, enjoy it, but 

don't try to replicate it . . . open a new chapter (Max, 574-577).  

 An overview of the main 

themes and sub-themes for this 

third category, A New Beginning, 

can be found in Figure 6. Three 

main themes illustrate how veterans 

in this study expressed how they 

came to view their military service 

and military career, albeit 

transforming, as but one chapter in 

a continuing life story: 

compartmentalizing military 

experience, changing mindsets, and 

surprising self-discoveries. 

Compartmentalizing military experience. The veterans in this study seemed to 

appreciate the opportunity to reflect on their career transition. Some even expressed 

amazement at how much learning and growth they had experienced since their separation 

from service, having never really thought about it before.  

We've already learned how to exist and thrive in a highly stressful 

environment. Most of the people we compete with for jobs are just 

figuring out how to navigate in this terrain. All a veteran has to do is 

realize that no matter what your job was in the military, the skills you 

learned will put you ahead in any job.  I was [in the infantry] and it would 

be easy for me to say that nothing I learned will help me in the 

Surprising 
self-discoveries

Changing 
mindsets

Compartmentalizing 
military experience

Self-Reflection

Failure is part 
of the journey

Strengthened resilience

Coming full circle

Personal agency

A New Beginning

CategoryKey: Theme Sub-theme
n < 100% of participants

n = 100% of participants

Figure 6. Overview of Category 3: A New Beginning 
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engineering industry. But that's simply not true. Lessons learned on the 

battlefield often tend to be viewed from only the standpoint of combat 

experience. But it's really life experience (Randy, 679-684; 689-690). 

 

Many veterans discussed the reality of a military-civilian divide in the United 

States, and most definitely had experienced it in the civilian workforce. Lee reflected,  

ñ . . . those of us that have served, we just roll with it. It's like water off a duck's back. 

Those civilians that have never touched that lifestyle or have any exposure to it, there's a 

huge divideò (470-473). Veterans realized that so much of what they learned in the 

military ï especially about leadership ï was really all about caring for people.  

A lot of my peers are just frustrated at how long things take and why there 

is so much bureaucracy behind the decisions [at my company]. I think 

because I was in the military I get it and I'm able to stick it out (Stacey, 

156-159). 

 

The youngest veteran to take part in this study noted ñthe dynamic of forcing us to learn 

to lead in the toughest of situations gives us an incredible edge over our peers who might 

have been the team captain on an intramural sports team at bestò (Randy, 492-494). He 

further reflected on his ability to interact with people at work, especially those in 

positions of authority, and the differences he has observed when compared to some of his 

same-aged peers who did not serve.  

Knowing how to interface with people, who by nature of their jobs, are 

sort of outranking you, is really helpful because . . . it's just that I know 

how to have a conversation, and appropriate for 3 or 4 minutes.  Like a 

colonel, I would know how to have a conversation with an officer or 

higher enlisted that was appropriate (Randy, 481-483; 485-486).  

 

ñThe military taught me how to make a tough decision . . . to put my neck out 

there . . . and to own it if it doesnôt go right. I'm very proud of thatò (Nicky, 202-203). 

One of the most creative analogies used to explain the life lessons learned in the military, 
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more specifically from combat experience, was described (with hand gestures and 

laughter) by Frank. He said, 

You take, well this is a shit sandwich, but it's the only one I've got. I could 

probably eat around the edges [laughter], you know what I mean? You can 

then throw the rest away and move . . . on. Youôre taught in [the military] 

to take a shitty situation and fix it. I would not be where I am . . . I would 

not be an entrepreneur were I not a veteran (228-230; 237-238).  

 

Changing mindset. In order for veterans to find a way to compartmentalize their 

military experience, they reflected on their need to think differently. Veterans deeply felt 

components of a changing mindset, many of whom used the word mindset or referred to a 

change in mindset when describing some of their career transition experiences. Mindset 

can be defined as a personôs established set of attitudes or way of thinking, oneôs mental 

attitude or disposition that predetermines a personôs response to and interpretations of 

situations, or an inclination or habit (Mindset, n.d.). 

If you donôt come in with it . . . the insular structure and culture of the 

[military] reinforces a fixed mindset . . . your mindset has to change . . . 

the way you view yourself and the way you view the world is radically 

different between the military and corporate worldsò (Max, 209-200; 195-

196).   

 

Stacey described needing to get out of a military mindset to be successful. When she 

started in her current position, she remembered thinking how ridiculous it was that she 

had almost ten years of experience and would be starting all over again ï and at the 

bottom, ñIôm like are you kidding me? I used to be up in the air flying in Afghanistan in 

my awesome little helicopter!ò (322-323). Veterans consistently described embracing a 

new or different mindset in their discussions about learning to appreciate the óart of 

reflectionô and recognizing the critical importance of failure (in retrospect, of course).  
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Self-reflection. Veterans often discussed the fact that the military taught them to 

react, not necessarily to think and reflect. Therefore, learning how to reflect was a new 

way of thinking and acting. ñReflection is one thing I taught myselfðand I tell other 

people, especially if I know they are talented and veterans, lesser men have done more  

. . . and believe me, I've met these lesser men [laughter]ò (Shannon, 382-385). During his 

second deployment, Sam said he started to think about ñfive years from now, the coolest 

job possible, where is that? What is the path for getting there?ò (178-181). He believes 

that kind of thinking helped to focus him, although he realized it is easier said than done.  

One of the biggest things I've learned is about being reflective. To step 

back and think, what really is fulfilling to me? What did I do in the 

military? Before the military? Since the military? What can I point to and 

say, hey that would be really cool or that made me feel really good when I 

did that?  . . . thatôs usually what I try to tell people, but yeah, you can say 

that, but itôs a lot harder to actually do it (Sam, 454-459). 

 

Self-reflection for Casey was described as stepping outside of himself to get ñunstuck,ò 

and in that process discovered ñ. . . a sense of calm confidence. I'm just kind of like, 

alright, what do I really have to do to make it work and then I just shut up and do itò 

(297-298). 

A few veterans also recognized in their reflections that they were not the first to 

go through this process. ñI mean, a couple of hundred thousand do it every year, so itôs 

not, you know, youôre not the first person to go through it. But whatever challenges 

occurðand there are challengesðthey are not insurmountableò (Sam, 545-547). 

Nicky equated the career transition process to experiencing a new mission. None 

of her military missions or multiple deployments was easy, and this journey, in effect, 

was no different.  
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[Military] service gives you a tremendous set of skills and experience but 

it is simply not a full set of what you need for your civilian career. 

Moreover, you are competing with non-veterans who gained similar skills 

and experience through their background with different activities, 

volunteering, team sports, and higher education, to name a few. While our 

experiences are different and have built us into highly capable and 

competent contributors to the right organization, we cannot expect to just 

walk in and succeed at getting a job or excelling at it (459-465).  

 

Similarly, Sam also discussed the importance of being open to new opportunities. 

I didn't even see [the work I do now] as a possibility when I started . . .  

sometimes there will be an opportunity presented . . . at least keep a look 

out for them and be aware of them. [The work I'm doing now is] 

essentially what I was going after, I just didn't know it (412-414; 446-

447). 

 

Failure is part of the journey. ñFailure is part of the journey . . . failure is part of 

growth. You know, kids like at one year old who keep falling down when they are 

walking, they don't quit and say, 'yeah, this walking stuff just isn't for meôò (Casey, 417-

419). For all veterans in this study, the job or position they held at the time of our 

interview was not their first after leaving the military; and for most it was not their 

second or third, either. Several described their experiences being fired from a job early in 

their transition and discussed the stark contrast between a successful military career and 

early failure in the civilian workforce.  

After an upwardly mobile career in the military, I failed at my first job. In 

failing, my story split. It took a counselor and me sitting down to talk and 

say, it doesn't have to be one story. It can be multiple stories. (Max, 214-

216). 

 

Max now thinks about ñ. . . the first job as the first pancake. Itôs meant to be thrown outò 

(585-586).  

When reflecting on his civilian work experience, Andy said, ñin the [military] if 

itôs not a fit, you make it work. No one tells you itôs okay for [a job] not to fitò (492). 
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While dealing with and learning from failure was a relatively new experience for most 

veterans, they generally recognized failing facilitated forward movement. ñWe donôt 

acknowledge or even encourage failure in the military. You can have an after-action 

review and say here's where I screwed up . . . but there's never any outright failure where 

you didn't make it . . .ò (Max, 224-227).  

I joke all the time that I failed the first time I quit [the military]. I got fired 

from my first job. I did. And for good reasons, but I got fired. Accept that. 

It hurts. It hurt for a whole day then I had to find work [laughter]. I felt 

sorry for myself for a whole night. And then my wife kicked me and said ï 

hey, look at the refrigerator . . . in a month, itôll be completely empty. 

What are you going to do about it? (Frank, 693-697) 

 

Kelly described failure and rejection as inevitable. His message was that it was only from 

those experiences that he found strength. 

Not everybody can do what you've already done. So, show the resolve that 

you have and truly understand none of this will be easy, but all of this is 

going to be worth it and you're going to be better off for all of the 

heartaches and rejections you're going to get -- and they are inevitable, 

everybody's gonna get them -- but you're gonna be stronger, you're going 

to be better for it.  These sucky periods make you stronger and will never 

last as long as the good ones (831-834; 866).   

 

Surprising self-discoveries. The veterans in this study were often quite surprised 

when asked to reflect on what they learned about themselves during their career 

transition. In fact, many expressed never having taken the time to think about the lessons 

they learned about themselves along the way. Several veterans described becoming more 

authentic in that they learned how to honor their military experience and past, but not live 

in it. This is something that enabled them to be able to move forward. 

Today I am a balanced, authentic, and focused leader and I think those 

first two are things have come with time. Those come from distance from 

military service and integration in the civilian community, is that sort of 

balance and real authenticity. And, itôs so tough because in the military 

you learn an authenticity thatôs like, no bullshit, right? (Amber, 399-402). 
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Lee believed his ability to move forward was directly related to being able to loosen the 

reigns he assigned to his military identity, but not ignore them completely. 

