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To those still serving and standing the watch, 
we are grateful to you beyond words.


To the veteran, whose service in defense of our country is 
something we honor, we seek to support your transition 
to civilian life with everything we’ve got.


To those who made the ultimate sacrifice, 
we serve humbly in your honor, and may we see 
each other again where the stars and seas meet.
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“Our debt to the heroic men and valiant women in the service of our country can never be repaid. They have earned our undying gratitude.”


—HARRY S. TRUMAN
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I am a combat veteran who has lived many parts of the pages of our book. What I would tell you out of the box is that this is not a book that glorifies war. In fact, this is the antithesis. In the pages that follow, you’ll find real stories of transitioning service members, both officers and enlisted, as well as their spouses and families; stories that highlight hardships, regrets, trauma, and success as they left their war-fighting days and returned to civilian life. These revelations are an integral part of the book.


As you read, you’ll receive input from a wide range of service members, from airmen and privates to admirals and generals who have served in the U.S. Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, and Coast Guard (the U.S. Space Force is so new that we weren’t able to contact any transitioning service members).


Through our outreach to veterans and their spouses, it became clear that regardless of background, experience, age, gender, race, or sexual orientation, enlisted or officer, service members have much more in common than not. There’s one distinction to mention: The struggles of injured veterans go beyond what many others encounter; from them, we draw great inspiration, and parts of this book will focus on their experiences specifically.


What emerges from the stories we collected is that fellow veterans and military spouses not only speak with great commonality in their voices, but they also have gone out of their way in helping us to express a strong wish to help you, future veterans and military spouses, make one of the most important steps in your lives—the transition from military to civilian.


Alex and I have put together (in our opinion) a good cross section of input and practical knowledge to help the widest demographic group of veterans and their families. That said, I feel it is out of benevolence and inclusion as a “cake eater” (this is how enlisted service members often refer to officers, if you’re not familiar) that I say something to my enlisted brethren (and even some officers) who may not want advice:


We are not attempting to tell you what to do. You have likely taken orders your whole career, and the last thing you want to do is read a book written by a naval officer and a lawyer full of “do-this-not-that.” One of my best friends from high school, Joe Dickman, who served in the Ranger Regiment as an enlisted shooter, told me he’d never had the desire to pick up a book and read about transitioning from the military, though in hindsight he wishes he had. That’s okay. You may just want to figure it out on your own. I commend you for going your own way and taking the road less traveled, as Robert Frost would advise you to do. But if you’re here and have made it this far, I assume you’re searching for advice and mentorship as you take these first steps out of your existence as a service member. The better prepared you are for this journey and the more willing you are to see the world through a different lens, the less chance you’ll have of failing and looking back on lost time and cursing decisions you made or failed to make. I encourage you to exercise your self-preservation instinct and listen to those who have struggled before you. Spoken like a true cake eater, I know, but there is real meaning in the ancient Chinese proverb “The more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.” You are about to step into a new kind of proverbial fog of war as you leave the service and return to civilian life.


The successes Alex and I have achieved were earned after learning from our mistakes. As the saying goes, “To be old and wise, you must first be young and stupid.” Not the mantra I was aspiring to live by, but what the hell, it happened. And, along this path I found some of my closest friends—both enlisted and officers—while serving in the military and living on the edge, an edge that sometimes landed me standing tall in front of “the Man,” answering for my actions. At the Virginia Military Institute and the Naval Academy, I had mediocre grades and poor conduct and I was rebellious. I was a breath away from being awarded the so-called “badge of envy” (meaning dishonor) during my plebe (freshman) year at the Naval Academy. My time in the fleet as a surface warfare officer wasn’t exactly a step up in my performance. But, along the way, I learned about myself and was able to finally prioritize my life to serve my country in the greatest way I knew how.


Once, one of my instructors at Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL (BUD/S) training—he is now a chief warrant officer—admonished me and each in our group to “be a savage, leading savages to do savage shit for our country.” I am mindful that this sentiment may make some senior officers frown, but those words gave meaning to me as I searched for a path forward for myself in service of something worthy. I had been training for war, not making grades in courses that didn’t make sense to me. I was training to lead SEALs into combat in service of our country and one another. Later, when reflecting on my life, I was struck by the words of the late Senator John McCain during a Forrestal lecture at the Naval Academy about the days he had spent on restriction. He said, “Virtue is not determined in moments of public attention to our behavior. Courage, devotion, humility, compassion—all the noble qualities of life—are not practiced in pursuit of public approval.”


I would never compare myself to Senator McCain, nor have I walked in your shoes, but Alex and I have earned our stripes, and we now serve as the messengers for what your own peers wish to tell you. I developed an uncommon desire to help my friends and those who stand ready to defeat evil. But, that said, I gladly sat behind my computer and helped the men and women who served with me to get out the door and deliver the full force of combat to our enemies… that was my job. Now, I sit behind the computer to give the most practical advice to help those who have served have a better experience transitioning than those before us.


When I consider my own transition, I think back to the time I realized my war was over and the role of rituals in how I marked that. I had experienced seven deployments over nine years as a surface warfare officer and Navy SEAL. A ritual that was meaningful to me came through one of my mentors, Rich Gray, who aided me through my transition from the SEAL teams into the world of finance. I met Rich in 2010 when I was still serving at SEAL Team 3. In 2012, I visited New York City to interview for a position, through the Veterans Integration Program, with Goldman Sachs. Rich took me to the Fraunces Tavern in Lower Manhattan in the Financial District. Rich wanted to share in the same symbolic gesture that General George Washington, in the Long Room at that very tavern in which we sat, partook of, on December 4, 1783, by giving his officers a final farewell speech as their commander in chief, marked by sharing a toast with them. General Washington said, “With a heart full of love and gratitude, I now take leave of you. I most devoutly wish that your latter days may be as prosperous and happy as your former ones have been glorious and honorable.” After his farewell, he took each one of his officers by the hand for a personal word.1 We can understand that this was a unique moment, wrapped in rituals of honor, shared sacrifice and service, and one with tremendous meaning and emotion for all involved. Having a drink at this hallowed place marked the end of a chapter in my life. Rich knew this, but he was also implying that a greater, new beginning was awaiting me, one, he hoped, that would be as prosperous and happy as my former ones had been glorious and honorable. Interwoven with this ritual were symbolic commonalities between Rich and me. I was sitting in the epicenter of the financial capital of the world. This was where Rich had started his finance career in 1985 and where I was aspiring to do the same.


I have helped many officers and enlisted go on and apply to college and master’s programs, get jobs or find better jobs, and seek to become more whole. I have also tried to help them become better fathers and spouses and become more at ease in the civilian world. I have seen them excel as investment bankers, entrepreneurs, company owners, and many other successful career paths. And, I also have had friends, both enlisted and officers (me included), that have bounced from career to career and struggled in other parts of their lives and could have been better prepared for that figurative punch in the face. In the end, remember why you signed up to serve your country—what motivated you and what got you through your training and service to this great nation. We were all driven to serve a higher cause than self. It is time to apply that same passion, desire, and grit to your transition. Jim Rohn, an author and motivational speaker, said, “The problem with waiting until tomorrow is that when it finally arrives, it is called today. Today is yesterday’s tomorrow.”2 Seize today.






—Rob Sarver
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There is nothing more humbling and thought-provoking than having your children remind you about what matters in life. My sons have blessed me with that and much more. They have reminded me about service to one another and to country. My younger son has challenged me about helping those we have encountered who needed help; I have heard stories of him kneeling beside impoverished veterans and others, feeding them on the street; I have heard stories of him standing up to bullies twice his size to defend a young lady. My older son now serves our country in the military, seeking to be the warrior, as Heraclitus put it, that brings the rest home. The outlook and actions of these young men have challenged me to do more, to be better, to live according to a higher standard.


