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Government Contracting Focus

By David Perera

Despite countless years of military service to 
their country — for some, service that has in-
cluded several tours of war duty — one of the 
hardest parts of leaving military life is just 
finding a job.

About 18 percent of veterans stay un-
employed for one to three years after they 
leave military service. For the military’s self-
starting problem solvers, though, there’s 
another option: becoming a government 
contractor.

“The good news is that veterans have a 
higher-than-average rate of self-employ-
ment,” said Joseph Jordan, the Small Business 
Administration’s associate administrator for 
government contracting and business devel-
opment, at a recent congressional hearing 
on veterans’ small businesses. “They have 
the leadership, the know-how and the drive 
to succeed as entrepreneurs.”

Nationally, there are approximately 
230,000 small businesses owned by disabled 
veterans alone, many of them government 
contractors.

Still, for officers more accustomed to giv-
ing orders than filling them, the transition 
to private sector government contracting is 
often not an easy one.

Long-term strategy
When Army Lt. Gen. Mike Rochelle left the 

military in August 2009 after 37 years of ser-
vice, as a three-star general he had climbed 
higher than most ever expect to go. 

For the three years before his retirement, 
Rochelle was the Army’s deputy chief of staff 
for personnel, the man in charge of recruit-
ing, sustaining and retaining a million active 
and reserve duty soldiers.

Now he is in charge of his own Fairfax-
based human resources consulting business, 
MDR Strategies LLC. 

MDR Strategies was no last-minute idea for 
Rochelle. Like the military, which plans its 
human resources strategically with an eye to 
readiness in the next decade, Rochelle had 
mulled over his idea for more than 15 years.

Such a cultivated ability to think long term 
is a talent Rochelle has seen lacking in the 
private sector, and he was able to use that 
Army-given ability to charter MDR, setting 

in motion a three-year business plan almost 
immediately after his retirement. 

His ability to think strategically has also 
helped his business survive today’s econom-
ic challenges, he said. “The practical reality 
of the current situation forces chief executive 
officers to think very, very tactically.” 

Private sector life, however, does have its 
challenges, he acknowledges.

The biggest was more of a problem than 
he expected, although fellow generals who 
had struck out on their own had warned him 
about it. 

“It’s the scheduling, the calendaring  — 
managing one’s goings and comings at the 
same time that you’re trying to think strategi-
cally,” Rochelle said on a recent busy Friday 
afternoon. 

There’s another uncomfortable fact of life 
outside the military. It’s a common lament 
among retired military officers that the pri-
vate sector lacks that sense of people work-
ing together toward a goal more important 
than this quarter’s profits. Let’s face it: The 
military takes teamwork seriously.

“I miss the people, the camaraderie, the 
pulling on the rope in the same direction 

with my comrades of all grades,” Rochelle 
said. “I think everyone misses it.”

However, civilian work also has its ben-
efits. As head of his own small consulting 
shop, Rochelle said, he can be nimble in a 
way the Army simply can’t be. His business 
requires creativity and entrepreneurship in 
quantities that exceed Army levels, he said. 

His new life is “an opportunity to make a 
difference and, of course, a profit.”

A simple twist of fate
No one from the military is just dumped 

into civilian life these days. Transition pro-
grams prepare people leaving active duty for 
life on the outside, but there’s no guarantee 
of a smooth transition. It’s a milestone ap-
proached with caution.

“You’re in the groove, you know every-
thing, you know the speak, you know what 
every day is going to be like, you know who 
works for who in the zoo,” said former Navy 
Comdr. Scott Miller, who left the service after 
22 years on April 1, 2009.

“You get out, it’s different,” he added. “The 
transition was, I would say, not that simple 
for me. At times, it is harder to translate your 

Ready, aim, get hired
Three former military officers tell their transition tales — from field to front office

Mike Rochelle took the long-term planning skills he gained in the military and applied them to building the Fairfax company he founded, MDR Strategies.  Photo by Joanne S. Lawton
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skills than you think it is.”
For one thing, it can be tough to predict 

what companies want in an individual. 
Although every military officer leaves 

with, at minimum, a set of management and 
leadership skills, the private sector doesn’t 
always recognize them. 

Miller thought he could work as a project 
manager — especially since his last military 
job was supervising the tactical heart of an 
aircraft carrier, the combat information cen-
ter on the USS George H.W. Bush.

However, even though his Navy career con-
sisted of managing one project after another, 
Miller has no “official” project management 
certification. And without the right initials af-
ter his name, he found that companies didn’t 
think of him as a project manager.

Instead, Miller landed a job with a local 
defense contractor that offered him a job he 
would never have thought suited him: mis-
sile engineer. 

“I would have never applied for that posi-
tion. I don’t consider myself as having expe-
rience in missile engineering,” Miller said.

He got the job after posting his resume 
online through the Military Officers Asso-
ciation of America. Miller’s future employer, 
International Systems Management Corp. of 
Boyds, took him on because the company 
saw his experience working with the Rolling 
Airframe Missile system — exactly the missile 
involved in the open engineering job.

