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Executive Summary

Background and rationale: Volunteering is associated with health and well-being benefits in
civilian populations. Although a positive role of volunteerism has been documented following
civilian retirement, less is known in military and Veteran populations and how volunteerism may
facilitate the military-to-civilian transition. Engagement in volunteering may address feelings of
isolation, disconnection from community, and create a sense of purpose. In addition,
volunteering may provide military and Veteran populations an additional opportunity to serve or
continue serving their community. There are no existing syntheses of the scientific literature on
the topic of military and Veteran volunteering to guide charitable organizations, the defence
sector, as well as those formally or informally supporting the military-to-civilian transition in

their development of volunteer-based programs and services.
Objectives:

1. To examine the body of literature on volunteering among Canadian Armed Forces
Veterans and military members.
2. To identify volunteering preferences, patterns, and key impacts on Veteran well-being,

particularly to improve the military-to- civilian transition.

Findings: We identified fourteen peer-reviewed, scientific studies to answer the five study
research questions. All studies focused on Veterans rather than still serving military personnel
and thirteen on United States military. Most studies focused on Veterans engaged in volunteering
and evaluated specific Veteran-focused volunteer programs; several compared volunteer
activities between Veterans and non-Veterans and four investigated factors associated with
volunteering among Veterans. Overall, Veteran volunteers reported benefits to participating in
the volunteer-based programs, including to their mental health, overall health, feelings of social
isolation, and loneliness, as well as to their families. None of the studies reported harms
associated with volunteering, although one reported stress associated with participation. Veteran
volunteers reported a sense of purpose and ability to continue serving their communities after
service. Veteran engagement in volunteering varied by sociodemographic, employment, and

military-specific factors and was often at a higher rate than civilians.



Implications for research and policy: No Canadian evidence on volunteering among Canadian
Armed Forces Veterans and military members exists to guide local, provincial/territorial, or
national volunteer programming and services. None of the studies asked Veterans about their
volunteer preferences, asked them generally about the perceived benefits of volunteering, and
none spoke with Veterans to understand why they did or did not volunteer. None focused
specifically on the role of volunteering in the military-to-civilian transition period. However,
more Veterans than civilians report volunteering. Given differences in why Veterans volunteer,
using only research conducted with civilians to make policy and program decisions may not be
optimal. Given differences in defence, health, and social structures between the United States
and Canada, relying only on US-based evidence may not create optimal volunteering conditions
for Canadian Veterans.

Recommended next steps: High quality research in the Canadian context, including a needs
assessment among Canadian Veterans as well as the leveraging of existing, large national data
are recommended to better understand the preferences, practices, and patterns of Veterans in
Canada. Organizations offering Veterans volunteer-based opportunities to address health and
well-being should be based on strong evidence and consider building structures for program
evaluation to optimize benefits and prevent harms. These organizations may also consider how
volunteering may be promoted among military and Veterans in the military-to-civilian transition.
In addition, engagement with key relevant parties to understand the political landscape of support

for volunteerism among Veterans could be beneficial. 8

Background and rationale

Military service is a unique career path that begins with basic training where new recruits are
trained to operate within the military setting. During service, military members are provided with
many necessaries of life, such as housing and health services, that civilians must secure on their
own 1. Additionally, the military has its own culture of dress, language, social norms, and
expectations that is distinct from larger national cultures in which military institutions are
situated 2. After spending one’s career in this unique setting, returning to the civilian world can
be a jarring experience and has been described by American scholars as a “culture shock™ *. In

broad terms, the military-to-civilian transition (MCT) is the process of leaving military service



and entering the civilian world - it is a monumental event in military members’ life course. The
lived experience of MCT is unique to each military member/Veteran and has important
implications for the health and well-being of Veterans and their families 4. Research from the
Five-Eyes countries (i.e., Canada, United States, United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand)
shows high proportions of Veterans reporting difficulty with the transition to civilian life ranging
from 39% to 78% °°. Furthermore, the proportion of Veterans reporting difficulty with transition
is increasing in Canada ° and the United States ’.

