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The fourth meeting of the Female Veterans and Veterans’ Families Policy Forum (the Forum)
was convened on 14-15 August 2019 in Canberra, with 83 female veterans and veterans’
families participating in the event.

The Forum leverages the lived experiences of female veterans and veterans’ families to inform
future Department of Veterans’ Affairs (DVA) policy and service delivery options.

“It is fantastic to feel that the voices of [female veterans and veterans’ families] are not
only being heard, but are valued. It was an honour to be ... surrounded by so many
wonderful women, all connected by defence service.”

“You can actually see the changes that are being made... Actually seeing that change

has been quite rewarding.”

Representatives from DVA business areas attended various sessions of the Forum in an
observer capacity. The feedback and ideas generated are being used to inform DVA projects
and ongoing work.

OBJECTIVES

The Forum objectives were to:
* Renew the group and build a network of engaged female veterans and veterans’ families.

* Increase awareness and update knowledge of DVA Transformation.

» Leverage the groups’ knowledge and lived experience to inform specific potential policy
options.

» Explore how the Forum can best support other consultative fora.

STRUCTURE

The Forum was highly participative and solutions focused, with participants engaging in a
range of activities and discussion topics. The Forum was comprised of the following sections:

* Minister’s Address & Secretary’s Address: DVA and Transformation
+ Learning Circles
*  Domains of Wellbeing

* Policy Challenges & Developing Solutions

THIS REPORT

This report provides a high level summary of the feedback and ideas raised at the Forum.
Quotes included in the report have been de-identified and are verbatim.

Relevant DVA business areas have been provided with additional detail to inform current and
proposed projects.




MINISTER’S ADDRESS

Hon Darren Chester MP — Minister for Veterans and Defence Personnel

Minister Chester addressed the Forum. He:

« Recognised the unique nature of military service, saying “We need to tell [veterans’]
stories, and to appreciate their service by supporting them and their families.”

+ Emphasised the importance of co-designing policy and services with veterans and their
families, saying “You bring remarkable lived experience. Hearing these experiences at
forums like this is how we fill the policy gaps.”

+ Stated the importance of supporting the mental health and wellbeing of veterans and
their families, highlighting work currently occurring in this space.

+ Thanked the participants for their feedback and ideas. “We need positive, practical and
determined people. We'll do it better when we're together, rather than divided.”

Minister Chester also addressed questions from participants regarding the Council for
Women and Families United by Defence Service and the Prime Minister’s Veterans’
Employment Awards.




SECRETARY’S ADDRESS: DVA & TRANSFORMATION

Ms Liz Cosson AM CSC — DVA Secretary

Ms Cosson opened the Forum with an Acknowledgment to Country spoken in
Ngunnawal language. She provided participants with an overview of the department
and the work underway as part of the transformation, she:

« Thanked participants for their contributions at the Forum, saying “I’'m very passionate
about this Forum. You will give us ideas on what we need to take on board,
and you’ll have the ear of the people of this department.”

» Highlighted the importance of proactively engaging with veterans and
their families. “We [DVA] now know and connect with veterans as they leave the
ADF [Australian Defence Force]. We’ve been doing a lot to engage with them
earlier — but we know we need to do more.”

+ Emphasised the importance of supporting the wellbeing of veterans and their
families, saying “I believe that the focus should be on ‘serving well, living well,
and ageing well.”

» Provided detail about reviews and reports regarding the welfare of veterans.
“We want to make a difference for veterans and veterans’ families. We can
never lose sight of these reviews and reports, we need to shape and influence
the outcomes together.”




ABOUT THE PARTICIPANTS

Eighty-three female veterans and veterans’ families attended the 2019 Forum, almost
double the size of previous Forums. These women had a diverse range of lived
experiences, with one thing in common: an understanding of the impact of military
service on veterans and their families.

To ensure ‘grass roots’ representation, the Forum was advertised though various
mechanisms — including DVA social media platforms, Veteran Organisations and
attendees from previous DVA engagements.

Of the participants, 66% were female veterans
and 34% were veterans’ families.

——— 34% veterans’ families

66% female veterans

Of participants, 58%
had not attended a
previous Forum.

