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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

How Do Combat-Experienced Junior Officers Describe Transitioning to a Non-Combat 

Garrison Army?  

A Phenomenological Study of Job Transition 

 

  This phenomenological study investigated the job transition experience of a 

unique cohort of young Americans — combat-experienced US Army Junior Officers. The 

inquiry focused on Junior Officers in the grade of Captain and Major and their 

negotiation of the transition terrain while attending to the organizational demands of the 

military culture. The Junior Officers‘ narratives provided insight into what the transition 

was like and to the factors that contributed to their successful transition.  A qualitative 

research method was selected as the most appropriate method to explore and understand 

the transition phenomenon.  

   The population for this phenomenological inquiry was purposefully sampled 

using a criterion-based selection. The fourteen participants were selected to assist the 

researcher understand the phenomenon.  The criteria for the population included: less 

than 10 years of service; at least two combat tours; at least one leadership position in 

combat; and, not contemplating leaving the Army. Each participant was interviewed in 

one 90-minute face-to-face interview using the Kvale and Brinkmann‘s (2009) interview 

structure to assist in shaping the interviews and drawing out the responses from the 

participants. The interviews were analyzed using Moustakas‘ (1994) phenomenological 

analysis method. The transition experience was illuminated by fashioning textural and 

structural descriptions from the participants‘ interview narratives and synthesizing the 
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composite textural-structural descriptions into meanings and essences of the phenomenon 

as a whole.  

  The study offers the following conclusions: 

1. The experience of combat shaped the participant‘s sense of self and allowed 

them to more readily handle the transition challenges; 

  

2. Transitions are as much a part of the Army as wearing a uniform; 

 

3. Hardiness and resilience were critical individual traits that the Junior Officers 

possessed in abundance; and 

  

4. Transitions are not individual events— they are a team sport. 

 

The conclusions that emerged from the research bolster the transition concepts 

underpinning Bridges (1980, 2001, 2003, 2004), Schlossberg (1981, 2008) and Hudson 

(1999) ideas.  Ashforth‘s (2001) global identity construct was strengthened with the 

significance that combat experience had on the Junior Officers sense of self-worth and 

the concomitant increase with their identification with the values, norms and behaviors of 

the US Army.  
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In his public remarks here, Mr. Gates said that junior officers in Iraq and 

Afghanistan are routinely being asked to make ―tactical, strategic, cultural and 

ethical‖ decisions that senior commanders would have been responsible for 

making just a few years ago. (Dreazen & Cole, 2009, para.10) 

Chapter 1: Introduction  

Overview  

The US Army is losing the most experienced and talented cohort of Junior 

Officers at a time when it can ill afford it (Dreazen, 2008a; Kamber, 2008; Krepinevich, 

2009; Wardynski, Lyle & Colarusso, 2009b). The US Army is facing enormous 

challenges today.  It is fighting two wars—in Iraq and Afghanistan—and struggling to 

maintain a force to combat terrorism worldwide. This is not the first and unfortunately 

probably not the last conflict that America will be involved in overseas. Historically, the 

US Army has wrestled with maintaining a core of talented officers that are experienced in 

its most fundamental task—fighting and winning the Nation‘s wars (Coumbe, 2009).  At 

the very heart of this struggle are the young men and women who serve as Junior 

Officers.  

The variety of situations and the complexity of the environment are unlike any 

that US Army Junior Officers have encountered before. The differing type of mission sets 

can range from establishing a viable peaceful civic action program to aggressively and 

violently securing a troubled area—each can occur on the same afternoon.  

 

During the war in Iraq, the young Army and Marine Captains have 

become American viceroys, officers with large sectors to run and near-

autonomy to do it. In military parlance, they are the ―ground owners.‖ In 

practice, they are power brokers. ―They give us a chunk of land and say 

‗Fix it‘‖ said Capt. Rich Thompson, 36, who controls an area east of 

Baghdad. The Iraqis have learned that these captains, many still in their 

20‘s, can call down devastating American firepower one day and approve 

multimillion-dollar projects the next. Some have become celebrities in 
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their sectors, men whose names are known even to children. (Kamber, 

2008, p. A.6) 

An historical narrative has followed the expansion and contraction of the US 

Army Officer Corps in time of national security need. Coumbe (2009) has described 

the Army Officer Management system as a ―mechanistic, bureaucratic business 

model of the Industrial Age‖ that was not capable of recognizing and enabling talent 

to transition and remain on Active Duty (p. 8). He traced the officer management 

challenges of the Secretary of War Elihu Root after the Spanish-American War 

through the Vietnam War and the Cold War. He concluded that these processes 

emphasized the ―company man system [and] was not configured to identify, develop, 

or retain the type of specific talent that the Army increasingly needed‖ (p. 6).  

These young officers are experiencing fast-paced and turbulent environments that 

have forced them to become masters of chaos. By virtue of their experiences, these young 

men and women are critical components in the future leadership of the US Army. The 

lessons that these young men and women that are involved in combat operations in Iraq 

and Afghanistan are learning about leadership and life in general are simultaneously 

daunting and humbling. The lessons are daunting because they are retooling how the US 

Army will fight our nation‘s future wars. The lessons are humbling because they are 

being learned at such a significant cost (physically, cognitively and emotionally), and at 

such an early age. 

Statement of the Problem 

The United States Army is an organization that is dependent on people. 

Department of Defense (DOD) Directive 5100.1 states that the primary function of 
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the Army is to ―organize, equip and train forces for the conduct of prompt and 

sustained combat operations on land‖ (Field Manual (FM) 1, 2001, p. 21). To be able 

to accomplish its primary function, the Army needs qualified and capable leaders. 

The education of the Army Leader begins at his or her commissioning source 

(Reserve Officer Training Corps, West Point or Officer Candidate School), and 

progresses through a series of challenging assignments, where the officer can lead a 

few soldiers or a few thousand over the course of a career. The building block for 

Army organizations is the Junior Officer.   

The problem is that the future leadership of the Army—the Junior Officer—is 

leaving at unprecedented rates (Wardynski, et al., 2009b). This is not an inquiry into the 

Junior Officer‘s decision to remain on Active Duty. The Junior Officers in this inquiry 

have already made that decision. The Junior Officers have undergone a transition from 

the uncertain and chaotic combat environs where their authority, responsibilities and self-

esteem are enormous to a non-combat garrison environment where they have less 

authority and less responsibility (Wong, 2004; Krepinevich, 2009; Wardynski, et al., 

2009b). For the purpose of this inquiry, a garrison organization does not have a combat 

mission and is typically part of the institutional Army instead of the operational Army 

(e.g., training commands, recruiting commands, and high-level staff organizations). In 

this age of persistent conflict, the transition of the talent is even more critical. For 

example, of the nearly 1,000 cadets from the West Point class of 2002, fifty-eight percent 

are no longer on active duty (Krepinevich, 2009, p. 8).   
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But only a day after he was pinned with his captain‘s bars in early March, 

Captain Bailey in Mosul knew he would leave the Army as soon as his 

deployment was over. ―We‘re leaders proven under fire,‖ said Captain 

Bailey. ―Put me in the most stressful corporate board meeting and I‘ll 

laugh.‖ (Kamber, 2008, p. A.6) 

The Strategic Studies Institute (SSI) at the US Army War College in Carlisle, PA 

has identified this problem along with the future implications and offered their solution. 

The SSI study examined the trends at assessment (i.e., commissioning sources) and the 

market competition for the most talented Officers and proposed a talent management 

system to address the challenge.  The report recognized that the current Army level of 

manning for the Junior and mid-career officers is less than 80% and not projected to get 

better in the near future (Wardynski, et al., 2009a, p. 3). And if the legacy personnel 

management systems do not adjust to the realities, sub-quality officers will become the 

future leaders and allow for a ―future in which the US Army is unequal to its share of the 

security challenges confronting both the United States and its allies‖ (p. 39). 

Thus far, there has been no significant qualitative exploration to understand 

the transition experience of the Junior Officers who chose to remain on Active duty. 

The US Army‘s Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences forms the 

research core for the Army‘s exploration into retention challenges. Their program 

goal is to ―maintain and enhance the quality of the Army through research on 

managing attrition and retention‖ (US ARI Web Site). Recent studies have explored 

soldier retention across career stages and over time; however, these studies have been 

quantitative assessments of factors that may influence soldier‘s decision to stay or 
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leave (i.e., cognitive ability, job satisfaction, job involvement, and job morale) (Chen 

& Ployhart, 2006, p. 4).  

Purpose 

The purpose of this inquiry was to gain insight into understanding the 

transitioning experience of the combat-experienced Junior Officers who have chosen to 

remain on active duty rather than leave when their initial service obligation is completed.  

This was not an inquiry into the Junior Officer‘s decision to remain on Active Duty or an 

inquiry to examine the retention of this talented cohort of young men and women.  They 

have already made that decision.  The intent of this inquiry was simple in concept but 

charged with potential possibilities. The intent of this inquiry was to gain insight into an 

understanding of the transitioning experience of the combat-experienced Junior Officers 

who have chosen to remain on active duty rather than leave when their initial service 

obligation is completed.  The researcher hoped that through this deepened understanding 

of the transitioning experience, the organization known as the US Army can enable more 

of this talented cohort of young warriors to successfully transition.   

Research Questions 

The overall research question was: How do Junior Officers who have successfully 

transitioned from a combat environment to a non-combat garrison environment describe 

their experience? The sub-questions were: What was the transition like? What factors 

contributed to the successful transition? 
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Statement of Potential Significance 

The significance of the examination of the transitioning experience is the 

potential that it offers across the broader study of human and organizational studies. 

We can enhance the educational programs to focus on preparing individuals or 

management for the unique transition challenges in this type of stressful environment 

or perhaps in the increasingly complicated business world. The opportunity to 

research this type of phenomenon occurs infrequently. A likely result of this research 

would be a more complete understanding of job transitions, retention and 

organizational commitment.  

So why focus on Junior Officers who have successfully transitioned from a 

combat environment to a non-combat garrison environment? Plato was convinced that 

only the dead have seen the last of war (Plato, circa 400 BC). If history is any indicator, 

the lessons that have been learned by these young men and women at such a horrific cost 

can assist in preventing or minimizing future conflict or loss. By understanding the 

experiences of individuals who do remain on active duty—transition from a complex and 

dangerous environment to a more regulated environment—insights to managing job 

transitions will be revealed and, importantly, senior military leaders can manage and 

perhaps avoid losing some of our most experienced warriors. If these young men and 

women do not transition, the cost will not be in terms of dollars but in terms of blood and 

lives for future generations. Ultimately, the desired result of this dissertation is to directly 

influence the practice of managing and enabling the transition of this critical resource, 

combat-experienced Junior Officers.  
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Conceptual Framework  

The conceptual framework was used to provide an illustration of the 

phenomenological inquiry roadmap. The framework depicts the principal constructs in 

play and the concepts and variables that served to guide the question architecture and the 

data collection. The conceptual model displayed in Figure 1 portrays the constructs that 

make the transition process a phenomenon worth exploring. The combat-experienced 

Junior Officer is interacting in a very dynamic and complex environment that is 

characterized by several situational variables. These situational variables provide a 

portion of the context before and after the transition. The job—leading soldiers in 

combat—is a significant challenge and a challenge that can be rewarding, inspiring, and 

fulfilling one moment, and the next moment can be demoralizing and frightening. A 

veteran once described combat as lengthy periods of extreme boredom that are 

punctuated by seconds of sheer panic.   
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Figure 1. Conceptual model.  

 

For the purposes of this inquiry, the situational variables are described in terms of 

work characteristics and social support. The work characteristics are visible in Hofstede 

and Peterson‘s (2000) construct of ‗hot‘ and ‗cold‘ organizations. The ‗hot‘ organization 

is a results-oriented, employee-oriented, professional, open-system, loosely controlled 

and pragmatic culture that stresses agility and flexibility interacting with the 

environment, while a ‗cold‘ organization is a closed-system that is job-oriented 

organizational culture focuses on job performance in lieu of employee‘s well-being. The 

social support assists the Junior Officer in coping with the transition. For example, the 

familial, close friends, and shared experience relationships may be the most critical 
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considerations that enable the Junior Officer‘s job transition process. The variables of 

identity and self-renewal inform, and are informed by, the transition process.  

In this conceptual model, the transition process was used to capture and describe 

the change that accompanies the re-introduction of the combat-experienced officer back 

into the non-combat garrison Army. To explore the transition, three models were used to 

explore and inform the inquiry, Bridges‘ (1980, 2001, 2003) three-stage life transition 

model, Schlossberg‘s (1981, 2008) model for analyzing human adaptation to transition 

and Hudson‘s (1999) renewal cycle of change model. These models were used to frame 

the interview and data collection process. In a broad sense, this process included three 

phases: ending, losing or letting go; neutral zone; and, a new beginning.  

Within the transition construct, understanding identity theory and the concept of 

self-renewal in the transition process was critical (Bridges, 1980; Hudson, 1999; and 

Schlossberg, 2008). Erikson underscored the significance of an individual‘s identity as 

the ―personal coherence or self-awareness throughout evolving time, through social 

change and through altered role requirements‖ (Hoare, 2002, p. 31). This identity 

development was critical in understanding life transition. Savion (2009) states that ―life 

transition involves the individual becoming comfortable with the changes adopted in 

terms of his or her identity, values, behaviors, or social roles‖ (p. 48). Self-renewal is the 

letting go of a previous experience, an ―outlived life,‖ and shaping a new life to replace it 

(Schlossberg, 1981). The self-renewal construct has both cognitive and affective 

components. The self-renewal construct was visible in each of the transition models that 
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were used support this inquiry, the Bridges (1980, 2001, 2003, 2004), Schlossberg (1981, 

2008) and Hudson (1999) transition models.  

Finally and critically, organizational culture, specifically the Army culture, 

was fundamental to understand the particular phenomenon under investigation. 

Beyond the visible artifacts of military customs and courtesies are the deeply rooted 

values, beliefs and underlying assumptions that form the bedrock of ―norms of 

conduct, ideals, and values that have evolved over 226 years of campaigns and 

battles, of shared hardship and triumph‖ (Field Manual (FM) 1 The Army, 2001, p. 8).   

Summary of the Methodology 

The methodological approach was centered on a phenomenological qualitative 

research design. The phenomenon under exploration was the job transition by a Junior 

Officer from a combat zone to a non-combat garrison environment. Phenomenology was 

selected as the inquiry strategy because of the desire to truly understand the challenges of 

an individual‘s transition from an extremely stressful environment (i.e., combat) to a non-

combat garrison environment. This phenomenon is a uniquely human experience that 

cannot be easily measured.  

There are three phases to a phenomenological inquiry: data collection; data 

analysis; and textualizing the essence of the experience. Van Manen (1990) has a logical 

approach that involves identifying the issue or phenomenon, defining the research 

question, developing a data collection methodology across a broad area of potential data 

sources, conducting reflective analysis on the research question and data, and 

expressively communicating the findings of the lived experience in text.  
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The population was purposefully sampled using a criterion-based selection and 

consisted of fourteen Junior Officers. The important criteria to support this inquiry were: 

the time in service of the Officer (i.e., less than 10 years); at least two combat tours 

(either Iraq or Afghanistan); at least one leadership/command position (e.g., Platoon 

Leader, Company Commander, or Operational Detachment (ODA) A Commander); 

currently assigned to a non-combat garrison position; and, not contemplating leaving the 

Service.  

The data collection method was principally through face-to-face interviews. Kvale 

and Brinkman (2009) stress the interdependence on the interviewer and interviewee. 

They underscore this interdependence to be the successful component of qualitative 

research interviews. This structure offered the researcher the most flexibility to meet the 

study requirements. The Interview Guide is enclosed at Appendix A. 

The data analysis approach is detailed using Moustakas‘ (1994) methodology. He 

defined the four core processes that he considered fundamental to ―facilitate the 

derivation of knowledge‖ (p. 33) during a phenomenological inquiry. These four 

processes assist in ensuring the trustworthiness of the results. Moustakas‘ four core 

processes are epoché, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation and synthesis.  

Limitations 

There are several limitations and delimitations to this study. This inquiry was 

intended to focus on the Junior Officers‘ transition from an environment where they 

enjoyed tremendous autonomy to an environment where the Junior Officer had less 

freedom of action. The sample size of a phenomenological inquiry dictates against a 



 

12 

 

broad generalization across society but may be entirely appropriate within the unique 

Army culture.  

Additionally, the research question architecture relied on the Junior Officers to be 

retrospective and reflective on their experiences, not introspective. The results of the 

inquiry are interpretive and are predicated on the researcher‘s ability to correctly 

assemble and analyze the data.  

There are also delimitations to this study. This research inquiry only focused on 

active duty US Army Officers who have not completed their tenth (10
th

) year of service. 

Additionally, the Junior Officers had already completed the transition from a combat 

environment to a non-combat garrison environment.   

Definition of Key Terms 

Several key terms are critical to this phenomenological inquiry. The terms are 

important to understand and form the context and the foundation for the inquiry. See 

Table 1 for definitions in the Conceptual Model. 
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Table 1  

Conceptual Model Definitions 

 

Term                                        Definition 

Change 

The passing from one place, state, form, or phase to another. A 

change is a situational event that involves an adjustment to time, 

space or resources. (Bridges, 1980) 

Culture 

A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it 

solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration 

that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to 

be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think and 

feel in relation to those problems. (Schein, 2004) 

Identity 

Partly conscious but predominantly unconscious sense of who one is 

as a person and as a contributor to the work of one‘s society 

(Paranjpe, 1975) 

Junior Officer 
Commissioned Officer in the US Army with less than 10 years of 

active federal service. Typically, these officers are Lieutenants, 

Captains, or in rare cases, Majors.  

Self-Renewal 
The letting go of a previous experience (outlived life) and shaping a 

new one to replace it (Schlossberg, 1981). 

Social Support 

When employees receive social support (e.g., in the form of relevant 

work information, encouragement, and recognition) from coworkers, 

their family and their organization they tend to be more motivated 

and have more positive job attitudes, and thus more likely to remain 

with the organization. (Chen & Ployhart, 2006) 

Transition 

A movement, passage, or change from one position, state, stage, 

subject, concept, etc., to another; a psychological process that 

involves three processes a letting go, a neutral zone and a new 

beginning. A successful transition is said to occur if an event or 

nonevent causes a realignment of assumptions about oneself and the 

world and thus requires a corresponding change in one‘s behavior 

and relationships – an internalization process that forces the 

individual to come to terms with the details of the new situation. 

(Bridges, 1980) 

Work Characteristics 

 Skill variety (extent to which a job requires a broad repertoire of 

skills); 

 Task significance (extent to which a job has substantial impact 

on others);  

 Autonomy (amount of freedom, independence, and discretion on 

a job);  

 Feedback (extent to which clear information is available 

regarding how well a job is being carried out) (Chen & Ployhart, 

2006) 
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter discussed the problem, purpose, and significance of the study. The 

two principal constructs of this study were presented: organizational culture, specifically 

the unique culture of the Army; and the transition experience where the Junior Officers 

left an environment where they had tremendous autonomy and authority to a more 

structured and regulated work place. 

The remainder of the research inquiry explored the phenomenon of Junior Officer 

Transition from a combat to a non-combat garrison environment. Chapter 2 reviews the 

literature that is essential in understanding the transition phenomena. Chapter 3 provides 

the research methodology that allows the researcher to discover the essence of the 

phenomenon under exploration. Chapter 4 presents the findings that are derived from the 

phenomenological analysis. Chapter 5 provides the conclusion, interpretations and 

implications for practice and research that emerged from the phenomenological data 

analysis of the Junior Officer‘s transition experience.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter provides the key bodies of literature that are critical to understanding 

the phenomenon under investigation for this inquiry (i.e., the job transitioning experience 

for the combat-experienced Junior Officer from a combat zone to non-combat garrison 

environment). There are two important constructs in this study. The first construct is the 

organizational culture, and more specifically the culture of the US Army. Each of the 

services (i.e., Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine) share many common cultural aspects, 

but each is unique and each is shaped differently by today‘s combat operations. Schein‘s 

(1992, 2004) cultural model is ideally suited to frame the cultural issues at play in this 

phenomenological inquiry. The US Army Field Manuals, the lens into how the 

organization explains itself, use identical characterizations to describe itself (i.e., shared 

values, normative behavior and underlying deeply rooted beliefs) (FM 1, 2001;  FM 6-22, 

2006).  

The second construct is transition. This construct is necessary to provide a 

systematic framework for the researcher to understand the journey that each Junior 

Officer has completed. The models developed by Adams, Hayes, and Hopson (1976), 

Bridges (1980, 2001, 2003), Schlossberg (1981, 2008), and Hudson (1999) aid in 

understanding this construct. Each of these transition models adds an additional level of 

understanding about an individual‘s experience undergoing a life or a job transition. 

Other transition literature was explored and added to a general understanding of the 

transition phenomenon (Adams, et al., 1976; Hopson & Scally, 1993).  

Finally, each stream of literature has several common threads that also provide a 

greater understanding of the transition phenomenon. These threads include the 
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importance of an individual‘s identity—both individual and within the context of the 

organizational role that he or she occupies. Additionally, the concept of individual self-

renewal in an organizational context is common in the transition literature. Finally, an 

individual‘s ability to adapt—coping skills—is an important individual and social 

concept that is necessary to understand in the transition phenomenon. 

Research Databases and Search Strategies  

A wide net was cast to provide the theoretical and practical sources for this 

research inquiry. The electronic resources at The George Washington University, 

specifically the Gelman Library and the Washington Research Library Consortium, were 

used extensively. The doctoral class readings and assignments formed an important 

supporting effort for the research and served as the bridge between the theoretical, 

research and practical sources. Additional data sources were used to examine current and 

historical military concepts relevant to the inquiry. Specifically the following data 

repositories were used: 

1) Using the myAladin on-line access provided by The George Washington 

University Gelman Library System, the following data sources were accessed: 

 

a. Under the Business & Management data source, the Organizational 

Management and ABI/Inform Complete Plus database;  

b. Under the Social Science data source, the military science database 

using references under the Air University Library and the Psychology 

database using ABI/Inform Complete Plus database; and, 

c. Under the General Interest and References data source, the 

Dissertations and Theses Online. 

 

2) In addition, the researcher used the US Army Research Institute for the 

Behavioral and Social Sciences (ARI), the US Army War College Library 

(AWC), the US Army Accessions Command (USAC) and the US Army 

Training and Doctrine Command‘s (TRADOC) online sources. 
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Several search terms were used throughout each of the data sources. 

―Organizational culture‖ and ―transition‖ formed the principal terms. These terms yielded 

additional concepts of ―identity,‖ ―self-renewal,‖ ―role identity,‖ ―organizational 

identification,‖ ―coping‖ and ―work related identity‖ within the Academic resources from 

Washington Research Library Consortium. Essentially, the same terms were used with 

the data sources accessed through the ARI, AWC, USAC and TRADOC data sources. 

However, additional search terms were added that included ―soldier retention,‖ ―Officer 

Personal Management,‖ ―military change,‖ ―officer accessions,‖ ―era of persistent 

conflict,‖ ―strategic issues,‖ and ―combat experience.‖   

In every case, the focus was on literature of the past 25 to 30 years. While the 

subject of transition has been a topic of research across a variety of fields (e.g., 

anthropology with Van Gennep‘s work on rites of passage in 1960, and Parke‘s work on 

psychosocial transition in 1971), transition in an organizational context can safely be 

traced to the work of Schlossberg and Bridges in the early 1980s (Goodman, Schlossberg 

& Anderson, 2006; Bridges, 1980). The literature search began in 2009, and continued 

throughout the dissertation process.  

The literature that the researcher reviewed did not indicate any comparable work 

on job transitions that are similar to what the combat-experienced Junior Officers are 

undergoing. There were empirical studies conducted by the US Army that were reviewed 

for this inquiry (Chen & Ployhart, 2006; Krepinevich, 2009; Langkamer & Ervin, 2008; 

Lewis, 2004; Tilghman 2007; Wardynski, et al., 2009b; and Wong, 2000, 2002, 2004). 

One of the studies focused on the psychological factors (general cognitive ability and 

motivation) and situational variables (work characteristics and social support), and the 
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effects on retention of all Army personnel – not just Junior Officers (Chen & Ployhart, 

2006). Several of the studies were qualitative explorations on the challenges of retaining 

the junior and mid-career officer; however, they were written from a Department of the 

Army policy development perspective and focused on adjusted accession policies or 

offering economic incentives (Wong, 2000; Lewis, 2004; and Krepinevich, 2009). There 

are volumes of studies on relationship transitions (i.e., divorce, widowhood, remarriage, 

etc), occupational/work transitions (i.e., retirement, re-locating, job or career change) and 

individual transitions (i.e., transgender, alcoholism, etc). Within the occupational/work 

transition literature, there is no research that is similar to the transition experience of the 

Junior Officer. The Junior Officer transition experience is unique because of the 

environment change (combat to non-combat garrison), the role adjustment (combat 

leadership to staff officer), and the depth of organizational culture‘s influence on the 

transition.  

Organizational Culture 

The anthropological traditions of the concepts of organizational culture are not an 

accident. Many of the same concepts used to describe national and societal cultures are 

used to describe organizational cultures (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952; Hofstede & 

Peterson, 2000; Schein, 1992; and Hatch, 2004). Early in the development of the 

conceptual framework of organizational culture, Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) provided 

several unifying characterizations to group the many aspects of culture that served to 

bridge the anthropological tradition and the emerging organizational construct. Hofstede 

and Peterson (2000) extended earlier work and provided six dimensions that empirically 

were ―found to distinguish organizational culture‖ (p. 405). While Schein‘s model 
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focused on the linkage between leadership and organizational culture, his conceptual 

model provides an important foundation to understand the culture within the military—

specifically within the Army—and the connection to the individual service member.  

Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) provide six characterizations to group the 

numerous aspects of culture. These six characterizations are critical because they provide 

a unifying construct to explore the concept of organizational culture. Throughout their 

critical review of the concepts and definitions, the authors were very careful to typify the 

concepts and definitions of culture as abstract and ―not a point but a complex of 

interrelated things‖ (p. 162). The six characterizations were integration, historicity, 

uniformity, causality, significance and values, and relativism. Integration was identified 

and accepted in ―both its content and its form‖ as a common characteristic that while ―not 

perfect or complete‖ was unique in organizational cultures (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, p. 

159). This integration characterization was thus defined as the unifying aspect, that while 

it may not be perfect, served as a measure of ―two synchronous, connected activities in 

one culture, or two successive, altered forms of the same activity in one culture a 

generation or century apart, both possess[ing] interrelation with each other‖ (p. 159). 

Historicity was the thread that connected the past with the current and was generally 

acknowledged that every culture was ―a precipitate of history‖ (p. 159). Uniformity was 

the characteristic that provided constancy to characterization of organizations. The one 

aspect of societal or national culture—language—could be recognized as the uniform 

characteristic in organizations as well.  

The military, like many professions, has a definable and distinct language that is 

unique to its culture. The aspect of causality is the unifying aspect of shared experience 
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whether it is a function of geography or generational experiences that separates and 

distinguishes a culture. Significance and values were identified by Kroeber and 

Kluckhohn (1952) as the ―most distinctive‖ and ―most important‖ aspect of culture (p. 

171). The significance and values of a culture are the ―essence of an organization‖ (p. 

171). The relativity grouping allows for the possibility that ―cultures are differently 

weighted in their values; hence are differently structured, and differ both in part and total 

function‖ (p. 174). They approximated a formal definition that served as a departure point 

for follow-on theorists and practitioners when they approximated culture to consist of 

―patterns, explicit and implicit‖ that has an essential core of traditional ideas and attached 

values (p. 181).   

Hofstede and Peterson (2000) use six orientations to distinguish between national 

culture and organizational cultures. These dimensions were empirically found to be 

significant enough to distinguish between national culture and organizational culture, and 

to allow a useable construct to explore and define organizational cultural differences. A 

process-oriented versus a results-oriented organizational culture is dominated by routines, 

not results. A job-oriented versus an employee-oriented organizational culture focuses on 

job performance in lieu of employee‘s well-being. A professional versus a parochial 

organizational culture allows its members to identify with a profession vice an 

organization. An open-system versus a closed-system organizational culture supports 

both internal and external communication and eases the admission of outsiders into the 

organization. A tightly controlled versus a loosely controlled organizational culture 

stresses the formal and the punctual over the informal and the casual. Finally, the 
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pragmatic versus the normative cultures distinguishes an organizational culture that is 

flexible and not rigid in interacting with the environment.  

Schein‘s (1992) organizational culture categories can be aligned along two 

dimensions for examination. The implicit and explicit dimensions are used to associate 

and to understand Schein‘s categories. The implicit dimension includes phenomena that 

are understood principally to members of the organization and are not outwardly 

expressed. However, the explicit dimension includes the phenomena that is externally 

articulated and becomes identified with membership in the organization. The implicit and 

explicit dimensions assist in explaining the individual‘s identification with the 

organization by explaining the price and process of cultural membership (Pratt, 1998). 

The implicit dimension is useful to characterize phenomena that are tacit within a 

group or an organization and may never be written down or formalized. The implicit 

dimension includes group norms, rules of the game, embedded skills, climate and shared 

meanings. Schein (1992) describes group norms as the ―implicit standards and values that 

evolve in working groups‖ (p. 8). The rules of the game are the unwritten rules that a 

―newcomer must learn to become an accepted member of the group‖ (p. 9). The skills 

that are passed along from generation to generation without being written down are 

known as embedded skills.  

Schein (1992) describes climate as the ―feeling that is conveyed in a group by the 

physical layout and the way in which members of the organization interact with each 

other, with customers or with outer outsiders‖ (p. 9). Shared meanings are also 

intrapersonal in nature. Shared meanings are the ―emergent understandings that are 
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created‖ when group members interact with one another (p. 9). These phenomena are 

unstated but understood as the unspoken price of group membership. 

The explicit dimension is an unambiguous demonstration of the group or 

organization‘s culture. This dimension includes observed behaviors regularities, espoused 

values, formal philosophy, habits of thinking and root metaphors. Schein (1992) 

characterizes observed behaviors regularities as behaviors that are seen in ―the language 

that they use, the customs and traditions that evolve and the rituals they employ in a wide 

variety of situations‖ (p. 8). The ―articulated, publicly announced principles and values 

that the group claims to be trying to achieve‖ are the espoused values (p. 9). Formal 

philosophy includes the ―broad policies and ideological principles that guide‖ the 

organization‘s behavior and actions toward an external audience (p. 9).   

Next, while habits of thinking are ―shared cognitive frames that guide 

perceptions, thought and language‖ they are explicitly taught to new members of the 

organization early in the socialization process (Schein, 1992, p. 9). Root metaphors are 

the windows into the culture‘s organization. They are the integrating symbols that 

―embody the ideas, feelings and images that the organization develops to characterize 

itself‖ (p. 10). These root metaphors are typically viewed as material artifacts of the 

organization (e.g., buildings, office layouts).  Each of these phenomena is an external 

manifestation of the organization‘s culture. 

The significance of Schein‘s (1992) conceptual model, though, is not solely in the 

cultural phenomena categories or in the implicit or explicit dimensions. They are the 

components of a larger whole. The significance is in understanding what they provide 

collectively in terms of defining an organization‘s culture. Schein states that accumulated 
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shared learning across behavioral, emotional and cognitive elements of the group, plus a 

history of shared experience (which implies a measure of organizational stability) that 

acknowledges the human need for consistency and meaning will cause the various shared 

elements to form into patterns that eventually will be called an organization‘s culture (pp. 

10-11).  Individuals seek to ―identify with social groups, such as organizations, in order 

to feel safety, belonging, or self-esteem‖ (Pratt, 1998, p. 185). Organizations promote this 

organizational identification with their culture to ensure ―greater assurance that 

employees will decide with organizational interests uppermost in mind‖ (Pratt, p. 184).   

The seminal roots of organizational culture and its anthropological roots build the 

foundation for the development and understanding of the Army culture. Within this 

inquiry, this foundation assists in framing and providing an understanding of the 

organizational space that the Junior Officers live in, operate under and identify with.  

Army Culture 

The culture in the Army permeates every aspect of organizational life – from the 

macro through the meso to the individual with implicit and explicit dimensions. Schein‘s 

(1992, 2004) model is the most useful construct to employ in understanding the 

pervasiveness of culture within the Army and to provide insight into how culture 

shapes—socializes—the individual member. Parsons‘ latent pattern maintenance function 

is similarly useful to grasp the importance of socialization to the continuance of the 

organization and to constantly ―reinforce the values and standards‖ (Bluth, 1982, p. 64). 

Organizational identification supports the needs of both sides—the individual‘s needs and 

the greedy organization demands (Albert et al., 1998). Fundamentally, Army 

organizations are exemplary manifestations of the concept of organizational culture. 
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However, while Schein‘s model suggests an integrative perspective of culture, the Army 

culture is more properly understood within the differentiation perspective. This 

differentiation perspective is an important component in this inquiry because it makes a 

clear distinction within the Army organizational culture of combat and non-combat 

subcultures. The integrative cultural perspective is ―one which the whole organization 

shares a single set of assumption‖ while a differentiation cultural perspective allows for 

the reality of ―powerful subcultures [to] disagree on certain critical issues‖ (Schein , 

2010, p. 175). 

The Field Manual (FM) 6-22 defines the Army culture in a manner consistent 

with Schein‘s (1992) definition. According to the FM 6-22, the Army culture consists of 

―shared attitudes, values, goals and practices that characterize the larger institution over 

time‖ (p. 8-1). Schein‘s (1992) model of organizational culture is helpful in framing the 

Army culture. Schein acknowledged that culture could be analyzed at the three different 

levels. The visibility of each level decreases from artifacts to espoused beliefs or values 

to underlying assumptions (see Figure 2). The surface-level artifacts include the 

uniforms, the martial music, the way soldiers greet senior officers and military titles. 

However to truly comprehend an organizational culture, like the US Army, a researcher 

―must attempt to get at its shared basic assumptions‖ that define the essence of the Army 

culture (Schein, 1992, p. 26). 

 



 

25 

 

 

Figure 2. Levels of Culture.  

 

 

The deeper dimensions are resident in the underlying assumptions in Schein‘s 

(1992) third level. He identifies six dimensions that form the core of the underlying 

assumptions and ultimately ―influence how external adaptation and internal integration 

issues are handled‖ (p. 138).  These six dimensions address the nature of reality and truth, 

the nature of time, the nature of space, the nature of human nature, the nature of human 

activity and the nature of human relationships (p. 138). An example of one of these 

dimensions is manifested in the strong emphasis to connect today‘s soldiers with their 

predecessors and their successors. The FM 6-22 states the ―Army culture and traditions 

connect Soldiers to the past and to the future‖ (p. 8-2).  
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To begin to understand the Army culture, it is important to understand these 

dimensions within the Army context. The Army Values reveal the six dimensions within 

the Army culture. The Army Values also serve to influence the internal integration and 

external adaptation of the Army culture. These values include ―loyalty, duty, respect, 

selfless service, honor, integrity, and personal courage‖ (FM 6-22, p. 2-2). The Army 

Values express the underlying assumptions from Schein‘s model and are firmly grounded 

in two centuries of selfless service to the nation. Within Parsons‘ general theory of action, 

he stresses the importance of the embracing these values and continuing to manage the 

tension to aid in and strengthen this internal integration (Bluth, 1982).  

The duty-honor-country motto from the United States Military Academy at West 

Point succinctly states what is expected of every Officer in the Army. Dunivin (1996) and 

Snider, Nagl and Pfaff (1999) describe the moral and ethical foundations of Officership 

in the US Army with twelve specific aspects (e.g., selfless service, subordinating personal 

wants and needs to their duty as officer, the importance of the group over the individual) 

that are comparable, if not identical, to the Army Values from the FM 6-22. The 

socialization of the Army values and the development of the moral and ethical behavior 

of the Officer Corps is the manifestation of the organizational identification process that 

is necessary as a ―fundamental task of organizations‖ and underwrites the internal 

integration of the Army culture (Pratt, 1998, p. 171).    

The organizational identification process supports both the needs of the individual 

and the organization. The individual‘s need of safety, affiliation, self-enhancement and a 

sense of purpose in life can be satisfied by internalizing the organization‘s culture values 

and beliefs through emulation (Pratt, 1988). Likewise, the organizational identification 
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process satisfies the organization‘s needs by ensuring behavioral congruence and 

assisting in retaining control of organizational members (Albert, 1998). This 

organizational identification process thus supports the maintenance of the organizational 

culture and allows for what sociologists call greedy organizations.  

The Army requires that its members be on ―24-hour 7-day call with rather 

idiosyncratic working shifts‖ (Soeters et al., 2003, p. 237). The members of a greedy 

organization like the Army can have their vacation plans cancelled for no reason. 

Moreover, the members of a greedy organization can be ordered to deploy to far-off 

places with little or no notice, and risk their lives. This type of organizational requirement 

has a considerable shaping influence on the culture of the Army, and is an important 

factor in understanding the professional US Army Officer. 

Several other factors characterize the Army culture and strengthen the external 

impression of a cohesive integration perspective. There is a certain ―communal character 

of life in uniform‖ (Soeters et al., p. 242). Military life and personal life tend to overlap. 

With the greedy organization absorbing so much time and focus of its members, the job is 

transformed into a part of this communal life. The presence of a hierarchical leadership 

(i.e., chain of command), the omnipresence of rules and regulations and the very 

appearance of Soldiers and Officers in the Army (uniform in appearance and dress) are 

prototypical. The military discipline and control are the coercive glue that enforces 

compliance with the rules, and the acceptance of orders and authority (Dunivin, 1996; 

Snider et al., 1999; Soeters et al., 2003; Wong, 2002).  
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The Army culture appears to be monolithic to everyone except a veteran. Soeters 

et al. (2003) caution against the ―large brushstrokes of macro comparisons‖ because ―one 

should never forget that within military organizations considerable cultural differences in 

fact do exist‖ (p. 245).  Just below the surface, there are enormous differences that can 

only be understood by individuals who have shared similar experiences. For the purposes 

of this phenomenological inquiry, it is critical to view and understand the Army culture 

from a differentiation perspective. However, the subcultures are not the typical 

subcultures that a non-veteran would characterize (e.g., Officer, Noncommissioned 

Officer, Enlisted or by Combat Arms, Combat Support or Combat Service Support). 

