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Introduction

You’ve served our country and faced down every challenge that was thrown
your way. However, whether you have served four years or dedicated your
entire career towards service in the military, you may face some obstacles in
your transition. 

You may be thinking to yourself “I’ll be okay, I will just use my same hard-
charging, assertive style that helped me succeed in the military.” However, this
style may not work in the industry you are targeting or it may intimidate
potential employers.

Conversely, you may be terrified of navigating these unknown waters. In the
military, you were comfortable, well-trained and surrounded by your fellow
service members when facing challenges.

However you are feeling today, following these five steps will help you get
organized and allow you to expedite the transition process.
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STEP 1 – FIND A FOCUS

Focus Your Resume
This first step is very important; it will determine the effectiveness, success and timing of
your military transition. In order to get results, a job search and a resume must have a
target or focus. One of the biggest errors made on military transition resumes is a lack of
focus. There is no such thing as an effective generic resume. A resume that tries to appeal
to everyone ends up appealing to no one.

Military personnel learn a wide variety of skills and often have countless additional duties
on top of their assigned duty title. It would be nearly impossible and certainly ineffective
to fit all your previous military experience into one resume.
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Studies show that the reader affords your resume 10 to 15
seconds of attention. 

Potential employers DO NOT want to know everything about you, your career and all the
skills you possess. They WILL NOT sift through all the irrelevant information to get to the
most compelling information. Your relevant, transferable skills must be easy to find, not
buried among the unimportant information.

Which skills are relevant and important to the employer are dependent upon what type of
job and industry you are targeting. Without a career focus the process of identifying and
marketing your most valuable skills becomes a very daunting process.
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Think of the job search in terms of going fishing in the ocean. To be successful
fishing in the ocean, you have to know what you type of fish you are trying to
catch before you start. The type of fish determines what type of tackle and
bait you need as well as where to look for that fish. Does it swim at the
bottom of the ocean, on the surface of warm waters or around the shore?

Making the decision about your career focus will determine what skills and
accomplishments will be the focus of your resume. This decision will drive
where you look to connect with potential employers and how you go about
finding out where to send your resume.

DO NOT go into your military transition without first making this determination.
At least decide the type of work you want to do (i.e. project management) and
the type of industry in which you want to work (non-aviation maintenance or
production). It is perfectly acceptable to have multiple targets. However, know
that you will likely need a targeted resume for each industry.

The ocean is a very big place – just like the job market. Both

require a target in order to be efficient and expedite success!



This is especially important if you are looking to take your career in a new
direction. Determining your focus in advance will assist you with identifying
your transferable skills.

For example, a jet engine craftsman whose focus is contract and finance
management will never be effective in their search with a resume that focuses
on their skills in jet engine maintenance. The employer will look at this resume
and write them off as unqualified. In addition to mechanical knowledge, this
candidate has project management, customer service, budget planning and
allocation, documentation management and supervisory experience. Their
mechanical knowledge has no place on their resume, as it is irrelevant to the
target employer.

Instead of talking about fixing a jet engine, their resume should focus on the
following:

Before beginning your transition, determine the career field you will pursue and
identify the local companies that have jobs. Discover what qualifications and
education you need and define your transferable qualifications.  
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Some research resources:

The process of planning the project scope
Budget
Schedule
Leading cross-functional project teams
Budgeting resources to complete the production
project on a valuable piece of critical equipment.

Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Occupational Outlook Handbook
 at http://www.bls.gov/ooh

Department of Labor’s O*NET site at https://www.onetonline.org

http://www.bls.gov/ooh
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/
https://www.onetonline.org/


STEP 2 – “DEMILITARIZE” YOUR RESUME 

Translate Your Skills
I have taught thousands of military service members from all branches of the military and
this has helped me to become bilingual. I don’t speak a foreign language, I speak and
understand the language of the U.S. military.

For many military service members, this task of translating their skills to civilian terms can
be the most challenging step. No matter how qualified you may be, if a potential employer
cannot decipher your resume, comprehend your military experience and understand the
value your skills offer, you will not get calls for interviews.

 

What does that mean to you in your transition? A very large percentage of the population
does not understand what you are talking about when you use military terms like wing,
battalion, platoon and billet. Their knowledge of the military comes from books and movies!
Most importantly, they have no idea the value and relevance of your military experience and
skills.

