
 
 

Planning for Military Retirement 

Making a Successful Transition to Civilian Life 

Hanging Up the Uniform 

Retiring after a long military career is a life-altering event that requires preparation, planning, 

and a considerable adjustment in attitude. The preparation should begin well before the day you 

hang up your uniform. The attitude adjustment, however, may turn out to be the most difficult 

part of the entire process. 

After 20 or more years of military service, you have become accustomed to a highly structured 

environment. You know where you stand in the chain of command, understand what is expected 

of you, and have developed a professional identity built around rank, responsibility, and 

experience. Your career has probably included demanding assignments, frequent relocations, and 

friendships forged under circumstances that most civilians will never experience. Then, almost 

overnight, that familiar world disappears. 

Military retirement brings substantial advantages, including retired pay, continued access to 

certain benefits, and the opportunity to pursue a second career. But it also requires you to 

redefine your professional identity, establish new routines, and adjust to a world that operates by 



different rules. The transition can be rewarding, provided you approach it with realistic 

expectations and a willingness to adapt. 

Start Planning Before You Retire 

The best time to prepare for military retirement is well before your final day of active duty. 

Ideally, you should begin serious planning at least a year or two before your anticipated 

retirement date. Start by answering several important questions. Do you intend to begin a second 

career? Will you need additional education or professional credentials? Where do you want to 

live? What income will your household require? And perhaps most importantly, what do you 

want the next chapter of your life to look like? 

For many career military personnel, retirement occurs in their early or middle forties, leaving 

decades of potential employment ahead. A second career may be financially necessary, 

personally rewarding, or both. Others may choose part-time employment, self-employment, 

volunteer work, or a period devoted to family and personal interests. There is no single correct 

retirement plan, but there should be a plan. 

The Department of Defense provides transition assistance through the Transition Assistance 

Program (TAP), which offers counseling, employment preparation, financial planning, and 

information about veterans' benefits. Eligible separating and retiring personnel are generally 

required to begin the transition process no later than 365 days before leaving active duty, 

although starting earlier is encouraged. Take advantage of these resources rather than 

discovering important requirements after you have already retired. 

Official resource: Department of Defense Transition Assistance Program 

Preparing for a Second Career 

If your retirement plans include civilian employment, begin researching the job market before 

leaving active duty. Some military specialties translate readily into civilian occupations. Aviation 

maintenance, information technology, engineering, logistics, medicine, and other technical fields 

may provide a relatively direct path into civilian employment. 

Other specialties, particularly those involving military leadership and administration, require 

more careful presentation. A senior enlisted leader or commissioned officer may have supervised 

hundreds of people, managed substantial budgets, and directed complicated operations. Those 

accomplishments are valuable, but civilian employers may not immediately understand their 

significance. The challenge is to explain military experience in language that relates to the 

employer's needs. 

You may also discover that your first civilian position carries less authority than your final 

military assignment. That does not necessarily mean your experience has been discounted. 

Civilian organizations have their own structures, professional requirements, and methods of 

advancement. A successful transition often depends on being willing to establish credibility in a 

new environment rather than expecting your previous rank to establish it for you. 

https://www.dodtap.mil/


The Resume: Translate Your Experience 

Writing an effective civilian resume is one of the most important steps in preparing for 

employment. Military personnel frequently accumulate experience in several different fields 

during a career. A sailor, for example, might have worked in administration, personnel 

management, logistics, training, and operational planning. A soldier might have supervised 

equipment maintenance, coordinated transportation, managed supplies, and led large 

organizations. 

The mistake is to prepare one resume that attempts to describe every assignment and 

accomplishment. Instead, develop a basic resume containing your education, experience, and 

major achievements. Then tailor it to the particular position you are seeking. Avoid excessive 

military terminology, unfamiliar abbreviations, and descriptions that depend on the reader 

understanding military rank structures. Translate responsibilities into terms that civilian 

employers recognize. 

For example, rather than writing that you served as a department head aboard a naval vessel, 

explain that you supervised personnel, administered programs, managed resources, and 

coordinated operations in a demanding environment. Whenever possible, quantify your 

achievements. State how many employees you supervised, the size of the budget you managed, 

or the improvements you introduced. 

Modern job searches also require attention to online applications and applicant tracking systems. 