Instead, the subculture differences are along an institutional versus occupational line and 

along a coercive to enabling interaction continuum (Soeters et al., 2003). This distinction 

is important to comprehend the Junior Officer‘s transition from the occupational and 

enabling line to the institutional and coercive line.  

Soeters et al. (2003) called the institutional versus the occupational Army the 

Janusian culture of the Army. They stated that, like the Roman God Janus, the military 

organizations have two faces. One face ―tries to prevent the occurrence of problems and 

provides the preconditions for the core task‖ while the second face ―performs the core 

task in the crisis or on the battlefield‖ (p. 245).  In Army vernacular, the institutional 

Army is the non-combat garrison Army. The occupational Army is the war fighter. In a 

similar manner, there is a perspective that aligns management and leadership practices 

along the institutional and occupational lines. Coercive and traditional leadership 

practices that depend on discipline and adherence to bureaucratic routine are aligned with 
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the institutional subculture. Enabling leadership practices that rely on empowerment and 

autonomy are aligned with the occupational subculture. 

This clash of subcultures is present in the US Army today. On the one hand, you 

have a part of the Army that is deeply engaged in combat operations in Iraq and 

Afghanistan.  On the other hand, you have a part of the Army that is engaged with routine 

and the tedious tasks of garrison-life. Soeters et al. (2003) had a meaningful 

characterization of this subculture differentiation that supports the phenomenological 

inquiry and can be easily seen in Army organizations. The two characterizations involve 

‗hot‘ and ‗cold‘ organizations. The ‗cold‘ organization closely resembles an ordinary 

office organization. The authors say that it is a ―real bureaucracy with hierarchies, 

specialization, rational decision-making, strategic planning, paperwork as well as quality 

and cost control‖—the world of the corporate Army (p. 246). The actions are linear and 

sequential.  

The ‗hot‘ organization has to execute in chaotic and complex situations. 

According to Soeters et al. (2003), the ‗hot‘ organization is structured around ―flexible 

groups having all the characteristics of either the (‗one leader‘) simple organization or—

when explicitly based on self-managing—the adhocracy‖ (p. 247).  The ‗hot‘ 

organization does not rely solely on linear thinking and has a strong emphasis on 

cognitive and adaptive skills. This characterization of ‗hot‘ and ‗cold‘ organizations is a 

direct link to Hofstede and Peterson‘s (2000) six dimensions of organizational culture and 

is useful to distinguish organizational cultural differences between the ‗hot‘ and the 

‗cold‘ organization. In Hofstede and Peterson‘s terms, the ‗hot‘ organization is a results-
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oriented, employee-oriented, professional, open-system, loosely controlled and pragmatic 

culture that stresses agility and flexibility interacting with the environment.  

In essence, the national and organizational culture literatures have framed the 

context for the Junior Officer‘s transition. The shared values, normative behavior and 

underlying deeply rooted beliefs provide the individual (in this case, the Junior Officer) a 

common bond with his peers, his subordinates and superiors. This bond facilitates the 

organizational identification that allows the organization to function and sustain itself and 

allows the individual, as a social entity, to integrate his beliefs about the organization into 

his identity (Albert et al., 1998). These aspects of the organizational culture of the 

Army—the identification and internal integration of the values, beliefs and assumption of 

the Army into a Junior Officer‘s identity—is important to understand in the second 

construct, transition. The Junior Officer operates from a differentiation organizational 

culture perspective where the larger organization is seen as a mosaic that consists of 

numerous subcultures. Within this differentiation cultural perspective, the Junior Officer 

transitions from the combat organization to a garrison or non-combat organization.  

Transitions 

In its most expansive definition, transitions occur almost daily in everyone‘s lives, 

whether they involve something as significant as a new child in the family or less 

significant such as a new puppy in the home. Each of these transitional experiences 

involves similar processes: letting go of an old situation; suffering the confusion of the 

in-betweenness; and then jumping into a new situation (Bridges, 1980, 2000, 2003).  

Schlossberg (1981) provides some useful characteristics for analyzing the human 

adaptation to transition. Brammer & Abrego (1981) and Pearlin & Schooler (1978) create 
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a taxonomy of coping skills (i.e., human adaptation) that individuals inevitably employ in 

a social context to aid with transition. These characteristics frame the human side of 

Bridges‘ (1980) model and are useful in constructing the phenomenological inquiry. 

Finally, a complimentary model is presented by Hudson (1999) that portrays a cyclical 

flow that illustrates an individual‘s renewal during transition (p. 48). For the purposes of 

this inquiry, each of these transitions involves a role (job) transition in an organizational 

setting.  Ashforth‘s (2001) work on role transitions in an organizational setting from an 

identity-based perspective provides an additional framework to understand the Junior 

Officer‘s transition experience.  

 There is an important distinction between change and life transition in the 

literature. Savion (2009) suggests that our society consistently confuses them and that 

allows us to ―imagine that [life] transition is just another word for change‖ (p. 43). 

Bridges (2003) offers clarity and precision between the two that is important in this 

inquiry. He states that ―change is situational: the move to a new site, the retirement of the 

founder‖ while transition is ―psychological; it is a three-phased process that people go 

through as they internalize and come to terms with the details of the new situation that the 

change brings about‖ (p. 3).  

Bridges (1980, 2001, 2003) has done extensive work in understanding transitions 

and their effect on the individual and the organization. His model is simple in design but 

deep in meaning. He postulates that transitions do not start with a beginning but instead 

begin with an ending. There is a large neutral zone—the inbetweenness—that is 

simultaneously a dangerous place and place of incredible opportunity. Finally, there is the 

new beginning that includes overcoming the personal inertia that Bridges‘ (1980) asserts, 
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―depends upon this kind of inner realignment rather than on external shifts‖ (p. 138).  

However, as Bridges‘ (2003) notes, these ―phases don‘t happen separately; they often go 

on at the same time‖ (p. 9) (see Figure 3). 

 

 

Figure 3. Three Phases of Transition. 

 

There are four aspects in the first phase of a natural ending process. The four 

aspects are disengagement, disidentification, disenchantment and disorientation. These 

aspects are important and necessary aspects that occur within Bridges‘ (1980) 

characterization of the ending phase. Disengagement is the separation (physical, 

emotional and mental) from the current situation. Disidentification is the way that the 

new situation ―destroys the old identity‖ that defined the individual (Bridges, 2001, p. 

62). Disenchantment is the manner in which the new situation tears an individual away 

from the previous situation. In addition, disorientation is the feeling of bewilderment and 



 

33 

 

loss that an individual feels after leaving the old situation and encountering the new 

situation (Bridges, 1980, 2001, 2003, 2009).  

The second phase is the most ill-defined phase of the three in Bridges‘ (1980, 

2004) model and conceptualization of transition. He paints the neutral zone as the 

―colorless streak of emptiness that spreads across your life, like the gray smear left by a 

dirty eraser‖ (Bridges, 2001, p. 155). The neutral zone is the in-between zone after an 

individual has let go of an old life or job and before the individual has fully discovered 

and incorporated his or her new life. Bridges‘ (2001) describes the neutral zone as a 

―process of disintegration and reintegration‖ and as a tremendous source of renewal (p. 

120). As such, the neutral zone offers a tremendous amount of individual opportunity 

(Bridges, 1980, 2001, 2003, 2009).   

The last phase—the new beginning—is all about self-renewal. Again, Bridges 

(2001) paints this phase graphically when he describes it as emerging ―out of the 

formlessness of the neutral zone that new form emerges and out of the barrenness of the 

fallow times that new life springs‖ (p. 145). He offers three bits of advice to the 

individual that is transitioning through the neutral zone into the new beginning. The first 

is simply to stop ―getting ready and just act‖ (p. 145). The second bit of advice is that the 

individual needs to ―identify himself with the final result of the new beginning‖ (p. 146). 

Bridges suggests that the individual imagine himself actually doing whatever it is that he 

or she sets out to do. The last bit of advice is to take ―things step by step and resist the 

siren song that tells of some other route where everything is exciting and meaningful‖ (p. 

147). 
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Schlossberg‘s (1981, 2008) model provides an additional foundation to 

understand transitions. While Schlossberg‘s model focuses on adaptation to transition, 

she views the larger issue of transitions in an identical way to Bridges (1980, 2001, 

2003). According to Schlossberg, transitions are said to occur if an ―event or nonevent 

results in a change of assumptions about oneself and the world and thus requires a 

corresponding change in one‘s behavior and relationships‖ (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 5). In 

contrast to Bridges‘ model, Schlossberg identifies environmental characteristics, 

individual characteristics and several common variables across all transitions. While 

Bridges tended to discuss the concept of transitions in general qualitative terms, 

Schlossberg created a measure of fidelity and tried to capture more of quantitative 

perspective of transitions.  

The characteristics and common variables in Schlossberg‘s (1981, 2008) model 

increase the broad understanding of transitions. The environmental characteristics are 

divided into pre- and post-transition elements. Both attempt to characterize the internal 

and institutional support systems and the physical setting. The characteristics of the 

individual, the perception of the individual undergoing the transition and the 

environmental characteristics in Schlossberg‘s model assist in determining the 

individual‘s successful adaptation with a transition event. The common variables are 

what Schlossberg identifies across all transitions. These variables include: role change 

(gain or loss); affect (positive or negative); source (internal or external); timing (on- or 

off-time); onset (gradual or sudden); duration (permanent, temporary or uncertain); and, 
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degree of stress (Schlossberg, 1981). The model based on Schlossberg (1981) is 

illustrated below in Figure 4.  

 

 

Figure 4. A Model for Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition  

 

An additional frame to explore and understand the Junior Officer‘s transition 

experience is the coping taxonomy described by Brammer & Arego (1981), Brammer 

(1991) and Pearlin & Schooler (1978). In each case, they define coping as the individual 

skill or problem-solving effort that is undertaken to accommodate to or adjust to a 

transition experience.  Coping is similar to the adaptation described in Schlossberg‘s 

model with a slight difference. According to Brammer & Arego (1981), their coping is 

similar to Schlossberg‘s adaptation ―although coping appears to imply a more cognitive 

and pro-active problem solving approach than adaptation‖ (p. 20). The coping frame that 

is helpful for this inquiry separates the coping skills and responses into three categories: 
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responses that are directed at changing the situation (i.e., negotiating in marriage, using 

punitive discipline in parenting or planning a career development move); responses that 

are directed at controlling the meaning (i.e., use of positive comparisons, selective 

ignorance); or responses that minimize personal discomfort without working on the 

issues themselves (i.e., denial, passive acceptance, withdrawal, wishful thinking or 

hopeless resignation) (Brammer & Arego, 1981, p. 25). This framework is helpful to 

understand the individual actions undertaken by the Junior Officers during their transition 

experience.  

Each model is important to understand the concept of transitions, whether the 

transition is anchored in a life-changing event (e.g., death of a loved one or marriage) or a 

vocational event (e.g., loss of a job, promotion or starting a new job). Bridges‘ (1980, 

2001, 2003) model is useful to understand the notion of temporality and sequencing 

through phases and Schlossberg‘s (1981, 2008) model is important to add dimensional 

characteristics that are not adequately revealed in Bridges‘ model. The human adaptation 

to transition explored by Schlossberg and the coping skills enumerated by Brammer & 

Arego (1981) and Pearlin & Schooler (1978) are an important adjunct to comprehend the 

individual dimension of transition.  

Finally, Hudson‘s (1999) model highlights the self-renewal aspect that is implicit 

in Bridges‘ (1980, 2001, 2003) and Schlossberg‘s (1981, 2008) model. Hudson‘s (1999) 

model depicts ―life as a cycle that reveals patterns that are repeated but have different 

meanings at different times in our lives‖ (p. 39).   There are two transitions that are 

contained with Hudson‘s model. The first transition is the life chapter and is referred to 
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by Hudson as a mini-transition (p. 73). The second change is the life transition. A life 

transition occurs when ―life chapters are unavailable, painful or out of alignment‖ (p. 70).  

Visible throughout Hudson‘s cyclical model is a ―renewal cycle of change that moves 

from fairly stable periods in one‘s life, described as life chapters, to fairly unstable 

periods, called life transitions, and then launches into new life chapters‖ (p. 56). Figure 5 

below shows Hudson‘s (1999) model that consists of four phases (each with an 

organizing principle) and four characterizations of the individual that are aligned with 

each phase. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Renewal Cycle of Change. 
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According to Hudson (1999), a mini-transition change occurs when an individual 

is restructuring parts of his life, in Hudson‘s terminology, a Life Chapter. This mini-

transition is an ―effort to correct the personal tensions and large systems problems 

causing distress in Phase 2‖ (see Figure 5) and to ―introduce new stabilizing features‖ (p. 

96). Hudson characterizes this mini-transition as regaining the ―fire in the belly‖ and ―old 

dreams and life chapters are rejuvenated and extended‖ (p. 96). Conceivably, these types 

of mini-transitions occur throughout adulthood and constantly cause restructuring of an 

individual‘s life chapter.  

The second type of transition, a life transition, occurs in Hudson‘s (1999) model 

in phases 3 and 4. The difference in the two transitions is the focus of the effort. A mini-

transition is the ―purging of the life chapter‖ while a life transition is the ―purging of the 

self‖ (p. 96). A useful analogy to understand the difference is that a mini-transition is 

fixing your car while a life transition is buying a new car. This is where the concept of 

renewal comes into the inquiry. Within the two phases, Cocooning and Getting Ready, 

the self-renewal phase of transition is captured. The cocooning phase establishes the 

conditions by ―allowing the individual to come to terms with himself‖ (p. 109). During 

this phase, the individual withdraws from ―external structures in the service of getting 

new inner perspective for a vital return‖ (p. 111). The vital return occurs as a result of the 

activities that occur during the Getting Ready phase. Among these activities are 

―clarifying a personal identity, redefining a sense of purpose, and getting a fix on what‘s 

important‖ (p. 117). Hudson suggests that the self-renewal that transpires as a result of 

these two phases is ―usually pathways for growth and discovery‖ (p. 102). This natural 

process of disorientation and reorientation has some significant altering effects. The 
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transition can alter the perception of self and the world, and demand changes in 

assumptions and behavior.  

The three models (Bridges, 1980; Schlossberg, 1981; and Hudson, 1999) provide 

a common foundation for the inquiry into transitions. However, the transition is not about 

divorce, the loss of a spouse or moving to a new city.  For the purposes of this 

phenomenological inquiry, the transition involves a role (job) transition (i.e., combat to 

garrison) in an organizational setting (i.e., the US Army).  Ashforth‘s (2001) exploration 

of role transitions in an organizational setting, from an identity-based perspective, 

provides a helpful framework to augment our understanding Junior Officer‘s transition 

experience. Ashforth assigns three attributes to an individual‘s role in an organization, 

using these three attributes to describe an individual‘s role transition process. The six 

themes that Ashforth threads through his exploration of role transitions in an 

organizational setting are useful and enlightening in the deeper connections within the 

twin constructs of organizational culture and transition.  

The three attributes that are important to characterize an organizational role are 

role boundaries, role identities and role sets. A role boundary delimits the role in both 

time and space. A role boundary can be imposed externally or a boundary can be socially 

constructed (Ashforth, 2001). The role identity is the ―goals, values, beliefs, norms, 

interaction styles and time horizons that are typically associated with a role‖ (p. 6). The 

role identity provides the definition of ―self-in-role‖ and typifies the persona that may be 

enacted (p. 6). The role set is the link between the individual and the social system. The 

role set is a grouping of interdependent or complementary roles. The role sets tend to be 

differentiated by function and power that describe and dictate their interdependency and 
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even the nature of their interaction. For example, a supervisor will interact differently 

with a peer than he or she will interact with a subordinate. These role attributes are useful 

to describe and understand the Junior Officer‘s enactment of his role in the Army 

organization and understanding the transition experience.  

Ashforth (2001) uses the three attributes to describe how individuals transition 

from one role to another role. Interestingly, he uses Lewin‘s Field Theory paradigm of 

unfreezing, movement, refreezing to describe the role transition process (p. 13). The 

unfreezing of role one is the role exit of the individual and typically involves rites of 

separation (e.g., farewell ceremony) (p. 129). The movement between the two roles 

includes many socialization processes such as the ―institutionalized socialization that 

represent a more or less formalized and often ritualized means of investing newcomers in 

their new roles‖ (p. 172). The refreezing aspect is the role entry of role two and includes 

rites of incorporation. The rites of incorporation ―serve to invest or institutionalize the 

individual in his new role‖ (e.g., initiation) (p. 177).  

Ashforth (2001) had six themes that resonated through his exploration of role 

transition in an organizational setting and are germane to this phenomenological inquiry. 

The first theme is that intersection of the role and self. He describes a global identity that 

combined ―the personal identity (i.e., ―idiosyncratic attributes such as dispositions) and 

social identity (i.e., internalized group categories such as gender)‖ that influences the 

―selection and enactment of role identities just as surely as the role identities influence 

the development of the self‖ (p. 294).  He depicts a dynamic interactionalism that shows 

―individual influences the situation just as the situation influences the individual over 

time‖ (p. 295). He asserts that events were the keys to unlocking role identities and how 
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they are enacted. Likewise, within the role transition paradigm that Ashforth describes, it 

is impossible to understand role exit or role entry individually. He states that the ―nature 

of role entry influences the likelihood and nature of subsequent role exit‖ (p. 298). He 

asserted that to identify ―with a role is to define oneself at least partly in terms of the role 

identity‖ (p. 299). His last theme is the nature of interdependence of roles in a social 

system when he states that a ―role is embedded in a role set of interdependent positions‖ 

(p 300).  

There are two threads—or concepts—that are critical to understanding the Junior 

Officer‘s description of the transition experience. These two threads—identity and self-

renewal—are present in each of the three transition models, Bridges (1980, 2001, 2003), 

Schlossberg (1981) and Hudson (1999). The identity concept is also fundamental to 

Ashforth‘s (2001) thesis involving individuals transitioning to different roles in 

organizations.  Numerous other constructs from the transition models (i.e., Schlossberg‘s 

internal support systems and Hudson‘s self-reliance) and the notion of transition bridges 

in Ashforth‘s thesis will likely inform the data analysis.   

Identity 

Understanding the identity construct is critical to understanding the phenomenon 

of transition. There is general consensus among scholars on the definition and 

significance of identity. Paranjpe (1975) calls identity the ―central organizing principle of 

the personality system‖ (p. 36). Mead‘s (1967) seminal work contends that one‘s sense of 

self was largely grounded in the perception of others and ―arises in the process of social 

experience and activity‖ (p. 135). Erikson (1980) further describes identity as the ―partly 

conscious but predominantly unconscious sense of who one is as a person and as a 
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contributor to the work of one‘s society‖ (Hoare, 2002, p. 31). Hoare expanded on 

Erikson‘s description and characterizes identity as ―personal coherence or self-sameness 

throughout evolving time, through social change, and through altered role requirements‖ 

(p. 31).  

Each of the scholars identified other aspects of the identity construct that are 

germane to the phenomenological inquiry. Paranjpe (1975) states that the identity 

construct had an internal, or private, and an external, or public, aspect of the identity 

construct. He identifies three facets of identity that were identical internally and 

externally with the individual‘s community. These three facets are the personal ―unity, 

self-sameness and continuity of the personality‖ and a ―shared sense of sameness and 

solidarity of the individual‖ with his community (p. 36).  

This private aspect was a subjective feeling of being the same person regardless 

of time or space dimensions. But this private dimension had a public face, too. The public 

face was the ―objective insignia of his identity‖ (e.g., name, his appearance, his social 

roles, etc) that served as the interpersonal bridge between the individual and their 

community. Importantly, the private and the public aspects of the identity construct are 

completely ―interdependent and intertwined and even inseparable to a certain extent‖ 

(Paranjpe, 1975, p. 50). Erikson (1980) agreed and states that a sense of identity is 

characterized as an ―accrued confidence that the inner sameness and continuity prepared 

in the past are matched by the sameness and continuity of one‘s meaning for others‖ (p. 

64).  

However, Erikson (1980) differed with many of his colleagues who maintained 

that identity was established early and remain fixed throughout adulthood. On the 
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contrary, Erikson intimated that identity did not end with its formation in adolescence. 

Instead, identity was an ―ongoing process which captures and sponsors one‘s investments 

throughout the long years of adulthood‖ (Hoare, 2002, p. 30).  

So why is identity critical to understanding transition? Each of the models 

addresses identity, the maintenance of or the change therein, as an important 

consideration in comprehending transition. In Bridges‘ (1980, 2001, 2003) model, one of 

the important aspects of the ending phase is disidentification, or the idea that to become a 

different person you have to let loose of the old identity. In Schlossberg‘s (1981) model, 

one of the critical characteristics of an individual‘s successful transition is a more clinical 

description of identity—psychosocial competence. Schlossberg includes self-attitudes 

(i.e., moderately favorable self-evaluation, an internal locus of control and a sense of 

responsibility); world attitudes (i.e., optimism and moderate trust); and, behavioral 

attributes (i.e., active coping orientation, high initiative, realistic goal setting, forbearance 

and effort in the service or attaining goals; and a capacity for enjoying success, suffering 

failures and building from both) in her explication of the impact of identity in the 

transition process.  

Identity transformation is more readily apparent in Hudson‘s (1999) model. 

Clearly visible in the cyclical movement from Phase 3 (Cocooning) to Phase 4 (Getting 

Ready), is the inner-self transitioning to the passionate-self. Hudson (1999) stated that 

cocooning is a ―withdrawal from external structures in the service of getting new 

perspective and resources for a vital return‖ (p. 103). Savion (2009) states that cocooning 

is ―finding a new purpose and passion in life; it is about coming to terms with oneself‖— 

letting go of the old identity and forming a new one (p. 49).  
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Within Ashforth‘s (2001) role transitions in organizational setting, identity and its 

importance to the role and the self is one of the major themes. There is interdependence 

between the individual‘s identity and the role that he or she enacts within the 

organization. Ashforth states that self (identity) ―influences the choice, salience, and 

enactment of role identities as surely as the role identities influences the development of 

the self‖ (p. 295).  

Self-renewal  

According to Bridges (1980, 2001, 2003) and Hudson (1999), self-renewal is the 

letting go of a previous experience (outlived life) and shaping a new one to replace it. 

Hudson (1999) characterizes ―self-renewal as the time when you feel the surge of life 

return as a pure gift‖ (p. 107).  Within this study, the self-renewal is an aspect and an 

outcome of the transition process. The Junior Officer no longer has the freedom of action, 

the autonomy, or the unique sense of fulfillment that accompanies command and 

leadership in a combat situation (Kamber, 1008; Wong, 2004). The Junior Officers 

typically transition back to an environment that is not as fulfilling (Kamber, 2008 and 

Wong, 2004). This self-renewal construct has both cognitive and affective components. 

This construct is visible in the Schlossberg (1981) and Hudson (1999) transition models 

as well as Bridges‘ model.  

Within the Bridges‘ (1980, 2001, 2003) model, the self-renewal is the tipping 

point from the neutral zone to the new beginning. Recall that the neutral zone is that 

inbetweenness of the letting go of the previous life or experience and starting on a new 

path. This self-renewal is the inner realignment that Bridges wrote about in the last 

phase—the new beginning.  
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Self-renewal in the Schlossberg (1981, 2008) model is visible in the adaptation 

phase as mediated by the characteristics of the individual. She characterizes the self-

renewal aspect when the individual ―dips down into a period of disorganization and 

gradually rises up again and levels off into a period of reorganization‖ (Schlossberg, 

1981, p. 7). This characterization is heavily dependent on the individual‘s characteristics 

of psychosocial competence, value orientation and any previous experience with 

transitions of a similar nature (Schlossberg, 1981, 2008).  

Hudson‘s (1999) model explicitly displays the cognitive and affective aspects. 

Within the Cocooning phase, he describes the feelings (affective) that are often 

experienced: anger; grief and sadness; fear; loneliness; relief; quiet excitement; inner 

confidence; liberation; and trust in the future (pp. 107-111). The cognitive aspects are 

visible within the Cocooning phase in several of the activities enlisted to assist in 

effectiveness during the phase—meditating, journaling or praying. The affective aspects 

that are visible in phase 4—Getting Ready—include joy, trust, and love, lightness of 

being, creativity, and excitement. The cognitive aspects are visible in the 

recommendation to get an advanced degree, read with abandon, or take adult education 

classes.  

For the purposes of this inquiry, self-renewal is both an aspect and an outcome of 

a completed transition. The Junior Officers‘ description of his transition journey revealed 

affective and cognitive insights and added significance to the insights that emerged.  

Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this phenomenological inquiry was to achieve an understanding of 

the transitioning experience of the combat-experienced Junior Officers who have chosen 
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to remain on active duty rather than leave when their initial service obligation is 

completed.  With a deepened understanding of the transitioning experience, the 

organization known as the US Army can enable more of this talented cohort of young 

warriors to successfully transition.  The lessons that these young leaders have learned at 

such a terrific cost are too valuable and too important to not make a significant effort to 

retain them on active duty.   

This chapter described the following constructs: the Army culture within a 

broader organizational culture lens and the transitions in life that affect each of us. 

Schein‘s (1992, 2010) model of organizational culture serves as the foundation to grasp 

the implicit and explicit dimensions of the US Army. Soeters et al. (2003) distinguished 

between a ‗hot‘ and ‗cold‘ organizational culture that succinctly characterizes the 

operational Army culture and the garrison Army culture that the transition Junior Officers 

have to adjust to.  

Bridges‘ (1980, 2001, 2003) work, combined with Schlossberg (1981, 2008) and 

Hudson‘s (1999) work on life transition, is the anchor literature for informing this study. 

Bridges examines the difficult process of letting go of an old situation (ending phase), 

suffering the confusing nowhere of in-betweeness (neutral phase), and starting a new 

situation (new beginning phase). Schlossberg identifies environmental characteristics, 

individual characteristics and several common variables across all transitions that 

complement the model developed by Bridges. Hudson extracts and highlights the concept 

of self-renewal with the transition process. Hudson describes the renewal process of 

getting ready for a new life chapter. Within the literature, there are two common threads 

that flow throughout: identity and self-renewal. Erikson‘s (1974, 1980), Paranjpe (1975) 
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and Hoare‘s (2002) work provides the foundation about identity. Hudson provides the 

critical insights into self-renewal within a transition process.  



 

48 

 

Chapter 3: Methods 

The focus of the research was to describe how the combat-tested Junior Officers 

experienced the transition from an environment where they enjoyed tremendous 

responsibility, authority and autonomy to a non-combat garrison where routine is 

emphasized and authority is more centralized (Dreazen, 2008b; Kamber, 2008; and 

Wong, 2004). This chapter presents the research methodology employed in this inquiry. 

There are four distinct sections in this chapter: an overview that reveals the researcher‘s 

philosophical assumptions that shape the inquiry and outlines the methodological 

approach; the exploratory questions that guided the research inquiry; the research 

procedures; and, the ethical considerations that are required whenever research involves 

human participants.  

Methodological Overview  

Creswell (2009) recommends that we as researchers ―make explicit the larger 

philosophical ideas they [we] espouse‖ as researchers (p. 5). Given the researcher‘s 

experiences in the US Army (over twenty-six years with multiple overseas deployments), 

his worldview is closely aligned with social constructionism. Crotty (1998) notes that ―all 

knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality, as such, is contingent upon human 

practice, and being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their 

world‖ (p. 42). Crotty concludes that constructionism was the bridge that brought 

objectivity and subjectivity together and bound them together ―indissolubly‖ (p. 44).  

There are two additional aspects of social constructionism, in particular, which 

defined and assisted in clarifying the researcher‘s worldview—intentionality and the role 

that culture plays in the social construction of reality. Intentionality is defined as the 
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interplay between the subject and the object that evokes an image of ―humans engaging 

with their human world‖ (Crotty, 1998, p. 45). It is in this interplay that meaning is 

created—or socially constructed. Finally, the importance that culture plays in this social 

construction cannot be ignored. Crotty argues that ―without culture we could not 

function‖ and that as a ―direct result of the way in which we humans have evolved, we 

depend on culture to direct our character and organize our experience‖ (p. 53). These two 

aspects confirmed the researcher‘s worldview and were entirely consistent with the 

researcher‘s experiences in over a quarter of a century with soldiers of every rank.  

Consistent with the researcher‘s worldview, his philosophical assumptions and the 

nature of the phenomenon under exploration, the researcher‘s intent was to prepare and 

conduct a phenomenological qualitative research inquiry. Creswell (2007) states that we 

conduct qualitative research because we need a ―complex detailed understanding of the 

issue‖ that can only be established by talking directly with people, going to their homes 

or places of work and allowing them to tell their stories unencumbered by what we 

expect to find of what we read in the literature‖ (p. 40). Moustakas (1994) was more 

specific on the reasons that phenomenology is an appropriate method of inquiry.  He 

explicates, ―Phenomenology is committed to the description of experiences, not 

explanations or analysis‖ because ―descriptions retain, as close as possible, the original 

texture of things, the phenomenal qualities and material properties‖ (pp. 58-59).  

In this inquiry, the phenomenon that was explored was the successful job 

transition by a Junior Officer from a combat zone to a non-combat garrison environment. 

The voice of the Junior Officer was used to describe the phenomenon and add the textural 

richness that it deserves.  Phenomenology was selected as the inquiry strategy because of 
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the desire to truly understand the challenges of an individual‘s transition from an 

extremely stressful environment (i.e., combat) to a non-combat garrison environment to 

gain the complex detailed understanding that Creswell (2007) noted, and to aid in the rich 

description that Moustakas (1994) declared a part of the phenomenological tradition.  

Research Question and Research Sub-Questions 

This section provides the research question and sub-questions that were used to 

frame the research inquiry and to build the interview guide. Moustakas (1994) lists the 

challenges associated with phenomenological inquiry that began with developing a 

research question that has two components—social meaning and personal significance. 

Additionally, the research question must be structured to uncover the qualitative rather 

than the quantitative aspects of the inquiry; focused on revealing the essences and 

meanings of human experience; not seek to predict or determine causal relationships; 

and, provide a rich textual understanding of the experience rather than measurements, 

ratings or scores (p. 105). He states that it is meaningful to define the key word in the 

research question. The overall research question was: How do Junior Officers who have 

successfully transitioned from a combat environment to a garrison environment describe 

their experience? 

Creswell (2007) offers that there are two broad categories of information within a 

phenomenological inquiry. These categories are the participant‘s experiences in terms of 

the phenomenon and the context or situations that influenced or affected the participant‘s 

experience in the phenomenon (p. 61). There are several key words in the research 

question that were useful in extracting the participant‘s experiences. The interrogative 

‗how‘ is used to convey an open-ended question that allows for the emergence of the 
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participant‘s experiences in their own words. The verb ‗describe‘ was used to assist in the 

depiction of the context and setting—combat and garrison environment.  

Finally, the phrase, ―successfully transitioned,‖ was used to bind the population of 

Junior Officers for this inquiry. A successful transition for the Junior Officer had two 

dimensions. The social dimension of a successful transition was the reintegration of the 

Junior Officer from his ―disengaged state and the wilderness to set about translating 

insight and idea into action and form‖ to his garrison environment (Bridges, 2004, p. 

174). The personal dimension involved the ―reintegration of our new identity with 

elements of our old one‖ (p. 174). Sub-questions were used to assist in gathering the 

categories of information that Creswell (2007) listed and to assist in the development of 

the interview guide. The sub-questions were: What was the transition like? What factors 

contributed to the successful transition?  

Research Procedures 

 The research procedures followed a logical sequence: defining the researcher‘s 

role; identifying and recruiting the participants; conducting the interviews (gathering the 

data); and, finally analyzing the data. The actions to ensure the trustworthiness of the 

study are discussed.   

Researcher’s Role 

There are a series of methods, acknowledgements and procedures that are 

fundamental to execute an ―organized, disciplined and systematic study‖ to derive 

scientific evidence from a phenomenological inquiry (Moustakas, 1994, p. 103). The 

series of actions for this inquiry began with defining the role of the principal researcher. 
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Further, there were actions taken to acknowledge, identify, and minimize the researcher 

biases that formed a very critical part of the study.  

According to Creswell (2009), the researcher is the ―key instrument‖ of 

qualitative research (p. 175).  One of the qualitative researcher‘s roles is to collect the 

data (e.g., examining documents, observing behavior, or interviewing participants). In 

contrast to his or her quantitative counterpart, the qualitative researcher develops 

situation-specific interview protocol or question architecture. Furthermore, the qualitative 

researcher is more involved at a personal level with the participants for a sustained and 

potentially extended period.   

This personal involvement carries the obvious benefits of first-hand interaction 

with the participants but has the additional burden of recognizing and minimizing the 

researcher‘s personal biases.  Moustakas (1994) states that the word ―epoché‖ is derived 

from a Greek word and means to ―refrain from judgment‖ (p. 33). This process is 

necessary to ―set aside our prejudgments, biases and preconceived ideas about things‖ (p. 

85).  The intent of the process is to allow the researcher to look at each event (i.e., the 

interview) as if each were an initial meeting. This is a difficult task and requires that the 

researcher ―allow a phenomenon or experience to be just what it is and to come to know 

it as it presents itself‖ (p. 86).  

The process of epoché requires significant focus and ―unusual, sustained 

attention, concentration and presence‖ (p. 88).  The process also requires something else 

of the researcher. Epoché requires the researcher to be self-reflective, thoughtful and to 

adopt an attitude to remain open and receptive to understanding the phenomenon or 

experience, to acknowledge and to guard against unproductive bias. For the reader, it‘s 
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important to acknowledge the researcher‘s background. The researcher is a retired Senior 

Military Officer with numerous overseas deployments. The researcher was raised in a 

military family and is the son of a veteran of World War II, and the wars in Korea and 

Vietnam. The researcher is the father of two daughters serving on active duty in the 

Army—one of whom is a combat veteran who recently completed a combat tour in 

Afghanistan. The researcher observed first-hand many similar transition challenges.  

Before beginning any data collection, the researcher practiced epoché himself. 

This involved writing and reflecting on the researcher‘s similar experiences and allowed 

the researcher to ―review his current thoughts and feelings regarding the situation‖ and 

―set aside the biases and prejudgments and return with a readiness‖ to examine the 

phenomena with fresh eyes (Moustakas, 1994, p. 89). The researcher maintained a 

reflexive journal throughout the inquiry to sustain the epoché practice. Furthermore, the 

researcher reviewed his reflections and his inquiry approach with a peer.  

Peer involvement is an important component to assist in identifying and 

minimizing the researcher‘s biases. This study involved three peers. Two peers were 

fellow doctoral candidates that were also working on phenomenological inquiries. The 

third peer was a research assistant who listened to the taped interviews and read the 

transcripts to confirm word-for-word transcription. Two of the peers had the additional 

qualification of being a retired Army Officers with over twenty years of active duty 

service each. The peers were used throughout the data collection and data analysis 

processes to aid identifying and minimizing the researcher‘s biases. The peer 

involvement additionally enhanced the trustworthiness of the inquiry and is discussed in 

detail below.  
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Identifying and Recruiting the Participants 

The population for this phenomenological inquiry was purposefully sampled 

using a criterion-based selection (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Seidman, 2006; Creswell, 

2009). The intent behind the purposeful sample was to select participants that would best 

assist the researcher to understand the problem and the research question (Seidman, 2006; 

Creswell, 2009). The researcher initially used the United States Military Academy‘s 

Department of Behavioral Sciences and Leadership to assist in identifying potential 

participants from their Eisenhower Leader Development Program. This program works 

with the Academy‘s Tactical Department to assign Junior Officers as Tactical Officers 

for Cadet Companies. Several of the Junior Officers attended Teachers College at 

Columbia University and were completing a Masters of Arts in Social-Organizational 

Psychology. These Junior Officers provided precisely the desired participant population 

and, additionally, a rich referral source. The snowballing of the participant population 

netted participants from Army garrisons from the Southeast and the upper Midwest. The 

participant recruitment E-Flyer was used to assist in the snowballing and provided 

context for the potential participants. The recruitment flyer is enclosed in Appendix B.  

The criteria for the population were: 

 Commissioned Officer at the rank of First Lieutenant, Captain or Major;  

 

 Less than 10 years of service; 

 

 At least two combat tours; 

 

 At least one leadership position in those combat tours either as a Platoon 

Leader, a Company Commander or as an Operational Detachment-A 

(ODA) Commander; 
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 Assigned to a current Institutional Support Assignment (non-deployable 

position. Does not infer that you will never be returned to an Operational 

Assignment); 

 

 Not contemplating leaving the service; 

 

 Either gender; 

 

 Any race; and 

 

 Minimum of a 4-year degree. 

There are important considerations to consider with a purposeful sampling. 

Seidman (2006) and Creswell (2007) indicate that maximum variation is critical. For the 

purposes of selecting the sample for this inquiry, it was important to include as many 

military specialties as practicable. This was important to allow for the voice and the 

experience of the non-traditional combat-experienced branches of the Army to be heard. 

It was important to vary the site (or source) of the participants. If all the participants had 

been from one unit or from major Army Post, the results of the study could have been 

biased and thus criticized.  

Additionally, there were the twin challenges of sufficiency and saturation.  