To begin the process of translating your skills, you must strip away the military language
and acronyms in order to highlight your skills in your resume. Many of the people who will
screen or read your resume have no concept of military life. It is your job to provide a clear
understanding of the relevant skills and experience you gained in the military. Most military
experience transfers easily to the corporate world with the right language.  
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You are elite!
Only around 2% of the population have served in the military.
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Translation Tips

Acted as the battalion secretary to
create schedules for the unit.  

Created calendars and organized
training schedules for 150+
personnel.

Achieved FMC rate of 88% and 98%
scheduling effectiveness rate.

Maintained critical equipment
availability 6% above USAF
standards. Managed time effectively
to ensure 98% of all scheduled
maintenance was completed on-time.

Led 10-man battalion of soldiers in
daily combat operations.

Clearly communicated objectives and
provided guidance that ensured the
success and safety of 10 personnel
during 50+ critical operations in high-
stress, dynamic situations. 

Instead of: Translate to:

Additionally, many military job titles are meaningless in the civilian world. Do
your research to determine what potential employers are calling the positions
for which you are qualified. Here are a few examples of translated job titles.

It is perfectly acceptable to include both your official title and the “civilianized”
job title on your resume, but highlight the translated title by listing it first and
using bold text.

Military Duty Title___________________________
USAF First Sergeant
Production Specialist
Battalion Supply Sergeant
CheifPetty Officer
Commander's Support Staff

Employee Relations Manager
Maintenance Production Manager
Logistics manager
Operations Manager
Executive Administrative Support

Translated Title_________________________
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Translation Resources

There are some very useful resources available on the internet to help you
with translating your military skills.

Here are a few:

O*NET at http://online.onetcenter.org – Offers the Crosswalk
Search by entering your Military Occupational Specialty (MOS),
Navy Rating, or Air Force Military Occupation Code (MOC).

Take this VERY IMPORTANT step before sending out your resume. Failure to
translate your military terms will result in most employers overlooking your
value and classifying you as unqualified.

Don’t expect the employer to take the time to research your terms and
translate your skills – they simply don’t have time. By making their job
easier, you make yourself a more attractive candidate that they are more
likely to call.

Army COOL at https://www.cool.army.mil – Works in connection with
the Occupational Outlook Handbook to provide detailed career
information.

Verification of Military Education and Training (VMET) at
http://www.dmdc.osd.mil/vmet – Provides detailed information
about your current position and related civilian career fields.

America’s CareerInfoNet at www.acinet.org/moc – Serves as a
military to civilian occupational translator and provides labor
market information by state.

Navy COOL at https://www.cool.navy.mil – Also works in connection
with the Occupational Outlook Handbook to provide detailed career
information.

http://www.acinet.org/moc
https://www.cool.navy.mil/
https://www.onetonline.org/
https://www.cool.army.mil/
http://www.dmdc.osd.mil/vmet


STEP 3 – CREATE YOUR JOB STRATEGY 

Target Your Search
An effective job search is a time-consuming process that uses multiple approaches toward
the target. You have already learned that an effective job search must be targeted.
However, it must also be organized and strategic. Prepare your search strategy by avoiding
these common mistakes:
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MAKE SURE YOUR JOB SEARCH IS NOT ONE-DIMENSIONAL

DON’T START YOUR JOB SEARCH TOO SOON OR TOO LATE

Military personnel often begin to make preparations up to two years prior to retirement.
However, two years – or even one year – is too soon to start applying to job openings.
For federal positions, you can start applying 4-6 months prior to your separation date.
For civilian positions, you can start applying 3 months prior to separation. If you start
too soon you may knock yourself out of the running with some companies when they
find out your availability.

However, don’t wait until the last minute to begin your career transition. As soon as you
decide to make the transition, decide on a career target and prepare a focused resume
and cover letter. These can be used for networking with friends, neighbors, colleagues,
and contractors. It is never too soon to begin networking. Wouldn’t it be great to have
that dream job waiting for you when you complete your service commitment?

As a military service member, chances are that the job market has changed since you
last job hunted (if you ever have!). A multi-pronged attack is necessary for success.
Sending resumes and cover letters in response to job postings is only one option.

