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1. Executive Summary 
 

1.1 Background (Research Purpose and Objectives)  
 
To understand the current Canadian research on transition from military to civilian life, the Office 
of the Veterans Ombudsman (OVO) commissioned EKOS Research Associates, Inc., to conduct 
qualitative research involving in-depth interviews with Veterans of the Canadian Forces who 
were medically released.  
 
The research was designed to learn which factors, services or programs during transition 
contribute to the successful transition and integration into civilian life for medically-released 
Veterans. The objectives of this phase of study were to provide the OVO with insight into the 
common elements and shared experience of those who identify as having had a successful 
transition from military to civilian life. 
 

1.2 Key findings 
 
The following key findings emerged from the interviews. These findings are organized around the 
seven study issues which guided the interviews, including observations about the transition 
process generally, support for health issues, the experience obtaining employment, financial 
security, support from family, friends and other Veterans and, finally, general observations about 
the process of transition.  
 
The Transition Process  
 
For several participants, planning and being proactive were essential elements of their success in 
transitioning. For others, transitioning out of the military was often an unwelcome and 
unexpected event described as challenging for a variety of reasons.  
 
The most common challenges participants identified in the process of transition were leaving the 
familiarity and security of the military, dealing with the administrative hurdles, and with 
obtaining their entitlements and benefits.  
 
Participants pointed to specific programs and services offered by the CAF or Veterans Affairs 
Canada (VAC) as particularly helpful. These included the Second Career Assistance Network 
(SCAN) Seminars, the Vocational Rehabilitation Program for Serving Members (VRPSM), and the 
Joint Personnel Support Unit (JPSU)/ Integrated Personnel Support Centres (IPSC). Specific 
individuals, including CAF medical staff and case managers (either CAF or VAC), also were often 
mentioned as particularly helpful in facilitating the transition process.  
 
The common themes connecting the aspects of transition identified as particularly helpful 
included the provision of timely and accurate information, the knowledge that more information 
and support were available if needed, and the emotional support provided by individuals who 
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had experience with the transition process. Having enough time to prepare and become 
accustomed to life outside of the military was also identified as an important factor.  
 
When asked about the sources of information and service they obtained from CAF, participants 
most commonly mentioned the SCAN seminars as providing valuable information. The IPSC was 
also mentioned by a few participants as providing a particularly helpful environment where 
personnel understood their needs and helped to make the transition easier. Difficulties with CAF 
programs and services typically related to bureaucratic challenges rather than problems with 
personnel. In the words of one participant, "It's the system, not the people in it."  
 
Positive comments about information and services provided from VAC tended to focus on 
positive experiences with individual VAC case managers rather than experiences with programs.  
 
Health and Disability 
 
Participants were evenly divided between those who had negative experiences obtaining support 
for their health condition and those who reported positive experiences. Those who experienced 
difficulties most often said it was because VAC was slow to provide support or provided 
inadequate support. A few others pointed to negative experiences they had with CAF medical 
personnel. On the positive side, several participants pointed to critical support from VAC in 
providing access to specialized care and in providing coverage for medical devices and 
equipment.  
 
When asked about their transition from the CAF health care system to their own provincial health 
care systems following their release, participants most often described the challenge of finding a 
family physician and having to wait for care in walk-in clinics. Apart from waiting to access care, 
others indicated that the care they received through the provincial healthcare system was not of 
the same quality as the care they received through the CAF.  
 
Most participants said that their health condition had been a barrier to their participation in 
civilian life. Most commonly these participants said it impacted their ability to work or go to 
school.  

 
Employment and Education 
 
When asked about their experience obtaining employment following release from the CAF, 
several participants said they had not looked for work after their release for a combination of 
reasons: because they were of retirement age; because they did not need to for financial reasons; 
or, because their health condition prevented them from doing so.  
 