For one reason or another, Rob and I struck up a friendship. This led to discussions about life, transitions in life, what it means to be a father, moments of success, moments of failure, and moments of brokenness and regret. We’ve talked of ultimately finding growth and healing and how to live a life of meaning, success, and service. Along the way, we’ve had moments of sidesplitting humor and a few stories not appropriate for this book. In other words, we’ve had the kind of conversations one is lucky to have with true friends. In our lives, we each have been underestimated and had to overcome, which led to looking back over our very different yet parallel experiences. We got the idea that maybe we could use what we have had to learn (did we actually learn it?) and our ability to rope in others and then go solve problems—to unfuck any problem—and to make a difference to veterans and their families. Unwittingly, we somehow conceived of this as a project being built from our different experiences and skills, and yet coming from a common mindset, values, and goal—a rare military-civilian partnership. Thus arose the idea of writing this book together. But an idea is one thing—getting it done is another. Rob and I did not quite realize what lay ahead. Working on this book has been a four-year journey—fitted in around our day jobs and our families. The path took on the profile of a large project—from an idea after too much coffee in the morning and then too much beer at night in conversation, to moments of discouragement and picking ourselves up and moving forward. Our discussions with more than two hundred veterans and their spouses, from E-2s to celebrated flag officers, have been the animating center of the project. These conversations were enlightening, revealed great heartbreak at times, and were often inspirational. The stories of wounded veterans and heroes made us even more committed to the project and to our involvement in it.


For Rob, this is terrain that he has walked—serving, finding, and refinding great purpose; sorting through all that comes with that while building a new life afterward; having lost brothers; having seen extreme sacrifice for one another, for the Constitution, and for our country; and having a relationship with teammates that few can understand or experience. For me, to do this competently and to honor the sacrifice and service I saw in front of me required me to understand the experience of the veteran at a deeper level, what their words meant, the emotions inside them, their search for new purpose after getting home, and their differing senses of their experiences. We saw clues left behind of success and failure in the transition to civilian life.


Through our work, we also saw some common patterns in veterans’ stories. What came into focus was nothing less than the epic tale of the hero’s journey, an archetype or pattern of how to understand the epic tales of all time, such as Homer’s Odyssey. When thought about in this way, what these veterans’ stories revealed was the same pattern, a common story in all of our lives that involves an ordinary person who goes on an adventure, encounters challenges of great proportion, and is victorious at decisive moments before returning home transformed, able to change the world around him or her. Veterans’ stories are epic tales. They leave the comfort of civilian life (whether for a cause or a calling or something else); they encounter adventure, combat, loss, and suffering, all while overcoming odds stacked against them and accomplishing great feats of courage. They experience inner growth inside and love and respect for comrades. The journey home at times involves struggle, a sense of loss, and dealing with difficult emotional, physical, and spiritual challenges. Broken hearts and marriages and job and career stumbles follow for some. But life’s promise of redemption beckons in the finding of new purpose, the search for healing, and the finding of new joy and new or renewed love. There are new challenges to conquer and opportunities for continued service to others. The journey gives us a chance to become better and bigger and to find a sense of inner peace, a transcendent purpose, and a higher-level perspective. We then are able to more clearly envision why we are here and what we are meant to do in this life. The transition to civilian life—like any major life transition—offers the chance for personal transformation, resulting in a greater sense of dignity and even nobility of purpose and service.


Our work together began by collecting stories from veterans. In them, we also witnessed the power of storytelling to transform. When listening to stories, we have a chance to process life’s moments and our emotions that are, at times, too concentrated to unpack in one sitting or simply by reading some instructional manual or workbook. We get to hear about heroes that call upon and inspire us to become our better selves. We witness how some harnessed their energy to heal or to find a new path in life as civilians by envisioning a changed, more positive story or self-narrative coupled with taking action to actualize those visions—getting results in not only their lives but the lives of others. From all of this, we also were reminded of the power of speaking and listening to one another. Frankly, nothing is more healing or more productive in this transition than veterans’ gathering to exchange thoughts and ideas. In those moments, the act of speaking difficult things to comrades who inherently understand you is a first and perhaps more poignant step in this journey. The act of listening and serving as a witness is a generous act of support and even love. The generosity of veterans in giving of themselves to this project and to us was an inspiring and heartwarming encouragement—and, ultimately, a sobering challenge.


One late night, when my work was done at my day job, it occurred to me that the challenges in transition that the veteran faces are no different than what a man goes through when he loses his wife (whom he loved so dearly beyond words, and who was the mother to their young children); when he decides he must find a new career in his mid-fifties; or when he has to adjust and find new purpose when his kids, who have been the center of his mission, leave the house. I thought of that statement in the abstract. Then I realized that I was not somehow special—remarking to myself, “Well, shit, all three of those things are me.” No one gets through life unscathed. As my father told me, everyone gets hit, so you’d better realize it’s how you get up off the canvas that defines you and makes a difference to you and those around you. So, I said to myself that if I didn’t use what I somehow had learned along the way and the ability to harness the wisdom of others, then rising above these challenges would not really be available for the betterment of those around me. Worse—if I didn’t pursue this and put all of myself into it, then I would be passing up a chance to lift others up. A line from a speech given by Admiral William McRaven rang in my head—to never pass up an opportunity to lift others up around you. As my friend and former commander (SEAL) Curt Cronin, U.S. Navy (Ret.), said to me, while staring at me with his disarming ease and innate intensity and jabbing his finger into my chest, “What would you be giving up by not pursuing this with everything you had and by not putting yourself into this?” at an early breakfast one morning, granted, with slightly different lingo than he had come to master in the Navy. The questions came to me: What kind of a model or legacy would I be leaving my sons if I let that happen? Would I be truly honoring the memory and meaning of the incredible life and heart of my late wife if I did not put into use for others the lessons from her life? How could I let down my coauthor? What of the many veterans who spent time with us, thinking that the book would actually get published and go somewhere and so their time with us was worthwhile? I cannot say I have lived up to these standards, but these questions stayed with me and pushed me. What a journey and what a privilege and honor to have had the chance to speak with veterans, their spouses, and those that care for them, to partner with Rob and to work on this book.


Thank you.






—Alex Gendzier
























“You don’t develop courage by being happy in your relationships every day. You develop it by surviving difficult times and challenging adversity.”


—HERACLITUS

















INTRODUCTION 
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“Warriors who were so proud, so audacious, so terrible abroad could not be very moderate at home. To ask for men in a free state who are bold in war and timid in peace is to wish the impossible.”


—MONTESQUIEU


We love our country, but we as a country and as a people have not honored the promise we should make to our veterans, that we as a country will help them when they transition out after they have served and sacrificed. The transition to civilian life has proved difficult for many of our veterans, particularly for those who have suffered and are injured, whether the wounds are visible or not. The statistics speak for themselves: an epidemic of roughly twenty-two veteran suicides per day;1 substantially higher rates of post-traumatic stress disorder (also referred to as PTSD) and traumatic brain injury (also referred to as TBI), particularly among combat veterans, substance abuse, sexual assault, physical injury, homelessness, and a range of other sufferings compared to the civilian population. Beyond the statistics are deeper challenges of divorce, alienation, loss and grief, and, for many, a feeling of emptiness at losing a life purpose. Putting aside these kinds of issues, reintegrating to civilian life, finding a new job or career, and, for those with spouses and families, the adjustment required when beginning to live full-time with your family, are things to be taken seriously.


