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           Abstract 
 
 According to the Department of Veteran Affairs (2017), there are roughly 22 million 

American veterans, which account for approximately 7% of the total U.S. population. 

Military culture can have a profound impact on the ability for individuals to reintegrate into 

civilian life. Prior evidence suggests that various programs and resources (i.e. finances, resume 

writing) can aid military personnel upon their transition to civilian life. However, research 

focusing on the impact of transition and the experiences of identity reconstruction amongst 

military members is limited.  

             The current study was designed to explore identity reconstruction amongst individuals 

who were transitioning from military to civilian life. Male participants (N = 10) were 

interviewed using a semi-structured interview format that addressed the following research 

questions: (a) What is the process of identity reconstruction during the transition from military to 

a civilian life? (b) what factors play a role in a successful transition from military to civilian life? 

(c) what factors may impede making a successful transition? (d) what is surprising about the 

transition?  

 Results included several categories including the lack of purpose, becoming a leader of 

soldiers, strong support networks, the challenges of military culture, and preparation, as factors 

that impact an individual identity reconstruction and a successful transition into civilian life. 

Each category was broken down and discussed in this paper. These findings provide insight 

towards bringing more awareness of identity reconstruction, as well as information to better 

inform psychologists and various existing programs to be better suited to working with this 

unique population.  
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           CHAPTER ONE 

      INTRODUCTION 

Who am I now? Unfortunately for many people transitioning out of the military to 

civilian life, the answer to this question can be complex and difficult. According to the 

Department of Veteran Affairs (2017), there are roughly 22 million American veterans, who 

account for approximately 7% of the total U.S. population. Individuals who have served 

military careers for 10-20 years have known a certain way of life and transitioning out of the 

military culture can have an impact on an individual’s identity (Binks & Cambridge, 2017). 

However, little is known about how the transition from military to civilian life impacts an 

individual’s identity and what factors are important in facilitating a successful transition 

(Ahern et al., 2015). Fortunately, programs are in place (e.g., finance, resume writing) to 

assist military personnel going through the transition from active duty to retirement. Are 

these programs enough to fully aid in helping an individual navigate through a successful 

transition? They are designed to help the individual in various aspects of their life, such as 

competing for jobs, but to what extent are they preparing military personnel for life outside 

of the confines of military culture? Only a handful of research studies have focused on 

transitioning out of the military and they share a common thread throughout their 

conclusions. Self-identity issues and the continued formation of identity are of concern for 

many service members throughout their transition into civilian life (Buell, 2010; Drops, 

1979; Savion, 2009; Yanos, 2004).  

Background and Context 

Many attempts have been made to describe the complexities of military culture.  

Researchers within psychology agree that a common thread of military culture is the 
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emphasis on the group as a whole as opposed to the individual (Boose, 1993; French, 2005; 

Goldstein, 2001; Huntington, 1957; Verrips, 2006; Woodward & Jenkings, 2011). Deep 

relationships develop between military personnel throughout their service, and these bonds 

are difficult to understand for someone not enveloped within the military culture (Bryan & 

Morrow, 2011; Sørensen, 2011; Verrips, 2006). Emphasis on behaviors and values such as 

loyalty, duty, and even self-sacrifice are prevalent among military personnel (Bragin, 2010; 

Goldstein, 2001). During the acculturation process, soldiers learn to suppress their 

individuality in favor of the requirements of the collective group (Ben-Ari, 1998; Hall, 

2012). Due to this emphasis on the group as a whole, many researchers suggest that a person 

begins to change their perception of self. People acculturated into the military begin to form 

a new sense of group identity rather than individual aspects of themselves prior to entering 

into service (Beder, 2012; Bragin, 2010; Cabrera, Figley, & Yarvis, 2012; Coll, Weiss, & 

Yarvis, 2012).  

The transition and reintegration into civilian life may become a challenge for military 

personnel due to their strong learned military self-identity (Beder, 2012; Bragin, 2010; Bryan 

& Morrow, 2011; Edström, Lunde, & Haaland, 2009; Haynie & Shepherd, 2011). Such 

events as field exercises and combat training are examples of military cultural phenomena 

that can shape military identity. These events help build camaraderie among military 

members and can lead to further deepening of a military identity (Haaland 2011; Huntington, 

1957; Janowitz, 1960; Kümmel, 2011; Mäkinen, 2011).  

The intensity of the military identity is congruent with literature in the area of athletic 

identity in college athletics. The concept of athlete identity investment and how it affects the 

transition process can have an impact on identity formation (Arvinen-Barrow et al., 2017; 
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Beamon, 2012; Brewer et al., 2000; Grove et al., 2007; Lally, 2007; Stoltenburg et al., 2011; 

Warriner & Lavallee, 2008). Athletes who have a strong athletic identity tend to be more 

vulnerable to having a negative transition experience since they are so invested in sport 

(Brewer et al., 2000.) By intensely investing in the athletic identity, other roles and identities 

(e.g., student, family member, relationship) of the individual can suffer. This incongruity of 

identity balance is similar to individuals who are invested in a military identity. Military 

personnel have their own “culture” and members who are indoctrinated into the culture have 

difficulties assuming or holding onto other identities (Bragin, 2010). Conversely, individuals 

who invest in developing other identities besides that of being an athlete tend to have a 

smoother transition out of the sport (Grove et al., 1997; Lally, 2007). Along with investing in 

other identities, having a pre-retirement strategy or a “Plan B” has been identified as helpful 

in combating the investment of the athletic identity (Stoltenburg et al., 2011). Similar 

research has identified that military personnel could ease their transition from active duty to 

being retired by having a pre-retirement strategy (Ainspan, Pink, & Kerney, 2018) 

Coping mechanisms and support systems are strategies to aid individuals in making a 

successful transition.  For example, individuals who are able to make a smoother transition 

out of sport have coping strategies such as acceptance and mental disengagement (Grove et 

al., 1997). Other helpful strategies include optimism about the future along with grit and 

resilience (Poczwardowski et al., 2014). Along with coping strategies, social support is also a 

significant factor in allowing for a successful transition. According to Bjornsen and Dinkel 

(2017), having an alumni-mentoring program for individuals can aid in a transitional process. 

Also, having a strong social network has been found to be effective in helping facilitate a 

successful transition and re-identification for athletes transitioning from their sport (Lally & 
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Kerr, 2008; Willard & Lavallee, 2016). The research on athletic identity with people 

transitioning out of their sport could potentially shed light on identity changes for individuals 

transitioning from the military back to civilian life.   

Statement of the Problem 

Some researchers have suggested that military identity is learned and performed. The 

important components of military self-identity are expertise in professional skills and 

camaraderie with other members (Thornborrow & Brown, 2009; Woodward & Jenkings, 

2011). However, little is known about how people experience the transition from a military 

to a civilian identity during the process of identity reconstruction (e.g., the challenges of 

returning to civilian life, key differences between military and civilian environments, how 

veterans navigate challenges and approach reconnection, as well as what resources mitigate 

transition difficulties). Gaining further insight into the transition experience is imperative to 

understanding the processes of identity reconstruction among individuals who have 

transitioned to civilian life and to informing the development of interventions that will 

further support successful transition.  

Statement of Purpose  

The majority of research in the realm of transitional identity has been dedicated to 

collegiate athletes and factors that have impacted their identity upon transitioning out of 

sport. Limited research has been done exploring and describing the process of identity 

change among average service members undergoing the transition into civilian life. Current 

research on military members primarily focuses on service members with psychiatric 

diagnoses, such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), traumatic brain injuries (TBI), or 

related symptoms (Bragin, 2010; Bryan & Morrow, 2011).  In sum, a gap in the research for 
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military members transitioning back to civilian life exists.  Psychologists and other health 

service providers need to better understand the lived experiences of these individuals related 

to how identity changes by understanding successful or unsuccessful transitions. Therefore, 

the purpose of this study was to use a phenomenological method to better understand the 

process of identity reconstruction in individuals who transition from military to civilian life. 

Research Questions 

In order to explore the phenomenon of identity formation, the researcher focused on 

the following central research question: What is the process of identity reconstruction during 

the transition from military to a civilian life?  In addition, the researcher explored the 

following sub questions: What factors play a role in a successful transition from military to 

civilian life? What factors may impede making a successful transition? What is surprising 

about the transition?  In order to more fully understand the factors that impact an individual’s 

identity reconstruction during the transition from the military to civilian life, it was important 

to interview participants who have recently retired from the military (in the past five years), 

as they would be able to provide insight on their relatively recent transition. Exploring the 

themes that emerged from this study may assist psychologists and others who assist military 

personnel in developing alternative programs and interventions that could aid individuals in 

shaping their identity with a successful transition from military to civilian life.  

 Rationale for a Qualitative Approach 

 Previous studies have looked at the transition experiences of individuals leaving the 

military in other countries (Binks & Cambridge, 2017). However, limited research explores 

the process of identity reconstruction in military personnel from their perspective, with the 

aim of understanding their lived experiences and process of identity transition. Therefore, a 
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phenomenological approach was chosen for this study due to the importance of better 

understanding the essence of identity among individuals who have transitioned from military 

to civilian life. This phenomenological approach sought to give voice to individuals who 

have made this transition and to provide an understanding of their identity reconstruction 

based on their shared experiences. Lastly, using a phenomenological approach that focuses 

on the meaning of identity reconstruction will benefit individuals who have struggled with 

making a successful transition, as findings may allow them to have a better understanding 

and self-awareness of the various factors that impact the transition. With a greater 

understanding of the self-identity process, individuals can be better informed of the 

circumstances that surround identity reconstruction and those who work with military 

personnel might develop interventions that can be implemented to allow for a more 

successful transition to civilian life. 

Rationale for Role of the Researcher 

 One of the defining characteristics of qualitative research, as outlined by Merriam and 

Tisdell (2015), is to describe and clarify experiences as they are lived and constituted in our 

environment. While quantitative research utilizes inventories, questionnaires, or machines to 

gather information, the researcher is typically not used as an instrument. Therefore, it was 

important to allow for the researcher to be an instrument in this phenomenological study 

because the researcher was able to dig deeper into participants’ experiences in order to 

understand meanings that are not otherwise observable and that cannot be gathered using 

survey or other data-gathering strategies (Creswell, 2017). In order to fulfill this role, readers 

of the research need to know about the researcher as a human instrument. The qualitative 

researcher needs to describe relevant aspects of his/herself, including any biases and 
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assumptions, expectations, and experiences to qualify his or her ability to conduct the 

research (Greenbank, 2003).  

Assumptions and Biases 

 Van Manen (1990) and Creswell (2017) state that we bring certain beliefs and 

assumptions to our research, and it is important to be aware of the impact our preconceptions 

can have on the research process. Due to the nature of the phenomenological approach, it is 

important that I am transparent about my own assumptions and biases in regards to this 

study. I must take ownership of my own experiences in self-identity reconstruction so that I 

am aware of how my experiences may shape my interpretations within this study.     

I did not sign up for “active duty” or go through basic combat training within the 

military. However, I have had the opportunity to be around individuals who have recently 

served in active duty and I have had meaningful conversations about the culture of the 

military. These conversations included discussion about values such as loyalty, respect, and 

the mentality that emerges as a result of being part of a group instead of an individual 

mentality. It is important to be aware of these values as they shaped the lens in which I asked 

questions during the interview process.  

 It is important to acknowledge my status as a White male due to the privilege that has 

been bestowed upon me due to my race and gender.  I understand that White male privilege 

has been embedded in our society. As a result, I have not been exposed to some of the 

experiences of identity reconstruction that other races might have experienced such as not 

having available resources to aid in stable employment opportunities. Being a White male, it 

is my assumption that I will be able to connect better with other White males who have 

transitioned out of the military due to the similarity in race and gender. In order to navigate 
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the dynamics between the researcher and participants, my approach was to continuously 

express to the participants of the study that they were the expert on their lives and 

experiences and not myself. As a civilian in this type of setting, I also needed to assert 

myself more as a researcher with the participants in an effort to obtain meaningful data. The 

participants may see me as an outsider and therefore might not open up fully about their 

experiences. It was important for me to build rapport so that my status as a civilian outsider 

did not hinder the interview process.  

 I also needed to take into consideration my educational status as a doctoral level 

student. Another assumption I had is that knowing that I am pursuing a higher degree would 

potentially affect the relationship with participants because they may have seen me as an 

authority figure. As a result, participants may not have been as forthcoming with information 

about their experiences. My educational background also includes research with coach-

athlete relationships and identity; therefore, I had preconceptions regarding identity among 

athletes in transition that may have influenced this study. For instance, previous research 

describes how social support has an impact on identity along with mentoring programs on 

making transitions (Bjornsen & Dinkel, 2017). These preconceptions had the potential to 

lead me to shape the questions in a certain way that may have taken away the meaning of the 

experiences of the participants. Since I have researched the various methods related to how 

student-athletes navigate athletic identity after transition and the various methods used to 

cope with that transition, I assumed that military personnel would experience similar 

instances of difficult transition to civilian life and they would maintain strong ties to military 

identities. Acknowledging my assumptions of similar transitional factors in identity between 

collegiate athletes and military assisted me in this study. 
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My own experience with identity transition needed to be addressed as well in this 

study. Transitioning from a full-time professional back to being a student had an impact in 

shaping my own identity and how I perceived the world around me. The transition was 

difficult in certain aspects due to the financial loss and location change. It is important to 

remember as the researcher that my experiences were different from each participant, 

although it was possible for similar themes to arise. Transitioning out of the military is a 

culture and lifestyle change and can have an impact on one’s identity (Binks & Cambridge, 

2017). Having this knowledge, it was important for me as the researcher to build rapport with 

the participants during the interview process in an effort to capture and describe their lived 

experiences.  I needed to understand that realities are co-constructed between the researcher 

and participants and the emerging themes were shaped by our individual experiences in 

regards to identity in transition (Carter & Little, 2007). Military members may have had 

different experiences transitioning out of their military career into a civilian life than I did in 

my identity reconstruction process when transitioning from a contractor with the military to a 

full-time doctoral student. Having this knowledge and understanding the various 

interpretations of the transition experience, I was able to build a relationship with 

participants. 

In addition to working on building rapport, in an effort to manage my preconceptions 

and biases, I allowed for transparency in regards to my reactions and interpretations during 

the interview process with the participants and also at the conclusion of the study. To allow 

for transparency, I processed my facial expressions as well as sought feedback from the 

participants regarding whether my interpretation of their response was correct.  Additionally, 

I kept a reflexive journal of my reactions and reflections in an effort to keep my 
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preconceived notions out of data analysis.  This transparency facilitated leaving my biases 

and preconceptions out of my findings as much as possible as well as allowed the 

participants to find meaning in their identity reconstruction and transition experiences. By 

being transparent and building rapport with the participants, the researcher was able to be 

utilized as an instrument to gather meaningful data and allow participants to further 

understand their experiences in developing their sense of self. 

Definition of Key Terminology 

 Identity: A system that integrates an individual’s inner self and the outer social world 

into a congruent whole (Erikson, 1968).  

 Identity Reconstruction: The process of identity reformation and integration from the 

former self to the present self (Grimmell, 2017).  

 Successful Transition—The ease at which a service member adjusts to civilian life and 

their satisfaction with life after discharge from the military (Ainspan, Penk, & Kearney, 2018). 

 Active Duty — Being in the military full time, with potential of living on a military base, 

able to be deployed at any time (Krueger, 2000). 

 Military Acronyms   

 BCT. Basic Combat Training  

 MOS. Military Occupation Specialty  

 PCS. Permanent Change of Station 

 DOD. Department of Defense 

 NCO: Non-Commissioned Officer   
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Summary 

 Due to the gap in the literature related to understanding identity reconstruction among 

individuals transitioning out of the military, it is clear that a qualitative study that explores this 

phenomenon was needed. This study sought to deepen our understanding of the existing research 

on identity transitions and military personnel. In addition to further understanding the lived 

experiences of individuals who have transitioned out of the military to civilian life, the findings 

of the research may be helpful in informing programs already in place that aid military personnel 

during the transition process. By gaining a greater awareness of the process of identity 

reconstruction among individuals who transition out of the military, practitioners will be better 

informed about how best to support these individuals in understanding their identity during and 

after their transition experiences.  

Chapter Two of this dissertation will examine the current literature related to adult 

identity development and transitional models to gain a better understanding of the process an 

individual goes through during significant life transitions. Additionally, factors that can either 

challenge or support the transitional process will be explored.  The primary aim of the review of 

literature will be to provide a depiction of the current literature focusing on identity 

reconstruction and to provide a critical discussion of the findings. The review will demonstrate 

the need for additional qualitative research in the area of identity amongst individuals 

transitioning out of the military in an effort to better support them in their experiences. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 
 

Overview 
 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the process of identity 

reconstruction during the transition from military to civilian life. The goal was to recruit 10-15 

participants who have recently retired from active duty in the military and have transitioned 

into civilian life.  The following central research question was the focus of this study: What is 

the process of identity reconstruction during the transition from military to civilian life? 

Additional research questions that guided this study included: What factors play a role in a 

successful transition; what factors may impede a successful transition; and what is surprising 

about the transition?  In order to further explore the phenomenon of the process of identity 

reconstruction, a critical and thorough review of existing literature is necessary related to 

identity reconstruction among military members transitioning to civilian life. 

 This literature review explored several areas of research related to identity construction 

theory and the transition from active duty military and synthesized the information that 

connects these content areas. Additionally, how these topics are relevant to the current study 

were also discussed.  The major areas of literature that were critically reviewed include: (a) 

history of identity development (b) models of identity (c) transition models (d) athletic identity 

and transition (e) military culture (f) challenges and barriers of transitioning to civilian life (g) 

risk and protective factors in relation to transitioning back to civilian life (h) gender 

differences. By reviewing the literature on identity and exploring military culture, the research 

aimed to provide a better understanding of the process of identity reconstruction during the 

transition from military to civilian life.   
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 In order to gather a more precise and in-depth review of the literature, the researcher 

used multiple information sources, including peer-reviewed articles, books, and government 

websites.  Throughout the review of literature, the researcher attempted to address important 

gaps in the current literature, grasp a better understanding of available resources currently 

attainable by military members who transition to civilian life, and identify areas that help or 

hinder the process of identity in transition. Additionally, the current study sought to expand on 

the current literature on identity reconstruction and transition. In the conclusion of this 

literature review, the researcher provided a summary of how the literature provides a 

foundation and framework for the current study. 

History of Identity Development 

 The concept of identity is a complex process that has been around for centuries. The 

term identity can be traced back as early as Ancient Rome and Greece to mean sameness, 

oneness, or being the same (Lemert, 2014). However, it was not until the 19th century that the 

identity concept would come into the form that is used today (Akhtar & Samuel, 1996). While 

the term identity has been mentioned throughout centuries, there are conflicting ideologies 

about the true definition of the term identity. Some definitions claim that the concept of 

identity is an internalized psychic system that integrates an individual’s inner self and the outer 

social world into a congruent whole (Erikson, 1968; Waterman 1982). Another meaning of 

identity is a process for individuals to develop a better understanding of their sense of self in 

the context of cultural and social demands (Triandis, 1989). To better understand what identity 

means for us today, it is important to understand how the idea of identity formation was first 

developed decades ago.  
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 Psychological theories of identity construction can be dated back to the early 1900s 

with Sigmund Freud’s psychosexual stages of development (Lemert, 2014). Freud’s work, The 

Interpretation of Dreams (1900), described the psychosexual stages as underlying motivations 

and impulses that shaped the sense of self. For a period of time, the lens that identity was seen 

through was congruent with Freud’s work in the area of childhood and adolescence. 

Specifically, navigating the transition from being dependent in childhood to increasing 

responsibility for one’s own needs, desires, and aspirations, was one of the most important 

developments of the sense of self (Akhtar & Samuel, 1996; Erikson, 1968).  However, in the 

1950s, Eric Erikson argued that identity development was as an ongoing process that continues 

across the life span and through adulthood (Erikson, 1968; Lemert, 2014; Waterman, 1982). 

Erikson’s stages of development helped shape the foundation that identity construction is seen 

through today and provided a basis for the more recent advancements of models and theories 

of identity.  

  It is important to learn about the history of identity development and models used to 

help better understand the current landscape and theories that psychologists are utilizing in 

today’s world. More recently, one of the criticisms of earlier models of identity development is 

that they articulate a linear form of development in which an individual navigates between 

stages until one no longer has internal conflict and has realized their identity (Berzonky, 2004). 

Newer models of identity construction conceptualize identity as multidimensional, transitional, 

and more fluid rather than being linear (Lemert, 2014). Additionally, researchers and theorists 

argue that more traditional theories of identity construction do not fully explain the process of 

an individual’s group or social identity such as gender, ethnicity, class, and sexual orientation 

(Berzonky, 2004; Blustein, Devenis, & Kidney, 1989). 
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 Another criticism of traditional linear theories of identity development is that they were 

constructed based on a traditional European and individualistic culture (Tajfel & Turner, 

2001). Consequently, more traditional theories may not apply to racial/ethnic groups or 

collectivistic cultures whose family systems, cultural norms, and developmental milestones 

may be different from the European model (Berzonky, 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 2001). Hence, it 

is integral to explore identity construction theories that are multidimensional and consider 

cultural aspects of one’s identity (Tajfel & Turner, 2001). To aid in better understanding 

identity, it is important to review both foundational models of identity development as well as 

more modern identity theories.  

Identity Models 

Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development. While the concept of identity has been 

around for centuries, it was not until the twentieth century that psychoanalyst Erik Erikson 

aided in shaping and developing identity as it is now researched today (Kroger, 2000). Erikson 

has been referred as “identity’s architect” and the first person to term the phrase identity crisis 

(Akhtar & Samuel, 1996; Friedman, 1999). His research on identity has been used as a 

springboard for modern researchers to better understand the intricacies of identity (Friedman, 

1999).  According to Erikson (1968), identity is psychosocial in nature and formed by the 

intersection of biological and psychological capacities in an individual. Additionally, this 

intersection is combined with the opportunities and supports offered by one’s social context 

(Kroger, 2000). Unlike previous researchers, Erikson emphasized that the family and culture 

that an infant is born into can shape their development (Clark, 2010). This belief in the 

influence that caregivers and family can have on an infant led to Erikson’s stages of 

psychosocial development (Friedman, 1999). 
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 Erikson’s model emphasizes a process that relies on relationships with caregivers and 

the impact of the sociocultural environment into which the person is born (Clark, 2010).  

Erikson’s (1963) stage model of development theorized eight distinct stages, with five stages 

up to the age of 18 years and three stages further beyond well into adulthood, through which an 

individual progresses in developing a sense of self: (1) trust versus mistrust, (2) autonomy 

versus shame, (3) initiative versus guilt, (4) industry versus inferiority, (5) identity versus 

confusion, (6) intimacy versus isolation, (7) generativity versus stagnation, and (8) integrity 

versus despair (Clark, 2010; Friedman, 1999; Meeus, 1996). Erikson argued that successful 

completion of each stage results in a healthy personality and acquisition of basic virtues 

(Clark, 2010). Additionally, the psychosocial stages are epigenetic in nature, meaning that the 

resolution of one task sets the foundation for the next stage and all those to follow (Kroger, 

2000). 

 According to Erikson (1963), during each stage the person experiences a psychosocial 

crisis, which could have a positive or negative outcome for their identity. These crises are 

psychosocial in nature since they involve the psychological needs of the individual conflicting 

with the needs of society (Kroger, 2000). The first stage, trust versus mistrust, involves an 

infant being uncertain in the world in which s/he lives and developing a sense of consistent 

stability from the primary caregiver (Clark, 2010; Erikson, 1963). The second stage, autonomy 

versus shame, refers to a child learning to be more independent and exploring his or her 

abilities. If the parent is over controlling, then the child may sense that they are inadequate and 

feel shame (Clark, 2010; Erikson, 1963; Friedman, 1999). During the third stage, initiative 

versus guilt, children begin to assert themselves more frequently and to develop games and 
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activities. If parents treat the child’s actions as trivial, then the child may develop negative 

self-perception (Erikson, 1968).  

 During the fourth stage, industry versus inferiority, the child’s peer group is a major 

contributor in the child’s self-esteem and the child feels the need to demonstrate competencies 

(e.g., reading, writing) that are valued by society (Clark, 2010). The fifth stage, identity versus 

confusion, is one of adolescence and the individual reviews his or her life and is confronted 

with choices regarding occupation, relationships, and politics (Clark, 2010; Meeus, 1996). 

According to Erikson (1968), this stage is when an individual starts to truly explore their 

identity and who they are as a person. How an individual navigates the fifth stage of 

psychosocial development can have an impact on the next stage (Josselson, 1994).  The sixth 

phase of the model, intimacy versus isolation, involves a major crisis of forming loving 

relationships with people (Meeus, 1996). The seventh stage, generativity versus stagnation, is 

where individuals experience a need to create or nurture something that will outlast them and 

to make contributions towards society. Lastly, during the eighth stage, integrity versus despair, 

individuals reflect back on their accomplishments and determine whether they led successful 

lives or were unproductive and had unfinished business (Clark, 2010; Meeus, 1996).    

 Erikson (1963) argued that while there is an initial resolution to the identity vs. role 

confusion stage during adolescence, identity is never really resolved. Essentially, identity is 

fluid and remains open to modifications and alterations throughout adult life (Erikson, 1968). 

Some of the strengths of Erikson’s approach lie in its consideration of both individual and 

cultural factors in a person’s identity (Kroger, 2000). For individual factors, Erikson 

emphasized resilience and hope as individual factors that could aid a person going through the 

various psychosocial stages (Clark, 2010; Horton-Parker & Brown, 2002). In regards to 
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cultural factors, Erikson’s model provides the opportunity for individuals to further explore 

how their environment can shape who they are by solving the particular psychosocial crises in 

each stage of the model (Kroger, 2000).    