I think so much of our military career defines us because it's what we hold 

onto. Find what makes you happy and let that define your life. Reach back 

to those skill sets you are givenðthat leadership, that drive, those ethicsð

and donôt let that be your hurdle (Lee, 532-534) 

 

Many veterans were eager to share what they had learned about themselves because they 

believed their self-discovery might help other veterans find perspective.  

I'm not as tough a chick as I thought I was. I mean that in the sense of . . . I 

do have . . . I have plenty of times when I find it difficult not to take things 

personally. I feel like I used to be in the Army, like this cold-blooded . . .  

bullets, blood, brains, bombs. That's all that registered for me and after 

that, I gave two shits . . . now I worry about whether or not I'm able to 

develop a relationship with my peers that allows me to get the work done 

(Nicky: 318-322). 

 

Max discussed the importance of listening to people with whom you might differ. 

Iôve learned to respect the thoughts and opinions of outliers -- because 

thatôs where Iôm challenged to grow and learn. I wish I had embraced such 

divergent thinking more in my career (Max, 406-408) 

 

Amber talked about her surprise in being able to make things happen for herself. 

 

I've really surprised myself in that every time I make a decision about 

what I want to do that I can make it happen, like and usually in a relatively 

short time. Getting there hasn't been the challenge, it's been the deciding 

of what I want [laughter] (Amber, 315-316; 318-319). 

 

Strengthened resilience. Quite a few veterans in this study related their surprise 

at how fragile they wereðespecially those with lengthier military careersðbut became 

much more resilient than they ever would have expected. ñThe ability to adapt and make 

adjustments, take things in stride, you know, understand the challenges. Maybe they are 

life lessons, but I prefer resilienceò (Alex, 448-450). 
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When thinking back on her experiences, Geraldine reveled in the realization that 

she had the internal capacity to navigate her transitions (both regarding disability and 

career changes), especially in learning to become her own advocate. She explained, 

[Regarding disability] I had two choices. I could sit down and pretend it 

wasn't happening . . . bury my head in the sand and not function . . . or I 

could fight back and push through it. The military taught me to rely on 

myself . . . because for in order for you to rely on me I have be strong 

enough to support you (487-489); and 

 

[Regarding work] Nothing stays the same. It's always dynamic and always 

changing . . . we went through a period where a bunch of people got laid 

off and everybody was freaking out. I was just - eh - it's change [laugh]. 

Nothing happens until something moves. I developed this resiliency and 

an ability to deal with these transitions in ways that other people struggled 

with (448-450). 

 

 Nicky was especially insightful. Just a couple of weeks before our interview, she 

had witnessed a harrowing and violent event that occurred directly across the street from 

her workplace (one that was widely publicized in the national news). She completely 

surprised herself at how far she had come and how much growth she had experienced in 

the years since her military separation.  

It impacted me for a day or so. I just feel like that shows so much growth 

from where I was 10 years ago. Personal growth, coping skills growth, or 

whatever the right term is, you know, uhm, and also being able to still 

work through all of it as opposed to just totally shutting down and freaking 

out on people.  I was pretty proud of myself that week.  I was successful 

that week because I had the education in place to know how to deal with 

it. I recognized it in myself. I had people to talk to and I had a hugely 

supportive work environment. I mean there are just so many factors that 

go into being successful (Nicky, 438-441; 353-355) 

 

Personal agency. Every veteran in this study noted the career transition was much 

more difficult than they had ever imagined it would be. They each talked about the need 

to be action-oriented, set goals, and ñownò their transition. In effect, they described how 

they developed a sense of personal agency. By no means was this portrayed as easy or 
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immediate, but simply as a fact and a necessity. ñThe number one thing to understand is 

itôs not going to be easy. Thereôs nothing in life thatôs easy. Your service in the military 

does not mean you get a free ride or an easy pass the rest of your lifeò (Kelly, 805-808). 

Frank was both certain and passionate when he said, 

If you want something, you work for it. Nobodyôs gonna hand you shit. 

Look at your enlistment contract ï your oath of office. Nowhere does it 

say that anybody owes you shit, except the United States Government. 

Nobody owes you a . . . discount, nobody owes you a job, nobody owes 

you anything. Youôve gotta own your transition. Because you have all the 

tools . . . you do! You have the experience. If you donôt own it, no one else 

is going to (Frank, 334-335; 674-681). 

 

Ernesto reflected on the immediate gratification often expected in the world 

today; a time when information is just a óclickô away. He stated, ñThere is no óeasy 

buttonô for transition. Itôs not easy. But you have to make it your ownò (541-542; 533). 

Shannon reflected in the following way, ñThe military is fully capable of equipping every 

adult or anyone in this great nation with the skill set to succeed . . . I think sometimes 

there is an active negligence to use those skillsets . . . and thatôs when we hear the sad 

storiesò (477-479). 

At the time of the interview, the veterans in this study were working in the 

industries of communications, engineering, healthcare, public relations, technology, 

energy, food and beverage management, financial services, consulting, and government. 

Regardless of the direction taken, all veterans spoke passionately and decisively about 

their desire to help people as one of the motivating factors that led them to the work they 

do. Helping people was also a subject frequently associated with what gave them the 

most pride during their military service.  

Youôve gotta find out what motivates you because thatôs been the biggest 

change for me . . . do something because you want to. Figure out what it is 
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and have a goal . . . donôt give up, donôt have an excuse. And youôre 

gonna have good days and bad days, but do the best with what you have 

and find out what motivates you and move forward (Jordan, 489; 499-500) 

 

Geraldine recognized she could not expect someone else to figure out his path. 

 

If you donôt keep exploring and questioning and figuring yourself out, 

youôre not going to get what you need or where you need it. Like if you 

canôt figure it out for yourself, itôs not fair to expect somebody else to 

figure it out for you (562-563). 

 

Finally, veterans talked about how important it was for them to stay focused on 

doing positive things. Many talked about practicing healthy lifestyle behaviors, such as 

working out and eating right, and others described reaching out to volunteer in their 

communities, ñ. . . every veteran can go out and do some volunteer work with [veteran] 

organizations . . . and they really do put you ahead. No matter which/where youôre trying 

to go,ò (Randy, 642-645). Randy was also able to clearly connect his current place of 

employment with a chance encounter he had while volunteering. Had it not been for his 

decision to put himself out there and volunteer, he firmly believed he would not be on his 

current career path.  

Coming full circle. One of the final questions asked of all veterans in this study 

was to think back and describe the entirety of their career transition in three words (not an 

easy task, I was often told). Their answers to this question were thoughtful, careful, and 

introspective. Some gave three separate words and others offered a short phrase. 

Acknowledging career transition was difficult, challenging, and for some, ongoing, there 

was also consistent agreement that the journey has been rewarding and fun. Alex 

commented that his transition was ñnot over yetò (572) as he reflected on how fortunate 

he was to be able to start his own business and how much he is looking forward to where 

his company takes him. Max reflected, ñmy transition took me full circle to what I truly 
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enjoyed in lifeò (36-37). Their answers to this 

final question are presented in three different 

word clouds, each generated from a different 

word cloud generator (see Figures 7, 8, and 9). 

These visualizations represent the retrospective 

views of the veterans in this study when 

reflecting on the entirety of their career 

transition journeys. These figures also help to 

communicate that while transition was, indeed, 

challenging for these veterans, it was also 

reaffirming and rewarding. The question asked 

that generated these responses did not require an 

extended discussion but offered veterans the 

opportunity to retrace the experiences they 

shared as well as the feelings and emotions that 

emerged for them during the interview.  

While these word clouds might not 

represent the factors that ultimately facilitated a 

successful transition, they do represent an 

outcome in that their transition from the military 

ended with a new beginning. Sometimes a picture 

(even of words) can express much more than 

mere words on a page. Word clouds are a 
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Figure 7. Word cloud created from www.worditout.com  

(Retrieve from https://goo.gl/YMiVS6) 

Figure 8. Word cloud created from www.wordart.com    

(Retrieve from https://goo.gl/AbLjS8) 

Figure 9. Word cloud created using NVivoôs Text Frequency Query 
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supplementary analytic tool that has been found to be ñparticularly useful for studies that 

involve qualitative/thematic analyses of written or transcribed spoken textò (McNaught & 

Lam, 2010, p. 631); Tracy (2012) posits word clouds can also serve as a way to visualize 

ñdifferent slices of the dataò in an effort to stimulate further analysis (p. 217). These word 

clouds are significant for this study for the mere fact that career transitions are rarely, if 

ever, described in the literature as rewarding or exciting or fun. One might wonder how 

veterans preparing for or immersed in a career transition would respond if it was.  

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter presented the findings from a comprehensive analysis of 17 in-depth, 

semi-structured interviews detailing how employed post 9/11 veterans with service-

connected disabilities experienced their career transition from the military to the civilian 

workforce. The chapter began by offering a summary of participant demographics and 

then followed with a presentation of three categories, eight themes, and 22 sub-themes 

that were extracted from the data. Overall, the data presented tell a collective story of 

how these veterans navigated through the chaos of overwhelming resources, felt like a 

stranger in a strange land as they adjusted and adapted to new environments, new roles, 

and disability, and ultimately found their place in the civilian workforce by recognizing 

that their transforming military careers, albeit incredibly important, were but one chapter 

in their continuing life and career stories.  
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Chapter 5. Discussion and Implications 

 

This chapter offers a discussion of this studyôs findings and implications for 

research, policy, and practice. The purpose of this qualitative research study was to 

explore how employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities experienced 

the career transition from the military to the civilian workforce. The studyôs central 

question, ñHow do employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

experience the career transition from the military to the civilian workforce?ò was 

addressed by examining the following sub-questions: 

1. How did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

navigate the ñsea of goodwillò as they transitioned from the military to the 

civilian workforce?  