We do not intend to paint a picture of our veterans as troubled. We believe that image is a misconception among some portion of the civilian population—a negative myth that is just that—a myth. In fact, a large portion of the problem in veteran transition lies within the society—our society—to which the veteran returns after serving our country. And, in fact, in this transition, there is great opportunity, hope, and the possibility of a great life in the civilian world. In our work over the last five years on this book, which has included conducting hundreds of interviews and many hours of research, we have found that there are many stories of success and failure, each of which leaves clues. In other words, there are many lessons to learn from those who have transitioned and those still undergoing the process. We want to do something to help.


WHO IS THIS FIELD MANUAL FOR?


We have been inspired to serve by writing this book to be a complete, practical guide—a field manual—for the active-duty military personnel considering transitioning out and to veterans going through it, whether recently or ongoing for decades.


We have also written this book with the spirit of being inclusive. If you are wearing the uniform now or have taken it off, we hope this manual will help you. That’s what we intend—it’s for everyone, regardless of where you come from, how you look, differences within, what you may have suffered, and even how you think of yourself.


Finally, this field manual is also for military spouses of warriors, whether of active-duty personnel considering leaving the service or of those who have become civilians. By “spouses,” we mean those who are married or those who form a significant partnership with their other halves. Spouses figure equally as veterans from the beginning to the end of this field manual. In chapter 1 (“The Preparation Phase: Plan Your Dive; Dive Your Plan”), we strongly advise the warriors to involve their spouses in every phase of the preparation process; we devote the sixteenth and final chapter (“The Transition for Spouses and Families”) to spouses and families; and, in between, every chapter is critical for spouses, especially to help in understanding what their warriors are going through. So, the veteran’s hero’s journey is equally the journey of the military spouse.


WHY THE TRANSITION IS DIFFICULT, WHY IT IS WORTHWHILE, AND ETERNAL HOPE


So, your last assignment ended, you signed your papers to leave the military, and you are back home. This is the first time you have been out of the military in a while. For some, this was a voluntary decision, and you may even have yearned to be back home; for others, you may have suffered a physical or psychological trauma that took you out of your unit. For some, you had already made plans for life after the military; for others, planning may have been hard to do and you didn’t know where to start, so you put it off. Or maybe you thought it would be easy or a friend told you it would be a walk in the park after what you’d experienced in the military, so you thought planning wouldn’t really be necessary. But now that you’re in this moment, you’re realizing that going from military life to civilian life is complicated.


It is worth pausing to recognize why the transition can be difficult:




• The loss of having a mission larger than oneself—often referred to as a transcendent cause—and the loss of even your identity, having been symbolized by the uniform you wore for many years, can make life after the military feel without meaning.


• At a deeper, primordial level, the loss of community can be understood for many as the loss of your tribe. The move from living in a small community, with an intense sense of purpose and identity, to a society and a culture that is alienated, fractured, and materialistic, as Sebastian Junger has described it, can be jarring. The coming home of veterans during the wars in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq has been substantially more difficult when compared to how our country embraced the warriors returning from World War II.


• There is simplicity and structure to living by a code of honor and all of what that means in terms of integrity, service, and country, as well as courage and selflessness. These are seemingly hard to replace in civilian life, at least at face value.


• Returning to being a civilian after having become a warrior isn’t a simple two-step. This is understandable in light of the fact that transforming civilians into warriors requires intense training, a gargantuan effort, accomplishment, and even a re-creation of one’s “ego structure,” in psychological terms. Are you supposed to just press a button and be transformed into being Johnny or Joanna Civilian? Very simply, you may feel lost and disoriented; if not now, those emotions may come later. Some have been exposed to horrific things when overseas and in combat. You may be suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder or traumatic brain injury. Often, divulging or explaining this to your family or close friends may prove daunting and may lead to emotional distance and even alienation and separation.


• Whatever difficulties you brought into the military with you—drug or alcohol abuse, family dysfunction, job stress or instability, or emotional difficulties, among others—are likely to persist and go back with you when you transition out. Civilian life offers a greater degree of freedom and choice, but navigating these things can be a shock to the system. When you were in the military, many things were taken care of, including housing, medical care, childcare and schooling; there was even easier access to shopping. Now, on the outside, you have to figure out these aspects of life for yourself. There’s no doubt this can be initially disorienting.




Regardless of the reason, the reality is that the transition to civilian life is rarely easy. In fact, it is a disservice to the veteran to suggest as much or not to warn veterans about this and provide assistance in the transition. Few are immune from one or more of the above, from entry-level enlisted to flag-ranking officers. Yet, make no mistake: While the terrain is different from what you encountered in the military and there are no enemy combatants, it is no less challenging to navigate.


Are there worthwhile things to look forward to in civilian life? Hell, yes. The picture should not be gloomy. It’s the opposite. In this next chapter of your life, the possibility of great things lies ahead. There is great opportunity and hope for healing, refinding purpose and mission, ambition in one’s work, a full life, adventure, discovery, fulfillment, and joy. Why do veterans need a new guide now? There are a few reasons: Today, there are more living veterans (about 22 million); more family members of veterans (about 15 million); and more veterans transitioning out every year (about 200,000) than ever before in our history. In addition, the last two decades of war have had an effect on any veteran’s transition to civilian life and it’s time for a new guide, with fresh insights and some lessons learned from the past.


For many, the path requires tough love, discipline, and the help of brothers, sisters, and strangers, as well as a commitment to finding a new life full of meaning, purpose, and promise. More than that, from the patterns we have observed in the stories shared with us by veterans, we believe that there is a recipe for success. It does require making a decision—and setting an intention—to transition effectively, realizing that this new world will require a new campaign. This mission of transitioning will involve developing new skills and reconfiguring the many skills you already have, creating a vision for your new life, finding fellow veterans along the way, receiving coaching and finding a mentor, and paying attention to the lessons in each of this book’s chapters. As Command Sgt. Maj. Tom Satterly, U.S. Army (Ret.), observed, “You trained intensely to prepare for combat; what makes you think you can get away without training for the transition to civilian life?”2


Having said the above, there is not one formula for a successful transition to civilian life that works for everyone. We can tell you, though, that those who have done so effectively have executed on the preparation in advance, initiating a job search and other practical components we discuss. These folks have found some measure of healing and peace within and have come to a vision of themselves that includes a new purpose. In addition, having balance in one’s life and having a “fulfilling community, family and spiritual life,” as Dr. Eric Potterat, U.S. Navy commander (Ret.); and Alan Eagle observe in Learned Excellence, are often key ingredients to a successful transition.3


From our interviews with veterans, our research, and Rob’s own experience, a central paradox of the transition to civilian life for many veterans is that everything that made you a warrior, all of what you were trained to do, all of what you experienced, often feels like the exact opposite of what you need to be successful in civilian life, whether at work or at home. And while there is some truth and also lessons to be learned from that understanding, the very essence of the warrior mentality, including the inner strength, resilience, discipline, courage, and devotion to things larger than oneself, are the great traits inside veterans that can lead to success, happiness, and fulfillment in the civilian world.


You have served our country and our country may have sent you into harm’s way. For that reason, we intend this book to represent the spirit of leaving no one behind. That includes those of you who have left the military and are seeking a future that includes everything you deserve and have worked for.




RANKS AND TITLES


We have been careful to reflect military ranks and designations accurately when we refer to veterans in this book. We hope that these conventions don’t offend you.





