[image: image1.jpg]


Successfully Transitioning to Civilian Jobs

Contributed by Doresa Banning

 

Linda Whitesell worked in software applications development for missile targeting systems for the U.S. Air Force. After leaving the military, she applied for a job at AT&T. Eighteen months after submitting her resume, she landed a job that immediately doubled her salary. In the six years since, she’s received three promotions and now works in online services.

While transitioning from the military into the civilian workforce is difficult, but it can be done. “You really have to be motivated,” Whitesell said.

Whitesell was a member of a panel speaking to veterans at Business and Professional Women/USA’s (BPW/USA) Women Joining Forces Individual Development training held in Reno, Nev. The Women Joining Forces program or WJF as it is called by BPW/USA members is a program that was created to assist women veterans as they transition from the military into the civilian workforce and life. The strength of the program draws on BPW/USA’s national network of business and workingwomen willing to mentor and guide women during this transition.

“BPW/USA is an organization that focuses on the career transitions of women,” said Deborah Frett, CEO of BPW/USA. “Veterans share many of the same challenges as other women but many are heightened as a result of their service and separation.”

Individual Development is a signature program offered by BPW/USA that has been customized to suit the needs of veterans.

  “Plenty of people are supportive of WJF ID,” said Yolandé Nanayakkara, director of membership and education program management for BPW/USA. “We’re working on how to get it to the veterans. We have some local and state groups that already started to offer it; we are now working on quality assurance of the program.”

The WJF ID training at the conference began with a primer on resume writing, with emphasis on preparing a resume for a federal job. 

Abby Locke, executive resume writer, personal brand coach and owner of Premier Writing solutions LLC in Washington, D.C. led the resume writing discussion.

“If you’ve been in the military and are transitioning out, it’s night and day,” said Locke. “You have to find innovative, strategic ways to get your point across. A resume opens doors to interviews.”

Locke suggested the following steps:

● Discover your personal brand (unique strengths, attributes and distinctive value you bring to potential employers). 

● Determine your job targets (private sector or federal government). Use the Internet, sites such as Monster.com, www.military.com, www.usajobs.opm.gov, www.clearancejobs.com, www.militaryconnection.com, www.veteranstoday.com, to learn what’s available and required.

● Gather the facts—employment records, supplemental info/data related to military career. 

● Create your resume, tackling a little bit at a time. 

● Conduct your job search. Use online career sites. Engage recruiters and/or military placement firms.

Network. 

 Next, Rhoda Smackum, career coach and owner of Career by Design, in Maryland, explained strategies for interviewing. “Interviewing is any time you have face-to-face time with someone who has the authority to hire a person with your skills,” Smackum said.

An interview isn’t just when you’re in front of a potential employer at their company. It could be at a dinner party, in line at the grocery store, at a networking event or some other unexpected situation.

The recipe for successful interviewing is a “30-second commercial” and eight to 10 work stories, at least one for each job held and one for each required skill or qualification, Smackum said. 

The commercial should include your experience, strengths, accomplishments, reason you’re available on the job market and what kind of job you’re seeking. It should end with the question: “Do you know of anyone who’s looking for such and such?”

Each work story should explain a challenge or circumstance you faced, the action you took to resolve or overcome it and the end results, quantified when possible.

 

Insight from the Experts
“Because of what’s happening in Afghanistan and Iraq, there’s recognition that veterans need a boost,” said Cheryl Beversdorf, president and chief executive officer of the National Coalition for Homeless Veterans (NCHV) and panelist.

Three women who are involved with veterans in their day-to-day jobs comprised the panel that provided insight on transitioning into civilian jobs, during the Women Joining Forces Individual Development program.

Whitesell, who also is the national secretary for the newly formed AT&T’s Veterans Organization in San Antonio, Texas, explained what it takes to land a civilian job at a corporation such as AT&T. 

AT&T, which is moving into developing entertainment products, typically recruits at the non-management level, she said. “People with technical expertise, a background in engineering, math or the hard sciences, or management or financial experience, are in demand. Also, we need to know you’re trainable,” she said. “Companies are looking for people they can train.”