  While Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development provide a springboard to 

understanding identity, one of the criticisms of his model is that it is too linear and does not 

account for cross cultural shifts (Schachter, 2005). Additionally, Schachter (2005) argues that 

Erikson’s model is not as relevant in the postmodern age and in today’s society. According to 

Schachter (2005), self-actualization and adaptability are pitted against one another and 

therefore a harmonious identity cannot be achieved in the postmodern age. This belief of not 

being able to achieve both self-actualization and adaptability is contrary to what Erikson 

constructed as a hierarchical ranking of structures of identity (Schachter, 2005).  Additionally, 

some of the limitations of Erikson’s model include his vagueness in describing the steps, which 

can make it more difficult to conceptualize. While Erikson’s model of identity development 

has wide applicability across cultural contexts and highlights the ongoing nature of identity 

change, more modern identity development models need to be explored to help serve as a 

foundation for understanding identity formation (Friedman, 1999).  

Berzonsky’s social cognitive model of identity. Postmodernity can be defined as an 

accelerated rate of social, technological, and economic change with instant media and global 

access (Berzonsky, 2005). In order to better understand identity in postmodernity, nonlinear 

models such as Berzonsky’s social cognitive model need to be explored. Recent research has 

demonstrated that progress in identity formation is associated with stylistic differences in the 

social-cognitive processes individuals use to cope with identity conflicts and making 

commitments (Berzonsky, 2004; Berzonsky & Kinney, 2008). Berzonsky (1989) proposed a 
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model that explored a process conceptualization of identity. According to Berzonsky and 

Sullivan (1992), this model emphasizes the manner in which individuals differ when they are 

solving personal problems and identity conflicts. Additionally, the social cognitive model of 

identity emphasizes differences in the sociocultural processes used by individuals to construct 

and accommodate their identities (Berzonsky, 1989; Berzonsky & Sullivan, 1992). Recent 

research has demonstrated that progress in identity formation is associated with stylistic 

differences in the social-cognitive processes youth use to cope with identity conflict, make 

commitments, and process self- relevant information (Alisat & Pratt, 2012).  

Alisat and Pratt (2012) conducted a longitudinal mixed methods study examining 

identity formation in young adulthood by interviewing and surveying 100 Canadian students 

through four points (e.g., ages 17, 19, 23, 26). Utilizing the Objective Measure of Ego Identity 

Status (OM-EIS), which measures identity status across domains of spirituality, politics, and 

career, Alisat and Pratt found that coherent relationships between identity status and religious 

beliefs played a prominent role in the development of an ego identity. These findings could 

help shed light on future protective factors that aid in helping an individual form their own 

identity during transitions, such as from active duty to civilian life. 

 The social cognitive model of identity is comprised of three processing identity 

orientations: (1) information, (2) normative, (3) and diffuse/avoidant (Berzonsky, 1989; 

Berzonsky & Kinney, 2008; Berzonsky & Sullivan, 1992).  Individuals who are information-

oriented actively seek out and attempt to process information that is important to solving their 

problems and identity transition (Berzonsky & Sullivan, 1992). Some key characteristics of 

individuals who are more information-oriented include problem-focused coping strategies and 

openness to alternative ideas, values, and behaviors (Berzonsky, 2004). Conversely, 
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individuals who use a more normative orientation tend to conform to expectations of relevant 

groups and authority figures (Berzonsky, 1989). Typically, these individuals tend to disregard 

information that conflicts with their beliefs and values (Berzonsky, 2011).  

Additionally, individuals with a normative orientation are associated with firm goals, 

commitments, and a sense of purpose, needing more structure and less certainty (Berzonsky, 

2004). Lastly, individuals who adhere to the diffuse/avoidant orientation are characterized by a 

reluctance to confront the problems and challenges associated with their identity (Berzonsky & 

Sullivan, 1992). These individuals assume a present moment, self-serving perspective that 

emphasizes immediate rewards and social concerns, such as trying to be popular among others 

(Berzonsky, 2004). While people tend to lean towards one of the orientations more than the 

other, what forms an individual’s identity is the combination of all the processing styles of 

identity. These orientations take into account a person’s social identity (e.g., public self-

image), personal identity (e.g., values and goals), and collective identity (e.g., family, 

community, nation) (Berzonsky, 2011). Berzonsky (2005) argues that an individual’s sense of 

identity is not a separate entity as compared to one’s roles, attitudes, motives, values, goals, 

self-views, regulatory strategies, and the like from which it is composed. Berzonsky’s (1989) 

social cognitive model of identity highlights the importance of cross-cultural experiences and 

is integral in better conceptualizing the process of identity among individuals who transition 

out of the military. Berzonsky’s (2011) model may be able to shed light on the processing style 

individuals transitioning from the military may have in differentiating their various identity 

orientations (e.g., social, personal, collective). 

Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory. To further understand identity, it is 

important to explore how societal groups can play a role in one’s identity. People tend to 
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categorize themselves in regards to their social reference groups, which often serve to maintain 

shared attitudes, beliefs, and values common to the members (Triandis, 1989). A feeling of 

“belonging” is an important aspect of every person’s sense of self and social groups can help 

create a frame of reference that aids in an individual identity (Martiny & Rubin, 2016). For 

individuals, personal identity addresses the question of “Who am I?” whereas social identity 

addresses the question “Who am I, relative to others?” (Triandis, 1989). As the military is 

inherently a collectivistic culture emphasizing being part of the group, it is important to explore 

the impact social identity can have on the process of identity to the individual.  

 According to Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, and Flament (1971) social identity can be defined 

as “the individual’s knowledge that he belongs to certain social groups together with some 

emotional and value significance to him of this group membership” (p. 272). Tajfel and Turner 

(1979) argued that one’s identity is not just self-perception, but also how an individual 

perceives him or herself in relation to being a member of a group. In order to explore social 

perception, social comparison, and intergroup conflict, Tajfel and Turner developed social 

identity theory (Hogg, 2006; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Tajfel & Turner, 2004).  This theory 

suggests that when someone identifies with a group, they develop a bias in favor of this group, 

called the ingroup, and a bias against other groups, the outgroup, which is seen as in 

competition with the ingroup (Tajfel & Turner, 2001).  

 One of the fundamental assumptions of social identity theory is that the focus is more 

on how social groups operate within the minds of individuals rather than how individuals 

operate within the social group (Martiny & Rubin, 2016). Within this context, an individual 

gathers information about the value of their ingroup by making comparisons with outgroups in 

an effort to establish a positive status (Martiny & Rubin, 2016; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 
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Identification within a group has been linked with an increased level of self-esteem (Tajfel & 

Turner, 2001). When a group member feels their social identity is no longer satisfactory, they 

will attempt to leave their existing group and join a more positively distinctive group, or take 

efforts to make their existing group more positively distinct (Hogg, 2006; Tajfel & Turner, 

2004). 

 Social identity theory consists of three main components: (1) social-psychological, (2) 

system, and (3) societal (Rubin & Hewstone, 2004). The social-psychological component helps 

to explain the cognitive and motivational processes that an individual goes through when 

perceiving themselves within a group. This cognitive process makes social identity salient 

enough to the point that an individual’s self-evaluation is synonymous with their in-group 

evaluation (Rubin & Hewstone, 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The system component sets out 

the conditions under which the motivational and cognitive processes will and will not occur 

(e.g., when group boundaries are impermeable and status system is unstable and illegitimate) 

(Rubin & Hewstone, 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  Lastly, the societal component relates to 

the specific historical, political, and cultural context that defines the group in which the person 

is a member (Rubin & Hewstone, 2004). Social identity theory is beneficial in better 

understanding the various components an individual goes through and how the saliency of the 

identity of one’s group could in turn become how a person identifies him or herself (Hogg, 

2006). 

 McAdams’s life story model of identity. One of the criticisms of earlier models of 

identity such as Erikson’s psychosocial stages is that they are conflict-based in nature and 

argue that individuals must navigate inner conflict to ultimately actualize their identity (Alisat 

& Pratt, 2012). Newer models of identity assert that identity is more transitional, fluid, and 
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integrative (Alisat & Pratt, 2012; McAdams & Adler, 2010). While Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) 

social identity theory focuses on how an individual perceives him or herself within a group 

setting, a limitation of this theory is that it does not incorporate all aspects of how individuals 

construct their identity. One of the ways in which our identity is constructed is through 

storytelling. Stories are the primary vehicle through which people relate and think in an effort 

to shape identities from lived experiences in a cohesive way (Demers, 2011). In congruence 

with the new ideology of fluid identity, McAdams proposed a life story model in which, 

starting in adolescence, individuals living in modern societies begin to organize their lives and 

create stories they selectively remember and that are most salient to them (McAdams, 1990; 

McAdams, 2001; McAdams, 2004). McAdams (2001) argued that one’s life story is essentially 

their narrative identity and thus identity is constructed into a story containing a setting, scenes, 

characters, plots, and themes.  

 This narrative approach, steeped in cross-cultural and societal processes, utilizes an 

integrative view with the individual as the source and context for his or her own identity 

(Schwartz, 1987). During development and processing, an individual reflects on their life story 

in social contexts that have been most salient to him or her (McAdams, 2001; McAdams & 

Zapata-Gietl, 2015). The way in which the individual recounts his or her story can be seen as a 

way of negotiating how the individual thinks of himself or herself throughout time (McAdams, 

1999; McAdams, 2001; Schwartz, 1987). 

 Life stories are strongly shaped by personal experience and culture (McAdams & 

Zapata-Gietl, 2015). Each individual will have a subjective interpretation of past experiences 

based on saliency of events and cultural background (McAdams, 2004). Therefore, according 

to McAdams (2004) no two life stories will be the same. However, despite the uniqueness in an 
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individual’s story, commonalities exist amongst individuals and two distinct themes arise from 

life stories: (1) agency versus communion, and (2) redemption versus contamination 

(McAdams, 2004; McAdams & Adler, 2010). Individuals who come from an individualistic 

culture (agency) tend to emphasize and develop their stories based on goals and achievement, 

whereas the stories of individuals from a collectivist culture (communion) emphasize 

conformity to social norms and group work (McAdams, 2004; McAdams & Adler, 2010).  

 The second theme, contamination, involves an individual having an affectively positive 

life story scene followed by an affectively negative outcome (e.g., giving birth to a child, but 

then losing a spouse). Redemption is the opposite of contamination; a negative outcome is 

followed by a positive outcome in which overcoming an obstacle is a central aspect of the 

story (McAdams, 2004). Overcoming difficulties and obstacles is typically associated with 

American culture and proves to aid in understanding how people perceive their life stories.  By 

understanding how one constructs one’s own life story, individuals may develop purpose and 

find meaning in not only how they interpret the past, but also how they anticipate their future 

(McAdams, 2001; McAdams, 2004). When asking military personnel about their experiences 

transitioning back to civilian life, understanding how an individual constructs their own story 

was important to provide context and meaning to their lived experience. 

Transition Models 

Bridge’s transition model. Change can have a powerful impact on individuals. 

According to Bridges (1986), “Change happens when something either starts or stops, or when 

something that used to happen in one way starts to happen in another” (p. 25). Often people 

use change and transition interchangeably, but there is a difference between them (Deane & 

Asselin, 2015). Bridges argues that change is situational, external, and focused on new content 
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such as roles, while transition is internal and related to the psychological process one goes 

through to come to terms with their new situation (Bridges, 1986; Bridges & Mitchell, 2008; 

Dima & Skehill, 2011). During this transitional process an individual comes to terms with the 

details of the new situation the change brings about (Bridges, 2002; Deane & Asselin, 2015). 

Additionally, change can happen quickly, while transition tends to be processed more slowly 

(Bridges & Mitchell, 2008).  

 According to Bridges (1986), one of the reasons transitions take longer for individuals 

is due to transition being a three-part psychological process that can extends over a long period 

of time.  Bridges proposed that transition can be broken down into three phases: (1) letting go, 

(2) neutral zone, and (3) new beginnings (Bridges, 1986; Dima & Skehill, 2011).  The first 

phase of the transition, letting go, requires an individual to let go of the way things used to be 

and in part how they themselves used to be (Bridges & Mitchell, 2008). Letting go of the old 

reality and identity a person had before the change takes place can be difficult (Dima & 

Skehill, 2011). This stage is marked with emotional upheaval and resistance from a person due 

to the discomfort connected with leaving a situation in which they identify (Bridges & 

Mitchell, 2008). Typical emotions associated with the first phase of Bridge’s Transition model 

include fear, denial, uncertainty, and a sense of loss (Bridges, 1986). In order to make a 

successful transition, individuals have to go through a process of letting go of who they were 

prior to the change and acknowledge the loss (Deane, & Asselin, 2015).  

 The second phase of the transition, the neutral zone, is an in-between phase in an 

individual’s transition, which is described as a place between one’s old sense of identity and 

the new, with ambiguity being one of the central themes (Bridges, 1986; Dima & Skehill, 

2011).  The neutral zone is a critical period in which the individual is psychologically 
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processing the re-alignment and re-patterning of their new identity and environment (Deane & 

Asselin, 2015). Typical emotions individuals experience in the neutral zone are anxiety about 

their identity, ambiguity of the future, and confusion (Bridges & Mitchell, 2008). However, as 

Bridges (1986) notes, the neutral zone is “when the real reorientation that is at the heart of 

transition is taking place” (p. 25). Despite the negative feelings associated with this phase, the 

neutral zone is also a place for creativity and renewal (Bridges & Mitchell, 2008).  

 The last phase of Bridge’s Transition Model, new beginnings, is a time of acceptance 

and a period when people are beginning to embrace change (Bridges, 2002). In this stage, the 

individual transitions to a new identity and experiences excitement, energy, and a new sense of 

purpose (Deane & Asselin, 2015). It is important to note that these stages do not have clear 

boundaries (Bridges, 1986). According to Bridges (2002), people can be in more than one 

phase at the same time but the “movement through transition is marked by a change in the 

dominance of one phase as it gives way to the next" (p. 70).  Bridge’s transition model can be 

used to better understand the process of transition in terms of how individuals deal with change 

and the typical emotions experienced throughout the transition (Deane & Asselin, 2015; Dima 

& Skehill, 2011). Understanding the process of transition is equally important for individuals 

in the military who are leaving active duty and going back into the civilian world. Bridges 

(2002) argues that by locating people along the continuum of the three phases and actively 

guiding the individual toward the new beginning stage, psychologists may aid in helping the 

individual transition. Additionally, deliberate strategies to identify who is losing what, defining 

what is over and what is not, and letting people take a piece of the old with them could 

potentially help military members who struggle in making the transition (Bridges, 2002; Dima 

& Skehill, 2011). 



EXPLORING IDENTITY  36 

 Schlossberg’s transition model. In further understanding the transition experience for 

individuals leaving the military, Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Model will be examined. 

According to Schlossberg (1981) a transition is any event or non-event that leads to a change 

in routines, relationships, and roles. The term non-event is described as subtle transitions 

characterized as failure to occur (Elliot, 1982). The process of leaving one set of roles, 

relationships, routines, and establishing new ones can be difficult and takes time (Schlossberg, 

2011). In order to understand the meaning that a transition can have for an individual, the type 

of transition, the context, and the perceptual impact on the individual need to be considered 

(Leibowitz & Schlossberg, 1982; Schlossberg, 2011).  

 Schlossberg (1981) developed a model to better understand the different types of 

factors that impact transitions and how they can affect an individual. Schlossberg’s model 

consists of five components: (1) the transition, (2) the characteristics of the transition, (3) the 

characteristics of the person, (4) characteristics of the pre- and post-transition environments, 

(5) and adaptation (Elliott, 1982; Schlossberg 1981). The transition itself can either be 

anticipated (e.g., retirement) or unanticipated (e.g., sudden death of a loved one) (Goodman, 

Schlossberg, & Anderson, 2006; Schlossberg, 2011). This model theorized that the three 

characteristics of the transition, (e.g. person, pre, and post) all interact with each other to 

produce an outcome: adaptation or failure to adapt to change (Schlossberg, 1981).  

 The characteristics of the transition involve variables such as role change, duration, 

onset, and the degree of stress (Schlossberg, 1981). These variables outline that the process of 

transition will involve ebbs and flows for the individual.  Therefore, the ebbs and flows can 

lead to positive or negative feelings about the transition change. The effects of a transition can 

be permanent, temporary, or of an uncertain time frame (Elliot, 1982). 
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 For the characteristics of the individuals, Schlossberg identified that individuals bring a 

unique set of abilities and coping skills to cope with transitions. Specifically, the following 

eight characteristics are important to consider when adapting to transitions: (a) psychosocial 

competence, (b) sex, (c) age, (d) state of health, (e) race or ethnicity, (f) socioeconomic status, 

(g) value orientations, and (h) previous experience with similar transitions. Of all of these 

characteristics, psychosocial competence and previous experience have been found to be the 

most dynamic in aiding in a transition (Elliot, 1982; Schlossberg, 1981).  

 The fourth component of Schlossberg’s model, characteristics of the pre- and post- 

transition, emphasizes the need for support systems during the transition: (1) interpersonal 

support systems, (2) institutional supports and (3) physical setting. Interpersonal support 

systems, intimate relationships, family, and network of friends have been identified as 

important in helping adaptation (Elliot, 1982; Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, 2006). 

Additionally, institutional supports, such as counselors and outside agencies, can either help or 

hinder an individual’s adaption pre- and post-transition (Elliot, 1982; Leibowitz & 

Schlossberg, 1982). 

 The interaction between these three components will play a role in how well individuals 

adapt to the transition. Adaptation can be defined as “a process during which an individual 

moves from being totally preoccupied with the transition to integrating the transition into his or 

her life” (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 7). Schlossberg (1981) argues that successful adaptation rests 

“in part on the degree of similarity and difference in one’s assumptions about self and in one’s 

environment” (p. 8). The previously mentioned components account for the variability in how 

easy or difficult adaptation can be for individuals (Elliot, 1982). Schlossberg’s model provides 

context and a foundational framework for understanding the types of processes individuals go 
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through during a transition. Understanding the characteristics of an individual and how the 

three components play a role in adaptation can point to what factors may help or hinder the 

transition process. 

  A limitation of Schlossberg’s theory as applied to this study is that while it provides a 

general model for people transitioning, it does not address the military as a unique population. 

Additionally, Schlossberg’s theory focuses more on the career aspect of an individual’s 

transition rather than the process of their identity reconstruction (Leibowitz & Schlossberg, 

1982). Therefore, in order to gain a better understanding of how transition affects active duty 

personnel, and various intricacies of the military environment, theories specializing in the 

process of identity transition will be reviewed. 

 Military transition theory. While Schlossberg’s model provides a general lens for 

how an individual adapts to transitions, newer research has focused on military personnel who 

are transitioning back to civilian life. The experience of transitioning from the military back to 

being a civilian can have an impact on one’s relationships and one’s personal and social 

identity (Castro & Kintzle, 2014; Cooper, Caddick, Godier, Cooper, & Fossey, 2018). In order 

to better understand and conceptualize the military transition process, Castro and Kintzle 

(2016) developed the military transition theory. This theory can be used as a theoretical 

framework to describe and explain important aspects of a military member’s transition out of 

the military and back to civilian life (Castro & Kintzle, 2016). 

 The military transition theory is comprised of three overlapping phases that describe 

individual, interpersonal, and military organizational factors that can impact the transition 

process: (a) approaching the military transition, (b) managing the transition, and (c) assessing 

the transition (Castro & Kintzle, 2016). The first phase, approaching the military transition, 
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consists of both personal and cultural factors that can influence how successful the transition 

will be for the individual. Such factors include the type of military discharge, combat history, 

expectations of the transition, the nature of the transition (e.g., choice to leave willingly or 

not), and personal characteristics (Castro & Kintzle, 2014; Castro & Kintzle, 2016). The 

second phase of the military transition theory, managing the transition, refers to the specific 

factors that influence the individual progression from service member to civilian. Such factors 

as adaptive individual adjustment and military transition management play a role in this phase 

(Castro & Kintzle, 2016).  Specifically, the attitudes, coping styles, and ability to navigate 

military resources (e.g., career planning, benefits packages) of each individual will ultimately 

affect how well they are able to manage the transition back to civilian life (Kintzle, Wilcox, 

Hassan, & Ell, 2013). The last phase, assessing the transition, is more retrospective for the 

individual and refers to the outcomes associated with the transition. These outcomes are 

assessed in the area of work, family, well-being, and community (Castro & Kintzle, 2016).  

Specifically, how an individual acclimates to new family roles, engagement in the community, 

and their physical and psychological well-being, help determine the success of the transition 

(Kintzle et al., 2013). 

 All three of the phases play an integral part in a successful transition for a military 

member returning to civilian life and can overlap with one another (Castro & Kintzle, 2014). 

While this theory addresses aspects of preparedness prior to the transition, during the 

transition, and assessment afterward, a plethora of factors can influence the transition. 

Specifically, military resources available to an individual will ultimately play a role in how 

they transition (Castro & Kintzle, 2016). While there are similarities between resources 

available to military personnel amongst the various branches, each branch has specific models 
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and training programs to aid in transitioning (Ahern et al., 2015). In order to better understand 

how military personnel from the Army develop identity and transition back to civilian life, a 

transition model designed specifically by the Army needs to be examined.      

 Soldier life cycle transition model. Military members who transition from active duty 

to being a civilian face a multitude of factors that can ultimately affect whether a successful 

reintegration occurs for an individual. Factors such as physical and psychological injuries, 

family, social relationships, employment, and educational factors have been found to play a 

role in helping or hindering an individual from making a successful transition (Ahern et al., 

2015; Pease, Billera, & Gerard, 2016). When there are hardships or deficits in multiple areas, 

the cumulative effect could lead to a functional impairment for an individual attempting a 

successful transition and a delay in successful reemployment (Pease et al., 2016). 

 Due to a continued disassembling of the large U.S. military presence in various parts of 

the world, veterans are transitioning back to civilian life at faster rates, requiring the 

development of supportive programs to support their homecoming transition (Ahern et al., 

2015). In the past few years, the Army has recognized the importance of aiding military 

members with the tools and skills necessary in order to succeed when transitioning back to 

being a civilian (Koester, 2015). In late 2014, the Army established the Soldier Life Cycle 

Transition Model to aid military members.  This model is comprised of three phases: (1) first 

year, (2) career, and (3) transition (Walleman, 2014). This three-phase cycle prepares soldiers 

from the beginning of their military career through the point of their transition to civilian life 

with resources, including employment skills, counseling, and opportunities to enhance 

marketability (Koester, 2015).   

 The first phase of the Soldier Life Cycle Transition Model occurs in a soldier’s first 
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year in the military in which they receive credentialing for their military occupational setting 

(MOS) and attend a financial readiness class (Koester, 2015; Walleman, 2014). Additionally, 

soldiers meet individually with financial counselors to establish a one-year budget. The second 

phase has two parts: one to ten years of service and ten years of service to transition or 

retirement (Walleman, 2014). During the first part of the second phase, soldiers will annually 

review their individual development plans as well as update their career goals with their 

leaders. The second part of this phase requires soldiers to start working on their resumes and 

begin thinking about the transition process and what they want to do when they get out of the 

military (Koester, 2015; Walleman, 2014). The last phase of the Soldier Life Cycle model is 

the transition phase itself, which includes employment training, resume writing, and job-

hunting skills (Koester, 2015). As previously mentioned in Schlossberg’s model, institutional 

support can provide a helpful catalyst for individuals who are transitioning (Schlossberg, 

1981). Understanding the various aspects of the Soldier Life Cycle model can provide a good 

basis and context for individuals transitioning out of the military. However, to truly understand 

how difficult or easy the process of identity can be for these individuals, the culture of the 

military needs to be explored to provide a context for the impact this transition can have on the 

saliency of an individual’s identity. 

Athletic Identity and Transition 
 
 When examining the topic of military transitions and identity, a gap is found in the 

literature, likely due to the subject matter being relatively new in the eyes of researchers in the 

field. Given this void in the literature, identity changes in individuals from non-military 

domains (e.g., athletes) will be reviewed. Specifically, athletes form an identity that can be 

based on the culture and sport in which they compete (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993). 
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According to Brewer et al. (1993), athletic identity is defined as” the degree to which an 

individual identifies with the athlete role” (p. 237).  

 Research assessing the investment or strength of athlete identity and how this 

investment affects the transition process has been consistent amongst the literature (Arvinen-

Barrow, Hurley, & Ruiz, 2017; Brewer, Van Raalte, & Petitpas, 2000; Grove, Lavallee, & 

Gordon, 1997; Lally, 2007; Stoltenburg, Kamphoff, and Bremer, 2011). One major finding of 

this literature is that athletes who have a strong athletic identity tend to be more vulnerable to a 

negative transition experience since they are so invested in their sport (Brewer et al., 2000.) By 

investing solely in the identity of athlete, other roles and identities of the individual can suffer 

(Lally, 2007).  People who invest in developing other identifies in addition to being an athlete 

tend to have a smoother transition out of the sport (Grove et al., 1997; Lally, 2007).  

Understanding how athletic identity can impact an individual’s sense of self may assist with 

conceptualizing the difficulties military personnel with a strong sense of military identity may 

have when transitioning back to civilian life.  

 Another major theme that emerged from the athletic identity literature was the 

usefulness of coping strategies and support in a successful transition.  For example, individuals 

who were able to make the transition out of support more smoothly had coping strategies that 

included acceptance and mental disengagement from the sport (Grove et al., 1997). Other 

helpful strategies included optimism about the future along with grit and resilience 

(Poczwardowski, Diehl, O’Neil, Cote, & Harberl, 2014). Social support was an additional 

important factor in a successful transition. A strong social network that included other 

members in their sport and parents was found to be effective in helping athletes make a 

successful transition out of sport (Lally, 2007; Willard & Lavallee, 2016). Learning the various 
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coping strategies and support systems that athletes utilize can provide further insight into how 

best to aid military personnel who are struggling with transitioning out of the military.  