Your resume should reflect the relevant qualifications and terminology in the position 

announcement without exaggerating your experience. The objective is not to impress employers 

with military titles. It is to demonstrate that you possess the skills and judgment they need. 

Education: Using the Benefits You've Earned 

A second career may require additional education, certification, or professional licensing. 

Fortunately, eligible veterans have access to educational benefits that can help them acquire 

those qualifications. The Post-9/11 GI Bill may provide assistance with tuition, fees, housing, 

and educational supplies, depending on eligibility and the type of educational program. Some 

veterans may qualify for other VA education programs. 

Military experience can also contribute toward academic credit or professional certification, 

although acceptance depends on the educational institution or licensing authority. Before 

enrolling in a program, investigate whether the credential will actually improve your 

employment prospects. A degree or certificate is valuable only if it supports your objectives. 

You should also determine whether your intended school or training program is approved for VA 

educational benefits and understand the costs that may remain your responsibility. A visit with 

an education counselor or VA benefits adviser can help you identify the most suitable program. 

Official resource: VA Education and Training Benefits 

https://www.va.gov/education/


The Job Search Is a Job in Itself 

One of the first lessons military retirees learn is that finding civilian employment requires 

patience and persistence. You may submit dozens of applications before receiving an interview. 

Some employers will never respond, while others may take weeks to make decisions. Even 

highly qualified applicants can experience lengthy searches, so do not interpret every rejection as 

a judgment of your military career. 

Establish a regular schedule for identifying openings, preparing applications, contacting 

employers, and following up on promising opportunities. Use professional networking services, 

veterans' employment organizations, job fairs, and personal contacts. Networking is especially 

important because former military colleagues who have already entered civilian employment 

may provide useful advice, referrals, and introductions. 

Federal employment may also be worth exploring. Eligible veterans can receive hiring 

preferences for certain federal positions, although those preferences do not guarantee 

employment. Programs such as SkillBridge may allow eligible service members, with command 

approval, to participate in civilian employment training or internships during the final portion of 

active duty. Availability and participation requirements vary. 

Above all, maintain realistic expectations. You are entering a competitive job market where 

civilian applicants may have years of direct experience in the industry you hope to join. Your 

military background can be an advantage, but you must show prospective employers how that 

experience will benefit their organizations. 

Official resources: USAJOBS — Federal Employment, Department of Defense SkillBridge, and 

Department of Labor Veterans' Employment and Training Service. 

Financial Planning: Know What Retirement Will Really Pay 

A regular military retirement check can provide an excellent foundation for a second career. 

However, it is important to understand how much money will actually be available to support 

your household. Military retired pay is determined by the retirement system under which you 

served, your creditable service, and the applicable retired-pay calculation. Most active-duty 

career retirees qualify after completing at least 20 years of service. 

Retired pay may be subject to federal income taxes, Survivor Benefit Plan premiums, and other 

applicable deductions. State income tax treatment varies. Your household budget will also 

change. You may no longer receive active-duty housing and subsistence allowances, and certain 

special pays will end. At the same time, you may encounter new expenses associated with 

civilian housing, commuting, professional clothing, or employment-related benefits. 

Health care deserves particular attention. Eligible military retirees and their families may 

continue TRICARE coverage, but the available plans, enrollment requirements, premiums, and 

cost-sharing differ from active-duty arrangements. The Survivor Benefit Plan is another 

important consideration. It can provide an eligible beneficiary with continuing income after the 

https://www.usajobs.gov/
https://skillbridge.osd.mil/
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/vets


retiree's death, but elections and associated costs should be understood before retirement 

decisions become final. 

Before leaving active duty, prepare a realistic household budget based on expected net retired 

pay and other dependable income. Treat prospective civilian earnings as an opportunity rather 

than an assumption. 

Official resources: Defense Finance and Accounting Service — Retired Military, TRICARE, 

and Military Retirement. 

The Attitude Adjustment: Rank Has Its Limits 

Now we come to what may be the most difficult part of military retirement. When you retire, you 

retain your earned military rank and the right to use your retired title under applicable rules. 

What you no longer possess is the authority that accompanied your active-duty position. Get 

used to it. 

After years of military service, you may be accustomed to having your decisions carried out 

promptly, your instructions followed, and your professional standing recognized by everyone 

around you. Civilian organizations operate differently. Authority may be less clearly defined, 

decisions may require extensive discussion, and employees may question instructions in ways 

that would have seemed unusual in a military environment. This does not necessarily indicate 

poor discipline or ineffective management. It reflects a different workplace culture. 