2. How did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

describe the factors that influenced their employment and career transition?  

3. What did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

learn about themselves as they experienced the career transition from the 

military to the civilian workforce? 

This chapter begins with a discussion of the findings as they relate to the literature 

and theoretical framework that guided the study. It should be noted that new literature 

was published during the time this study was underway and those studies are reflected in 

this discussion. After the discussion, recommendations for research and policy will be 

presented as well as implications for practice and final thoughts. Immediately following 

this chapter is an Epilogue titled, ñThere is No Easy Button for Career Transition,ò the 

purpose of which is to capture the essence of this studyôs findings directly from the 
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voices of the veterans who participated. These veterans were hoping their experiences 

and the lessons they learned during their transition would be passed on to their brothers- 

and sisters-in-arms, as well as to policymakers and practitioners who support post 9/11 

veterans as they transition from the military to the civilian workforce.  

Discussion of Findings 

The military-to-civilian career transition process for the veterans in this study 

began shortly before their separation from active duty. Whether their military careers had 

a planned ending or an unplanned one, the experience of transitioning from being a 

member of the Armed Services to an employee in the civilian workforce was described as 

complicated, chaotic, and confusing, but also exciting and educational. This section 

discusses the research questions through main themes that emanated from the data, the 

current landscape of the literature, and the theoretical framework of Career Construction 

Theory (CCT) that was used to guide and develop the study interview protocol. Figure 10  
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How did employed post 9/11 veterans with 

service-connected disabilities navigate the 

ñsea of goodwillò as they transitioned from 
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Formal, structured resources
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offers an overview of the research questions and connecting themes and subthemes used 

for this discussion. 

RQ1. How did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

navigate the ñsea of goodwillò as they transitioned from the military to the civilian 

workforce?  

The ñsea of goodwill,ò a term used by Admiral Mike Mullen, former Chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff, has been used to describe the expansive resources available to 

veterans and their families as they transition from life in the military to their civilian 

communities. This ñseaò includes, but is not limited to, government and nongovernmental 

agencies, community non-profit and faith-based organizations, and institutions of higher 

education. According to Mullen (2008), ñour nation is so full of support for our service 

members it is difficult to illustrate all the organizations and individuals trying to do their 

part to support our veterans.ò There are literally thousands of resources and support 

services available to veterans as they transition from a career in the military to one in the 

civilian workforce, evidenced by a simple search for ñemploymentò on the National 

Resource Directory, a tri-agency initiative among the Departments of Defense, Labor, 

and Veterans Affairs to provide centralized access to vetted, high-quality resources to 

wounded warriors and their families. Even with an expansive number of resources, most 

of the veterans in this study reported difficulty finding them. This finding is consistent 

with the literature in that research has illustrated the persistent lack of coordination 

among the resources and supports available to veterans (Armstrong, McDonough, & 

Savage, 2014) and chronic lack of awareness on the part of veterans with regard to the 

services available to them (Castro, Kintzel, & Hassan, 2014). Widespread confusion on 



 

 121 

the part of the veteran was referenced in the introduction to this study and was recently 

confirmed in a study by Clifford and Graeser (2016), titled ñNavigating the ñSea of 

Goodwillò: Lessons from Regional Veterans Collaboratives.ò   

In the current study, veterans were found to use formal and informal resources 

during their career transition. Formal, structured resources included the pre-separation 

workshops and those connected to the disability determination process. A smaller number 

of veterans discussed their experiences with a formal internship program designed for 

service members categorized as wounded, ill, or injured, (and still on active duty) and 

services they received from a veteran service organization (VSO).  

Pre-separation workshops were attended by all veterans in this study as a part of 

the militaryôs transition assistance program (TAP). TAP can be described as branch-

specific exit workshops designed to prepare active duty service members for civilian life. 

While a few of the veterans in this study noted they received a helpful piece of advice 

from the TAP employment workshop (one section of a larger curriculum), most shared 

experiences that framed TAP as highly impersonal, overwhelming, and disconnected. 

They reflected that the completion of TAP mainly served to ócheck a boxô as a part of 

their formal transition from active duty. Many were dissatisfied with the sheer number of 

web-based resources offered in TAP (or ñlink farmsò as described by two veterans in this 

study) and the litany of programs and services presented to them for which they may or 

may not have been eligible. Most of veterans in this study reflected, in hindsight, that 

they wished the TAP program would have been more individualized and that some type 

of an introduction to being a civilian again, civilian competency training, or soft-skills 

training for the civilian workforce would have been included. While it is noteworthy that 
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in 2013, TAP was redesigned into an outcome-based curriculum called Transition GPS 

(Goals, Plans, Success) with a goal to ñtransform the way the military prepares its Service 

members transition to civilian lifeò (DoDTAP, n.d.), the experiences shared by the 

veterans in this study are consistent with research published during the time this study 

was underway. Kester & Phillips (2016) found the TAP program does not offer the 

opportunity for self-reflection or self-discovery, nor does it provide an overarching 

understanding of the economic or educational context that veterans must be prepared to 

enter when they leave the military. Similarly, Schafer, et al., (2016) recommended the 

military provide additional opportunities for service members to take early, hands-on, 

practical steps that would allow for ñfeedback through multiple sessions at different key 

junctures, such as after an initial round of job applications or interviewsò (p. 22).  

An additional component of the TAP program is a Disabled Transition Assistance 

Program (DTAP), a joint effort of the Departments of Labor (DOL) and Veterans Affairs 

(VA) reportedly offered to service members leaving the military with a service-connected 

disability. According to the DOL Veterans Employment and Training Service 

(DOLVETS) website (n.d.), DTAP provides ñadditional hours of individual instruction to 

help determine job readiness and address the special needs of disabled veterans.ò The 

veterans in this study who took part in DTAP reported they remembered the program 

only focused on how to apply for disability benefits or connect with services such as 

Vocational Rehabilitation & Employment. This focus on benefits alone was not a surprise 

given an in-depth search of the literature and other research found the only mention of 

DTAP in reports by the U.S. Government Accountability Office and in congressional 

testimony. A report on TAP by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO, 2017) 
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mentions disability only when referring to compensation or ñreducing the disability 

evaluation processing timeò (GAO, 2017, p. 8). In addition, no mention of the program 

was found in a hearing before the House Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity, 

Committee on Veteransô Affairs, that provided a review of the interagency TAP program 

and need for enhanced outcome measures (November 8, 2017).  

One eligibility criterion for participation in this study was a service-connected 

disability rating of 30% or more. To that end, all veterans in this study had applied for 

and received a rating from the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), Department of 

Veterans Affairs, some at the time of service separation and others afterward. Like their 

shared experiences with the TAP program, veterans in this study described being rated by 

VBA for disability as highly impersonal, difficult to navigate, and devoid of personal 

communication or individualization. It was quite unfortunate that several veterans in this 

study described situations where they felt stigmatized, embarrassed, or dismissed by 

clinicians or compensation examiners during the disability determination process. While 

this finding, in and of itself, cannot be generalized, it is certainly worth mentioning that 

these initial experiences might have helped to shape veteransô internal views of disability 

and how disability might be perceived by others in the future. Thompson, Lockhart, 

Roach, Atuel, Bélanger, Black, Castro, Cox, Cooper, de Boer, Dentry, Hamner, Shields, 

and Truusa (2017) found veterans who receive disability benefits ñcan experience unique 

identity shift problems that complicate the construction of an integrated post-military 

identity and lead to persistent stress and poor well-being across multiple domainsò (p. 

42). Meshberg-Cohen, DeViva, and Rosen (2016) briefly discuss the complexity and 

misperception often associated with work and a service-connected disability, stating 
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many veterans do not apply for benefits or seek out treatment because of a perception that 

a record of a service-connected disability will cause them to lose a job or not be hired. 

Conversely, veterans who receive a service-connected rating may actually view it as 

ñdisincentive to work for payò (Meshberg-Cohen, et al., p. 397). It is important to note 

that most veterans in this study disclosed a service-connected disability rating of 70% or 

more, with almost one-quarter of them rated at 100%, and each was gainfully employed 

and working full-time. While this finding may also not be generalizable based on the size 

and scope of this study, it is arguably important and contradictory to previous reporting 

that infers veterans with service-connected disability ratings over 30% are less likely to 

be in the civilian workforce (BLS, 2016).   

While still on active duty and in a military medical treatment facility, two 

veterans in this study took advantage of a work experience internship program designed 

for service members identified as wounded, ill, or injured. Both described this pre-

separation experience as beneficial to helping them better understand the world of work 

and their role in it as they prepared to exit military service and contemplated their 

impending career transition. Although only two participants, they are noteworthy to 

highlight because anecdotal information often associates a veteranôs disability with a 

greater likelihood of poor employment outcomes. While previous research on pre-

separation internships was not found in the scant literature focused on veterans with 

disabilities and transition to careers, it is worth noting research on other populations (e.g., 

recent college graduates and youth and adults with disabilities) does exist and supports 

the notion that work-based internship experiences offer promising employment outcomes 

for those who participate. For example, a recent study of college graduates from 2002-
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2016 found those who experienced a ñrelevant job or internship while in school were 

more than twice as likely to acquire a good job immediately after graduationò (Busteed & 

Auter, 2017). In another study, access to early work experiences for young adults with 

disabilities had a ñsubstantial positive causal effect on their likelihood of being employed 

in subsequent yearsò (Mamum, Carter, Fraker, & Timmons, 2017, p. 9).  

RQ2. How did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

describe the factors that influenced their career transition?  

Several factors were found to influence overall employment opportunities and 

career transition experiences for the veterans that participated in this study. Some were 

more distinct and easy to identify, such as their use of social networks or accessing post-

secondary education. Others were a bit more obscure, such as compartmentalizing their 

military experience or recognizing the impact a change in mindset had on their success.  