Military Culture 

 Newer models of identity have emphasized the importance of culture in helping shape 

how an individual can better develop their sense of self (Martiny & Rubin, 2016; Triandis, 

1989). Culture is a product of the social environment in which one surrounds themselves and 

includes a shared sense of values, norms, ideas, symbols, and meanings (Redmond et al., 

2015). The sense of culture helps in distinguishing groups of people from one another and 

people in the same cultures often share common ways of perceiving the world (Krueger, 2000).  

Much like college athletics and athletic identity and culture, the military has its own culture. 

The military is a unique culture in which personnel and family members have experiences and 

perceptions that are different than civilians (Redmond et al., 2015). 

  In an effort to better understand the identity of individuals transitioning out of the 

military, one must have knowledge of the culture surrounding military personnel. The 

experiences of those who served in “active duty” set them apart from civilians in the U.S. 

population. If one is not in the military culture, then outsiders are often seen as not knowing 

“what it is like” (Bragin, 2010). Due to this perspective many service members admittedly 

are not as open to individuals who have not been immersed into the military culture. 

Transitioning out of the military is a culture and lifestyle change and can have an impact on 

one’s identity (Binks & Cambridge, 2017). Military culture can be defined as “attitudes, 

beliefs, and behaviors of people in uniformed military service to their countries, who, along 

with their families, participate in cohesive workplace organizational structures fostering a 

common mindset’’ (Krueger, 2000, p.252). The process of becoming indoctrinated into the 
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military culture begins as soon as personnel arrive to reception (Hall, 2013). At the very early 

stages, people are taught to lose their sense of individuality and adhere to becoming a part of 

the group (Meyer, 2015). The military acculturates people to certain disciplines, including 

attitudes, values, and expectations, in order to develop camaraderie and group cohesiveness 

(DeVries, Hughes, Watson, & Moore, 2012; Hall, Garland, Charlton, & Johnson, 2018; 

Krueger, 2000).   

 According to Britt, Adler, and Castro (2006), five core principles can help guide an 

understanding of military culture: (1) Military organizations require members to possess 

particular values, (2) adopted values influence the identity as a service member, which in turn 

affects military performance, (3) as service members incorporate military values (e.g., respect 

for others) into their identity, the integration of subgroups committed to the goals of the 

military will be utilized, (4) an effective military organization takes on the responsibility of 

supporting the health and well-being of the members and their families, and (5) success in the 

military is a function of how the organization is perceived by society. The essence of military 

culture can permeate almost every aspect of a person’s life. According to Meyer (2015), 

veterans who served in the military for only a few years continue to report strong identification 

with the military years after transitioning out. Individuals who have a strong and heightened 

sense of military identity can have a more difficult transition experience (Binks & Cambridge, 

2018). This difficult transition was found to be particularly true if the military identity was still 

salient after the transition back to civilian life (Binks & Cambridge, 2018; Meyer, 2015). When 

beginning to understand the process of identity reconstruction among people who have 

transitioned out of the military, the military culture can play a distinctive role in how identity is 

formed.  



EXPLORING IDENTITY  45 

Challenges of Adjustment and Transition 

 In addition to better understanding the various models of identity reconstruction and 

transition, it is important to be aware of the difficulties and challenges military personnel may 

face when returning to civilian life. To conceptualize the lived experiences of Army veterans in 

the civilian world, a number of aspects of the process of transition need to be examined. Three 

aspects of transitioning may particularly influence how successful a transition is for an 

individual returning to civilian life. These aspects of the transition process include risk factors 

that need to be overcome for successful transition, protective factors that can aid an individual 

both during and after the transition, and the gender of the individual making the transition. 

These three aspects will be discussed in more detail below, as they are particularly salient in 

learning to help and assist individuals with their identity reconstruction during transition. 

 Risk factors. While most personnel have successful transitions going from the military 

back to civilian life, some will struggle to have a smooth transition (Beder, Coe, & Sommer, 

2011). According to Adler, Zamorski, and Britt (2011), transitioning involves a psychological 

shift in one's self‐concept and management of the attitude associated with the transition. When 

service members are making the transition back to civilian life, a number of risk factors can 

impact an individual’s self-concept. In a qualitative study by Brunger, Serrate, and Ogden 

(2013) involving military personnel transitioning back to civilian life, eleven male participants 

from the United Kingdom armed forces reported that their transition was characterized by loss.  

The loss included financial insecurity due to unemployment, loss of community, and loss of a 

common purpose. Interestingly, the most significant loss reported by participants in the study 

was self-identity. According to Brunger et al. (2013), participants reported a shift in identities 

“highlighting the change from developing and owning the identity of a soldier, to losing 
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everything that embodies this identity; resulting in a fractured sense of self” (p. 93). 

 Other risk factors present in the literature that could potentially hinder a service 

member’s transition back to civilian life are psychosocial factors (e.g., mental health, inability 

to regulation emotion) (Adler et al., 2011; Bowes, Ferreira, & Henderson, 2018; Elnitsky, 

Fisher, & Blevins, 2017; Junger, 2016). Additionally, a stigma associated with seeking help 

while in the military continues to exist, including possible negative career impact and being 

treated differently (Bowes et al., 2018). This stigmatic belief about seeking help could be 

carried over into the transition into civilian life and reinforce an individual’s belief about 

seeking help with the transition (Bowes et al., 2018; Pease et al., 2016). In a study by Bowes et 

al. (2018) looking at the influence of psychosocial variables on military to civilian transition, 

results showed that an individual’s mental health was strongly and negatively correlated to 

adjustment difficulty. Hence, as mental health declined, adjustment difficulties increased. 

Additionally, the inability to regulate emotion can be a risk factor that affects an individual’s 

successful transition (Adler et al., 2011). For military personnel, especially during 

deployments, suppressing emotional responses may be appropriate and adaptive ways to 

manage their emotions during a life-threatening situation. However, once an individual 

transitions back to civilian life, appropriately expressing emotions may be difficult and this 

difficulty may make adjusting back to being a civilian particularly challenging (Adler et al., 

2011). These risk factors, along with the previously mentioned factors of loss of community 

and sense of purpose, can make it difficult for an individual to have a successful transition. In 

order to aid in the adjustment back to civilian life, protective factors need to be examined to 

better understand how individuals can better adapt to their new sense of identity and transition.  
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 Protective factors. Research has shown that a number of protective factors can aid in 

helping an individual transition back from the military to civilian life more successfully. As 

previously mentioned, one of the biggest risk factors associated with transitioning back to 

civilian life is a sense of loss (Brunger et al., 2013). Community integration and environmental 

factors have been found to enhance an individual’s ability to transition more successfully and 

to grow (Ainspan, Penk, & Kearney, 2018; Binks & Cambridge, 2018; Demers, 2011; 

Robertson, 2013). According to Ainspan et al. (2018), community integration is a critical 

component to a successful transition for an individual. Community based support groups can 

provide individuals who are transitioning with a place to feel welcomed and to maintain a 

sense of belonging that had been part of their identity while in the military (Ainspan et al., 

2018).  

Additionally, family support has been found to be integral in aiding an individual’s 

transition back to civilian life (Demers, 2011). In a study by Robertson (2013) that investigated 

the relationship between life satisfaction and military transition, results showed a small, 

positive relationship between duration of transition and family support.  A portion of the 136 

participants in the study reported a greater need and reliance of support from family and 

friends if they were in transition longer, as compared to individuals who were in shorter 

transitions (Robertson, 2013). The amount of community integration and family support may 

be helpful indicators in assessing how well an individual will be able to transition back into 

civilian life (Ainspan et al., 2018; Robertson, 2013). 

 Environmental protective factors such as finances and employment opportunities can 

also aid an individual in transition (Robertson, 2013). According to Robertson (2013), people 

who are in transition longer may experience lower financial income, whereas individuals who 
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have a shorter transition may experience a higher income. Ainspan et al. (2018) argues that an 

important factor in obtaining future employment is for individuals to have educational goals. If 

individuals have a sense of purpose prior to transitioning and an educational goal is set in 

place, this focus will aid them in making a smoother transition (Ainspan et al., 2018). 

Additionally, the military offers services (e.g., Transition Assistance Program) that focus on 

the job search and financial planning (Robertson, 2013). According to Robertson (2013), if 

individuals are able to avoid excessive periods of unemployment, personal and professional 

growth is likely to occur. While these protective factors are important to take into account for 

individuals transitioning from the military to civilian life, gender can also affect the 

experiences of individuals in transition (Burkhart & Hogan, 2015). Hence the next section will 

examine various aspects of gender differences for individuals transitioning from the military 

back to civilian life.  

 Gender differences. An individual goes through various stages of identity 

transformation both while in the military and when transitioning back to civilian life. It is 

interesting to note that female personnel go through a variety of different challenges than the 

male individual transitioning out (Leslie & Koblinsky, 2017). In military culture and training, a 

masculine gender role is emphasized as a cultural norm in order to prepare soldiers for combat, 

and to inculcate values of selfless sacrifice for the group (Shields, Kuhl, & Westwood, 2017). 

These masculine ideologies tend to play as a set standard of acceptable behavior across 

services types for both men and women. However, the effort to adhere to this masculine 

environment could have unique and different consequences for men's and women’s 

experiences transitioning out of the military and may present mental health challenges (Shields 

et al., 2017). 
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 Women are now the fastest growing group within the military and veteran population 

(Burkhart & Hogan, 2015; Leslie & Koblinsky, 2017). Due to the military opening up more 

positions for women, female veterans are expected to increase at an average rate of 18,000 

women per year during the next 10 years (Ainspan et al., 2018).  Active duty military women 

are approximately three times more likely to be single parents than military men. Hence, when 

female individuals are transitioning back to being a civilian, they continue to have a higher 

likelihood of being the primary caregiver of the family (Leslie & Koblinsky, 2017). 

Additionally, due to societal gender role stereotypes, military women returning to civilian life 

are expected to readjust quicker to family and parenting roles than their male counterparts 

(Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009; Leslie & Koblinksy, 2017; Shields et al., 2017). 

  Leslie and Koblinsky (2017) examined the challenges experienced by women upon 

transitioning back to civilian life. After talking with 29 female veterans in focus groups, 

several themes emerged about the challenges of transitioning to civilian life: (1) 

incompatibility between military and civilian life, (2) a fear of intimacy, (3) a sense of having 

missed their children’s development, (4) family role changes, (5) problems managing anger, 

(6) a struggle with sharing versus burdening family members with information, and (7) family 

members lack of understanding.  While coping strategies were discussed (e.g., accessing 

veteran support, restoring family routines), female military members continued to deal with 

unique aspects upon transitioning that were different than their male counterparts (Baechtold & 

De Sawal, 2009; Leslie & Koblinksy, 2017).  

 It is interesting to note that a gap in the research exists with regard to transgender 

individual’s experiences in the military. Most studies revolve around men or women’s 

experiences and how their identity is impacted (Belkin, 2015). By studying not only men and 



EXPLORING IDENTITY  50 

women transitioning out of the military but also transgender individuals, an opportunity exists 

to provide a better understanding of the saliency of this marginalized identity (Belkin, 2015). 

When understanding the process of identity reconstruction among individuals transitioning 

back to civilian life, it is important to note both the similarities that men and women share 

about their identity and also their differences.   

Summary of Findings 

 This study explores the process of identity reconstruction among individuals 

transitioning from their military career back to becoming a civilian. A number of identity 

models have been identified in the literature that contribute to a better understanding of the 

process an individual goes through when experiencing transition. While most models agree 

that an individual’s identity begins during adolescence, older models see identity as conflict 

resolution in a linear style (Schachter, 2005). Newer research has argued that identity is more 

fluid and transitional, with culture, age, ethnicity, and gender playing integral roles into 

shaping an individual’s identity (Alisat & Pratt, 2012). Research has also identified various 

transitional models in which perceptions of the transition, preparedness, and acceptance have 

all been found to influence how successful a transition is for the individual. Additionally, the 

circumstances (e.g., voluntary or involuntary), characteristics of the individual, coping styles, 

and ability to navigate resources can impact how an individual transitions and the impact on 

their identity (Ahern et al., 2015; Castro & Kintzle, 2016; Schlossberg, 1981).   

 Being indoctrinated into a culture such as the military can also have an impact on the 

way an individual understands their own identity both pre- and post-transition. The military 

culture is vastly different than the civilian world and can cause military personnel to struggle 

with shaping their identity after transitioning out (Redmond et al., 2015). The saliency of the 
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military identity is profound and the literature suggests that many individuals who have 

transitioned back into being a civilian still strongly identify with the military (Binks & 

Cambridge, 2018; Meyer, 2015). As evidenced with other domains such as athletic identity, 

this strong identification within the military can lead individuals to have more difficulty during 

the transition back to civilian life. Some of the challenges identified with transitioning back to 

being a civilian include a sense of loss, financial insecurities, mental health issues, and 

inability to cultivate other identities (Adler et al., 2011; Bowes et al., 2018; Pease et al., 2016). 

In addition to the abovementioned factors, difficulty regulating emotion, lack of community, 

and ineffective sense of purpose are other challenges that face individuals transitioning back to 

civilian life. The presence of protective factors such as family support, being more involved 

within the community, and effective coping strategies are useful in aiding in the transition 

process, yet there is a lack of literature in understanding how these factors can aid in the 

identity reconstruction of the individual (Ainspan et al., 2018; Robertson, 2013).     

In summary, the literature has been consistent in identifying the challenges and 

adjustments of individuals transitioning into the military. However, a gap in the research exists 

exploring the lived experiences of individuals transitioning out of the Army and the impact on 

their identity reconstruction. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore the process of 

identity reconstruction among Army veterans transitioning back to becoming a civilian.  This 

study sought to add to the existing literature by providing a better understanding of what 

factors play a role in successful transition and what factors can hinder the transition. The next 

chapter of this proposal discusses the qualitative methodology that was used to explore the 

process of identity among individuals transitioning from the military back to civilian life.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 
 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the process of identity 

reconstruction among individuals who transition from the military to civilian life. Most of the 

research that exists discusses the various identity and transitional models for individuals as they 

experience changes in their identity as they transition. Additionally, the research is related to 

some of the challenges and adjustments for individuals transitioning from the military. However, 

no research to date was found that investigates the process of how identity develops throughout 

the transition process. The aim of this study was to explore the phenomenon of identity among 

individuals transitioning from the military.  The researcher hoped to gain a better understanding 

of how salient certain identities become during and after this transition and what factors may 

help or hinder the transition process. By gaining a deeper understanding of the impact 

transitioning out of the military has on identity, the findings may assist in developing more 

awareness, interventions, and programs that can assist individuals in a more successful transition 

toward reconstructing their identity. 

 This chapter describes the research design, participants, sampling strategy, and methods 

of data collection and analysis. Additionally, the researcher describes efforts that were made to 

ensure trustworthiness of the study as well as ethical considerations. Finally, potential limitations 

of the design of the study were discussed.    

Research Design 

Individuals who are transitioning from military to civilian life are a unique 

population. They not only need to balance the complexity of transitioning from a military 

environment into a civilian environment, they also undergo a change in their identity. To 
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better understand the experiences of individuals transitioning from military to a civilian, a 

phenomenological case study approach was the core design of this study. 

 Phenomenology is the study of human experience and the ways things present 

themselves through such experiences (Sokolowski, 2000). A unique aspect of the 

phenomenological approach is the focus to understand the lived experiences or events of 

individuals (Van Manen, 2017). According to Van Manen (2017), the “lived experience” is 

the moment or instant of the “now” and how individuals perceive their experiences. This 

method of inquiry works specifically from the participants’ statements and experiences, and 

the research approach is also an interpretive process in which the researcher makes an 

interpretation of the meaning of the lived experiences (Creswell, 2017). The goal of this 

study was to focus on the specific and unique perception of the individual’s experience 

regarding the process of identity reconstruction related to the transition from a military to a 

civilian life. Historically, phenomenology deals with questions of meaning and 

meaningfulness; therefore, semi-structured interviews were utilized in order to further 

explore the lived experiences of these individuals (Gallagher, 2014). 

Participants 

 Transitioning out of the military and into a civilian lifestyle is something many 

personnel experience. In order to better understand the process of identity reconstruction and 

the meaning behind this phenomenon, participants needed to have experienced this transition. 

Additionally, it was important to interview participants who have some level of insight into 

how their identity has changed during their transition out of the military.   

Participants for this study were recruited from male individuals who have recently 

retired from active duty in the United States Army. The rationale for targeting male 
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individuals from the Army is due to the fact that the Army is the biggest branch of the United 

States Military. Additionally, there is a higher prevalence of male service members in the 

Army than female. Male individuals tend to have significantly lower usage rates for mental 

health services when they are struggling with mental health concerns, as opposed to their 

female counterparts, and a need for better understanding of who they are after transition. 

(Shield et al., 2017).  

The population target were people who have transitioned out of the Army within the 

past five years. By targeting male individuals who have transitioned out of the military 

within the last five years, the transition experience was recent enough that the individual 

would have sufficient level of insight into their transitional experience into being a civilian 

that would be otherwise mitigated through an extended amount of time since the transition 

occurred. The researcher mirrored other studies that have looked at this phenomenon, in 

which the numbers of participants have ranged from 7-20 individuals and are in their 

adulthood years (Ahern et al., 2015; Binks & Cambridge, 2018). The researcher gathered 

data from 10 male individuals who were previously in the military.  Participants could have 

been any age but needed to have served at least 10 years in active duty due to retirement 

benefit compensation of prolonged active duty status. Participants were eligible if they had 

indicated that they met the following criteria: 

(a) Participants have been retired from active duty military for no more than 5 

years. 

(b) Participants have served at least 10 years active duty in the Army. 

(c) Participants have served on at least two deployments. 
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(d) Participants currently do not work as a contractor in any capacity with the 

military. 

Sampling Procedures 

The researcher recruited 10 male individuals who indicated an interest in participating 

in the study and met the criteria for the formal interview. In order to recruit participants, the 

researcher utilized a snowball sampling strategy. The researcher contacted veterans and 

former colleagues that he had worked with in the past and asked that they identify 

individuals who would be a good match for this study. The former colleagues provided the 

names of the individuals as well as their contact information (e.g., email address) to be able 

to be reached for interest. Once individuals were identified, a study invitation email was sent 

out to potential participants to gain interest (See Appendix E). Once individuals contacted 

the researcher to show their interest, he contacted the potential participant to set up phone 

screenings to determine participant eligibility for the study (see Appendix G). The researcher 

gave a summary of the purpose of the study and answered any questions the potential 

participant had about the study. If a participant met the criteria for eligibility and was still 

interested in participating in the study, a time was decided upon to do the formal interview. 

The informed consent form for the study (see Appendix A), informed consent of audio use 

(see Appendix B), and demographic questionnaire (see Appendix C) were sent out via 

Qualtrics for the participant to fill out and return to the researcher prior to the formal 

interview. The formal interview was conducted via phone. Once the researcher identified an 

eligible participant for the study, the researcher outlined the possible risks and benefits of the 

study and what was required for participation in the study. A possible risk for the participants 

included the resurfacing of any unresolved emotional issues or confusion in regards to the 
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transition from the military to civilian life. In order to mitigate this risk, participants had the 

option to stop the interview at any time or take a break. Additionally, the researcher offered a 

resource list (see Appendix M) to participants if they wanted to seek out additional resources.  

Potential benefits of the study included improved awareness of an individual’s sense of self, 

along with the potential to develop strategies and interventions to better aid individuals when 

transitioning out of the military. 

Due to the design of this study, the participant pool was a homogeneous sample 

consisting of men who meet the criteria listed above. According to Creswell (2017), a 

homogenous sample (e.g., similar in age and experience) is beneficial to the researcher in 

order to better understand the common experiences that are part of the process of identity 

reconstruction. In the case of a shortage of eligible participants using snowball sampling, the 

researcher would have reached out to contractors who still work in the military to identify 

potential candidates they have worked with in the past and who are now retired until the 

numerical goal of eligible participants was reached. All participants who completed the 

interview process received $10 on Venmo or PayPal to compensate them for their time in 

participating in this study. 

Pilot Testing & Case Studies 

 Steps in preparing for the interviews included deciding on the research questions, 

identifying the participants, types of interviews, recording procedures, and interview 

protocols (Creswell, 2017). After the interview protocols were designed and used, it was 

important for them to be refined through pilot testing. The researcher utilized two 

participants, individuals who had recently (e.g., last five years) made the transition from 

military to civilian life, for the pilot tests to ensure interview questions were tailored to 
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understand the phenomenon of identity change or transition in this study. After completing 

the pilot study, the target goal for the sample for this case study was between 10-15 male 

participants. The researcher settled on a total of 10 participants due to the saturation of data. 

Theoretical Foundation 

 This study was designed to look at the process of identity reconstruction in people 

transitioning from military to civilian life. The researcher attempted to understand these 

experiences through a social constructivist lens (Creswell, 2017). It was important to rely on 

the participants’ views of the situation in order for there to be a development or essence of 

meaning in their reality (Creswell, 2017). In order to better understand reality, it was 

important to uncover through what lens the nature of reality was being viewed (Creswell, 

2017). Reality, according to the social constructivist position, is not a singular entity but is 

rather subjective and influenced by the context of the situation. Essentially, individual 

experiences and perceptions, the social environment, and the interaction between the 

individual and the researcher all influence what is defined as reality (Creswell, 2017). To 

unearth each participant’s “lived experiences” regarding the process of identity transition 

back to being a civilian, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews within a 

specific time frame (within five years of official retirement from active duty). The point of 

conducting the interviews was to understand the multiple meanings of a phenomenon from 

the minds of the people who experienced it as well as to develop interpretations of themes. It 

was important to be aware that participants have a subjective reality and that their reality 

may evolve as they processed their experiences through the interview (Creswell, 2017).  

 According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), reality is constructed by the research 

participant with an emphasis of understanding the “lived experiences” from the point of view 
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of those who live it day to day. The research on identity transition highlights that many 

factors can influence an individual’s transition, such as perceptions of self and the nature of 

the transition (Beder, 2012). The same could be said of people who are transitioning out of 

the military back to being a civilian. This study focused on the process of identity 

reconstruction after transitioning out of the military back into the civilian sector. 

 In sum, the phenomenological approach utilized for this study sought to explore the 

process of identity reconstruction among individuals transitioning from the military to being a 

civilian.  Although participants had unique experiences based on this phenomenon, a shared 

meaning was uncovered as a result of this exploration.  In order to capture the essence of this 

experience, it was important to recruit participants who have these unique experiences of 

transitioning from active duty Army to being a civilian in recent years.  This next section will 

detail the data collection procedures, including the recruitment of participants, eligibility 

requirements, primary interview, and follow-up.  

Data Collection Procedures 

  The aim of this research study was to describe identity reconstruction of individuals 

who are transitioning from military to civilian life. Finding participants who were currently 

experiencing the phenomenon allowed for an in-depth exploration of participants’ 

perceptions, perspectives, and understandings during the process of their identity 

reconstruction after transitioning out of the military. Due to the type of information gathered 

during the interviews, a semi-structured interview guide was utilized with 10 male 

participants. Additionally, all of the interviews were audio-recorded. Once the participants, 

male individuals who have retired from active duty military within five years, were selected, 

establishing a relationship and building trust were the next steps in the data collection 
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process. Building trust involved researcher and participants talking informally before 

interviews began, and throughout the semi structured process. As mentioned previously, each 

case study participant was interviewed and given questions for reflection. Interviews took 

place via phone in order to allow for further exploration during the interview process. Two 

pilot interviews were conducted prior to the other interviews via Skype in order to 

standardize the questions in an effort to better understand the lived experiences of 

individuals who have transitioned out of the military. 

Possible complications with data collection were the ability to obtain access to 

participants and the limited time individuals had to sit down for an interview. Due to this 

concern, participant recruitment remained relatively small; consent forms outlining the 

details of the study were provided to each participant. When conducting interviews, a secure 

recording device was used to ensure confidentiality (Creswell, 2017). The timing and length 

of the study was important to consider as many participants had full time jobs and other 

responsibilities. The length of the semi-structured interviews was around 45-60 minutes in 

length in order to explore the lived experiences of these individuals while also being mindful 

of other time commitments the participants may have had. 

Consensual Qualitative Research 

 Consensual Qualitative Research, also known as CQR, is an inductive method that is 

characterized by open-ended or semi-structured interview questions and focuses on the 

importance of context and words rather than numbers (Hill, 1997). Since this study was 

exploring the identity reconstruction of individuals transitioning out of the military, CQR 

methods were beneficial. CQR is especially well suited to research that requires rich 

descriptions of experiences, attitudes, and perceptions (Hill, 1997).  
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Data Sources 

Interviews.  Due to the phenomenological approach to this study, the primary source 

of data collection was individual interviews with 10 participants (Creswell, 2017).  The 

rationale behind using interviews was to be able to speak with participants about their 

experiences with transitioning from military to civilian life and the process of their identity 

reconstruction. Semi-structured interviews allowed for deeper exploration into the 

participants’ experiences in a free and open manner (Patton, 2002).  

  The interview between the researcher and each participant took place at an agreed 

upon time between the researcher and the participant over phone. The researcher began with 

informed consent, including a review of the purpose of the study, rights of the participants, 

confidentiality procedures, and an opportunity for participants to ask any questions they had 

about the study.  Following the informed consent process, a semi-structured interview format 

was utilized, extending between 45-60 minutes. A pre-designed interview guide was used as 

a flexible framework and was based on key concepts and questions that were most pertinent 

to the study (see Appendix I).  

