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In honor of Veterans Day, we asked Pittsburgh-area businessmen and women who have
served our country in the armed forces to tell us how their service helped them in their
business careers.

Responses varied, but all showed the passion that these people felt for serving their
country and the desire to translate these skills into the broader work force once they
traded their uniforms in for civilian clothes.

There was one other common factor: Several said their service in the military helped
teach them to overcome challenges and not dwell on the small stuff. “With this grounding,
I have found that even the most difficult situations in business and in life can be
overcome,” said Nancy L. Skeans, a partner at Schneider Downs Wealth
Management Advisors LP who spent five years in the Air Force.

“I spent five years in the U.S. Air Force and the four prior to that as a student at the U.S.
Air Force Academy.

As a young woman in the service, I was given responsibilities well beyond my years. I was
also working in a male-dominated profession.

I learned very quickly that the responsibilities were not beyond my abilities if I believed in
myself. I learned that if I wanted to be heard, not only did I need to speak out, I needed
to know the subject matter completely. My four years at the academy also showed me
that I was capable of much more physically and mentally than I ever believed.

So to my career in business, my years of service provided to me a foundation of self-
confidence, the importance of depth of knowledge in one’s field, and the courage to speak
up even if I am the only woman in the room — and, in many cases, the youngest person.
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With this grounding, I have found that even the most difficult situations in business and in
life can be overcome.”

Nancy L. Skeans, partner, Schneider Downs Wealth Management Advisors, LP

“My military service has helped me in my business career to propel me to maintain a
highly optimistic viewpoint in all circumstances and to encourage and motivate others in
my vocation to never accept failure as an option!”

Neal Washington Jr., director of sales, Fairmont Pittsburgh, served in the Marine Corps
Reserves from 1986-1996; MOS (Military Occupation Specialty): 5811 - Military Police,
served in Desert Shield & Desert Storm, Jubal, Saudi Arabia for nine months.

“The U.S. Marine Corps changed me from a boy to a man. The inspiration of those who
went before me and sacrificed so much was profound.”

Robert Fragasso, chairman and CEO, Fragrasso Financial Advisors

“I served on active duty in the United States Navy from 1968 to 1994, and it is difficult to
count the ways my 26 years in uniform helped me over the past 17 years working for
three law firms as a principal administrator — I am not an attorney. In no particular order,
my uniformed service taught me the difference between leadership and management,
how essential good relationships up and down any chain of command are to the
effectiveness of an organization, that attention to detail and client service are
cornerstones of any effective business, and that people remain our No. 1 asset.”

Dean Turner, captain, Navy (retired), and executive director, Steptoe & Johnson PLLC

“The service instills a sense of order and structure that gives you the ability to determine
what to do in certain situations; it teaches you to overcome challenges. I probably
wouldn’t have opened my business without having experienced those seven years in the
Navy. It gave me structure and a sense of leadership, not to mention showed me the
value of acting with integrity. The Navy instilled in me a belief system that everything in
the world, including business, is about people. People execute everything that happens in
the military, and it is the same in the working world. Business is about culture, teamwork
and camaraderie. I teach my employees this same belief system, and I can honestly say
that formula has helped us to grow our team, and our business, over the past few years.
People make progress happen; it’s not about technology.”

Michael Cherock, owner of A|E Works

“As a Navy veteran (1970 to 1974), I often reflect on how the lessons learned in the
military enabled me to succeed in the business world. The experience of serving with
honor, discipline, ability to work as a team and to improvise, adapt and overcome
obstacles are the basics of succeeding in business and in life.”

Donn Nemchick, veterans project coordinator, Riverside Center for Innovation



“My military experience is a major contribution to running both of my businesses.
Everything I have learned and experienced military wise can be compared to the business
environment, from tactical, real-time, high-pressure decision-making, to strategic planning
and preparation for an operation. It’s not just the technical skill I have learned in my job
specialties but what experience I have gained, from establishing leadership in dull
environments to training diverse groups of individuals to high-risk kinetic operations. The
military environment fosters and encourages qualities such as integrity, leadership,
preparation, discipline and motivation/tenacity, all of which are required to succeed in
entrepreneurial ventures. Technical skills can be taught and learned, experience only
comes after time. The new buy veteran program has helped to identify my business as
veteran owned, and it has been surprising how many people respond to that in such a
positive way.”

SFC Joshua Cuddy, owner, Cuddy Properties LLC and INCaffeinated LLC

“I learned very early on the importance of hard work, accountability, teamwork and
responsibility — real responsibility!”

