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Disclaimer 
This book draws on over 25 years of experience working as a military 
psychologist across operational, organisational, and critical incident 
environments. It combines professional observations with themes 
commonly reported by serving and former military personnel. To protect 
privacy and confidentiality, any examples included have been anonymised, 
adapted, or combined from multiple experiences. 

The information contained in this book is provided for educational and 
informational purposes only. While every effort has been made to ensure 
the accuracy and relevance of the information presented, the author makes 
no guarantees regarding individual outcomes or circumstances. 

This book is not intended to provide psychological, medical, legal, 
financial, employment, or other professional advice. The content should 
not be used as a substitute for consultation with appropriately qualified 
professionals. 

The experiences, examples, and reflections described throughout this book 
are intended to illustrate common aspects of military transition. Individual 
experiences will vary. 

Readers experiencing significant psychological distress, mental health 
concerns, or difficulties adjusting to transition are encouraged to seek 
support from a qualified health professional or relevant support service. 

The views expressed in this publication are those of the author and do not 
necessarily reflect the views, policies, or positions of the Australian 
Defence Force, the Department of Defence, the Department of Veterans' 
Affairs, or any other organisation with which the author has been 
associated. 

The author accepts no responsibility for any loss, injury, or damage arising 
from the use or interpretation of the information contained in this 
publication. 
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Preface: Why I Wrote This Book 
Over the course of more than 25 years as a military psychologist, I have 
had the privilege of working alongside military personnel at every stage of 
their careers. I have seen people undertake initial training, prepare for 
deployment, navigate operational demands, and adapt to challenges that 
most civilians will never experience. 

I have also worked with many people as they approached one of the most 
significant transitions of their lives: leaving military service. 

What has consistently struck me is that while most people prepare for the 
practical aspects of transition, far fewer prepare for the psychological 
aspects. People attend transition seminars. They update their résumé. They 
explore career options. They make financial plans. These are all important 
steps. 

Yet many are surprised when the challenges that emerge after transition are 
not primarily practical. Instead, they often involve questions such as: 

Who am I without the uniform? 

What gives me purpose now? 

Why do I feel unsettled when everything appears to be going well? 

Where do I fit? 

These experiences are not signs of failure or weakness. They are common 
responses to a significant life change. 

Military service provides more than employment. It offers identity, 
structure, purpose, belonging, and a shared sense of mission. When service 
ends, these elements often change simultaneously. Even when transition is 
planned and positive, adjusting to these changes can take time. 

This book was written to explore that experience. It is not a clinical manual. 
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Nor is it a step-by-step guide to employment, finances, or benefits. Many 
excellent resources already exist for those topics. 

Instead, this book focuses on the psychological side of transition - aspects 
that are often less visible, but no less important. 

Throughout these pages, you will explore four key elements that frequently 
shape life beyond service: 

• Identity 
• Structure 
• Purpose 
• Connection 

Together, these elements influence how people experience transition and 
how they build a meaningful life beyond military service. 

My hope is that this book provides reassurance, understanding, and 
practical guidance. You may recognise yourself in some of these 
experiences. You may discover new ways of thinking about your own 
transition. Most importantly, I hope it helps you approach this next chapter 
with greater awareness and confidence. 

Transition is not simply about leaving something behind. 

It is also about discovering what comes next. 

And while the path forward may not always be clear, it is yours to create. 
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How to Use This Book 
This book is designed to be practical, reflective, and flexible. There is no 
single right way to experience transition, and there is no requirement to 
work through these chapters in a particular timeframe. Some readers may 
move through the book over a few days. Others may return to it repeatedly 
over months or even years. 

The most important thing is not how quickly you read it, but how 
thoughtfully you engage with it. 

What This Book Is and Is Not 

This book focuses on the psychological aspects of military transition. It 
does not attempt to provide comprehensive advice on employment, 
financial planning, entitlements, or administrative processes. These areas 
are important, but they are already well supported through existing 
transition services and resources. 

Instead, this book explores the internal experience of transition: 

• changes in identity 
• shifts in purpose 
• the loss of structure 
• rebuilding connection and belonging 
• adapting to life beyond service 

Reflection Matters 

Throughout the book, you will find Reflection questions. These are not 
tests and there are no correct answers. 

Their purpose is to encourage awareness and help you consider your own 
experience. Some questions may resonate immediately. Others may 
become more meaningful later. 

Take what is useful and leave what is not. 
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Try This Exercises 

The "Try This" activities are designed to translate insight into action. 