The format of the interview allowed for questioning within the natural flow of the 

conversation, providing the opportunity for participants to speak on related issues they felt 

were important. The interviews were divided into three sections. The first interview section 

included information about the study’s aims and procedures, reiterated confidentiality, and 

oriented the participants to the interview process. The second section of the interview served 

as a rapport building section that helped make participants feel more comfortable with the 

disclosing of information. The third section of interview questions focused on gaining a 

better understanding of the process of identity reconstruction within individuals transitioning 
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from the military to civilian life. Questions explored how salient military identity was within 

the individuals (e.g., “How would you describe who you were while being active duty in the 

military?” Additional follow up questions included: a) What factors do you believe are 

important for an individual to have to best provide a successful transition? b) How, if any, has 

who you are changed since you transitioned out? Additional follow up questions were asked in 

order to clarify and obtain as much information as possible.   

Field notes. During the interview, the researcher utilized a fieldwork form (see 

Appendix J) that listed the questions, with space to write any reflections and thoughts that he 

experienced during the interview.  These field notes consisted of his reactions, thoughts, and 

initial interpretations of the participant’s responses to the interview questions.  The 

researcher used these field notes to help bracket his own assumptions and biases towards the 

phenomena of identity reconstruction among individuals transitioning from the military to 

being a civilian. 

 Reflexive journal. After each interview, the researcher recorded his personal 

thoughts, feelings, and reactions in a journal that was kept with all the data collected.  This 

reflective process aided in separating observational field notes from personal feelings during 

the data analysis. After saturation of data had been achieved after the 10 participants and 

results were analyzed and reported, the researcher shredded the raw materials within 6 

months after the final report write-up. 

 Equipment. All of the interviews were audio-recorded with two separate recording 

devices and saved onto a flash drive that were transcribed verbatim. Using two recording 

devices aided in ensuring that the interviews would be captured in their entirety in case of 

technical difficulties with one of the devices.  
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 Data storage. All electronic data collection materials were kept locked in a safe place 

where the researcher was the only person who had access. Interviews were recorded on an 

audio device and backed up to an encrypted thumb drive. All field notes were typed up the 

day of the interviews and were also kept locked in a safe place. 

 Field issues. The researcher limited the sample to a number that is recommended by 

experts in the field of phenomenological research to achieve saturation of data (Creswell, 

2017). While 10 participants were enough to achieve saturation of data, the researcher had 

planned to reach out to contractors who still worked in the military to identify potential 

candidates they have worked with in the past and are now retired until the numerical goal of 

eligible participants was needed in order to reach saturation 

 There was potential for some issues to arise during the interviews.  The researcher 

needed to be aware of how he chose to phrase follow-up questions so that he did not lead the 

participants through his own researcher lens. In order to practice asking follow up questions 

that were not guided or persuasive, the researcher conducted pilot interviews with two 

colleagues who had been through the transition of military to civilian life. Using the 

interview protocol guide and feedback from the pilot interviews participants aided the 

researcher with pace, phrasing, and choice of interview questions.   

Another potential issue was the equipment used to conduct the interviews. The 

researcher planned to use Skype or phone on his computer to conduct the interviews and it 

was possible that the computer would lose connectivity in the middle of the interview 

process. In order to mitigate this potential issue, the researcher conducted interviews in a 

place that had multiple outlets for internet connectivity that includes Wi-Fi as well as an 

internet cord connection to ensure the Skype or phone interview remained untethered. 
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Trustworthiness 

The goal of this qualitative study was to explore the process of identity among 

individuals who transitioned from military to civilian life. A phenomenological approach was 

utilized in order to better understand the lived experiences of identity of these individuals 

who had made the transition back to civilian life (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The results of 

this study may be used to develop more strategies and interventions for military personnel in 

transition and who may struggle with their change in identity. This study may also inform 

psychological practitioners about how best to serve this population in preparing to transition 

back to civilian life.  In order to achieve these results, the researcher needed to ensure that 

this study was representative of the participants who engaged in the interviews and that the 

findings may be transferable to other individuals who are transitioning from the military to 

being a civilian.  In order to ensure the authenticity of this study, the researcher took several 

steps throughout this process to achieve accuracy.  The following section will explore 

procedures that ensured trustworthiness or validity of the study, which refers to the 

authenticity and consistency of interpretations grounded in data (Morrow, 2005). 

The number of participants for this phenomenological approach was 10. By 

interviewing this number of participants in this study, data analysis allowed for a more rich, 

thick description of their experiences (Creswell, 2017). It was important to build trust and 

rapport with the participants in order to gather a true, representative sample. By interacting 

with participants using rapport-building questions at the beginning of the interview, a 

positive relationship was fostered between participants and the researcher, facilitating 

meaningful responses from the participants. Additionally, through the use of member 

checking, the researcher shared initial findings and interpretations of the results with the 
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participants and asked them if they were a true representation of their experiences. It is 

important that the participants had the opportunity to clarify their experiences and add 

information to the initial results.  

 Another strategy the researcher used to ensure trustworthiness of the data was through 

triangulation of data sources and investigators. Along with individual interviews, another 

source of data the researcher used was a reflective journal that detailed his thought processes 

and interpretations throughout the study. Additionally, the researcher took field notes during 

and following the interviews. Pulling from Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR), he also 

had external auditors who ensured that the codes and themes found were representative of the 

data (Hill, 1997). The external auditors were individuals removed from the study but well 

versed in qualitative research. By not being directly involved with the research, the auditors 

were able to provide valuable insights. Using multiple sources of data and co-investigators 

(auditor, member checking) ensured the validation of the results, as using these strategies 

confirmed the authenticity of the findings. 

In staying true to the phenomenological approach, it was important that the researcher 

bracketed his biases and assumptions (Husserl, 1970). To ensure validity, the researcher 

sought to be self-aware and address any past experiences with this phenomenon that shaped 

his interpretations. A related challenge with regard to subjectivity and the researcher being 

an insider to the culture was making sure that the data accurately represents the reality of the 

participant rather than that of the researcher (Morrow, 2005). Therefore, after the researcher 

had initially analyzed the data and developed emerging themes, it was critical that the 

researcher followed up and invited participant feedback to make sure he was giving an 

accurate voice to the process of identity in regards to transitioning from the military to 
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civilian life. The researcher presented initial themes via email to the participants in an effort 

to gain valuable feedback to ensure the data captured represented the reality of the 

participants (see Appendix K). Participants had the opportunity to add additional information 

that would clarify their experience by typing their feedback into the space provided by each 

theme and emailing this feedback back to the researcher (see Appendix L). 

Data Analysis 

 The data collected over the course of this research study included interviews and field 

notes that consisted of the researcher’s own interpretations and reactions to the interviews. 

The researcher transcribed interviews verbatim and transcripts were analyzed. By comparing 

each individual account, the aim was to identify patterns of commonalities and differences in 

the lived experiences of identity in individuals transitioning from military to civilian life.  

To begin the data analysis, the researcher read through all the transcripts to get a basic 

sense of the participants’ experiences making the transition to being a civilian. When reading 

through the interview transcripts, the researcher jotted down notes and ideas that aided in the 

organization of the data as well as pertinent key concepts that emerge. After the researcher 

had read through the data and gathered a general sense of information, the Quirkos (Version 

1.5; Turner, 2014) software program was utilized for analysis. Quirkos (Turner, 2014) was 

chosen because it groups codes into sub and sub-sub categories to show connections between 

themes in a clear, intuitive way. With Quirkos as a mechanism to code data, the researcher 

utilized a combination of inductive and deductive qualitative analysis methods to discover 

emerging patterns, themes, and categories within the data (Patton, 2002). In the first phase of 

analysis, inductive analysis was used and the raw data from the interviews with the 

participants was coded with detailed descriptions and experiences from the participant 
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interviews. After all of the transcripts were coded with Quirkos, the researcher listed all of 

the code words that appeared based on similar patterns (Turner, 2014). 

After all the codes had been listed, the goal was to collapse the list of codes to a 

manageable number of around 20 codes. The researcher began to reduce any overlap of codes 

and if there were code words that were often repeated from the participants, they were kept, 

while code words that only appeared two times or less were not included in the next phase of 

analysis (Hill, 1997). It was important to take notice of codes that consistently repeat 

themselves as they lead to the pertinent themes of the participants’ experience.  After the 

codes had been listed and grouped together based on similarity, the next step was to collapse 

the list of codes to a manageable number, which was between 10-15 codes.   

After codes had been organized and reduced, the next phase of analysis was to look 

for patterns, themes, and categories within the codes. Using the software program, the 

researcher identified eight general themes based on the interconnectedness of the codes.  

After those themes have been identified, they were compared with the original data along 

with the field notes that were taken during the interviews.   

After coding, the researcher shared findings with participants to make sure the 

interpretation of themes was accurately represented by their experiences. To ensure that the 

researcher’s interpretations and reactions did not demonstrate bias towards the participants and 

their experience, the researcher additionally met with committee members to review the initial 

themes and interpretations and reactions of those themes.  Participants were encouraged to read 

through these themes and were given the opportunity to add to the themes to ensure that their 

experiences are represented.  In addition, participants also had the opportunity to address themes 

that did not represent their experience.  After the initial themes were developed, the researcher 
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emailed the themes to the participants asking them to review them.  Each theme had space for 

participant to add their feedback to the findings.  After the participants read through these themes 

and made adjustments that they found necessary, they emailed their feedback to the researcher. 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the essence of participants’ 

shared experience (Creswell, 2017), and the aim was to make sure that the research portrayed 

what those experiences meant to the individuals who lived them. After all feedback was 

received and themes had been adjusted, the researcher began the final write-up of the results 

of the study.  After the final write-up was completed, the researcher sent a copy of the results 

to the participants in addition to their $10 for having participated in the study. 

Ethical Considerations 

 While conducting this study, a major focus was the protection of participants from 

harm. This research adhered to APA ethical standards Section 4.01 and Section 8.02 of the 

Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct, in order to protect the identities of 

participants as well as to make sure participants were well informed about the nature of the 

research (APA, 2017). During the informed consent process at the beginning of the 

interview, participants were fully informed about the purpose of the research study and that 

participation in the study was completely voluntary. The consent form consisted of the 

purpose of the study, confidentiality procedures, and a description of the methods of the 

study (i.e., nature of interviews, member checks). The researcher gave an explanation of the 

potential risks and benefits of participation and he informed participants that should they 

wish to withdraw, they were able to do so at any point during the study without penalty. 

Potential benefits for participants in the study included an increased awareness for the 

participants of their own identity process and possible strategies to help future veterans with 
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the transition. Military programs involved with the transition process of individuals moving 

on from the military could utilize the findings to promote and provide strategies and social 

support for their personnel in preparing for the emotional and psychological stress that may 

come with the transition back to civilian life.  

 In addition to sharing a description and purpose of the study, the informed consent 

process included providing resources to participants (see Appendix J), including counseling 

resources, the researcher’s contact information, and a supervisor’s contact information 

should participants have further questions or concerns. The researcher also provided an 

explanation of who would have access to the data and information that was audiotaped, 

namely the researcher, dissertation chair, and an outside transcription agency. Building 

rapport with this specific population was a little difficult because the only prior interaction 

between researcher and participants were emails beforehand to establish the time of the 

interview; therefore, establishing good rapport from the interview was crucial to obtain the 

most accurate and truthful data. Providing participants with information in regards to how 

the data collected was used and made public helped with building rapport since they knew 

that their identities and privacy were protected.  In the event that participants become 

distressed during the interview, the researcher stopped the interview and offered to process 

their feelings, along with providing a resource list of referrals to local mental health agencies 

close. This effort addressed and reduced any harm to the participants of the study. 

Additionally, to protect the participant’s identities, the researcher utilized a pseudonym for 

participants on raw data and in the write up of findings.  

 In writing up initial interpretations, the researcher was deliberate in leaving out 

revealing unique characteristics of individuals that may inadvertently identify participants. 
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For added protection, all interview data and tape recordings were kept in a secure location 

known only to the researcher. Raw data was destroyed upon completion of the study. 

Pseudonyms were used when writing up the data and results to increase the confidentiality 

and privacy of participants.  

Limitations 
 
 There were several limitations that existed in this study. The first limitation was that 

since these were phenomenological semi-structured interviews with 10 male participants, the 

results cannot be generalized to female individuals who are experiencing transition. Also, a 

unique component of the participants is the length of service (i.e., 20 years) each one had as they 

all served in various leadership roles. Therefore, a limitation is this study is not generalizable to 

all soldiers transitioning from the military, in particular individuals with shorter terms of service 

(i.e., 2-4 years). Additionally, this study focused on individuals who were Army veterans. 

Although this study sought to explore the process of identity among individuals who transitioned 

from the military to civilian life, it should not be assumed that the themes that arose would be 

consistent with the other armed forces since they have different challenges and programs than the 

Army. Therefore, these results cannot be generalized to individuals who have transitioned from 

the other armed forces (e.g., Navy, Marines, Coast Guard, Air Force).  

 Another limitation was the bias of the researcher. The researcher's familiarity of working 

with the Army, where he obtained study participants, increased rapport among research 

participants and also presented opportunity for bias.  Due to the nature of a phenomenological 

approach, it was important that the participant’s true experiences were shown in the study and 

not represented by the researcher’s interpretations. One way the researcher reduced bias in the 

study was to engage in a self-reflective journal recording his thoughts throughout the process. 
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Another limitation of the study was that the primary research method is focused on interviews. 

Due to the nature of the study, data does not include observations within assistance-program 

settings of how individuals’ identity shaped during the actual transition. Linking interviews 

along with observational data could have provided a more holistic perspective on the process of 

identity with individuals transitioning out of the military to civilian life.  

Summary 

 While a number of research studies exist related to identity following transition out of 

sport, limited studies focus on individuals who are transitioning out of the military to being a 

civilian (Ahern et al., 2015). This study sought to explore and understand the process of 

identity reconstruction among individuals transitioning from the military to civilian life. 

Focusing on these personnel, as well as their experiences with this phenomenon, may inform 

counseling psychologists as to how to work with people who are transitioning back to being a 

civilian.  Findings may provide guidance regarding implementing coping strategies and 

developing a well-rounded identity that can be beneficial when making the transition to 

being a civilian after leaving the military. By understanding the process of identity 

reconstruction someone goes through when transitioning from the military to civilian life, 

future research could continue to aid in helping answer the question: Who am I now?  

 

 

 

 

 

 



EXPLORING IDENTITY  71 

     CHAPTER FOUR 

          RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 This chapter presents the findings from this study of exploring identity among 

individuals who have recently transitioned from active duty to civilian life. Responses to the 

four primary research questions were used to determine common themes across the 

participants. This section is organized by the four primary research questions, and further 

delineated into eight major themes: (a) lack of purpose; (b) leader of soldiers; (c) new 

normal; (d) strong support network; (e) importance of preparation; (f) military identity; (g) 

lack of understanding; and (h) job requirements. In correspondence to each of the primary 

research questions, each of these major themes is described, including quotations from the 

participants to illustrate each theme. 

Description of Participants 

 This critical phenomenological study was developed from individual interviews with 

10 veterans who previously served in active duty Army (Table 1). All 10 veterans completed 

the demographic questionnaire and provided informed consent for this study. Two interested 

participants did not respond to an email about scheduling an interview or did not fit the 

interview schedule.   

  The participants ranged in number of years serving in active duty from 16 to 24 years 

(M = 20.8). Among the participants, all 10 identified as male and seven identified as White 

(70%), two identified as Hispanic (20%), and one identified as Black (10%). Additionally, 

the number of overseas deployments among participants’ experiences ranged from two to 

seven deployments (M = 3.9). The participants were recruited from the following regions of 

the United States: Southeast (n = 3), Northeast (n = 2), West (n = 2), and Midwest (n = 3).  
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Detailed demographic information and their experiences will be discussed in the participant 

narratives.  

Table 1  

Participant Demographic Information 
          

  Age Years of 
Service 

Number of 
Deployments 

Years of 
Retirement  

Relationship 
Status  

Current 
Occupation 

Pseudonym* 
      

       

DP 1 42 21 3 2 Married Photographer 

DM 2 45 24 7 1 Married  Business  

JG 3 41 20 4 3 Married  Retired 

JP 4 43 20 3 1.5 Married Truck Driver 

AH 5 44 22 4 1 Single  Sales 
Consultant 

GL 6 39 21 3 1 Married  Government 

JL 7 42 24 7 1 Married  Packaging 

TJ 8 38 20 2 1 Divorced Government 

TR 9 35 16 3  1 Married  Student 

PM 10 42 20 3  2 Single  Sales 
Profession 

*Actual participant names not used to protect 
confidentiality 

   

 

Domestic Participant Narratives 

 This critical phenomenological study captured the lived experiences of 10 veterans 

returning to civilian life. The following is a detailed description of each participant in order 



EXPLORING IDENTITY  73 

to provide the reader with a better understanding of their individual experience and to aid in 

understanding the research results. All names are pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality 

of participants.   

 DP 1. DP1 is a 42-year-old male, who first entered the military after a semester in 

college in which he discovered he needed more discipline in order to be more successful post 

high school studies. While in service, DP1 was an 11B, which is an infantryman, and he was 

deployed three times over his military career. After serving for 21 years, he retired due to the 

birth of his first child. DP1 has been retired from active duty military for two years and 

currently lives in the Midwest region of the United States. His current occupation includes 

being a full-time photographer.  

 DM 2. DM2 is a 45-year-old male, who first entered the military after realizing there 

were no career jobs he could invest in from his hometown. While in service, DM2 was a 

25U, which is signal systems support specialist, and he was deployed seven times over his 

military career. After serving for 24 years, he retired as he reported being ready for the next 

phase of his life. DM2 has been retired from active duty military for one year and currently 

lives in the Southeast region of the United States. He and his wife currently manage an 

acupuncture business.  

 JG 3.  JG 3 is a 41-year-old male, who first entered the military after wanting to leave 

his small hometown and explore the rest of the world. While in service, JG 3 was a 19K, 

which is an armor crewman, and he was deployed four times over his military career. After 

serving for 20 years, he retired in order to receive the benefits package the military offers 

after 20 years of service. JG 3 has been retired from active duty military for three years and 



EXPLORING IDENTITY  74 

he currently lives in the Southeast region of the United States. He is retired and travels the 

country with his wife.  

 JP 4. JP 4 is a 43-year-old male, who first entered the military seeking full-time 

employment. While in service, JP 4 was an 11B, which is an infantryman, and he was 

deployed three times over his military career. After serving for 20 years, he retired in order 

to receive the benefits package the military offers after 20 years of service. JP 4 has been 

retired from active duty military for one and half years sand currently lives in the Southeast 

region of the United States. His current occupation is a full-time truck driver.  

 AH 5.  AH 5 is a 44-year-old male, who first entered the military in order to serve his 

country along with acquire new skills he can use in life. While in service, AH 5 was a 19D, 

which is a cavalry scout, and he was deployed four times over his military career. After 

serving for 22 years, he retired in order to receive the benefits package the military offers 

after 20 years of service. AH 5 has been retired from active duty military for one year and 

currently lives in the Southeast region of the United States. His current occupation is a sales 

consultant for a firearms manufacturing company. 

 GL 6.  GL 6 first entered the military wanting to find purpose and direction. While in 

service, GL 6 was an 11Z, which is a command sergeant major, and he was deployed three 

times over his military career. After serving for 21 years, he received medical retirement 

related to injuries he sustained while in service. GL 6 has been retired from active duty 

military for six months and currently lives in the Midwest region of the United States. His 

current occupation is as a federal employee.  

 JL 7.  JL 7 first entered the military after wanting to leave his small hometown and 

have a change of pace While in service, JL 7 was a 11B4P, which is an infantryman and he 
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was deployed seven times over his military career. After serving for 24 years, he retired due 

to the maximum time allowed for rank and years in service without being promoted (i.e. 26 

years). JL 7 has been retired from active duty military for one year and currently lives in the 

Southeast region of the United States. His current occupation is working for a COO/CFO of a 

packaging company. 

 TJ 8.  TJ 8 first entered the military due to wanting to travel more in is life. While in 

service, TJ 8 was a 25B, which is an information technology specialist, and deployed two 

times over his military career. After serving for 20 years, he retired due to the benefits 

package the military offers of 20 years of service. TJ 8 has been retired from active duty 

military for one year and currently lives in the Southeast region of the United States. His 

current occupation includes working for the government.  

 TR 9.  TR 9 first entered the military due the events of 9/11. While in service, TR 9 

was a 13M/13Z, which is a senior sergeant for rocket launch systems, and he was deployed 

three times over his military career. After serving for 16 years, he separated from the Army 

with an honorable discharge. TR 9 has been retired from active duty military for one year 

and currently lives in the Northeast region of the United States. He is currently a full-time 

student at a local university. 

 PM 10.  PM 10 first entered the military after not being successful in college and 

looking more for a purpose and for a way to separate himself from his peers. While in 

service, PM 10 was an 11B, which is an infantryman, and he was deployed three times over 

his military career. After serving for 20 years, he retired due to the benefits package the 

military offers of 20 years of service. PM 10 has been retired from active duty military for 
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two years and he currently lives in the Western region of the United States. His current 

occupation is a solution sales professional for a high-end company.  

Research Question One 

 As aforementioned, the first research question of this study was: What is the process of 

identity reconstruction among individuals who transitioned from active duty to civilian life. 

Several themes emerged from the data that provide insight into how individuals viewed their 

identity before they entered the service, while they were active duty, and how they viewed their 

identity upon entering the civilian world again. These themes provide a better understanding of 

this reconstruction process and the unique experiences of these individuals, including an 

experience of uncertainty or lack of purpose prior to entering the military, being a leader of 

soldiers during their military experience, and identifying new roles in their lives following 

military service.  

 Lack of purpose. In accordance with the interpretation and analysis of the participants’ 

responses along with field notes, multiple people spoke about uncertainty of who they were prior 

to joining the military. When describing what their identity was prior to joining the military, 

many participants explained they had a shallow view of the world and a lack of purpose. 

Additionally, participants were uncertain as to who they wanted to be as many of them were 

wanting to get out of the towns where they grew up. For instance, DP 1 described himself prior 

to joining the military as “I, ah, I was kind of a punk kid who thought that he knew a lot about 

the world, and didn't really know a ton.” DM 2 also described himself in the same manner: 

 So, prior to me joining the military, I, how do I describe myself? I was a punk! Um, I... in 

 high school, I was, I was the only person in my high school to ever get a scholarship. 

 I came from a really small school. 
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Some participants also had trouble with a lack of direction or purpose in what they wanted to 

pursue. They reported they had uncertainty of their sense of self and were unsure of what they to 

do in life. For instance, JP 4 noted: 

I just was. Um, prior, prior to making the decision one day on a whim to join the military, 

I had non- I had neither. No purpose, no direction. I was a high school dropout. I was 

content to party all the time and, live off of whoever would allow me to crash on their 

couch. I- I was... I really didn't have a direction or a purpose. I just was. 

 Leader of soldiers. When describing themselves during their time in the military, many 

participants mentioned being a leader as part of their identity. Participants reported that as part of 

the culture, the military helped cultivate and enhance the trait of leading others. Also, depending 

on the rank they were at the time, the identity of being a leader was more ingrained for some of 

the participants. For instance, DM 2 spoke about his experiences during training in the military 

shifted how he viewed himself: 

      It kind of really, really, really hit home on me. And, um, that's when I became       

     a good leader, is when I started realizing that learning how to actually           

     communicate with people and being about teamwork and all that stuff. 

JG 3 also echoed the sentiment of identifying himself as a leader. He noted:  

     Um, I mean, I was an NCO, so I considered myself a leader, you know. Again,      

     uh, took care of my guys. My guys took care of me. Again, there, there was a           

     sense of duty. I had pride in what I, what I did. I had pride in wearing the             

     uniform. 
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The identity of being a leader is engrained in soldiers from their time in the military. It is 

interesting to note that depending on how one answers the question of who they are, they may 

not be ready for transitioning out of the military as echoed by DP 1: 

    Uh, I would even probably challenge and say if your immediate response is         

     I'm a leader you're probably not ready to get out because you're still, unless        

     you're like, an active leader in some organization other that the army, you're still trying       

     to hold onto something that's going to disappear very, very quickly. 

Many of the participants discussed the importance of being a leader of soldiers both while on and 

off deployments. Specifically, time on deployment shaped a few of the participants into a 

different version of themselves than who they were prior to their deployment, as noted by GL 6:  

 Oh, I mean, every, I changed when I came back, specifically due to the PTSD, um, so 

 physically my reactions to things changed. How I looked at life and how I  approach 

 situations, um, it made me more, um, uh, held back about doing certain things, as before I 

 was more happy go lucky, I didn't care what, what happened. Um, so yeah, I mean, 

 it did change me, as far as, like, self-efficacy goes, um, I think it changed me to the 

 fact that, uh, I didn't take things for granted as much as I used to, and I viewed the world 

 differently, and what I mean by differently, is I think I was more along the lines of, um, I 

 guess, for lack of better terms, more  sociopathic before, not giving a crap about anybody 

 but myself. Now after deployment I was a little more, um, empathetic, um, about 

 everything and everyone around me. Because a lot of people think that Sergeant Majors, 

 Majors, and above, don't want to be perceived as broke, hurt, um, weak, Um, a lot of 

 them thought it as, thought it was, saw it as a weakness, or somebody being broke, but in 

 the long run I was able to keep more of my soldiers because they were able to get the 
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 help they needed, um, I don't know, I think I just approached things differently because 

 of my own personal perspective on self-worth and identity. 

Other participants spoke about how being on deployment changed how they identified 

themselves and echoed how they became more empathetic and developed a stronger leadership 

style. For example, JL 7 noted, “I think for me individually, my leadership became stronger uh, 

through the deployments.”  