Education, experience and certification are important. A degree shows an ability and willingness to commit to a long-term goal. Depth of experience is ideal for an individual contributor whereas breadth of experience is an asset for someone who wants to manage. Certifications indicate a mastery of certain skills and an ability to contribute immediately.  A positive attitude is essential, as are flexibility, persistence, patience and personality.

 

Whitesell also recommended that veterans network—establish relationships through work, civic activities, volunteer work, and local groups— while still in the military and leverage them to get an interview. 

“Who you know may get you the interview,” she said. “What you deliver keeps you employed.”

When you land a civilian job, be ready to deliver with humility, she added. Learn from those willing to coach. Seek out what needs doing and do it. Don’t waste time feeling hurt from rejections. Know what you can and can’t do. Discover your weaknesses and work on strengthening them.

 

The reality, assistance
Helping veterans made a smooth transition into the civilian workforce and directing them to available resources are essential, as they’re at a high risk of becoming homeless. Veterans comprise 40 percent of the homeless population, and homeless women are the fastest-growing cohort. Women veterans are 3.6 times more likely to become homeless than non-veteran women.

Veterans are homeless because of health problems, lack of employment and a shortage of affordable housing, Beversdorf said. Other contributing circumstances specific to veterans are prolonged separations from family, friends and support networks; high occupational stress and performance demands, which can impact health; and post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, anxiety, substance abuse and other mental health issues. 

Help for veterans, homeless or not, exists in many forms. Assistance includes support services such as emergency shelter, food, legal aid, employee training, job placement and transitional housing. It includes case management, assistance with negotiating the Veterans Administration (VA) and social welfare programs. There are also services for children such as pediatric and mental health care. 

“The services are out there,” said Kathleen Roehr, deputy ACOS for Ambulatory Care Service for the VA Sierra Nevada Health Care System in Reno, Nev. “They don’t take advantage of them. People have to begin to take responsibility to get the care they need.”

Business and Professional Women/USA (BPW/USA), through its work on the WJF Program, has conducted market research, worked with agencies that service veterans and consulted veteran members to understand why services are not used by women veterans. “We have found that there are many answers to that question and many layers,” says Frett. “But it is not because they are not needed.” 

The National Coalition for Homeless Veterans offers programs to help veterans re-integrate back into society. The Department of Labor has a Homeless Veterans Reintegration Program, which provides assistance with writing resumes, getting job skills, interviewing, and landing and keeping a job. Every VA medical center has a homeless veterans coordinator staff to help, and provides counseling services. New veterans who go to the VA hospital, get registered, see a social worker the same day and see a primary care physician within 30 days, Roehr said.

“They need to first get registered, get into the system,” she added.

Close to 100 Stand Downs exist throughout the country. These are one-stop places where homeless veterans can go for a shower, meal, rest and other services. At the Stand Down in San Diego, Calif., for example, attorneys and judges are on hand to help veterans with legal issues.

“The good news is the country, the government and more so, now the Congress, are understanding what the needs of veterans are and making efforts to prevent the numbers of homeless we had after the Vietnam War,” Beversdorf said.

 

Business and Professional Women’s Foundation, a research and education institution which focuses on workplace issues and women in transition, recently conducted the survey, Working Women Speak Out II: Women Veterans in Transition. The first survey of its kind, the research aimed to create a composite picture of the experience of women veterans as they transition and workplace experiences. Overall, the survey revealed that women veterans feel they have the skills needed to succeed in the civilian workplace.

Nearly 50 percent felt they hadn’t adjusted to their current workplace despite being out of the military an average of five years. 

Ninety percent said they didn’t join a veterans, women’s or professional association to help with their first job search out of military.

Veteran women are mission-oriented and fail to expand their outreach beyond their known network. They’re prone to the superwoman complex in dealing with stresses upon returning from battle. They experience many of the same issues as non-veteran women but with greater intensity

“We plan to continue the research, conducting focus groups to determine programs, public policy and workplace practices that will help them transition successfully,” Frett said.

 

For more information on the Women Joining Forces program and how you can become a partner, visit www.womenjoiningforces.org or email to wjf@bpwusa.org 