Most are intentionally simple. The goal is not to create more work for you. 
The goal is to help you build momentum through small, manageable steps. 

Research consistently shows that sustainable change is often the result of 
small actions repeated over time. 

The Four Elements 

As you move through the book, you will notice four recurring themes: 

• Identity — Who am I beyond my military role? 
• Structure — How do I create rhythm and direction in daily life? 
• Purpose — What gives my life meaning and direction? 
• Connection — Where do I find belonging and support? 

These four elements form the foundation of the framework presented 
throughout the book. 

You may find that some feel strong while others feel less developed. This 
is normal. Transition rarely affects everyone in the same way. 

Be Patient With Yourself 

Transition is not a problem to solve. It is a process to move through. Some 
parts may feel exciting. Others may feel uncertain. It is common to 
experience both at the same time. 

If a chapter feels particularly relevant, spend more time with it. If 
something doesn't resonate right now, simply keep moving. 

The goal is not perfection. The goal is greater understanding, intentional 
action, and a growing sense of confidence as you build life beyond service. 
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Before we explore identity, purpose, structure, and connection, it helps to 
understand a simple reality: 

Military transition is often very different from what people expect. 

That's where we begin. 
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Part One – Understanding the Transition 
Before you can rebuild, you first need to understand what has changed. 
Transition out of military service is often approached as a practical process 
- finding a job, managing finances, completing administrative 
requirements. These are important. But they are not the full picture. 
Beneath the surface, something quieter is unfolding. 

A shift in how you see yourself. A change in how your time is structured. 
A question around what gives your life direction and meaning. And, at 
times, a subtle sense of disconnection from what once felt familiar. 

These changes are not always obvious at first. They tend to emerge 
gradually - often after the practical aspects of transition are already 
underway. 

Over more than two decades working as a military psychologist, I have 
seen how this part of transition can catch people by surprise. Not because 
they are unprepared in a practical sense - but because the psychological 
experience is harder to anticipate. 

In recent years, there has been a significant and positive shift in how 
transition from the Australian Defence Force is supported. Well-
established processes, resources, and services now exist to assist members 
as they prepare to leave. This book is not a replacement for that support. It 
is a complement to it. It is designed to focus on the part of transition that is 
less visible - but often more impactful over time. 

As I begin to reflect on my own transition from service in the coming years, 
these observations have taken on a more personal meaning. This book has 
been shaped not only by professional experience, but by a growing 
awareness of what this transition may involve - for me, and for many 
others. 

Throughout these pages, you will find a combination of professional 
insight, lived experience, and practical strategies, alongside reflections 
from those who have already navigated this path. 

Their experiences are not identical - but there are common threads. 
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Understanding those threads is where preparation begins. 

Whether you are just starting to think about transition, actively preparing 
to leave, or already navigating life beyond service, this book is intended to 
meet you where you are. 

You do not need to have all the answers. You do not need to have a clear 
plan. 

You simply need a willingness to reflect - and to begin paying attention to 
what is changing beneath the surface. 
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Chapter 1: The Transition No One Talks 
About 

The Part No One Prepares You For 

For many people, transition from military service begins in a way that feels 
straightforward. Plans are made. Next steps are organised. A new role may 
already be secured. From the outside, everything appears to be moving in 
the right direction. And often, it is. 

But at some point - sometimes early, sometimes much later - something 
shifts. It might be a moment. Or a gradual realisation. A sense that 
something feels different. Not wrong, necessarily. But unfamiliar. 

The Moments That Catch You Off Guard 

One person described finishing in Defence on a Friday and starting a new 
role the following Monday. On paper, it was a seamless transition. The job 
was there. The timing worked. There was no gap, no uncertainty. 

And yet, within the first few weeks, something felt off. The structure they 
were used to was gone. The clarity around roles and expectations was less 
obvious. The way decisions were made felt different. 

Even small things - how people communicated, how tasks were approached 
- required more adjustment than expected. 

They began to wonder why it felt so unfamiliar when, objectively, 
everything was going well. It wasn’t that anything was wrong. It was that 
something had changed. 

When the Familiar Falls Away 

Military life provides a level of clarity that is often only fully appreciated 
once it is no longer there. Your role is defined. Your responsibilities are 
understood. Your place within the team is clear. 
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There is structure. There is rhythm. There is a shared sense of purpose. 