 New roles. In accordance with the interpretation and analysis of the participants’ 

responses, multiple people spoke about a shift in their identity upon their transition out of the 

military and an attempt to reconstruct who they were as people. When describing the cognitive 

shift of their identity after transitioning form active duty, some participants spoke about coming 

to an understanding that they were no longer the person they were while active duty as JL 7 

noted: 

 You're used to being on the top of your game. And when you come back into the civilian 

 world, well you know, it's kind of hard to understand that you're not in charge of anything 

 anymore. It's kind of hard for you to understand that um, you know, you're not, you're not 

 the, the guy that people were gonna come to when they need something because you're 

 not in the leadership role in a company. 

A component that aided DP 1 in figuring out his new normal was asking himself how he 

responded to his own personal identity as well as those who were asking him. For instance, he 

mentioned:  

I think when people started asking me what I did, I think before I got out, that answer 

depended on who was asking me the question. Started to switch from I am a soldier to I 

am a photographer or I am a teacher. 
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Other members spoke about how other identities were able to become more salient within them 

as they no longer had to associate as being a soldier. TR 9 spoke about his identity as a father by 

stating, “I almost- you know I get to be dad again? Or, you know, I get to be dad for once.” 

Additionally, TR noted his surprise as to his overall happiness about the ability to identify 

himself differently: 

Uh, guess how happy I was gonna be, like I thought, I mean, you know for 16 years that 

the- the fear was put into you, All right, you don't want to be on the outside world, you- 

life in the army's so much easier. This. That. And you're like- so you're like, you fear- 

you're apprehensive to step out the door, to take that uniform off. 

 DP 1 also spoke to the importance of family and how he identified himself: 

Um, being a father to two little kids, especially being home primarily with them. Um, and 

I think that's been a huge part of my identity too now. I'm now responsible for making 

sure I don't raise, you know, two human beings that I wouldn't be proud of, wouldn't want 

to have a beer with, uh, you know and I'm already thinking of them as who they are as 

adults. I'm thinking a lot about the values and the character strength. 

Research Question Two 

 The second research question of this study is: What factors play a role in a successful 

transition from military to civilian life? Several themes emerged from the data that provide 

insight into this question, including (a) the importance of having a strong support network 

surrounding the individual transitioning, which includes both family and fellow veterans, (b)  an 

emphasis on preparation for the transition.  

 Strong support network. Participants reported that various types of social support can 

impact the ease of the transition. The type of social support participants identified as important 
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ranged from having family by their side to support groups and resources. Many participants 

spoke about the importance of having a supportive family to help aid in the transition and the 

relationships that were being established. For example, PM 10 mentioned, “Relationships are 

definitely the pulling of the realm.” Both AH 5 and GL 6 spoke to the importance of having a 

support group and AH 5 explained:  

Uh, so you can find those little groups, and find out what you really need. Uh, to get into 

that community. And what you need, the skills to get hired in that. Plus it gives you the 

networking, and you know people there.  

GL 6 spoke about the importance of learning from those who have previously transitioned out. 

“Um, friends that are already out, that are, that have already experienced what you're going to 

experience. Um, uh, VA support, um, for medical.” 

Additionally, participants reported utilizing some of the resources the military provides in order 

to aid in a successful transition and networking opportunities, as noted by GL 6: 

 Um, yeah, from my perspective getting out, I noticed that not only from the 

 positive side, that people helped you with certain processes that were, um, for lack 

 of better terms, um, uh, anxious creating, creating, create, create anxiousness, like 

 people were getting out, they're like, "Oh my god, I don't know what's going to 

 happen." Um, "I don't know how I'm going to get taken care of." They have these 

 executive level meetings for Captains, and Sergeant Major, and above. Actually, Major, 

 and Sergeant Major and above, that help you with transitioning, even to the point where 

 you're assisted with resumes and assisted with finding jobs, and linking you with people. 

 That's the positive side. 
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 Importance of Preparation. Multiple participants spoke to the importance of planning 

out their future well in advance and prior to the transition. They spoke about how many 

individuals who are transitioning out have the idea that their service will allow them to walk into 

the civilian workforce and have a high-level job. They reported that this portion of their training 

is where the military can fail people and that there should be much more emphasis on 

understanding how the transition process works and preparation. These participants spoke about 

beginning to plan their transition almost two to three years before they were actually 

transitioning into the civilian world. For example, JG 3 indicated before the transition out, “So, 

just being able to plan, prepare, and then take responsibility. Say, 'Okay, hey, I need to ... This is 

what my end goal is going to be. How do I get to that end goal?'. Additionally, JG 3 noted the 

timeline of when to start preparing to transition, “Yeah. 12, 12 months you start your plan and 

then six months you start, should start putting your plan into place. Between the, I say the 4, 6 

month mark.” GL 6 echoed the sentiment of preparation by “ having a plan to get to that. I think 

what has helped a lot of the people that I've mentored through this, is having a vision board.” It 

was further emphasized by multiple participants to not only plan for yourself upon transitioning 

but taking care of your family by utilizing all the resources the military could provide, as noted 

by GL 6: 

 Start taking care of yourself and your family at least a year before getting out, and 

 what I mean by that is, any type of medical things that you need or your family needs, 

 um, setting up your spouse or yourself up in the future for where you're going to live and 

 what job you're going to find, um, and take advantage of SFL-TAP employment 

 opportunities. 
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TJ 8 further emphasized the importance of preparation in order to have a more successful 

transition: 

Prepare. Prepare. Prepare. Do your research, take advantage of the different classes, and 

the different trainings that they offer, 'cause, the, the bulk of it isn't mandatory, it's only a 

few mandatory things like, making sure your records are in order. 

Similarly, DM 2 also echoed the importance of planning prior to the transition out: 

Well, so, I got yes and no. So, I was a, I'm a lucky one because my wife and I opened our 

business a year before I got out. So it was already, but we planned it right? We planned it 

because we're planners but we planned, we opened the business because, you know, as a, 

you know, a means to an end, you know, what we were gonna do when we got out. So, I 

didn't have to worry about that. But, yeah like, I have a lot of friends that got out of the 

military, didn't have a plan, and now, and I think it's a big reason, like, the military does 

not set people up for outside the military. 

Many participants also noted the importance of taking advantage of existing programs the 

military provides to assist in the transition process, even before the actual transition. Participants 

reported that these programs helped them prepare for making the transition as noted by PM 10:  

 Um, you know, definitely take advantage of all of the, uh, transition programs 'cause t

 here are a p- you know, a plethora of them now. I took advantage of, you know, one of t

 them. 

However, participants reported that often times it is difficult for people to attend the courses, as 

JL 7 recounted, “90% of the problem is people don't attend these classes.” Participants reported 

that most of the transition classes were optional and not a requirement and that often times the 

classes would be after work hours. To aid in preparing for a more successful transition, 
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participants mentioned the importance of taking advantage of the process the military has for 

changing a civilian into a soldier and reorienting them back to being a civilian as proposed by 

AH 5:    

 I would, uh... The big thing that I would do is... We take... It takes us 22 weeks on 

 the average to turn a civilian into a soldier. So, I would do a, you know, we'll just  call it 

 15 weeks. Your last 15 weeks in the Army, you would basically go to a civilian battalion, 

 and you still have a wear a uniform, you still... Couldn't grow your hair out and all that 

 sort of stuff. But things like that battalion you would be using normal people work. You 

 would be showing up at 9 a.m. instead of 0900. And there would be classes. It would be, 

 you know, classes on vocabulary. There would be class, you know, three weeks long 

 class on translating your military experience into civilian experience rather than a three 

 hour class. Uh, and basically you would just take that, you know, over that 15 weeks 

 you'd be able to go and you'd be able to have time to do appointments. Because we have 

 the Warrior Transition Battalion now. You would hand over all your responsibilities, 

 you would hand over all that stuff, and you would be working on your transition,  going 

 to your appointments, making sure that, you know... And then there would still be Army 

 things where you get graded on your resume, and you get, you know, graded on that sort 

 of stuff? And you get reprimanded if you use, like hoo-ah, and, you know, that sort of 

 stuff. It would be Army, but it would be focused on that transition. 

Research Question Three 

The third question this study investigated was: What factors could impede and hinder individuals 

from making a successful transition from active duty to civilian life. Two themes emerged 

related to the third research question. The first theme was the saliency of the military identity 
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among individuals as they were transitioning out. Age, time served in service, and rank were 

found to have an impact on the salience of the military identity. Another theme was an 

insufficient understanding and lack of awareness by civilians of the intricacies of the military 

culture to aid individuals in the transition. Further, civilians transition out of the military 

expressed a lack of awareness about how civilians would treat them.  

 Military identity.  When describing difficulties in the ability to be able to have a 

successful transition, the theme of military identity and culture were prevalent throughout the 

interviews.  Most participants spoke about how the military is a different lifestyle and that even 

the thought process is different from that of civilian life. They reported many veterans find it 

extremely hard to make a life shift after so many years of having the same identity and being 

ingrained in the military culture. Factors such as age, time served in service, and rank were found 

to have an impact on how salient the military identity was for participants. According to 

participants, the higher the rank, the more difficult it was to let go of the military identity.  For 

example, DM 2 spoke about the difficulties of letting go of the culture and rank upon transition: 

  And that's something, like, like, I know a lot of people that get out, they're higher     

 ranking people, they have a hard time letting go. And letting go of the military, letting go 

 of their rank, because that's all they've known for years.  

The military identity is also prevalent for those participants who had difficulties from their 

fellow soldiers, as AH 5 noted: 

 As soon as you put in your retirement packet, or you don't sign up to reenlist, 

 everybody thinks you're a quitter. The impact of the military identity can be seen from 

 both personal identity standpoint along with feeling like one is betraying their fellow 

 soldiers. I was so ready to be a civilian that I wanted to be able to leave that Army 
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 identity behind. Of course, I wanted their money for retirement. But I wanted to be as 

 far away from that culture as I could. 

On a similar note, there is a sense of having to change one’s sense of self in order to conform to 

the military identity and culture that made it difficult while being active duty as well as during 

transitioning as noted by both PM 10 and GL 6:  

 Yeah so it made, it made for a very interesting experience for yourself is almost this 

 idea of having to hide a little bit of who you were to kinda conform to, you know, what 

 the culture presented and like what people were doing (PM 10) 

 And when you're out, you're just a number. Ain't nobody, there's nobody going to  go 

 back in the system and be like, "Oh, this guy really did break his back." (GL 6) 

Other participants also echoed the difficulties of letting go of the military identity and of the 

ability to lead others, as noted by JL 7: 

 You're used to being on the top of your game. And when you come back into the civilian 

 world, well you know, it's kind of hard to understand that you're not in charge of anything 

 anymore. It's kind of hard for you to understand that um, you know, you're not, you're not 

 the, the guy that people were gonna come to when they need something because you're 

 not in the leadership role in a company. 

 Lack of understanding.  Another impeding factor that emerged as a theme of this study 

and that was described by multiple participants was a lack of understanding from civilians as to 

what job titles or roles the participants had while being in active duty. For example, DM 2 spoke 

about the lack of care from civilians “And then when you step in the civilian world, people don't 

care, they thank you for your service, but they don't really care all the great things you did in the 

military.” TR 9 also echoed the lack of understanding from the civilian side by stating:  
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 Like it- nobody cares if you were a- a Sergeant Major in the army. Or if you were  a four 

 star general. You know, especially if you get away from, you know, military installations, 

 there's a lot of military around, the ... you know, the- the thought process of a civilian that 

 has no real connection to the military. 

From the military side, some participants also spoke about how some soldiers feel like there is a 

sense of entitlement for them upon reentering the civilian world and a concurrent lack of 

planning for the transition, as noted by JG 3: 

 Sense of entitlement. So, you know, there's a lot of, lot of soldiers who get out and 

 think that, um, they are owed something because they've served their, their 

 country. Well, I'm going to get a job because I, I've served our country.' Yeah, so did 1.7 

 million other individuals across America that are applying probably for that same type of 

 job. This is in all ranks, not just young, young guys but even seen some Full-Bird 

 Colonels, um, a General, and they had that false sense of, false sense of entitlement and 

 then they weren't honest with themselves. 

Research Question Four 

The final question this study investigated was: Was there anything surprising about the transition 

for the participants? A major theme of the responses to this question included the job 

requirements and qualifications one might need to have in order to find employment after the 

transition from active duty. 

 Job requirement.  Based on participants’ responses, one of the most surprising factors 

for four (JG 3, GL 6, JL 7, PM 10) of the ten participants was that the ability to acquire a job was 

easier than they realized. Many participants reported that it was important to be able to speak 

about the experiences they had acquired over their time in the military in a way that would 
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translate into the civilian workforce.  For example, JG 3 expressed that due to his experiences, he 

was able to acquire a job for which he did not have the correct credentials. He noted “Probably 

one of the most surprising part ... For the job I got required to have basically, I was supposed to 

have a PhD.” Additionally, he explained that “So, I think one of the surprises for me was 

sometimes that job listing is not truly what you have to have. There's ways around it.” The idea 

of being hired based on experiences was echoed by PM 10:  

 I'm actually really surprised that, um, you know, there's companies that will hire you, uh, 

 you know, based off of your experience. And that they will, you know, invest in you and, 

 and pay you just as much as somebody that has an MBA. You know, my credentials on 

 paper do not look as good as most of my peers. Um, yet I get selected over my, you 

 know, many of my peers for positions which, you know, I was shocked at that and I am 

 still a little bit, um, you know, kinda uneasy about. Um, you, you know, folks who have 

 been in this business for, um, you know, their whole life or whatever, you know, for, for, 

 you know, 15, 20 years or something like that. 

In addition to being surprised by job requirements, a few participants did note the importance of 

having some sort of education as part of the ability to find a job. Specifically, participants 

emphasizes that providing an education was not something the military did, but participants 

found that an education to be highly valued upon transitioning, as noted by DM 2:  

 As an enlisted soldier in the military, I didn't have to have college. I didn't have to, like, I 

 didn't even get, I didn't get my degree until I was almost out of the military. And, like, in 

 the civilian world, like, you have to have a degree. I don't know, like, I just think that, 

 like, so they don't push education. And I think, in today's world, you have to have an 

 education. 
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 Ease of transition. Another major theme that was surprising to participants was the ease 

with which they were able to make the transition from military to civilian life. A handful of 

participants spoke about how there was an initial fear of transitioning placed on them by the 

military. For example TR 9 mentioned:  

 Uh, guess how happy I was gonna be, like I thought, I mean, you know for 16 years that 

 the fear was put into you. All right, you don't want to be on the outside world, you- life in 

 the army's so much easier. This. That. And you're like- so you're like, you fear- you're 

 apprehensive to step out the door, to take that uniform off. 

 Other participants spoke about the ease with which they were able to transition after moving 

forward from the initial fear of the transitioning itself. For example, AH 5 mentioned: 

 Uh, just at how easy it was for me. There was a lot of fear there, and there was a lot of 

 things, but that effort that I put into it, um, like I stopped saying, you know, roger, and I 

 started changing my vocabulary two to three years out. 

Additionally, GL 6 explained that due to his identity changing prior to transitioning out, there 

was more ease for him to move forward by stating “ Um, it was easier than everybody told me it 

was going to be, but I think that's because of my own, um, changing identity prior to getting 

out.” 

Summary of Findings  

 In sum, findings of this study included several major themes such as the new roles of 

identity after transition, successful factors that aid in transition, including a strong support 

network, impeding factors such as a strong military identity, and surprising factors related to job 

requirements and ease of the transition. Most participants recognized that their identity changed 

upon entering the military from the point of active duty to now, and their experiences shaped 
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who they are today. Additionally, many participants noted that there needs to be more emphasis 

placed upon providing individuals with resources and the time to be able to prepare for 

transition into civilian life in order to aid in improving overall well-being and success rate.  

 
 
Figure 1. A visual representation of the themes.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY 

 Who am I now? Unfortunately for many people transitioning out of the military to 

civilian life, the answer to this question can be complex and difficult. According to the 

Department of Veteran Affairs (2017), there are roughly 22 million American veterans, 

which accounts for approximately 7% of the total U.S. population. Individuals who have 

served military careers for 10-20 years have known a certain way of life and transitioning out 

of the military culture can have an impact on an individual’s identity (Binks & Cambridge, 

2017). However, little is known about how the transition from military to civilian life 

impacts an individual’s identity and what factors are important in facilitating a successful 

transition (Ahern et al., 2015). Fortunately, programs are in place (e.g., finance, resume 

writing) to assist military personnel go through the transition from being active duty to 

retiring. But are these programs enough to fully aid in helping an individual navigate through 

a successful transition? They are designed to help the individual in various aspects of their 

life, such as competing for jobs, but to what extent are they preparing military personnel for 

life outside of the confines of military culture? Only a handful of research studies have 

focused on transitioning out of the military and they share a common thread throughout their 

conclusions. Self-identity issues and the continued formation of identity are of concern for 

many service members throughout their transition into civilian life (Buell, 2010; Drops, 

1979; Savion, 2009).  

Background and Context 

 Many attempts have been made to describe the complexities of military culture.  

Researchers within psychology agree that a common thread of military culture is the 
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emphasis on the group as a whole as opposed to the individual (Boose, 1993; French, 2005; 

Goldstein, 2001; Huntington, 1957; Verrips, 2006; Woodward & Jenkings, 2011). Deep 

relationships develop between military personnel throughout their service, and these bonds 

are difficult to understand for someone not enveloped within the military culture (Bryan & 

Morrow, 2011; Sørensen, 2011; Verrips, 2006). Emphasis on behaviors and values such as 

loyalty, duty, and even self-sacrifice are prevalent among military personnel (Bragin, 2010; 

Goldstein, 2001). During the acculturation process, soldiers learn to suppress their 

individuality in favor of the requirements of the collective group (Ben-Ari, 1998; Hall, 

2012). Due to this emphasis on the group as a whole, many researchers suggest that a person 

begins to change their perception of self. People acculturated into the military begin to form 

a new sense of group identity rather than individual aspects of themselves prior to entering 

into service (Beder, 2012; Bragin, 2010; Cabrera, Figley, & Yarvis, 2012; Coll, Weiss, & 

Yarvis, 2012).  

 The transition and reintegration into civilian life may become a challenge for military 

personnel due to their strong learned military self-identity (Beder, 2012; Bragin, 2010; Bryan 

& Morrow, 2011; Edström, Lunde, & Haaland, 2009; Haynie & Shepherd, 2011).  Events 

such as field exercises and combat training are examples of military cultural phenomena that 

can shape military identity. These events help build camaraderie among military members 

and can lead to further deepening of a military identity (Haaland 2011; Huntington, 1957; 

Janowitz, 1960; Kümmel, 2011; Mäkinen, 2011). Some researchers have suggested that 

military identity is learned and performed. The important components of military self-

identity are expertise in professional skills and camaraderie with other members 

(Thornborrow & Brown, 2009; Woodward & Jenkings, 2011). However, little is known 
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about how people experience the transition from a military to a civilian identity during the 

process of identity reconstruction (e.g., the challenges of returning to civilian life, key 

differences between military and civilian environments, how veterans navigate challenges 

and approach reconnection, as well as what resources mitigate transition difficulties).  

 The following section provides more detail on existing literature related to identity and 

transition from a military perspective. Existing literature will be synthesized and the chapter will 

provide some critique as to where the location of major gaps exists. This discussion will set the 

stage for the current study and provide a rationale for further contributions to this area of 

research. In addition, the potential implications of this research moving forward will be explored. 

These implications include the potential for greater awareness for practitioners in addition to 

programs and resources allocated to aiding in the understanding identity for military members. 

Most notably, future research in this area has the potential to be a driving force for a more 

holistic approach when working with military members as they continue to aid them in exploring 

their identity during and after transition into civilian life.  

Understanding Identity  

 The present study explores the process of identity reconstruction among individuals 

transitioning from their military career back to  a civilian. A number of identity models  have 

been identified in the literature that contribute to a better understanding of the process an 

individual goes through when experiencing transition. While most models agree that an 

individual’s identity begins during adolescence, older models see identity as conflict resolution 

in a linear style (Schachter, 2005). Newer research has argued that identity is more fluid and 

transitional, with culture, age, ethnicity, and gender playing integral roles into shaping an 

individual’s identity (Alisat & Pratt, 2012).  
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 It is important to learn about the history of identity development and models used to 

help better understand the current landscape and theories that psychologists are utilizing in 

today’s world. More recently, one of the criticisms of earlier models of identity development is 

that they articulate a linear form of development in which an individual navigates between 

stages until one no longer has internal conflict and has realized their identity (Berzonky, 2004). 

Newer models of identity construction conceptualize identity as multidimensional, transitional, 

and more fluid rather than being linear (Lemert, 2014). Additionally, researchers and theorists 

argue that more traditional theories of identity construction do not fully explain the process of 

an individual’s group or social identity such as gender, ethnicity, class, and sexual orientation 

(Berzonky, 2004; Blustein, Devenis, & Kidney, 1989).  

Another criticism of traditional linear theories of identity development is that they were 

constructed based on a traditional European and individualistic culture (Tajfel & Turner, 

2001). Consequently, more traditional theories may not apply to racial/ethnic groups or 

collectivistic cultures whose family systems, cultural norms, and developmental milestones 

may be different from the European model (Berzonky, 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 2001). Hence, it 

is integral to explore identity construction theories that are multidimensional and consider 

cultural aspects of one’s identity (Tajfel & Turner, 2001). For example, Berzonsky's social 

cognitive identity model (2005) argues that an individual’s sense of identity is not a separate 

entity as compared to one’s roles, attitudes, motives, values, goals, self-views, regulatory 

strategies, and the like from which it is composed. Berzonsky’s (1989) model highlights the 

importance of cross-cultural experiences and is integral in better conceptualizing the process of 

identity among individuals who transition out of the military. Berzonsky’s (2011) model may 
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be able to shed light on the processing style individuals transitioning from the military may 

have in differentiating their various identity orientations (e.g., social, personal, collective). 

Military Culture 

Newer models of identity have emphasized the importance of culture in helping shape 

how an individual can better develop their sense of self (Martiny & Rubin, 2016; Triandis, 

1989). Culture is a product of the social environment in which one surrounds themselves and 

includes a shared sense of values, norms, ideas, symbols, and meanings (Redmond et al., 

2015). The sense of culture helps in distinguishing groups of people from one another and 

people in the same cultures often share common ways of perceiving the world (Krueger, 2000).  

Much like college athletics and athletic identity and culture, the military has its own culture. 

The military is a unique culture in which personnel and family members have experiences and 

perceptions that are different than civilians (Redmond et al., 2015). 

 In an effort to better understand the identity of individuals transitioning out of the 

military, one must have knowledge of the culture surrounding military personnel. The 

experiences of those who served in “active duty” set them apart from civilians in the U.S. 

population. If one is not in the military culture, then outsiders are often seen as not knowing 

“what it is like” (Bragin, 2010). Due to this perspective many service members admittedly 

are not as open to individuals who have not been immersed into the military culture. 

Transitioning out of the military is a culture and lifestyle change and can have an impact on 

one’s identity  (Binks & Cambridge, 2017). Military culture can be defined as “attitudes, 

beliefs, and behaviors of people in uniformed military service to their countries, who, along 

with their families, participate in cohesive workplace organizational structures fostering a 

common mindset’’ (Krueger, 2000, p.252). The process of becoming indoctrinated into the 
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military culture begins as soon as personnel arrive to reception (Hall, 2013). At the very early 

stages, people are taught to lose their sense of individuality and adhere to becoming a part of 

the group (Meyer, 2015). The military acculturates people to certain disciplines, including 

attitudes, values, and expectations, in order to develop camaraderie and group cohesiveness 

(DeVries, Hughes, Watson, & Moore, 2012; Hall, Garland, Charlton,  & Johnson, 2018; 

Krueger, 2000).   

According to Britt, Adler, and Castro (2006), five core principles can help guide an 

understanding of military culture: (1) Military organizations require members to possess 

particular values. (2) Adopted values influence the identity as a service member, which in turn 

affects military performance. (3) As service members incorporate military values (e.g., respect 

for others) into their identity, the integration of subgroups committed to the goals of the 

military will be utilized. (4) An effective military organization takes on the responsibility of 

supporting the health and well-being of the members and their families. (5) Success in the 

military is a function of how the organization is perceived by society. The essence of military 

culture can permeate almost every aspect of a person’s life. According to Meyer (2015), 

veterans who served in the military for only a few years continue to report strong identification 

with the military years after transitioning out. Individuals who have a strong and heightened 

sense of military identity can have a more difficult transition experience (Binks & Cambridge, 

2018). This difficult transition was found to be particularly true if the military identity was still 

salient after the transition back to civilian life (Binks & Cambridge, 2018; Meyer, 2015). Being 

indoctrinated into a culture such as the military can also have an impact on the way an 

individual understands their own identity both pre- and post-transition. The military culture is 

vastly different from the civilian world and can cause military personnel to struggle with 
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shaping their identity after transitioning out (Redmond et al., 2015). The saliency of the 

military identity is profound and the literature suggests that many individuals who have 

transitioned back into being a civilian still strongly identify with the military (Binks & 

Cambridge, 2018; Meyer, 2015). As evidenced with other domains, such as athletic identity, 

this strong identification within the military can lead to individuals having more difficulty 

during the transition back to civilian life.  

Transition Models Unique to Military    
 
 Research has also identified various transitional models in which perceptions of the 

transition, preparedness, and acceptance have all been found to influence how successful a 

transition is for the individual. Additionally, the circumstances (e.g., voluntary or involuntary), 

characteristics of the individual, coping styles, and ability to navigate resources can impact 

how an individual transitions and the impact on their identity (Ahern et al., 2015; Castro & 

Kintzle, 2016; Schlossberg, 1981).   