During MCT Veterans report concerns about their well-being including loss of identity and or
purpose 1° as well as an experience of social isolation . It has been demonstrated *2 that both
social isolation and loneliness have negative health implications such as a tendency toward high
blood pressure, depression, frailty, and cognitive impairment. Furthermore, Veterans experience
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other chronic conditions in greater proportions than
the general population > 713, Notably, social isolation and depression are prominent symptoms of
PTSD * and hence may exacerbate the experiences associated with MCT for Veterans living

with these conditions.

Volunteering may be an approach to address identity loss, social isolation, and mental health
concerns experienced by Veterans during re-integration into civilian life. Ellis and Noyes (15)
defined volunteering as “choosing to act in recognition of a need, with an attitude of social
responsibility and without concern for monetary profit, going beyond one’s basic obligations”

(as cited in Suk Ching Liu et al., 2017, p. 531). Volunteering, when intrinsically motivated, can

be driven by a desire to help one’s own or other communities, or an individual 6. Similarly,
military service is often motivated by a desire to serve one’s country and contribute to the larger
society in some way. Given the similarity in value of service associated with both volunteering

and military service, it stands to reason that volunteering may be attractive to VVeterans.

Volunteering has also been associated with numerous health and social benefits for the volunteer
7 Interestingly, Utz, Carr (18) reported that volunteering can help people overcome major life
events such as retirement from a career. In addition, many of the benefits noted in the literature
are particularly relevant for Veterans in transition, including improved psychological health and
social connection ", The psychological benefits of volunteering noted in the literature include

“maintenance of self-identity” 1, suggesting that volunteering could potentially mitigate
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challenges with identity loss at the close of a military career. VVolunteering could be particularly
valuable to Veterans who experience health conditions resulting in difficulties with activities of
daily living (e.g., bathing, mobility, employment activities, caring for dependents, etc.) that are
also associated with identity loss °. In addition to addressing identity loss, volunteering provides
an opportunity to connect with individuals and communities. Social connectedness and a sense of
belonging are also associated with volunteering *” and are known to improve adjustment to

MCT. Finally, among older adults, volunteering is associated with reduced mortality and
decreased rates of depression over time ', highlighting the potential long-term benefits for

Veterans over their life course.

The literature on MCT, though sparse, suggests the utility of volunteering as a means of
improving adjustment to civilian life. Findings from Canadian studies indicate that volunteering
may be a useful means of coping with the stress of MCT, establishing new and meaningful
activities, and creating structure in routines after release 2?2, However, a preliminary search of
MEDLINE (PubMed), CINAHL (EBSCO), the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, and
JBI Evidence Synthesis revealed no ongoing or published reviews on the impact of volunteering
on military members/Veterans experiencing MCT. Therefore, the breadth and depth of the

literature on volunteering as it relates to MCT is unknown.
Therefore, the objectives of this project were to

1. To examine the body of literature on volunteering among Canadian Armed Forces
Veterans and military members.
2. To identify volunteering preferences, patterns, and key impacts on Veteran well-being,

particularly to improve the military-to- civilian transition.



Methods

Review question(s)

Our primary, overarching research question was: What has been reported in the literature about
volunteerism among Veteran and military populations, particularly as related to the military-to-

civilian transition?
To further focus the scoping review, we addressed the following sub-questions:

1. Does volunteering have a positive/negative/neutral impact on well-being among Veteran

and military populations?

a. Is the impact of volunteering on well-being different by sex or gender? Age at

military-to-civilian transition? Employment status? Family structure?

2. What comparisons can be made between Veteran/military populations and civilians

related to the relationship of volunteerism and well-being?

3. What are the sociodemographic (individual and family), military-related, and other

determinants of volunteering?
4. What are the preferences and patterns of Veteran and military volunteering activity?
a. Group versus individual settings?
b. Veteran/military settings versus civilian settings?
c. Are there any variations by age, gender, career level, and religion?

5. Who and what influences volunteering and volunteering policy at the federal, provincial,

and municipal levels across Canada?
Inclusion criteria
Participants

This review considered studies that included military members and Veterans. We included

studies that examined Veterans or military personnel of all ages; in any stage of service including



in-service, transition to civilian life, and post-service; any service type (e.g., Regular and Reserve

Force CAF members). Studies exclusively examining civilians were excluded.
Concept

This review considered the concept of volunteerism and its relationship to well-being. There is
no commonly accepted definition of volunteering or volunteerism in the literature 2. Three key
elements of volunteering appear consistently throughout the literature: the volunteer activity

involves no monetary compensation, is non-obligatory and non-coerced, and aids an individual,

or group.

