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UNSW and Veterans 
Founded in 1949 to tackle the societal and economic challenges of post-World War II Australia, UNSW 
has grown into one of Australia’s leading universities and was ranked among the world’s top 20 
universities in 20241. UNSW educates more than 70,000 students and employs more than 7,500 
academic and professional staff across six faculties and one college, UNSW Canberra at the Australian 
Defence Force Academy (ADFA). Our researchers lead global innovation in fields such as quantum 
technologies, AI, advanced materials manufacturing, explosive materials, hypersonics, renewable 
energy, social sciences, international law, and medicine.  

UNSW Canberra at ADFA specialises in high-quality undergraduate and postgraduate courses in all 
areas relating to military, strategic and defence studies and has been preparing future military leaders 
since 1967 as the official education partner for the Australian Defence Force (ADF). We also support 
the ADF Joint Professional Military Education (JPME) program, known formally as the Australian Joint 
Professional Military Continuum, by providing teaching from foundational education (JPME level 1) 
through to highly specialised and technical qualifications (JPME level 4/5). Our defence partnerships 
are crucial to protecting the security and safety of Australia and our allies. Other key defence initiatives 
of the university include the UNSW’s Defence Research Institute (DRI) and UNSW’s participation in the 
Australian Government’s Trailblazer program. The DRI works across the university, connecting UNSW 
researchers and their research to government and industry to support Australia’s national security. 
Defence Trailblazer is a collaboration between UNSW, the University of Adelaide and industry partners 
to strengthen Australia’s sovereign defence capabilities by commercialising new technologies and 
solutions while helping develop specialised knowledge and skills in Australia’s workforce. 

UNSW uses the definition set out in the Australian Veteran’s Recognition (Putting Veterans and Their 
Families First) Act 2019, with veteran meaning a person who has served, or is serving, as a member of 
the permanent or reserve elements of the ADF. At UNSW, we acknowledge that veterans comprise a 
very diverse community, with some veteran students in post-service civilian life having had a long 
deployment record, and others having transitioned after a short time of active service. UNSW Canberra 
is currently working towards implementing a UNSW Canberra Veterans Strategy that will identify how 
UNSW Canberra can best support veterans and their families throughout their military journey, 
including supporting their transition to civilian life at the conclusion of their service. Key focus areas 
are likely to be increasing veteran access to UNSW and its support programs, professional education, 
collaboration with industry, and research to support veteran’s wellbeing and mental health. UNSW 
would welcome the opportunity to work closely with the Department of Defence and the DVA as we 
develop our own Veterans Strategy to understand how universities can best contribute to achieving the 
goals of the new Defence and Veteran Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2024-29 (the strategy).  

About the Defence and Veteran Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy  
The strategy aims to establish a foundation for mental health and wellbeing for veterans and their 
communities throughout their entire defence and veteran journey, from recruitment to post-service life, 
acknowledging the unique challenges at each stage. As drafted, the strategy deliberately invites 
comment from anyone significantly involved in veterans’ lives. As a university with a substantial staff 
and student cohort of veterans, UNSW feels privileged to contribute to a culture that empowers and 
supports the mental health and wellbeing of veterans that are a part of our university community. 
Approximately 80% of the around 3000 undergraduate and postgraduate students at UNSW Canberra 
are serving ADF members, while the defence focused research at UNSW Canberra attracts academic 

 
1 QS World University Rankings (2025). University of New South Wales  
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staff with a strong interest and experience in Defence, including staff with direct military experience. 
As an example, 15% of the former School of Engineering and Information Technology’s academic staff 
have military experience. 

A key component mentioned in the exposure draft is a shared approach to mental health, where it is 
everyone’s responsibility to reduce stigma around mental health challenges. By promoting a proactive 
culture that destigmatises mental health struggles and ensures easy access to support services, the 
exposure draft aims to better equip veterans and their communities to improve mental health and 
wellbeing through identification, prevention and early intervention. The exposure draft identifies nine 
wellbeing factors that recognise the deep connection between mental health and overall wellbeing. It 
further addresses systemic factors that create and exacerbate stress among veterans that can be 
mitigated through these wellbeing factors. Moreover, the exposure draft notes the need to provide 
support right from the start for recruits and their families, with a focus that shifts during separation to 
offer specialised support when navigating a transition to post-service life. The exposure draft has a 
clear emphasis on the need for data-driven approaches and ongoing investment in research and 
evaluation. This ensures that all initiatives are based on the best available evidence, with a 
commitment to being transparent to build trust.  

Education and Skills Development 
The exposure draft highlights the importance of nine wellbeing factors to strengthen defence and 
veterans’ resilience and reduce the risk of mental illness. These factors include social support and 
connection, education and skills, employment and meaningful activity among other factors such as 
health, and home and housing. Universities play an important role in contributing to the factors that 
underpin the wellbeing of the defence and veteran community, enabling them to serve well, live well 
and age well.  
 