If his current position — which was modi-
fied to “project engineer” to better reflect 
his aptitude — was a bit serendipitous, Miller 
isn’t counting on catching such an opportu-
nity  again. He said he is enrolling in project 
management courses.

A healthy dose of fear
Former Army Lt. Col. Jim Blanco revels in 

his private sector life. 
A new Mercedes-Benz parked outside, 

tropical vacations for the family and owner-
ship of a small business, JAB Innovative So-
lutions, have colored his life pretty brightly 
since Blanco left service in 2007, with a dis-
ability picked up in the line of duty.

As a “service-disabled veteran-owned” 
contracting company, JAB is eligible to bid 
on federal contracts that are set aside for 
those businesses — 3 percent of all federal 
contracting dollars.

Still, transitioning to the private sector and 
building a government contracting company 
was not without its moments. 

“If you’re not scared coming out, you’re 
wrong. You’ve got to have a certain level of 
fear,” Blanco said as he nursed a beer in a 
Reston pub. 

Any military officer could be successful 
in the private sector, he added, but post-
military life does require an attitude adjust-
ment. 

“Before, you never worked for a dollar, 
you never had profit and overhead. What 
margins?” Blanco asked, rhetorically.

Before leaving the military, he marinated 
himself in private sector practices, serving as 
the program manager for the Army Office of 
Small Business Programs. 

Blanco started JAB with his own money 
in 2007, but he didn’t commit to it full time 
until 2009. 

Building his business has required a judi-
cious mix of spending and economizing.  The 
purchase of expensive accounting software 
tailored for government contracting meant 
that some quarters were not profitable, but 
revenue this year is on track to be five times 
what it was in 2009, somewhere between 
$2.5 million and $3 million, Blanco said.

Blanco acknowledges that his Army expe-
rience with contracting makes him different 
from an officer who’s been in combat arms 
for an entire career, but he says any officer 
should be able to succeed by drawing on  the 
leadership and management skills learned in 

the military.
“The military’s a wonderful life. It teaches 

you a lot of things,” Blanco said. “I don’t 
think there are any officers coming out who 
couldn’t be successful in business, if they 
chose to. It’s an attitude.”

Inside looking out
For people still in the military but about to 

make the transition, life on the other side can 
indeed look pretty scary.

Contemplating his next step after 30 years 
of Navy service this June 1, Capt. Greg Miller 
said, “I’ve heard people getting out of the 
military  — and I imagine this is true — say-
ing that it is very competitive, dog eat dog. I 
haven’t seen that in the military.”  

Miller said he does not want to end up in a 
place where he would have to cut corners or 
undermine his peers. 

“In my opinion, that’s personal integrity, 
and I hold that higher than a company’s prof-
it line,” he explained. 

Miller has been doing the rounds at career 
fairs, networking his way around them. And 
to his surprise, although he knows what he 
doesn’t want, he still isn’t sure what he does 
want. 

“If you’ve been on this side of the fence 
for all your life, you look over at the civilian 
life, you say, ‘Gee, that kind of looks good, 
maybe business development is good for me, 
or maybe program management, some kind 
of project lead,’” Miller said, a little wistfully. 
“But you know what, I don’t think you really 
know until you get into it.”

 
David Perera is a freelance writer based in 
Vienna.

Transition advice from the top

Military officers soon to leave the service 
and enter the private sector sometimes 
feel as if they’re about to storm a beach 
with no protective cover.

Former Army Brig. Gen. Tom Landwer-
meyer, who left the military in May 2009 
after 33 years in uniform — his last position 
was assistant chief of staff for installation 
management — offered some advice to of-
ficers getting ready to look for private sec-
tor jobs.

○ Start the transition and search process 
early, a year before you leave the military. 
It’s always best to find a job while you have 
a job.

○ Speak the language of the organiza-
tion you want to work for. Use a generic 
resume for networking. Then when you 
find a specific position you want, tailor the 
resume to that job using themes or even 
specific words you find in your research of 
the position and organization.

○ Be patient. Civilian organizations are 
on their own timeline, one that doesn’t 
necessarily match yours. Work multiple 
leads in parallel, not one at a time.

○ Be ready to hear things like “No 
thanks” and “Stay in touch” or “We’ll get 
back to you.” Military officers possess in-
demand skills, but the timing and fit have 
to be right. Stay positive and don’t doubt 
yourself.

○ If don’t really like an offer that comes 
along, turn it down, as unfamiliar an expe-
rience as that would be. It’s OK to say “no” 
now if the offer doesn’t seem to be the 
right fit. No sense being miserable when 
you have a choice.

○ If you don’t have a job lined up before 
the retirement ceremony, no problem. 
Take a little time off and enjoy transition 
leave for a bit. But then get back on the 
new mission in life — your new job is find-
ing a job.