THE HERO’S JOURNEY


What is the hero’s journey and what does that have to do with you? The idea of the hero’s journey came from a way to interpret the epic tales of our history, such as Homer’s Odyssey, which we’ll take up again in chapters 11 and 12 on refinding purpose. This is the journey all veterans take. It involves the leaving of home for the military (regardless of the reasons for that); the untold challenges you meet and risks you take when in uniform (including the sacrifice and loss involved in service) and how those things affect you; and, after all of that, how you return, a changed person, and are able to transform the world around you. For many, the sense of loss and grief is inevitable, if only due to leaving one’s unit and the military, let alone from the grief that arises with losing friends in battle.


There are many ways returning warriors are changed and can transform the world around them on their return. In practical terms, many warriors have faced and overcome enormous challenges. In doing so, they have developed greater moral and physical courage, discipline, leadership, resourcefulness, problem-solving, and a host of other skills that were not evident before they joined the military. These attributes and skills can be put to good use for themselves and for their families, community, and country.


At a deeper level, the returning warrior often faces the need to heal themselves. In doing so, they are also given a chance to see the need for healing in others around them and to assist in that process.


All you have to do is pick your head up and look around and you will see that opportunity—meaning other veterans in need. In sitting with the pain inside us and in seeking to heal it in others—an act performed out of love for our brothers and sisters in arms around us—something profound happens. We get the chance to be more human, to live more fully and humanly. Making use of one’s own loss in this way is a great privilege. And in performing this service, perhaps we will inspire others to action.


Taking these steps gives us a chance to serve others from the place inside of us that was changed by our journey in and back home from the military, the place we had to become bigger and better versions of ourselves from these experiences. In Homer’s Odyssey, the hero, Odysseus, has to grapple with how to live in the mundane world to which he has returned from his military service and also how to control that part of him that had been called on to wrestle with demigods, serpents, and nature’s destructive forces. In doing so and in putting to good use how he became transformed in the process, Odysseus lifted up his family, community, and country. When we use what we have learned, when we put to good use the skills that have enabled us to become bigger and better people in the name of something higher than ourselves, we earn a chance at redemption.


The hero’s journey is a story and a way to conceive of your life after leaving the military. Every veteran is on a hero’s journey. If you think of your life story in these terms and understand the power inside you, power you gained from your military experience, you have the potential to bring back great lessons and transform yourself, your friends and family, and the civilian world around you. The story of your return has the potential to be as full of inspiration, courage, selflessness, and devotion to team and teammate as was your time in the military. It reflects the nobility in you and what you can inspire in others.




A NOTE FROM ROB ON RITUAL


In the preface, I mention why rituals are important. They serve as building blocks for individuals, families, and communities. For example, Friday-night high school football games are often accompanied by a series of acts that serve to create a cohesive, memorable expression of the community: the pep rally, parents gathering in their section, students avoiding their parents in their own section, the band, and, of course, the athletes. These acts, whether fun or solemn, serve a higher purpose. They can be used to create and mark important moments in time, define a journey and a transition, and bring light to darkness in difficult times. In these ways, rituals transcend our past, present, and future. At a profound level, rituals evidence our values, symbolize the things that matter to us and what we stand for, and even serve to represent an important piece of our identity. In these ways, rituals can also define a transition. Many have observed that transitions tend to have three parts to them:




• The beginning: The leaving behind of what we have known, where we have been, and what has heretofore been comfortable, even if imperfect.


• The journey: The voyage through new terrain where we seek something new, which is exciting and uncomfortable, can be a huge test, and can give us opportunities to grow and become bigger and better people in a new place.


• The destination: Finding our new place, which may seem uncomfortable at first but is also one that we find ourselves in for a reason, even if that reason is not understandable to us at the time. It is a place of new opportunities for a different kind of contribution to our life and society, and a chance to find new meaning and purpose, as well as success in whatever way we define it.4





Leaving the military is a prime representation of such a journey and nowhere is it more true that rituals can serve a helpful, powerful, and healing moment than in that journey.







A NOTE TO THE ENLISTED SERVICE MEMBER


In speaking with dozens of veterans during our research for this book, we were reminded that the enlisted man or woman is probably tired of being told what to do, especially when they no longer have to listen to officers after they leave the military. We’re not doing that—and we hope this book doesn’t come across that way. And while there are differences in the experience of the former enlisted service member compared to that of the former officer, the lessons learned and available to you are very much the same. We found that so much of this period of transition out of the military is universal, and we want to help every veteran, regardless of service branch or rank. We are all one team.


In researching and writing this book, we have been struck by—and moved and honored by—the willingness of veterans to give of themselves to help us put this resource together. Veterans’ stories and observations fill every chapter. We believe at the core of this generosity lies a continued devotion to service and country and to one another. Dr. Jonathan Shay, a psychiatrist who worked at the Boston VA, noted that the “most fervent wish of the veterans I serve” is to help future generations of veterans, to save them from the sufferings they faced and mistakes they made.5 Beyond that, the presence of veterans to your left and your right appears as a great resource in every chapter of this book, whether in the value of preparing in advance, networking for jobs, and comparing notes on civilian life, or the more profound and difficult challenges in healing and finding new purpose. In one way, this presence of veterans is at the heart of a successful transition because there is immeasurable value in being able to speak with others who have been through what you have been through and to bear witness to others’ stories and experiences. There is a unique quality of community that is nourishing and that can be supportive in intangible and tangible ways. These themes run through every chapter. And that has been the case since the beginning of recorded history, when every generation that returned from war found resources of a practical nature, comfort, healing, and meaning in the transition to civilian life.


KNOWING YOUR WHY


When we interviewed her, Rear Adm. Katherine McCabe, U.S. Navy (Ret.), said, “Own the why of your retirement or separation and determine how you define success.” As you approach milestones, you need to keep focus on the mission, the “why.” This will give meaning and serve as a guide to your preparation for the transition; it will sustain you on tough days when you encounter headwinds in your every move to becoming a civilian; and it will enhance your fulfillment on the good days because you are acting in alignment with what matters to you. Admiral McCabe continued, “Success is different for each of us. For many, it is tied to salary, prestige, or recognition. It can also be independence of schedule or location, or time for family… and is often a combination or a particular sequence. If you can’t articulate this to yourself and others, you may pour a lot of precious time and effort into a post-transition solution that does not help you achieve your actual goals.”


In the following chapters, we will discuss the different aspects of how to transition successfully. Each chapter provides a brief explanation of its purpose, along with stories from veterans, and what we believe are the key takeaways. We have collected insights and wisdom from many quarters, from veterans who have made the transition successfully and from those who have not. You’ll also hear from coaches and therapists who have studied these matters and have had a meaningful, positive impact on people’s lives, and you’ll hear from those who have hired veterans into their businesses—perspectives that often differ from those of other veterans.
















“The happiness of your life depends upon the quality of your thoughts.”


—MARCUS AURELIUS

















LET’S CUT TO THE CHASE—WHAT DO YOU NEED TO KNOW? 
[image: image]



If you want to cut to the chase, here is what you need to know about this field manual.


THE IMPORTANCE OF PREPARING IN ADVANCE


If you are still in the military, take advantage of the time you have to prepare for the transition to civilian life. This can take up to two years—though the time required is different for everyone. However you choose to go about it, realize that the process won’t happen on its own after the last time you put on your uniform. Read chapter 1, “The Preparation Phase: Plan Your Dive; Dive Your Plan.”


THE RETURN TO CIVILIAN LIFE


Every generation that has come back from war and left the military has had to find a way to return. While that path is different for everyone, most share some common patterns and paths. We provide an overview of the process in chapter 2, “I Am the Master of My Fate: The Return to Civilian Life”; and an outlined approach in chapter 3, “The Four Stages of Reintegration.”


