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This report, commissioned by Invictus Australia, explores the role of sport in supporting veterans
and their families as they transition from military to civilian life.

Every year, approximately 5,500 Australian Defence Force (ADF) personnel transition out of
service, facing challenges such as identity loss, mental health struggles, and social reintegration
difficulties. This report highlights the importance of sport as a rehabilitative tool and presents
research findings, case studies, and policy recommendations to enhance veteran wellbeing through
sport.

The report is structured into multiple sections, each detailing key areas where sport plays a crucial
role in improving the lives of veterans. It examines the physiological, psychological, and social
benefits of sport, explores existing veteran sporting programs, and outlines barriers to
participation.

This document offers a summary of the full report, highlighting the ‘Key Insights’ from all sections.

Key Insights

1. The Importance of Sport in Australian Society

Sport is deeply ingrained in Australian culture and plays a pivotal role in promoting health, social
cohesion, and national pride. In Australia, sports participation extends across all age groups and
communities, with millions of people engaging in recreational, amateur, and professional sports

annually.

The benefits of sport in Australia include:

e Health and Fitness: Reduces the risk of chronic diseases such as obesity, cardiovascular
conditions, and mental health disorders.

e Social Inclusion: Brings people together across different social and economic
backgrounds.

o Economic Contributions: The sports industry contributes billions to the Australian
economy through events, employment, and tourism.

e Cultural Significance: Major sporting events like the AFL Grand Final, the Ashes, and the
Olympics play a key role in national identity and pride.

For veterans, sport is particularly significant as it provides a structured, goal-oriented activity that
mimics aspects of military training, offering a sense of familiarity and purpose.
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2. The Role of Sport in Military Training and Service

Sport has been a core component of military training throughout history, dating back to ancient
civilisations where physical conditioning was essential for battle preparedness. In modern military
forces, sport plays an integral role in:

Physical Conditioning: Military personnel undergo rigorous physical training, with sports
used to improve endurance, strength, and coordination.

Teamwork and Leadership Development: Sports cultivate essential skills like
teamwork, strategic thinking, and leadership.

Morale and Wellbeing: Sports competitions within military units promote camaraderie
and reduce stress.

Rehabilitation and Recovery: For injured service members, adaptive sports provide an
avenue for rehabilitation and reintegration into active service or civilian life.

3. ADF Sports Programs

The Australian Defence Force runs several structured sports programs aimed at fostering health,
resilience, and community among service members. These include:

Conventional Sports Program: Encompassing over 30 different sports, this program
ensures ADF personnel maintain peak physical fitness while promoting teamwork and
morale.

Adaptive Sports Program: Designed for wounded, injured, or ill service members
(serving and former serving), this initiative includes participation in international
competitions such as the Invictus Games and Warrior Games.

Pacific Sports Program: Strengthens Australia's diplomatic relationships through sport-
based engagement with regional military forces in the Pacific.

These programs ensure that sports remain an essential aspect of military life, not only for fitness
and performance but also as a tool for rehabilitation and post-service transition.

4. Changing Sporting Landscape in Australia

Six key trends are shaping the future of Australian sport:
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Health-driven participation: More Australians are engaging in sport for fitness and
mental well-being rather than competition.

Digital transformation: The use of technology in sport, such as wearable fitness devices
and virtual training platforms, is growing.

Rise of esports and virtual competitions: Competitive gaming is gaining recognition as
a legitimate sporting activity.

Demographic shifts: An aging and more diverse population is leading to changes in
sporting preferences and the need for modified activities.

Social impact expectations: Sport is increasingly seen as a tool for promoting inclusion,
diversity, and mental health awareness.

Climate considerations: Sports organisations are addressing environmental
sustainability in outdoor and adventure sports.
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5. Veteran Transition and the Challenges They Face

The transition from military to civilian life can be daunting for many veterans. Common challenges
include:

e Loss of Identity: Many veterans struggle with defining themselves outside of their
military roles.

e Mental Health Struggles: PTSD, depression, and anxiety are prevalent among
transitioning service members.

e Social Disconnection: Veterans often find it difficult to integrate into civilian communities
after years of service.

e Employment Challenges: Adjusting to civilian workplace structures and expectations can
be difficult.

Research shows that sport can serve as a crucial bridge in this transition by addressing these
challenges through structured activity, social engagement, and mental health benefits.

6. Positive Impacts on Mental Health

Research has consistently shown that sport has profound effects on mental health, particularly for
veterans who may struggle with PTSD, anxiety, and depression. Key benefits include:

e Reduction in PTSD Symptoms: Studies show that regular physical activity lowers
cortisol levels and promotes neurobiological stability, helping veterans manage stress and
trauma.

o Improved Mood Regulation: Exercise triggers the release of endorphins and serotonin,
which enhance mood and combat feelings of hopelessness.

e Increased Sense of Purpose: Participation in sports provides structure, goals, and a
sense of achievement, which helps veterans reintegrate into society.

e Social Support Networks: Group-based activities foster peer relationships that
counteract social isolation.

