
 

Could Military Service Be Your Next Career 

Step? 

Unemployment, an unsatisfying job, or a lack of direction can prompt you to consider military 

service. For many people, it offers paid employment, technical training, structure, friendships, 

and a sense of purpose. 

Those are worthwhile reasons to investigate. But joining also means accepting obligations that 

extend well beyond an ordinary employment relationship. Before deciding, examine the work, 

the lifestyle, and the commitment—and seek advice from more than one source. 

Think About What You Want to Gain 

Begin by identifying what you hope military service will provide. Are you interested in serving 

your country, learning a trade, gaining responsibility, pursuing education, or building a long-term 

career? 

Then consider whether you are prepared for the less appealing parts: strict routines, limited 

control over assignments, separation from family, demanding conditions, and periods of 

repetitive work. 

Boredom and frustration can motivate a change, but they are not enough to evaluate this 

particular choice. Ask whether the demands of service fit your goals as well as its opportunities 

do. 

Compare the Different Ways to Serve 

Research the branches and the occupations they offer. Look beyond the uniform to the daily 

work you might perform. 



Also distinguish active duty from Reserve and National Guard service. Active duty generally 

means full-time military employment. Reserve and Guard service often combines civilian life 

with military training and duties, but it can include activation and deployment. It should not be 

assumed to provide a full-time income. 

Initial training and later obligations can require substantial time away. Military OneSource’s 

Guard and Reserve guide explains why these routes require careful planning. 

Depending on your education and qualifications, you may also want to investigate officer-entry 

pathways. Their selection and preparation differ from enlistment. 

Check Your Eligibility Early 

Entry requirements vary by branch and program and can change. They involve factors such as 

age, education, citizenship or immigration status, aptitude, medical qualifications, and 

background. 

Start with USAGov’s military entry guide, then confirm the requirements for the specific route 

you are considering. 

Ask how testing and screening affect your occupational choices. Qualifying to enter a branch 

does not necessarily mean qualifying for every job within it. 

Provide accurate information throughout the process. If something in your background needs 

clarification, ask how it should be documented rather than assuming it is unimportant. 

Talk With Someone You Trust Who Has Served 

A friend or relative who completed a successful enlistment—or built a military career—can 

provide valuable perspective. 

Ask for more than a general recommendation. Useful questions include: 

• What was ordinary daily life actually like? 

• What was hardest during your first year? 

• Which expectations proved accurate, and which did not? 

• How did service affect your relationships and family? 

• What skills helped you afterward? 

• What would you investigate more carefully if you were joining today? 

Someone who knows you personally may also help you consider how you respond to discipline, 

uncertainty, close teamwork, and being away from home. 

https://www.militaryonesource.mil/resources/millife-guides/guard-and-reserves/
https://www.militaryonesource.mil/resources/millife-guides/guard-and-reserves/
https://www.usa.gov/military-requirements


Keep that person’s experience in context. Branch, occupation, leadership, duty location, and 

period of service all matter. A successful experience can be encouraging without predicting your 

own. If possible, also speak with someone who has served recently in the specialty you are 

considering. 

Use a Local Recruiter as an Informed—but Interested—

Resource 

A local recruiter is a useful source of current information about entry procedures, available 

programs, testing, training, and application steps. 

However, the recruiter represents a service branch and is working to recruit qualified applicants. 

That perspective can influence which opportunities receive emphasis. It does not make the 

information worthless; it means you should supplement it with independent research and advice. 

Arrive with written questions and take notes. Ask about ordinary duties and difficult conditions 

as well as benefits. Consider speaking with recruiters from more than one branch. 

Investigate the Job and the Training 

Ask how your military occupation would be selected and what, if anything, would be guaranteed 

in your agreement. 

Find out what happens if a training place becomes unavailable, you do not complete a course, or 

you no longer meet a specialty’s requirements. Ask how much control you would have over 

subsequent assignments. 

If civilian employment is part of your long-term plan, investigate how the training transfers. 

Military experience may be valuable, but a civilian occupation could still require a license, 

examination, additional coursework, or documented hours. 

Our article “How to Use the Bureau of Labor Statistics Before Choosing Your Next Job” 

can help you examine the civilian occupation you hope to enter later. 

Understand the Full Service Commitment 

Ask for a clear explanation of your total obligation, including any active-duty, drilling Reserve, 

or Individual Ready Reserve portions. The time spent in full-time service may not represent the 

entire commitment. 

Discuss relocation, deployment, working hours, physical demands, and the effect on family 

responsibilities. Military work can involve danger and substantial stress, including in support 

occupations. 



Military service also places limits on your ability to leave or change jobs. Read the enlistment 

agreement and its supporting documents carefully. The official DD Form 4 enlistment contract 

sets out significant obligations. 

Ask for clarification of anything you do not understand before signing, and retain copies of 

completed documents. 

Examine Pay, Benefits, and Promises Carefully 

Request a breakdown of basic pay, applicable allowances, benefits, and any bonus being 

discussed. Ask when each begins and what conditions apply. 

Distinguish guaranteed terms from possibilities. A potential assignment, future educational 

opportunity, or possible bonus should not be treated as assured simply because it came up in 

conversation. 

For each important promise, ask where it appears in the written agreement or applicable official 

policy. Find out what happens if eligibility changes or a required service condition is not 

completed. 

Compare the complete arrangement with your circumstances rather than focusing on an 

advertised bonus alone. 

Compare Military Service With Civilian Alternatives 

Give yourself a meaningful comparison. Apprenticeships, employer-sponsored training, 

community-college programs, and public-service employment may also provide structure, skills, 

and a path forward. 

Our companion article, “Apprenticeships: How to Earn While You Learn,” describes one 

such option. 

Military service may prove to be the right choice for a first enlistment or a full career. Make that 

choice with a realistic understanding of both the opportunities and the obligations, supported by 

current information and candid conversations with people you trust. 

 

https://www.esd.whs.mil/Portals/54/Documents/DD/forms/dd/dd0004.pdf