The return to civilian life also involves some tough and difficult challenges, including grief and loss, substance abuse, recovering from moral injury, dealing with physical injury, and addressing PTSD and TBI. If you don’t address difficult emotions, they will weigh you down, like continuing to wear a fifty-pound rucksack around your house, family, and job. Read chapter 4, “Loss and Grieving”; chapter 5, “Substance Abuse”; chapter 6, “Moral Injury and Physical Injury”; chapter 7, “The Silent Assassin: PTSD”; and chapter 8, “Traumatic Brain Injury.”


Psychedelics and other plant-based remedies represent a new frontier for treating depression, PTSD, TBI, and other ailments, which gives a new reason to hope for many. Read chapter 9, “The New Treatment Frontier: Psychedelics and Plant-Based Remedies.”


Achieving any important goal requires advance preparation and training. The same goes for the transition to civilian life. If you want to do well at it, then use the best training and performance strategies and tips around. In addition to the best practices for healing we cover in chapters 4 through 8, additional tips include the use of meditation, harnessing fear, and learning to regulate your system. Read chapter 10, “Final Performance Tips.”


REFINDING PURPOSE


Most warriors struggle to refind their purpose when they return to civilian life. There is great insight available from the learned knowledge of other veterans’ journeys and even epic stories of warriors from ancient times. Because of what’s involved in refinding purpose, we have broken it down into two parts: (1) an explanation of the challenge and some useful guidelines; and (2) veterans’ stories about how they have approached it. Read chapter 11, “The Hero’s Journey: A Guide to Refinding Purpose”; and chapter 12, “Veterans’ Perspectives on Refinding Purpose.”


SUCCESS IN SMALL STEPS AND WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A CIVILIAN WARRIOR


There are many practical steps involved in landing on your feet as a civilian. In fact, this will be difficult for many—something that is not really spoken about candidly. We’re not just talking about the job here—we are also referring to the overall transition. But there are ways to do this and there are great insights from veterans about what worked for them and what was a waste of time. Success doesn’t always come right away—it comes one step at a time. Read chapter 13, “Practical Steps in Looking for a Job.”


You’re no longer wearing a uniform, but the challenges are not over. It will take time, and there is value in recognizing and celebrating the small steps of success along the way. You will also need to fight just as hard in civilian life to become whole and heal yourself and your family (if you need to), and to find success and accomplishment for you and your family, as you did in the military. Becoming a civilian warrior has great meaning and power, and there are effective ways to achieve that. Hear from veterans who have made successful transitions. Read chapters 14, “Small Steps to Success,” and 15, “Be a Warrior Inside the Wire as Much as Outside.”


THE HOME FRONT—WHAT ABOUT SPOUSES AND CHILDREN OF VETERANS?


Spouses and families have always been our unsung heroes and form the backbone of the military. When a veteran transitions to civilian life, so does their family. Their experiences, lessons learned, new relationships forged or existing ones strengthened or weakened, and new purposes and beginnings are an important part of the veteran’s journey and are vital to consider. Read chapter 16, “The Transition for Spouses and Familes.”


RESOURCES


The Annexes on our website, www.heroes-journey.net, contain references to many practical resources for veterans and their families, including guides on how to apply to college and how to prepare a financial plan, as well as sample résumés, cover letters, and thank-you notes for prospective employers.
















“A hero is someone who can keep going even when they have every reason to quit.”


—RICK RIORDAN, THE BLOOD OF OLYMPUS

















CHAPTER 1



THE PREPARATION PHASE: PLAN YOUR DIVE; DIVE YOUR PLAN
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“Those in the service need to start early in planning the transition—at least one year out, if possible. It will be difficult and take some time. For those that served in combat, this is likely to be even more so. Some, including senior officers, resist acknowledging what is coming and the need to get serious about it. In this regard, veterans need to understand what they are about to go through and to get serious about it well before the last time you wear the uniform.”


—GEN. DAVID H. PETRAEUS, U.S. ARMY (RET.), former commander of the Surge in Iraq and the International Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan; former director of the Central Intelligence Agency; current partner, KKR & Co.; and chairman, KKR Global Institute


You have arrived at that critical decision to leave the military, pursue another career, or maybe leave one position for another or even for a chance to be your own boss. With your plan in mind and the mental math working in your favor, eliminating enough variables, you have convinced yourself the time is right. You have earned your stripes—they might be a different color than everyone else’s, but the civilian world is not that different, or so you think.


What could go wrong?


In the military—or, honestly, just about everywhere—this statement is usually delivered in a sarcastic tone. It is most often uttered in situations where it is glaringly obvious something will highly likely go wrong. You can’t see the variables hiding in your blind spots, or the unknowns that will postpone your goals, sideline your ambition, and create volatility in your life plan that rips all security away from you and leaves you exposed, vulnerable, and off-balance. To help try to mitigate all of that, this chapter has one purpose: planning. A good rule of thumb is to start thinking through your plan to leave the military at least one to two years in advance; in fact, doing so is critical to your future success. We’ve outlined a transition planning schedule based on the outlines you find in military field manuals that describe the best way to prepare and plan for missions; to double down, you’re going to need at least twelve months, if not twenty-four. This process takes time, as you’ll often revisit and refine your plan and goals and how to execute them.


That said, if you are being involuntarily separated from the military, time may not be on your side. We recommend reviewing this chapter at a high level so you can consider any military benefits you have earned and then revisit this chapter when you can. Chapter 13 contains more specific practical steps about looking for a job.




KEY TAKEAWAY


Do not wait until your terminal leave to start planning your transition process. Give yourself twelve to twenty-four months to prepare.





For more detail about the endless paperwork needed to separate from the military, we recommend Janet I. Farley’s book Military-to-Civilian Career Transition Guide.1


A word to the wise: If you want to be effective on the home front—let alone loving and caring for your spouse and family (if you have one)—it’s best to involve them in your planning process from the beginning. Your family will undergo their own transition as you undergo yours. There are a host of concerns to anticipate and address, from benefits to making sure your children understand what is happening. Such a major life transition usually touches on deeper emotional issues for you and your family. What we have learned from our discussions with military spouses is that a veteran dedicated to being effective and loving regarding this transition will bring their family into it, anticipate their needs and desires, and collaborate about the transition as a team.




A NOTE FROM ROB: WHAT COULD GO WRONG?


Calvin: Look, stop being such a baby and help me push the car into the driveway. We’ll move it ten feet. What could possibly go wrong?


Hobbes: Whenever you ask that, my tail gets all bushy. 2


—CALVIN AND HOBBES


We do not know what lurks beneath the sea. What seems calm at the surface can surrender to a wild, cold, dark, and unforgiving environment beneath, one we would be foolish to think we can control. This is why, before you dive into uncertainty, you plan your dive and you do not deviate from your plan, which induces risk and obscurity in one of the cruelest environments on earth.


No plan is perfect. In SEAL teams, we demand and train for perfection in hopes of a flawless execution and outcome. This is the optimal goal. We spend hours planning operations, trying to account for every variable, and look at the problem through multiple lenses. It does not matter what armed service, command, or rank you held in the military, at some point you were involved in a planning process for a real-world mission or training evolution. I’m willing to bet you were intimately involved in a planning process that, well, just didn’t go as planned at all.


Before I was selected to go through Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training (BUD/S), the initial screening to become a Navy SEAL, I was a surface warfare officer (SWO) onboard the USS Crommelin (FFG-37) stationed out of Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. I had just earned my SWO pin, the last step I needed to submit my package to be selected for BUD/S. All I had to do now was not screw up and blow my chances to fulfill my dreams of becoming a SEAL.