Rob Throckmorton, SPHR, director of employment and staffing, MARC USA. He joined
the Army immediately following high school.

“I’m a Vietnam Vet that served in-country in 1968 and 1969. The lessons I learned in the
service, and while in Vietnam, have served me all my life. The service taught me the self-
discipline to get moving when the going is tough and not to dwell on the annoyances and
inconveniences of life. Service in Vietnam taught me that my views of people and life in
general weren’t always correct. People whom I thought were lazy or ill-disciplined came
through in combat and more than made up for their previous inattention. I made some of
the best friends in life with guys I never would have had anything in common with before
we shared our food, mail, jokes, complaints and abject misery in the field. I found I didn’t
know much about people then, and I’ve kept that lesson close ever since — giving
everyone the benefit of the doubt until they’ve had a chance to shine. My service
experience was one of the best of my life.”

Michael Kozakewich Jr., attorney, Steptoe & Johnson

“Having served in the Nuclear Navy prepared me very well for my subsequent career in
business. The motto of the nuclear submarine force was ‘Mistake is not in your
vocabulary’ for obvious reasons. This high level of expectation for everyday performance
helped me to carry over that mindset when it came to business. As a sales rep and then a
sales manager for Hewlett Packard over a 20-year career, this internal goal drove me to
become a consistent high-level performer. I hung in there when all seemed lost in big
sales situations. I, in turn, placed a high level of expectation on all my team members,
and that helped them to strive to live up to that expectation. As a sales consultant for the
last 11 years with my own company, all of these lessons have helped my clients as the
outside person who set a high-performance standard, and then used metrics to help the
sale reps achieve this high level. I owe a lot of my success to the mental toughness that
was developed during my training and duty aboard our nuclear submarine fleet.”



Frank Hood, Revenue Enhancement Strategies

“I spent four years in the U.S. Navy in the 1970s as an aircraft firefighter, most of that
time on the flight deck of an aircraft carrier. In that environment, you learn teamwork and
to constantly be aware of your surroundings. You learn to quickly assess a situation and
react to it based on your training. You can never let your guard down, or the
consequences could be devastating. Even though that was 35 years ago, teamwork,
training and awareness continue to play a pivotal role in my daily work life. Since that
time, I’ve been fortunate enough to have several outstanding careers: city firefighter,
electronics engineer, legal technology consultant, published author and photographer.

I recently came out of retirement to take on a challenging role as the chief information
officer of Steptoe & Johnson PLLC. With more than 600 users in 10 offices, you have
to continuously be aware of what is going on in the firm, as well as the technology
industry and how you and your team can help provide the technology necessary for our
attorneys to provide their best service to the firm’s clients. The basic building blocks I
developed during my time in the military have certainly paved the way for my success.”

Andy Adkins, chief information officer, Steptoe & Johnson PLLC

“In my 22-year career as a Civil Engineer Corps Officer and, in particular as a member of
several Naval Mobile Construction Battalions (Seabees), I’ve learned some key leadership
lessons that have formed my approach to business.

As a young ensign, I realized — by patterning after my senior officers — that I needed to
deeply care about the men entrusted to my care. I knew this deeply because I felt cared
for. My bosses cared about all of my life, not just my work performance. During those
formative years, I learned this simple, but seemingly counterintuitive, truth from them:
Take care of your people, and they will take exceptional care of you.

I remember a period when I was stationed at the Naval Education and Training Center in
Newport, R.I. I was trying very hard to pass an engineering licensure exam. I had failed
to pass it several times, and my boss realized that passing this exam was critical for my
next promotion. He took it upon himself to arrange for an office across the base in a quiet
area. He ordered me to show up there at 0600 every day for the 30 days prior to the
exam and I was to study there until 0900. He said, ‘I don’t even want to see you here a
minute before 0905!’ It was hard, but it was an order. It was exactly the kind of thing I
needed. I passed the exam with room to spare. He personified taking care of his people,
and I was certainly going to take care of him in return. Thank you, Capt. Greg Buchanan.

Postscript: I continue to stay in touch with each of the men who formed my leadership
character. I may only talk to them over the phone once a year, but each encounter leaves
me buoyed with the sense that they still care. I wouldn’t trade my 22 years in the United
States Navy for anything; it was and continues to be formative in my thoughts and
actions. I am thankful to those who went before and those who are coming up behind.
Great country, great Navy, great leaders, great future.”




