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UNPACK MILITARY LEADERSHIP FOR
THE CIVILIAN TRANSITION

By Captain Steve Vincent, U.S. Navy (Retired)

cadership is a word that often is
L used too loosely. It is not a func-

tional, all-encompassing qual-
ity. It must be unpacked to really under-
stand and explain what it means and how
its skills can be applied both in uniform
and in the civilian sector. In the military,
we are conditioned to value the general
skills embodied by those who can man-
age any organization, solve any problem,
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while making every veteran more ready
to transition when that time arrives.

CROSSWALK YOUR
COMPETENCIES

A great privilege during my Navy career
was the opportunity to escort groups of
civilians on tours of Navy installations.
One of the goals was to help them un-

derstand the great talents young men and

Active-duty sailors should learn how to talk about their jobs as ships’ cooks, air-traffic controllers, and aviation mechanics in ways that

will appeal to the public sector should they decide to separate from the service.

and lead any team, irrespective of the tal-
ent level. In the civilian sector, employ-
ers generally value functional experts
such as production, sales, finance, human
resources, or program management be-
fore they consider general leadership at-
tributes. While the military certainly de-
velops functional expertise, the services
could strengthen professionalism by wid-
ening the use of relevant industry-stan-
dard certifications and qualifications.
This would improve expertise and for-
mally recognize functional competen-
cies. It also would allow military leaders
to perform their active-duty jobs better
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women could bring to the civilian work-
force when their time in service ended.
When escorting a group of senior lead-
ers from Puget Sound area companies on
a tour of the USS Alabama (SSBN-731),
for example, it was a great opportunity to
learn what civilian leaders valued.

The submarine crew did a wonder-
ful job showcasing their equipment. A
key part of the tour was a damage con-
trol demonstration on the boat’s mess
decks—more commonly referred by
the public as the dining hall. The mess
decks is the only area large enough on
a submarine to accommodate the group

of about 20 civilians and the sailors.

As the demonstration—or more accu-
rately, the opportunity to impress the ci-
vilians with how many ways the subma-
rine could sink—got going, I faded into
the background to stay out of the way. |
observed a chief petty officer sitting at a
table in the corner with a stack of paper
forms, a calculator, and a pencil. He was
busy punching keys on the keyboard and

marking things off on forms. I asked the
chief what he was working on.

“I’m planning our food loadout for
our next 90-day patrol,” he told me.
The chief—the lead cook—had done
the meal planning for the approximately
150 crew members and identified all the
necessary ingredients. He further noted
that since the boat would be submerged
for the patrol there was not much of a
margin for error on the loadout. He then
was going to obtain the ingredients and
load them into the limited storage ar-
eas in the reverse order he would need
them, ensuring that over the 90-day pe-



riod the boat did not run out and noth-
ing expired.

When the damage control demonstra-
tion was over, | asked the civilian leaders
if their companies valued competencies
such as inventory management, stock
control, critical thinking, problem solv-
ing, and logistics planning. Every one
of them acknowledged a need for these
skills. The chief then recapped his task,
and they immediately made the cross-
walk between meal planning and the
functional competencies they prized.

GET CERTIFIED

Escorting and interacting closely with pri-
vate sector leaders offered me insights
into what mattered to them. The main les-

pares to transition, most likely the trans-
ferable skill he will highlight is his exper-
tise in cooking. He would no doubt be a
superb addition to any food service team,
but he has so much more to offer. It is
important to hone underlying functional
competencies and articulate these ele-
ments of individual military specialties.
A one-week-long Transition Goals,
Plans, Success (Transition GPS) program
is no substitute for unpacking your lead-
ership skills during your military career.
While these transition programs continue
to improve, it is not realistic to expect
transitioning members to absorb all of
the lessons and skills for success in the
civilian sector in such a short time. Think

of extensive—weeks and monthslong—
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one. In the private sector, the goal often
is to hire somebody who has done the job
before. This is a subtle but important dif-
ference in the approach.