Sufficiency is achieved when there are enough participants to reflect the range of 

participants and sites that make up the population so that others outside the sample 

―might have a chance to connect to the experiences of the participants‖ (Seidman, 2006, 

p. 55). Saturation is a subjective call. However, according to the phenomenological 

inquiry tradition saturation will occur at a point in the study at which the interviewer 

begins to ―hear the same information reported‖ and the interviewer is ―no longer learning 

anything new‖ (p. 55).  The criterion-based selection and snowballing assisted in the 

overcoming the twin challenges of sufficiency and saturation. The researcher interviewed 
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fourteen Junior Officers. Table 2 below illustrates the Junior Officers‘ branches 

(specialties) represented in the inquiry and the major Army installations. The Junior 

Officers‘ branches and installations are not associated with their individual participant 

number to protect their confidentiality. Both saturation and sufficiency were achieved 

with this purposeful sample. 

Table 2 

Participant Demographics  

 

Participant Military Demographics  

Branch Specialties Represented  
Armor, Aviation, Engineer, Field Artillery, 

Infantry, Special Forces and Transportation 

Installations Represented 

Fort Bragg, NC; Fort Knox, KY; Fort Meyer, 

VA; Fort Rucker, Alabama; and, West Point, 

NY 

 

 

Gathering the Data 

Creswell (2009) outlines four different data collection types—observation, 

interviews, documents and audio-visual materials. Each participant signed an Informed 

Consent Form as shown in Appendix C. The researcher used one 90-minute face-to-face 

interview as the principal data collection method. This was important to understand the 

context of each of the participant‘s experiences. This understanding could not occur with 

either a telephone or an email interview. With the permission of the Institutional Review 

Board, the researcher supplemented the face-to-face interviews with three interviews 
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using video conferencing. The video conferencing was necessary to synchronize the 

participants‘ and the researcher‘s schedules. 

 The researcher was aware of the potential limitations of the face-to-face 

interview protocol where the researcher presence may bias the responses and not all the 

participants will be equally ―articulate and perceptive‖ (Creswell, 2009, p. 179).  The 

execution of the inquiry was deliberate and measured. This approach improved the 

effectiveness and the efficiency of the inquiry, and materially contributed to the 

trustworthiness of the findings.  

After the peer review of the researcher‘s epoché, a peer used the interview guide 

and interviewed the researcher. The intent was to review, rehearse and scrutinize the 

interview guide, the electronic data collection methodology and the pace and rhythm of 

the questioning.  Seidman (2006) offers several questioning suggestions that were utilized 

in each of the rehearsals to polish the techniques. The four recommendations were: listen 

more—talk less; follow-up on what the participant says; ask real, not leading questions; 

and, limit your personal interaction to avoid reinforcing or shaping the respondent‘s 

responses.   

Piloting the interview guide and the researcher‘s interviewing followed, and was 

used, to rehearse and evaluate the interview design, the interview questions and the 

interview execution of the study on participants other than peers or the study population. 

The pilot test involved the researcher reaching out to his professional network. The pilot 

test consisted of two interviews. The interviews involved two former Junior Officer who 

had recently left the Army. The first pilot test interview was conducted, transcribed and 

reviewed by a peer and then by a committee member. This first pilot interview was the 
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first opportunity, outside the academic community, for the interview guide to be exposed 

and utilized. After the feedback from the peer and the committee member, the second 

pilot interview was executed with the second Junior Officer. The transcript was reviewed 

and feedback provided by both the peer and a committee member.  

After completing the pilot interviews, the first two study interviews were 

conducted using the purposefully sampled population of Junior Officers. After each of 

these two interviews, there was a peer and a dissertation committee member review of the 

transcription. This review was intended to ensure that the structure of the interview 

protocol was sufficient to gain the insights for the inquiry, the emerging results were 

aligned with the intent of the inquiry and the researcher had minimized any bias. Once 

the first two interviews were reviewed, the remaining interviews were conducted.  After 

the rigor of the pilot test and the first two interviews, the data collection continued until 

sufficiency and saturation of the inquiry were achieved. The researcher conducted a total 

of fourteen interviews to complete this inquiry.  

In addition to the advice offered by Seidman (2006), the researcher used the 

Kvale and Brinkmann‘s (2009) face-to-face interview structure to assist in shaping the 

interviews and drawing out responses from the participants. This structure offered the 

researcher the most flexibility to meet the study requirements.  According to Kvale and 

Brinkmann, an interview is a ―conversation that has structure and a purpose‖ (p. 3). The 

authors stress the interdependence of the interviewer and the interviewee.  

The research interview is based on the conversation of daily life and is a 

professional conversation; it is an inter-view, where knowledge is constructed in 

the inter-action between the interviewer and the interviewee. An interview is 

literally, an interview, an inter-change of views between two persons conversing 

about a theme of mutual interest. (p. 2) 
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Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) are less tied to a rigorous methodology and 

recognize that the ―very production of data in the qualitative interview goes beyond a 

mechanical following of rules and rests on the interviewer‘s skills and situated personal 

judgment in posing of questions‖ (p. 82).  The researcher had over twenty-six years of 

contextual experience (Career Army Officer) with multiple operational deployments that 

allowed for extensive ―knowledge of the topic of the interview‖ and further allowed the 

researcher to ―think less about the interview technique than of the interviewee and the 

knowledge sought‖ (p. 87).   

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) offer several suggestions in conducting the 

interview to permit the ―research interview to be an interpersonal situation, a 

conversation between two partners about a theme of mutual interest‖ (p. 123).  The first 

suggestion was obviously ―setting the interview stage‖ (p. 128). The first few moments 

are decisive. The interviewee will quickly gauge the authenticity of the interviewer and 

the measure the value of the project ―before they allow themselves to talk freely and 

expose their experiences and feelings to a stranger‖ (p. 128). A second important 

suggestion is to prepare an interview guide that allows for sufficient agility around the 

phenomenon under exploration—transition—but has two dimensions. These 

dimensions—thematic and dynamic—each have a role in the conduct of the interview.  

The thematic dimensions relate to the ―‘what‘ of an interview, to the theoretical 

conceptions of the research topic, and to the subsequent analysis of the interview‖ (Kvale 

& Brinkmann, 2009, p. 131). The dynamic dimension of the interview pertains to the 

‗how‘ of the interview. Kvale and Brinkmann suggest that the interview should promote a 

positive interaction to keep the conversation going and to stimulate the interviewees to 
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reveal their ―experiences and feelings‖ (p. 131). The third suggestion relates to the 

questions themselves. Fundamentally, the interviewer‘s questions should be brief and 

simple. Kvale and Brinkmann characterize the types of interview questions that 

underscore the agility and craftsmanship of the interviewer—introductory, follow-up, 

probing, specifying, direct, indirect, structuring and interpreting questions. The interview 

guide is included in Appendix A.  

Managing and Analyzing the Data 

This section reviews the management and analysis of the data gathered from the 

results of the interview. Seidman (2006) offers several recommendations for managing 

the data for a qualitative inquiry grounded in interviews. The key to managing the data 

from the face-to face interviews is organization, attention to detail, creating a routine and 

following through with it. This early effort prevented hours of extra work and frustration. 

A tracking system was a key aspect of detail required to minimize the extra work. Tape 

recording and transcribing the results were a necessary aspect of ensuring that accurate 

thoughts and meanings were captured to support the analysis of the data.  

Tape recording was critical to capture the words of the participants. Seidman 

(2006) states that by substituting the researcher‘s ―paraphrasing or summaries of what the 

participant say for the actual words is to substitute the researcher‘s consciousness for that 

of the participant‖ (p. 114). The researcher tape recorded each interview. The researcher 

personally transcribed each of the interviews. A research assistant, a retired US Army 

Lieutenant Colonel, read each transcription and listened to each recording to ensure 

accurate word-for-word transcription. The research assistant signed a Transcriber‘s Letter 

of Confidentiality (see Appendix D) prior to reviewing the transcriptions of the 
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participants‘ interviews. The research assistant was used because of her military 

background and familiarity with military terminology. The use of the research assistant 

assisted in the trustworthiness of the inquiry. Seidman strongly recommends that the 

qualitative researcher keep the interview and the analysis separate during the process. He 

counsels the researcher to ―avoid any in-depth analysis of the interview data‖ until all the 

interviews are complete (p. 113). Throughout the data transcription and review, the 

researcher was immersed in the experiences of the participants in the study and remained 

open to emergent topics by listening and focusing on their potential meanings.  

The researcher used a tracking system that provided a method to assist in the 

analysis. The time spent early in the process minimized frustration. The digital recordings 

and the transcriptions were labeled with the time and an identification number (i.e., 

Participant 1, Tape 1; Participant 1, Tape 2). This attention to detail allowed for 

traceability of the information and facilitated the analysis.  

The analysis of the interview data was a critical and time-consuming aspect of the 

phenomenological tradition of inquiry. Moustakas (1994) defines four core processes that 

he considered fundamental to ―facilitate the derivation of knowledge‖ during a 

phenomenological inquiry and to aid in ensuring the validity of the results (p. 33). These 

four core processes are epoché, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation and 

synthesis. The epoché and the efforts to minimize the researcher bias were discussed 

earlier.  

The remaining processes form the core of the Moustakas‘ (1994) method of 

phenomenological analysis to depict the participants‘ transitioning experiences. The 

researcher utilized the software package, Atlas.Ti version 6.2.15, to assist in the 
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phenomenological reduction process. In the second process—imaginative variation—the 

meaning units and clustered themes, created during the phenomenological reduction 

process, formed an important input into creating structural themes. During third 

process—synthesis of the meanings and essences—the researcher fashioned composite 

textural descriptions and structural themes to assist identifying and revealing the essence 

of the phenomena. 

The first process was the phenomenological reduction. This process consisted of 

three steps: horizonalizing the experience; clustering and thematizing the experience; and 

constructing individual textural descriptions. The researcher used the Atlas.ti software 

package to store and assist in cataloguing the text of the audio transcripts and aid in 

horizonalizing the experiences. The researcher read each document multiple times and 

supplemented the readings with listening to the participant‘s recorded voice when he was 

uncertain about emphasis or meaning.  

The researcher focused on each interview separately and, using the functionality 

of Atlas.ti, highlighted each statement that was relevant to the transition. Creswell (2007) 

suggests that these significant statements, sentences, or quotes would provide ―an 

understanding of how the participants experienced the phenomenon‖ of transition (p. 61). 

It was important that every statement receive equal value in the researcher‘s mind. These 

statements became the horizons. However, after reading each of the participant‘s 

interviews multiple times, the researcher began to acquire a sense of the horizons or 

statements that were relevant to the transition. Those statements that were irrelevant or 

overlapping were deleted and the remaining statements became the meaning units or the 

―textural meanings and invariant constituents of the phenomenon‖ (Moustakas, 1994, p. 
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97). The meaning units were considered the invariant constituents of the experience when 

they met two requirements: they contained a moment of the experience that was a 

necessary and sufficient constituent for understanding it; and, they could be abstracted 

and labeled. 

After several more readings and increased understanding of the text and utilizing 

the software, the researcher combined similar meaning units and began clustering those 

along thematic lines. The Atlas.ti software enabled the clustering. Specifically within the 

software options, the researcher used the coding function to narrow the list and only 

focus on the meaning units that were relevant to understanding the phenomenon. Atlas.ti 

software then allowed the researcher to construct code families by grouping similar 

codes. The code families became the surrogate for Moustakas‘ (1994) meaning units and 

clustered themes.  

The code families—Moustakas‘ (1994) meaning units and clustered themes—

were then organized and crafted into core themes. The core themes were validated 

according to the three criteria offered by Moustakas: ―(1) Are they expressed explicitly in 

the complete transcription? (2)  Are they compatible, if not explicitly expressed? (3) If 

they are not explicit or compatible, they are not relevant to the co-researcher‘s experience 

and should be deleted.‖ (p. 121). The core themes—validated invariant constituents and 

themes—were then organized and crafted into individual textural descriptions of the 

transitioning experience. Through the phenomenological reduction process, core themes 

are revealed and the researcher was provided with a better appreciation of the 

participants‘ transitioning experience.  
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The core themes were important inputs and context used in the second process—

imaginative variation. Imaginative variation seeks to find possible meanings of the 

phenomenon by using the researcher‘s imagination, varying the frame of reference, or 

perhaps approaching the phenomenon from a different perspective. Moustakas (1994) 

suggests four steps within this process. The first step is to vary the ―potential structural 

meanings that underlie the textural meanings‖ (p. 99). The second step is to recognize the 

underlying themes or the context that account for the emergence of the phenomenon. The 

third step is a little broader and involves a more holistic examination of the universal 

structures that could precipitate similar thoughts related to this phenomenon. These 

universal structures could include ―the structure of time, space, bodily concerns, 

materiality, causality, relation to self or relation to others‖ (p. 99). The last step is to look 

for exemplars of these themes that are invariant across the phenomenon and will aid in 

the development of a ―structural description of the phenomenon‖ (p. 99). The researcher 

considered these four steps in constructing individual structural descriptions of the 

transitioning experience using the meaning units, clustered themes, and individual 

textural descriptions.  

During the third process—synthesis of meanings and essences—the researcher 

fashioned composite textural and structural descriptions from the individual textural and 

structural descriptions. These composite descriptions allowed the researcher to provide 

the reader with a textural and structural representation of the participants‘ transitioning 

experience as a whole. This process represented the integration of the composite textural 

and structural descriptions in a manner that captured the essences of the phenomenon 

(Moustakas, 1994). However, Moustakas was careful to emphasize that the ―fundamental 
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textural-structural synthesis represents the essences at a particular time and place from 

the vantage point of an individual researcher‖ (p. 100). Yet, he states that the essences of 

any experiences are ―never totally exhausted‖ (p. 100). While the value of the textural-

structural synthesis may be challenged by the narrowness of time, place and perspective 

of the researcher, a careful, imaginative and reflective study will proffer meanings and 

essences that will rise to the challenge. The researcher of this study employed the rigor, 

the imagination and the reflection necessary to explore the transitioning phenomenon of 

combat-experienced Junior Officers. 

Trustworthiness 

As in any meaningful research inquiry, the validity of the findings is critical and 

necessary to factor in early in the design and execution of the research project. Validity is 

typically a quantitative measure. However, within the domain of qualitative research, 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) created a comparable concept called trustworthiness.  They 

distill the meaning of trustworthiness to be ―how a researcher could persuade an audience 

that their findings were worth paying attention to, worth taking account of‖ (p. 290).  The 

authors identify four criteria—credibility, confirmability, dependability and 

transferability—that are appropriate to the naturalistic, or qualitative, research paradigm. 

These criteria are analogous to the conventional, or quantitative, research measures of 

internal validity, objectivity, reliability, and external validity (Lincoln & Guba, pp. 300-

301). Where appropriate, each of these trustworthiness criteria were addressed in the data 

collection and data analysis phases.  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) define credibility as a twofold construct. First, the 

inquiry must be executed in such a way that the findings will be found credible; and, 
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second, that the findings will be found ―credible to the constructors of the original 

multiple realities‖ (p. 296). As previously discussed, the peer debriefing in the data 

collection phase helped to ensure that the execution was credible. Additionally, using a 

peer/research assistant to confirm the word-for-word transcription contributed to 

enhancing trustworthiness during the data collection phase. Further peer code checking 

helped ensure trustworthiness during the data analysis phase. 

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) identify member checks as the most ―crucial technique 

for establishing credibility‖ (p. 314). The member checking occurred through email 

interaction with the participants. The participants were asked to review the transcripts for 

accuracy. The member checks allowed the participants in the interview to correct any 

errors of fact, challenge interpretations, offer additional clarifying information, and allow 

for an assessment of the overall adequacy of the inquiry. There were no corrections or 

discrepancies in the member-checked transcripts. Two participants offered additional 

clarifying information on organizational re-integration activities during their transition. 

The researcher‘s reflexive journaling continued throughout the data collection and data 

analysis phase to strengthen credibility by ―recording the methodological decisions and 

the reasons for making them‖ in the execution of the inquiry (p. 327). 

In qualitative research, confirmability is typically a measure of relative neutrality 

or objectivity of a particular subject (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Miles and Huberman offer several relevant queries that are applicable to this 

phenomenological inquiry. Essentially, they ask a number of questions. Are the inquiry‘s 

methods and procedures described explicitly and in sufficient detail? Is it possible to 

follow the data collection, processing and analysis? Are the conclusions linked to the 
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data? Has the researcher been as ―explicit and self-aware as possible about personal 

assumptions, values and biases?‖ (p. 278). 

  Dependability is the qualitative analogue to reliability in quantitative research. 

Miles and Huberman (1994) discuss dependability of a study as to whether it is 

―consistent, reasonably stable over time and across researchers and methods‖ (p. 278). 

The authors offer similar relevant queries that assisted in determining the dependability 

of this inquiry. For this inquiry, were the research questions clear and congruent with the 

research design? Was the researcher‘s role clearly defined and adhered to throughout the 

inquiry? Was the conceptual framework clearly articulated and connected to theory? And, 

were there any forms of ―peer or colleague review in place?‖ (p. 278).  Each of these 

queries was affirmatively answered through the Committee review process and 

interaction, the peer review and interaction, and the Institutional Review Board process.  

Finally, Lichtman (2006) defines transferability as the ―extent that the results can 

be transferred to other settings‖ (p. 94). In qualitative research, transferability is 

contextually anchored.  The researcher can only provide the ―database that makes 

transferability judgments possible for potential applications and not a specific index for 

applications‖ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316). The only method to address transferability 

is to ―provide a thick rich description to enable someone interested in making a transfer 

to reach a conclusion about whether transfer can be contemplated as a possibility‖ (p. 

316).  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) conclude that while trustworthiness is the goal, all the 

criteria—credibility, confirmability, dependability and transferability—can never be 

satisfied to the extent that the findings ―could be labeled as unassailable‖ (p. 329).  Peer 



 

68 

 

reviews were utilized to the maximum extent possible to assist in achieving the goal of 

trustworthiness. The nature of a qualitative inquiry can never compel someone to accept 

the findings but can be used to persuade acceptance of the findings.  

Ethics Precautions 

There are ethical considerations whenever human subjects are involved in 

research studies. As a direct response to ―gross violations of subject‘s rights by 

biomedical scientists during the Nazi era‖ and other indignities perpetrated on human 

subjects in the 20th Century, two significant studies have formed the guiding principles 

for human research, the Helsinki Declaration and the Belmont Report (de Leeuw, Hox & 

Dillman, 2008, p. 79). Additionally, US Federal Regulations—Protection of Human 

Subjects of Research in the United States (45 Code of Federal Regulation 46)—has 

established guiding issues to assist in the conduct of research on human subjects in the 

United States. 

There are three basic principles established in the Belmont Report—beneficence, 

justice and respect for persons. The principle of beneficence requires the researchers 

―minimize possible harms and maximize possible benefits for the subject‖ (de Leeuw et 

al., 2008, p. 80). The principle of justice requires a balance between those who bear the 

burdens of research and those who will benefit. The last principle is respect for other 

persons. This principle involves the notion of informed consent. 

Whereas the principles from the Belmont Report are broad actions, the guiding 

issues from the federal regulation offer a little more specificity. This regulation requires 

colleges, universities and other organizations ―that conduct human research and receive 

federal funding to establish a local institutional review board (IRB)‖ (Savion, 2009, p. 
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88). The guiding issues from the federal regulation are: informed consent; providing 

enough information and assuring comprehension; avoiding undue influence; documenting 

consent; and, confidentiality protection (de Leeuw et al., 2008). The researcher complied 

with the letter and the intent of the George Washington University Institutional Review 

Board requirements. All human subjects who participated in this research study signed 

The George Washington University‘s Human Subject Review authorization before 

participation in any of the data collection exercises.  Fictionalized names were created for 

the persons in this phenomenological study.  Participants were not identified by name in 

the research study; all names were fictionalized to maintain confidentiality.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter discussed the phenomenological approach to qualitative inquiry as 

the human scientific study of phenomena, specified a criterion-based sampling selection, 

and blended Moustakas‘ (1994), Seidman‘s (2006), Creswell‘s (2009) and, Kvale and 

Brinkmann‘s (2009) phenomenological data gathering and analyses methods. This 

chapter also discussed the researcher‘s philosophical assumptions and social 

constructionist worldview in choosing to conduct a qualitative inquiry. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) detailed four criteria that were used to enhance the trustworthiness of this inquiry 

in the data collection and data analysis phases. This chapter concluded by highlighting 

the ethical precautions required when human participants are involved in a research study 

and the measures taken to protect the participants and the researcher from potential risks 

associated with this research study. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis 

Overview 

This chapter discusses the findings derived from phenomenological analysis of 

the audio and written transcripts of fourteen participants‘ transitioning experiences from a 

combat to a garrison environment. The findings were the result of interviews conducted 

over a five-month period and another five months of data reduction, analysis and 

synthesis. The chapter will be divided into two sections. After the overview, the first 

section discusses themes—core and structural. The core themes are the product of the 

phenomenological reduction. Core themes are the clustered invariant constituents that 

point out the ―unique qualities of the experience‖ (Moustakas, 1994, p. 124). The 

structural themes provide the necessary conditions or structures for the phenomenon to 

occur. The second section encompasses the analysis of the phenomenon. The analysis 

includes four individual textural and individual structural descriptions, a composite 

textural-structural description, and revealing of the meanings and essences.  

The research question for this study focused on the participants‘ successful 

transition from a combat zone to a garrison environment (How do Junior Officers who 

have successfully transitioned from a combat environment to a non-combat garrison 

environment describe their experience?) The sub- questions were: What was the 

transition like? What factors contributed to the successful transition? 

 Several aspects of the participant‘s lived experience in transition shape and 

inform the analysis and findings for this study. Initially, the challenges that the 

participants overcame at home, with their friends and at work, reveal the hurdles that the 
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participants faced. These challenges included: rushed weddings; unexpected divorces; re-

marriages; the birth of children; parents or grandparents‘ unexpected deaths; and leaving 

position of responsibility for the lives and welfare of dozens of men and women in 

combat to assume positions with significantly less authority and fulfillment.  Next, there 

were the layers of physical and emotional support that were common experiences by the 

participants. This included in-law assistance for companionship, and close friends and 

combat veterans‘ willingness to listen and empathize. Finally, the participants‘ traits of 

optimism, resilience, flexibility and adaptability combined with their personal values of 

loyalty, selfless service and integrity were instrumental in their successful transition. The 

participant‘s manifestation of these traits and values shaped and formed the findings. The 

presentation of the findings is organized around the analytical framework articulated by 

Moustakas (1994).   

The core themes were the result of the data reduction process in Moustakas‘ 

(1994) analytic framework previously described in detail in Chapter 3. The core themes 

are exemplified by quotes from a couple of the participants. The structural themes, 

though, are the product of imaginative variation. The imaginative variation process is 

intended to combine ―free imaginative fancy‖ with reflection to provide ―body, detail, 

and descriptive fullness to the search for essences‖ (p. 99). Hence, the imaginative 

variation process serves as the methodological bridge between the phenomenological 

reduction and essences, and meanings processes.  

In the analysis section, four participant textural and structural descriptions were 

selected as exemplars of the research population‘s transition experience. The textural 
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description uses the core themes to present a ―coherent textural description of the 

phenomenon‖ (Moustakas, 1994, p. 97).  The structural description is the product of the 

imaginative variation and uses invariant structural themes to ―facilitate the development 

of a structural description of the phenomenon‖ (p. 99).  

The researcher selected the four participants after he assessed each of the 

participant‘s expressions of the core themes in their individual transcriptions. The four 

participants were selected because their narratives more completely voiced the invariant 

constituents and core themes in the phenomenological reduction process. Participants 4, 

7, 8 and 12 were the most articulate and passionate. Table 3 below illustrates the 

researcher‘s assessment of each of the participant‘s expression of the core themes. The 

researcher subjectively categorized the participant‘s transcription as one of three 

categories: S-stands out and articulate; A-apparent but ill expressed; and U-understated.  

These four were chosen because they most clearly reflected strong instances of the core 

themes. The remaining participant textural and structural descriptions are included in 

Appendix E.   
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Table 3 

Participants’ Expressions of Core Themes 

 

Theme 

Participant 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

 

Prior Transition Experience 
The prior experience of multiple 

transitions aided the Junior 

Officer transitions. 

 

S A S S S S S S A S S S S A 

 

Clear Self-Awareness 
The Junior Officer‘s awareness 

of self was singular and 

important to their successful 

transition.  

 

U A S S S A S S S S S S S S 

 

Convoy of Support 
A broad and supportive convoy 

of family, close friends, peers 

and institutional scaffolding 

facilitated successful transitions. 

 

A S S S S S S S S S S S S A 

 

Numerous Coping Strategies 
Numerous coping strategies and 

modes allowed the participants 

to juggle personal and 

professional challenges in the 

midst of their transitions. 

 

U U S S S S S S S A S S S A 

 

Reflective Practices 

Important lessons from each 

transition were discovered by 

the participants‘ reflective 

practices. 

A S S S A A S S S A A S S A 
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Note. (S) Stands out and articulate; (A) Apparent but ill-expressed; (U) Understated  

 

The researcher then fashioned a composite textural and structural description from 

the individual textural and structural descriptions. This composite description represents 

all fourteen of the participant transcriptions. The composite description allows the 

researcher to provide the reader with a textural and structural representation of the 

participants‘ transitioning experience as a whole. This process represents the integration 

of the textural and structural descriptions in a manner that captures the essences of the 

phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). 

Themes 

There are two groups of themes essential in Moustakas‘ (1994) phenomenological 

research methodology. The core themes are the product of the phenomenological 

reduction process. The core themes are derived from the clustering of the invariant 

constituents to provide ―coherent textural description‖ (p. 97) of the phenomenon from 

the participants‘ narratives.   The structural themes are the product of imaginative 

variation and differ from the core themes. The structural themes are imagined by 

examining the ―possible structures of time, space, materiality, causality and relationships 

to self and to others‖ (p. 99). The structural themes are arrived at after reflection on the 

participant‘s narrative holistically to search for invariant structural themes that must exist 

for the phenomenon to exist.   

Core Themes 

 The five core themes are illustrated in Table 3 above. These themes are the result 

of numerous readings and listening to the participant interviews. The themes were 
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derived from the researcher‘s coding and cataloguing efforts of the transcripts during the 

phenomenological reduction process. Each theme emerged from and is present in the 

participants‘ interviews. While the core themes are distinct by themselves, they are 

interwoven throughout each of the participant‘s lived experience.  

  Prior transition experience and the importance that it offers is a consistent 

thread throughout all the participants‘ narratives. The unique aspect in this research, 

however, is the centrality that transition plays in the participant‘s lives and careers—it is 

an accepted fact of life. Transitioning from combat to garrison offered organizational and 

personal challenges for the participants. However, the prior experience with similar 

transitions was valuable and allowed for the participant to better manage expectations—

his expectations at home, at work and with his friends. Each participant experienced a 

major transition returning from the combat zone the first time. All transitioned a second 

time and a few transitioned a third time.  

[Participant 1] I think the transition period for me, I know now, having done 

three significant transitions….it can be a very sensitive time. In reference to [the] 

example [of] my Platoon Sergeant throwing the phone against the wall… I would 

never have expected that out of him while we were deployed. Yet it has happened 

during our transition coming home. That kind of showed me for myself and for 

others this is a very sensitive period of time. So I probably have been more 

attuned to those things. But that was really reinforced with the issues and 

problems I had with my wife coming back. We are both very sensitive to each 

other‘s mood swings. We are very attuned to each other. Another lesson I learned, 

especially after the second deployment, if issues during the transition are not 

addressed properly they are not going to go away. The transition period will not 

end until all those issues are really addressed properly or some kind of resolution 

or compromise is reached.‖ 

 

[Participant 4] It is a little bit easier each time we do it because now we have 

done it three times. But it [is] no less important and it is no less challenging to 

work through it because you are not the same people when you come back from 

that kind of experience. 
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  Clear self-awareness addresses the extraordinary individual qualities of the 

participants—their values and traits. The participants‘ self-awareness allowed them to 

manage the stresses associated with the transition challenges.  Without exception, the 

participants exhibited an enormous level of maturity and ability to maintain perspective, 

in spite of their youth. Each of the participants described their transition experiences in a 

positive light. This positive explanatory style highlighted their optimism and positive 

outlook on life. The participants were confident in their ability to meet challenges head-

on and, and to an extent, control the outcome. There was a strong learned value system 

that spoke to their pride in their profession, in their belief in their peers and lessons 

learned on the battlefield where outcomes are sometimes not pretty and certainly not 

guaranteed. Without exception, the participants were a resilient and hardy population. 

Individually, they were committed to their profession, their friends and certainly to their 

families.  

[Participant 2] As far as skills, [long pause] I want to say adaptability but if 

you‘re too rigid I don‘t think you‘ll be able to handle transition well. I‘m not sure 

how to best describe it. I think that you need to, uh, I think that you need to 

possess a mindset that there‘s …you look for the silver lining. 

 

[Participant 9] The term comes to mind only because we are learning about it -

self-efficacy. I‘m fairly self-aware; I‘m also fairly confident about myself; I‘m 

resilient in that if someone, if I get knocked down mentally, emotionally or 

physically, I‘ll get back up. I think those kinds of things. Just being resilient and 

being self-aware and being able to…just being confident. 

 

  Convoy of support reflects the most dominate theme throughout the participant‘s 

transition experiences. This support came from the usual places—friends, unit peers, the 

US Army as an institution—but overwhelmingly the critical support came from the 

spouse. The participants spoke of the closest and most reliable support came from those 
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with whom they were the most intimate. Peers and immediate seniors in the organization 

formed an important support function but were generally tied to the participant‘s position 

(or role) at the time of need and therefore less stable. The institutional support formed an 

important scaffold that the participants‘ praised or criticized. However, regardless of their 

individual experiences, the institutional support was pervasive and influenced the 

participant‘s transition experience.  

[Participant 2] Definitely my wife. She has kind of been the constant in all of that. 

It is kind of a reciprocal relationship because as I have to go through all of these 

changes she does too. It is kind of a mutually supporting relationship. I would say 

she has definitely been the most supportive. 

 

[Participant 4] Definitely him [my S-3]. He was an awesome guy. He was 

definitely the guy who helped me as a professional. The transition from the 

second deployment I would probably argue was my S-3. He and his entire family 

definitely… He mentored the entire officers. We had some issues with the 

commander at the time that made it a little hard to deal with him. My S-3, he was 

the operations officer, he was definitely the mentor, bring us back in. He had a ton 

of experience training and working in Italy because he had been a company 

commander in Italy before. 

 

  Numerous coping strategies demonstrated a deliberate action on the 

participant‘s part to accommodate the challenges associated with transition. Depending 

on where the challenge originated or the complexity of the challenge, the participants 

adapted their responses.  These responses included modifying the situation (e.g., 

negotiating with a spouse over ‗personal space and time‘), controlling the meaning of 

stressors (e.g., a commanding officer challenging their professional competence) and 

helping the participants manage stress after it‘s occurred (e.g., organizing organizational 

activities that combined physical exertion and team building to ‗blow off steam‘). In each 

case, the participants were assertive in their coping modes.  
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[Participant 1] We didn‘t know enough about each other to understand what was 

going to be seen as disrespectful and was going to be seen as respectful. I talked 

about personal space.  I like my personal space and she likes to be in my personal 

space. So that was a bit of a challenge. We had a compromise where maybe we 

did not spend every minute of every weekend together but we spent the majority 

of it and had some time apart. And I think that that is the biggest issue, especially 

for someone like my wife who likes that personal time. I like personal time too. 

There is the sense that you have to spend every moment that you can with each 

other. You know, go through the whirlwind of activities that she wants to do. So 

we had to find kind of that compromise as to the amount of time that I truly 

needed to just rest and relax and kind of do something on my own.  Then give her 

enough attention and time that she needed. 

 
[Participant 9] I think a lot of guys will come back from the combat zone – 

myself included—and they‘re used to calling their own shots; they‘re used to 

making decisions; they‘re used to a high pace. And they come back and you don‘t 

get that stuff. And so things like Warrior or Venture Quest are good idea.  It‘s a 

government sponsored program put on by the Morale, Welfare and Recreation 

Division, Department of the Army. And they provide high adrenaline activities 

for Soldiers coming back from combat zones. I think that‘s a really good way to 

kind of blow off steam. You get the adrenaline rush that you kind of did overseas 

and it‘s also a great way to build espirit de corps in the unit. 

 

  Reflective practices are a core theme that informs and is informed by each of the 

previous four core themes. The best practices learned from the previous transition 

experiences are absorbed through reflection. The participant‘s self-awareness is bolstered 

through reflective practices. The convoy of support mechanisms is strengthened by the 

participant‘s reflective practice. Coping strategies are enriched through the participant‘s 

reflection. The practice of reflection was both a self-initiated action by some participants 

and an action directed by the institution for other participants. In both instances, the 

practice of reflection was acknowledged to be a valuable tool in the tool kit to aid in the 

successful transitioning from a combat to a garrison environment.  

[Participant 1] So you need to transition just so you can get new perspectives and 

you need to transition so you can reflect on your past assignment.  I didn‘t do 

much reflection while I was in my Company Command job on how I was doing in 

Company Command. But now almost every day I am trying something I am 
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learning to something I did in Company Command. So I think from that I can 

move on to the next assignment and be better off for it because I have not only 

had the experience but because I have had time to reflect on it. I have had time to 

tie it to some concepts I have learned along the way. 

 

[Participant 11] A lot of us bonded, particularly over our combat experiences. 

And we had a good time. The reflection piece that kind of changes was as I 

looked at Staff Processes and how things were supposed to happen, it kind of 

developed an idea of what should happen in some of the fights that we had been 

in; some of the support that we should have had. So I kind of resolved myself to 

be a great Staff Officer. Which is unfortunate for myself. Not something that I 

wanted to do. I made the transition that, even if you are on staff, you can make a 

difference - even good or bad in a fight. 

 

Structural Themes  

The structural themes are derived through the process of imaginative variation. 

Imaginative variation is a reflective process that is intended to examine many possibilities 

and not to be restricted to the obvious or any ―measureable entities‖ (Moustakas, 1994, 

p.98). The researcher allowed himself to figuratively step-back and holistically examine 

what the participants were saying to understand what structures were necessary for the 

phenomenon to exist. The researcher varied his perspective to allow him to arrive at the 

―underlying and precipitating factors that account for what is being experienced‖ (p. 98).  

The structural themes form the important methodological bridge between the 

phenomenological reduction process and the identification of the meanings and essences.  

  Altered identity. The importance of being a combat veteran was a significant 

aspect of the participant‘s identity. The participants‘ identity was altered irrevocably by 

what they experienced in combat. The participants‘ values, self-esteem, confidence, and 

an enhanced sense of self were positively shaped by their experiences in a combat zone. 

Each transition challenge was addressed by the altered identity of the combat-
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experienced Junior Officer. The combat-experienced and altered identity is an important 

structure to understand and is a necessary structure to describe the participants‘ transition. 

  Shifting roles. The participants had multiple roles that affected their transition 

from combat to a garrison environment. Each role had defined boundaries, assumptions 

and role sets to accompany them. There was the personal role of spouse, parent, sibling or 

child that had its own collection of challenges. Professionally, the participants interacted 

with subordinates, peers and seniors with different array of authorities and autonomy.  

The contrast between their professional relationships in combat and in garrison was stark 

and challenged the participants‘ transitioning. The movement within and between the 

roles is an important structural theme to describe the Junior Officers‘ transition 

experiences.  

  Supportive relationships. The participants‘ relationships with others—either 

personally or professionally—are an important structural theme to describe their 

transition experiences.  The support received from the relationships could be categorized 

by affect, aid, affirmation or feedback that involved the participant. The relationships 

were unique in many respects. There were the intimate relationships with those who were 

closest to the participant. There were the personal relationships with peers and others 

from work. And there were the relationships that transcended family proximity or length 

of time. Those relationships were with those that shared similar experiences in combat 

and challenges in transition.  

  Demanding Army culture. The US Army is a greedy organization that demands 

much of the Junior Officers. As an organization, the Army has normative behaviors and 

values that require rigid adherence by the members. The Army sets the pace, the tempo 
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and the expectations for transition. The Army can be a tremendous irritant to transition or 

it can be a wonderful palliative. Regardless, the Army with its unique culture is an 

important structural theme that is critical to understand the Junior Officers‘ transition 

experience.   

Analysis—Exemplar Participant Descriptions 

Textural Description of Participant 4’s Transitioning Experience 

[Participant 4 is an active duty Major with nine years of active duty and has 

deployed once to Iraq (03-04) and twice to Afghanistan (07-08 and 09-10). During 

Participant 4’s third deployment, his wife remained in Europe with a three-year old and 

was pregnant with twins.]  

Participant 4‘s three transitions from combat to a garrison were each remarkable, 

rich and rewarding in their personal and professional challenges. In his own terms, his 

first transition was the most difficult but produced profound changes in him personally 

and served to re-orient his professional perspective. His second transition was 

complicated by leaving his wife and two-year old daughter in one European country, on 

the local economy, and deploying from a second European country that he had reported 

to less than a month earlier.  His third transition involved uprooting his wife with their 

new-born twins and his four-year old daughter back from Europe to begin a compressed 

graduate school program at an Ivy-league school. Each of the core themes reverberate 

separately and in concert with one another in his transition experiences.   

Participant 4 deployed to his first combat position shortly after completing his 

basic Officer training and joining his unit. He left his new bride and was deployed to a 
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stressful combat environment at the very onset of Operation Iraqi Freedom-1. He 

acknowledged that his redeployment back to a garrison environment was neither smooth 

nor uneventful. He had personal challenges adjusting to his wife‘s new habits, and his 

work, 

My wife was not the same person as when I left. The things that I did before I left 

she did now and she did not do them the same way I did them. Things like how to 

take care of the dog, she fed the dog differently…. So as a Lieutenant, and 

especially coming off my first real assignment and coming back to that training 

environment it was frustrating for me at first.  