As an officer in charge of deck division, I was expected to plan, write, and brief the crew prior to evolutions that involved my department. This meant all small boat operations, man-overboard drills, and helicopter operations, to name a few. This particular training evolution was simulating a catastrophic fire onboard our ship and hailing a friendly vessel, role-played by a U.S. Navy destroyer, for help. The destroyer would respond by lowering their rigid-hulled inflatable boat (RHIB) into the water to send additional firefighting crew members over to combat the fire. At the conclusion of the exercise, the ships would switch roles and the simulation would start over, with our ship sending members of our casualty control team to combat the simulated fire on the destroyer. The plan also included a subset of the training while the fire drill was in process. The RHIB, to train new boatswain’s mates to be coxswains, would make approaches alongside the vessels to practice off-loading and embarking personnel. For this exercise, the RHIB had an officer, rescue diver, and two boatswain’s mates, acting as coxswains, onboard. All three vessels would be operating on the same radio frequency.


On the morning of the evolution, I briefed the crew members participating in the drills. Most of my brief involved standard operating procedures that the ship and crew had adapted from previous evolutions and that the crew had internalized over months of training. However, during this exercise not every department would be involved, including the engineering department, which was conducting its own internal training in addition to the simulated fire. I was the standing officer of the deck, the officer in charge of driving the ship, coordinating the emergency response on the radio and aiding the safe embarking of the firefighters from the destroyer. Also, it was predetermined that our ship would deploy our ladders on the port (left) side of the ship, and we would request that the RHIB make a port side approach when hailing the other vessel.


What could go wrong?


Everything was going just as planned. Our ship simulated a catastrophic fire, causing us to go dead in the water. We hailed the Navy destroyer and within minutes their RHIB was being lowered. While this was happening, the commanding officer from the destroyer hailed our ship on the radio and requested that the ladder be moved to the starboard side to accommodate the same side their RHIB was entering the water. It seemed like a harmless request, so I yelled from the bridge down to the boatswain’s mates to shift to the starboard side and prep the ladder. Minor change to the plan, but everything was back on track. The RHIB made its approach on the starboard side and the firefighters onboarded with no issues. And, just as planned, the RHIB cast away from the starboard side, made a large loop off to our starboard side, and began to make its approach to come back alongside our ship. As this sequence of events was underway, my commanding officer was seated in his captain’s chair on the starboard bridge. I stayed inside the bridge during the drill to answer radio traffic. As the RHIB made its second approach and came alongside, I suddenly heard yelling and the RHIB broke away, speeding off to the front of the ship’s bow and coming to a stop. Well, this can’t be good. The officer in charge of the RHIB abruptly came over the radio to inform his CO, “Sir, the Crommelin just emptied the CHT onto us and the RHIB is covered in shit!” On a U.S. Navy frigate, the opening for the collection and holding tank (CHT), or sewage discharge, is on the starboard side. When the commanding officer of the destroyer requested that I move the ladder from port to starboard, I forgot to notify the engineering department, and, as they were still carrying on normal business, they discharged hundreds of gallons of sewage, about twenty gallons of which ended up covering the RHIB.


What could go wrong, indeed.


Needless to say, my commanding officer quickly hailed the other captain, apologized, and offered to clean the RHIB. What awaited me was a verbal lashing I will not forget, and luckily my transfer package for SEAL training was not mentioned. I guess you could say I got lucky as shit!


Just when you think you have a good plan, some external force makes it all go to hell, and in the words of Forrest Gump, “Shit happens.”





HOW TO MITIGATE THE RISKS AHEAD: PREPARATION STEPS AND TIMELINE


While our research and discussions with veterans led to our recommended planning timeline of twelve to twenty-four months, we suggest an even longer timeline for those transitioning out of active duty. In this case, it may be advisable to begin planning even three years out so you can adapt to a process that will likely be alien to you. Janet Farley advises: “I can’t stress enough how important it is that you visit the Military Transition Assistance Office as soon as possible. If you are concerned that your presence there might send the wrong message to your colleagues or your boss, call or email the office instead of visiting it. Most counselors will be happy to answer your questions or point you in the right direction over the phone or by email.”3


A word about the list of things to consider and the checklists and samples we provide below: Review them and rereview them in whatever order and at whatever time best suits you. We have organized them in this way for the sake of global practicality, but some may not be as useful to you. Take what you need and leave the rest. Some may be applicable now; some will be helpful later.


If you are married or in a long-term relationship, we urge you to include your spouse or significant other in this—for a host of reasons we’ll discuss further in chapter 16.


Beginning Phase: Twelve to Twenty-Four Months Ahead of Separation


Use this time wisely, aggressively, and creatively to plan your next critical twelve months until you take off your uniform for the last time. In hindsight, you will look upon this time as a great luxury. Take advantage of it.


Treat this like a warning order. A warning order is a preliminary notice of an order or action that is to follow. It is issued by the commander at the outset of receipt of an order from higher in the chain of command. The warning order is issued prior to beginning the planning process in order to allow subordinate leaders and units to maximize their preparation time. If you are receiving this message, you are currently in your preparation time for transitioning out of the military. This warning order will provide you with information to help focus your efforts and time.


Below is a sample warning order diagram that was part of our manual in the SEAL teams.
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Brainstorm. Think about where you want to land, speak with friends and veterans, and make phone calls and investigate, all with the goal in mind of forming a specific plan. Chris Grillo, former U.S. Navy lieutenant commander, noted the following about this process: “Do not hesitate to ask a friend, contact, or a contact of a contact to go get a cup of coffee so you can ask them some questions about your next steps. If they can’t help you, ask if they know someone who can. And, by the way, beer works just as well as coffee or maybe even better.” As Cdr. Curt Cronin, U.S. Navy (Ret.), said, beer can often be a truth serum. It may take a hundred such meetings before you have all the information you need. It is a process of networking and gaining information, and none of it will be time wasted. It’s also important to prepare yourself on how you’ll ask questions during these meetings. The more specific your sense of direction, and the more specific your questions, the more informative the response will be. Don’t stop. This brainstorming process will continue until you complete your transition—and then likely after that.


Find a mentor. Different from a fellow veteran or someone who occasionally gives you advice, a mentor is someone with whom you develop a trusted relationship and who has experience and wisdom to impart to you—someone who doesn’t mind calling bull when required. Ideally, this is someone who has walked this path and has a network of contacts and friends. An adviser is someone you will be able to bounce ideas off. That process will last until you find your first job and afterward. Finding a mentor who understands and sees you is also essential for veterans in diverse groups or communities, such as African American, Asian American, female, LGBTQ+, and others. There are many organizations set up to provide mentorship to veterans, such as heroeslinked.org. Visit Annex 1 on our website, www.heroes-journey.net, for a list of resources.


Visualize. The practice of visualization is a powerful tool to develop a concrete, actionable vision of what your life will be like in the future. We recommend you learn visualization practices and develop the discipline to keep them going. Some of the most successful athletes, business leaders, and mastery coaches use this technique, including Tom Brady, Michael Jordan, and Lindsey Vonn. We also recommend the instructional videos of Tony Robbins and Joe Dispenza that you can find on YouTube and other online resources. You only need to follow a few simple steps to practice visualization:




• Begin by breathing for a few minutes, focusing on your breath; this gets your energy up but keeps you calm.


• Think of a few things about which you are grateful—because that’s the cure for fear and anger.


• Imagine that you have accomplished your goals and picture what that feels, smells, and tastes like in detail. Put yourself in that space.