You must also start networking. Talk with fellow service members who are employed
with your target companies to gain referrals. Inform vendors and military contractors
about your transition. Participate in social networking such as LinkedIn
(www.linkedin.com) by posting your profile.
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YOU MUST BECOME COMFORTABLE TALKING ABOUT YOURSELF

In the job search, you must be your own best advocate. Don’t be afraid to
highlight what makes you good at your job. It’s not bragging if it’s a fact that
you can back up with examples and anecdotes. Arrogance will get you nowhere.
However, confidence is equal to competence in the job search. If you are
confident they automatically assume you will be good at your job.

In the military, you are indoctrinated into thinking of accomplishments as a
team effort. The ability to work as part of a team is an important skill that
carries well into your career outside the military. However, you must also think
about and give yourself credit for the part YOU played in the team effort.

ENSURE YOUR JOB SEARCH IS NEITHER TOO GENERAL NOR TOO SPECIFIC

There is no such thing as an effective general job search. If you have no target
in mind, you will never achieve your goal. One of the biggest mistakes is to try
to cover an entire military career’s job responsibilities in one resume. This will
overwhelm an employer with information and underwhelm them in terms of
your relevance to their company.

If you call yourself a “Jack of all trades, master of none,” then stop! This says
to an employer that you don’t specialize in anything and that you are not very
good at the skills you do have!

Before beginning your job search, you must research your targeted industry.
Before you write a targeted resume, you need to ensure there is a market for
this specialty where you want to live.

Your resume and your search must be targeted. However, there has to be a
market for your skills where you want to live. Do extensive labor market
research using the resources available to you on sites like
www.dol.gov/veterans/findajob to conduct this research.



STEP 4 – PREPARE FOR JOB INTERVIEWS

Be Prepared
You successfully translated your military skills into a resume. Now it is time to prepare for
the job interview phase. You may be facing your first-ever job interview, or at least the first
in many years. Regardless, going into an interview unprepared is a recipe for failure.

Following are  four critical steps for preparation.
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1
The job search process is an exercise in marketing yourself. Before you go into an
interview, research the company, read the job posting and determine how you can
benefit the organization. The benefits you will offer become your talking points in
the interview. No matter what question is asked, you always want to talk about
how you and your skills can enhance the company and bring them value.

Employers are looking for the most cost-effective employee to hire. Determine
how you can benefit the organization (i.e. improved productivity, enhanced
quality) and offer solid examples of your military accomplishments that
demonstrate these skills.

2
 In the military, you are taught to act as part of a team. Often ex-military members
have trouble talking about themselves because they are hesitant to “brag” or they
feel as though they “just did their job.” You must define the benefits you brought
to the team. It is not bragging if you are simply stating the facts of how you can
help an organization. Most civilians do not know what military life is like. For this
reason, they may think your accomplishments are implausible. Your goal in the
interview is to ensure they understand your skills. 

Prepare your talking points.

Give yourself credit.



Page 11

3
Practice the wording, tone and general responses to the most
commonly asked questions such as:

4
Remember that the interview is an opportunity for the company to
determine whether or not you are a good “fit” for the position. Don’t
forget to smile, don’t take yourself too seriously, ease up on the
formality of “sir” and “ma’am” and do not wear military attire to the
interview.

As you are researching the company in preparation for the interview,
get to know as much as possible about the company’s culture so that
you can demonstrate with your personality, communication style and
interview attire that you are a good fit.

Practice, practice, practice

Show your personality.

“Tell me about yourself?”
 “What are your strengths/weaknesses?”
 “Why should I hire you?”

Your responses should be brief – not more than 2 minutes – while
providing as much relevant detail as possible. Write down and memorize
PAR (Problem/Action/Result) stories that demonstrate five to ten of
your most valuable skills.

An interview is similar to giving a speech or teaching a class. You don’t
want to memorize the answers word-for-word. Rather, prepare your
major talking points or highlights of skills and accomplishments that
are relevant to the company and the position for which you are
interviewing.

When you are asked a question, you can decide which talking point or
example best fits in your response to the question. This eliminates the
fear that comes along with “what questions are they going to ask.”



STEP 5 – PREPARE FOR CULTURE SHOCK

Lifestyle Adjustment
The military culture is unique and very different than civilian culture. No matter how long
you have served in the military, you will likely experience a period of adjustment as you
transition out of the military into the civilian workforce.