Without question, the most important factor found to influence the employment 

and career transition experiences for the veterans in this study was characterized as 

informal, social networks. While approximately half of the veterans in this study reported 

online social media tools such as LinkedIn as helpful in their transition journeys, all 

regarded the building of social capital or personal relationships and the use of unofficial 

mentors as key to helping them find their way to their first job. These findings are 

supported by a veterans job retention survey conducted by Maury, Stone, and Roseman 

(2014), however their study (n = 1,484) cited the use of online job boards and career tools 

(e.g., LinkedIn, Military.com, and Monster.com) as the most often used methods for 

career-transition and job searching, followed by networking with friends, family, and 

through military connections. When discussing job searches for the general population, 
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Jacobs (2015) found that tapping oneôs personal network was found to be the number one 

job-hunt strategy for finding a job; using LinkedIn was number four (out of five). Peter 

Vogt, a senior contributing writer with Monster Worldwide, Inc. concurs, noting 

networking with family, friends, and acquaintances is generally the most effective job-

hunting strategy (Vogt, n.d.). Ultimately, while the veterans in this study reported 

networking and mentor-like relationships helped them succeed initially and reflected on 

the fact that their success today would likely not have been possible without them, they 

also, very importantly, expressed how difficult it was to put themselves out there initially. 

One veteran captured the significance of networking in that it is a perishable skill, one 

that must be practiced and honed.  

One finding from this study not found in the literature was the desire by many 

veterans to expand their personal networks by developing relationships with civilians. 

Many considered this, in hindsight, a subtle but effective strategy. They expressed how 

they would connect with their military buddies to kvetch and grumble but realized if their 

objective was to transition to a civilian place of work, especially one outside of the 

defense industry, they needed to be more calculating and strategic in their outreach.  

 Many veterans in this study briefly discussed using post-secondary education as a 

career pathway. For them, school was a place to re-discover themselves after they 

separated from military service or to position themselves for better opportunities. This 

finding was unsurprising since it has been estimated that almost three million post-9/11 

veterans entered post-secondary education after their separation from service (BLS, 

2016) and the population of student veterans with disabilities has been studied for some 

time. In fact, the Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability published a special 
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issue focused exclusively on veterans with disabilities in 2009 and one-quarter of the 

articles in the inaugural issue of the Journal of Veterans Studies (Summer, 2016) were 

dedicated to the transition from the military to post-secondary education. 

A more nuanced, yet important finding from this study was veteransô recognition 

that a shift in mindset factored into their career transition and success. For some, this 

change was conceptualized as moving from a military mindset, or a structured, rule-

bound, hierarchical way of life, to one that was open to new experiences and 

opportunities. For others, this shift in mindset was linked to the recognition that failure 

was not only important for growth but was a necessary component of their transition and 

career success. In their 2013 book titled, Fail Fast, Fail Often, Babineaux and Krumboltz 

encourage a ñfail first attitude . . . instead of treating failure as something to be avoided, 

strategize to find ways to make a hash of things as quickly as possible so you can learn 

from themò (p. 29). This stance is also in line with the work of Dweck (2006) in that 

those who turn failure into a learning experience are more likely to have developed a 

growth mindset, one that focuses on the process and not the outcome (Green, 2012). It 

should come as no surprise that service members must learn to adjust and adapt to strictly 

held rules and expectations if they are going to have a successful military career. Many 

veterans in this study cited a commonly held yet unwritten belief within the military that 

failure was not an option, thus learning that failure could be a catalyst for growth was 

critical to their success in the civilian workforce.  

Each veteran in this study shared an undeniable trait of personal agency, reflected 

in their consistent mention of needing to ñownò their career transition. Owning this 

transition was generally described as being an active participant in career-decision-
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making and taking responsibility for their actions and inactions. Aside from the 

conversations associated with finding mentors on whom they felt they could rely to be 

upfront and brutally honest with them, discussions around career transition ownership 

were paramount. This career transition ownership or personal agency, as described by the 

veterans in this study, was related to the intentionality and purposefulness behind their 

career-related decisions and actively trying to make sense of their experiences. These 

descriptions are reflected in Career Construction Theory (CCT), the theoretical 

framework that guided this study. More specifically, they are found in the career 

adaptability construct of CCT that focuses on how people cope with occupational 

transitions and work traumas. Savickas (2005) defines career adaptability as ña 

psychosocial construct that denotes an individualôs readiness and resources for coping 

with current and imminent vocational development tasks, occupational transitions, and 

personal traumasò (Savickas, 2005, p. 51). In a recent study of student veterans, Ghosh 

and Foaud (2016) found career adaptability predicted a veteranôs readiness for career 

transition. While the purpose of this study was not to prove CCT, nor was it to implement 

a career construction inventory, career assessment tool, or intervention, one cannot 

dismiss the fact that the veterans in this study clearly characterized Savickas and Porfeliôs 

(2012) description of adaptive individualsðthose who can be characterized by four 

óadapt-abilities,ô frequently referred to as the 4Cs. The veterans in this study displayed 

concern about their vocational future; they took control of trying to prepare for their 

vocational future; they displayed curiosity by exploring possible selves and future 

scenarios; and they experienced a strengthened confidence to pursue their aspirations.  
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Interestingly, some of the veterans in this study reflected on their career transition 

as being the ñsame but differentò in that their transition to the civilian workforce was not 

necessarily unlike their transition and adjustment from life as a civilian to life in the 

militaryðit was just a different environment. This difference, though, was rooted in the 

fact that the transition into a military environment fostered a strong sense of community 

and support, but separation and reintegration back into civilian society tended to promote 

a sense of feeling alone or feeling like a stranger in a strange land. Whether as a service 

member or an employee in the civilian workforce, the workplace can provide a sense of 

community. ñA sense of belonging and emotional safety with your coworkers may 

provide a safe place to share feelings while building a spiritual bond brings meaning to 

the work dayò (Love, 2007, p. 307). Five veterans in this study found a sense of 

community by joining an employee resource group (ERG) in their organization, four 

joined a military/veteran ERG and one joined a faith-based ERG. ERGs are within-

organization groups of employees comprised of those who share a similar demographic, 

staffed by volunteers, and typically sponsored by a senior executive. They are thought to 

ñprovide social and professional support . . . function as a path for advocacy . . . and 

provide avenues for information sharingò (Welbourne, Schlachter, & Rolf, 2015, p. 5), 

while also focused on improving the communities where employees live and work 

(MacGillivray & Golden, 2007; Welbourne, et al., 2015). 

Lastly, another subtle yet important factor discussed by the veterans in this study 

that influenced their career transition was related to the stigma they experienced in the 

workplace. This stigma was either experienced as a pre-judgment of those with military 

experience and their fit for a workplace or as a misperception of disability. This finding 
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was unsurprising, given previous studies that examined veteran-connected stigmas 

regardless of the existence of a disability (Greene-Shortridge, Britt, & Castro, 2007; 

Ostovary & Dapprich, 2011; von Schrader, Malzer, & Bruyère, 2014). Many veterans in 

this study also believed the media played a role in these pervasive stigmas, a conclusion 

also postulated by Stone and Stone (2015). Both in the academic literature and in the 

media, there is often a negative lens through which veteransô transition is presented. The 

media, however, have a far greater reach across the population than does the academic 

literature. Studies show the media tend to portray veterans either in one extreme (e.g., 

psychotic or broken) or another (e.g. hero) (Wilber, 2017)ðand it is through this media 

lens that a large majority of the civilian population likely views veterans. ñWhile most 

Iraq-Afghanistan Veterans are psychologically stable and physically healthy, one might 

never develop an understanding of this based upon news coverageò (Wilbur, 2017, p. 

273). Several veterans in this study raised this noteworthy and interesting point: veterans 

tend to face the same struggles and joys as non-veterans; they just have different life 

experiences.  

RQ3. What did employed post 9/11 veterans with service-connected disabilities 

learn about themselves as they experienced the career transition from the military 

to the civilian workforce? 

The veterans in this study expressed genuine amazement at how much they 

learned about themselves during their transition from the military to the civilian 

workforce. They were especially insightful when reflecting on just how much growth 

they had experienced, both personally and professionally. None of these experiences was 

described as easy but being able to turn the painful and emotional loss of military identity 
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into an awareness that a military career was but one chapter, albeit an important and life-

defining one, in their life stories demonstrated a resiliency they reportedly never 

expected. The experiences of dealing with a loss of military identity supports previous 

research that examined veteransô career identity conflict (Kukla, Rattray, & Salyers, 

2015; McAlisster, Mackey, Hackney, & Perrewé, 2015; Smith & True, 2014). The results 

from those earlier studies are consistent with this one in that losing oneôs military identity 

is connected to sensing a loss of purpose. This finding is also closely aligned and 

consistent with the life theme construct of CCT in that the narrative of oneôs life story is 

often said to begin with pain (Savickas, 2011; Maree, 2013) and oneôs career narrative is 

constructed from self-reflection, particularly during times of disorienting events, such as 

an emotionally jarring career transition. Compartmentalizing identity loss and their 

military experience was a process that required a great deal of self-reflection and humility 

on the part of the participants in this study, the vast majority of whom exited the military 

without realizing just how difficult their career transitions would be. Given the 

opportunity to think back on their experiences, these veterans came to realize how 

surprisingly resilient they were only after reflecting on how unexpectedly fragile they had 

been.  

Reflective thinking was key for the veterans in this study to begin to develop a 

renewed sense of self-awareness, which led to a productive, positive, and new 

occupational identity formation.  This finding is also connected to the career adaptability 

construct of CCT (Savickas, 1997, 2005) in that it explores oneôs ability to ñlook ahead 

and to look around, to develop the self, and, in due course, to choose suitable and viable 

opportunities to become the person she or he wants to beò (Savickas, 1997, p. 257). This 
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reflective thinking was also apparent in how veterans viewed their transition experiences.  