After transition, much of this is no longer externally provided in the same 
way. Instead, you enter an environment where: 

• structure is more self-directed  
• expectations are less visible  
• purpose is not always immediately defined  

This shift is not inherently negative. But it is different. And adjusting to 
that difference can take time. 

“I’ll Be Fine” 

There is a mindset many people carry into transition: 

“I’ll be fine.” 
“I’ve handled harder things.” 
“She’ll be right.” 

In many ways, this reflects strength. It is built on years of adapting, coping, 
and performing under pressure. But transition is not the same as the 
challenges faced during service. It is not a task to complete or a problem to 
solve. It is a process of change - one that unfolds over time, often in ways 
that are not immediately visible. 

The Subtle Experience of Change 

The impact of transition is not always dramatic. More often, it shows up in 
small, subtle ways: 

• a sense of restlessness, even when things are going well  
• a feeling of being slightly out of place in new environments  
• moments of uncertainty when describing what you do  
• or a quiet awareness that something familiar is no longer there  

These experiences can be difficult to explain. And because they are not 
always visible to others, they are often not talked about. 
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The Gap Between Expectation and Reality 

Many people expect transition to feel like a clear step forward. A new role. 
A fresh start. A sense of progress. And for some, that is exactly how it 
unfolds. 

But for others, there is a gap between expectation and reality. They may 
find that: 

• their new role does not provide the same sense of purpose  
• their skills are not immediately understood or recognised  
• or the adjustment takes longer than anticipated  

This gap can be frustrating - not because something is wrong, but because 
it is unexpected. 

The Part We Don’t Talk About Enough 

This is the part of transition that is often overlooked. Not because it is 
unimportant - but because it is harder to define. It doesn’t sit neatly within 
checklists or transition briefs. It is experienced gradually, personally, and 
often quietly. 

But it matters. 

Because it shapes how people experience life after service - not just in what 
they do, but in how they feel, how they connect, and how they begin to 
make sense of what comes next. 

Why This Matters 

Understanding this part of transition changes how you approach it. Instead 
of being caught off guard by these experiences, you begin to recognise 
them. Instead of questioning whether something is wrong, you understand 
that something is changing. And that awareness creates space. 

Space to reflect. 
Space to adjust. 
Space to respond more intentionally. 



15 
 

A Starting Point 

As you think about your own transition - whether it is approaching, 
underway, or already behind you - you might like to consider: 

• What aspects of military life feel most significant to me?  
• What do I think I might miss the most?  
• What am I expecting this transition to feel like?  

There are no right or wrong answers here. This is simply a starting point. 

Looking Ahead 

Now that we’ve explored what transition can feel like, the next step is 
understanding why. In the next chapter, we’ll look more closely at the 
underlying changes that occur during transition - and why even highly 
capable individuals can find this period more challenging than expected. 
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Chapter 2: Why Transition Can Feel 
Harder Than Expected 

Understanding What’s Changing Beneath the Surface 

In the previous chapter, we explored what transition can feel like. The 
moments that catch you off guard. The subtle sense that something is 
different - even when things appear to be going well. The natural next 
question is: Why? 

Why does something that seems straightforward on paper feel more 
complex in reality? 

More Than a Practical Change 

At first glance, transitioning from military service can look like a logical 
progression. You leave one role and move into another. You replace one 
routine with a new one. You shift from one environment to the next. 

But what Chapter 1 begins to show is that something deeper is happening. 
Because transition is not just a change in what you do. It is a change in how 
your life has been organized - and how you understand yourself within it. 

Why It Takes People by Surprise 

One of the reasons transition can feel harder than expected is that much of 
its impact is not immediately visible. There is no single moment where 
everything shifts. Instead, the changes tend to unfold gradually - often 
becoming more noticeable after the initial activity of transition begins to 
settle. Early on, there is momentum: 

• finishing up in your role  
• organising next steps  
• managing practical requirements  

These tasks provide direction and structure. But once that activity slows 
down, something else starts to emerge. The internal side of transition. 
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What Is Actually Changing 

To understand this more clearly, it helps to look at transition through four 
key areas. Not as separate issues - but as interconnected parts of how we 
experience life. These are: 

• Identity – how you see yourself  
• Structure – how your time and daily life are organised  
• Purpose – what gives your life direction and meaning  
• Connection – how you relate to others and where you feel you 

belong  

In military service, these four areas are largely shaped by the environment 
around you. After transition, they begin to shift - often all at once. 

Why the Impact Feels Significant 

Each of these areas plays an important role on its own. But during 
transition, they don’t change in isolation. They change together. 