Well-being, as defined by the World Health Organization, is “a positive state experienced by
individuals and societies. Like health, well-being is a resource for daily life and is determined by
social, economic and environmental conditions. Well-being encompasses quality of life, as well
as the ability of people and societies to contribute to the world in accordance with a sense of
meaning and purpose” 2*. Similarly, Veterans Affairs Canada conceptualizes well-being as a
complex concept that encompasses many inter-related factors; one of which is engagement in
meaningful activity, which can include volunteering. In this sense, volunteering can influence
(and be influenced by) other elements of well-being such as health, social integration, and
environment (e.g., social/cultural, political, physical, etc.). Importantly, the intersectional lens is
missing from Veterans Affairs Canada’s well-being concept and identity factors such as sex and
gender, sexual orientation, religion, race and ethnicity, and many others are likely to influence
volunteering motivation, preferences, and patterns. For Veterans, service-related factors like

rank, service element, trade, etc. may also play a role.

While we were interested in the relationship between well-being and volunteering, we did not
include the concept of well-being as part of the inclusion/exclusion criteria when screening and
selecting articles to avoid excluding relevant papers. Instead, we used volunteering as the
primary concept on which papers were included/excluded and examined well-being at the data

extraction and synthesis stage.
Context

This review considered studies that examined volunteering within a civilian or military context,

with particular attention to the transition from military to civilian life.



Types of sources

This scoping review considered peer-reviewed quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods
studies of any design as well as systematic reviews for inclusion. Master’s and doctoral
dissertations, opinion papers (e.g., editorials, discussion papers), and conference abstracts

without an associated peer-reviewed manuscript were excluded.
Methods

The scoping review was conducted in accordance with the JBI methodology for scoping reviews
25 and in line with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses

extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) .
Search strategy

The search strategy aimed to locate both published and unpublished primary studies and reviews.
An initial limited search of MEDLINE (PubMed) and CINAHL (EBSCO) was undertaken to
identify articles on the topic. The text words contained in the titles and abstracts of relevant
articles, and the index terms used to describe the articles, were used to develop a full search
strategy for MEDLINE (PubMed) and CINAHL (EBSCO) (see Appendix A). The search
strategy, including all identified keywords and index terms, was adapted for each information
source. The reference lists of articles selected for full text review were screened for additional

papers.

Articles published in English or French were included. Articles published from 2000 to the
present were included to ensure information sources were based in current military and release
processes and represent contemporary experiences. Searched databases included MEDLINE
(PubMed), CINAHL (EBSCO), Embase (EBSCO), and APA PsyclInfo (Ovid). Sources of
unpublished studies and gray literature included Google and Google Scholar as well as the
following military/Veteran-serving government agencies and organizations: The RAND
Corporation, Canadian Institute for Military and Veteran Health Research (CIMVHR), Institute
for Veterans and Military Families (IVMF), The Purdue Military Research Institute
(PMRI),Office for Military Families and Veterans at University of Alabama, Center for
Innovation and Research on Veterans and Military Families, King’s Centre for Military Health

Research, Veterans and Families Institute for Military Social Research, Forces in Mind Trust,
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University of New South Whales Defense Research Institute, Australian Families of the Military
Research and Support Foundation, Military and Emergency Services Health Australia,
University of Otago Veterans’ Health Research, and other relevant research institutes that are

discovered during the search and selection phase.
Study/Source of evidence selection

Following the search, all identified records were collated and uploaded into Covidence (Veritas
Health Innovation, 2021) and duplicates removed. Following a pilot test, titles and abstracts were
screened by 2 independent reviewers for assessment against the inclusion criteria for the review.
Potentially relevant papers were retrieved. The full text of selected citations was assessed in
detail against the inclusion criteria by 2 independent reviewers. Reasons for exclusion of full-text
papers that did not meet the inclusion criteria were recorded and reported. Any disagreements
between the reviewers at each stage were resolved through discussion with a third reviewer. The
results of the search are presented in a PRISMA flow diagram %’

Data extraction

Data were extracted using a data extraction tool developed by the team. The data extracted
included specific details about the military members/Veterans included (e.g., service-related
information such as service element); volunteering, well-being, the relationship between them;
career stage of the participants (in service, in transition, post-service), and type of article (e.g.,

primary study or opinion piece) including methodology.
Data analysis and presentation

The evidence is organized according to the review objective and question(s). The data are
presented graphically or in diagrammatic or tabular form. A narrative summary accompanies the
tabulated results and describes how the results relate to the reviews objective and question/s.
Descriptive statistics and counts will be used to report study characteristics such as type of study,
military service details, family structure, domains of well-being, types of volunteer activities, and

factors contributing to outcomes and experiences.

