


This paper reports on data gained from interviews with 
eleven Australian Army reservists who have dealt with the 
challenges of re-joining the civilian workforce after  having 
been deployed overseas on operational duty. 

From the data there emerged several experiences that the 
interviewees had in common, including (1) realisation of the 
need to confront a change in identity from being a soldier 
to being a civilian, (2) difficulties in re-adapting to the norms 
of the civilian workplace, (3) benefiting from the support of 
others who had already returned to the civilian workforce, (4) 
being disadvantaged as a result of institutional failures, and 
finally (5) dealing with the adverse effects of military service 
on civilian employment and career outcomes. 

The primary objective of this research was to identify 
common difficulties encountered by Australian Army Reserve 
veterans returning to civilian employment following a period 
of overseas operational duty. The findings of this study will 
inform the scope and direction of a subsequent study into 
the measures that may be taken to help reservists prepare 
for their return to civilian employment.

Eleven reservists volunteered for the study and were 
interviewed between14 June and 14 August 2019. There were 
ten male interviewees and one female. The youngest was 29 
years and the oldest 53 years. The mean age was 44 years. 
All participants had been deployed on at least one overseas 
operation as a reservist. Four participants had been deployed 
more than once, and one participant experienced four 
overseas deployments.

Interviews were conducted using a journey mapping technique 
constructed to explore each participant’s recollections and 
personal insights relating to the key events of the transition 
period. This process generated detailed accounts of reserve 
veterans’ transitional experiences: during the activities in which 
the participants were involved; of the participants’ recollections 
of their personal goals and motives; their experiences when 
trying to gain help from the systems and resources that 
were supposed to be there to help them; and finally of their 
reflections or insights from their experiences. (Howard, 2014; 
Smith & Osborn, 2004) 
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4.1 THEME ONE

“�I was a damn good soldier. And then to 
leave and transition was the fucking 
hardest thing because you’re … seen in 
the community as military strong, and 
you know you are good [soldier]… you’re 
sharp at your skills and then you come 
back, and you’ve got fucking nothing.”

Harry, who served on a six-month peacekeeping 
deployment, commented that he felt his civilian 
work was of little importance compared to what he 
had done on operations. 

“�So much of what we do in the first 
world, it’s just so unimportant compared 
to what you do on a deployment. I mean, 
yeah, despite being in a service industry 
where I know I’ve contributed to the 
lives of a whole lot of kids, compared 
to what I did over there, it just 
doesn’t seem to be anywhere near as 
worthwhile. And I miss the excitement 
and I miss the level of danger.”

AWARENESS OF A CHANGE IN 
IDENTITY FROM SOLDIER TO CIVILIAN

Several studies focusing on identity (Binks and 
Cambridge, 2018; Daniels, 2017; Davis, 2016) have 
observed that veterans who placed less importance 
on their military identity also reported being more 
satisfied with the results of their overall experiences after 
transitioning to civilian life. 

This observation is supported by a few of the cases 
examined during this study. Examples relating to a sense 
of value in society, identity coherence, and preparing for a 
change of role are outlined below.

4.1.1 - ON BEING VALUED

Ian* served in combat roles on four overseas missions  
and returned to job that was held for him under the 
provisions of the Defence Reserve Service (Protection)  
Act 2001 (Cth). 

He spoke intensely about losing his identity as a soldier 
and what it was like suddenly finding himself in a situation 
where his skills and experiences were no longer valued  
by society.

Note: �Pseudonyms have been used throughout this report  
to protect the identity of the participants
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“�Yeah, obviously I’ve had lots of 
complications. But I would do it all again 
tomorrow. Yeah, today or later today. 
I’ve got my [military] gear set up...�
I’m hopeless.”

Daniel, a peacekeeping veteran who had served 
with an infantry unit, reflected on how his ongoing 
involvement with the army reserve has become an 
important aspect of his identity.

“�It has become such a key part of my 
identity, and I think [the army reserve] is 
something that I have to do.”