The successful military retiree learns to adapt without abandoning the qualities that made a 

military career successful. Discipline, reliability, integrity, and a strong work ethic remain 

valuable. So do leadership and decisiveness. But they are most effective when accompanied by 

patience, flexibility, cooperation, and a sense of humor. 

You may also discover that your civilian colleagues have little interest in military customs, 

terminology, or stories about the way things were done in your former command. Share your 

experience when it is relevant, but avoid making your military background the standard by which 

everyone else's performance is judged. In short, leave the command voice behind when it is no 

longer appropriate. You are not surrendering your accomplishments; you are learning how to 

apply them in a different environment. 

Leaving the Military Community Behind 

Military retirement can involve a sense of loss that surprises even those who eagerly anticipated 

leaving active duty. For decades, you have belonged to an organization with familiar customs, 

traditions, and expectations. You may have moved frequently, served in distant locations, and 

endured difficult assignments, but you were always part of a recognizable military community. 

Retirement changes that relationship. The people who once depended on your decisions move on 

to new assignments. Your former organization continues operating without you, and the daily 

https://www.dfas.mil/retiredmilitary/
https://www.tricare.mil/
https://militarypay.defense.gov/Pay/Retirement/


routines that shaped your life disappear. For some retirees, this produces a feeling of having 

dropped off the grid. 

The experience is understandable. A military career provides more than employment. It offers 

identity, companionship, purpose, and a sense of belonging. Rebuilding those connections takes 

effort, particularly when retirement also involves moving away from a military installation or 

familiar community. 

Maintain friendships with former colleagues, but also develop relationships outside the military 

community. Join professional organizations, volunteer groups, veterans' associations, or 

community activities that interest you. If you are beginning a second career, allow yourself time 

to develop a new professional identity. If you are retiring from full-time employment altogether, 

establish routines and interests that provide structure and satisfaction. 

A successful retirement is not simply the absence of military duties. It is the creation of a 

meaningful civilian life. 

Don't Forget the Family 

Military retirement affects more than the service member. Spouses and children have often made 

substantial sacrifices throughout a military career. They may have endured repeated relocations, 

interrupted employment, unfamiliar schools, and extended separations during deployments. 

Retirement can finally offer the family greater stability, but it also changes established household 

routines. 

A spouse who has managed the household independently during deployments may not appreciate 

a newly retired service member suddenly attempting to reorganize everything. Likewise, 

decisions about where to live, whether to pursue another career, and how to manage retirement 

income should involve the entire family. 

The transition works best when everyone has an opportunity to discuss expectations and 

participate in planning. After years of adapting to the demands of military service, the family 

deserves a meaningful voice in deciding what comes next. 

A New Beginning, Not an Ending 

Retiring from the military does not mean retiring from usefulness, ambition, or responsibility. A 

successful transition requires preparation, realistic expectations, and a willingness to accept 

change. It may involve additional education, a demanding job search, or the humbling experience 

of beginning again in a new profession. 

It also offers opportunities that a military career may have made difficult to pursue: choosing 

where to live, spending more time with family, exploring personal interests, or building an 

entirely new career. 



My own Navy career began at the bottom of the enlisted ranks and ended more than 24 years 

later with retirement as a lieutenant commander. Like many career military people, I discovered 

that civilian life required adjustments that had little to do with the skills or responsibilities I had 

acquired in uniform. The military had provided structure, authority, camaraderie, and a clear 

sense of purpose. Civilian life required me to develop some of those things for myself. 

The important lesson is that military retirement should not be treated as the conclusion of a 

productive life. It is the beginning of another chapter, one in which your experience and 

judgment can continue to serve you well. So make your plans, prepare your resume, investigate 

your benefits, and approach the future with confidence. Take pride in your military 

accomplishments, but do not allow them to limit what you can become. 

And whatever you do, don't spend the first six months of retirement wandering around the house 

in your bathrobe. There's a new life waiting for you. Get out there and enjoy it. 

 

Editor's Note: Military retirement, transition assistance, education benefits, health care, and 

employment programs are subject to eligibility requirements and periodic changes. Readers 

should verify current policies through the Department of Defense, Department of Veterans 

Affairs, and other official resources before making retirement decisions. 

 