 

  His convoy of support was critical to weathering the new home situation and the 

new realities of the garrison environment. He admitted that, ―I was not the same person 

coming back from Iraq. I saw a lot of things that kind of changed me, from friends being 

killed badly, a lot of violence. I was a more serious person than I was before.‖  

His mother-in-law and his first Company Commander were at the heart of the 

support process but with different functions and different purposes. His mother-in-law 

functioned as the aid or assistant that Participant 4 needed to adjust to new circumstances 

at home. His mother-in-law provided him and his wife the space and freedom to 

reconnect.  

The transition from OIF 1 was probably my wife‘s mom. She came down and just 

helped for a while. Actually now that I reflect on it, it was probably my wife‘s 

mom for all three of them, now that I think about it. She was there during the time 

I came home or right before the time I came home to make sure we were set. She 

was very instrumental in that piece there. 

 

Participant 4‘s first Company Commander functioned differently but just as 

significantly. He recognized that the new Lieutenants were going to be challenged and 

frustrated with the transition from an autonomous combat situation to a controlling 

garrison or training environment. Participant 4 acknowledged that the safety restrictions 
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that govern the pre-mission training in Iraq were not as apparent to him and his peers, 

―So as a Lieutenant, and especially coming off my first real assignment and coming back 

to that training environment it was frustrating for me at first.‖ But his Company 

Commander took the time and aided Participant 4 and his peers by mentoring them in 

how a garrison Army trains and prepares for conflict. The Commander told the young 

Participant 4 that  

Hey, all that stuff you took for granted in combat; I did that stuff for you to make 

sure you guys were straight. I did risk assessment. I ensured that we were 

following surface danger zones properly in your maneuver. It is the same thing 

you are doing in your training. When you plan a maneuver range in training, 

surface danger zones, that is your training for combat. You translate that to 

combat. 

 

This mentoring had a profound effect on Participant 4. He struggled with the 

frustration of dealing with the bureaucracy of the training environment and trying to 

understand the purpose of its rigidity. He admitted that with the mentoring by his 

commander,  

I actually enjoyed the training environment because it allowed me to make 

mistakes that I otherwise would not be allowed to make in combat. So I learned 

more as a professional during that transition and that initial few months in a 

training environment than I did the entire year I was in Iraq. 

 

The second transition from a combat zone to a garrison environment was filled 

with its own unique challenges. Participant 4 redeployed from a combat zone and in the 

midst of transitioning to the new garrison environment, he had to relocate his young 

family—wife and infant daughter—across Europe. The core themes loudly resonate in 

Participant 4‘s successful navigation moving through these transition challenges.  

Participant 4‘s previous experience had educated him in the obvious and not-so-

obvious professional and personal difficulties that accompany this type of transition. In 
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the garrison work environment, Participant 4 switched roles with his Company 

Commander from his first re-deployment in a figurative sense. Based on his previous 

commander‘s mentoring him on the difficulties of combat to garrison responsibilities, he 

found himself mentoring his Lieutenants.  

As you looked at them the bureaucracy and red tape you had to go through to do 

training really was a pain in the ass. Lieutenants were really very frustrated; 

especially considering many of them came off of a hallmark deployment for the 

unit. It kind of cemented their legacy in theater. Many of them felt that they 

walked on water. They didn‘t feel like it was something they had to do. A very 

rough transition for them and for me to get them to do… basically I had switched 

roles with my company commander. I was trying to mentor them saying you have 

to do this and this is why, so that was a little bit rough, similar but different. 

 

 The personal challenges were also similar but none-the-less very daunting. He 

had left his young family as the only American member in the community. She did not 

speak the local language and the American military base was twenty minutes away. In 

addition to the just reconnecting as a couple, Participant 4 recognized that his wife and he 

had to ―work through a lot of resentment that she had towards me and the Army in 

general for leaving her like that.‖ If there was a mitigating factor in this second transition 

from a personal perspective, though, it was the convoy of support that the young Junior 

Officer had to rely on .When they settled into their new military post, the tight knit 

community was very supportive and assisted in the transition challenges, ―It worked out 

in the end but the first few months were very rough.‖  

His wife‘s mother was the dependable anchor that they needed, ―I think that she 

made it a lot easier coming back and just little stuff like the dishes, or garbage, or taking 

the babies out of the way for a little while. Giving us space, time to go and do things.” 

One of the Senior Officers in Participant 4‘s unit assisted professionally and personally. 
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The Senior Officer offered a ―wealth of knowledge that you could go to if you needed 

help; if you needed advice…obviously his family kind of became an extended family for 

us.‖  

Participant 4‘s personal characteristics factored in his successful transitions. His 

positive explanatory style of expressing himself during the interview revealed his 

optimism and enthusiastic approach toward transitioning.  He acknowledged that after his 

second transition, flexibility and not taking things too seriously had been his personal 

strengths. Transitioning had taught him patience and to tolerate the ambiguity associated 

with transitions. Additionally, Participant 4 revealed an ability to learn from his earlier 

transition experiences and internalize the values and lessons. This was apparent from his 

recognition of how important and critical his wife was to his successful transition. He 

was decidedly humble when he admitted, 

I think I went through some transitions of ―Hey, all you are is a mom, and trying 

to deal with that.‖ That is definitely not the case. That is a full-time, completely 

unappreciated job that I think takes…. I think it took me going away and seeing 

everything she did for the family and how she kept it all together through some 

crazy challenges. I have no doubt that this last deployment was harder on her than 

it was for me. I know it was; I don‘t have to even question that. My appreciation 

for her and what she has done I think has made us a stronger family unit. In spite 

of the challenges I know we go through I think that coming back be we both 

acknowledge that there are going to be problems when I come back and so I think 

we are more prepared to deal with them. 

 

While Participant 4‘s third transition from a combat to a garrison environment 

was expected, the pace and the enormity of the personal and professional challenges were 

overwhelming—in spite of his previous experiences. He declared that the third transition 

was ―like taking the first two plus our move to Europe and lumping them all into one 

move at once…in a very short amount of time.‖ The personal challenge now included a 
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set of twins that were born while he was deployed. The professional challenge was to 

literally disengage from a demanding combat assignment as a Commander and mentally 

switch gears—in a matter of weeks—to become a full-time graduate student at an Ivy 

League university.  The previous experiences, his personal characteristics, his convoy of 

support, his coping skills and reflecting on the lessons were all contributors to meeting 

the transition challenges.  

The third transition was an expected transition but the combination of the timing 

of leaving a combat assignment, relocating the newly re-sized family from Europe to 

New York, and redefining his role from combat commander to graduate student was 

stressing,  

What that meant was I had to redeploy as a commander to Italy and then in the 

span of two weeks I had to clear and pack out. And literally that meant start 

school a day or two after got here. So it was a very tight window for us. 

 

His optimism, flexibility and sense of perspective (i.e., not taking things or him too 

seriously) each contributed to his successful transition. 

As in previous transition, his convoys of support—from the most intimate (his 

wife), to his peers (college classmates), to the military institution—each enabled his 

transition in their unique way. His wife was the anchor as he adjusted to the different 

environment and the different responsibilities. His college classmates served as his 

sounding board to manage his expectations, and the Army provided the institutional re-

integration training that is mandated after a deployment to a combat zone.    

Participant 4‘s coping strategy to deal with the transition included several 

approaches. He sought out information to minimize the transition stress that was 
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inevitable. But also, true to his personality, he remained flexible and managed the events, 

and accompanying stress, as they occurred or after the fact.  

In spite of the challenges I know we go through I think that coming back, we both 

acknowledge that there are going to be problems when I come back, and so I think 

we are more prepared to deal with them. The emotional issues and trying to ferret 

out as a family what we are going to do. I won‘t say we have dealt with them the 

best ways in every instance, but generally we have been prepared to do so. 

  

Reflection played more a role in his third transition that the earlier transitions. 

Participant 4 acknowledged that after his third transition from combat to a garrison, he 

thinks that he‘s a ―little more reflective and in touch with myself more than back in the 

day.‖ And this reflection has caused him to be ―a little more serious in some respects. I 

don‘t put up with a lot of bull shit now that I once did.‖ Interestingly, the combination of 

deployments to a combat zone and the multiple transitions have matured and broadened 

Participant 4‘s outlook. 

I think that fifteen years ago you would never had me thinking about the 

emotional context of a deployment and how that plays out on you and your family 

and being willing to share those experiences and how they affected you. I would 

never have done that before. I probably would not have done that two 

deployments ago. I think if you don‘t do that and learn how to deal with who you 

are as a person on an emotional level, I think it causes a lot more problems than 

not. 

 

Structural Description of Participant 4’s Transitioning Experience 

There are three structures that are necessary to describe Participant 4‘s successful 

transitioning experiences. The structures include how he related to others around, and 

how they related to him. Next, the unique setting that Participant 4 experienced in his 

second and third transition are necessary to describe and to understand how transition 

affected and changed him. And importantly, how Participant 4 related to himself and the 
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profound changes that occurred to him is a necessary structure to understand his 

transitioning experience.   

There was real passion in Participant 4‘s voice when he described his 

relationships across his convoy of support. Whether the relationship was formed in the 

crucible of combat or the intimacy of marriage, Participant 4 valued and counted heavily 

on them to navigate the quick-turns that he often found along his transition routes. The 

structure of camaraderie and intimacy were critical to him, his wife especially,  

My appreciation for her and what she has done I think has made us a stronger 

family unit. In spite of the challenges I know we go through I think that coming 

back be we both acknowledge that there are going to be problems when I come 

back and so I think we are more prepared to deal with them. 

 

His peers and importantly his college classmates form an important cohort that he has 

come to rely on for support. Participant 4 additionally formed strong bonds with his 

supervisors and was quick to acknowledge their contribution to his successful 

transitions—all three of them. 

While the Participant 4‘s relationship structure is certainly fundamental in 

describing the structures in his transition experience, the setting—in his case the 

geographic setting—is a necessary structure to describe his transition. Participant 4 

experienced two of his three transitions from a combat to a garrison environment while 

he was stationed overseas. On his second transition, he left his young wife and daughter 

in one European country while he was in combat. His family was not under the usual 

supportive umbrella of the Army military community. He returned and immediately 

uprooted them and crossed into another country to be on the military garrison where he 

was now assigned. This relocation from one setting to another was a significant aspect of 
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Participant 4‘s transition. For his third transition, Participant 4 returned from a combat 

zone and relocated his family from Europe to New York within two weeks. The 

professional and personal challenges were exacerbated by the setting structure, but the 

setting structure also proved to be the catalyst that assisted in influencing the third 

structure—Participant 4‘s relation to self. 

Participant 4‘s identity was increasingly more and more linked to his role as a 

professional Army Officer with each successful transition. He struggled with the first 

transition and his self-characterization of combat babies, 

And so a lot of our officers, especially those that I call ―combat babies,‖ guys that 

come out of OBC [Officer Basic Course] or Ranger School and go straight to 

combat. So as a Lieutenant, and especially coming off my first real assignment 

and coming back to that training environment it was frustrating for me at first.  

 

But with mentoring by his immediate supervisor, his identity and his role were 

more closely linked. It was further apparent that his values and his professionalism 

matured. He bought into the garrison Army requirements and his broader responsibilities 

as a professional military. He accepted that his profession and transitions were 

inextricably linked.  

But I think at the end of the day I found that the root causes in my transition 

problems were internal problems to me and my family versus external factors that 

seem to contribute to them. I guess that I call then hygiene factors versus 

motivating factors. The motivating factors I typically find are internal and the 

hygiene factors are typically external. I would definitely stop blaming everyone 

else. You can be upset with it but at the end of the day I would say look inside 

versus look outside because I think that becomes the root of a lot of problems 

with any transition because of the amount of stress that is placed with you and 

what is going on with your family system at the time.  
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Textural Description of Participant 7’s Transitioning Experience 

[Participant 7 is an active duty Captain with nine years of service and has 

deployed twice to Iraq (03-04 and 05-06) and once to Afghanistan (08-09). Participant 7 

married just prior to his first deployment and he and his wife had their first child during 

this second combat deployment.] 

Participant 7 was able to overcome each of his transitioning challenges with a 

combination of individual qualities and collective assistance. His challenges 

encompassed returning from a high-stress, but fulfilling position as a combat-tested 

leader in the initial stages of Operation Iraqi Freedom 1 (OIF- 1) to a position in garrison 

deciding which subordinate units would receive additional hydration stations during a 

unit activity day. On the personal side, the challenges involved a new wife, a new child 

and multiple relocations sandwiched around three deployments to a combat zone.  The 

core themes of prior transition experience, clear self-awareness, convoy of support, 

coping strategies, and reflective practices each contributed to Participant 7 meeting and 

besting these challenges—whether professional or personal.  

Participant 7 had the benefit of having previous transition experience for both his 

second and third transition from a combat deployment to a garrison assignment. He noted 

that the improved electronic communications architecture (e.g., SKYPE, better 

telephones) assisted in managing his expectations as he prepared for transition back. In 

fact, the communications and a sympathetic transportation system allowed him to be 

present for the birth of his son.  

We had ten times the communication assets at our FOB [Forward Operating 

Base]. I actually went home mid-tour leave. I had scheduled it around when the 

baby was supposed to be born and he came early. I got a phone call saying she 
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was in labor when I was still in Baghdad. The Army was gracious enough to give 

me first billing on each one of those flights back [The leadership manifested 

Participant 7 on multiple flights to accommodate him and allow him to return 

Stateside], and I actually made it back in less than seventy hours all the way 

around the world, and she held off and I got to see my baby be born, which was 

awesome. 

 

While he struggled with the loss of autonomy and perceived lack of job 

satisfaction after his first re-deployment, Participant 7 grew and became more self-aware 

of the transition cycles that he was going to be confronted with in his young military 

career. The work environment was a big adjustment after his first redeployment,  

Work-wise it was a drastic reduction in the amount of autonomy, responsibility 

and power that you have. I was able to do what I wanted and take my platoon and 

go do what we need to do. Upon returning that was completely not the case. 

  

  He struggled with the garrison bureaucracy that he labeled as ―a little bit 

frustrating.‖ But after his second and third transition back, he refocused his energy 

toward different aspects in his personal and his professional life. He refocused his time 

and energy toward his family, ―It was nice it gave me more time with my family‖ and he 

was not ―cognizant of a loss of power‖ during his second transition back from combat. 

Participant 7‘s confidence and acknowledging the limits of his world that he could 

influence assisted him in the transition journey.  

During his third transition, though, Participant 7‘s awareness of self greatly 

contributed to his personal smooth transition, and by extension assisted the Soldiers that 

he commanded in a Wounded Warrior unit. His struggles with loss of autonomy and 

decreased job satisfaction translated well to some of the challenges that the wounded 

warriors faced, ―It was very easy for me to have empathy towards them, to understand 

where they were coming from.‖ His strong personal sense of who he was not only aided 
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his personal transition but aided others who were facing similar but certainly potentially 

more challenging transition challenges (―Because there were a lot of guys that were the 

for pretty serious stuff. It ran the gambit. It wasn‘t just PTSD [Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder] and combat injuries and traumatic brain injuries [TBI]. There were amputees‖). 

By helping others, Participant 7 helped himself and demonstrated a strong personal value 

system underscoring his strong sense of self-awareness.  

Participant 7‘s wife was the cornerstone of his support foundation. Through each 

transition experience, the personal relationship and their ability to communicate was 

instrumental in overcoming many of their personal challenges, and by extension assisted 

in overcoming the professional hurdles that he faced.  

My wife. She was always there to just listen to me when I needed to talk about 

something or wanted to talk about something. We talked every night. I have 

talked her ear off I am sure about things she gives not a crap about. I don‘t think 

she cared about whether or not if I wrote my FRAGO[Fragmentary Order] this 

way or that way, or what people did with it, or how they responded to it, but she 

listened to me and I had somebody to talk to, somebody to vent to outside of that 

frame. I had some good friends but I didn‘t necessarily confide in them as much 

as I did with my wife. She has been a heck of a rock all along.  

 

But in his convoy of support, Participant 7 also relied on others as well. His 

family (mother and father) assisted the young married couple during each of the three 

transitions—particularly focusing on the young child to relieve Participant 7 of the 

psychological burden of re-uniting with his son after each deployment. His mother even 

went so far as to craft a doll of Participant 7‘s likeness so that when the youngster would 

―squeeze the doll it was actually me [Participant 7] talking to him.‖ This function of 

support allowed Participant 7 to mobilize his personal and psychological resources to 

improve his handling of the transition challenges.  
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Participant 7 coped with his transition burdens by adopting a couple of strategies 

that shifted as the situation demanded. After his first redeployment from a combat 

environment and facing the imminent return within a year, Participant 7 selectively 

ignored the situation  and focused on his relationship with his spouse, ―The first three, 

four months [we had] no issues. Then as I had been back for a little while there was a 

little bit of tension around the five month mark. But I just let it slide.‖ His second 

transition back from combat, Participant 7 worked to modify the situation and alter the 

sources of the tension and strains associated with transitioning. While he moved to a less 

fulfilling position from his perspective, 

I think that the scope of the job was decreased greatly when we came back. I was 

the guy writing the FRAGO [Fragmentary Order] about who was going to sign for 

the water buffalos [water storage containers that serve to rehydrate individuals] 

for family day rather than writing part of the OPORDER that would move all 

those people, 

 

He modified the situation and was able to marshal his psychological resources toward 

optimistic action (―I was nice it gave me more time with my family‖). By his third 

transition, his experience had shaped his expectations concerning the realities at home 

and work, and he approached and executed the third transition with an increased measure 

of optimism, ―For the family it has been tremendous. I have been able to take the time to 

be with them, talk with them, and be around them on weekends. It has been really nice.‖   

Participant 7 used reflective practices throughout each of his transitions to 

maintain perspective and prepare for the next transition. When he redeployed from his 

first combat deployment, he struggled to define his relationship with his wife. He 

acknowledged that ―there was a little bit of tension around the five-month mark‖ but 

upon reflection he realized that with any relationship he and his wife had a ―kind of role 
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defining who was going to do what.‖  This aided during the second and third transition 

when he returned to a new child in the relationship. At work, he reflected on his loss of 

autonomy and authority, but realized that he still contributed and felt needed,  

I didn‘t enjoy going to work. I didn‘t see tremendous satisfaction from the work I 

did. [But] I know I was very valued that I wasn‘t in the office for two hours—

things would hit the roof. It was chaos, cats and dogs playing together, lunacy. 

 

Structural Description of Participant 7’s Transitioning Experience 

The structures involved in Participant 7‘s transition experience involved roles and 

relationships—principally between the intimate members of his convoy of support—but 

also at work. Participant 7‘s different role attributes are a meaningful structure to describe 

his transition. Likewise, Participant 7‘s relationships with others are an important 

structure to use in the description of his transition.  

As Participant 7 transitioned from a combat to a garrison environment, the role 

attributes characterized by identity, set and boundary changed and in doing so presented 

him challenges to success. After each redeployment from a combat environment, 

Participant 7 left a position—either as a Platoon Leader or a Company Commander—that 

was tense and fast-paced. His identity in those roles was defined by a certain set of goals, 

values, beliefs and norms that were different when he returned. The goals in combat were 

more focused on his personal and on his men‘s survival (―I had one of my soldiers get 

burned up pretty bad in that one. It was a continuing thing. We lost three Abrams [Main 

Battle Tanks] in the first month and a half of operations in there‖).  The values, beliefs 

and norms matured again, important insights after each transition. His core beliefs in his 

profession as an Army Officer did not change, but his shift from a job-focus to a family 



 

95 

 

focus, especially after the birth of his son, was an indication that after each transition his 

priorities matured and his focus shifted. 

The boundaries of his role refer to what delimits the scope of the role and can be 

typically be limited in time or space, or both, and are usually socially constructed. For 

Participant 7, his transitions from a combat to a garrison environment relaxed the 

boundaries associated with his role. His time and his space was more within his control 

after redeployment to a garrison environment. While deployed, his role was focused—24 

hours a day and 7 days a week—toward mission accomplishment. After transition, his 

time and space became more of his discretion and his choosing.  

The role set, the group of roles and associated relationships that revolve around a 

principle role, that Participant 7 belongs to in his transitions is a useful structure to 

describe his transition and the accompanying challenges. During each of his transitions, 

he left a role that had clear supervisor-subordinate-peer relationships (Platoon Leader and 

Company Commander) in a stressful environment to a role that had less defined 

relationships (Staff Officer or Graduate Student).  He described it as a drastic change in 

his mindset and his priorities. He offered that 

Your mindset obviously when you are there is incredibly focused on keeping your 

guys and yourself alive, and accomplishing whatever mission is out there. So 

there are always tasks, tasks, tasks. And it is laid out and at times you are the ones 

making the tasks, and at times you are just following the tasks. It is task-oriented; 

it is life or death. It is very, very stressful. Then when you come home your 

priorities shift to your family in so much that everything else is secondary. It is a 

strange dichotomy to be able to make that switch; it is definitely a play on your 

emotions. 

 

Participant 7‘s relationships with those closest to him—his wife, his parents and 

the friendships earned through the stresses of the combat environment—are an important 



 

96 

 

structure that is useful in describing his transitions. His wife was and is his best friend. 

Their ability to communicate, his characterization of his talking and her listening, through 

the ups and downs associated with his three transitions (―We talked every night. I have 

talked her ear off I and sure about things [that] she gives not a crap about‖) was a singular 

factor in his successful transitioning. His parents were a lifeline that he used to fill in the 

gaps and assist him in sustaining the developing relationship with his young son. His 

friends from work, his peers and his subordinates, were critical in the transition 

challenges at work. He carried the notion of teamwork from his combat experience 

through each of his transition experiences and relied heavily on it both as a leadership 

necessity but equally important as a transition anchor. He was emotional when he 

acknowledged that, ―We are still this team. If you maintain that team feel for as long as 

you possibly can you tend to have fewer issues. It tends to be self-policing. You have to 

take care of your buddies [emphasis added].‖    

Textural Description of Participant 8’s Transitioning Experience 

[Participant 8 is an active duty Captain with eight years of service with two 

deployments to Iraq (04-05 and 08-09). With two children already in the family, 

Participant 8 and his wife had a child born during his first deployment to Iraq.] 

Participant 8 met and overcame each of his transition challenges with a mixture of 

maturity and confidence. Several years older than his peers and with older children, 

Participant 8 faced a variety of personal and professional challenges in the midst of 

transitioning back from a combat to a garrison environment. Each of the core themes 

resonated clearly in the textural description of his transitioning experiences.   
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Participant 8‘s prior transitioning experiences and his life experiences assisted 

him in moving through the challenges of the combat to garrison transition. He readily 

acknowledged that his ―maturity and life-experience‖ were advantages that he had over 

his contemporaries. It was that ―experience part that helped  me a lot because I made the 

decision to become an Officer later on— when I was like 30 and I already had a family.‖  

Participant 8‘s second transition from a combat zone to a garrison environment was not 

without challenges.  He changed his military specialty, after his first return from Iraq, and 

entered flight school. This change re-introduced him to the institutional-side of the 

Army—the non-deployable military and civilians. His frustration with the non-

deployable side of the Army was tempered by his prior experiences and maturity, and 

assisted in the transitioning. He explained,  

What I noticed most is that you had civilian people and military that worked their 

way to that Post to hang out there because they didn‘t want to go somewhere else. 

And that whole thing where people didn‘t want to deploy. 

 

 These prior transitioning experiences also had a complementary effect on the most 

important component of his convoy of support—the intimate circle. He relied on the 

convoy of support to assist him personally and professionally overcome the hurdles in his 

way. His wife grew alongside him and absorbed the lessons of multiple combat to 

garrison transitions. He stated that 

Each deployment seemed to make it [our marriage] stronger because my wife was 

able to do things on her own and that strengthened her knowing that she could 

rely on me, but not every day for day-to-day decisions. So she got stronger and 

better—which helped me because then I could focus on my job. 

 

And the bonds that are forged in stressful situations (e.g., combat) are additional 

support buttresses that Participant 8 relied on during his transitions.  He counted heavily 
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on his peers for advice on personal and professional challenges. They constituted an 

important constituency in his convoy of support and to address his transition challenges. 

This peer group, his fellow commanders, was an important group because of the shared 

combat experience and command experience. He relied heavily on his peer Company 

Commanders because of the ―uniqueness of being commanders in combat.‖  

Throughout each of the transitioning experiences and facing the accompanying 

challenges, it was apparent that Participant 8 is secure and confident in his abilities to 

meet and overcome just about any transition challenge. He acknowledged that he 

possessed certain innate characteristics that aided in his transitioning journeys. He felt 

that communication (an openness to dialogue with others) and sensitivity about others (an 

intuitive feel for the feelings of others closest to him) were particularly strong aspects of 

his personal makeup. He clearly identified that ―wanting to communicate and being a 

good communicator really helped me through all of his transitions.‖ The intuitive feel for 

the feelings of others was apparent in his interview narrative. He aided others in 

anticipating and overcoming their transitioning from combat to garrison—both peers and 

subordinates. He offered advice to his peers in the interview that  

Well, I can‘t trust enough to ―know thyself first before you try to know someone 

else‖ is probably the number one piece of advice that I would give. The things 

that worked for me were knowing my people. You know, personalities, 

temptations. 

 

Participant 8 possessed numerous coping strategies and responses to assist in 

addressing the curve balls thrown by the transitioning from a combat to a garrison 

environment. He kept a journal throughout his deployment and through his transitioning. 

He kept the journal as a response to the challenges that he faced, ―I kept a journal and I 
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realized [that] I wrote because I was so stressed out; that was my outlet.‖  And he adopted 

a strategy to control the situation and have a goal that would focus his energy during his 

transition. In his case, his goal was to attend Flight School and become an Army Aviator. 

This focus was admittedly the major factor in his decision to remain on active duty after 

his first redeployment and encountering his first transition challenges. He admitted that, 

―I was potentially going to get out of the Army after my first deployment. But I got a 

challenging, cool job to do. And that was to go fly helicopters.‖ He felt strongly that it 

was not a reward but something that he had earned by remaining focused and ―doing 

well‖ on his first combat deployment. He believed that the Army allowed him to ―expand 

and grow‖ and that was critical because it restored his ―faith in the Army.‖  

Participant 8 trusted his instincts and regularly reflected backward on his journey. 

This reflection was apparent in his journaling and throughout the interview narrative. He 

characterized his reflection as a ―self-AAR [After Action Review]. Through the narrative, 

the most significant piece of advice that he felt that he could offer his peers concerned 

reflection. He felt that as an individual he had always be ―introspective about whether 

what I was doing was right or wrong.‖  He offered that, 

To look at what they‘ve done and try to compare that. That‘s an important skill 

because when you learn new things, you are going to have an effect—whether 

positive or negative. But a lot of people don‘t ever look at the effects. They just 

keep on walking forward. And they never realize that, ―Yeah, when you called 

that guy out that day in that meeting. You might have accomplished a goal 

momentarily. But now you‘ve got a lifelong enemy or something.‖ Or you‘ve got 

a dynamic that you don‘t want. So people need to reflect on those actions. Left 

and right limits are important. The clear expectations of what success is. When 

you go into this role…it‘s kind of like I kind of wish somebody had sat me down. 
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Structural Description of Participant 8’s Transitioning Experience 

The structures that are exposed in Participant 8‘s transitioning experiences 

involve his relationships—toward others and himself, and the different roles that he 

played throughout the transitioning—parent, husband, commander, and new Army 

Aviator. Participant 8 relied on his relationships with others to assist in placing his 

transition challenges in the proper context. Participant 8 is a very confident individual 

who approaches his challenges with a measure of optimism and equanimity. The 

intersections between the different roles that Participant 8 had in his two transitions are 

revealing and are a useful descriptive structure.  

Participant 8‘s relationship with others was partly defined by the shared 

experiences and partly by the proximity that the relationship had to his intimate circle 

within his convoy of support. He counted and valued the opinions of those who had 

similarly been tested in the crucible of combat, and especially those who had been 

commanders. He knew instinctively that they would understand and offer him the wisest 

counsel in transitioning. His wife grew and matured along with the journey and became 

an active and invaluable partner in overcoming the transitioning challenges—whether 

they were changing his specialty in the Army or moving to a new Army base that was in 

stark contrast to his recent combat and operational experiences.  

The relationship to himself and his strong measure of confidence were powerful 

psychological motives in his successful transitioning. His identity as a combat-

experienced commander defined who he was and contributed to personal feelings of 

distinctiveness and enhancement. As a combat veteran, regardless of where he landed in a 
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different military specialty, he belonged to a very unique fraternity that provided him 

meaning and boost to his self-confidence.  

Participant 8‘s global identity was strongly influenced by the multiple and 

intersecting roles that he fulfilled simultaneously and contributed to enhancing his core 

concept of self. Participant 8‘s global identity is the integration or overlapping of the 

different ways of acting, thinking and feeling within each role.  Participant 8 talked about 

the different ways that he acted as a parent, as a spouse, as a peer, as a commander and as 

a combat veteran. The close overlap of many of the roles suggests that the combat veteran 

role was a significant portion of his global identity. His expressed disdain for the non-

deployable community was an indication of the importance that his combat experience 

played in his global identity. The acknowledgement of the importance of shared 

experiences with fellow combat veterans, and especially commanders in combat 

underscored the importance that he attached to that portion of his global identity. His 

wife, and to a certain extent his children, were acknowledged as a part of the shared 

experience because of the burdens and hardships that they endured with his deployment 

to a combat zone and the frequent moves when he re-deployed.  

Textural Description of Participant 12’s Transitioning Experience 

[Participant 12 is an active duty Captain with seven years of service and two 

combat tours in Iraq (03-04 and 04-05). Participant 12 married between her first and 

second deployments, but divorced after her second deployment.]  

The core themes resonate clearly in Participant 12‘s multiple transitions and are 

useful to provide a rich textural description of her experiences. Participant 12‘s first 

transition from Iraq to a garrison environment provided invaluable experience to maintain 
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perspective on the different challenges that she would face in her next transition back 

from Iraq. Participant 12 possesses a strong sense of who she is, what she has 

accomplished and importantly what value she can offer to any organization. Participant 

12 acknowledged that her principle source of support came from an unexpected source—

her combat-experienced father. Throughout the numerous challenges thrust at her, 

Participant 12 employed numerous coping strategies to assist in adjusting to and 

overcoming the hurdles placed in her way. Participant 12 would reflect on her 

experiences as she navigated the transition rapids and as a result learned important and 

valuable lessons that could be applied later.  

Participant 12 returned from her first combat deployment to more than her share 

of professional and personal challenges, and with each challenge she grew stronger. Her 

first combat deployment was with the initial introduction of combat forces into Iraq and 

occurred within months of her graduation from college and assignment to the unit. She 

commented that she literally reported to her unit and ―they sent me directly to CIF 

[Central Issue Facility] to get deployment gear and get on a plane to go overseas and 

meet my unit.‖ When she returned from her first deployment, she had to not only 

accomplish the typical things that might be associated with any relocation—find a place 

to live, familiarize oneself with the community and the garrison job—but she had to re-

establish her personal relationship with her college fiancé.  

Because he was a civilian, he was an investment banker and I was in the Army, 

and not only that but I was in an almost purely male unit. So it didn‘t really go 

over well with…. I don‘t know. Just explaining it, I think that I took him for 

granted. What he understood about me being there and he kind of resented the 

fact that I had done something cool that he had not, even though it wasn‘t either 

one of our decisions. So that home transition was very difficult.  
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The experience of the earlier transition, though, aided her in her second transition. 

When she redeployed from Iraq the second time, the personal and professional challenges 

were less daunting. The combat experience in Iraq and the first transition experiences 

helped her to focus on the professional and personal challenges that she faced when her 

transitioned the second time. These challenges included the responsibility to assist in 

planning for the physical relocation of her unit from Colorado to Texas, and resolving her 

relationship difficulties with her new husband. She attributed her success in overcoming 

these and other obstacles to the fact the she was ―a little bit more mature and able to 

handle the emotions better.‖ As a result her second transition was in her estimate, 

―Definitely hard. [But] I think that they make you a stronger person. I don‘t think that 

they are worth getting out of the Army over.‖  

Throughout Participant 12‘s description of her transitions, the personal attributes 

of optimism, resiliency and a clear sense of who she is, and what her goals are, shone 

brightly. Participant 12 clearly struggled with the dissolution of her first marriage, but 

optimistically suggested that it might have been for the best because they had ―grown 

apart.‖ She and her parents disagreed with the outcome, but Participant 12 recognized 

that she had thought through the relationship issue extensively and had reached her 

decision ―slowly‖ but decisively. Her resilience was apparent as she dove headlong into 

her work and was admitted that she ―love[ed] going to work when we got back. You 

always feel like you‘re doing something.‖ With her immediate family and close friends 

from college, she recognized that her experience in combat and with her transition had 

fundamentally changed her. Her college friends were still focused on the ―most ridiculous 

trivial stuff about dating, you know, stuff breaking in their apartment in New York‖ while 



 

104 

 

she had grown beyond that. Yet, Participant 12 did not hold that against them or feel 

superior toward them. She recognized that her friends would remain her friends based on 

the similar feelings about ―what they wanted out of life, their morals‖ and that only she 

had changed, and she could not get ―mad at them, it‘s not their fault that they didn‘t join 

the Army and go to Iraq; [that] was my decision.‖  

Participant 12‘s optimism and resiliency were buttressed by the strong support 

that she received from those that were closest to her—her family and those with whom 

she had similar shared experiences. Each of these core themes, clear self-awareness and 

convoy of support, provided mutual support, and Participant 12 would have struggled 

without them. Both of her transitions at work were smoother because of the ―camaraderie 

that you build with people overseas because you are with them non-stop; you still have 

the same jokes and everyone knows everything about each other‖ and even though ―the 

mission is not life or death, you still have a purpose at work.‖ Her father—a combat 

veteran himself—was the core of her convoy of support. She stated that she and her 

father had ―always had a great relationship.‖ She revealed that he has ―gone through 

some traumatic stuff like in Lebanon; lost his First Sergeant in the Marine bombing.‖ 

While her mother was worried about the transition and the divorce, Participant 12 said 

that her father defused the situation and suggested to her mother that ―she‘ll be fine, let 

her take her time.‖  

Complementing Participant 12‘s strong personal attributes and clear sense of her 

self-worth, her successful transitioning from a combat to a garrison environment is easily 

traced to her application of multiple coping strategies. There are examples of Participant 

12 applying the three most common coping strategies—modifying the situation, 
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controlling the meaning of the problem and managing the stress after the problem has 

occurred. A clear source of personal stress after her first transition back from combat to 

garrison was the painful decision to end her marriage. Despite her upbringing (―I mean I 

grew up in a Catholic family where no one has ever been divorced, you know, and so that 

experience humbled me in a lot of ways‖), and her parents insistence that she and her 

soon-to-be ex-husband work things out (―They put a lot of pressure on me to save the 

relationship and give it another try and not get divorced‖), she modified the source of 

stress in her life. In a similar way, when she encountered the stress from college friends 

challenging and questioning her new attitude, she quietly and purposefully selectively 

ignored their taunts. She realized that she had changed and appreciated different things 

than her friends, but she still treasured their friendship based on similar values, beliefs 

and life goals. Likewise, she was not shy about asserting herself when transition events 

did not unfold the way that she felt or suspected they should. She remembers ―fighting 

with them [her family] a lot more than usual‖ when decisions were made that were 

contrary to her wishes. She admitted that her emotional discharges were not ―ever her 

personality before,‖ but she needed to vent her frustrations to reduce the stress caused by 

members of her convoy of support.  

Typically, Participant 12 reflected shortly after a transition challenge was 

encountered, and she absorbed the lessons that were meaningful to apply for her 

immediate use, or catalogued the important lessons for future transitions in her military 

career. Participant 12 was insightful on the value of introducing a forced intermediate 

stop or pause in the transition cycle for returning combat veterans. She noticed that for 

herself and for her peers, her first transition from Iraq to a garrison environment was less 
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stressful because her unit was required to pause in Kuwait for a period of time (in her 

case it was forty-five days). She reflected that ―it was hard to relate to people that are not 

in the Army, whether it be husband, wife, sisters or brothers or lady at the checkout line 

in Safeway, so soon after being in a stressful environment.‖ Likewise, she reflected on 

the value of conversation in reducing the stresses associated with transitioning. She made 

an unscientific assertion that many of her male peers suffered from more negative 

transition results because ―they don‘t talk.‖  

After seeing wounded guys; seeing regular soldiers and talking to a million 

officers at HRC [Human Resources Command], I think that women come home 

and talk about their problems. And men don‘t. That‘s a one sentence answer. But 

it solves a million problems.  Guys just don‘t talk.  Usually.  

 

She felt strongly that overcoming her many transition challenges was a direct 

result of confronting her problems face-on and if appropriate talking them through with 

someone, either professional or a member of your convoy of support.  

Structural Description of Participant 12’s Transitioning Experience 

There are two structural themes that stand out and are important to describe 

Participant 12‘s transitioning experiences—her relationships within the most intimate 

members of her convoy of support, and her strength of character that carried her through 

some very difficult personal and professional transition challenges. Her relationships with 

the members of her convoy of support that had similar experiences—whether it was her 

father or her professional peers—were critical to her, and essential to describe and 

understand her experiences. However, her strength of character that was exhibited in so 

many different ways, from jettisoning the early marriage to confronting headfirst the 
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many challenges during her transition, was the keystone structure to describe her 

transition experience from a combat to a garrison environment.  