“�So, I would sum it up with saying that 
I’ve had a very positive experience, 
but I would say that was solely due to 
me. I’ve had a good experience despite 
the army, not because of it. There 
were wasted opportunities along the 
way that army could have used to help 
me. There was no training to help me 
transition back into civilian life. There 
was no psychologist [advising] me how 
to create a new identity as a civilian, 
or how to resume my old identity as a 
civilian… These identity shifts happen, 
and there was no structure. There was 
no guidance given to me on that. That 
was a missed opportunity.”

4.1.2 - ON SERVICE AND IDENTITY

Several years after returning from his peacekeeping 
mission, Harry was diagnosed with PTSD and was 
awarded a full disability pension from the Department  
of Veterans’ Affairs (DVA).

Even though his military service has caused permanent 
health issues which prevent him from working, he is 
hoping for an opportunity to resume his service.  

4.1.3 - ON PREPARING FOR CHANGE

Carl served in a combat role in Afghanistan. He attributes 
his successful transition to his adopting a civilian identity 
as soon as possible. He also suggests that the army does 
not do enough to help reservists prepare for the changes 
they will experience when they return to civilian life. 
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4.2 THEME TWO
Every participant in the study expressed some level of 
dissatisfaction with some aspect of their civilian employment 
experiences upon their return from overseas duty. Re-
establishing employment was a particular issue for veterans 
who were in casual employment prior to their deployment. 
Other veterans were confronted by significant changes in 
the workplace that affected their role and position in the 
organisation. Others found adjusting to the norms of the 
civilian workplace was a struggle.  

4.2.1 - ON BEING UNEMPLOYED

Jessica was out of work for ten months after coming back 
from her overseas deployment. Within the military she had 
developed skills in a highly specialised area of logistics that 
were difficult to translate for the civilian job market. Jessica 
found it extremely problematic to secure employment which 
recognised her skills and the level of responsibility that she 
had previously held. Forced to fall back on her savings from 
what she earned during her deployment, Jessica had to 
reduce her cost of living by lodging with family or friends.

4.2.2 - ON BEING EASED OUT

Several veterans expressed anger about coming back to 
changes in their workplace that foreshadowed their loss 
of relevance within the organisation. In some cases they 
spoke about feeling underappreciated and being socially 
isolated prior to being made redundant.

While he was deployed on a peacekeeping mission, 
Peter’s job in an executive position for a large 
manufacturing business was protected under the Defence 
Reserve Service (Protection) Act 2001 (Cth). He described 
how, within a few weeks of getting back, he was socially 
isolated from his work colleagues and felt pressured to 
leave his job.

Ian* angrily recalled the experience of being exploited by 
his civilian employer whom he said had taken advantage 
of the Government’s support payments to hold his job 
while he was deployed.

“�I had almost every family member and 
friends asking me constantly, ‘Where 
are you? Where are you living? Have 
you found work yet?’ So, [I’m] telling 
people… probably ten times a day… no, �
I don’t have a job yet. I’m still jobless 
and homeless.”

“�Oh, I got shat on by my boss… He was 
paid by Defence to hold that position 
for me. So [the] sneaky bugger, when I 
got back, he said, ‘Oh look, I don’t really 
need you in the head office [anymore]. 
We’ve replaced you. You can go work in 
the retail store.’ So, I got shoved into 
the retail store, which I was dirty about. 
Thirty years old working in a retail shop 
... not for me mate. “

“�I could sort of see the writing on the 
wall… alright, I think I’ve been culled… 
unofficially. They were going to wait �
me out.”

RE-ADAPTING TO THE NORMS OF THE CIVILIAN WORKPLACE

Note: � Pseudonyms have been used throughout this report  
to protect the identity of the participants
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4.3 THEME THREE
�FINDING SUPPORT FROM PEOPLE WITH 
FIRSTHAND EXPERIENCE OF THE  
MILITARY-TO-CIVILIAN TRANSITION

It is not surprising that veterans talk about how they relied on 
peer support during the transition process, given the ideals of 
mateship and camaraderie which are hallmarks of the military 
ethos. Every participant was able to identify one or two individuals 
who specifically helped them, and they all indicated that they 
volunteered for the study in the hope of improving support 
processes for future veterans. 