Plan leave days. Consider that you may need to accumulate leave days. A smart use of leave days can include going to networking events, doing research, and developing a plan of action, which are hard to do while you have your active-duty job. If you’re considering an internship for a specific job or company, plan ahead and review the time commitments—this may require additional leave days.


Speak with friends and fellow veterans about jobs. Most veterans who have been in the military for any length of time probably will not be able to understand what jobs in civilian life are like, what they require, and what will lead to success or failure. Go speak with friends and fellow veterans about their civilian jobs.


Weigh Your Educational Options


Investigate trade schools and alternatives. Trade schools offer the chance to transition the skills and experience you built in the military into many civilian jobs. Call them and ask about the application process, timelines, requirements, cost, and jobs available after graduation. You might also consider certificate programs, online courses, internships, or skilled trades training as other options.


Consider applying to college. College may not be for everyone, but getting a college degree will widen your life and career options. One veteran lamented to us that he wished he’d taken the time after getting out to get a college degree—it would have expanded his job, career, and compensation options. If you need to start earning a salary right away, consider sequencing your transition in that order. But use your time when you are still in to plan these things. Like all aspects of the transition, applying to and getting accepted by a college requires advanced planning and preparation. There are many military-friendly colleges and universities. Check Annex 2 on our website, www.heroes-journey.net, for guidelines on how to apply to college, which will include the need to request a copy of your high school transcript.


All of your military courses and training may transfer into college credits. Be sure to ask any college you’re interested in how to go about having those credits recognized.




• If going to college has been a dream of yours, don’t give up on it so easily. James Hatch, a former Navy SEAL, started college at age fifty-two, thirty years older than most of his classmates, and transformed his college and those around him.4


• Don’t give up on college because of the cost. There are several ways to pay for college, including by working and with scholarships. Consult the VA for benefits to help pay for college. Some colleges and universities participate in the VA’s Yellow Ribbon Program, which helps make college tuition more affordable for veterans and their dependents. You can find a partial list of scholarships in Annex 2 on our website, www.heroes-journey.net.


• Become familiar with Yellow Ribbon Programs and other veteran-friendly programs at the universities. There are several organizations that maintain lists of military-friendly graduate schools and programs. And, once admitted, many of these have valuable veteran support groups.




Consider applying to graduate school. Graduate school is one way many veterans have leapfrogged from the military into careers. Getting an advanced degree can also make the transition into civilian life more gradual, compared to being thrown into a sink-or-swim job environment. The decision as to what kind of graduate school will involve some searching, research, and discussions with friends, former teammates, and former professors. It will also require a substantial preparation in advance—knowing about deadlines for application, standardized tests (such as the GMAT and the LSAT), and getting transcripts and letters of recommendation as well as records from the military.




• There are many military-friendly universities to which you can apply—and they usually advertise themselves as such on their websites. See www.militaryfriendly.com for one list of military-friendly schools.


• If you are accepted to college or graduate school and are not ready to leave the military, see if you can defer a year. Don’t waste time on regrets. Several of Rob’s friends have gotten out of the military and went back into the Reserves so they could continue to serve because they did not feel they had fulfilled their original intent of being in the military. Sometimes the transition happens in steps.




Is politics of interest? Many veterans have run for and won political office, made a difference, and found fulfillment by representing their constituents and giving a veteran’s perspective on how our country should be run.


How close are you to retiring? If you are a stone’s throw from retirement, consult with your loved ones and weigh thoroughly the pros and cons of separating from the military before being eligible for full retirement benefits. Use some of the suggestions mentioned earlier in this section, like planning leave days, to help you anticipate what your next steps may be after leaving the military. It may be worth it to delay your transition out, or it might be better to just go ahead and start your new life. For those retiring due to only statutory requirements: You are leaving to make room for all those you led. It’s time for you to put your skills and talents to work for another purpose.




• If you are planning to separate from the military and also stop working completely—what in civilian terms is considered “retirement”—you will need to plan for two major life transitions in one: the end of your military career and the end of your work life, at least in conventional terms. While much of this book focuses on the first transition, it applies equally to the second as well. These days, retirement allows for many creative, life-enhancing possibilities. We have found that most veterans never stop working or being engaged in some productive way.


• If you are retiring, the Transition Assistance Program will require an approved copy of your retirement orders (DD Form 2656).


• A complete list of documents that you will need for retirement can be found at www.va.gov/records/discharge-documents/.




Begin major life transition planning. The military takes care of food, housing, health care, and a paycheck. Beyond these tangible pieces, it also provides a sense of identity, community, and mission. After you separate, you will need to take care of these things on your own—and we urge you to review all of this with your spouse and family. Consider the following:


Anticipate monetary needs and engage in financial planning. It’s a good idea to start saving money and budgeting for your expenses. While the military will cover some transition costs, the reality is that it is usually more expensive than you think, so start now. If retiring, become familiar with the specific retirement benefit options offered by TRICARE (the health care program for active-duty, National Guard, and Reserve members and their families, as well as all retirees and their families). Take a look at www.tricare.mil/About. Don’t forget to check on your Thrift Savings Plan (TSP) and how to manage it going forward. See Annex 3 on our website, www.heroes-journey.net, for more information on how to prepare a financial plan.


The Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA) Trap. When you are retiring you need to be aware of pay inversions and how your retirement will be calculated. Over a longer period of time, a better COLA can add up to more retirement pay than a few more months in uniform. For a full explanation, we suggest the article “How to Avoid the Military ‘COLA Trap’ by Getting Smart About Your Retirement Date” on www.Military.com.


Where will you live? There are several factors that you might consider, including proximity to family and friends, best educational and job or career options, best schools for your children, the presence of a veteran community, a place that shares your values, access to veterans hospitals, and proximity to commissaries and exchanges. Review your relocation options and entitlements, especially if you are retiring. Consult www.dmdc.osd.mil/sites—it provides a list of every American military installation in the world. Look into VA home loans if buying a new home. As you think about where to live and what career you would like to pursue, use a cost-of-living calculator to see the geographic differences in living expenses.


Plan for moving practicalities. The military will pay for your final move, but only the costs of getting to your official home of record—including the expenses of driving your car. Anything beyond that will have to come out of your own pocket. For details on all of your moving and permanent change of station (PCS) benefits, visit www.militaryonesource.mil/moving-pcs/plan-to-move/moving-benefits.


When packing for your move:




• Make sure you supervise the movers. Items can be misplaced or taken and/or sent to the wrong place.


• It will take time for your belongings to arrive at your new home. Shipping from overseas takes longer. Consider bringing some essentials with you (like cooking utensils, dishes, sheets, etc.).


• Pad your budget to deal with delays, lost items, and the cost of replacing all of the everyday perishables, condiments, and cleaning supplies that couldn’t be moved but will have to be purchased for your new home.




Review a checklist of VA and other available benefits. In planning your transition, we urge you to spend time in advance educating yourself and your spouse (if applicable) about the many benefits available to you from the VA and other sources. There is paperwork to complete, requirements to meet, and deadlines. You should set an objective of learning to navigate VA benefits and the VA system—that is a job in itself at times and requires one to really learn how it works and how to receive the care you need. We list below some of the more important benefits, but there are many others. See Annex 1 on our website, www.heroes-journey.net, for a list of resources that will help you navigate the VA.


Inquire about separation pay. Inquire if you are eligible for separation pay.


Enroll in the Transition Assistance Program (TAP). This consists of a three-day workshop designed to help service members in transition. It includes pre-separation counseling, Department of Labor employment workshops, VA benefit briefings, a Disabled Transition Assistance Program, and an online course.