Relationships are important to Participant 12. The relationships that were forged 

in the experiences of combat in Iraq were paramount to her and a source of stability for 

her transition. When she transitioned to a garrison position with the Personnel Command 

in Washington, DC, the relationships that she sought were with her fellow combat 

veterans. Even though she admitted to missing the camaraderie of an operational unit, 

―You still had the Army connection. All the guys that they pulled to be Branch Managers 

had just gotten back from deployments. So you kind of bonded over that. ‗So you were 

with this guy; I fought with him‘.‖  Her family—father, mother and sister—were a 

similar source of stability, but she admitted that her relationship with her father was 

unique. The relationship was unique because she felt that her father understood better 

than her mother the distinctive sources of strain that are associated with transitioning 

from a combat to a garrison environment. Participant 12 and her father had a special 

relationship, ―I think my Dad totally understood me. My Dad and I had a great 

relationship.‖  

Throughout Participant 12‘s description of her multiple transitions, one structure 

stood out above the rest—her personal reservoir of strength of character. Whether it was 

overcoming the stresses and challenges associated with ending a marriage that she 

admitted may have been entered into hastily while they were ―too young,‖ or pressure of 

assisting in deciding of which families would be uprooted when their soldier returned 

from Iraq and move with little notice from Colorado to Texas, her psychological 

resources were on display and singularly effective in overcoming the transition 



 

108 

 

challenges. She was unfailingly optimistic and positive in her approach to meeting any 

challenges. She enjoyed those challenges and admitted that ―I love[d] going to work 

when we got back. And then we all went on block leave and I remember thinking, ‗Why 

can‘t we go back to work?‘.‖  

In an interesting way, the transition lessons and her strength of character were 

fully on display when she was asked to command a Wounded Warrior Detachment. 

Although not directly tied to a transition back from a combat zone (she had earlier 

transitioned to a Personnel Manager‘s position immediately from Iraq), the indirect 

connections are obvious. Her characterization of this move was absolutely colored by her 

experiences in Iraq and transitioning back to a garrison assignment. She emotionally 

recalled that,  

That transition…let me think…coming from a job where you are surrounded by 

people that are walking on two legs , happy, are not in a war zone and pushing 

paperwork every day and going to an environment you are seeing Soldiers that are 

24-36 hours off the battlefield.  And their families that are seeing them for the 

first time in however long since they‘ve been deployed and how hurt they were. 

And dealing with their emotions and then the Soldier that is hurt, their emotions. 

Trying help them both see the light at the end of the tunnel. 

 

She used her lessons and called up her deep reservoir of strength to provide the 

type of leadership and fellowship that she felt was necessary to help the wounded soldiers 

re-acclimate to their new life—some without limbs, some without sight. She knew that 

conversation was a palliative therapy that her soldiers needed. She placed her transition 

challenges in perspective throughout her experiences with the Wounded Warrior unit and 

recognized what things in life are more important than others, ―I mean people are road-

raging on the beltway and then you go and see a guy with nothing..., you know, one arm, 

no legs, and blind.‖  
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Composite Textural Description 

The composite textural description was assembled from the fourteen textural 

descriptions. The core themes of the group of fourteen were examined and used to create 

the composite. The core themes answer the research sub-question, ―What factors 

contributed to the successful transition?‖ and assisted the Junior Officers answering the 

research question, ―How do the Junior Officers describe their experience?‖ 

The combat to garrison transitioning experiences for the fourteen Junior Officers 

in this study shared many critical features Their transition from combat to garrison was 

not a single experience that could be examined in isolation. There were other personal 

events or personal experiences that many of the Junior Officers lived through that could 

have been considered, in isolation, as significant transition experiences. These included 

the birth of children, hastily planned and executed weddings, divorcing a spouse, 

changing jobs, the loss of a family member, and uprooting a young family and moving 

them across the country. Another unique aspect in this transition from combat to a 

garrison environment was the minimal amount of time between the combat and garrison 

environment. In nearly every case, the Junior Officers left the Combat Zone, boarded an 

airplane and within a matter of hours were re-united with their families and into the initial 

throes of transition. Finally, the Junior Officers shared a similar set of sequenced 

activities when they stepped off the airplane from the Combat Zone. This re-integration 

training is required by every returning Soldier and Officer. Each of these features—

personal events and experiences, time between departing the combat zone and arrival to 

the garrison environment, and the re-integration training—form the backdrop that the 

themes are illuminated against.  
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While the value of prior transition experience is apparent, the unique 

circumstances of returning from combat combined with the complicating personal or 

professional challenges underscored the importance of prior experience. Each of the 

Junior Officers in this research had transitioned from combat to garrison at a minimum 

once before. The prior experiences of transitioning from combat to garrison allowed the 

Junior Officers to anticipate what the challenges—either professional or personal—could 

be, and to place and maintain the experience in context and perspective. While in combat, 

the Junior Officers enjoyed a level of autonomy and authority that is not typically 

enjoyed in a garrison environment. This autonomy and authority could include the 

freedom to organize and execute maneuvers as the Junior Officer determined was 

necessary to maintain combat readiness, the freedom from constant supervision, or just 

the freedom to decide the best course of action in a variety of scenarios from the routine 

to the extraordinary.   

From a professional perspective, the Junior Officers realized that the actions 

necessary to execute a fight were different from those actions necessary to prepare for a 

fight. The frustrations that existed after their first transition from combat to garrison were 

tempered by the realization that the freedom of action (autonomy and authority) was 

situation and context-driven. There are different authorities and autonomy in a garrison 

environment. Likewise, the prior transition experience shaped how the Junior Officers 

managed personal challenges. While each of the personal challenges were significant—

whether it was a child‘s birth, a divorce, a family member passing or an impending move, 

the Junior Officers maintained a larger perspective and recognized what actions or 

activities were appropriate and possible. Experience was a great teacher.  
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The Junior Officers‘ self-awareness—embracing a set personal values and 

exhibiting remarkably responsible traits—is significant in describing and understanding 

their transitioning successes. The Junior Officers‘ values are the core beliefs that 

resonated in their descriptions of their transitioning journey and served to ground them as 

individuals, spouses and military professionals. In the description of their transitions, the 

Junior Officers were always focused. They were focused on their profession as Officers 

in the US Army and also on the familial responsibilities. The values that emerged through 

the Junior Officers‘ description were loyalty, selfless service and integrity. The Junior 

Officers were loyal to the larger organizational Army. They acknowledged that the type 

of transitions they were undergoing were an aspect of being in the Army, and 

importantly, of being a Commissioned Officer. There were many examples of selfless 

service by the Junior Officers. Several experienced multiple deployments to a combat 

zone while simultaneously beginning their marriages or starting a family. Their personal 

integrity was a central value. When the Junior Officers faced challenges in their 

transition, whether it was to overlook an absent Soldier from an accountability formation, 

or overlook the substance abuse in his transitioning detachment, there was no doubt that 

these Junior Officers would choose the right path, legally and morally.  

There were also individual traits that defined this group of Junior Officers and 

helped to describe their transitioning. Each Junior Officer was optimistic and driven. 

They looked beyond whatever nuisance stood between them and their achieving their 

goals, whether it was moving through the transition rapids or learning a new job in the 

garrison environment. The Junior Officers were a resilient group that demonstrated, 

either explicitly in their narrative or by their resulting action, a real willingness to take 
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charge of their future. They admitted that flexibility and adaptability were keys to their 

successful transition and maintaining a sense of perspective in all that they did or 

attempted to do. Overall, they exhibited a level of quiet confidence that spoke volumes 

about their individual traits and character.   

A broad support network was critical to the Junior Officers‘ successful 

negotiation in and through the transition rapids. Each of the Junior Officers credited a 

member or members of their convoy of support with facilitating their success in 

transition.  The composition and the nature of the support varied with the particular 

Junior Officer, but the outcome and the effect were invariably identical and important to 

their success.   

The composition of the support covered the gamut of spouse, immediate family 

member, peer, subordinate or superior from work. What was important about the 

composition was the distance between the supporter and the Junior Officers. The closer 

the supporter (i.e., a more intimate relationship such as a wife, father or mother), the 

more positive and contributory the support was perceived. The spouse was critically 

important to the Junior Officers, and was the most important member of their convoy of 

support.  

What was unique was the shared-experience bond that existed between the Junior 

Officers and some members of their support network.  While these members could be 

peers, subordinates, or seniors, their connection to the Junior Officer reflected a stronger 

bond than the distance would otherwise indicate. This bond was the shared experience of 

combat. The Junior Officers gravitated toward those of similar experience to assist in 

overcoming the transition challenges. Usually, this relationship was with other Active 
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Duty Officers and Noncommissioned Officers. However, several participants bonded 

with family members who shared similar combat experiences, or joined veteran 

organizations to receive support.  

 The nature of the support varied in each case but could be characterized as either 

affect, affirmation, aid, honest feedback or any combination thereof. Affect would be 

expressed typically by the closest members of the convoy and expressed in terms of love, 

admiration or respect. Affirmation could be expressed by agreement or acknowledging 

the correct nature of an action. Aid was the more material manifestation of the support. It 

could be provided by babysitting or house sitting, transporting to different locations or 

even providing financial assistance. Interestingly, honest feedback was received from 

those closest in the convoy of support and by those with the shared experience. The bond 

formed by the shared experience established a level of credibility that was hard to 

reproduce in other members of the support network.  

The Junior Officers employed a mix of coping strategies and adopted different 

coping modes to move in and through the transition challenge. As a group, the Junior 

Officers were seldom passive or retreating in addressing their challenges. If the transition 

to a garrison environment presented a difficulty or an obstacle, the Junior Officers were 

more than likely to be aggressive and direct in seeking to gain information or to modify 

the situation. Several of the Junior Officers indicated that they start thinking about their 

next transition before they were completed with the current one. As a group, this coping 

strategy was used to decrease the ambiguity associated with the nomadic life of the Army 

Officer and demonstrate a measure of self-reliance, again wholly consistent with the 

personal traits for this group of Junior Officers.  
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One of the Junior Officer‘s (Participant 2) mentors recommended that when he 

transitioned to his next assignment, a garrison environment, he needed to ―take a knee, 

not a nap.‖ This simple advice illustrated the reflective practices exhibited by the Junior 

Officers.  When the Junior Officers transitioned to the garrison environment, they 

reflected on what they were exposed to in combat and on what lay ahead of them. The 

lessons that they learned in combat matured them and broadened their perspective on the 

challenges that lay ahead. One of the Junior Officers (Participant 8) actually maintained a 

journal during his transition to allow him to reflect on his experiences as he moved in and 

through transition. He termed this practice his own personal ―AAR [After Action 

Review].‖  The reflective practices—expressed so eloquently in the simple advice—

allowed the Junior Officers to think more clearly ahead by thinking back.  

Composite Structural Description  

The composite structural description was assembled from the fourteen structural 

descriptions. Imaginative variation was used to portray the group as a whole. The 

structural themes are used to reveal what conditions must exist for the Junior Officers‘ 

transition phenomenon to exist. The composite structural description provides insight into 

the research sub-questions (What was the transition like? What factors contributed to the 

successful transition?), and provides context to answer the research question (How do 

Junior Officers who have successfully transitioned from a combat environment to a non-

combat garrison environment describe their experience?).  

The transition process described by the fourteen participants had several 

interdependent structures. The structures were interdependent because any of them alone 

would have been inadequate to describe the Junior Officers‘ transitions.  The structures 
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that describe the Junior Officers‘ transition were: altered identity; shifting roles; 

supportive relationships; and demanding Army culture.  

As a group, the Junior Officers were defined by their combat experiences. Their 

identity was inextricably tied to what they had experienced and overcome. The combat 

experience altered their identity and assisted in explaining their actions in transition. Each 

of the Junior Officers occupied a variety of roles before, during and as a result of 

transition. In transition, these shifting roles served as the intersection between the 

individual and others. This intersection was how the Junior Officers interacted or related 

to others—spouses, family, peers, subordinates or superiors during their transitions and 

assisted in forming supportive relationships. These transition experiences occurred within 

a defined environment, the US Army and its demanding culture. On one level, the Army 

determined the requirement and set the conditions for the transition. However, the Army 

was much more than the catalyst for transitions. The Army provided the organizational 

norms, expectations, and in many cases, the physical means to execute the transitions.  

The participants‘ narratives revealed that they believed that they were competent 

in their occupational skills—whether as a Special Forces Officer, an Armor Officer, a 

MEDEVAC Pilot or a Transportation Officer. The experience of combat altered their 

identity and the result was manifested in noticeable ways. Their experiences in combat—

either in Iraq, Afghanistan or both—provided them an additional measure of confidence 

in meeting and overcoming their transition challenges. This confidence was expressed in 

the positive explanatory narrative that each used to describe their transition journey. They 

were comfortable with who they were as individuals. They were not boastful with their 

accomplishments. Instead they were humble as individuals, but that trait masked their 



 

116 

 

determination to succeed in their personal and professional lives. This concept of self 

translated into self-assurance in meeting and overcoming transition challenges, and was 

an important structure to describing their transition experience. Not only did the Junior 

Officers‘ concept of self contribute to their individual and global identity, but it also 

influenced their role enactment during transition.  

The Junior Officers fulfilled multiple and shifting roles during their transition.  

Their individual and global identities had a reciprocal influence with these multiple roles. 

The multiple roles—as parents, spouses, friends, peers, and Junior Army Officers—

profited from the competent, confident and committed Junior Officer. The shifting roles, 

as combat leader, to staff garrison, and staff officer likewise benefitted from the 

perspectives gained from combat experience. While in these roles, the Junior Officer 

interacted with others and these interactions or relationships formed a central structure to 

describe their transitioning experience. These relationships could be characterized 

functionally (affect, affirmation, aid or honest feedback) and measured by interpersonal 

distance, longevity or both. 

During their transitions, the Junior Officers‘ supportive relationships functioned 

as important communications and assistance mediums. Depending on the relationship, the 

Junior Officer could receive emotional support, encouragement, material backing or a 

candid critique. Throughout their transition experiences, the Junior Officers were buoyed 

by their spouses, sustained by their peers and mentored by superiors. The relationships 

could be measured from several perspectives. The closer or more intimate the individual 

was to the Junior Officer, the stronger the relationship and the more likely that 

relationship was critical to the successful transition. Spouses or immediate family 
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members were the single largest source of stability for the Junior Officers. In a similar 

manner, how long the Participants knew members of their support network seemed to 

provide an indication of the strength of the relationship. This was exemplified with the 

Junior Officers identifying and contributing their success to some of their oldest 

friends—college classmates or hometown friends. Finally, the relationship that appeared 

to be valued regardless of the currency or the longevity of the association was the special 

relationship offered by those who had similar experiences—fellow combat veterans. 

When one Junior Officer transitioned to a garrison assignment away from active military 

personnel and a military installation, he joined a Veterans of Foreign War Post to receive 

support from those with similar experiences.  

The US Army was the ubiquitous force that factored into every transition. The 

Army was the demanding boss that established the need, set the conditions, changed the 

conditions, and established standards of professional behavior for the Junior Officers. 

The Army is not a single individual, but a large, complex bureaucratic organization with 

a well-defined scope and a mandate of responsibilities.  Importantly, though, the Army 

has a demanding organizational culture with its own visible structures and processes, 

espoused beliefs and values, and seemingly unconscious taken-for-granted beliefs, 

perceptions, thoughts and feelings that are alien to non-members.  

Each structure and aspect of the Junior Officers‘ transition experiences have to be 

viewed through the prism of the organizational culture lens. The combat experience that 

defined the Junior Officers‘ identity was a result of being a member of the US Army. The 

relationships that were so critical to successful transition were influenced directly or 

indirectly by the US Army. The bureaucratic structures that facilitated or inhibited the 
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Junior Officers‘ transition were a part of the US Army. The Junior Officers‘ values 

(selfless service, integrity) are the values embraced and espoused by the Army. 

Throughout their narratives, the Junior Officers filtered their transition feelings through 

the Army values. Hence, regardless of the personal sacrifices that they had to endure 

(divorce, missing the birth of children, or the loss of a family member), the Junior 

Officers accepted and adapted because that is part of being a professional Army Officer.  

Meanings and Essences  

Moustakas (1994) described the final step in the phenomenological research 

process as the ―the intuitive integration of the fundamental textural and structural 

descriptions into a unified statement of the essences of the experience of the phenomena 

as a whole‖ (p. 100).  This step is meant to reveal the fundamental textural-structural 

synthesis that the researcher found at a ―particular time and place‖ from his vantage point 

through ―an exhaustive imaginative and reflective study of the phenomenon‖ (p.100).  

This step is not intended to be lengthy and repetitive with the earlier steps. Instead, the 

researcher used this final step to create a statement that exposed what was fundamental to 

understand and to appreciate about the unique phenomenon under investigation—the 

essence of the Junior Officers‘ transition from a combat to garrison environment.      

Transition from a combat to a garrison environment is, fortunately, a transition 

that not many have to experience. For the fourteen participants, this transition was 

anticipated and could be planned far in advance. One of the participants metaphorically 

described the anticipation as similar to a large ship approaching over the horizon, ―It is 

like watching a ship coming in from the sea. It is out there. You are stressed out, stressed 

out, [and] stressed out. And then all of the sudden you look up and the ship is in your 
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face.‖ After a year or more in combat the Junior Officers boarded an airplane and were 

physically relocated from chaos and uncertainty to safety and predictability. Even though 

the transition was anticipated, this rapid move was cognitively disorienting for the Junior 

Officers. 

The transition began with this sense of disorientation that was accompanied by 

feelings of relief for having survived.  The participants struggled with the disillusioning 

reality that their previous role, one filled with meaning (and adrenaline), was 

transformed. The participants struggled with the loss of authority that had been associated 

with their identity in combat. The participants‘ level of responsibility changed—some 

drastically but all significantly. However, the participants circled the wagons around their 

network of support and dug deep into their personal reservoir of strength and character. 

They examined their former roles and reflected on their current and future possibilities.  

The reflection was an important activity that enabled the participants to re-orient 

and re-align their professional and personal priorities. The support structure was a vital 

component to grounding and providing meaning and direction to new roles and new 

relationships. The individual participants matured through each of the transition 

challenges, and intense periods of personal and professional growth occurred as a result.  

This personal and professional growth was an emergence of the critical self-

renewal stage. The self-renewal was very specific to the experiences learned both in 

combat and as a result of meeting and overcoming the myriad of transition challenges. 

The self-renewal was essentially a restructuring of the participant‘s self-definition—

professionally and personally.  
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From a professional perspective, the Junior Officers experienced combat very 

early in their careers. Many experienced combat before they were ever assigned to a 

garrison environment. The only Army that the Junior Officers knew before their 

transition was one of the occupational Army (the war-fighting Army), not the 

institutional Army (the garrison Army).  The Junior Officers defined themselves as 

warriors, and warriors did not have to be concerned with peacetime rules and regulations. 

But reality is more complex and that is what the self-renewal stage revealed. The 

transition experiences enabled the Junior Officers to understand that the occupational 

Army cannot exist without the institutional Army, and there was an important role for 

each. 

The personal growth was similarly transformative. The Junior Officers grew to 

appreciate more fully and completely their most intimate members of their convoy of 

support. Their self-definition restructuring included the relationships with their spouses, 

their children, their parents, their siblings and friends. Large issues became small issues 

and small issues became insignificant. Personal challenges weren‘t. Perspective was a 

mantra that was subliminal in the participants‘ narrative. The time with their convoy of 

support became very important and was reluctantly surrendered. The transition 

experience enabled the Junior Officers to understand that the transition journey was better 

enjoyed with company.   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter communicated the findings of the phenomenological inquiry into the 

combat to garrison transition of fourteen Junior Officers. Each of the Junior Officers 

served a minimum of two tours in a combat zone in Iraq or Afghanistan, and several 
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served three tours. The findings were the outcome of the epoché process, the 

phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation and the synthesis of the meanings and 

essences. 

Five core themes emerged from the phenomenological reduction of the collected 

data and subsequent analysis of the interview transcripts:  

 The importance of prior transition experience; 

 The presence and consequence of the participants‘ clear self-awareness; 

 The criticality of the convoy of support; 

 The necessity of coping; and 

 The enabling benefit of reflection.  

The main point of the meanings and essences in this study is that the combat to 

garrison transition experience restructures a participant‘s self-definition. The 

restructuring action is part of the self-renewal stage where the participant lets go of a 

previous life with one set of priorities and role salience, and embraces a broader and more 

mature understanding. The transition experiences fashioned a new identity for the Junior 

Officer that is a more introspective and more capable professional Army Officer.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions, Interpretations, and Implications 

This chapter discusses the conclusions, interpretations and implications that 

emerged from the phenomenological inquiry of the fourteen participants‘ transitioning 

experiences from a combat to a garrison environment. This chapter explains the meaning 

of the results described in Chapter 4 by linking those results to the principal theories and 

models of transition (Bridges,1980, 2004, 2009; Hudson, 1999; and Schlossberg, 1981, 

2008) and organizational culture (Schein, 1992; and Hofstede & Peterson, 2000).There 

are two threads that weave throughout the participants‘ transition experiences and bind 

the theories and models together—identity (Paranjpe,1975; Erikson, 1974, 1980; Hoare, 

2002; and, Ashforth, 2001), and self-renewal (Hudson, 1999).  

 This study intended to explore the transitioning experience of Junior Officers 

returning from a combat deployment to a garrison position. The Junior Officers were 

leaving positions of significant responsibility, authority and autonomy and entering 

positions that are diminished by comparison. The chief purpose of this study was to gain 

insight into understanding the transitioning experience of the combat-experienced Junior 

Officers who have chosen to remain on active duty rather than leave when their initial 

service obligation is completed.  The accompanying identity transformation and the 

attendant personal self-renewal lead to a new beginning, and potential for growth and 

learning.  

 This study used a phenomenological approach of inquiry. The researcher 

conducted in-depth, one-on-one interviews of active-duty Junior Officers who met the 

following criteria: 

 Commissioned Officer at the rank of First Lieutenant, Captain or Major; 
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 Less than 10 years of service; 

 

 At least two combat tours; 

 

 At least one leadership position in those combat tours either as a Platoon 

Leader, a Company Commander or as an Operational Detachment-A 

(ODA) Commander; 

 

 Assigned to a current Institutional Support Assignment (non-deployable 

position); and 

  

 Not contemplating leaving the service. 

 

This study fostered an appreciation of the tremendous sacrifice that the Junior 

Officers endure as members of the profession of arms and provided meaning to the 

personal changes that occur to them and affect their new roles, relationships and their 

outlook toward the future.  

Conclusions 

The overall research question and the accompanying sub-questions in this study 

were essential to exploring what the researcher wanted to know about the transition 

phenomenon of the selected Junior Officer. The overall research question was: How do 

Junior Officers who have successfully transitioned from a combat environment to a non-

combat garrison environment describe their experience? The sub-questions were: What 

was the transition like? What factors contributed to the successful transition?  

Five core themes and four structural themes emerged from the Junior Officers‘ 

narratives. Table 4 below depicts both sets of themes. The core themes are the result of 

the phenomenological reduction process after multiple careful re-readings and listening to 

the voices of the Junior Officers in the research inquiry describe their transition from a 

combat to a garrison environment. The structural themes are the product of imaginative 
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variation and are intended to provide an understanding of which structures are necessary 

for this particular phenomenon to exist. Each of these sets of themes can be found 

explicitly in the theoretical foundation set forth in the transition work by Bridges (1980, 

2004, 2009); Hudson (1999); and Schlossberg (1981, 2008), and the self-renewal work 

by Hudson (1999). The organizational culture structural theme is visible in Schlossberg‘s 

(2008) characteristics of pre-transition and post-transition environments.     

Table 4 

Core and Structural Themes  

 

Core Themes Structural Themes 

 

Prior Transition Experience 

 

Altered identity 

Clear Self-Awareness Shifting roles 

Convoy of Support Supportive relationships 

Numerous Coping Strategies Demanding Army culture 

Reflective Practices  

 

 

The individual Junior Officers‘ transition experiences were overlapping, 

overwhelming, but in every case, transformative. The elegant—simple and effective—

model used in Bridges‘ (1980, 2003, 2004, 2009) transition characterization is ideal, but 

potentially misleading. Bridges (2009) recognized that viewing transition processes as 

sequenced phases, in isolation, or as single events was dangerous.  He postulated, though, 

that ―clarity of this ideal image of transition, however, is useful‖ because it allows for a 
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more complete understanding (p. 100). Hudson‘s (1999) view of transitions—whether in 

life or at work—enhances Bridges‘ model by adding the notions of inevitability and 

cyclicality. Further, Schlossberg (2008) added richness to aid in describing and 

understanding the Junior Officers‘ transition experiences and challenges.  Thus, the core 

transition model proposed by Bridges—with the ending stage, the neutral zone stage and 

the new beginning stage—is enriched by Hudson‘s and Schlossberg‘s insights and is 

meaningful to view the Junior Officer‘s transition. 

The beginning of the Junior Officers‘ transition was filled with all ranges of 

sensations. Bridges (1980, 2003, 2004, 2009) characterizes the beginning of transition, 

ironically labeled the ending stage, with a series of dis‘s—disengagement, 

disidentification, disenchantment and disorientation. Hudson‘s (1999) model suggests a 

transition begins with a conscious assessment that either personal circumstances (mini-

transition or a life chapter) have reached a state requiring adjustment, or that a more 

radical realignment is necessary (a life transition). Schlossberg‘s (2008) model proposes 

that an event or even a non-event (i.e., not receiving a promotion or not having children) 

is the kindle for the transition and can be filled with anticipated and unanticipated 

stressors. As a group, the Junior Officers experienced and described a range of sensations 

during their transitions. They experienced and described feelings of disorientation when 

leaving a combat zone and, hours later and a figurative world apart, re-uniting with 

friends and loved ones. As a group, they sensed a loss of purpose and a loss of autonomy 

when they returned to positions with less authority and responsibility. Many faced the 

known stress of reuniting with family; several faced the unknown stress of a new child, a 
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new spouse or a divorced spouse, but each met and overcame stressors that challenged 

them in ways that they had not expected.    

In the midst of their transitions, the Junior Officers underwent periods of 

reorientation, realignment and the letting go of a past life and old realities to try and come 

to terms with a new ones. Bridges (2009) characterizes this period—the neutral zone 

stage—as the empty zone or an area of in-betweeness. Hudson (1999) has a similar phase 

in his model, depending on whether it‘s a life chapter (the doldrums) or a life transition 

(cocooning). According to the theorists, this in-between stage can in fact be overlapping, 

short in duration or extended in length, but is essential to self-renewal. As a group, the 

Junior Officers had similar experiences in this in-between time that resulted in the self-

renewal. The self-renewal was typified with the letting go of their previous life and using 

that previous life experience to shape and focus their new life—a restructuring of their 

self-definition. Bridges (2004) notes the importance of the Junior Officers‘ reflection and 

its indispensible tie to self-renewal during this in-between stage to assist in their ―inner 

reorientation and realignment‖ (p. 154).  

All relied heavily on previous transition experiences to assist in their navigation 

through the challenges associated with their transitions. The convoy of support proved 

invaluable to the group as a whole. Several of the Junior Officers leaned heavily on 

immediate family members while others leaned on close friends. Goodman et al. (2006) 

highlight support as the critical factor in assisting the Junior Officers‘ transitions and 

included those ―who were stable over time and not role dependent, those somewhat role 

related and likely to change over time, and those tied directly to role relationships and 

most vulnerable to role changes‖ (p. 77).  
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Hudson (1999) and Goodman et al. (2006) emphasize the Junior Officers‘ values 

and traits as critical enablers to successful transition. Hudson identified self-confidence, 

self-reliance, autonomy and self-responsible behavior, while Goodman, et al. stressed the 

psychological resources of optimism, self-efficacy, commitment, and resilience as factors 

that influence transition. Collectively, the Junior Officers had an abundance of these 

values and traits. These values and traits were also factors that assisted in self-renewal 

and importantly in moving within the middle zone, Bridges‘ (1980, 2004, 2009) Neutral 

Zone. 

For clarity of comprehension, Bridges (1980, 2004, 2009) had a third stage—the 

new beginning. He was cautious to not imply a mechanical sequence. He stated that 

transition is a ―process, after all, a not a three-positioned switch‖ (Bridges, 2004, p. 172). 

He and Hudson (1999) had similar conclusions about the transition process. Whereas 

Hudson explicitly modeled transition cycles, Bridges (2004) used the simple model to 

gain lucidity and to ease explanation; he, too, concluded that the transition process is 

really ―a loop in the life journey, a going out and away from the main flow for a time and 

then coming around and back‖ (p. 173).  

This characterization of the third process is apparent with the Junior Officers‘ 

transitions. Collectively and individually, each Junior Officer experienced a self-renewal. 

The self-renewal and the new beginning occurred differently for each Junior Officer. 

They all transitioned at least twice from a combat zone. Some of the Junior Officers first 

transition from combat to garrison was transformative and renewing.  Several Junior 

Officers‘ second transition was more personally and professionally transformative and 

renewing. The difference were entirely personal, based on the personal and professional 
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challenges encountered during the transitions, the support received or not received, and  

the opportunity to place their combat experiences in perspective through reflective 

practice. As a group, their transition process was a loop in their life journey and has 

allowed them to step away and broaden their personal and professional outlook.  

The combat experience had a profound effect on the Junior Officers‘ identity and 

that effect carried through their transitions. In many ways, the experience defined them 

and added its own sense of perspective and outlook toward the future and how to deal 

with the present. Ashforth (2001) uses a concept of global identity to discuss the many 

intersecting role identities that a person occupies over his or her lifetime.  Some of these 

role identities are temporary (e.g., member of a health club); some are enduring (e.g., 

parent or spouse); and some have deep and impactful influence on an individual‘s 

identity. Ashforth concludes that ―the more valued the role identity, the more likely that 

the role identity […] will be incorporated into the core conception of self, the global 

identity‖ (p. 39).  The Army values the combat experience that the Junior Officers 

possessed. This organizational validation of their experience served to increase the Junior 

Officers‘ own sense of self-worth and increased their identification with the values, 

norms and behaviors of the Army.  

In their movement through their transition and with their new beginning, the 

Junior Officers let go of their outlived lives and experienced a sense of self-renewal. This 

finding is threaded through Hudson‘s (1999), Bridges‘ (1980, 2004, 2009) and 

Schlossberg‘s (2008) conclusions.   Each participant had to let go of their previous life 

and accept the new realities of their circumstances to accomplish their self-renewal.  Each 

of the Junior Officers‘ self-renewal was anchored in their strong sense of self, their 



 

129 

 

willingness to adapt to the vagaries the Army would thrust on them and, most 

importantly, their single-minded focus to take charge of their new lives to shape their 

future.    

There are four important conclusions that emerged from the phenomenological 

analysis of the transition experience articulated by the Junior Officers. These conclusions 

are fundamental to explicating the findings and informing the research questions in this 

study: 

1. The experience of combat shaped the participant‘s sense of self and allowed 

them to more readily handle the transition challenges.  

 

2. Transitions are as much a part of the Army as wearing a uniform. 

 

3. Hardiness and resilience were critical individual traits that the Junior Officers 

possessed in abundance.  

 

4. Transitions are not individual events—they are a team sport. 

The four conclusions are consistent with the theories presented in Chapter 2 of 

this phenomenological inquiry. The conclusions provide demonstrable answers to the 

research questions that inspired this inquiry. Furthermore, the conclusions illuminate the 

meaning and significance of the Junior Officers‘ transitioning from a combat to a 

garrison environment. The four conclusions are each interpreted in detail below. 

Interpretations 

Conclusion 1: The experience of combat shaped the participants’ sense of self and 

allowed them to more readily handle the transition challenges 

The Junior Officers in this inquiry experienced a level, a frequency and an 

intensity of combat that, arguably, had not been witnessed by such a youthful cohort of 
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officers since the early days of the Vietnam conflict, and possibly since the Korean War 

or World War II. This experience shaped the Junior Officers‘ sense of self in visible and 

profound ways. Ashforth (2001) accounts for exceptional experiences influencing an 

individual‘s global identity and their sense of self. He asserts that the more value an 

individual associates with a role experience (e.g., combat-experienced veteran) the more 

likely that some of the ―inferred features will be incorporated into the core conception of 

self‖ (p. 39).  Likewise, each of the transition models (Hudson (1999), Bridges (2004) 

and Schlossberg (1981, 2008)) discuss the transformative effect on an individual‘s sense 

of self when adjusting from an old reality—like combat—to a new reality—like garrison.  

Certain events or experiences have a powerful effect on an individual‘s sense of 

self. The participants‘ combat experience was a defining moment in each of their young 

lives and influenced their journey through transition.  The Junior Officers felt that they 

accomplished something significant by experiencing combat first-hand. The sense of 

accomplishing something meaningful—leading Soldiers in combat—increased their 

confidence and broadened their perspective. In Ashforth‘s (2001) global identity 

construct, the experiences in certain roles have an effect on influencing an individual‘s 

sense of self. Ashforth models the value of role and the subsequent influence on an 

individual‘s sense of self along two axes—situational relevance and subjective 

importance. Ashforth (2001) concludes that the greater the importance one attaches to a 

given identity—subjective importance—the more weight that it carries in determining a 

person‘s global sense of self. Furthermore, the degree that a given identity is determined 

to be more socially important in the individual‘s specific setting or context—situational 

relevance—the greater the subjective importance. The Army is the specific setting or 
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context and places great value on the combat experience of the Junior Officers. In some 

respect, the combat experience serves as a rite of passage where the Junior Officers join a 

unique fraternal order of combat veterans. This mutually re-enforcing relationship—

subjective importance and situational relevance—strengthened the Junior Officers‘ sense 

of self and shaped how they moved in and through transition.   

While the experience of combat offered the Junior Officers extraordinary 

autonomy and authority, it also challenged their ways of acting, thinking and feeling, 

moving in and through transition. Consequence of action, importance of activities and 

time horizons had an entirely different meaning.  Combat provided the old reality for the 

Junior Officers. Garrison environment was the new reality. Bridges (2004) describes the 

disorientation and reorientation that occurs as individuals move in and through transition. 

He concludes that ―it‘s not just the external change but rather an inner shift of outlook 

and a redefinition of possibility that combined with the outer changes to create a new 

reality‖ (p.128). The experience of combat provided that inner shift for the Junior 

Officers. Schlossberg (1981, 2008) characterizes the sense of self as assets and liabilities 

that can be allocated to assist in the movement in and through transition. The experience 

of combat increased the Junior Officers‘ portfolio of sense of self assets.  Finally, Hudson 

(1999) discusses the core values of self-esteem, confidence, self-reliance, autonomy, 

personal boundaries, and self-responsible behavior as core elements of the sense of self, 

and necessary to aid in moving in and through transition. The Junior Officers‘ experience 

in combat solidified their core elements and materially contributed to their moving in and 

through transition.    
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Conclusion 2:  Transitions are as much a part of the Army as wearing a uniform 

The US Army is a unique organization that demands much from the Soldiers that 

wear her uniforms.  Every Junior Officer changes jobs within their specialty as their 

careers progress, sometimes a couple times a year and oftentimes with considerable 

differences in levels of authority and responsibility. Every Junior Officer relocates from 

one Army Post to another Army Post, about every two to three years. If transition‘s most 

basic function, as characterized by Bridges (2001), is to ―come to terms with change,‖ (p. 

33) then Junior Officers have considerable experience before their 10
th

 year of service. 

The transition models (Bridges, 1980, 2001, 2004; Hudson, 1999; and Schlossberg, 2008) 

account for the value of multiple transition experiences differently, but acknowledge the 

contribution that experience has toward overcoming the associated challenges.  

  The Junior Officers had each experienced multiple transitions in their brief 

careers. Each participant had experienced a least two transitions from combat to garrison. 

Furthermore, each Junior Officer had experienced other work-related transitions from 

leadership to support while in garrison or while in combat. Several of the participants had 

experienced personal transitions of adding a child or two to a marriage, divorcing and re-

marrying, or divorcing and remaining unattached. Schlossberg (1981, 2008) addresses the 

value of experience in transition directly. Her 4 S System construct (Situation, Self, 

Support, and Strategies) describes the ―factors that make a difference in how one copes 

with change‖ (Goodman et al., 2006, p. 55). Within the ‗situation‘ portion of her 

construct, she is careful to meter the precise contribution that experience may have. She 

states ―given the possible changes in the balance of assets and liabilities [e.g., personal 

characteristics, psychological resources, social support], the correlation between 
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successful assimilation in the past and a later point in time is by no means perfect‖ 

(Goodman et al., 2006, p. 64). Coincidentally, she specifically notes that many military 

and Foreign Service families have a different perspective on transitioning. She states that 

these families ―get used to resettling and even thrive on the experience by viewing the 

move in terms of the challenge of meeting new friends and becoming part of a new 

culture and lifestyle‖ (Schlossberg, 2008, p. 52).  The Junior Officers in this study 

learned from their experiences and accepted the transitioning as an integral part of their 

military experience.  

Hudson‘s (1999) model characterizes transition as a cyclical rather than a linear 

process.  The cyclical process has ―patterns that are repeated but have different meanings 

at different times in our lives‖ versus the linear view of a ―sequence of events within a 

social timetable with predictable outcomes‖ (p. 38). The recursive image of the cyclical 

process suggests the value of experience and learning from earlier transitions. Hudson 

would associate the cyclical process of the Junior Officers‘ transition as ―flexible, 

interactive, conflictual and resilient, permitting continuous adaptations‖ (p. 44). He 

would conclude that the Junior Officers ―had a high tolerance for ambiguity and 

disorientation‖ (p.240), and had certainly learned and benefitted from ―their own life 

transitions‖ (p. 240).  Hudson singled out an extraordinary life transition that is 

represented when ―perhaps you have been a soldier in an overseas skirmish, and you 

know that life will never be the same‖ (p. 61), similar to the Junior Officers‘ transitions.  

Likewise, Bridges‘ (2009) model portrays a transition process that is more like 

―curving, slanting, overlapping strata than like sequential stages‖ (p. 100).  Bridges 

(2001) acknowledges that transitions, though, are like those ―fractals in chaos diagrams, 
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figures that replicate themselves at every level so that the parts take the same form as the 

whole, and the whole is present in each part‖ (p. 22). The value of experience is the 

learning and growth that occurs each time an individual meets a transition challenge. 