Several veterans spoke about the valuable support they gained 
from their extended network of friends and professional associates 
outside of the military. For some, this support was instrumental in 
helping them with work opportunities and important career moves. 

4.3.1 �- �ON A HELPING HAND FOR A SUCCESSFUL  
CAREER MOVE

After a bad experience with his employer, Ian* accepted the 
opportunity for another deployment and set himself the goal of 
establishing a new career for when he got back. While he was 
on deployment, an army reserve colleague back home set up an 
important introduction.

4.3.2 - ON A GENTLE PUSH FROM A FRIEND

Although she experienced a great deal of difficulty in finding a  
job after her deployment, Jessica explained how a friend  
intervened to helped her maintain motivation during a long stretch 
of unemployment.

“�He [said to me], ‘Mate, I know someone 
that’s just opening up [a] business.’ …  I 
organised an interview as soon as I got 
back… like day one, I got the job.”

“�So, after the first three months, I started 
slipping a little bit ... and then I got a 
kick by my friend and then I ended up 
joining a gym. So I made it a routine that 
every morning I would go to one of their 
classes ...  Because, if I couldn’t control 
the job searching and employment, I 
could control my routine.”

Note: �Pseudonyms have been used throughout this report  
to protect the identity of the participants
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4.4 THEME FOUR
Every veteran interviewed raised matters relating to 
some degree of institutional failure within the ADF. Some 
veterans reported not being able to access the mandatory 
post-deployment psychological screening that was meant 
to occur within three months of their return to Australia. 
The ADF’s Employer Support Payment Scheme was 
mentioned often, as was the legislation that is supposed 
to protect the reservists’ civilian employment when they 
deploy (Defence, b. 2019). 

4.4.1 - ON FALLING THROUGH THE CRACKS

Harry struggled with his return to civilian life, describing 
circumstances that included problems with alcohol, 
deteriorating relationships at work, and a divorce.  
He claimed that because he lived in a regional area, 
he was unable to get access to the mandatory post-
operational psychology screening. Several years later,  
he was diagnosed with PTSD and is now on a full 
disability pension.  

Jason, who also grappled with his transition which 
included an extended period of unemployment, spoke 
about feeling abandoned by the ADF.

4.4.2 - ON THE BARRIERS TO GETTING HELP

Despite his combat experiences, Matthew is reluctant 
to get in touch with the DVA and other support services 
with regard illnesses caused by his military service. He 
explained that DVA has a poor reputation amongst 
veterans and that, in any case, he doesn’t know what 
support is available.

Dennis, whose civilian job is within an emergency 
services organisation, raised concerns about veterans 
getting access to adequate mental health support and 
compensation when it is difficult to assign liability to either 
one or the other.

“�He [said to me], ‘Mate, I know someone 
that’s just opening up [a] business.’ …  I 
organised an interview as soon as I got 
back… like day one, I got the job.”

“�If you break your leg on deployment, 
[then the] army broke your leg on 
deployment. But who caused that 
person’s mental health to break? You 
know, was it there or was it here, or was 
it both?”

“�No one’s ever called me, ever. From 
the day I landed in Australia to now. 
No one’s ever done a follow up call 
or nothing … My post deployment 
psych screen was probably due two 
months ago, three months ago. No 
one’s followed up. I could be like totally 
wiggin’ out, homeless, mental issues ... 
no one’s contacted me.” 

“�I don’t understand DVA. I’ve never made 
a DVA claim because... I don’t want 
the stress. I don’t want the problems. 
I [don’t] know the medical system. I 
haven’t applied for anything … I didn’t 
know how that all worked, especially in 
the reserves.”

�DEALING WITH PROBLEMS CAUSED BY INSTITUTIONAL FAILURE
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