7. Positive Impacts on Physical Health

Veterans are at higher risk of chronic illnesses due to service-related injuries, stress, and lifestyle
changes post-service. Sport helps mitigate these risks by:

e Enhancing Cardiovascular Health: Regular aerobic exercise reduces the likelihood of
heart disease and hypertension.

o Improving Musculoskeletal Strength and Mobility: Strength training and
rehabilitation sports help veterans recover from injuries and maintain independence.

e Managing Chronic Pain: Sports provide a non-pharmaceutical approach to pain
management, improving overall quality of life.

e Boosting Energy Levels and Physical Endurance: Increased physical activity leads to
higher energy levels, enhancing overall functionality in daily life.
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8. Social Support and Connection

Many veterans struggle with social isolation after leaving the military. Sport plays a crucial role in
fostering community ties and providing a support network. Benefits include:

e Restoring Camaraderie: Team sports offer veterans a structured environment similar to
military units.

o Building New Friendships: Participation in sports clubs creates opportunities to form
lasting social connections.

e Encouraging Community Involvement: Sports programs often integrate veterans into
civilian communities, reducing feelings of disconnection.

9. Increased Self-Efficacy and Self-Agency

Self-efficacy refers to a person's belief in their ability to succeed in specific situations. Sport
enhances this by:

o Developing Goal-Setting Abilities: Sports participation helps veterans set, pursue, and
achieve objectives.

o Enhancing Problem-Solving Skills: Overcoming challenges in sport translates into
resilience in daily life.

o Fostering Independence: Veterans gain a sense of control and accomplishment through
structured training and competition.

10. Increased Positive Affect

Positive affect refers to the experience of positive emotions such as joy, enthusiasm, and
optimism. Sport contributes by:

¢ Reducing Stress and Anxiety: Regular engagement in physical activities leads to lower
levels of cortisol and stress hormones.

o Improving Emotional Regulation: Veterans report fewer mood swings and increased
emotional stability when participating in sports.

o Enhancing Motivation and Drive: The discipline of training and achieving goals in sport
fosters a more optimistic outlook on life.

11. Release of Aggression

Sport provides a structured and socially acceptable way for veterans to channel aggression and
intense emotions. Benefits include:

e Providing a Controlled Outlet: High-intensity sports such as boxing or rugby allow
veterans to release tension in a structured manner.

o Enhancing Emotional Control: Veterans learn discipline and self-regulation through
sport, reducing instances of frustration and impulsivity.

e Promoting Conflict Resolution Skills: Team sports encourage cooperation, patience,
and problem-solving.
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12. Supporting the Development of a New Identity and Purpose

Many veterans struggle with identity loss upon leaving the military. Sport provides a new sense of
purpose by:

e Creating New Roles: Coaching, mentorship, or team leadership positions give veterans a
renewed sense of responsibility.

o Building Confidence: Achieving milestones in sport helps veterans redefine their self-
worth.

o Fostering Personal Growth: Participation in sports allows veterans to set new goals
beyond their military careers.

13. Providing an Environment to Establish Structure and Routine

Structure and routine are key aspects of military life that many veterans miss after transitioning to
civilian life. Sport helps by:

o Establishing Daily Training Schedules: Routine exercise and practice sessions provide
stability.

o Encouraging Time Management: Regular participation in sport instills discipline and
consistency.

e Reinforcing Accountability: Commitment to a team or training program fosters
responsibility and goal-oriented behaviour.

14. Opportunities for Employment
Sport-related employment offers veterans new career pathways, including:

e Coaching and Mentorship Roles: Veterans can transition into coaching positions at
various levels.

e Sports Administration and Management: Veterans can contribute to the organisation
of events, clubs, and leagues.

o Rehabilitation and Therapy Professions: Experience with adaptive sports allows
veterans to work in physical rehabilitation.

15. Opportunities to Support, Maintain, and Strengthen Family
Relationships

Sport serves as a bonding activity for veterans and their families by:

o Encouraging Family Participation: Many veteran sports programs allow spouses and
children to engage together.

e Improving Communication Skills: Team-based activities enhance problem-solving and
teamwork within families.

e Creating Shared Experiences: Sporting events provide opportunities for veterans to
connect with family members in meaningful ways.
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16. Opportunities to Promote Help-Seeking, Provide Psychoeducation, and
Reduce Stigma

Veterans often face stigma around mental health and help-seeking behaviours. Sport helps by:

e Reducing Barriers to Seeking Help: Integrating mental health support within sports
programs normalises treatment.

e Providing Psychoeducational Resources: Many sports programs educate veterans on
coping strategies and available services.

¢ Encouraging Open Dialogue: Sports-based peer support groups create safe spaces for
veterans to discuss mental health challenges.

17. Research Gaps and Future Directions

While there is strong evidence supporting the role of sport in veteran wellbeing, gaps remain in the
research. Key areas requiring further investigation include:

e Longitudinal studies assessing the sustained impact of sport on veterans.
e The effectiveness of different types of sports (e.g., individual vs. team-based activities).
e The role of grassroots programs in fostering long-term engagement.

Future efforts should focus on integrating sport more comprehensively into veteran support
services and refining best practices for program delivery.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Sport is a powerful tool for improving veteran mental, physical, and social well-being.
Recommendations for maximising its impact include:

1. Expanding funding for veteran sports programs to ensure accessibility for all former
service members.

2. Strengthening collaboration between veteran organisations, sporting bodies, and health
services to create a comprehensive support network.

3. Enhancing outreach efforts to increase awareness and participation in veteran-specific
sporting programs.

4. Fostering inclusive sports initiatives at both elite and grassroots levels, ensuring all
veterans, including those with disabilities, have access to meaningful sporting experiences.

5. Integrating sport within rehabilitation frameworks for transitioning veterans,
reinforcing the importance of physical activity in recovery and reintegration processes.

By implementing these recommendations, sport can play a central role in veteran recovery,
transition, and long-term well-being, ensuring a positive impact on individuals, families, and
communities.
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