Bridges‘ (2001) work on transitions concludes that current transition challenges often 

invoke earlier ―feelings and thoughts‖ and that as ―you remember your old reactions to 

endings; you are likely to realize that your old mindset is being reactivated in the present‖ 

(p. 14). The Junior Officer‘s multiple transitions, that are so much a part of the Army life, 

provide a reservoir of experiences that assists in overcoming the various and often 

overwhelming challenges.  

Conclusion 3: Hardiness and resilience were critical individual traits that the Junior 

Officers possessed in abundance  

It‘s quite an understatement to say that the Junior Officers in this research 

exhibited strong instances of hardiness and resilience. Maddi (2002) and Bartone, 

Roland, Picano and Williams (2008) recognize the significance of hardiness and 

resilience in individuals that are faced with, and successfully overcome, stressful 

situations. Coincidentally, individual hardiness and resilience are recognized as 

contributing factors in how some individuals successfully meet the transition challenges. 

Each of the transition models (Bridges, 1980; Hudson, 1999; and Schlossberg, 2008) 

account for these individual traits differently, but each recognize the contribution that an 

individual‘s traits has with coping and overcoming challenges.  

The research into hardiness is grounded in psychology and has been developed 

and refined over twenty-some years of studies. Maddi (2002) and Bartone et al. (2008) 

use a construct that includes three attitudes—control, commitment and challenge—to 
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characterize hardiness. While Maddi‘s work had largely dealt with the stress associated 

with job loss and change in the workplace, Bartone (1999) and Bartone et al.  (2008) 

apply the construct to the US Army in challenges associated with Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD), and the selection and assessment of Special Forces Officers.  

The attitude of control involves the ‗individual struggling to have an influence on 

outcomes going on around oneself, rather than sinking into passivity and powerlessness‖ 

(Maddi, 2002, p. 174). Bartone et al. (2008) describe commitment as having a ―strong 

sense of commitment to work and to life and are actively engaged in what‘s going on 

around them‖ (p. 78). Challenge is styled as ―wanting to learn continually from one‘s 

experience, whether positive or negative, rather than playing it safe by avoiding 

uncertainties and potential threats‖ (Maddi, 2002, p. 174). Not only are the attitudes 

apparent in the Junior Officers‘ narratives, they are important components with the 

transition models‘ explanation of how some individuals are  better able to handle the 

challenges associated with transition.  

Resilience study has emerged in management coaching literature (Barrett, 2004) 

and in psychology-health research (Tugade, Fredrickson & Barrett, 2004). Both instances 

posit the role of a flexible and adaptable approach to meeting life‘s challenges. Barrett 

(2004) characterizes resilience in terms of five characteristics: ―positive, focused, 

organize, proactive, and flexible‖ (p. 94). From the psychology perspective, Tugade et al. 

(2004) define resilience in terms of the flexibility in ―response to changing situational 

demands, and by the ability to bounce back from negative emotional experiences‖ (p. 

1168).  
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Within Schlossberg‘s (1981, 2008) transition framework, she identifies four major 

sets of factors that influence how an individual copes with the challenges associated with 

transitioning. Her 4 S system (Situation, Self, Support, and Strategy), uses ‗self‘ to 

describe ―what the individual brings to the transition‖ (Schlossberg, 2008, p. 57). She 

explicitly identifies both resilience and hardiness as important inner strengths for 

individuals confronting the unknowns associated with transitions. She recalled the 

psychiatrist Vaillant describing resilience reflecting ―individuals who metaphorically 

resemble a twig with a fresh, green living core…when twisted out of shape, such a twig 

bends, but it does not break; instead, it springs back and continues growing‖ (p. 58). She 

recognized that there were multiple paths to her characterization of resilience and 

―individual hardiness was an important attitude‖ (p. 59). She embraces Maddi‘s (2002) 

attitudes of control, commitment and challenge as helpful ―in transforming stressors from 

potential disasters into growth opportunities‖ (Schlossberg, 2008, p. 59).  

Hudson‘s (1999) 4-phased model uses a set of life skills to describe the resilience 

and hardiness that represent the ―most important abilities you need to grow and develop 

as a person with the change cycle‖ (p. 71). Among the skills that Hudson describes are 

the necessity for personal commitment, developing and executing your plan with 

―conviction, inspiration and energy,‖ and ―experimenting‖ to encourage ―being creative, 

learning, exploring, and risk-taking‖ (p. 74). The skills are closely aligned with Maddi‘s 

(2002) three C‘s of control, commitment and challenge. Likewise, there are resilience-

like skills that Hudson (1999) suggests that individuals undergoing transition need a 

―basic proficiency for the weaving and unraveling‖ associated with change and transition. 

Among these skills are: optimism; creativity; purposefulness; and adaptability (p. 57). 
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These skills are comparable to Barrett‘s (2004) and Tugade et al.‘s (2004) 

characterization of resilience. Throughout the Junior Officers‘ narratives, there is ample 

evidence of the skills that Hudson described as individual traits to successfully transition.  

Bridges (2004) recognizes the importance of robust personal traits to enable the 

individual‘s coping with the stresses of transitioning. He did not explicitly list a 

collection of individual resilience or hardiness traits or skills in his transition model. 

Rather he crafted a narrative around a behavior that described the trait or skill helpful to 

navigate through transition. For instance, instead of describing resilience as proactive, 

focused and flexible, Bridges counsels to ―stop getting ready and to [just] act‖ and ―begin 

to identify yourself with the final result of the new beginning‖ (p. 169). He wrote about 

the hardiness trait necessary to move in, move through and move out of transition, when 

he emphasized controlling the process by taking ―things step by step and resist the siren 

song that sings about some other route‖ and embracing that challenge by ―avoiding where 

everything goes smoothly and events are always exciting and meaningful‖ (p. 171).   

Conclusion 4: Transitions are not individual events—they are a team sport 

Not a one of the Junior Officers experienced transition alone. Each Junior Officer 

had a group of family, friends, and peers at work, or veterans that helped in some 

measure to cope with the challenges that transition threw in front of them. This support 

was an important and critical aspect of coping within the transition process. The Junior 

Officers received several types of support that at times comforted them, offered 

assistance in handling everyday actions, welcomed them to a unique band of combat 

veterans and, even provided honest feedback. Schlossberg (2008) says that support 

systems assist ―individuals mobilize their resources by sharing tasks, providing extra 
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supplies of money, material, tools, skill and giving guidance about ways to improve 

coping‖ (p. 64). Hudson (1999) recognizes that individuals exist within a nested human 

system of systems that include a family system, a friendship system, a work and career 

system, and a social system that offers support and aid to coping with the transition 

challenges. Adams, Hayes & Hopson (1976) point out that support systems can guide 

individuals in transition from ―social isolation to social integration; from vulnerability to 

assistance; …; and; from environment isolation to access to resources‖ (p. 17).    

The support systems can be considered from two different perspectives. The first 

perspective considers the sources of support. Schlossberg (1981, 2008) and Goodman, et 

al. (2006) conceptualize the support network as a series of concentric circles with the 

innermost circle being the most intimate support and progressively moving outward 

through friends, neighbors, co-workers, to professional associations. The relationships are 

role dependent and measured in terms of stability over time. For instance, a family 

member‘s relationship is not likely to change over time as much as a co-worker‘s 

relationship. Hudson‘s (1999) depiction of the nested system of systems had comparable 

role dependencies, but emphasized the overlapping nature and, in some cases, mutual 

dependencies among the systems (pp. 137-140). In Hudson‘s view of chapter and life 

transitions, he anchored activities that he suggested ―might help you be effective in this 

phase‖ across each of his 4 Phases (Go for it; The Doldrums, Cocooning and Getting 

Ready) (p. 117) within his nested support systems. Among these activities are seeking 

support from friends and family through the mini and life transition challenges. Adams et 

al. (1976) allude to the support system sources consisting of a ―network of reasonably 

intimate or close friends‖ without additional characterization. Throughout the research 
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inquiry, the Junior Officers‘ support network sources were provided by those closest to 

them (wives, parents, siblings, and friends), and by work peers or supervisors. The shared 

experience of combat often served to transcend the distance-from-the inner-most-circle 

expressed in Goodman et al. (2006) and Schlossberg (1981, 2008), and was a unique 

aspect for this inquiry.  

The function that the support provides is the second perspective to consider when 

assessing contribution to an individual‘s transition. Goodman et al. (2006) and 

Schlossberg (2008) offer the most meaningful framework to describe the support 

functions. They identify four key elements: affect; affirmation; aid and honest feedback. 

These elements were not considered as discreet packages but often blended together and 

were considered a ―key to handling stress‖ (Goodman et al., 2006, p. 75). Adams et al. 

(1976) describe a support system composition of three dimensions which revealed its 

function. The three dimensions were: what you feel (i.e., social isolation); what you need 

(i.e., share concerns); and what you want to feel (social integration).  

In this inquiry, the Junior Officers acknowledge the primacy of their support 

network in meeting and mastering the transition challenges. The spouses were the single 

strongest support in their personal networks. Many admitted that without their spouses, 

they may not have been successful moving through and exiting transition. The 

importance of the shared experience of fellow combat veterans was an unexpected 

discovery, but consistent with the meaning inherent within Goodman et al.‘s (2006) and 

Schlossberg‘s (2008) concentric graphic of circles of support.  

The conclusions that emerged from the findings sought to provide an 

understanding of the transitioning phenomenon of a unique group of Americans—
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combat-experienced Army Junior Officers. These Junior Officers experienced so much at 

such a young age, and replaced the chaotic and thrilling environment of combat with the 

ordered and regimented life in garrison.  The theories presented in the literature were 

manifested in the findings. The participants had to learn to adapt to the new environment. 

The participants shared how they described the transition experience with their thick and 

rich narratives. They described how they let go of the old situation and started over with a 

renewed sense of self, perspective and maturity.  

Implications 

The findings of this study have implications for practice, research and theory. 

While the findings are principally focused on active-duty US Army Junior Officers‘ 

transition, and assisting their understanding of the personal and life changes that 

accompany the transition, there is a broader constituency that could benefit from the 

practical and research implications. From a practice standpoint, the findings can assist 

similar professions understand how to accommodate the challenges associated with 

transition. For example, the findings offer immediate implications for a broader military 

community—to include the other Services (Navy, Marines and Air Force) and the 

Reserve Component and National Guard portion of the US military structure, or to 

similar professions that have similar extreme environmental transitions (e.g. Police 

Officer and Fire Department) . From a research perspective, there are implications that 

the findings suggest that deserve a deeper examination. For example, the gender 

differences in transitioning, or the psychological characteristics that permit some to more 

easily handle the challenges associated with transitions.  The sections below offer 

specific recommendations for practice, for research and implications for theory.   
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Implications for Practice 

Four implications for practice are supported by this study: 

1. Apply insights to other Military Services (Navy, Marine and Air Force) 

Active Component; 

  

2. Consider augmenting the larger organizational re-integration program with a 

decentralized transition program at the unit level;  

 

3. Introduce transition functions across Officer‘s military education system; and 

 

4. Create a series of guidebooks to aid different sectors of the military 

transitioning from combat to a garrison (or peacetime) environment. 

 Implication 1: Apply insights to other Military Services (Navy, Marine and 

Air Force) Active Component. The findings of this study are the result of research on 

active-duty US Army Junior Officers. While the Army has carried the largest burden of 

the combat over the last ten plus years, the other Military Services have had their Service 

Members serving overseas, too. Each of the Service rotation policies differed, but as a 

general rule the Service Members were deployed for approximately one year.  While the 

specific roles in combat differed among the services, due to Service-specific missions and 

competencies, the stresses of deployment and family separation, the changes in 

autonomy, authority and responsibility are similar. The military values and cultural 

norms are comparable across the services. Understanding the transition process and the 

coping skills necessary to meet the associated challenges has practical implications across 

the Military Services.   

In accordance with Title 10 of the US Code, each of the Services has a specific 

role, mission and organization to support and defend the security of the country. 

Generally, the principal difference is associated with the domain that each Service 
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operates in (i.e., Army provides land forces, Navy provides sea and maritime forces, Air 

Force provide air and space forces).  The current deployments have involved all the 

services within their domains of operation with the vast majority of the ground combat 

operations provided by the Army and the Marine Corps.  While there may be Service-

peculiar customs and courtesies, overall culture norms, beliefs and values are consistent 

across the Services (Reger, Etherage, Reger & Gahm, 2008). There are shared beliefs 

among members of the military—―mission is of the utmost importance‖ and service 

―requires personal sacrifices‖ (p. 27). The military members are each serving in 

organizations that are engaged in combat operations overseas and redeploying to 

organizations that have different priorities. Soeters et al. (2003) contrast the Janusian 

culture of the military. They state that one face ―tries to prevent the occurrence of 

problems and provides the preconditions for the core task‖ while the second face 

―performs the core task in the crisis or on the battlefield‖ (p. 245). Thus, there exists a 

population with similar beliefs and values that are experiencing comparable 

organizational change (i.e., from forward deployed with a combat focus to garrison 

environment with an institutional focus); hence the practical implications are a little more 

apparent.   

Understanding the transition process and the possible effect on individuals will 

benefit the military organization and the military member. Transition experiences involve 

similar processes—letting go of an old situation, suffering the in-betweeness and then 

acclimating to a new situation (Bridges, 2004).  Letting go of the old situation involves 

four distinct aspects—disengagement, disidentification, disenchantment and 

disorientation. These aspects would be common among each of the returning Service 
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veterans. The in-betweeness is the time ―between the old life and the new‖ of 

undetermined length with inner re-orientation and re-alignment resulting in self-renewal 

(p. 152).  Bridges (1980, 2001, 2004) and Hudson (1999) describe this self-renewal as the 

letting go of a previous experience (outlived life) and shaping a new one to replace it. 

The new beginning is characterized by accepting this new reality and ―set about 

translating insight and idea into action and form‖ (Bridges, 2004, p. 174). Recognizing 

the inevitability of the combat to garrison transition phenomenon on individuals is 

important to the individual and the organization—regardless of the Military Service.  

Likewise, understanding the coping taxonomy involved with the transition 

experience is essential and has practice implications. Coping occurs throughout the 

transition experience. Coping is defined as the individual skill or problem-solving effort 

that is undertaken to accommodate to or to adjust to a transition experience (Brammer & 

Arego, 1981; and Pearlin & Schooler, 1978).  This coping taxonomy is divided into three 

types of responses: responses that are directed at changing the situation; responses that 

are directed at controlling the meaning; or responses that minimize personal discomfort 

without working on the issues themselves (Brammer & Arego, 1981, p. 25).  

Understanding and educating organizations and individuals on coping techniques has 

implications for managing the transition phenomena regardless of the military service.  

 Implication 2: Consider augmenting the larger organizational re-integration 

program with a decentralized transition program at the unit level. The Army has an 

uneven program for assisting returning Soldiers and Officers. There are specific and well-

resourced programs for returning wounded warriors, but the transitioning for the majority 

of healthy Soldiers and Officers largely fall under the responsibility of the local Army 
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installation and a larger Army bureaucracy (Wright, 2011). In addition to the immediate 

exposure to reintegration events, the Active Component Soldiers and Officers can take 

advantage of a more deliberate Army-wide program—ArmyOneSource.  Each of these 

programs are centrally managed and executed by well-meaning professionals and a cadre 

of volunteers. But the rush for efficiency has two inherent problems. The first problem is 

misunderstanding the temporal aspect with transitions. The second problem is that the 

most credible and most valuable support system to aid in transition—fellow combat-

experienced Soldiers and Officers—is neglected. 

The organizational transition assistance programs are focused on a structured 

program that offers a variety of options for transitioning Soldiers and Officers. The initial 

surge of assistance is typically executed in large auditoriums to maximize efficiency and 

throughput. There is an understandable rush to satisfy the surface requirements to allow 

the returning veterans the opportunity to reunite with family and friends. Post-

deployment surveys are a typical protocol offered to the returning veterans (Yancey, 

2010). Bridges (2001) emphasizes that transition is a process with overlapping phases 

that do not fit a neat checklist or time schedule.   

When the participants in this research were asked to reflect on their personal 

transition and to offer potential organizational improvements, a common suggestion was 

to change or to reduce the centralized program to include more involvement of the 

Soldiers‘ and the Officers‘ chain of command.  The participants felt that the people who 

could best understand the transition challenges were individuals that had shared 

experiences. Additionally, the participants offered that the chain of command—from the 

unit level—was best positioned to recognize and respond appropriately to transition 
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challenges. Counseling professionals who focus on transitions emphasize the importance 

of layers of support—from the most intimate to the institutional layer—to assist in 

meeting and overcoming the challenges associated with transitions (Goodman et al., 

2006).  

Goodman et al. (2006) describe not just the layers of support necessary to aid in 

transition, intimate to institutional, but also what support offers the transitioning 

individual (i.e., affect, affirmation, aid and or honest feedback).  The layered support can 

be envisioned as a series of concentric circles. The individual is in the center and the 

immediate family (spouse, parents, and siblings) are often the closest and provide the 

most stable and consistent over time (p. 79). As the distance increases from the closest 

circle, the relationships are increasingly role-related and more likely to change over time. 

The one group that appeared to transcend the model was fellow combat veterans with 

shared experience. The participants acknowledged that fellow combat veterans were 

sought out—whether they were a parent or a member of the Veteran of Foreign Wars 

(VFW)—to function as a special support system.  

The centralized Army program does not take advantage of the potential of the 

most valuable and credible asset—the individual‘s chain of command and experienced 

veterans closest to the transitioning individual‘s unit. This decentralized and semi-

structured approach could readily offer many of the support system functions not 

available with a more centralized approach. The chain of command and fellow combat-

experienced veterans could offer the one level of support for which other members of the 

support circle do not have the credibility or authority—honest feedback. Goodman et al. 

(2006) describe honest feedback as an important component of support that can only be 
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offered from a close network of friends that are willing to offer reactions that ―might be 

negative as well as positive‖ (p. 76).   

 Implication 3: Introduce transition functions across Officer’s military 

education system. The personal and professional challenges associated with transitioning 

from a combat to a garrison environment should be introduced as early as possible in the 

professional education system for the Junior Officers. The Officer‘s professional 

education system is intended to produce a core of Officers that are able to operate is an 

―environment of complexity, ambiguity and rapid change‖ (DA Pamphlet 600-3, p. 24). 

Within this environment, the likelihood is high that future Junior Officers will experience 

similar transitions as those experienced by the Junior Officers in this research. Bridges 

(2001) describes transition functions that assist in understanding what Junior Officers 

may encounter throughout their careers. Thus, an early and consistent exposure to these 

transition functions (i.e., re-orientation, personal growth, creativity, authentication and 

renewal) will assist in more thoroughly understanding the challenges associated with 

transition, and provide benefit to the Junior Officers.  

The goal of the US Army Officer Education System (OES)—from Junior to 

Senior Officers—is to ―produce a corps of leaders who are fully competent in technical, 

tactical and leadership skills, knowledge and experience‖ that ―demonstrate confidence, 

integrity, critical judgment and responsibility‖ (Department of the Army Pamphlet 600-3, 

p. 25). The education begins at the commissioning source (i.e., Reserve Officer Training 

Corps (ROTC), Officer Candidate School (OCS) or the United States Military Academy 

at West Point) and continues through to the Senior Service College (e.g., Army War 

College or National Defense University). The OES is a sequence of professional military 
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education that is progressive and prepares the Officers for increased responsibilities in 

their career assignments.  

Each of the progressive assignments—potentially with a combat role—will 

expose the Officers to change. Most of the change may in fact be situational but some 

may be deeper and involve a deeper and more profound transition. Bridges (2001) states 

that at its most basic function transition helps the individual ―come to term with change‖ 

(p. 33). Additionally, he describes other functions that are fundamental to understanding 

any transition. Re-orientation allows the military professional to relinquish old habits and 

expectations and to develop new ones that might fit the new situation. Personal growth is 

a likely outcome of any transition experience, if acknowledged. Bridges identifies that 

individuals are likely to ―come out of a transition knowing ourselves better and being 

more willing to express who we really are‖(p. 37). This function of authenticity enhances 

an individual‘s sense of self—the ―inner face of growth‖ (p. 39). The creative function is 

the function that enables the re-orientation, personal growth and authentication functions 

by offering opportunities for the individual to ―create a satisfactory outcome to the 

change‖ (p. 38). Finally, the renewal function is the ultimate product that the individual 

transitions to, a ―new identity, a new sense of purpose and new store of life energy‖ (p. 

42).   

By exposing the Officers to the transition functions consistently across their 

professional military education, the result will be a more aware professional Officer 

Corps that is able to meet the ultimate goal specified in the Department of the Army 

Pamphlet (DA PAM) of a core of Officers that are ―creative problem solvers able to 

function in highly complex and dynamic environments‖ (p. 25).  
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 Implication 4: Create a series of guidebooks to aid different sectors of the 

military transitioning from combat to a garrison (or peacetime) environment. There 

are thousands of veterans of all ranks returning to the workforce across the nation.  Some 

of the veterans are returning and remaining on Active Duty. Many more are returning to 

civilian jobs because either their tour as a Reservist or Guardsman is complete or they are 

leaving the military completely. Regardless, there is an increasing need to recognize this 

special group of citizens and offer a roadmap to facilitate their transitions.  

There are several distinct groups that would require a roadmap or guidebook to 

assist in meeting and overcoming transition challenges. The Active Duty personnel 

remaining on Active Duty have an existing infrastructure to assist their transitions. The 

reintegration program exists and serves as a valuable centralized resource. The returning 

Reserve Component (RC) (Army Reservists or Army National Guard) Service Members 

may have deployed individually or as a member of a unit. Typically, these units and their 

assigned individuals are demobilized and return to their hometowns, hopefully to resume 

their pre-deployment occupation. These Service Members typically do remain associated 

with their RC units. A final group of returning veterans are those that leave the service 

and have little, if any, more contact with the military once they leave the service.  Each of 

these groups offer distinct personal and institutional challenges when they transition from 

a combat to a garrison (or in some cases a civilian) environment. 

Goodman et al. (2006) offer the broadest of outlines in their text, Counseling 

Adults in Transition. At the core of their text, though, are the 4 S factors that affect 

coping offered by Schlossberg (1981, 2008)—Situation, Self, Support, and Strategies.  

Schlossberg‘s (2008) advice regarding the ‗Situation‘ is to place it on a continuum of 
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time and seriousness; by examining the transition and the effect on ―roles, routines and 

assumptions‖; and, to become more aware on the effect the transition might have on an 

individual‘s personality (p. 54).  

The ‗Self‘ advice revolves around a core of personal inner strengths that have to 

be mustered to adapt. Among these are adaptability, flexibility and a positive optimistic 

outlook. The ‗Support‘ component—arguably the strongest component of transition 

coping assistance would certainly vary depending on the group that the guidebook would 

be focused toward. The Active Duty personnel, and to a certain extent the RC personnel, 

have similar institutional support. Those leaving the military completely may not be so 

fortunate. Each guidebook would have to focus on the support appropriate to the 

circumstances.  

The ‗Strategy‘ advice in the guidebooks would focus on the coping strategies that 

Schlossberg (1981, 2008), Brammer and Abrego (1981), and Pearlin and Schooler (1978) 

describe. These strategies include changing the situation, controlling the meaning and 

minimizing the personal discomfort.  

 The guidebooks would be specific to population undergoing the transition from 

combat back to a non-combat environment—whether remaining in or leaving the 

military. Each of the transitions will have unique challenges and deserve to be addressed 

professionally. The 4 S factors that affect coping are a meaningful construct to build the 

guidebooks around.  

Implications for Research 

There were five implications for research that emerged from this study: 

1. Study how female Junior Officers describe the transition process; 
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2. Study the transitioning experience of mid-grade US Army Non-

Commissioned Officers; 

 

3. Study the impact of the combat to garrison transitioning experience on the 

Junior Officers‘ convoy of support; 

  

4. Study the effect of emotions on the transitioning experience; and 

 

5. Expand transition research beyond a qualitative inquiry to a quantitative 

examination by examining the contributions of the personal traits of resilience 

and hardiness in transitions. 

 

 Implication 1: Study how female Junior Officers transition from combat to a 

garrison environment. There was only one female participant in this research inquiry. 

Recent demographic information indicates that females Officers account for over fifteen 

percent of the population of Officers in the US Army (Active Duty Servicewomen by 

Branch of Service 2006 and 2010; Penn State Online, n.d.). With that population and the 

recent relaxation of female combat roles, it becomes increasingly more important to 

explore how female Junior Officers address the challenges associated with transitioning 

from combat to garrison. The research implication is to explore how female Junior 

Officers navigate through the transition rapids. One premise for this research could be 

that the Army Culture is so pervasive that gender is unaffected by how transition 

challenges are met. The research would explore any gender differences in transitioning 

and re-integration to a garrison assignment.   

 Implication 2: Study the transitioning experience of mid-grade US Army Non-

Commissioned Officers. A second implication for research is to study the transition 

experience of a different demographic of the professional military. Non-Commissioned 

Officers (NCOs) are typically the front-line supervisors and the most in daily contract 
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with Enlisted Soldiers. The NCO Corps has been called the ‗backbone of the Army‘ and 

an important distinguishing characteristic of a professional Army (McCall, 2011). There 

is a similar retention challenge in the Army compared to the Junior Officers. Over one-

quarter of the Sergeants (E-5) and Staff Sergeants (E-6) are choosing to leave the service 

well short of retirement eligibility (Tan, 2011). The typical NCO is not a college graduate 

and has between seven and twelve years of Army service. Many have multiple combat 

tours overseas and are faced with similar transition challenges when they return to a 

garrison environment. The research implication is to explore how this different segment 

of the Active Component of the Army addresses the challenges associated with 

transitioning back from combat.  

 Implication 3: Study the impact of the combat to garrison transitioning 

experience on the Junior Officers’ convoy of support. An important finding from this 

research was the significance of the support structure to the Junior Officers‘ transition. A 

third implication for research is to examine how the transition experience affected the 

members of the Junior Officers‘ support structure. Schlossberg (2008) identifies the four 

type of resources that we all bring to a transition—the situation (whether the transition 

was expected, unexpected and the measure of control over the events); the self 

(individual characteristics); the strategy (how an individual copes with the associated 

challenges); and, support (the layers of a support structure that is necessary to provide 

aid, affection, affirmation and honest feedback). This study would focus on the support 

structure and how the transition affected them. There exists the potential that transition 

occurs for both the Junior Officer and his support structure, and that this notion of 

support is mutually re-enforcing.    
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 Implication 4: Study the effect of emotions on the transitioning experience. 

Schlossberg (1981, 2008) identifies four factors that influence an individual‘s ability to 

cope with transitions. These four factors, or 4 S, were Situation, Self, Support and 

Strategy. Within the Strategy factor was the specific coping strategies that were identified 

as the ―full range of responses people undoubtedly call upon in dealing with life-

exigencies‖ (Goodman et al., 2006, p. 80). The responses include modifying the situation, 

controlling the meaning of the problem, and responses that manage the stress. Several of 

the participants in this inquiry expressed strong emotions (either negatively or positively) 

in their narratives when they described their transition experiences. The coping response 

that focuses on managing the stress identifies several affective manifestations to address 

transitions: emotional discharge; self-assertion; and passive forbearance (Goodman et al., 

2006, p. 81). Further research could focus on the emotional coping responses in the 

transition experiences and examine whether these type of responses are productive or 

counter-productive.  

 Implication 5: Expand transition research beyond a qualitative inquiry to a 

quantitative examination by examining the contributions of the personal traits of 

resilience and hardiness in transitions. The current research inquiry was exclusively 

qualitative. A fifth and final research implication is to expand the transition research 

beyond a qualitative inquiry to a quantitative examination. One of the important findings 

from the inquiry was the importance of individual traits of resilience and hardiness. There 

are several empirical studies that explore the importance of hardiness on reaction to 

stressful situations (Maddi, 2002) and positive effects of resilience on effective coping 

(Tugade et al., 2004).  
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Maddi (2002) has conducted empirical organizational research focused on 

individuals‘ mental and health issues related to stressful situations—many involving 

business reorganizing and the associated transition challenges on their employees. His 3C 

model of hardiness—control, commitment and challenge—was described as a component 

of the psychological resources that ―people draw upon to help them withstand threats‖ 

(Goodman et al., 2006, p. 69). Goodman et al. (2006) note that individual differences 

adjusting to stressful situations were ―debilitating for some people but developmentally 

provocative for others‖ (p. 74).  

Likewise, resilience has been noted as an important psychological source in 

meeting and overcoming transition challenges (Goodman et al., 2006). Tugade et al. 

(2004) conducted a quantitative examination on resilience and the contribution of 

positive emotions to ―contribute to psychological and physical well-being via more 

effective coping‖ (p. 1161).  An important question is: What is the quantitative 

description of these psychological traits and how do these traits contribute to the Junior 

Officers‘ transition? This research would enhance the social and historical construction of 

previous qualitative research with numeric measurement and theory verification. 

Implications for Theory 

The researcher offers two implications to inform and possibly extend transition 

theory. The two implications are: 

1. Organizational culture and its effect on the individual moving in, moving 

through  and moving out of  transition is not fully developed. 

 

2. The demographic characteristics (e.g., age, education, socio-economic status) 

of individuals undergoing transition is largely unaccounted for in the 

transition models.  
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 Implication 1: Organizational culture and its effect on the individual moving 

in, moving through and moving out of transition is not fully developed. Each of the 

transition theories (Bridges,1980, 2004; Hudson, 1999 and Schlossberg, 1981, 2008) 

acknowledges that transitions are experienced within a social construct. Bridges (2004) 

talked about how each transition begins with an ending of specific ―circumstances of our 

lives that are partly defined by roles and relationships, those that we like and those that 

we don‘t‖ (p. 12). Hudson (1999) describes the ―letting go of roles, unraveling your 

identity‖ for life transitions (p. 55). Schlossberg (1981) describes transition as the 

―change in assumptions about oneself and the world‖ (p. 5). Roles, relationships and 

assumptions are an important ingredient in organizational life and are influenced by 

organizational culture. The interplay of an individual‘s organizational culture, the pattern 

of shared basic assumptions that assists in resolving problems of external adaptation and 

internal integration, is not fully developed and could extend our understanding of 

transitions. This inquiry demonstrated that an organization‘s culture—the demanding US 

Army culture—will affect the transition experience.  

 Implication 2: The demographic characteristics (e.g., age, education, socio-

economic status) of individuals undergoing transition is largely unaccounted for in 

the transition models. From a macro perspective, this research inquiry had a 

homogenous population. The Junior Officers were college-educated, close in age and, 

based on their military rank and status, squarely within the middle class. The transition 

literature minimally accounts for individual differences. Schlossberg (2008) employs the 

4 S (Situation, Self, Strategy, Support) to describe the ―combination of resources that 

individuals bring to each transition‖ (p. 43). Within the ‗self‘ component, Schlossberg 
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addresses individual traits necessary to transition, and within ‗situation‘ she accounts for 

the individual‘s ability to ―plan for and control‖ (Goodman et al., 2006, p. 62) external 

facets.  Neither Bridges (1980) nor Hudson (1999) explicitly addresses demographic 

characteristics for successfully meeting and overcoming transition challenges. This 

inquiry revealed that educated young people of similar socio-economic status were 

successful in their transitions. Transition theory should account for these factors.  

Final Thoughts 

You've never lived until you've almost died, for those who fought for it; life has a 

flavor the protected will never know. (Anonymous, n.d.) 

 

The above quote has been attributed to Soldiers from every war from World War 

II to the present conflict in the Middle East. The participants in this phenomenological 

study have fought for their country and for their fellow soldiers and experienced life like 

few have. Each of the participants in this inquiry was transformed by the combat they 

experienced and by the challenges they encountered when they transitioned back to the 

life and job they had left behind. This study adds depth to the body of literature on 

transition, but in a unique context. The study provides a voice to the Active Duty Army 

Junior Officers who have experienced more in their young lives than the majority of 

Americans will in a lifetime.  The intent of this study is to describe the lived experience 

of the phenomenon of transition from combat to garrison. The results will enrich the 

broader re-integration practice of the military and add to the dialogue surrounding our 

returning Veterans. The conclusions of this study reinforce the ideas articulated by 

Bridges (1980, 2003, 2004), who discusses the broader concept of transition; Schlossberg 

(2006, 2008) who describes the coping skills necessary to successfully transition; Hudson 
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(1999), who relates life transition to self-renewal; Erikson (1974, 1980) who discusses 

identity; and Ashforth (2001) who relates identity to transitions in organizational life.   

This study adds to the literature because it examines a unique phenomenon—

transitioning from combat to garrison with a special population of young adults who have 

gone through multiple combat deployments. This population chose to remain in the Army 

and to experience the stress of multiple combat deployments separated in time and space 

by the challenges of transitioning to a garrison environment. This extraordinary group of 

young Americans is the personification of hardiness and resilience. They are morally and 

ethically strong, self-reliant and determined, and embrace change with a quiet confidence 

and a firm determination. The future of the US Army is better off with young men and 

women like the participants in this study.  

How important it is for us to recognize and celebrate our heroes and she-roes! 

Maya Angelou (n.d.) 
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 

The structure in the interview process followed the guideline articulated by 

Moustakas (1994). The interview is intended to be an ―informal and interactive process 

that utilizes open-ended comments and questions‖ (p. 114).  The researcher used the first 

two questions to establish a rapport with the participant, and allow for contextual 

understanding of the combat experience—the old situation—and the new position. The 

next series of questions (RQ 3-7) were intended to facilitate the Junior Officer‘s 

description of the transition process. Each of these questions were anchored in a construct 

from the conceptual model, but were open-ended to avoid leading the participant toward 

any specific answer. The last two research questions (RQ 8-9) were intended to allow the 

Junior Officer to reflect on his or her transition process.  

Questions:  

 

1. Please tell me about your current duty position.  

a. Probes: 

i. How long have you been in the position? 

ii. What type of responsibilities do you have in your current position? 

iii. What role do you play in the current organization? 

2. Please tell me about your last deployment overseas. 

a. Probes 

i. What position did you have in the unit?  

ii. What type of responsibilities did you have in your position? 

3. After you returned from your combat tour, what were your most significant 

challenges?  

a. Probes 

i. At work? 

ii. At home? 

iii. Socially? 

4. When you PCS‘d (permanent change of station) to your current position, what was 

the transition like? 
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a. Probes:  

i. How would you describe the transition? 

ii. What happened? 

iii. How did it occur? 

iv. What was it like for your family/significant others? 

5. Do you think the experience of transitioning changed you in any way? 

a. Probes: 

i. What do you attribute this change to? 

ii. Would those who knew you before and after the transition describe you 

differently? 

iii. How would they describe you? 

6. To what do you attribute your successful transition from your operational (deployed) 

position to your non-combat garrision position? 

a. Probes: 

i. Was anyone particularly helpful? What did they do? 

ii. Were there particular skills you used to help you through the transition? 

iii. Were there any hindrances? 

7. If the Army Leadership asked you how to help others transitioning, what would you 

tell them? 

a. Probes 

i. What would you suggest the Army do to help those transitioning? 

ii. What, if anything should the army stop doing to help those transitioning? 

8. What advice would you give to your peers about the transitioning experience? 

9. As you reflect back on the hour and a half that we have spent together, what do you 

want to make sure that I capture when I prepare my findings?  

10. Do you have any questions for me?  

 

I would like to thank you for taking your time today to share your transitioning 

experiences with me.  I will transcribe the results of the interview and send them to you 

electronically. Please take the time to read them to ensure that I accurately captured your 

thoughts. Again, thank you very much for your time and, importantly, thank you for your 

continued service to the country.  
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Appendix B: Participant Recruitment E-Flyer (Version 1.0) 

 

Are you interested in participating in research that is looking at Junior Officers 

transitioning from deployed assignments in a combat zone to institutional support 

positions?   

 

I am in the process of recruiting Junior Officers for my dissertation research study. I 

would like to invite you to participate in this interview based study if you meet the 

following criteria:       

 

You are: 

 Age: Over 21 

 Any gender 

 Any race 

 Not contemplating leaving the service. 

 A Commissioned Officer at the rank of First Lieutenant, Captain or Major.  

 

       And 

 

You have:   

 Less than 10 years of service. 

 Minimum of a 4-year degree 

 At least two combat tours.  

 At least one leadership position in those combat tours either as a Platoon 

Leader, a Company Commander or as an Operational Detachment-A 

(ODA) Commander. 

 Assignment to a current Institutional Support Assignment (non-deployable 

position) (does not infer that you will never be returned to an Operational 

Assignment). 

 

 

The purpose of this research study to explore and understand the experience of young 

officers transitioning from an assignment with a deployed combat unit to an 

assignment in a non-combat garrison organization. The study is being done as part of 

a doctoral dissertation at The George Washington University.  

 

The study will involve one 90- minute interview and these are scheduled to begin 

sometime in the Spring of 2010.  There is no payment for taking part in the study. 

Although you may not benefit directly from your participation in the study, your 

participation may benefit the study of job transitions generally with the US Army. 

 

If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact Tim Hope at 

XXX@XXX.XXX, or for more information. 

mailto:XXX@XXX.XXX
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Form (Version 1.0) 

 

Research Study: Exploring Job Transition in Combat-experienced Junior Officers 

(IRB # 080910) 

 

1. Introduction 

You are invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide to be part 

of this study, you need to understand the risks and benefits. This consent form 

provides information about the research study. I will be available to answer your 

questions and provide further explanations. If you agree to take part in the research 

study, you will be asked to sign this consent form. This process is known as an 

informed consent. Your decision to take part in the study is voluntary. You are free to 

choose whether or not you will take part in the study. Your academic 

standing/employment status will not be affected in any way should you choose not to 

take part or to withdraw at any time.. 

 

2. Purpose. 

As a doctoral student in the Graduate School of Education and Human 

Development of The George Washington University, I am conducting a research 

project to understand the transition process of US Army Junior Officers from a 

combat to a non-combat garrison environment. The researcher is Timothy W. Hope. 