Consultation with Veterans

11



In addition to reviewing the literature, consultations with three Veterans (male, one retired and
two employed, two Canadian Armed Forces, one United Kingdom Armed Forces) involved in
volunteering were conducted. This included multiple one on one meetings, as well as written
correspondence which included reflection and response to volunteering-related questions and
collecting responses to summaries of the scoping review findings and recommendations.
Consultation with these three Veterans continues to determine the most appropriate way to add
their contributions in the literature, including formal acknowledgement of ideas,
recommendations, and suggested next steps in the military-to-civilian transition and
volunteering. Certainly, these conversations and formal feedback were conceptually integrated
into the interpretation of the findings as well as the recommendations. Direct quotes were not
requested or provided.
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Results

A description of included studies

A total of fourteen peer-reviewed, scientific studies were included that could help answer
questions related to volunteering among Veterans and military populations. We identified 13
peer-reviewed articles from more than 3000 potential citations (Figure 1). An additional study
was identified through the grey literature search (see Appendix B). Studies were published
between 2007 and 2024; twelve were published in 2017 or later. None of the studies included
Canadian populations. Thirteen were completed in the United States (US) and one in the United
Kingdom (UK). Four studies were qualitative, two were both quantitative and qualitative, and the
remainder were quantitative. Study data were collected between 2005 and 2023 through
interviews, pre-post program or service delivery evaluations, surveys, and questionnaires. The
number of participants in the studies ranged from 1 to 114,816. The number of Veterans who
were included ranged from 1 to 3,690. The median number of Veteran volunteers in a single
study was 340. If we removed duplicates representing multiple studies conducted on the same

dataset, the median number was 135.

Three studies focused on disaster relief volunteering, six generally on volunteering without a
description of the volunteering activities, one focused on volunteering in clinical trials, one on a
peer support program, and one on an English language coaching program. Goals ranged from
understanding the mental health benefits of volunteering for Veterans, evaluating the benefits
and feasibility of individual volunteering programs, to understanding participation rates of

Veterans and their motivations relative to civilians.

All studies focused on Veterans, those who previously served in the military; one was unclear
whether it also included currently serving military members. Who was considered a Veteran was
not consistent across the studies. Definitions of Veteran status ranged from requiring two years
of service in the US military post Sept 11, 2001, with an honourable or medical discharge to be
broadly defined as US military Veteran; one study defined a VVeteran as having previous regular
service in the UK Armed Forces. The Veteran participants across studies were predominantly
male, with female populations ranging from 0-42%. Veterans in the studies were young with

majority of participants under 40 years old. Most participants were White, ranging from 56% to
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87% of the participant population. Approximately half of the populations were married. In two
studies (one program) almost 60% of the participants were unemployed. Regarding the mental
health of the participants, one evaluated program was specifically delivered for Veterans with a
diagnosis of depression, anxiety, or PTSD. Two studies evaluated a program where none of the
participants reported previous mental health treatment ever. One study reported on a single
Veteran with PTSD’s experience with volunteering and in another study, 43% of participants
were seeking mental health treatment, of which, 50% screened positive for PTSD and 23%
screened positive for depression. The remaining studies did not describe the mental health of
their study participants. Two studies did not describe the mental health status of their research

participants.

Nine studies focused on Veterans who volunteered in some capacity with Veteran-specific
organizations, programs, or services; these studies evaluated participation in four volunteering
programs (Table 1). Four studies centered on “The Mission Continues Fellowship program”, a
civic service program combining leadership training, a stipend and community volunteerism.
Three studies focused on “Team Rubicon”, a volunteer-led and US-based disaster relief
organization. One study evaluated the “Caring Letters Suicide Prevention Program”, delivered
by Veterans to hospitalized Veterans in the Veterans Affairs health system. Another study
evaluated participation in an English language coaching program, delivered by Veterans to

English-language learners in the United States.