 Military members who transition from active duty to being a civilian face a multitude 

of factors that can ultimately affect whether a successful reintegration occurs for an individual. 

Factors such as physical and psychological injuries, family, social relationships, employment, 

and educational factors have been found to play a role in helping or hindering an individual 

from making a successful transition (Ahern et al., 2015; Pease, Billera, & Gerard, 2016). When 

there are hardships or deficits in multiple areas, the cumulative effect could lead to a functional 

impairment for an individual attempting a successful transition and a delay in successful 

reemployment (Pease et al., 2016). 

 Due to a continued disassembling of the large U.S. military presence in various parts of 

the world, veterans are transitioning back to civilian life at faster rates, requiring the 
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development of supportive programs to support their homecoming transition (Ahern et al., 

2015). In the past few years, the Army has recognized the importance of aiding military 

members with the tools and skills necessary in order to succeed when transitioning back to 

being a civilian (Koester, 2015). In late 2014, the Army established the Soldier Life Cycle 

Transition Model to aid military members.  This model is comprised of three phases: (1) first 

year, (2) career, and (3) transition (Walleman, 2014). This three phase cycle prepares soldiers 

from the beginning of their military career through the point of their transition to civilian life 

with resources, including employment skills, counseling, and opportunities to enhance 

marketability (Koester, 2015).  Understanding the various aspects of the Soldier Life Cycle 

model can provide a good basis and context for individuals transitioning out of the military. 

However, to truly understand how difficult or easy the process of identity can be for these 

individuals, the culture of the military needs to be explored to provide a context for the impact 

this transition can have on the saliency of an individual’s identity. 

 Some of the challenges identified with transitioning back to being a civilian include a 

sense of loss, financial insecurities, mental health issues, and inability to cultivate other 

identities (Adler et al., 2011; Bowes et al., 2018; Pease et al., 2016). In addition to the 

abovementioned factors, difficulty regulating emotion, lack of community, and ineffective 

sense of purpose are other challenges that face individuals transitioning back to civilian life. 

The presence of protective factors such as family support, being more involved within the 

community, and effective coping strategies are useful in aiding in the transition process, yet 

there is a lack of literature in understanding how these factors can aid in the identity 

reconstruction of the individual (Ainspan et al., 2018; Robertson, 2013).  
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 In summary, a gap in the research for military members transitioning back to civilian life 

exists. Previous studies have focused on transitioning out of the military and they have shared  

a common thread throughout their conclusions. Self-identity issues and the continued 

formation of identity are of concern for many service members throughout their transition 

into civilian life (Buell, 2010; Drops, 1979; Savion, 2009).  Psychologists and other health 

service providers need to better understand the lived experiences of these individuals related to 

how identity changes by understanding successful or unsuccessful transitions. This study sought 

to deepen an understanding of the existing research on identity transitions and military personnel. 

In addition to further understanding the lived experiences of individuals who have transitioned 

out of the military to civilian life, the findings of the research may be helpful in informing 

programs already in place that aid military personnel during the transition process. The findings 

of this study offer fruitful information and insight into gaining a greater awareness of the process 

of identity reconstruction among individuals who transition out of the military, and practitioners 

may become better informed about how best to support these individuals in understanding their 

identity during and after their transition experiences.  

Method   

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the process of identity 

reconstruction among individuals who transition from the military to civilian life. Most of the 

research that exists discusses the various identity and transitional models for individuals as they 

experience changes in their identity and as they transition. Additionally, the research is related to 

some of the challenges and adjustments for individuals transitioning from the military. However, 

no research to date was found that investigates the process of how identity develops throughout 

the transition process. The findings of this study offer fruitful information and insight into 
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gaining a greater awareness of the process of identity reconstruction among individuals who 

transition out of the military, and practitioners will be better informed about how best to support 

these individuals in understanding their identity during and after their transition experiences. 

This phenomenological study was completed over two phases. The first phase included a pilot 

interview with one individual to refine question protocols. The second phase included a 

demographic questionnaire and interviews with individuals who have experienced a recent 

transition from military to civilian life.  

Research Questions 

 In order to explore the phenomenon of identity formation, the researcher focused on 

the following central research question: What is the process of identity reconstruction during 

the transition from military to a civilian life?  In addition, the researcher explored the 

following sub questions: What factors play a role in a successful transition from military to 

civilian life? What factors may impede making a successful transition? What is surprising 

about the transition?  In order to more fully understand the factors that impact an individual’s 

identity reconstruction during the transition from the military to civilian life, it was important 

to interview participants who have recently retired from the military (in the past five years), 

as they will be able to provide insight on their relatively recent transition. Exploring the 

themes that emerge from this study may assist psychologists and others who assist military 

personnel in developing alternative programs and interventions that could aid individuals in 

shaping their identity with a successful transition from the military to civilian life.  

Definition of Key Terminology 

 Identity: A system that integrates an individual’s inner self and the outer social world 

into a congruent whole (Erikson, 1968).  
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 Identity Reconstruction: The process of identity reformation and integration from the 

former self to the present self (Grimmell, 2017).  

 Successful Transition—The ease with which a service member adjusts to civilian life and 

their satisfaction with life after discharge from the military (Ainspan, Penk, & Kearney, 2018). 

 Active Duty — Being in the military full time, with potential of living on a military base, 

and can be deployed at any time (Krueger, 2000). 

 Military Acronyms   

 BCT. Basic Combat Training  

 MOS. Military Occupation Specialty  

 PCS. Permanent Change of Station 

 DOD. Department of Defense 

 NCO: Non-Commissioned Officer 

Assumptions and Biases 

 Van Manen (1990) and Creswell (2017) state that people bring certain beliefs and 

assumptions to their research, and it is important to be aware of the impact one’s 

preconceptions can have on the research process. Due to the nature of the phenomenological 

approach, it is important that the researcher was transparent about his own assumptions and 

biases in regards to this study.  

 The researcher’s own experience with identity transition needs to be addressed in this 

study. Transitioning from a full time professional back to being a student had an impact in 

shaping his own identity and how he perceived the world around me. The transition was 

difficult in certain aspects due to the financial loss and location change. It is important to 

remember as the researcher that my experiences will be different from each participant, 
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although similar themes may arise. Transitioning out of the military is a culture and lifestyle 

change and can have an impact on one’s identity  (Binks & Cambridge, 2017). Having this 

knowledge, it was important for the researcher to build rapport with the participants during 

the interview process in an effort to capture and describe their lived experiences. The 

researcher needed to understand that realities are co-constructed between the researcher and 

participants and the emerging themes will be shaped by our individual experiences in regards 

to identity  in transition (Carter & Little, 2007). Military members will have different 

experiences transitioning out of their military career into a civilian life than the researcher 

did in his identity reconstruction process when transitioning from a contractor with the 

military to a full-time doctoral student. By having this knowledge and by understanding the 

various interpretations of the transition experience, I was able to build on the relationship 

with participants. 

 Additionally, the researcher kept a reflexive journal of his reactions and reflections in 

an effort to keep his preconceived notions out of data analysis.  This transparency facilitated 

leaving his biases and preconceptions out of the findings as much as possible as well as 

allowed the participants to find meaning in their identity reconstruction and transition 

experiences. By being transparent and building rapport with the participants, the researcher 

was able to be utilized as an instrument to gather meaningful data and allow participants to 

further understand their experiences in developing their sense of self. 

Research Design 

 Individuals who are transitioning from military to civilian life are a unique 

population. They not only need to balance the complexity of transitioning from a military 

environment into a civilian environment, but additionally they undergo a change in their 
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identity. To better understand the experiences of individuals transitioning from military to a 

civilian, a phenomenological case study approach was the core design of this study. 

 Phenomenology is the study of human experience and the ways things present 

themselves through such experiences (Sokolowski, 2000). What is unique about the 

phenomenological approach is that the focus is to understand the lived experiences or events 

of individuals (Van Manen, 2017). According to Van Manen (2017), the “lived experience” 

is the moment or instant of the “now” and how individuals perceive their experiences. This 

method of inquiry works specifically from the participants’ statements and experiences, but 

the research approach is also an interpretive process in which the researcher makes an 

interpretation of the meaning of the lived experiences (Creswell, 2017). The goal of this 

study was to focus on the specific and unique perception of the individual’s experience 

regarding the process of identity reconstruction related to the transition from a military to a 

civilian life. Historically, phenomenology deals with questions of meaning and 

meaningfulness; therefore, semi-structured interviews were utilized in order to further 

explore the lived experiences of these individuals (Gallagher, 2014). 

Participants 

 Selection criteria. Participants for this study were recruited from male individuals 

who have recently retired from active duty in the United States Army. The rationale for 

targeting male individuals from the Army is due to the fact that the Army is the biggest 

branch of the United States Military. Additionally, there is more prevalence of male service 

members in the Army than female. Male individuals tend to have significantly lower usage 

rates for mental health services when they are struggling with mental health concerns, as 

opposed to their female counterparts and a need for better understanding of understanding 
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who they are after transition. (Shield et al., 2017).  The sample of participants in this study 

allowed for more generalizability and understanding among individuals who experienced this 

phenomenon.   

 The researcher gathered data from 10 male individuals whom were previously in the 

military.  Participants could have been any age but need to have served at least 10 years in 

active duty due to retirement benefit compensation of prolonged active duty status. 

Participants were eligible if they had indicated that they met the following criteria: 

(a) Participants have been retired from active duty military no more than 5 years. 

(b) Participants have served at least 10 years active duty in the Army. 

(c) Participants have served at least on two deployments. 

(e) Participants currently do not work as a contractor in any capacity with the military. 

 Sampling procedures. The researcher recruited 10 male individuals who indicated an 

interest in participating in the study and met the criteria for the formal interview. In order to 

recruit participants, the researcher utilized a snowball sampling strategy. The researcher 

contacted veterans and former colleagues that he had worked with in the past and asked that 

they identify individuals who would be a good match for this study. The former colleagues 

provided the names of the individuals as well as their contact information (e.g., email 

address) to be able to reach out for interest. Once individuals were identified, a study 

invitation email was sent out to potential participants to gain interest (See Appendix E). Once 

individuals contacted the researcher to show their interest, he contacted the potential 

participant to set up phone screenings to determine participant eligibility for the study (see 

Appendix G). The researcher gave a summary of the purpose of the study and answered any 

questions the potential participant had about the study. If participant met the criteria for 
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eligibility and was still interested in participating in the study, a time was decided upon to do 

the formal interview. The informed consent form for the study (see Appendix A), informed 

consent of audio use (see Appendix B), and demographic questionnaire (see Appendix C) 

were sent out via Qualtrics for the participant to fill out and return to the researcher prior to 

the formal interview. The formal interview was conducted via phone. Once the researcher 

identified an eligible participant for the study, the researcher outlined the possible risks and 

benefits of the study and what was required for participation in the study. A possible risk for 

the participants included the resurfacing of any unresolved emotional issues or confusion in 

regards to the transition from the military to civilian life. In order to mitigate this risk, 

participants had the option to stop the interview at any time or take a break. Additionally, the 

researcher offered a resource list (see Appendix M) to participants if they wanted to seek out 

additional resources.  Potential benefits of the study included improved awareness of an 

individual’s sense of self ,along with the potential to develop strategies and interventions to 

better aid individuals when transitioning out of the military. 

 Due to the design of this study, the participant pool was a homogeneous sample 

consisting of men who meet the criteria listed above. According to Creswell (2017), a 

homogenous sample (e.g., similar in age and experience) is beneficial to the researcher in 

order to better understand the common experiences that are part of the process of identity 

reconstruction. If there was a shortage of eligible participants using snowball sampling, the 

researcher would reach out to contractors who still work in the military to identify potential 

candidates they have worked with in the past and who are now retired until the numerical 

goal of eligible participants was reached. Additionally, all participants who completed the 
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interview process received $10 on Venmo or PayPal to compensate them for their time in 

participating in this study. 

 Description of participants. This critical phenomenological study developed through 

data collected from 10 interviews with veterans who had served in active duty Army. All ten 

veterans completed the demographic questionnaire and provided informed consent for this study. 

Two interested participants did not respond to an email about scheduling an interview or did not 

fit the interview schedule.   

	 Ten	veterans	participated	in	this	study	(Table	1).	The	participants	who	were	

recruited	ranged	in	serving	active	duty	from	16	to	24	years	(M	=	20.8).	Among	the	

participants,	all	10	identified	as	male	and	seven	identified	as	White	(70%),	two	identified	

as	Hispanic	(20%),	and	one	identified	as	Black	(10%).	Additionally,	participants’	

experiences	being	deployed	overseas	ranged	from	two-seven	deployments	(M	=	3.9).	The	

participants	were	recruited	from	the	following	regions	of	the	United	States:	Southeast	(n	=	

3),	Northeast	(n	=	2),	West	(n	=	2),	and	Midwest	(n	=	3).		Detailed	demographic	information	

and	their	experiences	will	be	discussed	in	the	participant	narratives.		
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Table 1  

Participant Demographic Information 
          

  Age Years of 
Service 

Number of 
Deployments 

Years of 
Retirement  

Relationship 
Status  

Current 
Occupation 

Pseudonym* 
      

       

DP 1 42 21 3 2 Married Photographer 

DM 2 45 24 7 1 Married  Business  

JG 3 41 20 4 3 Married  Retired 

JP 4 43 20 3 1.5 Married Truck Driver 

AH 5 44 22 4 1 Single  Sales 
Consultant 

GL 6 39 21 3 1 Married  Government 

JL 7 42 24 7 1 Married  Packaging 

TJ 8 38 20 2 1 Divorced Government 

TR 9 35 16 3  1 Married  Student 

PM 10 42 20 3  2 Single  Sales 
Profession 

*Actual participant names not used to protect 
confidentiality 

   

 
Data Collection Procedures 

  Phase 1: Pilot testing. The researcher utilized two participants, individuals who had 

recently (e.g., last five years) made the transition from military to civilian life, for the pilot 

tests to ensure interview questions were tailored to understand the phenomenon of identity 

change or transition in this study. After reaching out to these participants, snowball sampling 
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was utilized in order to identify participants who were a good match to the study. It was 

important to obtain consent from each participant that was to be interviewed 

 Phase 2: Individual interviews. Due to the phenomenological approach to this study, 

the primary source of data collection was individual interviews with a group of 10 

participants (Creswell, 2017).  The rationale behind using interviews was to be able to speak 

with participants about their experiences with transitioning from military to civilian life and 

the process of their identity reconstruction. Semi-structured interviews allowed for deeper 

exploration into the participants’ experiences in a free and open manner (Patton, 2002). 

Following the informed consent process, a semi-structured interview format was utilized, 

extending between 45-60 minutes. A pre-designed interview guide was used as a flexible 

framework and was based on key concepts and questions that were most pertinent to the 

study (see Appendix I).   

 Field notes. During the interview, the researcher utilized a fieldwork form (see 

Appendix J) that had the questions listed and space to write any reflections and thoughts that 

he experienced during the interview.  These field notes consisted of his reactions, thoughts, 

and initial interpretations of the participant’s responses to the interview questions.  Also, the 

researcher used these field notes to help bracket his own assumptions and biases towards the 

phenomena of identity reconstruction among individuals transitioning from the military to 

being a civilian. 

 Reflexive journal. After each interview, the researcher recorded his personal 

thoughts, feelings, and reactions in a journal that was kept with all the data collected.  This 

reflective process aided in separating observational field notes from personal feelings during 

the data analysis. After saturation of data had been achieved and results were analyzed and 
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reported, the researcher shredded the raw materials within 6 months after the final report 

write-up. 

 Data storage and transcription. All electronic data collection materials were kept 

locked in a safe place where the researcher was the only person who had access. Interviews 

were recorded on an audio device and backed up to an encrypted thumb drive. All field notes 

were typed up the day of the interviews and were also kept locked in a safe place. The audio 

recordings of individual interviews were transcribed verbatim into a Microsoft Word document 

by a professional transcriber following the data collection. All data will be deleted 10 years after 

the completion of the study.  

Data Analysis 

 To begin the data analysis, the researcher read through all the transcripts to get a basic 

sense of the participants’ experiences making the transition to being a civilian. When reading 

through the interview transcripts, the researcher jotted down notes and ideas that aided in the 

organization of the data as well as pertinent key concepts that emerge. After the researcher 

had read through the data and gathered a general sense of information, the Quirkos (Version 

1.5; Turner, 2014) software program was utilized for analysis. Quirkos (Turner, 2014) was 

chosen because it groups codes into sub and sub-sub categories to show connections between 

themes in a clear, intuitive way. With Quirkos as a mechanism to code data, the researcher  

utilized a combination of inductive and deductive qualitative analysis methods to discover 

emerging patterns, themes, and categories within the data (Patton, 2002). In the first phase of 

analysis, inductive analysis was used and the raw data from the interviews with the 

participants was coded with detailed descriptions and experiences from the participant 
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interviews. After all of the transcripts were coded with Quirkos, the researcher listed all of 

the code words that appeared based on similar patterns (Turner, 2014). 

 After all the codes had been listed, the goal was to collapse the list of codes to a 

manageable number of around 20 codes. The researcher began to reduce any overlap of codes 

and if there are code words that were often repeated from the participants, they were kept 

while code words that only appeared two times or less were not included in the next phase of 

analysis (Hill, 1997). It was important to take notice of codes that consistently repeat 

themselves as they may lead to the pertinent themes of the participants’ experience.  After 

the codes had been listed and grouped together based on similarity, the next step was to 

collapse the list of codes to a manageable number, which was between 10-15 codes.   

 After codes had been organized and reduced, the next phase of analysis was to look 

for patterns, themes, and categories within the codes. Using the software program, the 

researcher identified eight general themes based on the interconnectedness of the codes.  

After those themes have been identified, they were compared with the original data along 

with the field notes that were taken during the interviews.   

 After coding, the researcher shared findings with participants to make sure the 

interpretation of themes was accurately represented by their experiences. To ensure that the 

researcher’s interpretations and reactions did not demonstrate bias towards the participants and 

their experience, the researcher additionally met with committee members to review the initial 

themes and interpretations and reactions of those themes.  Participants were encouraged to read 

through these themes and were given the opportunity to add to the themes to ensure that their 

experiences are represented.  In addition, participants also had the opportunity to address themes 

that did not represent their experience.  After the initial themes were developed, the researcher  
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emailed the themes to the participants asking them to review them.  Each theme had space for 

participant to add their feedback to the findings.  After the participants read through these themes 

and made adjustments that they found necessary, they emailed their feedback to the researcher. 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the essence of participants’ 

shared experience (Creswell, 2017), and the aim was to make sure that the research portrayed 

what those experiences meant to the individuals who lived them. 

Trustworthiness 

   In order to ensure the authenticity of this study, the researcher took several steps 

throughout this process to achieve accuracy.  The following section will explore procedures 

that ensured trustworthiness or validity of the study, which refers to the authenticity and 

consistency of interpretations grounded in data (Morrow, 2005). 

 The number of participants for this phenomenological approach was 10. By 

interacting with participants using rapport-building questions at the beginning of the 

interview, a positive relationship was fostered between participants and the researcher, 

facilitating meaningful responses from the participants. Additionally through the use of 

member checking, the researcher shared initial findings and interpretations of the results with 

the participants and ask them if they were a true representation of their experiences. It is 

important that the participants had the opportunity to clarify their experiences and add 

information to the initial results.  

 Another strategy the researcher used to ensure trustworthiness of the data was through 

triangulation of data sources and investigators. Along with individual interviews, another 

source of data the researcher used was a reflective journal that detailed his thought processes 

and interpretations throughout the study. Additionally, the researcher took field notes during 
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and following the interviews. Pulling from Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR), he also 

had external auditors who ensured that the codes and themes found were representative of the 

data (Hill, 1997). The external auditors were individuals removed from the study but well 

versed in qualitative research. By not being directly involved with the research, the auditors 

were able to provide valuable insights. Using multiple sources of data and co-investigators 

(auditor, member checking) ensured the validation of the results, as using these strategies 

confirmed the authenticity of the findings. 

 Biases and managing bias. In staying true to the phenomenological approach, it was 

important that the researcher bracketed his biases and assumptions (Husserl, 1970). To 

ensure validity, the researcher sought to be self-aware and address any past experiences with 

this phenomenon that shaped his interpretations. A related challenge with regard to 

subjectivity and the researcher being an insider to the culture was making sure that the data 

accurately represents the reality of the participant rather than that of the researcher (Morrow, 

2005). Therefore, after the researcher had initially analyzed the data and developed emerging 

themes, it was critical that the researcher followed up and invited participant feedback to 

make sure he was giving an accurate voice to the process of identity in regards to 

transitioning from the military to civilian life. The researcher presented initial themes via 

email to the participants in an effort to gain valuable feedback to ensure the data captured 

represented the reality of the participants (see Appendix K) Participants had the opportunity to 

add additional information that would clarify their experience by typing their feedback into the 

space provided by each theme and emailing this feedback back to the researcher (see Appendix 

L). 
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Ethical Considerations 

  In order to engage in the data collection, the institutional review board at Springfield 

College approved the study and ensured that procedures in place posed minimal harm to 

participants and that the benefits of the study outweighed the risks to participants.  

 Informed consent. While conducting this study, a major focus was the protection of 

participants from harm. This research adhered to APA ethical standards Section 4.01 and 

Section 8.02 of the Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct, in order to 

protect the identities of participants as well as making sure participants were well informed 

about the nature of the research (APA, 2017). During the informed consent process at the 

beginning of the interview, participants were fully informed about the purpose of the 

research study and that participation in the study was completely voluntary. The consent 

form consisted of the purpose of the study, confidentiality procedures, and a description of 

the methods of the study (i.e., nature of interviews, member checks). The researcher gave an 

explanation of the potential risks and benefits of participation and he informed participants 

that should they wish to withdraw, they were able to do so at any point during the study 

without penalty. Potential benefits for participants in the study included an increased 

awareness for the participants of their own identity process and possible strategies to help 

future veterans with the transition. Military programs involved with the transition process of 

individuals moving on from the military could utilize the findings to promote and provide 

strategies and social support for their personnel in preparing for the emotional and 

psychological stress that may come with the transition back to civilian life. 

 Protecting participants.  Providing participants with information in regards to how 

the data collected was used and made public helped with building rapport since they knew 
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that their identities and privacy were protected.  In the event that participants become 

distressed during the interview, the researcher stopped the interview and offered to process 

their feelings, along with providing a resource list of referrals to local mental health agencies 

close. This effort addressed and reduced any harm to the participants of the study. 

Additionally, to protect the participant’s identities, the researcher utilized a pseudonym for 

participants on raw data and in the write up of findings.  

 In writing up initial interpretations, the researcher was deliberate in leaving out 

revealing unique characteristics of individuals that may inadvertently identify participants. 

Once the preliminary analysis was completed, participants were asked to review the overall 

themes found across participants to ensure accuracy in representing their experiences, and any 

further feedback via encrypted email. Six of the ten participants completed member checking via 

encrypted email. Those participants did not request any changes and felt the findings fit with 

their experiences as a whole. For added protection, all interview data and tape recordings were 

kept in a secure location known only to the researcher. Raw data was destroyed upon 

completion of the study. Pseudonyms were used when writing up the data and results to 

increase the confidentiality and privacy of participants.  

Results 
 

 Responses to the four research questions were used to determine common themes 

across the participants. This section is organized by the research questions, and further 

delineated into nine major themes, including lack of purpose, leader of soldiers, new roles, 

strong support network, importance of preparation, military identity, lack of understanding, 

job requirements, and ease of transition. In correspondence to each of the research questions, 

each of these major themes is described below with quotations from the participants to 
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illustrate each theme and subtheme. Additionally, the themes are represented visually in 

Figure 1. 

Research Question One 

 As aforementioned, the first research question of this study was: What is the process of 

identity reconstruction among individuals who transitioned from active duty to civilian life. 

Several themes emerged from the data that provide insight into how individuals viewed their 

identity before they entered the service, while they were active duty, and how they viewed their 

identity upon entering the civilian world again. These themes provide a better understanding of 

this reconstruction process and the unique experiences of these individuals, including an 

experience of uncertainty or lack of purpose prior to entering the military, being a leader of 

soldiers during their military experience, and identifying new roles in their lives following 

military service.  

 Lack of purpose. In accordance with the interpretation and analysis of the participants’ 

responses along with field notes, multiple people spoke about uncertainty of who they were prior 

to joining the military. When describing what their identity was prior to joining the military, 

many participants explained they had a shallow view of the world and a lack of purpose. 

Additionally, participants were uncertain as to who they wanted to be as many of them were 

wanting to get out of the towns where they grew. For instance, DP 1 described himself prior to 

joining the military as  “I, ah, I was kind of a punk kid who thought that he knew a lot about the 

world, and didn't really know a ton.” DM 2 also described himself in the same manner: 

 So, prior to me joining the military, I, how do I describe myself? I was a punk! Um, I... in 

 high school, I was, I was the only person in my high school to ever get a scholarship. 

 I came from a really small school. 
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Some participants also had trouble with a lack of direction or purpose in what they wanted to 

pursue. They reported they had uncertainty of their sense of self and were unsure of what they to 

do in life. For instance JP 4 noted: 

I just was. Um, prior, prior to making the decision one day on a whim to join the military, 

I had non- I had neither. No purpose, no direction. I was a high school dropout. I was 

content to party all the time and, live off of whoever would allow me to crash on their 

couch. I- I was... I really didn't have a direction or a purpose. I just was. 

 Leader of soldiers. When describing themselves during their time in the military, many 

participants mentioned being a leader as part of their identity. Participants reported that as part of 

the culture, the military helped cultivate and enhance the trait of leading others. Also, depending 

on the rank they were at the time, the identity of being a leader was more ingrained for some of 

the participants. For instance, DM 2 spoke about his experiences during training in the military 

shifted how he viewed himself: 

      It kind of really, really, really hit home on me. And, um, that's when I became       

     a good leader, is when I started realizing that learning how to actually           

     communicate with people and being about teamwork and all that stuff. 