The Principal Investigator is Dr. Michael Marquardt, a member of the George 

Washington University faculty. His contact information is XXXXX@gwu.edu or 

XXX.XXX.XXXX. 

 

3. Procedure 

The research will be conducted at a location that is convenient to you. You 

will be asked to participate in one (1) ninety-minute interview. You will be asked to 

describe the transition process and how it affected you. Particular attention will be 

focused on any skills that you used to assist in the transitions, values that assisted in 

the transition process and how the experience has changed you. The interview will be 

audio-taped and transcribed. You will have the opportunity to review the transcript 

and make corrections for accuracy of the transcription. The dissertation may be 

published as well as article which relate to the findings. At no time will you or your 

organization be identified. All the data will be reported anonymously. No information 

will be provided to your superior officer. You will be one of approximately ten Junior 

Officers participating in the study.  

 

4. Possible Risks 

Your participation will have no more risk of harm than you would experience 

in everyday life. You may experience emotional distress when talking about your 

transition home. Please let the researcher know at any time if you would like to stop 

the interview or if there are any questions that you would like to skip. There is a small 

chance that someone not on our research team could find out that you took part in the 

mailto:XXXXX@gwu.edu
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study or somehow connect your name with the information that we collect about you. 

Your records will be private. No one will know except for the researcher and the 

transcriptionist that you are part of this study. Only your first name will be used 

during the interview taping. The transcription will identify you by a number. Only the 

researcher will be able to associate your full name with your number. The tapes and 

the transcriptions will be maintained under the researcher‘s personal control in a 

locked safe.  

 

5. Possible Benefits 

You will not receive any tangible benefits from taking part in this study. As a 

result of your participation, you may have an increased understanding of the 

transition process and an increased awareness of your personal values and attitudes. 

 

6. Costs 

There are no costs associated to you for taking part in this study. 

 

7. Compensation 

You will not receive compensation for participating in this study. 

 

8. Right to withdraw from the study 

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may decide to not begin or 

to stop this study at any time. 

 

9. Confidentiality and privacy of research records 

Your records will be private. No one will know except for the researcher and 

the transcriptionist that you are part of this study. Only your first name will be used 

during the interview taping. The transcription will identify you by a number. Only the 

researcher will be able to associate your full name with your number. Your research 

records may be provided to The George Washington University Office of Human 

Research and/or Committee on Human Research. Except for these entities, research 

records will be kept confidential unless you authorize their release, or the records are 

required to be released by law (i.e., court subpoena). You will not be identified by 

name in any reports or publications of this study. The tapes and any notes taken by 

you and the researcher will be stored in a locked file cabinet in the researcher‘s office 

which only the researcher has access to. All identifiable documents will be destroyed 

within two years of successful defense of the dissertation.  

 

10.  Questions 

Talk to the research team if you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think 

you have been harmed. You can contact the Principal Investigator listed on the front 

of this form at XXX-XXX-XXXX or the researcher Tim Hope at XXX-XXX-XXXX. 

For questions regarding your rights as a participant in human research, call the GWU 

Office of Human Research at 202-994-2715.  
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11. Signatures 

By signing this consent form, you agree that you have read this informed 

consent form, you understand what is involved and you agree to take part in the 

study. You do not give up any of your legal rights by signing this informed consent 

form. You will receive a copy of this consent form. 

 

____________________________ 

Participant (Print Name) 

 

____________________________ 

Signature 

_______ 

Date 

 

12.  Researcher Statement 

I certify that the research study has been explained to the above individual by 

me including the purpose, the procedures, the possible risks and the potential benefits 

associated with participation in this research study. Any questions that have been 

raised have been answered to the individual‘s satisfaction. 

 

____________________________ 

Researcher (Print Name) 

 

____________________________ 

Signature 

 

_______ 

Date 
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Appendix D: Transcriber’s Letter of Confidentiality 

 

I understand that I have been asked to listen to and to transcribe the content of 

interview tapes for research related to a doctoral dissertation. I agree to maintain 

confidentiality regarding the identity of those heard on the tape and the contents of 

the discussion. 

 

Additionally, in preparing the transcripts, I will not identify anyone by name. 

 

Furthermore, I will not make copies of the tapes I have transcribed and will 

return them with the transcription. 

 

________________________    __________________

   

Researcher‘s Signature     Transcriber 

 

____________Date     ____________Date 
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Appendix E: Textural and Structural Descriptions 

[Participant 1 is an active-duty Captain with nine years of service who has 

deployed three times to Iraq (03-04, 07-08 and 09-10) each time in leadership or 

command positions. Thus far, Participant 1 has experienced multiple job-related 

transitions from a combat environment to a garrison environment in his brief military 

career. On the personal side, Participant 1 married during his mid-tour leave on his 

second year-long deployment.]  

Textural Description of Participant 1’s Transitioning Experience 

Participant 1 described his transitioning experiences from a combat to a garrison 

environment in terms of the challenges that he faced—both at work and at home. He 

experienced three transitioning experiences from a combat to a garrison environment.  

After his first combat deployment (in support of the initial ground combat 

operations in Iraq), Participant 1 struggled to place his experiences in combat as an 

Motorized Scout Platoon Leader in context with his new position as a Senior Leader‘s 

assistant in a garrison environment. He credits the successful transition to the mentoring 

of his Senior Leader boss, and to periods of self-reflection that he underwent at his 

Captain‘s Career Course.  

Coming back and really reflecting on what would have been a more effective 

strategy through the course of the Career Course and through the mentorship with 

senior leaders and what not, I was able to kind of understand.  

  

During the two-week, mid-tour break on his second deployment, Participant 1 

eloped with his fiancée. When he returned after his year-long deployment, Participant 1 

had to face the challenges of transitioning to a garrison environment as well as the 

challenges associated with a new partner. In fact, the twin challenges occurred 
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simultaneously. While he changed duty positions at work—from a Brigade-staff position 

in combat to a tank company command in garrison, he and his new wife planned and 

executed a church wedding and a honeymoon. During the transition at work, he had to 

come to grips with the new facts of his personal situation and admitted that ―the ground 

work had not been established, especially for us, in terms of living together, 

understanding each other‘s schedules, [and] understanding our own personal space.‖  He 

attributes the success of the transition and the balancing between the personal and work-

related challenges to the communication that he and his new wife were forced to 

establish. The work-related transition challenges for the second transition were, in some 

respect, mitigated by the successful transition from his first deployment. 

The third transition from a combat to a garrison environment had its own 

challenges for Participant 1. He left command of a Tank Company in Iraq early to 

participate in a very selective and competitive graduate school program. As a result, 

Participant 1 uprooted his wife from her job and career, and within weeks moved from 

Georgia to New York to start the new program. While the work-related transition was a 

welcome relief  (i.e., moving from a combat command position to a graduate student with 

little or no additional command stress, ―It‘s great to not be responsible for anyone except 

for myself for a change‖), the adjustment to a garrison environment was difficult. 

Participant 1 was frustrated by the contrast between the operational side of the Army that 

he left and the new garrison side of the Army. He spoke to this frustration when he 

commented,  

Seeing senior folks, who do not have combat patches, walking around here 

bothers me to the extent that I know I have been spending the last nine years, a 
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good portion of my time in the Army, being deployed. And I wonder what these 

folks have been doing.  

 

However, Participant 1 recognized that his experiences in his earlier transition, 

with regards to personal reflection and mentoring, were important skills that would assist 

him in transitioning to his new garrison position of mentoring future Junior Officers.  

Structural Description of Participant 1’s Transitioning Experience 

There are two structures in Participant 1‘s transitioning experiences that are 

evident his navigation from three combat deployments to garrison environments. These 

two structures are how he thinks of himself and how he relates to others. The structure of 

how he thinks of himself highlights the self-renewal aspects of the transition literature 

and reveals both cognitive and affective dimensions. The structure of how he relates to 

others addresses social interaction aspects of Participant 1‘s transitioning experiences.  

The transition literature describes self-renewal as the letting go of a previous 

experience and embracing the new. Participant 1 recognized that his naïve understanding 

of transitions was not sufficient to overcome the stress that he felt. His periods of self-

reflection, after each transition, were important to his successful transitions. This self-

reflection illustrates the cognitive dimension of the self-renewal and assisted Participant 1 

in letting go. Likewise, his affective dimension was visible after his second deployment 

when he admitted that, ―The biggest difference between redeploying the first time and the 

second and third times is that I am actually going home to a family, to a wife.‖ The 

emotion was clear in his statement and contributed to his self-renewal and to transition.  

How Participant 1 related to others in his transition is revealed in his social 

interaction with his superiors, his subordinates and his wife. To Participant 1, mentoring 
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was an important aspect of his transition experiences. He noted that mentoring by the 

Senior Official that he worked for after his first deployment was ―very helpful in framing 

my operational experience against, most importantly training, because that was our focus 

at that time—training the Division, and to a large degree just a variety of other things in 

terms of Officership and whatnot.‖ In fact, this mentoring experience was such a positive 

aspect of his transitioning experience that he stated that,‖ I am ready to share my 

experiences; I am ready to continue some of the things I did in command in terms of 

mentorship of junior leaders.‖  

For Participant 1, there was also a personal side to the social interaction—with his 

new wife. He acknowledged that how he related to his wife during the transition 

experience could and did affect the outcome. Participant 1 spoke of compromise on his 

personal desires and treating with respect the person that was the closest to him. He 

recognized that this was not a one-time event and that he needed to focus on that aspect 

of relating to others to maintain his relations with his wife.  

The structural description of Participant 1‘s transitioning experiences was shaped 

by two structures—how he thought of himself and how he related to others. The first 

structure is an internal growth experience while the second structure is an external growth 

experience. Both structures are important to understanding Participant 1‘s successful 

transition navigation.  

[Participant 2 is an active duty Captain with seven years of service and has 

deployed twice to Iraq (05-06 and 08-09). In between his first and second deployment, 

Participant 2 worked as the Operations Officer for the detachment responsible for all the 

soldiers and families remaining at home station. In this position, he dealt with all the 
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challenges associated with assisting families adjust while a family member is deployed to 

a combat zone.]  

Textural Description of Participant 2’s Transitioning Experience 

Both of Participant 2‘s transitions from a combat to a garrison environment were 

challenging—but for different reasons. During his first transition back from Iraq, 

Participant 2‘s unit was separated from its parent unit and, upon return to their stateside 

garrison, the leadership was stripped away to support rear detachment activities. 

Participant 2‘s second transition was characterized by rushed personal activities to catch 

up with the demands of a military transfer and new assignment. 

Participant 2‘s unit had deployed to Iraq with a separate Battalion from another 

stateside garrison while his parent unit deployed to Afghanistan on a different 

redeployment cycle. Thus, when his unit returned, his parent unit remained in 

Afghanistan. His unit‘s typical organizational support structure was not present. 

Participant 2 was a combat-experienced platoon leader that returned to a less than 

fulfilling position. 

At work it was challenging for me because I deployed with a separate battalion 

and came back and the rest of the Brigade was gone. So I came back to a Rear D 

[Detachment] organization. The battalion I was assigned to was gone. So I really 

didn‘t have a home and I was really just attached to the other organization, like I 

said. So I really didn‘t have a home when I came back so I pretty much had to 

choose my own destiny. 

  

But rather than sit on the sidelines and wait for events to unfold, Participant 2 

approached the Rear Detachment Brigade Commander and volunteered to work on his 

staff to assist in redeploying units from overseas. He coped with the situation by taking 

direct action and modified the situation.  
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His confidence, self-assurance and experiences learned from his first transition 

assisted in the second transition. He re-deployed from Iraq as a combat-experienced 

Company Commander, and within a matter of weeks he had to pack his young family and 

move from New York to Alabama to attend an Army School. His positive attitude 

showed through in the positive explanatory way that he described the rush from combat 

to garrison, ―Yeah, I think that always looking at the positive side of things even if… 

looking for the silver lining even if [it] is not the best of things.‖ 

Participant 2‘s convoy of support was critical to his successful transitions. His 

wife, his peers and institutional support aided in some measure to his transition. His wife 

provided the emotional support to weather the challenges that were thrown at him. When 

asked if anyone was particularly helpful in his transitions, without a moment of hesitation 

he stated,  

Definitely my wife. She has kind of been the constant in all of that. It is kind of a 

reciprocal relationship because as I have to go through all of these changes she 

does too. It is kind of a mutually supporting relationship. I would say she has 

definitely been the most supportive. 

 

  When he returned from his first combat assignment and the prospects for an 

exciting position were slim, his commander pulled him aside and positively mentored 

him. The commander advised the young Junior Officer that regardless of the position, 

―You‘re an Officer, you‘re a leader‖ and the unit needed him. 

The practice of reflection contributed to Participant 2‘s transition success. Again 

it was a Senior Officer that mentored the Junior Officer. The advice that the Senior 

Officer provided the Junior Officer was that during his transition to, and duty at, the 

garrison assignment, the Junior Officer needed to ―take a knee but don‘t take a nap,‖ and 
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use the opportunity to reflect on his operational experiences. Participant 2 admitted that 

the reflective practices would not only aid in moving through and beyond the transition 

experience, but ultimately aid in his future assignments because he can ―move on to the 

next assignment and be better off for it because I have not only had the experience, but 

because I have had the time to reflect on it.‖  

Structural Description of Participant 2’s Transitioning Experience 

The universal structures that are useful in describing Participant 2‘s transitioning 

experience involve three constructs. Participant 2‘s transition was exceptional because of 

the timing of the phenomenon. How Participant 2 personally related to the transition 

phenomenon contributed to the structural description and understanding. And how 

Participant 2 interacted or related to others provides the third construct. 

Participant 2‘s first and second transition experiences were influenced by the 

timing of his first redeployment from Iraq. He redeployed separately from his parent 

organization and without a specific position when he returned. He used that opportunity 

to modify his situation and his status. As a result of his positive outlook and his personal 

initiative, he impressed the organizational leadership sufficiently to be selected for a 

command position on his second combat deployment. 

Participant 2‘s personal optimism and self-efficacy were the components of the 

structure of how he related to the phenomenon. Rather than be overly concerned about 

the hand of cards that he had been dealt after his first transition from combat, his 

optimistic outlook was infectious and contributory to his successful transition and 

subsequent assignments. This identical component was evident in his second transition 
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from combat to a garrison environment when he moved his family the length of the East 

Coast of the US to meet his assignment reporting date.  

Participant 2 relied heavily on his wife, and fairly significantly on the Army as an 

institution (e.g., senior leader mentoring), in describing his success in transitioning. This 

structural theme of how he related to others is useful to describe Participant 2‘s 

successful transitions. His wife was the anchor at times and the assistant at the wheel as 

he navigated through the transition shoals. Likewise, the mentoring that he received from 

his superiors during the transition process materially contributed to his successful 

transitions. 

[Participant 3 is an active-duty Major with nine years of service and has 

deployed twice to Iraq (03-04 and 07-08). Shortly after taking command of the Attack 

Helicopter Company, Participant 3 lost an aircrew due to hostile ground fire. Participant 

3 married immediately prior to his first deployment, and his wife delivered their first 

child during his second deployment.]  

Textural Description of Participant 3’s Transitioning Experience 

Participant 3 describes his two transitions from a combat to a garrison 

environment in terms of the personal and professional challenges that he encountered.  

Barely three months prior to his initial deployment to Iraq, Participant 3 married his 

fiancée and underwent his first year of married life living apart. His transition back from 

Iraq was complicated with balancing the newlywed challenges and challenges of 

decelerating from a combat to garrison pace. The second transition back from Iraq was 

especially challenging because of the significant combat that he had experienced. 
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By the time that Participant 3 deployed for the first time to Iraq, he had already 

experienced a significant separation and re-union with his fiancée. His first assignment 

took him to the Far East for fifteen months. Within six months of his transfer to a 

stateside assignment, Participant 3 married and headed off to combat as Platoon Leader. 

This nomadic lifestyle is characteristic of the Army and contributes to the attitude that 

Participant 3 had toward his transfer, ―It‘s a fact of life in the Army that you are going to 

transition, so instead of fighting against it you need to embrace whatever transition that 

you are going through.‖ The coping modes of information-seeking and direct action were 

common for Participant 3. He readily acknowledged that ―every time I transition 

somewhere, I am already looking at my next transition; you are always looking at your 

next job in the Army.‖  

Participant 3‘s support structure was important to his transitions.  His wife, his 

immediate family, his college classmates and friends at his church provided him the 

cushion to weather transition. He summed up his intimate support when he concluded 

that, ―We always kind of looked at these moves as adventure and it was. She is very 

supportive. If you don‘t have a spouse that supports this I don‘t see how you can stay in 

the Army.‖  He heaped praise on his mother-in-law for her support during transition. He 

stated that ―any time that we move my mother- in- law comes out and helps my wife set 

up the house. So the support from the family is certainly huge in our transition.‖  

Participant 3 personally witnessed the unfortunate results of combat during his 

second deployment to Iraq. The loss of an aircrew in his command impacted his actions 

while he was deployed, and influenced his transition journey when he returned, but it also 

illustrated the strength of his character in that terrible time.  
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So in my third day in command one of my teams was flying their early morning 

mission and there was this ambush waiting for them. Heavy machine guns hit the 

aircraft, but it was still flyable. What the crew did not know, they knew the 

aircraft was in trouble, but they decide to stay out and try to kill the enemy that 

shot them, what they didn‘t know was that there was a fire in the tail boom.  They 

had no way to detect, so the fire eventually burnt to the point where the tail boom 

separated and the aircraft crashed. It was a catastrophic accident for both the 

pilots. So, that was obviously challenging right when you take command. I was 

super proud of my company and how they rallied. They were super professional 

after that. There was no sense of going out for revenge as much as there was a 

firmer commitment to do the job we were out there to do. 

 

While in his current garrison position, Participant 3 was offered the opportunity to 

support a senior-level study on the Army‘s transitioning processes to study the 

experiences of Soldiers and Officers when they leave the Army. This institutional support 

requirement caused Participant 3 to reflect on his own transitioning experiences. He 

characterized transition as trauma for the soldier and for the family member. His 

reflections on his personal experiences motivated him as a member of the study group to 

focus on recommending improvements to the institutional scaffolding that is intended to 

provide the Soldiers and Officers with adequate information on the challenges associated 

with transitioning—from combat to garrison, or from the Army to the civilian 

community.  

Structural Description of Participant 3’s Transitioning Experience 

Two universal structures are useful in describing Participant 3‘s transitioning 

experiences orbit around him—his relationship to others and how he thinks of himself.  

This relationship to others is revealed in his convoy of support relationships. The convoy 

of support that surrounded Participant 3 and how he interacts with them is essential in 

understanding his successful transition. How Participant 3 thinks of himself was altered 

in the role that he occupied while he was deployed and positively affected his transition 
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experience. Combat strengthened Participant 3‘s personal identity and provided him a 

focus that assisted his ability to navigate through his transition experiences. 

The convoy of support construct is useful in understanding Participant 3‘s 

resource base for transition. His most intimate relationships—his wife, his mother and 

father and mother-in-law—were consistent and dependable in both of his transitions back 

from combat. His wife sacrificed her immediate career goals to follow his dreams, 

―...When we got married she sacrificed her career for mine and she has never been able to 

find a job in her field again because we move so often. The sacrifice for her is pretty big.‖ 

Participant 3‘s wife‘s support is crucial to his successful transitions, ―She‘s very 

supportive, so that made it easier to do the transition.‖ His parents and his mother-in-law 

also provided critical emotional and practical support to assist in the actual physical 

aspect of transition (i.e., relocated across country, watching grandchildren, assisting in 

helping establish a new home).  

Participant 3‘s close military friends, college classmates and members of their 

church formed the next critical layer of support. These friends were a comfort to 

Participant 3 and his wife during both of his transitions back to a garrison environment,  

We were reunited with some great friends from our flight school class and my 

West Point class. In a sense that was a relief for us as a family because we were 

able to get plugged back in with a lot of really good friends. 

 

The convoy level that was the most susceptible to role relationships and the most 

vulnerable to role changes—his senior officer mentors—had a profound effect on him 

and on his weathering of his transitions. During his first transition back from a combat 

zone, he struggled with remaining on active duty. His rating official counseled him on 

career options within the military and what opportunities may be available outside the 
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military. In fact, the rating official encouraged Participant 3 to pursue graduate education 

during his off-duty hours during his first transition.  Furthermore, when the opportunity 

to attend a career-enhancing course was presented to Participant 3, the senior rating 

official encouraged him to accept the assignment—even as the senior rating official and 

Participant 3‘s organization faced an unexpected early return to the combat zone. This 

selfless act by the senior official shaped Participant 3‘s transition and provided a lesson 

that Participant 3 absorbed. Participant 3 has embraced mentoring and regularly counsels 

his Warrant Officers and Officer Candidates about their transition challenges and career 

aspirations, ―I try to encourage my cadets in this, is to develop two mentors. You need to 

have an academic mentor, because most of these kids we try to encourage them to go to 

graduate school. Then you need to have an operational mentor in your career planning.‖ 

Participants 3‘s identity was shaped by his experiences leading soldiers in combat. 

While the role as a Platoon Leader and Company Commander were relatively short in 

terms of time, the stress of the experience, in general terms, and the specific stress of 

losing men in combat magnified the significance of the role—the situational relevance 

and the subjective importance—and he genuinely liked it.  

I loved being a line commander. It far exceeded my expectations. I missed the 

command more than I thought that I would. Because graduate school…I mean 

what an opportunity to get fully funded graduate school. You are still drawing 

your same salary. You get to come home every night and you don‘t have to worry 

about a cell phone ringing with a soldier issue or something. I thought I would be 

looking forward to that, which I did. I really enjoyed it. But at the same time I 

really missed the comradery that I had within that unit.   

 

In terms described by Ashforth (2001), Participant 3‘s global identity was being 

altered and the more value that Participant 3 placed on his role identity, the more ―likely 

that the role identity will be incorporated into the core conception of self‖ (p. 39). This 
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redefined concept of self assisted Participant 3 in transitioning. Participant 3 took a 

broader view of his career and the part that transitions would contribute, ―I have kind of 

gone through all of these transitions and I think part of that is that we all try to do well in 

the Army. I think the process of doing so many transitions makes you almost look 

forward to them in a way.‖ 

However, when Participant 3 returned from his first assignment in the Far East, he 

was uncertain about his career in the Army. He had thought seriously about leaving the 

Army. 

My biggest challenge was a personal one. What I was going to do with my life, 

because at that point I was getting tired of the Army. I had just gotten married. I 

got married in between my Korea experience and my first deployment to Iraq. On 

a personal level I really didn‘t know what I was going to do with my life. I was 

running the gambit from thinking of going to medical school to getting an MBA.  

Most options were not Army options at that point. 

 

But when the opportunity to take a leadership position in a unit headed to a 

combat zone, he accepted the position.  In fact, through his first and his second 

deployment to Iraq and the accompanying transition, Participant 3‘s uncertainty about a 

career in the Army morphed to now establishing a long-term career goal,  

Because it is only now that I see that my goal in the Army at least is to command 

a Battalion and then after that I want to stay involved, whether I stay in the Army 

or get out, I want to stay involved in some type of human capital development. 

    

[Participant 5 is an active Captain with seven years of service and has deployed 

twice to Iraq (05-06 and 08-09). Participant 5’s wife delivered their first child three 

months before his first deployment.] 
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Textural Description of Participant 5’s Transitioning Experience 

Participant 5 met his two transition experiences with a mixture of apprehension 

and concern that proved, ultimately, to be unnecessary and ill-founded. His wife and he 

had been together as a couple since they were married in college six years before his first 

deployment, and she served as the anchor in his transitioning whirlpools.  Critically, his 

first transition experience served as an important foundation of lessons that aided in the 

second transition and assisted in revealing his personal strength of character. The coping 

strategies were further refined as a result of the first transition and became an important 

strategy to meet that apprehension and concern that characterized his transitions.  

Participant 5 acknowledged that he worried about his expected transitions and 

whether he was going to be able to realize the smooth integration that he expected. He 

characterized the transition experience as, ―It was like watching a ship coming in from 

the sea. It is out there and you doing this long year. You are stressed out, stressed out, 

stressed out. And then all of a sudden you look back on it and it wasn‘t that bad.‖  At 

home he and his wife struggled to re-define their roles each time after he transitioned 

back, ―But my wife and I kind of did walk circles around each other in the house, trying 

to feel out roles and stuff like that. I did have some kind of insecurities about what my 

purpose was inside the household.‖  At work, his peers and immediate supervisors eased 

the transition challenges,  

They were always around, and we spent time together. It was people that my wife 

and I were familiar with before we deployed, it is people I was familiar with while 

I was deployed and then when I came back that sort of helped keep that sense of 

continuity. 
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But ultimately, it was his most intimate relationship that was the key component in his 

support architecture,   

My wife is an exceptional person. That‘s one thing and we have known each other 

for a long time. We are from the same home town. We went to different high 

schools but we started dating in 1996. It was 14 years since I got back from this 

last deployment. I don‘t know if it is a personal attribute or skill. We have always 

talked really well. 

 

When Participant 5 transitioned from his first combat assignment, he left his 

position as Tank Platoon Leader responsible for establishing—from the ground up—an 

Iraqi Border Police Battalion on the Syrian border to literally working out of his car 

feeling under-employed and unappreciated. His job was to account for Soldiers that were 

leaving the Regiment.  

We just kind of checked in every morning at Physical Training (PT) and checked 

back in at 9 o‘clock to make sure everyone went to their appointments. I didn‘t 

even have an office. I was working out of my car. That went on for about four or 

five months. Not even now going to graduate school do I feel as unemployed as I 

did then. It was the strangest thing. The fact that we did not even have any serious 

incidents is a testament to luck. I don‘t know how it happened because literally 

every morning at 6:30 in the morning we would have formation and say so and so 

is out of ranks. I‘d say where is he? I don‘t know. So I‘d say go find him. And at 

9 o‘clock it would be he is okay. I felt unemployed, to tell you the truth. 

 

This absence of belonging to something larger than him was an important lesson 

that Participant 5 learned and applied during his second transition back from combat to a 

garrison environment. He personally implemented a small transition bridge—a 

mechanism to preserve a sense of personal continuity as one moves between roles—for 

the Soldiers in his command to avoid the feelings that he experienced in his first 

transition. He implemented a way for his unit to say ―goodbye to each other at the 

Platoon and Company Level.‖ He thought that it was important for the unit to recognize 

the individual and to remind them that the bonds that they had formed in combat would 
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last forever. This informal act by Participant 5 was the one success that he felt he had 

with his Company to aid in their transition. He understood that if ―you make the Soldiers 

almost have a concluding event, to say thanks to the platoon, ‗Hey, I love you guys, you 

were great‘. Crack a joke. I think it makes the departure a little easier.‖  

Coping with transition challenges is not an exact science. Participant 5 learned 

from his first deployment to ―never put his head in the sand‖ either at work or at home 

with the prospect of impending transition challenges. However, he had a unique way of 

coping with transition challenges. His coping mode was to seek information. He tended 

to adapt a coping strategy that allowed him to handle the stress in the aftermath and 

accept that he sometimes had a ―completely irrational feeling that I think something is 

going to unravel.‖  He aggressively sought information during his transition and justified 

his agitation by commenting that, ―Ultimately everything turned out roses, each time. The 

defensive side of me says the reason they turned out okay [is] because I was so 

paranoid.‖  

 Ironically, he acknowledged that he and his closest supporter—his wife—had 

adopted a more laissez-faire attitude toward the bigger picture of transitions within the 

Army. He and his wife reached an agreement that they would stay in the Army and 

endure the potential of more transitions and the organizational greed of the Army ―until 

one of us was not having fun anymore.‖  It was a more passive mode of coping than he 

expressed earlier, but‖ highlights the range of responses people undoubtedly call upon in 

dealing with life-exigencies‖ (Goodman et al., 2006, p. 80).  
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Structural Description of Participant 5’s Transitioning Experience 

The structures that can be used to describe Participant 5‘s transitioning experience 

involve his roles during the transitions and his relationships to the members of his convoy 

of support. Participant 5‘s roles in his two transitions included ad hoc detachment 

commander, a company commander, a combat veteran, a friend and a husband. The 

changing role attributes (boundary, identity and set) are necessary descriptors to highlight 

the structural description. Participant 5‘s relationships with others in his convoy—in 

terms of constancy and strength—are important to describe the structure of his transition 

experience.  

During Participant 5‘s first transition from a combat to a garrison environment, he 

left a structured role (Tank Platoon Leader) with established role boundaries, identity and 

an expectation of behaviors with his defined role set to become the transition detachment 

commander working out of his car. His role boundary (the limits of his particular 

position) became ambiguous and caused him to question his relevance and importance to 

the mission (―I felt unemployed to tell you the truth‖). His identity within this new role 

was also less concrete and less fulfilling (―I didn‘t even have an office. I worked out of 

my car‖). The role set that he owned as a Tank Platoon Leader—a clearly delineated 

hierarchy of who works for whom, and what authority a leader possesses—was not there 

as the ad hoc transition detachment commander, 

…every morning at 6:30 in the morning we would have formation and say, ―So-

and-so is out of ranks.‖ I‘d say, ―Where is he?‖ ―I don‘t know.‖ So I‘d say, ‗Go 

―find him.‖ And at 9 o‘clock it would be, ―He is okay.‖ 

 

However, during Participant 5‘s second transition, the lessons were applied. He 

more clearly understood his role and the attributes associated with it. Now as a Company 
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Commander, he was more aggressive in establishing the clarity and purpose within his 

organization to assist those like himself in transition. He established a meaningful 

transition bridge—his closing ceremonies at unit-level formations—to help others and 

him navigate the transition challenges.  

I‘d just like to reiterate that the most significant thing for me was the people that I 

was with before I deployed, the people I experienced the deployment with and 

having those people nearby when I got back that was a big deal. That was a very 

big deal. When those people were disappearing I think that is what caused a sense 

of loss. 

 

Relationships with his convoy of support are an important structure to describe 

Participant 5‘s transition from a combat to a garrison environment. At the center of the 

convoy, his wife provided the constancy that he needed. This quality of unchanging and 

unwavering support allowed Participant 5 to successfully overcome his transition 

challenges. His friend and fellow combat veterans also gave him a measure of strength 

through the ties of camaraderie. His friends and friendships that he forged in combat or in 

previous assignments assisted in the support scaffolding.  

One of my great friends who I went to the Career Course with, he commanded at 

Fort Riley and by some miracle we have followed each other here, too.  He and 

his wife and family, you have people that are real close, it is like they are real 

family. They are as much brothers and sisters as I think of my own brothers and 

sisters. And that is something I have never really been able to convey to my real 

family in a way that they understand.   

 

[Participant 6 is an active duty Captain with eight years of service and has 

deployed twice to Iraq (04-05 and 07-08). Participant 6 was divorced from his wife and 

suffered the loss of his Grandfather during his first deployment. He remarried between 

his first and second deployments and unfortunately, his Grandmother passed away 

during his second deployment.] 
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Textural Description of Participant 6’s Transitioning Experience 

Participant 6 had significant personal and professional challenges that had to be 

met and overcome during his two transitions from a combat to a garrison environment. 

His support network proved essential to his successful transitioning. Likewise, Participant 

6 developed a list of goals that he wanted to accomplish during his transition while he 

was in the combat zone that provided focus to his transition journey. Throughout his 

journey, though, it was evident that Participant 6 possessed the personal strength of 

character and values that allowed for his successful transition.   

During Participant 6‘s first combat deployment, he and his wife decided to 

divorce. Always a difficult decision, but Participant 6 acknowledged that it was arrived at 

amicably, ―She didn‘t want to be a military spouse and knew I wasn‘t going to leave the 

military. We just parted ways there. That was done and settled at least six months before I 

got home.‖ However, it did affect his transition home. On the personal side, he had to 

deal with the all the loose ends from the divorce—unsettled bills, condominium and 

personal property sorting. And he admitted that latent anger did, in fact, emerge during 

this transition,  

Dealing with the ex-wife was not particularly fun part of the transition element. It 

wasn‘t at the loss of her. She was the one who wrecked my credit; she was 

supposed to be paying my bills. It was almost a financial anger that was coming 

out of me.  

 

During Participant 6‘s second transition back from combat, there were 

professional challenges that he had to overcome. A small percentage of the soldiers 

assigned to Participant 6‘s unit were occupying an enormous amount of his time. After 

more than fifteen months deployed in combat, his soldiers were being arrested for driving 
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under the influence and spousal abuse. And to make matters worse, according to 

Participant 6, there was a methamphetamines abuse problem in the local community that 

seduced the soldiers from his unit, ―Good soldiers went bad, and then bad soldiers got 

really bad.‖  However, through both the first and second transition, Participant 6‘s 

support network of friends and workmates were there and assisted.  

I definitely relied on friends and even my soldiers to help on the transition. It was 

a give and take. I will help you, but just the fact that I am helping you being 

engaged in my job was helping me, because it was hard for me to just stop. [I 

was] going a hundred different ways every day. 

 

Each of Participant 6‘s transitions from a combat to a garrison environment was 

expected. He knew when he would redeploy and generally knew the sequence of 

activities that he and his organization would be involved with when they redeployed and 

began the transition activities. But Participant 6 went beyond the norm in his planning for 

transition. He acknowledged that he actively sought his follow-on garrison assignments 

to lessen the uncertainty. He admitted to being very goal-oriented and this coping strategy 

allowed him to change the situation and manage the ambiguity.  

After each deployment I had something lined up. I already had a new goal I was 

working for.  After the first deployment I enrolled in a Master‘s Program so I was 

excited to go back to school. I was doing that in my free time. So that was good. 

After the second deployment I found out I was accepted for this program while 

still in Iraq. Even at the end of the deployment they were talking about the BCD 

[Battlefield Coordination Detachment with the US Air Force] job. I was very 

excited. I knew that good things were on the horizon. I know that some people 

didn‘t know what was happening next in their lives so they were coming back to a 

transition plus an uncertainty. 

 

Through each of his transitions, Participant 6 displayed a strong sense of values 

and personal commitment that helped him manage the challenges associated with his 

transitions. His commanders questioned his competence and leadership given his unit‘s 
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struggles with disciplinary problems and substance abuse. He quietly and professionally 

followed the requisite counseling and referral requirements realizing that sometimes of 

regardless of what you as a commander do, some solders just ―self-destruct‖ when they 

return from a combat environment and are incapable of adjusting. Participant 6 advised 

that it is important to step back and open your aperture to the challenges that you or your 

organization confronts during the transition, ―My advice to other commanders would be a 

grain of salt when you are dealing with things like that. Make sure you are doing all the 

right things because they will inquire to make sure that you did.‖  

His values showed brightly through with the untimely deaths of his grandfather 

and grandmother during his deployments. Neither he nor his brother was able to attend 

the funeral. When they returned then got together and visited the grave site and he 

admitted that it was a little ―weird‖ with his grandparents both gone. His visit to the grave 

site was representative of his personal values and commitment to values that he holds 

closely. 

Structural Description of Participant 6’s Transitioning Experience 

The structures that are useful in describing Participant 6‘s transitioning experience 

involve relationships—his relationships with others (his wives, his friends and his peers 

at work) and how he thinks of himself. His relationship with others had a material impact 

on his transitioning experiences. These relationships illustrated the extremes of his 

transitioning experience and displayed his personal hardiness. This personal hardiness is 

a useful description to account for Participant 6‘s successful transitioning and illustrates 

how he thinks of himself. 
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Participant 6‘s divorce and subsequent remarriage were two significant 

relationships that shaped his transitioning experiences. While the divorce was settled 

amicably, the stresses of realigning his personal finances caused significant personal 

angst. This particular aspect—personal financial instability—also has professional 

implications, as well. As a US Army Officer, Participant 6 realizes that his career is 

jeopardized if he is unable to handle his personal finances, hence the concern about his 

financial credit and the expression of ‗financial anger‘ that he expressed. He also 

expressed a sense of loneliness when he returned to the condominium that was previously 

jointly occupied by him and his wife while his peers returned to families. However, his 

remarriage prior to his second deployment re-established the personal scaffold that was 

missing, and aided in the successful transition.  

Throughout both of his transitions, his convoy of support was present and 

contributed to overcoming the transition challenges. His peers assisted in everything from 

picking him up from the Soldier Welcome Center after his first deployment and ―got 

some beers and dinner,‖ to assisting Participant 6 and his new wife move in to a new 

neighborhood and linking her up with ―a bunch of people so she has friends.‖  His peers 

at work served as the necessary bridge to assist him in smoothing some of the rockiness 

of his transitioning challenges.  

Given the challenges that Participant 6 faced during his transitioning—divorce, 

substance abuse by Soldiers under his command—how he thought of himself (displayed 

through his actions and words) is useful in providing a structural description of his 

transition. There was no single personal characteristic, but rather a blend that 

demonstrates the hardiness of his personality. Through the unsettling divorce in the 
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middle of a combat deployment and the subsequent rearrangement of his personal life, 

Participant 6 remained positive and focused. He knew that he had to gain control of his 

financial situation before that became both a personal and professional hindrance. He 

wanted to be a career Officer and he knew that he needed to continue to apply himself on 

and off duty to separate him from his peers when he enrolled in a Master‘s program 

during his off-duty time. He aggressively sought out career-enhancing jobs to position 

himself for his career. And throughout these transitions, he remained flexible and was 

able to adjust to whatever curves the US Army threw at him. 

[Participant 9 is an active duty Major with nine years of service and two 

deployments to Iraq (03-04 and 07). Immediately after his first deployment to Iraq, 

Participant 9 was selected and assessed into the Special Forces community. This shift in 

career track significantly influenced his transition experience and transition skills.] 