Those who did pursue employment following their release often cited challenges in "selling" their 
experience in the military to civilian employers. A few participants pointed to specific CAF and 
VAC organizations and programs from that were helpful in obtaining employment after release. 
These include the Canadian Forces Liaison Council, the Prince's Operation Entrepreneur, and a 



EKOS Research Associates 5 

four-day CAF seminar focused on translating military skills to civilian skills. A few others 
mentioned that they were able to obtain employment in the federal public service as a result of 
the priority hiring policy available to Veterans.   
 
Among participants who pursued vocational rehabilitation, most had experience with the SISIP 
Long Term Disability (LTD) and Vocational Rehabilitation program. A few mentioned participating 
in the VRPSM during their final months in uniform. The experience with these programs was 
mixed, with a few describing them as essential, while others said health issues ultimately 
prevented them from fully participating.  
 
Most participants said they either had no need or interest in pursuing further education or 
training. Others said that their health conditions limited their ability to do so. Others mentioned 
interest, but said they could not qualify or were not reimbursed for courses they took. 
 
Several participants said that their health condition has been a barrier to employment. Others 
said they have been able to find or obtain accommodations for their health issues that have 
enabled them to work.  

 
Income and Financial Wellbeing 
 
Most participants said they are satisfied with their current financial situation, with several noting 
they feel “very satisfied,” “lucky” or “fortunate” to be in their current financial position. Although 
most participants said they are comfortable with their financial wellbeing today, most described 
anxiety about their financial future at the time of release. Several suggested that financial 
concerns were paramount for them during their transition.  
 
Some participants said that their disability benefits have been adequate. Several specifically 
pointed to the VAC disability pension as sufficient to ensure life-time financial stability. A few 
mentioned that they received the VAC disability award near the time of release as a lump sum; 
while one noted the sum to be “substantial”, another stated that the lump sum payment is “all 
gone.” A few felt that the SISIP LTD was a beneficial support during the transition period.  
 
A few participants said that the disability benefits they received were not adequate. For example, 
one suggested that some injuries should be compensated “above and beyond” what certain rules 
suggest, while another feels the compensation was not fair. Another noted that because of being 
deemed capable of working, they were not eligible for full VAC income support benefits; 
however, this participant felt “limited in the work I can do.”  
 
Family, Peer and Social Support 
 
Most participants interviewed were married at the time of their release from the military. Among 
those who were married, almost all said that their spouse was an integral part of the transition, 
noting “massive” and “critical” support from their spouse. Support from spouses included 
attending programs (primarily SCAN seminars), financial support (in instances where the spouse 
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was working), and emotional support. Particularly in the cases of Veterans with Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD), the spouse helped in the transition with practical elements such as 
remembering appointments, and learning to manage the mental health issues of the participants. 
A few participants identified resources that their spouse accessed to help cope their mental 
health issues. These included the Operational Stress Injury Social Support (OSISS) Peer Support 
Coordinator for families, and the Operational Trauma and Stress Support Centres (OTSSC). A few 
participants said that, in hindsight, they wished that their spouse was more involved in the 
transition and said that more support should be provided to them.  
 
Participants often stated that interaction with other Veterans helps them feel that other people 
understand their experiences, from coping with transition, recommending programs and 
activities, to reliving past practices and missions while with the military. Most participants 
mentioned that they accessed a Veteran’s association or peer group as part of their transition. 
Some participants mentioned informal Veteran networks found online or through work as 
helpful.  
 
Several participants took part in group programs such as the Veterans Transition Network group 
program. This program, which offers group counselling and role-playing, was touted as being “life 
changing” by one participant in learning how to communicate about his experiences.  
 
Some participants reported difficulties in forming civilian relationships; particularly feeling that 
civilians do not understand their experiences or report a lack of trust with civilians. As expressed, 
“we were immersed in military culture for a long time” or “in the military, we have our own way 
of seeing things, our own way of life.”  