JG 3 also echoed the sentiment of identifying himself as a leader. He noted:  

     Um, I mean, I was an NCO, so I considered myself a leader, you know. Again,      

     uh, took care of my guys. My guys took care of me. Again, there, there was a           

     sense of duty. I had pride in what I, what I did. I had pride in wearing the             

     uniform. 
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The identity of being a leader is engrained in soldiers from their time in the military. It is 

interesting to note that depending on how one answers the question of who they are, they may 

not be ready for transitioning out of the military as echoed by DP 1: 

    Uh, I would even probably challenge and say if you immediate response is         

     I'm a leader you're probably not ready to get out because you're still, unless        

     you're like, an active leader in some organization other that the army, you're still trying       

     to hold onto something that's going to disappear very, very quickly. 

Many of the participants discussed the importance of being a leader of soldiers both while on and 

off deployments. Specifically, time on deployment shaped a few of the participants into a 

different version of themselves than who they were prior to their deployment, as noted by GL 6:  

 Oh, I mean, every, I changed when I came back, specifically due to the PTSD, um, so 

 physically my reactions to things changed. How I looked at life and how I  approach 

 situations, um, it made me more, um, uh, held back about doing certain things, as before I 

 was more happy go lucky, I didn't care what, what happened. Um, so yeah, I mean, 

 it did change me, as far as, like, self efficacy goes, um, I think it changed me to the 

 fact that, uh, I didn't take things for granted as much as I used to, and I viewed the world 

 differently, and what I mean by differently, is I think I was more along the lines of, um, I 

 guess, for lack of better terms, more  sociopathic before, not giving a crap about anybody 

 but myself. Now after deployment I was a little more, um, empathetic, um, about 

 everything and everyone around me. Because a lot of people think that Sergeant Majors, 

 Majors, and above, don't want to be perceived as broke, hurt, um, weak, Um, a lot of 

 them thought it as, thought it was, saw it as a weakness, or somebody being broke, but in 

 the long run I was able to keep more of my soldiers because they were able to get the 
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 help they needed, um, I don't know, I think I just approached things differently because 

 of my own personal perspective on self worth and identity. 

Other participants spoke about how being on deployment changed how they identified 

themselves and echoed how they became more empathetic and developed a stronger leadership 

style. For example, JL 7 noted, “I think for me individually, my leadership became stronger uh, 

through the deployments.”  

 New roles. In accordance with the interpretation and analysis of the participants’ 

responses, multiple people spoke about a shift in their identity upon their transition out of the 

military and an attempt to reconstruct who they were as people. When describing the cognitive 

shift of their identity after transitioning form active duty, some participants spoke about coming 

to an understanding that they were no longer the person they were while active duty as JL 7 

noted: 

 You're used to being on the top of your game. And when you come back into the civilian 

 world, well you know, it's kind of hard to understand that you're not in charge of anything 

 anymore. It's kind of hard for you to understand that um, you know, you're not, you're not 

 the, the guy that people were gonna come to when they need something because you're 

 not in the leadership role in a company. 

A component that aided DP 1 in figuring out his new normal was asking himself how he 

responded to his own personal identity as well as those who were asking him. For instance he 

mentioned:  

I think when people started asking me what I did, I think before I got out, that answer 

depended on who was asking me the question. Started to switch from I am a soldier to I 

am a photographer or I am a teacher. 
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Other members spoke about how other identities were able to become more salient within them 

as they no longer had to associate as being a soldier. TR 9 spoke about his identity as a father by 

stating, “I almost- you know I get to be dad again? Or, you know, I get to be dad for once.” 

Additionally, TR noted his surprise as to his overall happiness about the ability to identify 

himself differently: 

Uh, guess how happy I was gonna be, like I thought, I mean, you know for 16 years that 

the- the fear was put into you, All right, you don't want to be on the outside world, you- 

life in the army's so much easier. This. That. And you're like- so you're like, you fear- 

you're apprehensive to step out the door, to take that uniform off. 

 DP 1 also spoke to the importance of family and how he identified himself: 

Um, being a father to two little kids, especially being home primarily with them. Um, and 

I think that's been a huge part of my identity too now. I'm now responsible for making 

sure I don't raise, you know, two human beings that I wouldn't be proud of, wouldn't want 

to have a beer with, uh, you know and I'm already thinking of them as who they are as 

adults. I'm thinking a lot about the values and the character strength. 

Research Question Two 

 The second research question of this study is: What factors play a role in a successful 

transition from military to civilian life? Several themes emerged from the data that provide 

insight into this question, including (a) the importance of having a strong support network 

surrounding the individual transitioning, which includes both family and fellow veterans, (b) and 

an  emphasis on preparation for the transition.  

 Strong support network. Participants reported that various types of social support can 

impact the ease of the transition. The type of social support participants identified as important 
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ranged from having family by their side as well as support groups and resources. Many 

participants spoke about the importance of having a supportive family to help aid in the 

transition and the relationships that were being established. For example, PM 10 mentioned, 

“Relationships are definitely the pulling of the realm.” Both AH 5 and GL 6 spoke to the 

importance of having a support group and AH 5 explained:  

Uh, so you can find those little groups, and find out what you really need. Uh, to get into 

that community. And what you need, the skills to get hired in that. Plus it gives you the 

networking, and you know people there.  

GL 6 spoke about the importance of learning from those who have previously transitioned out. 

“Um, friends that are already out, that are, that have already experienced what you're going to 

experience. Um, uh, VA support, um, for medical.” 

Additionally, participants reported utilizing some of the resources the military provides in order 

to aid in a successful transition and networking opportunities, as noted by GL 6: 

 Um, yeah, from my perspective getting out, I noticed that not only from the 

 positive side, that people helped you with certain processes that were, um, for lack 

 of better terms, um, uh, anxious creating, creating, create, create anxiousness, like 

 people were getting out, they're like, "Oh my god, I don't know what's going to 

 happen." Um, "I don't know how I'm going to get taken care of." They have these 

 executive level meetings for Captains, and Sergeant Major, and above. Actually, Major, 

 and Sergeant Major and above, that help you with transitioning, even to the point where 

 you're assisted with resumes and assisted with finding jobs, and linking you with people. 

 That's the positive side. 
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 Importance of Preparation. Multiple participants spoke to the importance of planning 

out their future well in advance and prior to the transition. They spoke about how many 

individuals who are transitioning out have the idea that their service will allow them to walk into 

the civilian workforce and have a high-level job. They reported that this portion of their training 

is where the military can fail people and that there should be much more emphasis on 

understanding how the transition process works and preparation. These participants spoke about 

beginning to plan their transition almost two to three years before they were actually 

transitioning into the civilian world. For example, JG 3 indicated before the transition out, “So, 

just being able to plan, prepare, and then take responsibility. Say, 'Okay, hey, I need to ... This is 

what my end goal is going to be. How do I get to that end goal?' Additionally, JG 3 noted the 

timeline of when to start preparing to transition, “Yeah. 12, 12 months you start your plan and 

then six months you start, should start putting your plan into place. Between the, I say the 4, 6 

month mark.” GL 6 echoed the sentiment of preparation by “ having a plan to get to that. I think 

what has helped a lot of the people that I've mentored through this, is having a vision board.” It 

was further emphasized by multiple participants to not only plan for yourself upon transitioning 

but taking care of your family by utilizing all the resources the military could provide, as noted 

by GL 6: 

 Start taking care of yourself and your family at least a year before getting out, and 

 what I mean by that is, any type of medical things that you need or your family needs, 

 um, setting up your spouse or yourself up in the future for where you're going to live and 

 what job you're going to find, um, and take advantage of SFL-TAP employment 

 opportunities. 
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TJ 8 further emphasized the importance of preparation in order to have a more successful 

transition: 

Prepare. Prepare. Prepare. Do your research, take advantage of the different classes, and 

the different trainings that they offer, 'cause, the, the bulk of it isn't mandatory, it's only a 

few mandatory things like, making sure your records are in order. 

Similarly, DM 2 also echoed the importance of planning prior to the transition out: 

Well, so, I got yes and no. So, I was a, I'm a lucky one because my wife and I opened our 

business a year before I got out. So it was already, but we planned it right? We planned it 

because we're planners but we planned, we opened the business because, you know, as a, 

you know, a means to an end, you know, what we were gonna do when we got out. So, I 

didn't have to worry about that. But, yeah like, I have a lot of friends that got out of the 

military, didn't have a plan, and now, and I think it's a big reason, like, the military does 

not set people up for outside the military. 

Many participants also noted the importance of taking advantage of existing programs the 

military provides to assist in the transition process, even before the actual transition. Participants 

reported that these programs helped them prepare for making the transition as noted by PM 10:  

 Um, you know, definitely take advantage of all of the, uh, transition programs 'cause t

 here are a p- you know, a plethora of them now. I took advantage of, you know, one of t

 them. 

However, participants reported that often times it is difficult for people to attend the courses, as 

JL 7 recounted, “90% of the problem is people don't attend these classes.” Participants reported 

that most of the transition classes were optional and not a requirement and that often times the 

classes would be after work hours. To aid in preparing for a more successful transition, 
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participants mentioned the importance of taking advantage of the process the military has for 

changing a civilian into a soldier and reorienting them back to being a civilian as proposed by 

AH 5:    

 I would, uh... The big thing that I would do is... We take... It takes us 22 weeks on 

 the average to turn a civilian into a soldier. So, I would do a, you know, we'll just  call it 

 15 weeks. Your last 15 weeks in the Army, you would basically go to a civilian battalion, 

 and you still have a wear a uniform, you still... Couldn't grow your hair out and all that 

 sort of stuff. But things like that battalion you would be using normal people work. You 

 would be showing up at 9 a.m. instead of 0900. And there would be classes. It would be, 

 you know, classes on vocabulary. There would be class, you know, three weeks long 

 class on translating your military experience into civilian experience rather than a three 

 hour class. Uh, and basically you would just take that, you know, over that 15 weeks 

 you'd be able to go and you'd be able to have time to do appointments. Because we have 

 the Warrior Transition Battalion now. You would hand over all your responsibilities, 

 you would hand over all that stuff, and you would be working on your transition,  going 

 to your appointments, making sure that, you know... And then there would still be Army 

 things where you get graded on your resume, and you get, you know, graded on that sort 

 of stuff? And you get reprimanded if you use, like hoo-ah, and, you know, that sort of 

 stuff. It would be Army, but it would be focused on that transition. 

Research Question Three 

 The third question this study investigated was: What factors could impede and hinder 

individuals from making a successful transition from active duty to civilian life. Two themes 

emerged related to the third research question. The first theme was the saliency of the military 
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identity among individuals as they were transitioning out. Age, time served in service, and rank 

were found to have an impact on the salience of the military identity. Another theme was an 

insufficient understanding and awareness by civilians of the military culture to aid individuals in 

the transition. Further, civilians transition out of the military expressed a lack of awareness about 

how civilians would treat them.  

 Military identity.  When describing difficulties in the ability to be able to have a 

successful transition, the theme of military identity and culture were prevalent throughout the 

interviews.  Most participants spoke about how the military is a different lifestyle and even the 

thought process is different from that of civilian life. They reported many veterans find it 

extremely hard to make a life shift after so many years of having the same identity and being 

ingrained in the military culture. Factors such as age, time served in service, and rank were found 

to have an impact on how salient the military identity was for participants. According to 

participants, the higher the rank, the more difficult it was in letting go of the military identity.  

For example, DM 2 spoke about the difficulties of letting go of the culture and rank upon 

transition: 

  And that's something, like, like, I know a lot of people that get out, they're higher     

 ranking people, they have a hard time letting go. And letting go of the military,  letting go 

 of their rank, because that's all they've known for years.  

The military identity is also prevalent for those participants who had difficulties from their 

fellow soldiers, as AH 5 noted: 

 As soon as you put in your retirement packet, or you don't sign up to reenlist, 

 everybody thinks you're a quitter. The impact of the military identity can be seen from 

 both personal identity standpoint along with feeling like one is betraying their fellow 
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 soldiers. I was so ready to be a civilian that I wanted to be able to leave that Army 

 identity behind. Of course, I wanted their money for retirement. But I wanted to be as 

 far away from that culture as I could. 

In a similar note, there is a sense of having to change one’s sense of self in order to conform to 

the military identity and culture that made it difficult while being active duty as well as during 

transitioning as noted, by both PM 10 and GL 6:  

 Yeah so it made, it made for a very interesting experience for yourself is almost  this 

 idea of having to hide a little bit of who you were to kinda conform to, you know, what 

 the culture presented and like what people were doing (PM 10) 

 And when you're out, you're just a number. Ain't nobody, there's nobody going to  go 

 back in the system and be like, "Oh, this guy really did break his back. (GL 6) 

Other participants also echoed the difficulties of letting go of the military identity and of the 

ability to lead others, as noted by JL 7: 

 You're used to being on the top of your game. And when you come back into the  civilian 

 world, well you know, it's kind of hard to understand that you're not in charge of anything 

 anymore. It's kind of hard for you to understand that um, you know, you're not, you're not 

 the, the guy that people were gonna come to when they need something because you're 

 not in the leadership role in a company. 

 Lack of understanding.  Another impeding factor that emerged as a theme of this study 

and that was described by multiple participants was a lack of understanding from civilians as to 

what job titles or roles the participants had while being in active duty. For example, DM 2 spoke 

about the lack of care from civilians “And then when you step in the civilian world, people don't 
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care, they thank you for your service, but they don't really care all the great things you did in the 

military.” TR 9 also echoed the lack of understanding from the civilian side by stating:  

 Like it- nobody cares if you were a- a Sergeant Major in the army. Or if you were  a four 

 star general. You know, especially if you get away from, you know, military installations, 

 there's a lot of military around, the ... you know, the- the thought process of a civilian that 

 has no real connection to the military. 

From the military side, some participants also spoke about how some soldiers feel like there is a 

sense of entitlement for them upon reentering the civilian world and a concurrent lack of 

planning for the transition, as noted by JG 3: 

 Sense of entitlement. So, you know, there's a lot of, lot of soldiers who get out and 

 think that, um, they are owed something because they've served their, their 

 country. Well, I'm going to get a job because I, I've served our country.' Yeah, so did 1.7 

 million other individuals across America that are applying probably for that same type of 

 job. This is in all ranks, not just young, young guys but even seen some Full-Bird 

 Colonels, um, a General, and they had that false sense of, false sense of entitlement and 

 then they weren't honest with themselves. 

Research Question Four 

 The final question this study investigated was: Was there anything surprising about the 

transition for the participants? A major theme of the responses to this question included the job 

requirements and qualifications one might need to have in order to find employment after the 

transition from active duty. 

 Job requirement.  Based on participants’ responses, one of the most surprising factors 

for four (JG 3, GL 6, JL 7, PM 10) of the ten participants was that the ability to acquire a job was 
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easier than they realized. Many participants reported that it was important to be able to speak 

about the experiences they had acquired over their time in the military in a way that would 

translate into the civilian workforce.  For example, JG 3 spoke about that due to his experiences, 

he was able to acquire a job in which he did not have the correct credentials. He noted “Probably 

one of the most surprising part ... For the job I got required to have basically, I was supposed to 

have a PhD.” Additionally, he explained that “So, I think one of the surprises for me was 

sometimes that job listing is not truly what you have to have. There's ways around it.” The idea 

of being hired based on experiences was echoed by PM 10:  

 I'm actually really surprised that, um, you know, there's companies that will hire you, uh, 

 you know, based off of your experience. And that they will, you know, invest in you and, 

 and pay you just as much as somebody that has an MBA. you know, my credentials on 

 paper do not look as good as most of my peers. Um, yet I get selected over my, you 

 know, many of my peers for positions which, you know, I was shocked at that and I am 

 still a little bit, um, you know, kinda uneasy about. Um, you, you know, folks who have 

 been in this business for, um, you know, their whole life or whatever, you know, for, for, 

 you know, 15, 20 years or something like that. 

In addition to being surprised by job requirements, a few participants did note the importance of 

having some sort of education as part of the ability to find a job. Specifically, participants 

emphasize that providing an education was not something the military did, but participants found 

that an education to be highly valued upon transitioning, as noted by DM 2:  

 As an enlisted soldier in the military, I didn't have to have college. I didn't have to, like, I 

 didn't even get, I didn't get my degree until I was almost out of the military. And, like, in 

 the civilian world, like, you have to have a degree. I don't know, like, I just think that, 
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 like, so they don't push education. And I think, in today's world, you have to have an 

 education. 

 Ease of transition. Another major theme that was surprising to participants was the ease 

with which they were able to make the transition from military to civilian life. A handful of 

participants spoke about how there was an initial fear of transitioning placed on them by the 

military. For example TR 9 mentioned:  

 Uh, guess how happy I was gonna be, like I thought, I mean, you know for 16 years that 

 the fear was put into you. All right, you don't want to be on the outside world, you- life in 

 the army's so much easier. This. That. And you're like- so you're like, you fear- you're 

 apprehensive to step out the door, to take that uniform off. 

 Concurrently, other participants spoke about the ease in which they were able to transition after 

moving forward from the initial fear of the transitioning itself. For example, AH 5 mentioned: 

 Uh, just at how easy it was for me. There was a lot of fear there, and there was a lot of 

 things, but that effort that I put into it, um, like I stopped saying, you know, roger, and I 

 started changing my vocabulary two to three years out. 

Additionally, GL 6 explained that due to his identity changing prior to transitioning out, there 

was more ease for him to move forward by stating “ Um, it was easier than everybody told me it 

was going to be, but I think that's because of my own, um, changing identity prior to getting 

out.” 

Summary of Findings  

 In sum, findings of this study included several major themes such as the new roles of 

identity after transition, successful factors that aid in transition, including a strong support 

network, impeding factors such as a strong military identity, and surprising factors related to job 
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requirements and ease of the transition. Most participants recognized that their identity changed 

upon entering the military from the point of active duty to now, and their experiences shaped 

who they are today. Additionally, many participants noted that there needs to be more emphasis 

placed upon providing individuals with resources and the time to be able to prepare for 

transition into civilian life in order to aid in improving overall well-being and success rate. 

 
 
Figure 1. A visual representation of the themes.  
 
 
Discussion 
 
 Generally, the data exemplifies that each participant had his own individual experiences 

in regards to identity reconstruction and transition. However, several themes arose across the 

various experiences of the participants. A majority of the participants endorsed for entering the 

military for reasons related to a lack of purpose and a need for more structure. This theme is 

consistent with the existing literature on Berzonsky’s social cognitive model (2004). 

Specifically, the component of the model that associates individuals with normative 

orientation, which is defined as needing a sense of purpose, more structure and less certainty 

may have an impact on their identity (Berzonsky, 2004). Additionally, participants discussed 

the desire to be part of something bigger than themselves and this yearning was a motivating 

factor in their reason to join the military. According to Tajfel and Turner (1979), one’s identity 
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is not just self-perception, but also how an individual perceives themselves in relation to being 

a member of a group. Many of the participants spoke about their feeling a lack of purpose and 

that joining the military was related to the desire to find meaning within a more social context. 

According to social identity theory, when a group member feels their social identity is no longer 

satisfactory, they will attempt to leave their existing group and join a more positively distinctive 

group, or take efforts to make their existing group more positively distinct (Hogg, 2006; Tajfel & 

Turner, 2004). The findings of this study support social identity theory in that many participants 

reported that they were not satisfied with who they were prior to joining the military and as a 

result, they took the effort to join a more positively distinctive group, that is, the military.  

 Life stories are strongly shaped by personal experience and culture (McAdams & 

Zapata-Gietl, 2015). Each individual tends to have a subjective interpretation of past 

experiences based on saliency of events and cultural background (McAdams, 2004). 

Interestingly, the data was congruent with literature in regards to McAdams’s life story model 

and narrative identity in which an individual reflects on their life story in social contexts that 

have been most salient to him or her (McAdams & Zapata-Gietl, 2015). Specifically, how the 

theme of leader of soldiers provides context into how participants thought of their identity 

during active duty can be seen as how individuals thought of themselves during this time 

(McAdams, 2004). Participants spoke about their identity while in the military as evolving 

around leadership. The saliency of the military culture was prevalent throughout the data in 

regards to participants’ subjective interpretations. The military culture emphasizes group 

cohesiveness and being a leader. At the very early stages, people are taught to lose their sense of 

individuality and adhere to becoming a part of the group (Meyer, 2015). The military 

acculturates people to certain standards, including attitudes, values, and expectations, in order to 
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develop camaraderie and group cohesiveness (Hall, Garland, Charlton, & Johnson, 2018; 

Krueger, 2000). This study provided further evidence of the impact of the military culture on an 

individual’s identity both during active duty and during the transitional period.    

  The essence of military culture can permeate almost every aspect of a person’s life. 

According to Meyer (2015), veterans who served in the military for only a few years continue 

to report strong identification with the military years after transitioning out. Individuals who 

have a strong and heightened sense of military identity can have a more difficult transition 

experience (Binks & Cambridge, 2018). This finding was particularly true if the military 

identity is still salient after the transition back to civilian life (Binks & Cambridge, 2018; 

Meyer, 2015). Individuals in this study were able to acknowledge the saliency of the military 

identity for them, but a majority of participants were able to shift their understanding of who 

they were after transitioning and allow for other identities to surface. For example, a handful of 

participants spoke about how their family identity became more prevalent and a focus on being 

a husband and father. An important finding in this study was the number of individuals who 

stated they were more self-aware of their identity after transitioning from the military, knowing 

that they were not a “soldier” anymore. For example, a handful of participants noted that their 

identity as “dad” could now become more salient in their lives since the “soldier” identity was 

not as prevalent anymore.  Noteworthy, while a few participants discussed how their family 

identity became more prevalent upon transition, a majority discussed identity in regards to 

career focus. Most participants did not discuss their current social life or how often they 

reconnect with other individuals who have transitioned out. This finding may be due to the 

demographics of participants having longevity in their service as well as being male. 

Conversely, results might have been different had there been a more diverse demographic in 
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regards to socioeconomic status, gender, and race. The saliency of one’s social identity might 

have become more prevalent than what the current results have shown. However, the focus of 

this study was not on social identity and therefore participants may not have been inclined to 

discuss their social identity in a more elaborate manner.      

 Additionally, some of the transition literature focuses on the transition of athletes when 

leaving their sport and the factors that best support a successful transition. As previously 

defined by Ainspan et al (2018), a successful transition is defined as the ease with which a 

service member adjusts to civilian life and their satisfaction with life after discharge from 

the military. Conversely, an unsuccessful transition can reveal difficulties in adjustment to 

civilian life and dissatisfaction with life after leaving the service.  Factors such as acceptance, 

optimism about the future, and social support are important components that have been found 

to contribute to a successful transition (Grove et al., 1997; Poczwardowski, Diehl, O’Neil, 

Cote, & Harberl, 2014). This study revealed similar protective factors for individuals 

transitioning out of the military, indicating that having a strong support network and giving 

attention to preparation are important factors for a successful transition. Several participants 

said community based support groups as well as family were factors that aided them in their 

transition, which is congruent with the literature (Demers, 2011). Nearly all participants 

mentioned preparation was integral in making a successful transition and how the amount of 

preparation one conducts can impact identity reconstruction. Specifically, planning their 

futures from a financial and career standpoint a year or two prior to the transition was of 

utmost importance. These results are similar to the existing literature  noting that community 

based support groups can provide individuals who are transitioning with a place to feel 
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welcomed and to maintain a sense of belonging that had been part of their identity while in the 

military (Ainspan et al., 2018). 

 Related to factors affecting a smooth transition into civilian life, one of the biggest 

challenges associated with transitioning back to civilian life is a sense of loss (Brunger et al., 

2013). Specifically, loss can include financial insecurity due to unemployment, or loss of 

community and a common purpose. According to the findings of this study, the biggest 

challenges that can impede a successful transition are the military culture and the lack of 

understanding about this culture from civilians. A handful of participants noted the difficulties 

with letting go of their rank and the culture as a whole upon their transition. Specifically, 

participants noted struggles with letting go of who they were and a movement toward 

acceptance that their rank does not define them as an individual. Additionally, the lack of 

understanding by civilians about what their specific jobs entailed as well as a sense of 

entitlement from the military standpoints were noted as impeding a successful transition. The 

findings of this study further strengthen the literature highlighting the challenges of transition. 

Specifically, the difficulties of moving away from the military culture can in essence instigate 

a sense of loss and a fractured sense of self by those losing the soldier identity (Brunger et al., 

2013).  

 A noticeable gap in the literature revolves around surprising factors in transitioning 

from the military and the impact of this transition on identity reconstruction. In terms of 

surprising factors that were uncovered during this study, participants noted the ease of getting 

a job after transitioning as well as the ease of the transition itself as being important 

components that were brought to the surface during the transition. Specifically, many 

participants noted that their abilities to land a job after transitioning into civilian life was 



EXPLORING IDENTITY  134 

predicated on how they translated the work they did while active duty to potential job 

employers. Interestingly, a majority of the participants had longevity in their service that 

allowed for certain retirement and benefits packages that allowed them the opportunity to look 

for jobs that were tailored to their skillset. Additionally, due to their longevity of service, 

participants acquired certain skillsets in their training that may have made it easier to translate 

into jobs.  A handful of participants also noted how education is not as emphasized as it should 

be in the military. Specifically, gaining education for jobs outside of the military was one of 

the surprising factors participants claimed they wish they knew more about while being in 

active duty.   