Table 1: A description of Veteran-specific volunteering programs evaluated

The Program Citations
Team Rubicon: a nonprofit social service organization formed in 2010 with a | 283°
mission to provide disaster relief for natural disasters by uniting the skills and
experiences of military Veterans and first responders

3134

The Mission Continues: a 6-month competitive program for Veterans that
includes volunteering in their community for 20 hours per week plus a stipend
and leadership training.

Caring Letters Suicide Prevention Program, matching peer veterans with 33

psychiatric inpatient Veterans and providing simple, brief caring letters
anonymously. Included workshops re: writing letters, sending one letter per
month for 6 months.

V-SPEAK- Veteran Service Promoting English Acquisition and Knowledge, | 3¢

matching a Veteran with a mental health concern with an English language
learner to deliver a volunteer-based structured language program that included
an orientation session, and 8 weeks of language lessons.

14



One study compared reasons for participating in clinical trials between US military Veterans and
non-Veterans residing in New Mexico and seeking healthcare in Veterans Affairs health centres.
Three studies compared volunteering participation between US military Veterans and non-
Veterans using national survey data in the United States; two of these used data from the Current
Population Survey Volunteering Supplement conducted by the US Census Bureau. One of these
focused on people enrolled at secondary education institutions. One study investigated
volunteering participation among UK military Veterans during the COVID-19 pandemic,
engaging Veterans already participating in a prospective cohort study through the Kings Centre

for Military and Veteran Health Research.

What has been reported in the literature about volunteerism among Veteran and

military populations, particularly as related to the military-to-civilian transition?

Appendix C organizes which studies addressed the a priori research contract study questions.
Appendix D organizes the studies according to Veterans Affairs Canada domains of well-being.

Nine studies reported the benefits of volunteering on well-being for Veterans 28-32 3437 Seven
studies investigated associations between volunteering and mental health, three focused on
loneliness or isolation, and two each focused on overall health, and social support, and one each

focused on physical health, and family benefits.

Mental health: Three studies evaluating three volunteer programs for Veterans documented a
mental health benefit for participants 2313 and one study found no benefit associated with
participation in the program for volunteers 3. An additional study documented that 33% of
Veterans reported participating in the program was stressful 34, Two studies reported a reduction
in mental health stigma among Veteran volunteers in two volunteering programs %3, One study
reported that the odds of engaging with campus mental health services was higher for those who
volunteered, and this association was consistent for Veterans and non-Veteran students .
Among volunteers in one Veteran-specific program, 89% reported that participation made them

feel a little better about themselves or their life situation .

Loneliness and isolation: One study observed that Veterans volunteering in a Veteran-specific

volunteer program reported decreased scores on loneliness and social isolation after participation
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31 and another study documented 81% of Veterans with a mental health diagnosis would be
more likely to be socially active or volunteer again in the future, after volunteering with their
program 3¢, Another study documented that 84% were likely to stay involved with volunteering

or public service after the program 34,

Overall and physical health: Participants in one Veteran-specific volunteering program
documented an increase in perceived overall health following participation in a volunteer

program 31,

Social support: A study evaluating a volunteer disaster relief organization noted that post
disaster social support from fellow volunteers was a benefit-related theme 2. Another study
documented increased feelings of social support following engagement with their Veteran-

specific volunteering-based program 3.

Family: One study investigated the perceived benefits of volunteering for a Veteran’s family, as
reported by the Veteran volunteer 2. Overall, most Veterans who participated in the program
believed they had set an example for their family and children, agreed that volunteering
increased their families’ awareness of social and community issues, and that volunteering
brought resources and information and skills back to their family. Almost half agreed that their

involvement in the program led to their family members getting involved in volunteering.

Employment: One study evaluating a volunteering based program that also included a stipend
and leadership training reported that 94% of participants agreed that the program improved their
changes of finding a job, 93% reported it improved their performance on the job, 83% reported it
helped them make a career change and qualitative reported that they had developed new skills 3.
Others in the same program felt participation did not help their careers . Another study

reported that participation in the same program had a financial benefit for their family 2.