Keep in mind, leaving the military is much more than just changing jobs; it is a lifestyle
change. Add in relocation to a new state, and you may soon find yourself overwhelmed.

There are several key areas of which to beware.
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THE MOVE FROM A REGIMENTED ENVIRONMENT TO ONE THAT IS
UNSTRUCTURED

In the job search, you must be your own best advocate. Don’t be afraid to highlight what
makes you good at your job. It’s not bragging if it’s a fact that you can back up with
examples and anecdotes. Arrogance will get you nowhere. However, confidence is equal to
competence in the job search. If you are confident they automatically assume you will be
good at your job.

In the military, you are indoctrinated into thinking of accomplishments as a team effort.
The ability to work as part of a team is an important skill that carries well into your career
outside the military. However, you must also think about and give yourself credit for the
part YOU played in the team effort.
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LACK OF A SENSE OF COMMUNITY

The military is a close-knit community. A military base is often a self-
contained city, much like small-town America. In the military you are involved
with and aware of the personal lives of your team. This will not be the case in
the civilian world, where many people tend to keep their personal and work
life separate.

Without your community, or support system to rely on, you may find your
sense of identity shaken. Keep in contact with military friends and co-
workers to keep yourself grounded.

INCREASED PERSONAL FREEDOM

For the duration of your military career you have been told what to wear,
how to behave and where and when to report. The lack of direction and
standard operating procedure in the civilian world can be disconcerting to a
veteran. You must learn to think about yourself and focus on what you want
and need to be satisfied in your career. 

LESS FORMALITY

This rule varies regionally, but rarely will you use the ma’am and sir response as
often as you have in the military. Of course you want to be respectful and
polite to everyone you meet, but you must remember to ease up on the
formality and relax in the interview process. If you continue with the same
military bearing and language in your private sector interview, your potential
employer may hesitate to hire you because they fear you will not adapt well.
Speaking of adapting, you must learn to adapt the way you tell time and write
your dates.

As a veteran transitioning into working in the civilian world, there are a whole
new set of rules you must learn. Remember, less than 1% of the population has
served in the military. Chances are, your new coworkers and supervisor has no
idea what military life is like. Demonstrate your willingness to adapt and be
flexible to new ideas. Perhaps the most important thing for a successful
military transition is something veterans do very well, keep a positive, can-do
attitude, be persistent, and don’t give up.
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OPEN LINES OF COMMUNICATION WITH YOUR SPOUSE/PARTNER AND
FAMILY:

Your spouse and family have been with you through thick and thin during your
military career. Many think it is a given that they will be in perfect alignment
during the transition process as well. Before you prepare for a transition you
must have some serious discussions to clarify both of your expectations
and goals. I have seen marriages strained to the point of falling apart due to
lack of communication. Talk about salary goals, geographic preferences and
openness to travel, relocation or remote work – before you even start to job
hunt.

In addition, during the military you may have traveled often and were gone
for months at a time. Having you in the house full-time is your family’s
dream. However, this brings a whole new dynamic to the family. Be flexible
and have open honest conversations to ease the transition for everyone
that is involved.

Your transition from the military is a lengthy, complex process. It is so much
more than taking off the uniform and no longer saluting your boss. Expect
this to be a process that takes some time. It will take hard work and the
amount of effort you put into the process will determine your success.

Always remember, you have been preparing for this moment all during your
military career. You can have success in your “second career” with
preparation, research, resourcefulness and persistence – all things you
learned well in the military!
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Lori Norris, the founder of Veteran Transition Network
and Get Results Career Services, has dedicated her
career since 2005 to assisting veterans make the
successful transition out of the military. Through
volunteer opportunities and as a contractor who
facilitated the 3-day Transition Assistance Program
she has gained her status as a bilingual translator. She
doesn’t speak a foreign language; she speaks the
language of the U.S. military.

Lori uses this knowledge to educate veterans in how
to successfully market themselves in the job market –
in both the private sector and federal government.

You can reach Lori at lori@getresultsresumes.com or 623.935.1525.

Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.

You served selflessly and proudly in the military. Now, take this

opportunity to do something that makes you happy, something that

you will enjoy and will be fulfilling to you personally. We spend too

much of our time at work to be unhappy with our job!

 For free transition resources, please visit www.veterantransition.net.

To learn more about her services please visit www.getresultsresumes.com. 