Most wondered what their career transition might have been like or what other 

possibilities they might have had early on, had their experiences in TAP and the disability 

determination process been more holistic rather than separated from other aspects of their 

overall transition from the military.  

The Overlay of Disability 

The study of disability was not the purpose of this study but served as a criterion 

for a common experience within the veteran population. Disability, however, became a 

theme by itself as it served as an overlay to career transition experiences of veterans in 

this study. For the veterans in this study, disability cut across the continuum of their 

experiences. It was discovered while navigating their ñsea of goodwillò when they 

accessed the services of the Veterans Benefits Administration for disability determination 

and benefits. It was revealed as they dealt with the impact of injury on both a personal 

level and through the lenses of stereotype and stigma on a professional level. Finally, in 

accepting their military career as one chapter in their life stories, the veterans in this study 

were adamant that disability alone would not define them. They would define themselves.  

These findings lead to a very disconcerting conclusion regarding the experiences 

of veterans with service-connected disabilities. There is an extraordinary disconnect 

between the systems and processes that determine a service-connected disability rating 

for monetary and service-related veterans benefits and the life-long realities associated 

with many disabilities. In terms of gaining an understanding of how to prepare for long-

term health-related issues often associated with injuries such as a traumatic brain injury, 

understanding the difference between a diagnosis and disability, or being introduced to 
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reasonable accommodation under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 

and the ADA Amendments Act of 2008, the lack of disability awareness education 

provided to veterans with service-connected disabilities had an enormous impact. 

Disability awareness education was not found in the literature, it was not found in the 

TAP workshop materials, and according to the experiences of the veterans in this study, it 

was not a topic of discussion at any point during their transition from military service. 

One in three veterans is reported to have a service-connected disability (JEC, 

2016) and there are likely scores of others with disabilities not found to be service-

connected and thus not represented in the data. In addition, 73.2% of working veterans 

are reported to have a service-connected disability (BLS, 2016), a number that likely does 

not include those who choose not to disclose or report. Veterans cannot be expected to 

make educated and informed decisions if they are not provided with the education and 

information necessary to do so. Be it a discussion about the difference between diagnosis 

and disability or a basic introduction to the Americans with Disabilities Act to understand 

oneôs rights and responsibilities for living and working with an acquired disability today, 

the experiences shared by the veterans in this study reflected a missed opportunity to 

educate them early in their transition. The lack of disability education as a part of the 

military-to-civilian career transition process is a critical issue that deserves attention by 

researchers, policymakers, and practitioners. 

Recommendations and Implications for Research, Policy, and Practice 

The most direct path to successful reintegration into civilian life for veterans with 

disabilities is through work (Griffin & Stein, 2015), however, paraphrasing one of the 

veterans in this study, there is simply no ñeasy buttonò for career transition. This study 
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addressed the career transition experiences of 17 employed post 9/11 veterans with 

service connected disabilities, each with at least three years of work experience with a 

single employer in the civilian workforce. The findings uncovered the factors that 

influenced their ability to construct a successful post-military career. Findings from the 

study provide a number of recommendations for research and policy as well as several 

implications for practice. 

Recommendations for research. The findings from this study suggest the need 

for research to continue examining how veterans with service-connected disabilities 

receive and use career-related information and resources during and after their military 

service. Based on these findings, longitudinal studies that address career-decision 

making, career adaptability, the use of social networks and social capital are suggested. 

Using personal relationships as a network was an important factor in the career transition 

experiences for the veterans in this study. Therefore, future research might seek to use a 

network analysis approach to explore and understand how interpersonal relationships 

influence veteransô early transition experiences and their post-military careers. In 

addition, Yassoôs (2005) community cultural wealth model might be used as a framework 

with which to explore the military-to-civilian career transition. Wealth, as defined by 

Yasso, is ñthe total extent of an individualôs accumulated assets and resourcesò (2005, p. 

78) ï a concept separate and apart from income, or dollars received from salaries, wages, 

and payments. The community cultural wealth model focuses on the unique strengths of a 

community, including the array of knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts that are 

possessed and used by a particular group. Yasso describes six distinct forms of capital 

that can be nurtured and developed: aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, 
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and resistant. A military or veteran community capital wealth model could be used to 

explore the combined wealth veterans bring with them from their homes and 

communities and the acquired capital they develop during their military service, as a 

facilitator to a successful career transition. 

Next, recognizing much of the research on veterans and people with disabilities 

are focused on a deficit approach, the findings from this study suggest the importance of 

continuing a strain of research geared toward strength-based approaches. For example, 

longitudinal studies examining how veterans make sense of their experiences and 

renegotiate meaning, purpose, and identity after military service are recommended. Based 

on the findings from this study, studies of integrative, holistic life and career planning 

tied to enhancing personal agency would be worthy of consideration. For example, 

studies using in-depth interviews to facilitate meaning and sense-making of past 

experiences and future aspirations might be considered. Longitudinal, time-interval 

studies might also begin before a veteranôs transition and continue for a period after 

separation to document and facilitate growth, career-related decisions, and personal and 

vocational goal achievement.  

Expanding on strength-based approaches for future research, studies guided by an 

appreciative framework are also suggested. Appreciative inquiry is a strategy focused on 

self-discovery, vision, action, and reflection (Brooks, 2013). It is focused on purposeful 

change. While several previous studies have highlighted the identity conflict veterans 

may experience during transition and reintegration (Kukla, et al., 2015, Mcallister, 

Mackey, Hackney, & Perrewé, 2015, Smith & True, 2014), few if any studies highlight 

the positive impact a military identity has on work experience and retention. The veterans 
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in this study reflected on being able to call upon their military identities as a positive 

influence in the workplace that helped them find perspective in situations that caused 

stress and conflict for non-veterans. Worthy of further exploration are studies using an 

appreciative framework to examine the process veterans use to reconstruct a new 

professional identity or integrate multiple identities to find success and fulfillment in the 

civilian workforce. 

One question generated by the findings of this study is whether a veteranôs ability 

to succeed in the civilian workforce is linked to a positive outlook on life. Several 

veterans in this study discussed their mindset shift when describing aspects of their 

transition journeys. Oneôs mindset is said to affect motivation as well as behavior within 

all areas of life, including but not limited to work (Dweck, 2006; Keating & Heslin, 

2015). Dweck (2006) has a message of ñyou can change your mindsetò (p. 4), positing 

those with a growth mindset believe intelligence, talent, and other internal characteristics 

are dynamic and malleable; and those with a fixed mindset adhere to a belief in absolutes 

and that an individual has a set amount of intelligence, creativity, and other individual 

characteristics, regardless of opportunities presented for learning and growth. Previous 

studies have suggested interventions influencing a growth mindset can impact the 

achievement outcomes and influence every day experiences of students (Schmidt, 

Shumow, Kackar-Cam, 2016), therefore, why not the employment outcomes for veterans 

with disabilities in transition? Longitudinal studies that examine veteransô mindsets at 

time of enlistment, after boot camp, at time of separation, and at time intervals after 

separation would shed light on veteransô belief systems about themselves and others. 

Using a growth mindset assessment, studies could examine a veteransô mindset at the 
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time of separation and then follow them for a period of one year or more to determine 

whether those with a growth mindset experience fewer set-backs, which could lead to 

new and creative interventions. Finally, studies that measure growth mindset training 

interventions and compare employment outcomes for control and experimental groups 

would be insightful for future modifications to the transition assistance program. 

Based on the findings from this study, a series of identical environmental scans 

are recommended to investigate how, if at all, disability education and awareness 

information is disseminated to veterans during TAP workshops, DTAP briefings, and the 

disability determination rating process. If the findings from these environmental scans 

parallel the experiences of the veterans in this study, that disability-related educational 

information is not part of these important transition touchpoints, then a longitudinal study 

using randomized control groups is proposed as follows: a disability education 

component would be included in TAP, DTAP, and the disability determination rating 

process to examine how, if at all, facilitating a veteranôs understanding of diagnosis 

versus disability as well as an introduction to reasonable accommodations under the 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990, the ADA Amendments Act of 2008, and 

the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 influences education and career outcomes. Understanding 

that one limitation to this type of research design would be the human factor (e.g., TAP 

instructor, disability claim examiner, etc.), studying the proactive and early intervention 

of disability-related awareness education has the potential to not only positively impact a 

veteransô understanding of accommodations and available resources in the communities 

of school and work, but may also help to normalize some of the rhetoric and 

misinformation associated with disability and stigma. At the delicate juncture of 
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transition, it is imperative that veterans with service-connected disabilities receive the 

information they need to make educated and informed decisions about their futures. 

Next, several of veterans in this study said they believed they were not ñspecialò 

in that they were no different from anybody else, they just had some different life 

experiences. To that end, a systematic literature review is recommended to examine the 

transition literature and what has worked for other populations. Analyzing previous 

studies conducted on youth and adults with disabilities or first-generation college 

students for example, may provide significant insight into potential and untapped 

promising practices regarding the career transition of veterans with disabilities. 

Most of the veterans in this study addressed the need for community. Since it has 

been reported that employee resource groups (ERGs) facilitate community in the 

workplace, future research might include studies that examine veteransô involvement in 

and perceptions of employee resource groups. For example, learning how, if at all, ERGs 

facilitate a sense of community for those who have accessed them would offer insight 

into research focused on workforce connectedness and employee engagement. In 

addition, since limited information could be found with regard to the impact of ERGs in 

general, additional research that examined the extent to which ERGs serve as a catalyst 

for veteran and disability-related employment and retention outcomes would also be 

warranted. 

Finally, while the purpose of this study was not to prove a theory or predict career 

readiness or oneôs career adaptability resources, one cannot overlook the fact that the 

findings from this study were closely aligned with the constructs of career construction 

theory found to influence career transition and self-understanding. Therefore, it is 
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recommended that additional qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies be 

conducted to extend both the career construction and career development literatures by 

including veterans (both with and without disabilities) as target populations. For example, 

studies that examine career choice and decision-making, career entry, adjustment and 

advancement, and how veterans with disabilities cope with and adapt to career-related 

challenges and traumas from a career construction perspective would add to the dearth of 

research found to be associated with veterans and their career development.  