42% returning attendees —

58% new attendees J

Participants were drawn
from around Australia,
with representatives
from every state and
territory. Approximately 8% South Australia
one third of participants
represented rural and
remote communities.

5% Australian Capital Territory

28% New South Wales

12% Victoria
==

2% Tasmania
T\

A .
8% Western Australia 1% Northern Territory

35% Queensland




9% 25-34 years

1% 75 years or over

22% 35-44 years

14% 55-65 years

Approximately one third of
participants were under the
age of 45, and one third were
over the age of 54.

15% 65-74 years

38% 45-54 years
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SECRETARIES SERVIN(-
NURSES

MEMBERS

Prior to the Forum, participants provided a short one-line description
of themselves, along with a recent photo. The above image depicts the
‘Wall of Wonderful Women’—a visual representation of these profiles.
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FOREMOST THOUGHTS

At the beginning of the Forum participants had the opportunity to write down the thought
or issue that was foremost on their minds. These are summarised below.
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LEARNING CIRCLES

During the Forum participants received information on work currently underway to improve the
wellbeing of veterans and their families. To do this, participants broke into five Learning Circles
on the following topics:

A. Transition

B. DVA Claims Processing

C. Navigating the Veteran Ecosystem

D. Incentivising Wellness

E. Future of Advocacy

Participants first received information from senior DVA and Department of Defence (Defence)

representatives before providing input into each topic. The following images summarise the
outputs from each Learning Circle.
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DVA Claims Processing
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D Incentivising Wellness
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E Future of Advocacy
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DOMAINS OF WELLBEING

DVA has developed a wellbeing model (or wheel) which is based
on the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare’s (AIHW) person-
centred wellbeing model, relevant to all Australian citizens.

This model has seven domains of wellbeing, including recognition
and respect—a domain added to the AIHW model to more closely
align to veterans’ and their families unique military circumstances
and wellbeing needs.
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DVA has the ability to influence wellbeing in some areas (e.g. income &
finance, health) and has a duty to connect clients to service providers,
including other government services and ex-service organisations
(ESOs), that are able to assist in domains of wellbeing.

It is important to consider all aspects of wellbeing when thinking about
how we influence wellbeing outcomes for veterans and their families.

Participants provided feedback and suggestions for each of the seven
domains and reported key points back to the group.

The outputs from the group work are summarised on the following page.
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POLICY CHALLENGES & DEVELOPING SOLUTIONS

The Forum provided an opportunity for participants to develop potential solutions to
significant challenges impacting their community. The challenges included:

1. How could we maximise the effectiveness of the Veteran (and families) Mental
Health and Wellbeing Strategy?

2. How could we leverage available options (including alternative therapies) to

maximise wellbeing?

3. How could we maximise the effectiveness of the Veterans’ Wellbeing Centres
(including the role of the Community Peer Advisor, addressing homelessness and

domestic violence)?

4. How could we maximise the effectiveness of the Family Support Package?

Prior to the Forum, participants self-selected the Challenge they wanted to work on.
Each syndicate group was asked to: design a policy, service, product, payment or
information campaign to address their challenge. They were invited to also consider
whether there were existing opportunities for DVA to work in partnership with existing
community services or organisations.

Syndicate groups created a ‘billboard’ to document the key components of their ideas,
which they presented to a panel of senior DVA, Defence and external representatives.
The executive representatives included:

Name

Organisation

Position

Ms Liz Cosson AM CSC

Department of Veterans’ Affairs

Secretary

Ms Kate Pope PSM

Department of Veterans’ Affairs

First Assistant Secretary
Veterans’ Services Design

Commodore Michelle Miller AM

Department of Defence

Chief of Staff of the
Australian Defence Force

Ms Gabby Costigan MBE

Council for Women and Families
United by Defence Service

Chair

Topic overviews, key takeawways from each group’s panel presentation, and a photo
of their billboard are included in the following pages.




CHALLENGE 1
MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING

Background

» At the Veteran Mental Health and Wellbeing
Summit (the Summit) on 26 June 2019, the
Minister for Veterans and Defence Personnel
committed to reshaping the 10-year Veteran
Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy (the
Strategy); and to developing a National
Action Plan (the Plan) to improve the mental
health and wellbeing of veterans and their
families, and to significantly reduce suicide.