Is the impact of volunteering on well-being different by sex or gender? Age at military-to-civilian
transition? Employment status? Family structure?

None of the included studies investigated whether the benefits of volunteering differed according
to different characteristics of the Veteran, like sex, gender, age, employment status or family

structure.
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What comparisons can be made between Veteran/military populations and

civilians related to the relationship of volunteerism and well-being?

One study investigated whether the association between engagement and volunteering was
consistent for Veterans and non-Veterans. Albright et al. (2017) documented a lower odds of
reporting recent depression among student volunteers and that the relationship was similar for
Veterans and non-Veteran students *. They also documented volunteers had a higher odds of
meeting weekly recommendations for physical activity and determined that this association was

the same in Veterans and non-Veteran volunteers %',

Why do Veterans volunteer?

Five studies provided information on the reasons Veterans volunteered 28303338 four reported
on two Veteran-specific volunteering programs and one compared reasons for participating in
clinical trials between Veterans and non-Veterans®. Among Veterans volunteering with Veteran-
specific programs, wanting to continue service to their country, a sense of value and purpose, and
the ability to help others were commonly reported 26-30:33.34 |n one study, 41% of Veterans
thought that volunteering would ease their transition to civilian life and 20% thought it would
help them integrate and take part in their community *. Veterans ranked their reasons for
wanting to participate in clinical trials differently from non-Veterans. The top three reasons
Veterans wanted to participate were to pay back those who had treated them, helping society
generally, and seeking improvements in their own health 8. Veterans in another study reported
that participation in the volunteering-based program felt it helped their personal fulfillment and

ability to achieve personal goals 3.

What are the preferences and patterns of Veteran and military volunteering
activity?

None of the studies assessed Veteran and military preferences for volunteering activity. Across
studies, 30-40% of Veterans reported engaging in formal volunteering activity 3"-3% 4% and 10%
had participated in a clinical trial *8. Three studies reported that the odds of volunteering were
higher among Veterans than non-Veterans 3" 4> 41, Engagement in volunteering among Veterans
varied according to race/ethnicity, family and living arrangements, age, employment status,
previous military rank, and education. Two of the four studies contributing these results were

17



looking to see if the characteristics of those who engaged in volunteering differed between
Veterans and non-Veterans: these studies concluded that the characteristics of volunteers did
differ in some cases between Veterans and non-Veterans but not in another; however, the
specific details were not presented in a useable format 3" 4% 41, Among a study of US Veterans,
the odds of volunteering were associated with employment sector, sex, education, living
arrangements and household structure “°. Among the study of UK Veterans, those that reported
engagement in formal volunteer activities were 65 years of age and older, retired, commissioned
officers, and no longer in a relationship. Those that did not report engagement in formal

volunteer activities reported lower formal education.®

One study investigated whether Veterans who screened positive for a common mental disorder,
PTSD, loneliness, or hazardous alcohol consumption, had different engagement in volunteering
activities®. They concluded that mental health, loneliness and alcohol consumption were not
associated with the odds of participating in formal volunteering activities. They also found that
reporting good or excellent health overall was associated with higher odds of formally

volunteering compared to those with lower self-reported health status °.

Who and what influences volunteering and volunteering policy at the federal,

provincial, and municipal levels across Canada?

None of the identified studies or resources addressed this research question. Future efforts to
address this question could engage key relevant parties within leading charitable organizations
across the country, as well as with Canadian Veteran advocacy groups involved in influencing

volunteering policy.

Limitations

All the studies were conducted outside of Canada where defence, health, and social systems for
Veterans vary significantly. Most studies were completed by two groups of researchers and
focused on specific programs which may not be relevant to the Canadian context. In addition,
they evaluated very specific types of volunteer opportunities, meaning the findings may not be
useful when considering other volunteer activities. The quality of all included studies was not
high and there was significant variability in the reporting of results, particularly those using large

survey data making the correct interpretation of the findings difficult. Organizations that provide
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Veterans with an opportunity to engage in Veteran-specific volunteer-based programming, such
as through disaster response or within community organizations, cannot separate out the benefits
of volunteering itself from the broader package of the program they are providing. A few
dissertations focused on volunteering had been published recently without corresponding

publications in the peer-reviewed literature. Their findings may be useful to update this synthesis
in the future.
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Figure 1: Peer review literature search results
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> Duplicates identified by Covidence (n = 6185)
Marked as ineligible by automation tools (n = 0)
Other reasons (n = 0)
\ 4
Studies screened (n = 3405) >| Studies excluded (n = 3344)
A4
Studies sought for retrieval (n = 61) >| Studies not retrieved (n = 0)
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Studies assessed for eligibility (n = 61) > Studies excluded (n = 49)