Recommendations for policy. Based on the findings from this study, several 

implications for policy are offered. First, the Veterans Opportunity to Work (VOW) Act 

of 2011 cited the need for improving the transition assistance program (TAP) and the 

overall transition of veterans to civilian employment. To that end, an interagency 

statement of intent was signed in 2013, and TAP was redesigned to include a set of career 

readiness standards, including a ñcapstone eventò described as a verification process to 

ensure a series of 12 career readiness standards have been met (DoDTAP, n.d.). Absent 

from this policy is an acknowledgement that career exploration and work-based learning 

experiences can be a critical part of transition planning. The veterans in this study who 

participated in an internship for wounded, ill, and injured service members (prior to 

separation) reported it to be a very positive experience that helped them gain a better 

understanding of themselves and work prior to separation. In addition, a recent study 

found evidence suggesting internships used as a work-based learning activity increased 

employability for students immediately after graduation, improved academic outcomes 

and career crystallization, and increased the ñperception by employers regarding their 

readiness to enter the labor marketò (Hora, Wolfgram, and Thompson, 2017, p. 12). Since 
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both veterans and employers have articulated a disconnect when it comes to translating 

military experience to the needs of the civilian workforce, expanding current policy to 

allow for and possibly encourage a civilian internship experience for veterans with 

disabilities during the transition process should be considered. 

Next, a review of the most recent online version of the participant guide to the 

U.S. DOL Employment Workshop (U.S. DOLVETS, 2016) suggests a continued focus 

on the technical aspects associated with finding a job (e.g., resume writing and 

interviewing) but not a clear focus on the social or soft-skills needed to transition 

effectively to a civilian workforce environment. This lack of focus on soft skills was also 

found in testimony before the Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity of the Committee 

on Veteransô Affairs, U.S. House of Representatives (January 27, 2015) and described by 

many veterans in this study as a need for civilian competency training during transition. 

Future veterans transition policy should reflect the importance of soft-skills training, or as 

recommended by several veterans in this study, civilian cultural competency training, as a 

necessary component to preparing for and understanding the civilian workforce side of 

transition. 

Finally, policy should be written with an understanding of the context in which it 

should be implemented. Therefore, in addition to addressing disability for benefits 

purposes, there should be a separate focus addressing the potential impact of disability on 

a personal and professional level, including reference to resources such as the Job 

Accommodation Network (JAN). Providing important disability-related information and 

resources proactively and at crucial times during the transition process would fill a 

critical gap identified in the findings of this study. 
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Implications for p ractice. The findings from this study elicit several implications 

for practice and practitioners. First is to recognize stigma is real. Most veterans in this 

study experienced stereotype and stigma based on their veteran status, actual disability 

status, and perceived disability. Studies have shown that unconscious/implicit bias is 

persistent in the workplace (Draper, Reid, McMahon, 2011). Unconscious bias is oneôs 

unintentional people preferences, formed by socialization and experience, which includes 

exposure to the media. As individuals, we unconsciously assign positive and negative 

value to the categories we use ï and because of our limited cognitive capacity, we 

implicitly and automatically both group and categorize people to avoid having to conduct 

completely new assessments for every new person (Jones, n.d.). This unconscious bias 

has the potential to stymie hiring, promotion, professional development, and can 

ultimately lead to institutional discrimination. Human resource development 

professionals can mitigate unconscious bias in the workplace by offering awareness 

training to engage employees on the many levels of diversity and include military cultural 

competency training so that hiring managers have a better understanding of the skills and 

talents often associated with military service.  

Next, as they navigated a complicated, chaotic, and educational career transition, 

the veterans in this study reported using self-reflection and trial and error to figure out 

who they were and who they wanted to be after military separation. This is likely no 

different than any other individual who has lived through or is currently living through a 

major life transition, as it is often only after we recognize our personal traumas that we 

grow. Practitioners working with veterans in transition should consider using in-depth 

interviews to facili tate meaning reconstruction and the creation of life-career stories such 
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as those tied to career construction theory, the framework guiding this study. These 

strategies could lead veterans to an enhanced understanding of self and personal agency 

empowerment as they work to ñactively master what they passively sufferò (Savickas, 

2016).  

In addition, practitioners supporting veteransô learning and practicing effective 

networking skills should consider a storytelling component to instruction. Networking 

was found to be one of the most important factors to early employment opportunities and 

career transition success for the veterans in this study. The issue as articulated, however, 

was knowing one needs to network and knowing how to network are two very different 

concepts. During the career transition, veterans often have difficulty translating their 

skills and experience into something that makes sense for employers. Not only is 

storytelling a powerful strategy that can convey a message, a good story will generally be 

a memorable experience for the listener. Several veterans in this study reported learning 

how to tell their story so that civilians could understand who they were and what they had 

to offer. Practitioners can help veterans learn to convert their experiences into a story for 

networking and interviewing purposes. This technique would likely help veterans make 

sense of their experiences, put their service and skills into perspective for the employer 

listener, and give them a positive platform for networking. Learning how to network and 

tell their story to a civilian employer or hiring manager may also allow veterans to take a 

proactive and constructive role in shrinking the military-civilian communication divide.  

Furthermore, while national employment initiatives focused on hiring veterans 

will likely continue into the foreseeable future, all employment happens at the local level. 

It was evident from the experiences of veterans who found helpful resources with veteran 
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service organizations that this information was most often found at the veteranôs local 

VA hospital. Therefore, it is recommended that veteran service, community, and faith-

based organizations in local communities work through the VAôs Office of the 

Secretaryôs Center for Strategic Partnerships to ensure information and services offered 

can be vetted and easily found and accessed by veterans needing career-related 

assistance. 

While not all service-connected disabilities will translate into a disability under 

the ADA, nor will all veterans with service-connected or other disabilities require a 

reasonable accommodation at work or in post-secondary education, offering this 

information at TAP briefings (DoD), during the disability determination process (VA), 

and in career counseling sessions, along with an explanation of the roles and 

responsibilities of a student or an employee in requesting an accommodation may help to 

alleviate stress or answer questions veterans might be considering but have no idea how 

to articulate. If nothing else, proactively providing information to veterans and their 

families about the Job Accommodation Network (JAN) would be helpful because this 

service provides free assistance for individuals with questions about disability and 

accommodations (via email, phone, and chat) at askjan.org, as well as a searchable 

database of disabilities and accommodations. Based on some of the experiences of 

veterans in this study, JAN was the one resource they ultimately found that helped to 

educate them about reasonable accommodations and how to request them. Career 

counselors supporting veterans might consider using hands-on, interactive case studies to 

help veterans better understand and recognize the difference between diagnosis and 

disability and their responsibility for disclosure at school or at work should they need a 
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reasonable accommodation. Whether or not a veteran has a service-connected disability, 

the likelihood that he or she knows another veteran who does makes it even more 

important for this information to be addressed. 

Finally, the findings from this study may offer insights and implications for 

similar populations that have faced abrupt, unplanned, or unexpected transitions. 

Consider, for example, occupations in the arts, theater, and sports. The ballet dancer or 

the professional football player whose career is cut short due to aging out or injury, or the 

opera singer who can no longer perform because of damaged vocal cords will likely 

experience a similar sense of a loss of purpose or identity as was described by the 

veterans in this study. The dancer, singer, and athlete will also need to adjust and adapt to 

new environments, compartmentalize their past experiences, and translate personal 

growth into accessible language that an employer will understand. These populations may 

appear to be disparate on the surface, however, each will require significant self-

reflection and a conscious change in mindset in order to actively construct a positive path 

forward and a successful new career.  

Conclusion  

 This basic qualitative study sought to understand how employed post 9/11 

veterans with service-connected disabilities experienced the career transition from the 

military to the civilian workforce. Seventeen veterans, all with at least three years of 

experience working for a single employer, took part in semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews that required them to reflect on the factors that facilitated their career 

transitions, including how, if at all, disability played a role in their journeys.  For these 

veterans, most of whom were rated at 70% or more, disability did not impede their 
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success in the civilian workforce. If anything, it was viewed as a minor bump in the road. 

In addition, disability did not define who they were or what they could do at work. Often 

through trial and error, these veterans independently developed the compensatory 

strategies they needed to create their own unique success and learned how to access 

reasonable accommodations, if and when necessary. 

The challenges and successes associated with the career transition journey as 

described by the veterans in this study are likely quite similar to those experienced by 

other veterans and non-veterans alike, with or without disabilities. Any way you slice it, 

transition is hard, it is messy, and it is complicated. But, like the story of each veteran in 

this study, transition can also be rewarding, it can be fun, and it can be educational. 

William Bridges (2009) once said, ñChange + human beings = transition. There is no way 

to avoid it. But you can manage it. And if you want to come through in one piece, you 

must manage itò (p. 141). Each veteran in this study figured out how to manage his or her 

messy, fun, complicated, and rewarding transition. Again, as stated so eloquently by one 

veteran in this study, there is simply no ñeasy buttonò for career transition.  

Every veteran in this study described their desire to help others, something they 

believed was solidified for them while serving in the military. Suffice it to say, this 

quality is one that most business environments should welcome, it is an important 

characteristic of any good leader, and an attribute that deserves more attention, 

recognition, and understanding. Regardless of oneôs background before volunteering to 

serve his or her country in uniform or the unquestionable skills, talents, and abilities one 

acquires during service, what is most important to remember is that each veteran is a 

unique individual and should be treated as such during and after his or her career 
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transition. This study sought to shift the research dialogue from one of career 

dysfunction, barriers, and problems to one of solutions and positive results. The 

collective story of coming out on the other side of a chaotic transition with unexpected 

resilience, a renewed perspective on life, and an ability to self-reflect is the story I hope is 

told by this study and remembered by those who read it.  
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Epilogue. There is No Easy Button for Career Transition 

Lessons Learned from the Voices of Veterans 

 

The purpose of this epilogue is to illustrate the essence of the findings and 

recommendations put forth in this study by using the voices of the veterans who 

participated. It was their hope, and it is mine, that their voices might reach other veterans 

who might be struggling in their transition to life after military service and the next 

chapter in their careers. The 17 veterans that took part in this study also hoped their 

voices would be heard by researchers, policymakers, and practitionersðanyone with a 

focus on veteransô employment issues.  

