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Civilian 
Ops
Why corporate America 

needs military talent to make 
its operations run better, and 

how you cash in.

BY SARA HODON

If you’re looking for a career 
that requires many of the skills 
you’ve developed throughout 

your military service and offers 
advancement opportunities and 
great pay, you may want to 
consider operations.

“Operations” doesn’t fit neatly 
into a single category. Companies 
in just about every industry – 
from manufacturing, energy, 
warehousing and logistics to 
technology, health care and finance 
– rely on operations professionals 
to keep their businesses running, 
with the right people doing 
the right jobs with the right 
equipment while delivering their 
products or services on time and 
at the right price.
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find that one of the best things about 
working in operations is the advancement 
opportunities.

Marine Corps veteran Christopher 
Castillo went from being a route driver/
guard with Dunbar Armored to branch 
manager for the company’s New Orleans 
location. When he got out of the military, 
he says, his infantry skills didn’t translate 
to many civilian jobs besides law enforce-
ment. But he found that companies either 
weren’t hiring or the jobs he was applying 
for required much more training. Then 
Castillo interviewed for a job as a route 
driver with Dunbar.

“I fell into this, but I’m good at it,” he 
says. “A lot of my military training trans-
lated – things like being vigilant and task-
oriented.”

Castillo moved from his job as a route 
driver to branch manager by “making my-
self available to do things,” he says. “I was 
always very efficient and got my job done, 
and I applied for other positions that opened 
up. I’ve also tried to build good relation-
ships with my supervisors and co-workers 
along the way.”

Castillo has stayed with Dunbar mainly 
because the company gave him a chance to 
prove himself.

“It’s not that I couldn’t do the jobs I ap-
plied for, but all I needed was someone to 
give me that chance. I had so many inter-
views but there was no mutual fit. Dunbar 
gave me a chance. They’ve given me a lot 
of opportunities to advance, and I’ve stuck 
around. A lot of guys will leave a place af-
ter a year, but this company has been good 
to me so I’ve been loyal to them.”

“Our operations 
managers can 
support any piece of 
the company. Right 
now we’re filling a 
lot of these positions 
in our international 
groups, corporate 
procurement, sales 
and service, and 
the manufacturing 
side, where they’re 
focusing on things 
like lean.”
– Amy Fossum, Staffing Manager, Polaris
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OPERATIONS MANAGER

DID WE MENTION THE PAY?
If the advancement opportunities and level 
of responsibility weren’t enough to con-
vince you to consider this field, the earning 
potential might. It depends on the com-
pany, industry and job duties, but most 
entry-level positions pay a starting salary 
between $40,000 and $50,000. The aver-
age pay for operations managers in the U.S. 
is $80,339, according to Payscale, and the 
top pay potential is well over $100,000.

But this generous salary comes after 
you’ve established yourself and have shown 
your supervisors that you have what it takes 
to advance – don’t expect that six-figure sal-
ary right away.

LEARNING CURVE
Your military experience might help to set 
you apart from other candidates or even se-
cure the job, but expect a learning curve, 
says Dalton Pierce, director of operations 
at Polaris’ Roseau, Minn., manufacturing 
facility and an Army veteran.

“Veterans are going to be looking at 
starting out behind their peers from an age 
group standpoint because they’ve spent 
the last three to four years defending their 
country, while their peers spent three to 
four years learning manufacturing,” Pierce 
says. “But in my experience, vets quickly 

What appealed to you 
about operations? 
I was pretty open when I got out of 
the military. I felt I had a lot of skills 
that could translate to a lot of areas. 
But it was Polaris itself that sold me 
– it’s a toy company for adults.

What surprised you about 
the civilian workforce? 
It’s harder to get people on board 
with tasks. In the military, you know 
exactly what you’re supposed to do 
and you do it.

What’s a typical day like? 
I get into the office around 2 p.m. and look for any 
pressing issues. I’ll talk to the first shift supervisor 
to see if there are any issues from that shift. Then 
I’ll talk to my leads to see who is doing what.

A lot of my job is putting out fires – if a part is 
broken, I have to fix it. I make sure the employees 
are happy, productive and keeping everything 
on track.

HARRISON DRAPO, 2nd Shift Welding Supervisor, Polaris
Age: 28 Military Service: Captain, Army (2009-2014)

MOS: Battalion S-4
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OPERATIONS MANAGER

What surprised you about 
the civilian workforce? 
It wasn’t a surprise as much as I 
had to get used to how things are 
done in the civilian business world. 
After being in the service for 27 
years, you learn how certain things 
are done. In the civilian workforce, 
it’s really like starting all over 
again, because you don’t know 
how things work. 

What are some highlights 
of your typical day? 
It’s very busy. I’m usually up before 4:30 and 
checking my e-mail pretty early. I check the 
weather status often because that affects how the 
government comes to work, and how we come 
to work because we work for the government. I 
arrive at work at 8.

Daily tasks: Check calendars, talk to my team 
leads. Check on the deliverables that are needed, 
check on the status of invoices. Then if there 
are positions that need to be filled I work with 
our recruiters.

JIM BARRINEAU, Program Manager, URS
Age: 53 Military Service: Colonel, Army (1983-2010)

MOS: Signal Corps, IT branch

outpace the typical college graduate.”
A big part of your success will be 

determined by how you handle the 
learning curve. In other words, Pierce 
says, expect to pay your dues and be 
willing to learn what you need in or-
der to move through the ranks.

This is how Marine Corps vet-
eran Mitchell Mullican worked his 
way up to become an analyst with 
Patterson-UTI. He started out with 
the company as a floorhand on a rig 
in East Texas, then became a rig man-
ager in 2011. Mullican works with 
other department heads in the com-
pany and describes his current position 
with a special projects team as “kind 
of like Special Forces in the military 
– each member of the group has a 
very specific function. I report to a 
director and have two direct reports. 
As an analyst, it’s my job to analyze 
different situations and come up with 
solutions.”

If you’re still not sure if this field 
is for you, Mullican says, “Go for it. 
There are wonderful opportunities in 
this field. There aren’t many jobs that 
give you this type of responsibility, 
and there are many different directions 
you can go into.” 