*  During the Summit, it was acknowledged
that there is good work being done to
support the mental health and wellbeing
of veterans and their families. However, a
more collaborative approach is needed to
move from an illness model to a model that
promotes and supports wellness.

» The Summit identified four critical priority
areas:

= Top quality, evidence-based, accessible

Key Takeaways
and tailored health care. y way

» The importance of effective crisis support

= Supporting veteran and their families for veterans and their families.

during transition.
» The importance of relationships in

maintaining mental health, and supporting
families to support veterans.

= Partnerships across government,
business, service providers,

communities, researchers and ESOs.
* Descriptive data that accurately portrays

the veteran community will allow targeted
services and support systems.

= Engagement, communication and
education.

»  Work has started to redesign the Strategy
and Plan with a key focus on local
engagement with veterans and families.
Feedback and insights from veterans and
their families is invaluable to shape the
future of these initiatives.

* The importance of early intervention and
treatment for mental health conditions.

» A flexible delivery approach that
accommodates individuals’ unique needs
and circumstances would be beneficial.

* The importance of effective communication
across government to support veterans and
their families.

* Many veterans and their families have
difficulty understanding what services
and support they are entitled to receive.
Communication that is clear, consistent,
targeted and timely would be beneficial.
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“Being able to reach out to someone to get an

intervention during a crisis situation is very important.”

“We need to start looking in the early intervention
space and addressing some of those issues [trauma
sustained in the ADF] quickly.”

“One of the key things is understanding our veteran
population and sharing that data across systems and

across government.”

“We need to make sure that the help matches the
place the client is in at that time in their life.”




CHALLENGE 2
MAXIMISING WELLBEING

Background

In broad terms, wellbeing can be described
as the quality of a person’s life. The concept
of wellbeing is not new, and there is much
evidence to show how it links with a
person’s state of happiness and health.

The National Health and Medical Research
Council defines alternative therapies as an
alternative to, and can be used instead of,
conventional medicine and therapies. These
therapies include, but are not limited to,
yoga, equine therapy, acupuncture and art
therapy.

Some veterans find alternative therapies
beneficial, especially when they feel
uncomfortable with existing conventional
treatments.

DVA is currently investigating the option

for DVA’'s grants programs to include

the provision of alternative therapies for
veterans with mental health conditions.
Funding options will need to be considered.

“We need to reframe [treatment] into

maintaining health and wellness.”
“Empowerment through choice.”

“It’s important there is education

on what services are available.”

“Being proactive is better than
being reactive and dealing

with injuries and illness.”

“[The Wellbeing Bus] could provide

the accessibility of delivering these

[alternative] therapies out further.”




Key Takeaways

Providing veterans with different treatment options can empower
self-reliance.

Clear and consistent policy regarding alternative and
complementary therapies would standardise processes.

Many veterans and their families have difficulty understanding their
entitlements. Communication explaining entitlements, especially
regarding alternative and complementary therapies, would be
beneficial.

The importance of proactively managing health and wellbeing and
providing ongoing care.

Service delivery options could include Veterans’ Wellbeing Centres
and a ‘Wellbeing Bus’ (depicted below).

The WELLBEING BUS
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CHALLENGE 3
VETERANS’ WELLBEING CENTRES

Background

In May 2019, the Government announced
an investment of $30 million ($5 million
each) in a network of six Veterans’
Wellbeing Centres in locations including
Townsville, Perth, Adelaide, Nowra, Darwin
and Wodonga.

Once established, these Veterans’ Wellbeing
Centres will serve to facilitate and enable
integrated government and non-government
support for veterans and their families;

and provide simple and seamless access

to services, and collaboration between
veterans, the community and government
services to meet local needs and
opportunities.

DVA is exploring options which would
include a range of essential services
(within the Veterans’ Wellbeing Centres),
desirable services (based on local need
and opportunity) and connected services
(facilitated through Veterans’ Wellbeing
Centres).

“There should be a service map or directory
where veterans and their families and go to
find services in their area. It should explain
to them ‘this is where you go, and this is how

227

you can do that.

“We need to strike a balance between
consistency and local needs for the people
in the area [where the Veterans’ Wellbeing

Centre is located].”

“There should be a strategy for
communication on how to use the services,

with a contact in place at each location.”