\ 4

Studies included in review (n = 13)

Wrong Format (e.qg., dissertation) (n = 7)

Not reporting results related to volunteering that
could answer study questions (n = 36)

Veterans or serving military personnel not included
and/or reported on separately (n = 5)
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Conclusions and Recommendations

Conclusions

There appears to be increasing focus on the topic of Veterans and volunteering in the US. There
are currently no studies of Veterans and volunteerism in the Canadian context. Although none of
the studies specifically focused on the military-to-civilian transition, organizations that deliver a
structured opportunity for Veterans to volunteer during this time may have a positive impact on
well-being. VVolunteer opportunities may provide Veterans with a sense of belonging and
purpose, reduce mental health symptoms, decrease loneliness and isolation, and re-connect
Veterans with their community, while providing them the opportunity for civic engagement with
a positive impact separate from their previous military career. None of the included studies
reported harms stemming from engagement in volunteering, rather quite a number demonstrated
benefits. A gap exists in the understanding of volunteering impacts among Veterans outside the
US, Veteran preferences and patterns of volunteering, and reasons why Veterans volunteer in the
Canadian context. Generating this information could provide a baseline from which to engage
Veterans in volunteering in Canada as a means of supporting the military-to-civilian transition,
and thereby applying skills developed and learned in the military as well as personal passions

and values, in particular for those who may not be interested in developing a second, paid career.

Recommendations

1. Canadian charitable organizations that deliver programs to Veterans and their families with
the goals of improving the military-to-civilian transition, including those doing so through
volunteerism, should formally incorporate program evaluation. Program evaluation should
consider age, sex, gender, sexual orientation, employment status, family structure,
race/ethnicity, geography, and other identities to identify groups who may benefit the most
from programming, while also identifying those for whom there may be little or no benefit.

2. Scientific studies of the benefits of volunteering programs are needed where there is an
opportunity for harm to the volunteering Veteran or where a volunteer program is being used
as a modality to treat specific health conditions either in addition to, or in replacement of,
medical approaches. Where possible, research into the benefits of volunteering should
separately report the benefit by age, sex, gender, sexual orientation, employment status,

family structure, race/ethnicity, geography, and other identities to identify groups who may
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benefit the most from programming, while also identifying those for whom there may be
little or no benefit.

Organizations considering the development of programs or services for Canadian Veterans
and their families that include volunteerism should consider first completing a needs
assessment to understand Veteran volunteer preferences, including the types of volunteering
opportunities that align with their goals and values. This could be done at the organizational
level, with each organization tailoring their needs assessment to their mission and values.
Alternatively, a national needs assessment of volunteering among Canadian Veterans could
answer broader questions about preferences for volunteering among the wider population.
Research into volunteerism, its benefits and determinants among Canadian Veterans and
Canadian Armed Forces members are needed to provide an evidence-base to inform policy
and programming directed at volunteering during the military-to-civilian transition.
Prospective research could be conducted through the addition of questions about
volunteering onto the Veterans Affairs Canada Life After Service Study or the initiation of
research among Canadian Veteran populations using surveys, focus groups or interviews.
These studies could ask targeted, detailed questions that would benefit organizations
delivering services currently and those in the future, as well as Veterans and their families.
Existing national data sources housed at Statistics Canada in the Social Data Linkage
Environment also offer opportunities to better understand volunteering among Canadian
Veterans, their families, and Canadian Armed Forces members. For example, questions
capturing both Veterans status and volunteering are available on the 2021 version of the
Canadian Community Health Survey 2021 version and the 2021 version of the Canadian
Housing Survey. Other existing datasets may also include this information. In addition,
questions capturing Veterans status and volunteering are also available in the Canadian
Longitudinal Study of Aging.