 Interestingly, a handful of participants spoke about the initial fear they had of the 

transition out of the military and how the military places some of the fears on them. For 

example, a handful of participants spoke about how the military emphasizes the bond between 

soldiers and the culture that is established, which the participants will no longer have after they 

transition into civilian life. However, many participants mentioned that once they overcame the 

initial fear of transition, they had an easier transition. Potential implications of this research 

will be discussed in regards to how this study adds to our understanding of identity 

reconstruction among individuals transitioning from military to civilian life.         

Implications  

 This study was one of the first studies to explore identity reconstruction of individuals 

who are transitioning from active duty to civilian life. The findings of this study inform best 

practices when working with individuals who are preparing to make a transition from the 

military. Foremost, military personnel, including psychologists, can use these findings to work 

toward understanding the process of identity reconstruction and the various components that 
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impact one’s transition to life outside of the military. The cultural and social background of 

participants is noteworthy as the majority was White and came from lower to middle class 

backgrounds. While participants’ educational background varied, it is important for 

psychologists to consider other components of military personnel’s identities as these factors can 

have an impact on the formation of their identity. Specifically, if a psychologist were to work 

with a veteran, further understanding of cultural background components (e.g., sexual 

orientation, ethnicity, religion, .) would provide key insights into how their identity has been 

shaped by their experiences.  

 Furthermore, these findings can aid existing military programs whose aim is to assist in 

the transition process, such as the Army Soldier For Life (SFL) and the Transition Assistance 

Programs TAP). Specifically, psychologists employed with these programs could implement 

identity-processing groups that focus individuals towards a reconstruction of other identities that 

may be more salient after the transition.  While these programs provide a strong foundation and 

resources geared towards education opportunities and finding jobs in the public or private sector, 

this study provides more information about how an individual reconstructs their identity in order 

to make for an easier transition and understanding of sense of self.  

 In a more global sense, this study provides grounds for continued advocacy for proper 

supports for individuals who are transitioning back to civilian life.  As previously mentioned, 

institutional support can provide a helpful catalyst for individuals who are transitioning 

(Schlossberg, 1981). For example, at an Army macro level and the unit level individuals may 

benefit from transition classes as their place of duty, rather than leadership still giving them 

responsibilities and objectives they must complete that would prevent soldiers from attending 

classes. Participants mentioned that the Army spends several weeks molding individuals to fit the 
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military culture, beliefs, and values, but when they are transitioning, they are not offered the 

same time away to begin the process of reconstructing their individual identity. A suggestion 

noted from one of the participants was to create a separate battalion designated for reintegration 

into civilian life (i.e., addressing people by first names, terminology of 8:00 instead of 0800) that 

individuals could go to help strengthen their ability to transition more smoothly 

 Another recommendation is to focus on creating and changing transitional programs to 

emphasize positive experiences of serving while mitigating the negative experiences. Programs 

that expand educational opportunities and provide psycho-education to both soldiers and 

civilians about various military jobs could potentially ease the confusion and lack of 

understanding from the civilian side. Previous research by Koen, Klehe, and Vianen (2012) 

evaluating a career adaptability resources training to aid career transitions of recently graduated 

university students showed promise with a single day training session. By creating similar 

programs for service members transitioning out of the military back into civilian life, military 

members may be provided with additional resources to aid military members who are in the 

preparation stage of transitioning and in understanding their sense of self.   

 Furthermore, this study’s findings apply well to the field of psychology in terms of 

identity and transition research. First, this study proposes the importance of cultivating other 

identities for active duty members, rather than placing exclusive emphasis on military identity. 

For military psychologists, focusing on the reconstruction of other identities that can become 

more prevalent during and post transition may allow for a more successful experience for 

individuals.  

 In regards to counseling and non-military psychologists working with veterans, taking a 

strengths-based approach and focusing on the positive aspects of transition may aid other 
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identities to become more salient. Specifically, interventions involving reframing the transition 

as a positive experience could be beneficial. Other interventions that include acceptance 

commitment therapy focusing on acceptance of new roles and identity may allow non-military 

psychologists insight into working with this unique population (Shiner, 2011). Additionally, this 

study suggests that individuals who are struggling with their sense of self take preventative 

action (i.e., create a support network, seek educational opportunities, engage in financial 

readiness) to prepare for their transition. By taking these proactive measures, individuals who are 

in the middle of transitioning back to civilian life may have a better sense of self and an easier 

process during their identity reconstruction.  

Strengths and Limitations  

 The current study has several strengths and limitations. A strength of the study is the data 

collection method. First, through subjective, direct responses, the researcher was able to gain 

first-hand knowledge about what participants experienced through broad and open-ended inquiry 

(Patton, 2002). Semi-structured interviews allowed all participants to be asked the same 

questions within a flexible framework and revisions were, made along the way as new 

experiences emerge giving the researcher the ability to construct themes and patterns that were 

reviewed by participants (Choy, 2014; Creswell, 2017). Another strength of the 

phenomenological semi structured interview design is that it seeks to find the universal nature of 

an experience and can provide a deeper understanding through in-depth interviewing and 

reflection (Choy, 2014). Therefore, the themes and meanings of the participants' experience 

emerged from the data and allowed the researcher to notice trends and look at the big picture 

(Creswell, 2017). The data did not fit into a statistical test that confined or restricted the 

interpretation and therefore provided a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of the 
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participants (Patton, 2002). Having in-depth information and a homogenous sample allowed for 

common themes to emerge that were representative of the majority of participants. Many of the 

participants described their satisfaction with the interview process, as it provided them the 

opportunity to potentially help others in the future, and gave them a space to reflect on a difficult 

time in their lives for the greater good. 

 Though phenomenological semi-structured qualitative studies provide compelling 

research data, there are limitations to this methodology. For instance, the subjective nature of the 

research could influence the conclusions of the study (Creswell, 2017; Janesick, 2011; Patton, 

2002). The researcher’s role must include the integration of his own beliefs and values  in the 

study in order to help mitigate subjectivity (Janesick, 2011). Furthermore, the individual 

circumstances that data was collected from cannot be generalized due to a smaller sample size 

(N=10) (Maxwell, 2013; Patton, 2002). It is the participant’s own “lived experiences” and their 

own perceptions and subjective reality that cannot be generalized outside the specific population 

(Morrow, 2005). For example, since this study had all male participants, the results cannot be 

generalized to female individuals who are experiencing identity reconstruction and transition. 

Also, a unique component of the participants is the length of service (i.e.,20 years) each one had 

as they all served in various leadership roles. Therefore, a limitation is this study is not 

generalizable to all soldiers transitioning from the military, in particular individuals with shorter 

terms of service (i.e., 2-4 years).  

 Additionally, this study focused on individuals who were Army veterans. Although this 

study sought to explore the process of identity among individuals who transitioned from the 

military to civilian life, it should not be assumed that the themes that arose would be consistent 

with the other armed forces since they have different challenges and programs than the Army. 
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Therefore, these results cannot be generalized to individuals who have transitioned from the 

other armed forces (e.g., Navy, Marines, Coast Guard, Air Force). Lastly, another limitation of 

the study was that the primary research method was individual interviews. Due to the nature of 

the study, data does not include observations within assistance-program settings of how 

individuals’ identity evolved during the actual transition. Linking interviews along with 

observational data could have provided a more holistic perspective on the process of identity 

with individuals transitioning out of the military to civilian life.  

Conclusions and Future Research  

 The purpose of this study was to better understand the process of identity reconstruction 

among individuals who were transitioning from military to civilian life. Secondly, this study 

identified what factors played a role in either aiding or impeding a successful transition for 

individuals in the army. Lastly, this study attempted to interview individuals of different ages, 

ethnicities, and jobs who had recently transitioned to better understand how aspects of their 

identity were impacted.  The findings of this study offer both evidence supporting existing 

literature as well as new and fruitful information in the area of identity reconstruction for 

military members.  

 In conclusion, the results indicate that men who do not have a strong sense of self and or 

who lack a sense of purpose may be more inclined to join the military, and the military culture 

can have a lasting impact on one’s identity. By utilizing factors such as a strong support network 

and preparation for a transition back to civilian life, other identities appear to become more 

salient and serve to mitigate the strength of the military identity that many individuals will hold 

onto even after their transition. Ongoing reflection on one’s sense of self may aid in the process 

of identity reconstruction upon entering civilian life.  
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 Focusing on identity reconstruction among individuals transitioning, as well as their 

experiences with this phenomenon, may inform counseling psychologists as to how to work 

with people who are transitioning back to being a civilian. It is interesting to note that a gap in 

the research exists with regard to transgender individuals’ experiences in the military. Most 

studies revolve around men or women’s experiences and how their identity is impacted by 

experiences in the military (Belkin, 2015). Future research could study not only men and women 

transitioning out of the military but also transgender individuals, which would provide a better 

understanding   of this marginalized identity (Belkin, 2015). When understanding the process of 

identity development among individuals transitioning back to civilian life, it is important to note 

the similarities that men and women share about their development, and also the differences.  

Findings may provide guidance regarding implementing coping strategies and developing a 

well-rounded identity that can be beneficial when making the transition to being a civilian 

after leaving the military. By becoming more aware of the process of identity reconstruction 

someone goes through when transitioning from the military to civilian life, future research 

could continue to aid in answering the question of who am I now? 
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Appendix A 
 

Informed Consent Form  
 

Consent to Voluntarily Participate in a Research investigation 
 

Department of Psychology 
 

Springfield College 
 

Springfield, MA 01109 
 

           Dr. Sally M. Hage                     Shawn Saylors, MA. 
Chair of Dissertation Committee        Investigator’s Name 

 
______________________________      _____________________________ 

Participant’s Name                      Date 
 

Dissertation Title: Exploring Identity From Military to Civilian Life: A Phenomenological Study 

You are being asked to provide consent in a research study exploring identity reconstruction 

among individuals transitioning from the military back to civilian life. Participation is voluntary. You 

can say yes or no. If you say yes now you can still change your mind later.  

 Your participation includes filling out a brief demographic survey (10 minutes) and an 

individual interview lasting approximately 60 minutes by Skype or phone. The interview questions will 

ask about your identity during and after your time in active duty service and your transition process. I 

encourage you to ask questions now and at any time.  If you decide to participate, you will be asked to 

sign this form and this form will be a record of your agreement to participate. 

 Throughout the entire research process, all information about you and other participants (name, 

age, place of institution, other identifying information) will be kept confidential.  You will be assigned 

a pseudonym that will represent your experience in the study.   

 It is important to note that participation in this study has potential risks and benefits.  There is a 

risk that discussing your experiences in the Army around your identity transition may trigger 
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distressing emotions for you.  If this occurs, you may stop the interview or take a break at no 

consequence to you.  You may choose to discontinue the interview or reschedule.  If the interview is 

discontinued, it will not be used in the analysis. I will provide you with a list of resources should you 

wish to process the interview with a professional helper. 

  Participation in this study also has potential benefits.  It is possible that discussing the process 

of identity during your transition out of the military may create an awareness and better understanding 

about this experience as well as help others who struggle with identity changes. At the end of this 

study, you will be eligible to receive $10. However, you must have completed the interview in order to 

receive the gift card or cash. 

All such investigational projects carried out within this department are governed by the 

regulations of both the Federal Government and Springfield College. These regulations require that the 

investigator obtain from you a signed consent to participate in this study. Any further information or 

questions about the research and explanations of participant rights can be attained from Shawn Saylors 

at ssaylors@springfieldcollege.edu, Dr. Sally Hage at shage@springfieldcollege.edu, or the Springfield 

College Institutional Review Board (413) 748-3959. 

I certify that I have read and fully understand the above research. All my questions have been 

answered to my satisfaction by the researcher. I willingly give consent to participate.  

_________________________          _________________________ 
Signature of Participant               Date 
 
I grant permission for the researcher to contact me, either through phone, text, or email, with a reminder 
of the interview date/time if needed. I can be contacted at the following phone number or email 
address:  
 

YES       NO 
 

Phone number__________________      Email _____________________ 
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Appendix B 
 

Informed Consent of Audio Use 
 

Researcher will be recording using audio recording to assist with the accuracy of your responses. 

You have the right to refuse the audio recording. Please read and select one of the following 

options.  

 

  YES, I give the researcher, Shawn Saylors, permission to audio during my interview.  

  NO, I do not give permission. 

 

 

_____________________________   _____________________________ 

Signature      Date 
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Appendix C 
 

Demographic Survey for Participants  
 

I grant permission for the researcher to use all data collected for research purposes only. 
 

YES       NO 
 

 
1. Preferred Method of contact (please circle all that apply) 

a. Phone 

b. Email 

c. Text 

2. May I leave a voice message in the event you are not able to answer your phone? 

YES     NO 

3. Best time of day to contact you? (Please circle all that apply) 

a. Morning  c. Evening 

b. Afternoon  d. Any time 

4. Gender (please circle one) 

a. Male 

b. Female 

c. Other  

5. Country of Birth/Citizenship     /    

6. If country of birth/citizenship is other than United States, how long have you lived in 
United States?        

7. Race/Ethnicity (please circle all that apply) 

a. Non-Hispanic White or Euro-American 

b. Black, Afro-Caribbean, or African American 

c. Latino or Hispanic American 

d. East Asian or Asian American 
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e. South Asian or Indian American 

f. Native American or Alaskan Native 

g. African 

h. Hispanic 

i. European 

j. Asian 

k. Indian 

l. Any other mixed background________________ 

m. Other _____________________ 

8. Reason for joining military?________________________ 

9. MOS (Military Occupational Specialty) while active duty?    

10. How many years did you serve active duty?__________________________ 

11. How many times did you deploy overseas? _______________________ 

12. How many years have you been retired from active duty? ______________ 

13. Reason for transitioning out of active duty?_____________________ 

14.  What is your current occupation? _________________________ 
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Appendix D 
 

 Permission Letter Email to Contact Potential Participants 
 

From: Shawn Saylors 
 
To: [Former Colleague] 
 
Subject of the Email: Contact information for potential participants in a research study about 
military members identity returning to civilian life. 
 
Dear [Name of Former Colleague] 
 
 I am reaching out to you to help me identify potential participants for a research study 

involving the process of identity reconstruction among military members who are transitioning 

from military to civilian life. In order to ensure potential participants qualify for the study, I 

would need their contact information (e.g. name and email address) to send them an email of 

interest. In order to obtain the contact information, I need your permission to grant me access to 

this contact information. You have the right to refuse granting access to this information. Please 

read and select one of the following options.  

 

  YES, I give the researcher, Shawn Saylors, permission to obtain contact information.  

  NO, I do not give permission. 

 

 

_____________________________   _____________________________ 

Signature      Date 
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Appendix E 
 

Prospective Participant Email Invitation  
From: Shawn Saylors 
 
To: [Prospective Participant] 
 
Subject of the Email: Invitation for your participation in a research study about military members 
identity among individuals returning to civilian life. 
 
Dear [Name/Organization of prospective participants] 
 

You are invited to participate in a research investigation to explore and understand the 
process of identity reconstruction and various factors that impact transition. The purpose of this 
study is to better understand the process of changing identity among individuals who transition 
back from the military to civilian life.  You were contacted as a potential participant because you 
have transitioned recently from the Army and have been identified by peers to be a good fit for 
this study based on meeting the following criteria:  

 
a.  Participants have been retired from active duty military no more than five years. 

b.  Participants served at least 10 years active duty in the Army. 

c.  Participants served at least on two deployments. 

d.  Participants currently do not work as a contractor in any capacity with the military. 

 All such investigational projects carried out within this department are governed by the 
regulations of both the Federal Government and Springfield College. These regulations require 
that the investigator obtain from you a signed consent to participate in this study. 
 

If you agree to participate, you will be one of the participants who will be participating in 
this research. You are invited to complete a demographic survey (10 minutes) and a 60 minutes 
phone/Skype interview. There will be a $10 gift card/cash for participation in this study. The 
data collected will be confidential, and any identifying information will be stored with your 
interview information.  Information gained from this study will provide an understanding of how 
retired military members process their identity transition. 

If you are interested in participating, please respond via email or telephone to Shawn 
Saylors at ssaylors@springfieldcollege.edu or 864-616-1833. I would be grateful to answer any 
questions. In addition, I would appreciate it if participants would forward this e-mail to other 
potential participants for this study. I greatly appreciate your assistance and support. 
 
Sincerely,  
Shawn Saylors, M.A 
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    Appendix F 

      Follow-Up Email Script 

From: Shawn Saylors 
To: [Prospective Participant] 
 
Subject of the Email:  Follow up invitation for your participation in a research study about 
military members identity among returning to civilian life. 
 
Hello {Insert Participant’s Name}, 
 

I am reaching back out to you in regards to participation in a study exploring and 

understanding the process of identity transformation and various factors that impact the transition 

from military to civilian life. I am emailing you to follow up on a previous email that was sent to 

you about participation in this study.  

If you agree to participate, you will be one of the participants who will be participating in 

this research. You are invited to complete a demographic survey (10 minutes) and a 60 minutes 

phone/Skype interview. You will receive a $10 gift card/Venmo for participation in this study. 

The data collected will be confidential, and no identifying information will be connected to your 

interview data. Information gained from this study will provide an understanding of how retired 

military members process their identity. 

If you are interested in participating, please respond via email or telephone to Shawn 

Saylors at ssaylors@springfieldcollege.edu or 864-616-1833. This will be the last follow-up 

email in regards to this study. Thank you for your time in this manner and I greatly appreciate 

your assistance and support. 

Sincerely,  
Shawn Saylors,  
 

 
 
 



EXPLORING IDENTITY  166 

Appendix G 
 

Screening Interview Script 
 

Hello {Insert Participant’s Name}, 
 
I am reaching out to you because you expressed interest in participating in this study that focuses 
on the process of identity among individuals who transition from military to civilian life. I was 
wondering if you have 10-15 minutes to briefly discuss the study and do a quick screening 
interview.  If now is not a good time to do the phone screening for the study, is there a more 
convenient time I may call you back?  
 

{Not able to do phone-screening interview at that moment: I appreciate you rescheduling.  
I will give you a call back at  (date and time).  Feel free to call or email me if you have 
any questions before we begin the phone-screening interview.} 
 
{If able to do phone-screening interview: Thank you for taking some time to participate 
in this phone-screening interview.  The purpose of this study is to explore and further 
understand the process of identity transformation and transition experiences of 
individuals moving from the military to civilian life. This screening will help determine if 
you are eligible to participate in this study.  I will ask you 4 questions.  All of your 
responses will be kept confidential.  Do you have any questions before we get started? 
 
Screening Questionnaire 
 

1. Have you been retired from the military less than five years?   YES     NO 

2. Have you served in active duty Army for at least 10 years?  YES     NO 

3. Have you served on at least two deployments during your time in the military?  YES     NO       

4. Do you currently work as a contractor in any capacity within the military?  YES     NO         

 
Thank you for answering the questions. This study will consist of an interview over Skype or on 
the phone, lasting around 60 minutes.  You are able to choose to not respond to any questions, 
stop the interview or withdraw from the study without any consequences. Should you decide to 
complete the study, you will receive a $10 in gift card or cash.   
 
During the formal interview, I will review the study in more detail and give you a chance to ask 
questions.  The interview will be audio recorded and data will be collected through transcribing 
the data and analyzing for themes.  All of your personal and identifying information will be kept 
confidential. If you wish, you may receive a copy of the final results at the end of the study as 
well. 
 
Thank you so much for your time and I look forward to speaking with you again. 
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Appendix H 
 

Screening Tool 
 

5. Have you been retired from the military less than five years?   YES     NO 

** If no, not eligible.** 

6. Have you served in active duty Army for at least 10 years?  YES     NO 

** If no, not eligible.** 

7. Have you served on at least two deployments during your time in the military?  YES     NO      

  ** If no, not eligible.** 

8. Do you currently work as a contractor in any capacity within the military?  YES     NO         

 ** If yes, not eligible.** 
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Appendix I 
 

Interview Guide  
      
Hello, thank you for agreeing to talk with me today. Your answers will help us understand better 
the process of identity and factors that impact transition from military to civilian life. There are 
no right or wrong answers, and all of your answers will be confidential; there will be no 
identification of you in any reports coming from this research. If you have any questions at any 
time please stop me and we’ll discuss them, and you are able to stop the interview at any time if 
you feel uncomfortable. Okay, let’s get started with some basic questions.  
 
 
Part 1: Informal/friendly/warm-up question: 
1) Could you tell me what one of your favorite parts about your time in the service? 
 
Part 2: Questions yielding information on research problem  
2) How would you describe your who you were prior to joining the military? 
 2a) What was your life like prior to joining? 
 
3) How would you describe who you were while being active duty in the military? 
 
4) What was life like during your deployments and did that change who you were after coming 
back from deployment? 
 
5) How, if any, has who you are changed since you transitioned out of being active duty? 
 5a) How has your life been since transitioning? 
 
6) What factors do you believe are important for an individual to have to best provide a 
successful transition? 
 
7) What do you think are the biggest problems that individuals face when they return to civilian 
life?   
 
8) What, if anything, have you found surprising about the transition back to civilian life 
 
9) What advice would you provide someone who is transitioning from military to civilian life? 
  
10) How have you changed as a result of your time in the military? 
 
 
Part 3: Finishing on a positive note 
11) When thinking back on about your military career, what was one of your fondest memories? 
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Appendix J 
 

Field Note Form 
 

Participant:  

Date:  

Details: 

Observations:  

Description of activity:  

Reflections:  

Emerging questions/analyses:  

Future action:  
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Appendix K 
 

      Follow-Up Email Themes Script 

Hello {Insert Participant’s Name}, 
 

I would like to thank you again taking time and being a part of this study.  Your 

participation and feedback has been invaluable throughout this process. 

I am emailing you because I have finished the data collection and initial analysis part of 

this study.  I have put together the initial themes that arose from this study, and would like to 

invite you to read through these themes.  It is important that your experience is reflected in these 

findings, so I would invite you to feel free to add any thoughts or feedback that you have 

regarding these initial findings.   

I have attached the themes to this email and have provided space below each theme for 

you to reflect any thoughts, feelings, or additional experiences if you wish.  When you finish 

reading through and/or commenting on these themes, please email the modified document back 

to me. 

Please let me know if you have any questions. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Shawn 
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Appendix L 
 

Follow-Up Theme Questions 
 
I. THEME 1 

a. Is this theme representative of your experience(s)?  
Yes     No     Somewhat 

Please Explain: 

b. Please add any thoughts, feelings, or other experiences that you feel relate to this 
theme  
 

II. THEME 2 
a. Is this theme representative of your experience(s)? 
                 Yes     No     Somewhat 

                  Please Explain: 

b. Please add any thoughts, feelings, or other experiences that you feel relate to this 
theme  
 

III. THEME 3 
a. Is this theme representative of your experience(s)? 

Yes     No     Somewhat 

Please Explain: 

b. Please add any thoughts, feelings, or other experiences that you feel relate to this 
theme  

 
IV. THEME 4 

a. Is this theme representative of your experience(s)? 
 

Yes     No     Somewhat 

Please Explain: 

b. Please add any thoughts, feelings, or other experiences that you feel relate to this 
theme  
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Appendix M 
 

Resource List  
 

• Veteran’s Crisis Line: 1-800-273-8255 
  - The Veterans Crisis Line is a free, confidential resource that’s available to  
    anyone, even if you’re not registered with VA or enrolled in VA health care. The 
    caring, qualified responders at the Veterans Crisis Line are specially trained and  
    experienced in helping Veterans of all ages and circumstances. 
 

• State-Specific Veteran Affairs Office: https://www.va.gov/statedva.htm 
  - The mission of the Department of Veterans’ Services is to advocate on behalf of  
    all veterans and provide them with quality support services and to direct an  
    emergency financial assistance program for those veterans and their dependents  
    who are in need. 

• National Organization of Veteran Advocates : 1-202-587-5708 
https://www.vetadvocates.org/cpages/home 

  - The National Organization of Veterans’ Advocates, Inc. (NOVA) is a not-for- 
     profit educational membership organization incorporated in the District of  
     Columbia in 1993. NOVA is a national organization of attorneys and other  
    qualified members who act as advocates for disabled veterans. 
 

• Veteran’s Center Counseling: 1-877-927-8387/ 
https://www.vetcenter.va.gov/Vet_Center_Services.asp 

  - The VA's readjustment counseling is provided at community-based Vet Centers  
    located in easily accessible neighborhoods near Veterans, Service members, and  
    their families, yet separate from VA organizational sites to ensure confidential  
    counseling and reduce barriers to care. All Vet Center services are prepaid  
    through military service. 
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Appendix N 
 

Transcriptionist Confidentiality Form 
   

         Confidentiality Agreement for Transcriptionist 

I, ______________________________ transcriptionist, agree to maintain full confidentiality in 
regards to any and all audiotapes and documentations received from Shawn Saylors related to his 
research study titled Exploring Identity from Military to Civilian Life: A Phenomenological 
Study.  

Furthermore, I agree:  

1. To hold in strictest confidence the identification of any individual that may be inadvertently 
revealed during the transcription of audio-taped interviews, or in any associated documents.   

2. To not make copies of any audiotapes or computerized titles of the transcribed interviews 
texts, unless specifically requested to do so by the researcher, Shawn Saylors.  

3. To store all study-related audiotapes and materials in a safe, secure location as long as they are 
in my possession. 

4. To return all audiotapes and study-related materials to Shawn Saylors in a complete and timely 
manner.  

5. To delete all electronic files containing study-related documents from my computer hard drive 
and any back-up devices. I am aware that I can be held legally responsible for any breach of 
this confidentiality agreement, and for any harm incurred by individuals if I disclose identifiable 
information contained in the audiotapes and/or files to which I will have access.  

 
Transcriber’s name (printed) __________________________________________________ 
Transcriber's signature _______________________________________________________ 
Date______________  

 
 
 

 
 