Textural Description of Participant 9’s Transitioning Experience 

A mixture of themes is useful in describing Participant 9‘s transitioning 

experience. Participant 9 relied heavily on his convoy of support to navigate the difficult 

shoals associated with transitioning from a combat to a garrison environment, but the 

support came from non-traditional sources. Participant 9‘s coping strategies reflected his 

strong and self-confident personality. Personal reflection, during and after his transition, 

was an important aspect for describing Participant 9‘s transition journey. 

Participant 9‘s support network played an important role in his successful 

transitions. After his first deployment to Iraq, Participant 9 volunteered to leave the 

conventional Army that he had been assigned to and deployed with, and join the US 

Army‘s Special Forces (Green Berets). In a conventional Army unit, Participant 9 was 
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surrounded by fellow Junior Officers and their families. When he became a Green Beret, 

his world shifted from an Officer-centric support group to a Senior Non-Commissioned 

Officer support group. The Special Forces community is very close-knit with many 

shared experiences and built around small teams (usually 12 men) that are professionally 

and personally closer than their conventional counterparts. Participant 9 acknowledged 

that ―the culture in Special Forces was vastly different than anything I had experienced in 

the Army‖ and admitted that in the conventional Army he had been the ―go-to guy‖ in his 

unit and when he moved to the Special Forces-side of the Army, he recognized that his 

―Team could function just as well without me there as it could with me there.‖  

What is significant about this shift from conventional to special operations side 

with the Army and because Participant 9 was single, his convoy of support was different 

(Non-commissioned Officer versus Commissioned Junior) but served the same function. 

He and his Team Sergeant became very close (―He was my sounding board at work‖) and 

Participant 9 ―hung out with couple single NCOs [Non-commissioned Officers], a lot.‖ 

Without a spouse and close family near-by, Participant 9‘s intimate level in his convoy of 

support was his Team and the NCOs. The personal relationships that he developed 

became very important to him and became a sizeable component of his convoy of support 

network. 

Participant 9 blended several coping strategies and modes throughout this 

transition journey. He used aspects of modifying the situation, controlling the meaning 

and using techniques to manage the stress. Overall, Participant 9 characterized his largest 

challenge during transition with a race car metaphor, 
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It would be like going from being a NASCAR driver to teaching kids how to 

drive a go-cart. Where you‘re responsible…you‘re going a thousand miles an 

hour …you have to absolutely rely on everyone around you in order to succeed. 

And going to a place where you‘re not sure that you can rely on anyone. And the 

pace is way slower and you have to exercise a great deal more patience. I think 

would be about the best analogy that I can come up with.   

 

Participant 9 modified his personal situation by getting out by himself and 

physically exerting himself ―when I redeployed the first time, I was only responsible for 

getting myself out of bed. And preparing myself physically [for selection and assessment 

to Special Forces]. I mean, I was going anywhere from 5 to 18 miles on rucksack 

marches with about an 80-pound pack and working out in the gym.‖  He established a 

goal for himself that allowed him to focus on something other than slowing his pace and 

channeled the energy toward the competitive selection process for Special Forces. He 

attempted to control the meaning of some of his transition challenges by selectively 

ignoring the more frustrating aspects of moving from a fast-paced volatile environment to 

a garrison situation. He was particularly frustrated with many of the government civilians 

that he had to work closely with,  

You can‘t scream and curse, which is what I was used to, at someone and expect 

it back. And it‘s water off a duck‘s back. It‘s no big deal. But there, you had to 

mind your tongue. You had to be way more professional. You had to be way more 

reserved. And get used to the slow bureaucratic nature of the Department of the 

Army civilians.  Which is …for a guy who is used to going at a very high pace 

and expecting that of everyone around him was a huge, huge challenge.   

 

Participant 9 adopted a more physical approach to managing the stresses during 

his transition and it was conducted collectively with his Special Forces Team—as a 

collective coping activity. His small unit that was used to going ―100 miles an hour‖ and 

he sensed needed an activity level that would require each of them to ―gradually slow 

down.‖ Among these collective activities were participating in weapon shooting, bungee 
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jumping and recreational camping. He felt that these activities enabled him and his unit to 

execute a ―gradual slowdown rather than an abrupt stop in the OPTEMPO [Operations 

Tempo or pace].‖   

Throughout his transition journey, reflection was a critical component to describe 

Participant 9‘s success. When he reflected on his first transition from Iraq, he 

acknowledged that he became ―a little more thoughtful; probably a lot more thinking of 

the bigger picture.‖ This reflective practice carried through his transition from his first 

deployment and aided in his transition from his second deployment. This reflective 

practices helped him mature and ―improved his patience and become less emotional‖ 

when dealing with others.  He recognized that he would not always have the autonomy 

that he enjoyed as a small unit leader in Iraq during this second deployment as a Special 

Forces‘ Officer but he wisely concluded that ―you‘ve got to be able to do the things that 

you don‘t want to do in order to earn the right to do the things that you want to do.‖  

Structural Description of Participant 9’s Transitioning Experience 

There are two structures that are useful in describing Participant 9‘s transitioning 

experiences. The first structure involved Participant 9‘s relationships with others. He 

depended heavily on his associates from work to assist him in transiting through the 

transition challenges. Without a wife or family, Participant 9 used his professional 

associations as the support group that was relatively stable and not heavily role 

dependent. The second structure involved Participant 9‘s global identity and the 

reshaping that occurred when he became a Special Forces Officer. 

Participant 9‘s professional associations were the anchor point for him when he 

transitioned from a combat to a garrison environment. Without a spouse or close family, 
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he relied on those relationships to assist in mobilizing the psychological and physical 

resources. He admitted that it was tough, ―I didn‘t have anyone to come home to. Like I 

was single. I came home and I had to ask one of the NCOs [Non Commissioned Officers] 

to drive me home.‖ The camaraderie that is a part of the Special Forces community was 

the important relationship to him and assisted him in providing a perspective on his 

transitions. He said that ―the culture in Special Forces was vastly different than anything I 

had ever experienced in the Army. You were treated a lot more professionally, I 

thought.‖ So when he transitioned back from Iraq the second time he was more capable 

of handling the abrupt change in pace largely because of the small and tight-knit 

relationships with his professional associates, ―Frankly, I got really close with my Team 

Sergeant. And so I hung out with him, a bit. He was my sounding board at work.‖  

The second structure that is important to describe Participant 9‘s transition is the 

notion of his global identity. If an individual‘s global identity consists of overlapping 

circles of the differing, sometimes complementary roles that you occupy (e.g., 

professional Soldier, husband, youth sport‘s coach), Participant 9‘s successful entering 

into the Special Forces Community appeared to overwhelm the other roles. He spoke 

passionately about the uniqueness of Special Forces and compared his latest transition 

where he realized that he was back in the conventional Army that he had left and did not 

appear to be happy, 

This is the first time that I‘ve been back wholly immersed in the conventional 

Army since 2004. And it‘s been different. It‘s a wholly different culture. So it‘s 

been a big change. And to go from a Commander, where I had a lot of say in 

things that went on and my boss valued my opinion to here where I am a very 

small fish in a very small pond –You know where there are a lot of people who 

don‘t really care what [Participant 9] thinks or says. And so that to me has been 
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difficult. That transition professionally. I‘m not a lot of value-added around here. 

I can‘t wait to return to Special Forces. 

 

The close associations and the shared experiences that Participant 9 developed in 

the Special Forces within that community are the largest contributors currently to his 

global identity. Participant 9 used that new identity to assist in transitioning and 

providing perspective.   

[Participant 10 is an active duty Infantry Captain with eight years of service and 

two combat deployments – Iraq (04-05) and Afghanistan (07-08). While he was deployed 

to Afghanistan, Participant 10’s wife gave birth to their second child.]  

Textural Description of Participant 10’s Transitioning Experience 

Participant 10‘s transitioning experience can be readily described using the core 

themes. The core themes of convoy of support, clear self-awareness and previous 

transition experiences are easily seen within his description of his experiences. Less 

apparent, but present none-the-less, are the core themes of reflective practice and coping 

strategies.  The blending of the core themes are, though, important textural descriptors for 

Participant 10‘s transition experience.  

Participant 10 was strongly dependent on his convoy of support to assist him in 

his transition journey. This convoy of support included those closest to him—his 

spouse—and the special group of peers with which he had had similar shared 

experiences. His wife was the most critical component in his support machinery. He 

understood that ―her willingness to do this [transition] and to sort of bear the burden with 

me had a big difference.‖ When he left his command position in Afghanistan and 

transitioned through Georgetown University to eventually work at the Military Academy, 
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he clung to the small group of folks that had experienced the same level of stress and 

challenges in combat. He felt fortunate that at Georgetown ―there was another former 

Officer who made been medically retired. And so I felt like there was someone who I 

could easily connect with; talk about and do things.‖ When he moved to the Military 

Academy, he felt like it was a class reunion. He and his wife were comforted and aided 

with the notion of ―moving someplace where we knew a lot of people which was a lot 

different than any other place that we had move to, yet.‖  

Participant 10‘s sense of self and his personal resources (optimism, commitment 

and values) helped him navigate through transition. He left the relatively consistent and 

predictable environment of the Army to attend graduate school without the typical 

support structure that he had become accustomed to. However, instead of becoming 

intimidated, with his strong sense of himself he welcomed the challenges. He realized 

that while there ―were more unknowns then there had been on earlier moves but we felt 

that there was more freedom to explore. It was kind of liberating to have freedom to 

figure [out] everything on your own.‖ While he acknowledged that it was more 

complicated than before, his optimistic outlook would not allow him to surrender to self- 

or relationship destructive behavior that he witnessed with some fellow Junior Officers. 

He admitted that his personal mantra was to talk with those closest to him, personally and 

professionally, to be ―deliberate about what [they] were going to do [upon re-

deployment] and goal-setting before we arrived. As a result, we made things as good as 

they could have been but it was difficult because most of the guys are not that way.‖  

Participant 10‘s deliberate approach to transition was influenced by the earlier 

transition experience returning from Iraq and served to teach him important lessons—
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both at home and in the office. At home, he realized that as long as his wife was 

cognizant of the nomadic lifestyle of the military family, she was ―able to recognize the 

good parts of it and she likes having to see a fresh place and seeing new people.‖ But at 

work, he realized that the most important lesson that he learned from his earlier transition 

experiences was perspective and patience. He summed up this lesson as,  

As far as transition back from a combat environment to this kind of environment, 

I think I would tell them to tell people…I think I would tell the average person 

just to be aware of …the world hasn‘t been revolving around them for the last 15 

months. And that they have to be aware of that …and they have to be willing to 

not discount other people for being unaware of what‘s going on or for having 

other concerns.  

 

Participant 10‘s reflective practices and coping strategies were blended through 

his interview narrative but provide an undercoat to the textural description for his 

transitions. He admitted that one of his real strengths was being thoughtful and reflective 

on what lessons that his work or his transitioning experiences are teaching. He humbly 

stated that,  

It‘s been helpful to be thoughtful about how I‘ve done. And I think the starting 

point for that is that I like to think that I‘m fairly honest about how my 

performance is and particularly in places where I could have done better. 

 

His coping strategies tended to be more direct than indirect in execution. He did 

not let the challenges during transition shape his alternatives but proactively addressed 

each as they confronted him. He planned his next move—either career or personal—in 

advance to control as much of the situation as possible. This self-reliant approach was 

manifested in contacting the Army‘s human resources personnel to shape his next 

assignments. His direct approach included his personal skill of ―being to set medium-

term goals…because I‘ve always moved with these two or three-year time horizons.‖  
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Structural Description of Participant 10’s Transitioning Experience 

The structures that support Participant 10‘s transitioning experiences are centered 

on relationships and roles.  These relationships include closest to him and those that 

shared similar experiences. The roles that are important in describing his transitioning 

include those of a spouse, a parent, and a commander. Participant 10 placed great faith in 

his relationships with others as anchor points in uncertain surroundings.  Participant 10 

used his role as a commander and Junior Officer—with the associated values and 

beliefs—to understand and to act in the uncertain and ambiguous transition environment.  

Whether Participant 10 was transitioning to another military post for an 

assignment to a garrison position, or to a civilian university for graduate studies, his 

anchor was always his relationships with his convoy of support. His wife was his 

steadfast companion and sounding board for advice. His fellow combat veterans were 

more than his peers in graduate schools. They were the ones who best understood what 

‗it‘ was like. He admitted to a little ―cognitive dissonance when I would stop and think 

about what I was doing compared to what I had just been doing the year before.‖ When 

he transitioned to the Military Academy, it was his classmates with similar shared 

experiences that he related to most easily and who made that transition the ―easiest 

transition by far of any that we have done.‖  

In addition the relationship anchor, Participant 10‘s role as a commander in 

combat was a lens that he used to interpret and develop courses of action to meet and 

overcome transition difficulties. As a commander in combat, Participant 10 was 

accustomed to rapidly framing a problem and acting decisively to modify and resolve the 

situation.  He was confident of his abilities to be ―able to respond rapidly to situations‖ 
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based on his combat experience. He also was very goal-oriented and used that skill to 

chart his progress through transition. Along with his wife and professional associates, he 

was very deliberate to discuss ―what we‘re going to do and goal-setting before we arrived 

[to a garrison setting]. I don‘t think that my Platoon Sergeant and up [his chain of 

command], sort of got that vision.‖ Ultimately, the techniques (deliberate and thoughtful 

planning) that he used to manage his units in combat also were useful in transitioning 

from combat to garrison.  

[Participant 11 is an active duty Captain with eight years of service and two 

combat tours in Iraq (03-04 and 06-07). During his second deployment, Participant 11’s 

wife gave birth to their second child.]  

Textural Description of Participant 11’s Transitioning Experience 

While Participant 11 would describe his transition experiences as difficult and 

trying, the core themes are apparent throughout and illustrate his successful transitioning 

journey. His previous transition experiences provided him a solid foundation for his 

journey. Participant 11‘s convoy of support was critical in providing him the key 

elements—affect, affirmation and aid—necessary to assimilate to the new garrison 

environment.  Participant 11‘s coping responses were reflective of his aggressive 

personality and illustrate his strong and clear sense of himself, and his ability to shape his 

transition challenges. Throughout his transition journey, Participant 11 reflected on his 

transition experiences and was, by his own acknowledgement, not pleased with all his 

actions. 

Each of Participant 11‘s transition experiences was stressful in its own way. 

Whether it was returning from his first combat tour in Iraq to a new infant in the home, or 
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leaving a Tank Battalion to attend graduate school, Participant 11 used lessons from the 

earlier experiences to assist his understanding and frame his actions. During his first 

transition experience returning from Iraq, he struggled with how his new infant would 

react to the stranger in the home, ―It hurt a lot that she kind of recognized me, but she 

didn‘t really want anything to do with me when I first got home.‖  He and his wife 

experienced their own challenges, ―so there was kind of a little division in my family 

between my wife and me. Things were not easy then.‖  But with each successive 

transition,  

I think that I‘m much more prepared to transition. But once it happens, I don‘t 

know if that stops anything or helps anything. It‘s still just as difficult as it was 

the first time. I‘m able to maybe to anticipate some things to mitigate them as 

possible. 

 

Participant 11‘s support was an important component in his successful transition. 

His sources of support were twofold—his wife and his peers who shared similar combat 

experiences. Participant 11‘s support consisted of three key elements—affect, affirmation 

and aid. The first two are more emotionally focused while the last element has a physical 

dimension. He enjoyed transitioning to a garrison assignment where there were fresh 

combat veterans, ―So the course was kind of refreshing and easy. I made a lot of friends 

easily.‖ This suggests the affect and affirmation element of support. The aid or physical 

element is frequently an overt act of assisting in a move. In Participant 11‘s case, the aid 

was the assistance the Branch Manager provided him to allow his family to travel with 

him when he transitioned to a garrison assignment rather than lag behind for several 

weeks. The Branch Manager stepped in and assisted Participant 11, allowing his wife and 

newborn to travel with him and settle in as a family, 
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So essentially going to Hawaii, I was looking at losing my family for a month or 

two for them to follow on which frankly there is just no reason for it. The 2nd 

Brigade in the 25th was standing up. They weren‘t going anywhere or doing 

anything. And 3rd Brigade was in the process of converting from, you know a 

Light Brigade to an IBCT [Infantry Brigade Combat Team]. They weren‘t doing 

anything or going anywhere. There was no rush to push me there. Yet, this 

Branch Manager decided that I had to be there now. Which I don‘t get it…I didn‘t 

understand it.  Fortunately, I was able to get the other guy back to make sure that I 

got what I needed.  But it was a struggle right there at the end.   

 

Participant 11 had a unique method of coping with the challenges associated with 

transitioning from a combat to a garrison environment—he internally manufactured stress 

to optimize his performance. While typically envisioned as a coping strategy, Participant 

11 felt that he ―found over time that there‘s an optimal level of stress that I need to be 

efficient, and if it‘s not there, I will create it.‖ He applied this coping strategy to both his 

professional and personal life. He consistently felt that ―whether it‘s through home life, 

work or my own deadline, I‘m always trying to be ahead of schedule. Not proactive but I 

will put my own deadline on things to get them done.‖ This particular coping strategy, 

though, is also indicative of the strong and clear sense of self that he possessed.  

Participant 11 by his own admission is self-confident and driven to excel at 

whatever confronts him. He attributes this drive to his combat experiences and ―not 

wanting to ever fail his men.‖ He admits that he does extra work to not fail at any task. 

While this is extra work he acknowledges that, 

But I continued to be just pro-active, that‘s kind of been my hallmark. I work in a 

lot of different directions. Sometimes it‘s extra work. But I‘m always prepared. 

That goes back to not wanting to ever fail my men. So by doing that sometimes I 

spend a lot of extra energy in areas that I don‘t need to but if we were, so for 

example, if we were just going to run a rifle range, I‘ll still have all my 

contingency plans based on if things don‘t work or I don‘t get an asset or  those 

kind of things. 
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This self-confidence and drive is apparent in his transition actions, as well. His 

drive, self-confidence and his unique coping mode—manufacturing stress—are revealed 

in his transition actions,  

So those transitions are moving better. But as far as emotionally, it always seems 

that I have to sit down and explain, ―Well, I‘m in a new place. I have to work 

harder. I have to establish myself before I can start taking time to myself or for 

the family or whatever it is.‖ 

 

Participant 11‘s description of his transition experiences did include reflective 

practices. He used these reflective practices to provide a self-assessment on his actions 

and prepare for his next challenges. His reflective practice description reveals that he was 

cognizant of his responsibilities to his family—his most intimate layer in his convoy of 

support.  

Because if you‘re in it for the long haul. You know, we talk about, ―Well, who‘s 

there when you‘re done. So at the end in 20 years, is my family going to be 

there?‖ So where do you define success would be a question that I would ask. 

And for me, is it Battalion Command? No, it‘s not. It‘s 20 years of service. 

Because I already decided to commit to that with my family intact—doing 

whatever‘s been asked of me. But with my family intact is the key. So how do I 

make sure that happens? Frankly, I really don‘t have answers to that. 

 

Structural Description of Participant 11’s Transitioning Experience 

The structural themes that are useful in describing Participant 11‘s transitioning 

are built around two important edifices—his relationships with those closest to him and 

his role as defined as a combat-experienced Junior Officer. While he admitted that his 

relationship with his closest partner—his wife—was rocky during the transitions, his 

spouse and their relationship is an important theme to describe his transitioning 

experiences. His peer group that experienced similar combat is also important to his 

transition experience. However, his role identification as an Army Officer and especially 
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as a combat-experienced one is the important structural theme to describe and understand 

how he transitioned from a combat to a garrison environment.  

Participant 11 acknowledged that transitioning from his combat assignments back 

to a garrison environment were difficult for his relationship with his wife. He admitted 

that his first transition had ―started off pretty rocky‖ when his wife realized that the 

expected garrison assignment was not going to last  for the promised three years, but 

given the requirements of the operational Army, was to be shortened to nine months. He 

recognized the problems that he and his wife were having and adjusted his actions and 

activities to be more accommodating.  

My wife and I had some issues. You know a lot of arguments. And just not being 

a solid partner. So in order for me to kind of make sure that I could took care of 

that I had to stop or something. So I did. I slowed down.   

 

During his second transition from Iraq, he formed close associations with fellow Junior 

Officers who had similar experiences. This peer-to-peer relationship was a significant 

structural theme in his transition and he stated that as a result, transition was ―kind of 

refreshing. I made friends easily. A lot of us bonded, particularly over our combat 

experiences. And we had a good time.‖ 

Participant 11 embraced the Army and his role as a Junior Officer with combat 

experience. The salience of that role became an important aspect of how he met and 

reacted to transition challenges. He was aggressive and pro-active in meeting any 

challenges. He rationalized his hyper attitude toward transitioning to a garrison 

assignment by ―not wanting to ever fail his men.‖ His ‗worst case‘ planning was nearly 

obsessive when he admitted that ―it has a lot to do with again how I motivate myself with 

what I do.‖  He doesn‘t see the glass as half empty but having ―nothing in my glass at 
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all.‖ Much of this behavior is related to the command responsibilities and the difficult 

combat experiences and casualties that he witnessed. His role as a combat leader and the 

actions that he took afterward—even in transition—were necessary to him and they were 

―how he prevented anything bad from happening.‖   

[Participant 13 is an active duty Captain with six years of service and two combat 

tours in Afghanistan (06-07) and Iraq (08-09). Participant 13 and his wife had their first 

child during his first deployment and his wife was pregnant during his second 

deployment and delivered their son during his second transition. ] 

Textural Description of Participant 13’s Transitioning Experience 

The core themes are a useful construct to provide a meaningful textural 

description of Participant 13‘s transitioning experiences. His first deployed experience to 

a combat environment was helpful in aiding his transition from his second transition. 

Participant 13‘s self-confidence and independent nature were critical to his overcoming 

the challenges faced with the transitions and the hurdles that life in the military erected in 

his way. His wife and close friends were essential and formed core elements of support. 

Participant 13 had a variety of coping strategies and modes that he employed as he 

traveled in and through transition. Reflective practice was an important component in his 

transition skill-set, and hence apparent in his narrative.  

When Participant 13 re-deployed from Iraq, he was confronted with several 

challenges immediately. His job changed—from surviving in combat and being 

responsible for the lives and welfare of a dozen men—to a garrison position in a new unit 

with ―new buildings, new facilities…so I was trying to run around and keep up with 

that.‖ His personal life changed from one without children to a family that included an 8-
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month old that was not there when he deployed. He admitted that he neglected his new 

family during that first transition by taking his ―job a little too seriously,‖ and mistakenly 

felt that ―the job was a little more important than taking time afterwards to take some 

leave‖ with his family. His wife and he learned from the first transition experience and 

focused on their ―expectations-talk about what to expect‖ when he redeployed. On the 

personal side, he learned that he could not ―just jump in and start doing things and being 

part of the family.‖ His wife and his daughter had grown—physically and emotionally—

during his departure. Professionally, he was more relaxed at work, more patient and more 

willing to spend time with his growing family.  

But overall after two deployments and being in the Operational Army for, you 

know, and being gone from the house for twelve hours a day, minimum, you 

know, on any given day, while I‘m at a regular unit. I was doing PT [Physical 

Training], living on Post, so I would come home for lunch … I mean I would 

come home for breakfast, take a shower. I spent a lot more time with the family. 

 

Participant 13 was self-confident and independent by nature. He began his 

military career as an enlisted man in the National Guard and had paid and taken loans out 

to pay for a college degree and eventually earn his commission in the Regular Army. His 

first transition from combat was to his career course, and was filled with the challenges of 

finding his niche in a slower and less demanding environment. His second transition was 

from the operational Army with its associated family support activities (Army Exchange, 

Commissary and medical care) to a recruiting assignment in the mid-West with the 

closest military installation over five hours away by car.  

So I went from going Operational, big Army where my buddies are all the other 

Platoon Leaders and other Officers in the Battalion. And my wife‘s friends are 

your friends as well or their wives as well …. I am the only Commissioned 

Officer within an hour and a half, at least within my Battalion. I see my Battalion 

Commander maybe every month … once a month. I talk to him maybe a couple 
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times a week. I am out here on my own. There is nothing out here. There is no 

built-in support structure in this organization. We‘re just out here. And I got 

recruiters who are out in six different stations. I got one here in town but the 

closest one after that is at least 45 minutes. And my furthest three are about 2 to 2 

and half hours away—each. And they‘re in different directions. But I love the 

independence and the challenge. 

 

He felt that his strongest personal asset was his adaptability and flexibility. Based 

on his combat experiences and his transition successes, he felt that he could react to ―a 

situation a lot better than he could before.‖ He was more decisive and much more 

confident in having success with his decisions. He felt that ―I would come up with 

something that may not be 100%‖ but in no time, he could make a decision and decide 

―Hey, we‘re going to do this and this is how it‘s going to work. And it usually does.‖ 

Throughout the challenges and the hurdles, Participant 13 relied heavily on his 

convoy of support. In his career course, he naturally gravitated toward those with shared 

experiences in combat, ―You know doing the 12-hour ‗high-five‘ at Division. I knew 

those guys. So knowing that those guys were going to [career course] was kind of 

comforting.‖ The friends offered a willing ear and an opportunity to bond through the 

transition challenges in a garrison setting. He was comforted with the camaraderie, saying 

―we were always there to kind of joke around and hang out, go grab lunch together and 

just BS.‖ His wife proved to be the strongest member in his support circle. She surprised 

him with her resiliency and her adjustment to being an Army Officer‘s wife as his anchor. 

He readily admitted that ―I definitely have a very supportive wife. If I didn‘t have her, 

would make this whole transition stuff, much more difficult that it would be otherwise, 

doing it by myself.‖  
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Participant 13 coped with the challenges that he encountered with different 

strategies and different modes that often depended on the context (personal or 

professional life), or the urgency of the challenge. He and his wife discussed the potential 

difficulties of adjusting when he returned—to a toddler and a newborn. He spoke 

thoughtfully about the ―expectation management‖ that he and his wife discussed 

beforehand, during his deployment and then during the transition to a garrison 

assignment. He acknowledged that ―my wife and I tried to have the expectations talk 

about what to expect when I redeploy. We did, but it probably should have gone a little 

bit better.‖ This strategy of modifying the situation was aimed at altering the source of 

the stress—the unknown.  With his transition from combat to a garrison assignment, and 

particularly an assignment that was not in close proximity to a military installation or 

near, Participant 13 had to adjust to life without the military security blanket surrounding 

him and his family. He adopted the coping mode of seeking out information to relieve the 

stresses associated with the new garrison-less assignment.  He realized that without the 

typical support structure associated with a military installation, he needed to expand his 

network. He joined the local Veterans‘ of Foreign Wars Post for admittedly a couple 

reasons. The first was that ―those guys kind of understand that…they were in a much 

worse situation than I was‖ as an external anchor to assist in transitioning sharing 

experiences, feelings and doubts. But interestingly, Participant 13 felt that there was 

some internal benefit that his joining offered, as well. He felt that the sharing of the 

experiences in transitioning—particularly one as unique as his—was ―kind of cathartic‖ 

and allowed him to heal from the inside out.   
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Participant 13‘s previous transition experiences and his conscientious nature were 

visible in his personal reflective practices. His ‗expectations talk‘ with his wife was less 

successful after his first redeployment and transition, but he reflected and adjusted for his 

next transition. Participant 13 was also very conscious about his management and 

leadership approach while overseas in combat and how that affected his job performance. 

He admitted that ―I did some serious reflection after my deployment and I realized that I 

had made some key leadership errors and this really genuinely disappointed me.‖ 

Participant 13‘s reflective practices were an important component to his successful 

transition both personally and professionally.  

Structural Description of Participant 13’s Transitioning Experience 

Participant 13‘s transitioning experience is best described around two structural 

themes—the organizational and cultural security blanket and structure that is the US 

Army, and the structure of personal relationships that were a comfort and a source of 

strength during his transitions. The Army is a greedy organization and requires much of 

the Junior Officers. However, this organizational greed also offers a measure of stability 

and security in nearly every aspect of their day-to-day activity—small private living 

communities, private department-store like shopping centers (i.e., Post Exchanges), 

private grocery stores (i.e., Post Commissary) and family medical facilities that rival the 

best civilian care (i.e., Military Hospital and Medical Centers). Participant 13‘s 

relationships with his friends, his family and his wife are useful structural themes to 

describe his transitioning experiences.   

The organizational and cultural security blanket that is the US Army typically is a 

resource that transitioning Junior Officers can rely on when leaving a combat to a 
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garrison assignment. The job in a garrison environment may be less fulfilling. The 

challenges associated may have many dimensions—a slower work pace, less autonomy 

or even less meaning—but through each of these challenges the support structure of the 

Army was omnipresent. The security blanket was present for Participant 13‘s first 

transition.  He admitted that the first transition ―wasn‘t too bad‖ when he attended his 

nearly year-long career course because he was moving to a military Post and all the 

support structure was on-hand. However, after his second return from combat, his 

garrison assignment was in the mid-West. And the security blanket that he and his family 

relied on was absent, ―There is no military presence really to speak of here. The closest 

military location in Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri which is probably five-six hours 

away.‖  This challenge of not having the typical structure to assist the Junior Officer in 

assimilating into the community (―There is no Army Community Service. There is no 

housing office. There‘s not any normal services that you expect from a regular Post‖) is 

an important structure that helps define and describe Participant 13‘s transitions. 

Participant 13‘s relationships with his friends, his family and most importantly, 

his wife, are an important structure to describe his transitions. He readily acknowledges 

the importance that his wife has had in his transitions (―If I didn‘t have her, would make 

this whole transition stuff much, much more difficult that it would be otherwise. My wife 

is my number one biggest tool that I have to coping‖). But he also describes the 

importance that his family (his parents and brother) has played in the transition journey. 

His parents and brother have remained flexible and supportive, and adapted to the 

transition and provided the familial source of strength. However, the relationship with his 

closest friend (a peer and fellow combat veteran) has been the other pillar of strength to 
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assist in weathering the transition challenges. Throughout his narrative, Participant 13 

returned to the friendship and peer-mentoring relationship that his fellow Junior Officer 

and he enjoyed. His close personal friend and their immediate families shared babysitting 

chores, assisting one another in unpacking and repacking for subsequent moves and 

providing that understanding of the complexities associated with leaving a combat 

environment and transitioning to a garrison assignment.  

[Participant 14 is an active-duty Captain with seven years of service and two 

combat deployments to Iraq (04-05 and 07-08). Participant 14 married his wife 

immediately prior to his first deployment and his wife was pregnant during his second 

deployment.]  

Textural Description of Participant 14’s Transitioning Experience 

The core themes are useful devices to describe Participant 14‘s transition 

experiences. His first transition back from combat greatly influenced how he responded 

personally and professionally to the challenges that he faced during his second return 

from combat. Participant 14‘s experiences in combat and during his transitions focused 

his efforts and illuminated the depth of his character. His wife and his peers were the 

anchors that kept him steady in the transition turbulence. Participant 14 blended several 

coping strategies and modes to assist in adapting to the changes brought by the 

transitions. Throughout his experiences, Participant 14 used reflection to learn from and 

adapt to the next obstacle that he faced.  

Experience can be a useful teacher and Participant 14 was a willing student. 

During his first transition, he had challenges both at work and at home. At work, he 

changed organizations, and lost the autonomy and authority that he was accustomed to in 
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combat. At home, his rushed wedding (four days prior to his deployment), changed the 

routines that he had known and introduced a significant new player in his life, his wife. 

While the challenges were difficult, the lessons were important and shaping. He admitted 

that he was much more comfortable during his second transition. He stated that. ―It‘s just 

the knowledge or the experience of having seen everything. It‘s just the knowledge that 

you‘re going to make it through. Knowing it‘s not going to be that big of a deal.‖ 

Perspective and patience are key attributes of Participant 14‘s personality. His 

transition experiences tested both and contributed to his successful transitioning. Due to 

the challenges he faced during his first transition, he was better able to position the next 

set of challenges in the proper place and with the right emphasis. He recognized that his 

strongest personal attribute, though, was patience. He acknowledged that ―having 

patience as a virtue is about the biggest thing that I found can kind of help.‖ In his verbal 

narrative, Participant 14 offered his advice to the transition challenges that he faced and 

that others will face. His advice was one of patience and perspective, ―Don‘t make any 

major life decisions in the first 30 days. You know, don‘t come back and decide that you 

want to Branch transfer, or jump ship and leave and make these huge career moves as 

soon as you get back.‖  Participant 14‘s clear sense of what his strengths were and how 

they contributed to his successful navigating his transitions was an important theme in his 

description. 

The support that Participant 14 received from his peers and, importantly from his 

wife was critical to his successful transition. The intimate members of this convoy of 

support—his wife and immediate family—were the ones that he depended on the most. 

His peers and their shared experiences from combat were critical sounding boards to his 
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concerns. His wife was his biggest supporter and confidante, and assisted in weathering 

the professional challenges associated with loss of the responsibility, authority and 

autonomy that he had overseas. He struggled with the different and often nonsensical 

nature of the new requirements as an instructor where his schedule could be changed ―at 

that last minute‖ because ―there are no lives in the line or no operational impacts.‖ 

However, with his peers, he refocused that energy into his garrison position as a small 

group instructor at his Branch‘s Captain‘s Career Course and placed his order on this new 

garrison world and requirements. He admitted that ultimately, the change was not 

―anything hard to do, [just] that I‘ve had to get accustomed to it and the flexing of the 

schedules in the curriculum.‖  

Participant 14 relied on his psychological resources of patience and his tactic to 

modify the source of the stress as twin strategies to cope with the challenges associated 

with the transition. His second deployment was extended beyond the typical twelve-

month deployment to a fifteen-month deployment. This unanticipated extension affected 

his redeployment timeline and added to the stress that would be associated with the 

transition. His timeline in combat was extended and the result was series of unknowns 

both professionally and personally. He stated that ―once you go past that one-year mark 

and all of the sudden, it‘s September again and you‘ve been in theater for two Septembers 

in a row, it amplified the anxiety.‖  Participant 14 knew that the change would adversely 

affect his transition timeline and increase the unknowns. However, he acknowledged the 

source of the stress and remained optimistic and communicated this optimism to the most 

important member of his convoy of support—his wife. He knew that her routine was 
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―thrown into shambles and it left her pretty stressed out‖ and through communication 

they ―worked through it.‖ 

Participant 14 reflected on the experiences of his first transition to prepare for his 

second transition and, importantly, to prepare for future transitions back from combat to a 

garrison. He reflected that the ―first 7-day period when you get back is probably the most 

critical‖ when many of his problems and other members of his organization experienced 

their most problems. He insisted that leaving the combat environment abruptly and 

returning to a less stressful environment challenged even the best re-integration efforts by 

the Army. At home during his first transition, he reflected that he felt that he was ―just 

getting in the way‖ with his wife. While he said that she ―never used those words,‖ she 

was ―accustomed to her routine‖ and once he returned ―she didn‘t know what to do with 

herself.‖ However, experience and personal reflection assisted during the second 

transition home—even considering the extended deployment—to smooth most, if not all 

the sources of stress.  

Structural Description of Participant 14’s Transitioning Experience 

The structural themes that best describe Participant 13‘s transitioning experience 

are time and relationships—with others and with himself. The importance of time shaped 

the transition experience and contributed to his successful passing in and through 

transition. Participant 14 depended on his relationships with others as an anchor point to 

assist, to guide or sometimes to prevent him from doing an action that he may later regret.  

Time was an important structure that is useful in describing Participant 14‘s 

transition experience. Participant 14‘s transition journeys can be mapped on a timeline 

that that included the two redeployments and subsequent assignments to a garrison 



 

210 

 

environment—that in some ways differed and some ways was similar to his combat 

experiences. As a MEDEVAC pilot and leader, Participant 14 left the stress of a combat 

medical evacuation where the stress included his personal safety and the personal health 

and welfare of the wounded soldiers that he transported to a garrison environment where 

the stress was the timely transporting of medical patients. Time allowed Participant 14 to 

experience and to grow as a professional. He admits that the transitions allowed him to 

grow as person and that ―prior to those deployments and those transitions [his] military 

career was just muddling along, not a whole lot of purpose or meaning to what I had been 

doing.‖ However, deployment and transition from a combat to a garrison environment   

forced him to put the ―skill-set that I‘d been trained to do [fly medical evacuation 

missions] and provided some self-satisfaction.‖  

Additionally, the experience over the multiple deployment-transition timeline 

provided the twin benefits of perspective and patience.  Participant 14‘s patience was a 

skill that he admitted he had developed ―over the years‖ that was undoubtedly aided by 

the ―long waits in Kuwait while you‘re doing RSO&I [Reception, Staging, Onward 

Movement and Integration] or not having to deal with the daily bureaucracy that is the 

military.‖ Yet, the added benefit of perspective was a product of the Participant 14‘s 

experience. He knew that just ―knowing what to expect at the end of the second 

deployment really helped. It was just the knowledge or the experience of having seen 

everything [before].‖  

Participant 14‘s relationships offered him stability and continuity. His wife was 

the person that allowed him to navigate the lack of familiarity and mild anxiety with 

current music, movie or fashion trends.  While it may appear to be trivial on the surface, 
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it was an issue addressed by Participant 14 who fretted over not having seen television or 

listening to new songs as personal stress and was one of the ―hardest things about his 

transition.‖ But his wife on the personal level and his close friends on the professional 

level allowed him to re-enter the community that he had left for over fifteen months.  

Participant 14 was a Junior Officer and an individual with a strong sense of who 

he was and who he was not. This characterization of his relationship with himself 

describes an important structure that is useful in describing his successful transition. He 

was comfortable with his skills and his abilities and confident in his ability to overcome 

challenges. During his second transition back from Iraq, Participant 14 transitioned to an 

instructor‘s position in a garrison position. This particular position was, by his own 

admission, difficult because he was responsible for instructing peers. His confidence in 

himself and his self-assurance was something that ―definitely had come in extremely 

handy as a Small Group Leader—as a Captain in charge of Captains.‖  
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