To better understand the political landscape of support for volunteerism among Veterans,
future efforts should engage key relevant parties within leading charitable organizations
across the country, as well as with Canadian Veteran advocacy groups involved in

influencing volunteering policy.
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Appendix A

Search strategy

Embase Classic+tEmbase (Pubmed)

Search conducted on February 8, 2024.

1 veteran/ or (veteran* or ex-military* or ex-serving).mp. 67662
2 exp military personnel/ 6442

3 exp volunteer/ or voluntary worker/ 72322

4 volunt*.mp. 436351

5(1or2)and (3 or4)1029

MEDLINE(R) (Ovid)

Search conducted on February 8, 2024.

1 Veterans/ or (veteran* or ex-military* or ex-serving).ab,ti. 49007
2 Military Personnel/ 45307

3 volunteers/ or hospital volunteers/ 12262

4 volunt*.ab,ti. 300878

5(1or2)and (3 or4) 1442

APA Psychinfo (Ovid)

Search conducted on February 8, 2024.

1 military veterans/ or (veteran* or ex-military* or ex-serving).ab,ti. 27921
2 exp military personnel/ 36045

3 volunteers/ or volunteer military personnel/ 6232

4 volunt*.ab,ti. 79557

5(1or2)and (3 or4)921

CINAHL (EBSCO)
Search conducted on February 14, 2024.

# Query

S1 (MH "Veterans+")

S2 TX (veteran® or ex-military* or ex-serving)
S3 (MH "Military Personnel+")

S4 (MH "Volunteer Workers")

S5 (MH "Volunteer Experiences")

S6 AB volunt* OR TI volunt*

S7 S4 OR S5 OR S6

S8 S10OR S2 OR S3

S9 S7 AND S8

Results
19,748
95,221
18,498
14,726
1,988
75,433
83,874
110,561
1,424
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Appendix B

Grey Literature Search

We completed multiple Internet searches through Google and Google Scholar using the
following search strategy, identifying the following number of results:

Canada-based search (updated August 2, 2024)

#
1
2
3
4
5

Query

veterans volunteering

military veterans volunteering

military veterans volunteering local communities

mental health military veterans volunteering local communities

"mental health" "military veterans volunteering" local communities

United Kingdom-based search (conducted July 4, 2024)

#

g B~ W N

Primarily, the searches identified governmental and nonprofit organizations that were either recruiting

Query

veterans volunteering

military veterans volunteering

military veterans volunteering local communities

mental health military veterans volunteering local communities

"mental health” "military veterans volunteering” local communities

Results
98,600
56,300
34,400
27,700

2

Results
99,300
55,900
34,400
27,700

civilian volunteers to support Veteran-centered programming or services or recruiting Veteran volunteers
for both Veteran-specific and non-Veteran specific volunteering opportunities. Examples of these
organizations include Team Rubicon Canada, Perley Health, Soldiers Helping Soldiers, True Patriot Love
Foundation, and Guardian Grange.
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Appendix C

Table 2: Organization of studies that report on Veterans and volunteering according to the a

priori research question

Research Question Citations
What has been reported in the literature about volunteerism among Veteran 28-41

and military populations, particularly as related to the military-to-civilian

transition?

Sub Questions Citations

Does volunteering have a positive/negative/neutral impact on well-being
among Veteran and military populations?

28,31, 32, 34-37

Is the impact of volunteering on well-being different by sex or gender? Age at
military-to-civilian transition? Employment status? Family structure?

37

What comparisons can be made between Veteran/military populations and
civilians related to the relationship of volunteerism and well-being?

37

What are the sociodemographic (individual and family), military-related, and
other determinants of volunteering?

28-30, 33, 34, 38

What are the preferences and patterns of Veteran and military volunteering 37-41
activity?

Do preferences and patterns for Group versus individual settings? None
Veteran/military settings versus civilian settings?

Do preferences or patterns vary by age, gender, career level, and religion? 37,3541
Who and what influences volunteering and volunteering policy at the federal, | None

provincial, and municipal levels across Canada?
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Appendix D

Table 3: Organization of studies and their outcomes relative to Veterans Affairs Canada's Domains of Well-being

Health Purpose Finances Social Life skills Housing and | Culture and
Integration physical social
environment environment
Benefits 28,31,35-37 34 31,32, 34 31,3436 29-34,36 29,31, 32
Determinants 28-30, 38 3
Patterns 39 40 37,40 37, 39-41
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