 
General Reflections 
 
In reflecting on how long it took to complete the transition to civilian life, most participants said 
the process took several years to complete. They often expressed they feel they will never truly 
feel that they have left the military. A few noted, “you can take the guy out of the military but 
you can’t take the military out of the guy.” Participants were not typically able to consider a time 
or event in which a transition took place, but rather quietly began to “accept” that they were no 
longer in the military and “feel” or “know” they are a civilian.  
 
Other key aspects associated with release included the following issues: 
 
Being Proactive 
Several participants attributed their personal attitude and actions as the most important factor 
contributing to their successful transition. These participants mentioned factors such as being a 
“realist”, “owning” their transition, asking the right questions, having good core values, having a 
supportive family, and participating in positive new experiences (such as traveling). Most also 
pointed to support and programs as the most important factor in their transition. These include 



EKOS Research Associates 7 

the IPSC, the Shaping Purpose program, the VAC transition interview, a supportive administrative 
clerk, medical support, therapy, and rehabilitation.  
 
Facing Stigma 
Most participants said that there is a reluctance to ask for help regarding mental health 
challenges or to participate in certain military support programs because of what others may 
think of them. Some were reluctant to disclose or obtain treatment for physical or mental health 
issues due to the perceived affect it might have on their career. These participants felt that the 
time in treatment results in a delay in their career progression or that an assignment to another 
role, more accommodating for their health issue, comes with a judgement by military personnel. 
A few participants said that the stigma associated with their health issues prevented earlier 
diagnosis and may have exacerbated their condition. 
 
Being Recognized 
Two participants indicated that their release would have prompted a better transition if they 
were awarded a ceremony to recognize their service. For one, the release date was two days 
prior to a full 12 years of service. This Veteran felt that receiving the Canadian Forces Decoration, 
awarded after 12 full years of service, would have provided a final and appropriate recognition 
of service to transition away from the military. Another Veteran would have liked to have 
received a "Depart with Dignity” ceremony that would involve receiving a flag or other form of 
recognition of service. Both participants had notable resentment towards the military over these 
perceived slights. 
 
Finding Purpose after the Military 
When asked about the role that finding purpose outside of the military played in their transition, 
the responses varied. For many participants, finding a purpose outside the military represented 
a significant challenge since they had spent most of their adult lives within the military and had 
little experience finding work or even making and maintaining friendships outside the military 
context. Some other participants were more comfortable with life outside of the military, 
describing themselves as prepared (emotionally and financially) to join the civilian world.  
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1.3. Expected Use of Information 
 
The findings of this research will be used to support the Veteran Ombudsman’s mandate 
specifically relating to: 
 

“Identifying and reviewing emerging and systemic issues related to programs and 
services provided or administered by Veterans Affairs Canada or by third parties on 
the Department's behalf facilitating access to programs and services by providing 
clients with information and referrals.” 

 
This research will benefit Canadian Veterans and their families by contributing to the ongoing 
research efforts on transition. The insight into the lived experience of medically-released 
Veterans and the programs and services that they feel most contributed to a successful transition 
will provide information to help improve and tailor programs and services being provided to 
medically releasing Canadian Armed Forces members, Veterans and their families. 
 

1.4. Methodology 
 
EKOS Research Associates conducted 15 in-depth interviews, each lasting between 45-60 
minutes, among Veterans who had been medically released. The 15 participating Veterans were 
identified by the OVO as part of a separately conducted survey. Of the 15 interviews, one 
interview was conducted in French. The interviews were conducted by telephone between 
November 9 and December 8, 2016. No monetary incentive was paid to participants. Observers 
from the Office of the Veterans Ombudsman listened in to each interview. 
 

1.5. Statement on Extrapolation to a Broader Audience 

 
As this research is qualitative in nature, please note that the findings are directional in nature. 
The results may not be generalized to the wider population of Veterans who have been medically 
released. For this reason, no statistical or numerical data are provided within this report.  
 

1.6  Contract Value 
 
The final value of this contract, including HST, is $44,267.75.  