Joint transition assistance. The Departments of Veterans Affairs, Defense, and Labor created a website for wounded warriors, the National Resource Directory (NRD), at www.nationalresourcedirectory.gov. It is a comprehensive online tool that provides access to thousands of services and resources at the national, state, and local levels to support recovery, rehabilitation, and community reintegration.


Federal Recovery Coordination Program. This is a joint VA and DoD program that helps coordinate and access federal, state, and local programs for benefits and services available to seriously wounded, ill, or injured service members.


Pre-Discharge Program. This is a joint VA and DoD program that gives veterans the opportunity to file claims for disability compensation and other benefits up to 180 days prior to separation or retirement.


Health Care. You can enroll online at the Department of Veterans Affairs website or at your local VA medical center. Be aware that VA health care does not extend to dependents and is available only for the veteran. If you have dependents, plan accordingly. If you have a spouse who has a job, will their employer offer health coverage for your spouse and children—and perhaps yourself? Combat veterans may receive free health care for up to two years after release from active duty for any illness or injury related to service against a hostile force in war. Call 877-222-VETS (8387) to learn more about health benefits, or visit www.usa.gov/veteran-health.


Education and training benefits. There are many benefits programs, including those that help pay for college, graduate study, technical or vocational training, and correspondence and flight training. Some examples include the Montgomery GI Bill, the Veterans’ Educational Assistance Program (VEAP), and the Post-9/11 GI Bill. These benefits do have term limits and will expire. If you have a serious service-connected disability, check out the VA’s Veteran Readiness and Employment (VR&E) website, formerly Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment. The VA will pay for any training costs and special services you require. This may be used in place of some college and graduate programs if you qualify.


Disability. You can file claims for a variety of disabilities, though they must be service-related.


Life insurance. Veterans’ Group Life Insurance (VGLI) and Servicemembers’ Group Life Insurance (SGLI) are available for most veterans and are less expensive than other civilian options. If you apply within the first 120 days after your separation date, you may save some unnecessary paperwork.


Small Business Administration (SBA) loans. These are helpful if you are starting a new small business.


Job search assistance. Every branch of the armed forces offers seminars and courses, which include information on résumé and cover letter preparation, interview coaching, career counseling, educational counseling, job searches, and other concerns regarding employment. Read chapter 13 for a comprehensive discussion of looking for a job.


Burial. As a veteran, you and your eligible family members have the right to be buried in a VA national cemetery. Burial benefits are not limited to a military cemetery; the VA will provide a standard-issue headstone to any veteran who wishes to be buried in a private cemetery free of charge. Depending on the veteran’s service history and where the veteran is buried, the VA may pay an allowance of up to $2,000 to cover burial-related expenses, and the VA will cover transportation expenses to the final resting place.


Family and survivor benefits. If a veteran is disabled or deceased, some family members may be eligible for the following benefits: education, home loan guaranty for surviving spouse, medical care (CHAMPVA), death pension, burial, and Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC), which is a monthly benefit paid to eligible survivors of a service member who died while on active duty or a veteran whose death resulted from a service-related injury or death. To apply, review VA Form 21P-534.5 If you are retiring, schedule and attend a Survivors Benefit Plan (SBP) briefing and have your spouse attend with you. See “Survivor Benefit Plan Overview” on the Department of Defense website (https://militarypay.defense.gov/Benefits/Survivor-Benefit-Program/Overview/).


We’ve given you a lot of information here. As stated, it may not all be immediately relevant to you, but nevertheless it’s a full meal to digest. So, a necessary suggestion is to budget time to decompress. As part of your separation from the military and after you are out, we recommend that you take time to sit with yourself and create the space necessary to clarify your thoughts. Taking a moment to rest only further supports your efforts to redefine your purpose and motivation for the road ahead. You will encounter many stressors as you plan and execute your transition to civilian life; it’s essential to take breaks. Doing so creates an opportunity for clarity of thought, which can lead to new opportunities or a different way to approach a complicated issue. When you give yourself time—time to sit with yourself—space can be created around you and opportunities start arising and you allow yourself a moment of clarity of thought. This will support your refinding your purpose and provide motivation for the road ahead. It will also give you a break from the stressors that enter the picture.


Your Illustrative Plan—Ten to Twelve Months Ahead of Separation


Ask yourself simple and basic questions as you plan your transition. Here are four to get you started:




1. What industry do I want to work in?


2. What function do I want to serve?


3. What region do I want to live in?


4. What kind of people and community do I want around me?




If you cannot answer these questions now, no sweat. But these are good questions to consider and research.


We recommend approaching this by conducting a full mission analysis:




• Enemy analysis. There could be two enemies lurking in the shadows. The first could be you. It might be your ego or a health issue. There are a lot of ways we become our own worst enemy. The second enemy is your own blind spots—meaning, you don’t know what you don’t know. You have been living within the regimented structure of the military for so long you may see things your own way and need help seeing differently. Therefore, we recommend taking the time to learn everything you can about transitioning out. What critical skills are needed for your transition? What are your unknowns? Who is your competition for the job you want?


• Troops and fire support. This is your veteran network. Do you know any veterans who have already transitioned? Can you reach out to any of them for support? Who will mentor you?


• Terrain analysis. This is different from landforms we would study on a map. Consider these to be gaps in your intelligence and gathering atmospherics. If the civilian environment is a type of battlefield, what are your capabilities and the environmental features that must be considered during your preparation? Treat this as a deep dive into the industry or company you would like to work for. Study the culture of the organization. Reach out to former and current employees and get a sense of the people who work in the organization.


• Recon—seek out the friendlies. As part of your terrain analysis and mission planning, seek out fellow veterans to get their intelligence on the road ahead.


• Time analysis. How realistic is your timeline? What are the deadlines? How far in advance do you need to begin to meet a deadline? Do you need letters of recommendation, to take tests, to obtain your high school or college transcript, et cetera?


• Civilian considerations. These are not considerations for collateral damage. This is building your nonveteran network. Consider your neighbors, family, and friends in your established network or the network you need to build. Consider what kind of support, therapy, or larger issues they can help you with.


• Train for the mission. Consider practicing what you might be doing. Rear Admiral Michael Giorgione, U.S. Navy (Ret.), told us, “What I knew then was that eventually I would do my own thing and focus on teaching and coaching others. I created my company name that I still use today in 2005—Leading Leaders—bought the domain name, and set up the first website. I also started writing blogs, though not posting them, and material for classes. I just parked it all away, but I enabled myself to become more aware of everything that would cross my path over the ensuing years.”




Develop a Specific Course of Action—Nine Months Ahead of Separation


In this last phase, refine your plan and what it will take to execute it.




• Make a ledger to plan job searching. On a sheet of paper, write down everything you know about the industry/function/region you are thinking about entering. Underneath that, draw a line down the middle of the page and make lists of pros and cons.


• Prepare a skills inventory. Ask yourself what skills and values you have gained in the military that will help you enter your industry of choice and begin to add value quickly. How do they align with what an employer wants? One hiring manager said, “I’m willing to take a chance on veterans because I know the work ethic of the military. But they still have to bring value to the company, and I want that as quickly as possible.” For more ideas, see the “Skills Transition” section in chapter 13.


• Every decision involves trade-offs. You will face some basic trade-offs, so consider how much risk you should take. For example, think about the risks and rewards associated with transitioning into a start-up or smaller company versus a big corporation. It can be easier to go to a big-name firm first and get the training and then move to a smaller boutique company or start-up later, but often smaller companies may offer more attractive incentives, like stock options, to get you to join.
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