Overall, the veterans in this study recognized transition was not easy, however, 

they wanted it known that despite any challenges they faced, they came out on the other 

side stronger than they could have ever imagined. They refused to be defined by any type 

of label, recreated themselves, and found fulfillment in the civilian workforce because 

they actively constructed a post-military career. While some of the recommendations and 

lessons learned that follow are quick and to the point, others are a little more ómeaty.ô  

To any veteran reading this list, I sincerely hope at least one of the following 

sentiments, statements, or lessons shared makes sense for you and helps you to make 

sense of your career transition journey.  
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Recommendations and Considerations for Service Members and Veterans  

  

Topic (in alphabetical order) Page 

About your service: Remember this 149 

General advice and lessons learned 149 

If I had it to do all over again 151 

Interviewing 152 

Networking 153 

Plan for rejection and failure. Take the time to learn from it! 154 

Regarding disability determination benefits and vocational rehabilitation 154 

Seek out community and find one person you know you can rely on 155 

Take care of yourself 156 

Use your leave time wisely before you separate 156 

When you have doubts  157 

Your military career is one chapter in your life story 157 

Your transition belongs to you. Own it! 158 

(Wrap up question) Three words used to describe the career transition 159 

Considerations for Policymakers 160 

Considerations for TAP 160 

Considerations for Practitioners 161 
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Recommendations and Considerations for Service Members and Veterans 

About your service: Remember this  

1. Your service gives you a tremendous set of skills and experience, but it is simply 

not a full set of what you need for your civilian career. Moreover, you are 

competing with non-veterans who gained similar skills and experience through their 

background with different activities, volunteering, team sports, and higher 

education, to name a few. While our experiences are different and have built us into 

highly capable and competent contributors to the right organization, we cannot 

expect to just walk in and succeed at getting a job or excelling at it. You have a new 

mission now - get to work. 

2. We've already learned how to exist and thrive in a highly stressful environment. 

Most of the people we compete with for jobs are just figuring out how to navigate in 

this terrain. As a veteran, realize that no matter what your job was in the military, 

the skills you learned will put you ahead in any job. I was an Infantry Assaultman. I 

specialized in explosives, demolitions, breaching, and rocketry. It would be easy for 

me to say that nothing I learned will help me in the engineering industry. But thatôs 

simply not true. 

3. Look at your enlistment contract ï your oath of office. Nowhere does it say that 

anybody owes you shit, except the United States government. Nobody owes you a 

fucking discount to Home Depot, nobody owes you a job, nobody owes you 

anything. You are service member, you gave service. And for that service you have 

certain benefits that have been given to you. And weôre very fortunate to have those. 

I'm very blessed. I make no bones that I'm not a privileged individual ï because of 

my service I'm privileged. I came from a middle-class family and now I'm a CEO.  

General advice and lessons learned 

4. The number one thing that people need to understand is itôs never going to be easy. 

Thereôs nothing in life thatôs easy. Your service in the military does not mean that 

you get a free ride or an easy pass for the rest of your life. 

5. Career transition is all about seeking out information and doing your homework. 

Take all of that information and make it your own.  



 

 150 

6. Always be looking for forks in the road . . . other possibilities than where you think 

youôre headed. Sometimes an opportunity will present itself, but if you are not open 

to it, it will pass you by. Keep an eye out and at least be aware of them.  

7. Have no doubt, you can reintegrate, and you can be successful, no matter the level 

of disability or issues that youôre having. 

8. You know, just sitting home and worrying is the worst thing you can do. I went to 

University of Maryland University College (UMUC) just because I didnôt know 

what I wanted to do (and I was gonna get a paycheck). I then wound up using it as a 

stepping stone to Cornell. Whoôd of thought it? 

9. Don't be afraid to start over. We all usually need to take a step back to go forward in 

a new career. 

10. Youôve gotta go out and succeed and shine so you can help your brothers along. 

Maybe if I heard that when I was going through it, it might have struck me hard 

enough to wake up and be an adult. 

11. When it comes to employment, you're going to stick around in the job that you 

enjoy doing because it gives you some self-satisfaction, so think about what it is that 

you enjoy doing or that really gives you that personal high. 

12. Some people say you can either have jobs or location ï I think you can have both. 

But you have to manage your expectations. 

13. No matter what your goal is, you have to come to realize is that thereôs a bunch of  

small steps in between you need to take before you can get to that big one.  

14. It hasnôt been easy but, then again, itôs been extremely rewarding. I mean, itôs been 

a hell of a ride. And I have to remind myself that Iôm not done yet. 

15. Lessons learned on the battlefield often tend to be viewed only from a standpoint of 

combat experience, but really it's life experience. 

16. I learned I was more fragile at that time than I thought, but I learned Iôm more 

resilient than I expected. 

17. There were definitely times where I felt like I could do just about anything and there 

were times that I learned I couldnôt. So I think just learning that sometimes stuff 

doesnôt go the way you want it to go and you have to readjust and move on to plan 

B was big lesson learned for me. 
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18. In the military I learned to react, not to think and reflect. 

19. Thereôs a whole world out there that thinks differently, unique thoughts, and thatôs 

really pretty exciting. 

20. Transition hasnôt been easy, but itôs been extremely rewarding. 

21. I donôt expect a lot of veterans to go get a mechanical engineering degree, but every 

veteran can go out and do some volunteering. And that really does put you ahead. 

No matter which/where youôre trying to go. 

22. Find your motivation ï do something because you want to. Figure out what it is and 

have a goal and know where you want to go. And, you know, try not to let yourself 

ï or your situation ï donôt use it as a crutch or as an excuse for not trying to 

succeed. 

23. Find time to reflect. Step back and think, what really is fulfilling to me, what did I 

do in the military, before the military, since the military, what can I point to and say, 

hey that would be really cool or that made me feel really good when I did that. And 

then extrapolating that and saying how do I do that in the future. Thatôs usually what 

I try to tell people if Iôm ever talking about people about where they want to go or 

transitioning, but, yeah . . .  you can say that, but itôs a lot harder to actually do it. 

If I had it to do all over again 

24. I would have set myself up from the day I started my military career. Think about 

what your career could be afterwards, because when you think about it, 85% of the 

folks that go in the military donôt even retire from the military. 

25. I would have kept a foot in the outside world. When I went into active duty, I 

thought I would do 20 years. I was all inðuntil my 2nd deployment and then I was 

all out. I think everybody who enters active duty needs to realize that it might not be 

20 years, it might be shorter. So, thereôs value for maintaining connection with the 

outside world. A lot of military people, they completely jettison any civilian hobby, 

most civilian interests. 

26. I would have asked more questions. Put your pride aside and sort of just ask 

anything you donôt know the answer to . . . Anything. 

27. I would have built a real network long before I got out.  
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28. Iôve learned to respect the thoughts and opinions of outliers -- because thatôs where 

Iôm challenged to grow and learn. I wish I had embraced such divergent thinking 

more in my military career. 

29. If I had to do it all over again, I would have asked for more help. I mean, just 

because somebody helps you find a job, they donôt take the interview for you. 

30. Before ï or well before I got out, meaning a year plus, I would really start 

researching and looking into different options and trying to talk to people. I would 

try to be reflective and think about what I really want to do. Then, I would try to talk 

to people in that industry or in that kind of work. I would talk to them about their 

experience and what they look for in people going into that industry. 

Interviewing 

31. Become a storyteller. Learn to sell your skills by telling your own story.  

32. Interviewing is a perishable skill. If you donôt practice it youôre gonna lose it.  

33. Take every interview, whether or not you think you want the job.  The more I did it, 

the more confidence I got, and the better I became. 

34. I needed to ask a few more questions during a job interview, right? [laughter] Why 

did the guy before me leave? You know, why is this position vacant if itôs such a 

great program. 

35. I donôt think that veterans sell their skills enough. I donôt think they understand they 

understand they have problem solving and decision making and sound judgement 

and they donôt know how to communicate that on a resume and they donôt know 

how to communicate that in an interview. So, I think they need to sell all of those 

attributes they learned . . . they learned so many leadership qualities being in the 

military and I know theyôve led projects, led missions, but they have to sell that 

story. 

36. Think about whatôs behind your keywords. When Iôm in the military, you know, a 

lot of my identity has to do with like my title or like, so I was a squad leader, I was 

in the infantry, and I worked with mortars specifically, I had been airborne, you 

know. So those are titles and key words that formed a part of my identity. So in 

getting out, I was very proud of those things and those accomplishments. I wanted 

to wear that or present that a lot. But if Iôm thinking about transitioning to a civilian 
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career, those key words are really not that important. Whatôs more important is 

whatôs behind those key words. I needed to understand that to be able to bring it out.  

Networking  

37. If you can put yourself in contact with enough of the right people, when something 

happens, when you get to that moment, youôll know who to reach out to. And that 

was a big theme throughout my transition. 

38. Tell the world what youôre looking for. Donôt be shy. Tell the world. 

39. Make it your mission to talk to as many people as possible.  

40. But be proactive getting yourself out there and making yourself known and making 

the skills that you bring to the table known. You know the quality of job you get is 

directly related to the number of people who know that you're looking for one. 

41. Iôm where I am because a lot of really smart people were kind enough to offer me 

advice and mentorship. The price of that admission for is offering advice and 

mentorship to those who come behind me. Iôm not sure thatôs unique to veterans, 

but itôs part of being who we are. 

