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The United States military is one of the most notable developers of civilian workforce talent. Yet, approximately one 
third of post 9/11 veterans retain a personal narrative of military identity that they often find conflicts with civilian soci
ety-and as a result, with a civilian career. Earlier studies on veteran career transition have emphasized the need to bet
ter understand and deconstruct this transition process for human resource development (HRD). Schlossberg's adult 
transition theory was used to highlight the argument that HRDs role is to reduce transitional barriers and promote 
transition strategies. Four heuristics are offered as a basis for organizing the HRD practitioners' role in veteran-civilian 
career identity conflict: (a) you belong here, (b) you are valued here, (c) you are safe here, and (d) you can thrive here. We 
close with a discussion for practitioners and future research. 
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"The soldier is the army. No army is better than its soldiers. The soldier is also a citizen. In 
fact, the highest obligation and privilege of citizenship is that of bearing arms for one's coun
try" General George S. Patton Jr. (1946) 

The career transition of United States military service members into the civilian workforce is often met with 
interpersonal conflict and psychological distress (Ainspan, Penk, & Kearney, 2018; Kirchner, & Yelich Bi
niecki, 2019; Stem 2017; Wilson, 2014). Transition can be interpreted as the distinct period of reintegration 
into civilian society that a military service member experiences when their military career ends. Such transi
tion may include a state of prolonged stress which can manifest into psychological distress (Gidron, 2019). 
Psychological distress from military disengagement has implied mental health consequences (Ainspan et al., 
2018). Disengagement from the military has long been a topic of research with much of the interest on men
tal health (McNeil & Giffen, 1967; Wadolowski, 2019). Reintegration back into a civilian society is more 
difficult for military service members who have experienced a combat role and know someone that was in
jured or killed (Elder Jr & Clipp, 1989; Harris, Gringart, & Drake, 2013; Morin, 2011). Worse are elements 
of psychological morbidity-the state of psychological impairment with long term health effects-that re
quire medical treatment and psychological rehabilitation (Harris et al., 2013). Sammons & Batten (2008) re-
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miliar civilian society (Yanchus, Derickson, Moore, Bologna, & Osatuke, 2014). The HRD practitioner 
should act as a meaningful source of safety and security. They are uniquely positioned to engage here 
through supportive interventions that foster a sense of safety under the heuristic: you are safe here. 

You Can Thrive Here (Strategies) 

Human beings have a natural desire to improve and grow (Maslow, 1970). Human growth and improvement 
is often represented in the literature as a psychological state of thriving-the experience of vitality and learn
ing-and has been a long-time interest in anthropological, healthcare, social, and behavioral research 
(Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, & Standage, 2017; Spreitzer, Sutcliffe, Dutton, Sonenshein, & Grant, 2005). Tsui 
and Ashfor (1994) related the coping strategy of self-adaptation to an individual's ability to thrive. Spreitzer 
et al (2005) argued that thriving serves to facilitate self-adaptation in the work context. The holistic experi
ence of thriving implies a sense of well-being or a state of doing well. An important state for thriving, well
being demonstrates the psychosocial functioning needed for progressive improvement ( cf. Ryan & Deci, 
2001). Porath, Spreitzer, Gibson, and Garnett (2012) linked thriving to job performance and found that thriv
ing at work was dynamically dependent upon changes in a person's work environment. Important to the 
thriving dynamic at work is that personal stress ( e.g., identity conflict), work stress ( e.g., work exhaustion), 
and stress about one's role at work (e.g., role ambiguity) impact an employee's experience of vitality and 
learning (Kleine, Rudolph, & Zacher, 2019). An employee's need for coping strategies to manage these 
stressors may impact their ability to thrive in a work environment. 

Effective coping strategies endorse a positive reappraisal of identity. A positive reappraisal of identity 
evolves into a counter narrative for thriving in a civilian role (cf. Lyle, 2016). The HRD practitioner can pre
sent counter narratives that allow the veteran to categorize themselves in a civilian work role. Identifying and 
acknowledging that a veteran's military skillset is transferable to their civilian career is one salient oppor
tunity. For example, allowing a veteran to be involved in their work design (Torraco, 2005) may be an excel
lent opportunity to trigger external coping mechanisms to improve job performance. Identifying transferable 
skills also contributes to internal coping strategies, like self-confidence, and asserts an overall sense of psy
chological well-being for thriving. Veterans that evolve through career transition with an internal sense that 
they can cope psychologically, emotionally, and behaviorally are more likely to thrive at work (Porath et al., 
2012). The career transitioning veteran must be encouraged to advance their potential and be given repeated 
opportunities to thrive. The HRD practitioner can appoint operant strategies that promote the veteran's sense 
of vitality at work under the heuristic: you can thrive here. 

Conclusion and Future Research 
Approximately one third of post 9/11 veterans retain a personal narrative of military identity that they often 
find conflicts with civilian society-and as a result, with a civilian career. Earlier studies on veteran career 
transition have emphasized the need to better understand and deconstruct this transition process for HRD 
(Stem, 2017). The transition from military to civilian career is a complex event with multiple variables and 
uncertainties. We used Schlossberg's theory to focus the argument that HRDs role is to reduce transitional 
barriers and promote transition strategies on this complex phenomenon. To do this, we offer HRD practition
ers four heuristics for military to civilian career transition (see Figure 1 ). Future research needs to develop 
this heuristic framework further. While we connect this work with Stem's (2017) call for deconstructing vet
eran-civilian career identity conflict we have not completed this ask. There is a need for phenomenological 
inquiry on veterans who retain military identity as a salient narrative that conflicts with their sense of belong
ing, value, and safety in the civilian workplace. On the flip side, what HRD interventions endorse a veteran's 
sense of belonging, value, and safety in the workplace? Although military identity conflict has been well 
studied in collegiate venues (e.g., Kirchner, 2015; Pellegrino, & Hoggan, 2015), the phenomenon is underap
preciated and under researched in HRD scholarship (Stem, 2017). From an organizational perspective, more 
empirical studies on the various coping strategies of veterans with military identity conflict would be helpful 
to address possible HRD interventions. We hope the reader fmds we have provided insight that is helpful for 
veteran career transition scholarship and organizations that hire veterans. We thank each veteran for their 
service. 


