“A starter pack, some guiding principles
[for the Veterans’ Wellbeing Centres] is
needed. We need national consistency

and to manage expectations of the

veteran community.”




Key Takeaways

» There is a need to coordinate, integrate and promote
available services as many veterans and their families are
not aware they can access support.

» Effective services and supports already exist in different
communities. The Veterans’ Wellbeing Centres should link in
with these existing services to not duplicate effort.

« Each community has unique needs. Understanding
these communities will ensure that the services that are
linked through the Veterans’ Wellbeing Centres meet the
communities’ unique needs.

» The importance of ensuring national consistency as well as
meeting the unique needs of different communities.

* There is interest in accessing further information about the
Veterans’ Wellbeing Centres. A national communication
strategy that provides clear and consistent information
would be beneficial in managing expectations.
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CHALLENGE 4
FAMILY SUPPORT PACKAGE

Background

« The Family Support Package (the Package) “Expanding [the Package] from
provides support to Military Rehabilitation
and Compensation Act (MRCA) veterans

participating in a rehabilitation program, and would be helpful. We might need
their families, and their widowed partners.

rehabilitation to crisis support

_ food, we might need transport.
» It provides targeted support that responds

to recommendation 19 of the Senate We need to know help is there.”
Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade
References Committee report The Constant

Battle: Suicide by Veterans. “We [my family] don't fit into the
+ The services available under the Package guidelines of the Package — the

aim to reduce barriers to a veteran o )

achieving their rehabilitation goals, and to definition needs to be widened

support their family in managing their life
circumstances following the veteran’s ADF
service. It recognises the key role families
have in recovery.

and restrictions removed.”

+ The Package also aims to provide practical
support to widowed partners at a time when
individuals are managing grief and loss, as
well as maintaining their family priorities and
responsibilities.

* Implemented 1 May 2018, it is time to
consider how we can maximise the
effectiveness of the Package.

“I don’t know of an issue that
you can have fixed in four
counselling sessions. It would
be fantastic to get another four

counselling sessions included.”

“I don’t need childcare, I need tutoring
— I have a 12 and a 14 year old. The
last three years [my child has] spent

looking after his Dad and now he is

failing classes.”




Key Takeaways

» Every family is unique, and therefore it is
difficult to define ‘family’. Expanding the
definition of ‘family’ to include partners,
widows, mothers, children, sisters and
‘non-traditional’ family arrangements

would be beneficial. ’\ -_5
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CLOSE

After the panel, Ms Liz Cosson closed the 2019 Forum. She congratulated the
participants on their presentations, highlighting that they included relevant and
practical ideas and recommendations.

She thanked participants for their commitment to the veteran community, for their
hard work and their contributions throughout the Forum.

“Thank you for your frank and fearless advice - we take it to heart.
Together we can make a difference.”

“T am committed to driving the change with my leadership team. We
will take away your ideas and feedback and use it to design policies
and strategies for the future.”

“We need to work together to make a difference for our veterans and
our families — for today and the future.”

FORUM EVALUATION

Participants had an opportunity to provide feedback on their Forum experience.
Of the respondents:

* 89% indicated that the Forum was a worthwhile use of their time.

* 57% rated their overall Forum experience as ‘excellent’, with a further 32%
rating this as four on a five point scale.

+  33% rated the Forum’s pace as ‘just right’, with 23% rating this as ‘too fast’.
A further 42% rated the pace between ‘just right’ and ‘too fast’.

* 70% responded with four or above on the five point scale when asked
‘to what extent did you have the opportunity to participate and contribute’.

*  95% rated the DVA delivery team as ‘excellent’.
“It is really encouraging to be aware of, and part of, such committed

individuals who genuinely want to make a difference for all.”

“I rated this so highly, I came back to work feeling like I have
achieved future policy changes... so thankful for the experience!”

“Great mix of women and well worth the time spent in Canberra.
Thank you all.”

“It was fantastic to be able to speak to the executive team and share
ideas and experiences.”







0,
Overall, how would you rate your Forum experience? -

32%
7%
2% 2%
0%
° —_— - —
Very Poor 2 3 4 Excellent Not Sure
0 ?
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33%
23%
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0% ’ 0%
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To what extent did you have
the opportunity to
. A 42%
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