Role of the higher education sector in veterans’ mental health and wellbeing 

Education plays a vital role in enhancing mental health, wellbeing, and resilience by providing pathways 
for personal growth, economic stability, and a sense of community. Goal 1 of the exposure draft, 
Promote and assist wellbeing, focuses on engaging entities involved in the provision of support for 
those navigating wellbeing challenges. Expanding Goal 1 to engage more broadly with the education 
sector and others can support veteran health and wellbeing through prevention. This could include the 
provision of training for higher education staff about the unique experience of veterans that are part of 
their university community and provide insights into the ADF more generally (see case study below).  
 

Compared with the Australian population, suicide rates are 26% higher for ex-serving ADF males. The 
highest risk is in the under 30 and 30-39 age brackets, which are 70% and 50% higher than the 

Case Study: Veteran Student Cultural Competency Training for university staff 
In 2024, UNSW developed and delivered cultural competency training for UNSW staff aimed at 
improving awareness of the ADF, the veteran experience and transition challenges veterans may 
experience. This will be an ongoing training package. The results from pre- and post-course surveys of 
the initial 149 participants indicate a marked increase in knowledge and skills related to Australian 
military culture, veterans’ transitions to civilian life, and their unique experiences in academic settings. 
Participants reported enhanced confidence, a greater sense of preparedness, and a stronger 
commitment to fostering an inclusive environment for veterans. 95% of participants indicated they 
would recommend it to their peers—underscoring its value in bridging the gap between military and 
academic cultures. 
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Appendix 
Examples of UNSW research to inform veteran mental health and wellbeing spans the entire wheel of 
the wellbeing factors set out in the exposure draft. UNSW expertise includes the evaluation of veteran 
mental health, as , 
previously led the evaluation of Defence Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018-2023 while he was 
at the University of Canberra. Some examples of UNSW research are listed below.  

• Health: 
o The Black Dog Institute, an independent not-for-profit medical research institute 

affiliated with UNSW Sydney, investigates mental health across the lifespan. This 
includes the 2021 landmark report Prevention through Connection: Supporting Veterans 
to Thrive when their Service Ends9 to report on the National Suicide Prevention Trial.   

o UNSW Professor  of the School of Population Health is a leading authority 
in population-based research using routinely collected data. This includes publishing on 
cancer and prescribed medicines in the veteran community using DVA data.   

o The UNSW National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre (NDARC) is at the forefront of 
national and international evidence-based responses to health challenges related to 
alcohol and other drugs. Deputy Director,  and  

research opioid and stimulant use disorders in veterans. 
• Social Support and Connection: 

o  of the UNSW Canberra School of Humanities and Social Science 
leads an ARC Discovery Project on Veteran suicide: investigating the historical and 
social dimensions. 

o  is working with the ACT office of Seniors and Veterans and the National 
Film and Sound Archive (NFSA) on an innovative new program on dementia-friendly film 
screenings that will provide important opportunities for inclusion, connection and 
wellbeing to people living with dementia, their carers and families. 

o  and the team at the UNSW Social Policy Research Centre have deep 
experience in research and program evaluation for DVA including conducting research 
into service access needs, experiences and barriers of culturally and linguistically 
diverse Australian Defence Force veterans.  

o The Big Anxiety Resarch Centre (BARC) led by  is a unique 
transdisciplinary enterprise, dedicated to transforming thinking and practice in mental 
health through creative collaboration and cultural innovation. They research lived 
experience through a distinctive combination of trauma-informed, psychosocial 
research and creative practice, developing the rich communications and engagement 
practices we need to understand, connect with and support everyday experiences of 
mental health, trauma and suicidality, including for veterans. 

• Employment and meaningful activity: 
o  at the UNSW Canberra School of Business conducts research 

in transitions for Australian veterans, including career transition challenges to civilian 
workplaces and self-employment.  has completed over 31 years of service as a 
Maritime Logistics Officer in the Royal Australian Navy.   

  

 
9 https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/VeteransReport2021.pdf  
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• Meaning and spirituality: 
o  and  of the School of Social Sciences at UNSW 

Sydney have expertise in grief and bereavement research that aims to better understand 
experiences of bereavement using sociological and social work approaches. 

• Home and housing:  
o  was a lead researcher, along with the Social Policy Research Centre on the 

AHURI Inquiry into Homelessness Amongst Australian Veterans, funded by DVA, which 
offered the first-ever estimate of veteran homelessness based on primary data and the 
first accurate baseline to track changes in the rate over time.  

o  in the City Futures Research Centre researches wellbeing in 
place – how our environment supports healthy living as part of everyday life which is 
essential for minimizing the major risk factors for chronic physical and mental illness.   

• Recognition and respect:  
o , Head of School of Arts & Media has extensive experience 

and publications in research-based theatre and arts with and for Ex-Military Personnel 
experiencing posttraumatic stress, to address the stigma of mental health in the military 
and encourage psychological help-seeking in the veteran and military population.   

o , Head of the School of Humanities and Social Sciences at 
UNSW Canberra, has published extensively on Australian military history and operational 
analysis, including a history of the army cadet movement in Australia entitled The Torch 
and the Sword.  