I learned this lesson the hard way
in transition. I felt confident that a sur-
face warfare officer with 25 years of op-
erational experience and afloat/ashore
command experience made me the per-
fect “executive-level utility infielder.”
Any company would want to hire me to
solve their problems. After all, the Navy
had trained me well. I felt confident in
my value proposition. The reality in the
private sector was much different. Hir-
ing managers typically had no interest in
an executive-level utility infielder. They
wanted a left-handed first baseman who

Some active-duty jobs, such as this petty officer working as an emergency dispatcher, translate directly into civilian jobs, but earning
professional certifications can be a big resume boost.

son is that sailors must take the time to
unpack what is really meant by leader-
ship. Formally building on professional
competencies while in uniform will open
up opportunities in the civilian workforce.
The problem is that sailors often fail to
appreciate the richness of the skills they
possess, because they do not realize what
they are or that they are valued. In the ex-
ample above, the chief'is simply doing
what is necessary to serve breakfast two
months from now. The functional compe-
tencies necessary to do this type of plan-
ning have been learned over time and are
just part of the job. When the chief pre-

training pipelines that most enlisted sail-
ors and officers must complete before
their first operational assignment. It is
not realistic to expect that one week of
transition class will adequately prepare a
service member for the culture and pro-
cesses of the private sector workforce.
Transition from active duty to the pri-
vate sector is a unique situation. Think
about the number of active-duty assign-
ments you were assigned to perform for
the first time. You had the training and
foundational experiences to be success-
ful, but you were expected to develop in
the new role and get ready for the next

had played that position several times
and could take the field and add immedi-
ate value to the team.

One way to increase marketability
when leaving active duty is to focus on
relevant industry-standard certifications
and qualifications. In my case, I focused
on attaining the Project Management In-
stitute (PMI) Project Management Pro-
fessional (PMP) certification. While I
certainly benefited from the training and
education associated with earning the
certification, I was equally confident that
my experience in the Navy taught me
how to be an effective project manager.
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Navy operations specialists working inside
a destroyer command information cen-

ter share real-time data and technology
during exercises. This technological know-
how and experience in high-pressure situa-
tions can be an asset at many civilian jobs,
if sailors know how to craft a resume.

There is tremendous value, however, in
distilling our skills into an easily recog-
nizable credential that resonates with the
private sector. In many cases, the certifi-
cation is a requirement for a civilian po-
sition. Without it, although you may be

a superb project manager, your applica-
tion will never make it through the initial
screening process.

At the end of the day, I entered the ci-
vilian workforce with an associate de-
gree, a bachelors degree, and two mas-
ters degrees. Other than idle conversation
when looking at my resume, nobody
really cared. Our team took the ship
through a successful nine-week multi-
million-dollar shipyard repair period. But
those were just words on a resume. What
did matter was PMP certification, so em-
ployers could be confident in my ability
to manage projects.

OPEN YOUR APERTURE

Emphasizing the importance of indus-
try-standard certifications and credentials
is an opportunity to improve the profes-
sionalism of active-duty personnel and fa-
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cilitate their future transition to the private
sector. Rather than try to teach sailors how
to “speak civilian” on the way out the
door, why not spend some of those dollars
helping them achieve and maintain certifi-
cations while on active duty.

There has been effort in this direction
in recent years. Lawyers and medical
personnel in the military are expected to
be licensed and credentialed, so when
separating from the service, these pro-
fessionals are well-positioned to work in
the same field in the private sector. The
Navy should do something similar for
jet engine mechanics, air traffic control-
lers, and so on. Not everybody leaving
active duty wants to do the same thing
they did in the military. Obtaining in-
dustry-standard certifications, however,
can increase the proficiency of the ac-
tive-duty force, set up sailors for success
in the private sector, and free transition
funding for use elsewhere.

A good example of progress comes
from Washington State. In May 2019,
Governor Jay Inslee issued an executive
order directing state agencies to focus on
opportunities to improve and expedite
the credentialing process for transition-
ing military personnel:

As allowed by statute, expedited pro-
cedures may include: (1) recognition
of comparable military experience and
credentials issued by the military and
other states; (2) pursuit of interstate

compacts that allow for reciprocal rec-
ognition of comparable credentials;
and (3) issuance of temporary or pro-
visional licenses.

Throughout our military careers, it is
easy to focus on the specific quantifiable
metrics of military job performance un-
der the all-encompassing rubric of leader-
ship. The key is to unpack the word lead-
ership by thinking through the functional
competencies that allow you to do your
job so well in the military. You likely will
find that the soft skills that fuel your suc-
cess on active duty are what is left when
we deconstruct the word leadership. Seek
professional qualifications and certifi-
cations, and urge your organizations to
formally expand such programs where
appropriate. The rich, functional compe-
tencies that emerge will give you a much
broader and deeper picture of your value
proposition while in uniform and will
open your aperture during your transition
to the private sector.
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