42. If you can put yourself in contact with enough of the right people, when something 

happens, when you get to that moment, youôll know who to reach out to. And thatôs 

been a big theme throughout my transition. 

43. Networking networking networking networking. And not just your buddies in the 

military or other military folks. I have literally not gotten anywhere in my career 

without knowing people, and having made an impression and having had good 

conversations and asking for their advice on a number of things and I would say 

95% of all of those conversations and relationships that I built that led to the next - 

were not military. 

44. I learned that this job really doesnôt hire people, walk-ins. You need to have a 

reference of some sort. 
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Plan for rejection and failure. Take the time to learn from it. 

45. Failure is part of the journey . . . failure is part of growth. You know, kids like at 

one year old who keep falling down when they are walking, they don't quit and say, 

ñYeah, this walking stuff just isn't for me.ò 

46. Think of that first job as the first pancake. Itôs meant to be thrown out. 

47. Youôre going to get rejection, youôre gonna get no answer, youôre gonna get all 

these different things. But what you will get eventually is something that you 

wanted and that you say you want now, we can get there. Itôs not going to be fun, 

itôs not going to be easy but itôs always going to be worth it. And that would have 

been invaluable to a young me who was coming out and thought he knew the whole 

world. 

48. Understand that we make mistakes and thatôs okay. 

49. Show the resolve that you have and truly understand none of this will be easy, but 

all of this is going to be worth it. You are going to be better off for all of the 

heartaches and rejections youôre going to get ï and they are inevitable, everybody 

gets them. But youôre gonna be stronger, youôre going to be better for it.  

50. In failing, my story split. It took a counselor and me sitting down to talk and say, it 

doesnôt have to be one story. It can be multiple stories. You can be great in one job. 

You can be horrible in another. And oh by the way, you can be great in a third, so 

letôs go out and find out what that third is! 

51. We donôt even acknowledge failure in the military. You can have an after-action 

review and say hereôs where I screwed up and this and that. But thereôs never any 

outright failure where you didnôt make it and therefore weôre not used to that. But I 

can now say that failure has made me stronger. 

Regarding disability determination benefits and vocational rehabilitation 

52. Get the medical piece right before you transition. 

53. I always knew I would apply based on things that had broken, twisted, over the 

years, so I made sure those were well recorded and included how they affected me. 

54. I really wish I would have paid so much attention or taken notes or even recorded 

conversations I had. 
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55. The smallest error can affect you for years! Take your time and get some help 

through the process, even if you donôt think you need it. Just for backup. 

56. When I went to Voc Rehab, I had everything lined up before my meeting. I was 

prepared. I knew what school I wanted to go to everything I wanted to do, so when I 

met with the guy, it was a pretty smooth experience. 

Seek out community and find one person you know you can rely on 

57. Find one person to hold you accountable. And when you find that person ï not if, 

because theyôre out there ï just hold on. Hold onto them and make them hold you 

accountable because you can do it. Thereôs no question you can do it. 

58. Donôt wait for a ñcommunityò to come to you. Seek it out.  

59. You should have somebody that you rely on. Someone who can help you plan and 

set attainable goals. Someone who will hold your feet to the fire and make sure you 

are doing what you need to do. 

60. You will need to do a lot of research and homework to prepare yourself, but 

sometimes you just really need to have someone thereðon your sideðto give you 

that reality check 

61. Veterans really need to better understand the significance of consciously seeking 

community and support. You canôt expect it to be given to you, and you canôt 

expect for it to be existing or in existence, because itôs not going to be. Even in 

companies that are doing their best to create it, and even with nonprofits that are 

doing their best to create it, the veteran really has to actively seek out support in the 

community. I think we tend to put that very last. 

62. Ask someone to help you learn how to sell yourself.  

63. When I think back, all I needed is that one person I could reach out to say, God this 

sucks! Yeah, yeah, youôre absolutely right this does sucks but youôre working your 

way to a better tomorrow. Youôre going through a tough time now but it gets better. 

I promise you it gets better. And that would have been enough. 

64. We need to share our experiences and find ways to connect. 
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Take care of yourself 

65. For me one of the things is I tried to work out as much as I can and try to eat right 

because when I do those things, my life is better. Itôs an exact fact that my life is 

improved when I do that. Itôs just continuing and maintaining that accountability but 

not beating myself up if, you know, if we step off the path we act like the world is 

on fire. 

66. Breathe. Just breathe. And relax. No one is going to die because you didnôt send an 

email or respond to it in time. 

67. Stay busy and do positive things. 

68. Breathe, relax, and enjoy it. Work outside of the marine corps doesnôt have to be a 

constant struggle and challenge. Just enjoy. Live and laugh . . . youôve earned it. 

69. You donôt just need to do the time and grade to get promoted. Promote yourself. 

Breathe more. Challenge yourself. Travel more. Live your life . . . youôve earned it. 

70. Find what makes you happy. I mean a job is a job and itôs a means to an end state, 

but define and find what makes you happy and thatôs, like I said, Iôve integrated the 

recreational sports into my lifestyle, but I didnôt take it to where I wanted to be a 

Paralympian, I took it to where I teach. 

71. Stay busy! 

Use your leave time wisely before you separate 

72. You need to use your leave time, you need to use your social networks and that kind 

of thing to build your network out before you get . . . well before you get out. Cause 

I think the more you do while youôre on active duty, the more you learn, the more 

resources you identity and understand, the more seamless and successful your 

transition will be. 

73. Donôt get caught up in, Iôve got 2 weeks of leave, cool. Iôm gonna party my ass off, 

travel here and  . . .  and thereôs no question, youôre well deserving of that vacation 

and travel and all of that, but at the same time, youôre an adult. Youôre an adult. 

74. You should have an idea way before you are going to transition of what you want to 

do and who at home you can leverage to get you to that place. 

75. Take the time to prepare. It will make all the difference in the world. 
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When you have doubts 

76. Volunteer! Get yourself noticed. Get yourself known. 

77. Find perspective:  Keep things in perspective. Keep moving, and itôll be all right. 

78. There will definitely be times of doubt and figuring things out, but youôve gotta 

remember that you have the skill set to succeed! 

79. Donôt take yourself too seriously. There are thousands of us. Weôre special, but 

weôre not that special. 

80. If you have no idea what you want to do, put two unique things together and define 

your own path. Thereôs no set path anymore.  

81. Step outside of yourself and ask yourself, ñIf I was advocating for somebody else, 

what resources would I go to and what things would I be asking for?ò   

82. I literally looked at my bookshelf and tried to decide what I was interested in. I 

came away with executive, education, and leadership. I typed these into the Google 

search engine and tripped over the place where I work now. 

83. Remember this: a couple hundred thousand do it every year, so, itôs not you know ï 

youôre not the first person to go through it. Whatever challenges occur ï and there 

are challenges ï but they are not insurmountable. And there are plenty of people 

who want to help. 

Your military career is one chapter in your life story 

84. Donôt try to replicate what you had in the military with another secure, lifelong 

career. Be a freelancer and understand the first one probably isnôt going to work out. 

If it does, thatôs amazing. Itôs like marrying the woman you dated in high school. 

Nice if it happens, but enjoy the experience of multiple dates until you find the right 

one. 

85. I think so much of our military career defines us because itôs what we hold onto and 

Iôm like, no. Find what makes you happy and let that define your life. Reach back to 

those skill sets you are given ï that leadership, that drive, those ethics ï but let that 

be your hurdle. 

86. Former military inherently believe civilian life will never be as good. No, it wonôt 

be as good, itôll be different. Theyôll be other aspects of good. So donôt try to 
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replicate what you had in the military. Appreciate it, enjoy it, but donôt try to 

replicate it. Close that chapter and open a new one. 

87. Your military career does not define you. You define you. 

88. Honor your past. Donôt live in it. 

Your transition belongs to you. Own it! 

89. Own the decisions you make. Make them conscious decisions and understand what 

youôre doing and why youôre doing it.  

90. Self-awareness is going to help you know what you need. But you also need to ask 

for what you want and tell people what you need. Thatôs hard to do without being 

self-aware.  

91. Youôre going to have to work to get it. And itôs not going to be easy, but if you 

think people are gonna hand you shit, well, they're not. 

92. Youôve gotta own your transition. Because you have all the tools . . . you do! You 

have the experience. The tools are out there. If you donôt own it, no one else is 

going to. 

93. If you canôt use Google, that's why you're unemployed. Itôs not because you're a 

veteran or because companies arenôt helping, itôs because you're too fucking stupid 

to get on Google and say I need help with the resume or I'm a veteran I'm looking 

for federal friendly companies or . . . you know what I'm saying? 

94. When you get out there into the real world, youôll find that no company owes its 

employees a job. The employees are the ones responsible for getting and keeping a 

job. 

95. Recognize what you can control and what you canôt. When looking for a job, your 

goal should be to get referred [if you want to work in the Federal government] 

because you are the one that controls everything up to that point. A lot of people 

donôt seem to get that. Theyôre thinking their goal is to get hired. Think about it, if 

your goal is to get hired, youôre counting on things that are outside of your control. 

You can only control what you can control. When we forget that, thatôs when we 

wind up getting all upset.  

96. I was just kinda like, alright, what do I really have to do to make it work? And then 

I would just shut up and do it.   
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97. At the end of the day, itôs all about you and your individual preparedness. Do your 

research and do your homework.  

98. Even if you have a great mentor they can walk you to or walk you through, but at 

the end of the day that mentor is going to ask you, what do you want? What is it that 

you want to do? 

99. Donôt give up, donôt have an excuse. As soon as you get down ï and youôre gonna 

have good days and bad days ï but do the best you can with what you have and find 

out what motivates you and just keep moving forward. 

100. Identify the industry you want to go into and separate it from your passion ï 

because your passion can be a hobby, it doesnôt have to be a profession. 

Three words would you use to describe your experience transitioning from a member 

of the armed services to an employee in the civilian workforce? 

    


















































