• Your role changes → your identity is affected 
• Your environment changes → your structure shifts 
• Your mission changes → your sense of purpose may feel less clear 
• Your workplace changes → your connections are disrupted 

Individually, these changes might feel manageable. Collectively, they can 
feel significant. This is why transition can feel heavier than expected - not 
because of any one factor, but because of the combined effect of many. 

A System That Was Once Provided 

In military life, many of these elements are externally reinforced. 

• Structure is built into your day  
• Purpose is clearly defined  
• Identity is visible and understood  
• Connection is part of the environment  
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You don’t need to create these from scratch - they are already there. 

After transition, that changes. These elements don’t disappear - but they 
are no longer automatically provided. They become something you need to 
actively shape. 

When Expectations Don’t Match Reality 

Part of what makes this shift challenging is the gap between expectation 
and reality. Many people assume: 

• their skills will transfer easily  
• meaningful work will be straightforward to find  
• a new routine will quickly take shape  

When this doesn’t happen immediately, it can lead to frustration or self-
doubt. Not because capability is lacking - but because the environment is 
different. What worked in one system doesn’t always translate directly into 
another. 

A Normal Response to Change 

It’s important to recognise that the reactions people experience during this 
time are not a sign that something is wrong. They are a normal response to 
a significant life change. Feeling: 

• uncertain  
• unsettled  
• or temporarily without direction  

does not mean you are failing to adjust. 

It means you are adjusting. Understanding this can reduce the pressure 
people often place on themselves to “get it right” quickly. 

Why Awareness Matters 

When these changes are not understood, people often turn the experience 
inward: 
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“Why am I finding this harder than expected?” 
“Shouldn’t I be coping better than this?” 

But when the underlying shifts are recognised, the experience starts to 
make more sense. And when something makes sense, it becomes easier to 
work with. Awareness doesn’t remove the challenges of transition. But it 
changes how you meet them. 

Reflection 

• Which of these areas - identity, structure, purpose, or connection - 
feels most relevant to me right now?  

• Which feels most stable?  
• Which feels like it might be shifting, even slightly?  

You don’t need to have clear answers - just an awareness of where change 
might be occurring. 

Looking Ahead 

Each of these four areas plays a role in how transition is experienced. But 
for many people, one stands out more than the others. Identity. The 
question of: Who am I without the uniform? 

In the next chapter, we’ll explore this more deeply - looking at how identity 
is shaped in military service, what happens when it begins to shift, and how 
you can start to rebuild it beyond role. 
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Chapter 3: Who Am I Without the 
Uniform?  

The Day It Changes 

“On the day I handed back my uniform I felt great… I thought I was going 
on to something bigger and better. But this wasn’t the case.” 

For many people, transition begins with a sense of relief. A feeling of 
accomplishment. Completion. Even pride. There is often an expectation 
that what comes next will feel like progress - something expansive, freeing, 
and clearly better. 

And sometimes it is. But for others, the experience unfolds differently. Not 
immediately - but gradually. 

When Identity Quietly Shifts 

One of the most significant - and least anticipated - aspects of leaving 
military service is the change in identity. Not just what you do, but who 
you are. In the military, identity is clear and reinforced daily. It is embedded 
in: 

• your role  
• your rank  
• your uniform  
• your team  
• your purpose  

You don’t need to explain who you are. It is visible. Recognisable. 
Understood. After transition, much of this disappears at once. And what 
remains is not always immediately clear. 

More Than a Job Change 

It’s easy to think of transition as a change in employment - a new role, a 
new organisation. But what many people discover is that it runs deeper than 
that. It’s not just a change in what you do. It’s a change in how you 



23 
 
understand yourself. And that shift can be confronting - even for those who 
feel well prepared. 

The Question That Emerges 

At some point, often unexpectedly, a question appears: Who am I without 
the uniform? For some, it passes quickly. For others, it lingers. It may 
surface: 

• in quiet moments  
• during routine tasks  
• when introducing yourself  
• or when speaking with people who don’t share your background  

It can feel uncomfortable - not because something is wrong, but because 
something familiar is no longer there to define you. One veteran described 
it simply: 

“In my experience, expect an identity crisis. When you are no longer 
wearing the uniform, everything shifts.” 

They went on to reflect: 

“It’s completely normal… Initially, it’s freedom. In time, you can recreate 
yourself.” 

There is something important in this perspective. Identity change is not 
only experienced as loss. It can also be experienced as openness. Unsettling 
at first - but full of possibility. 

Identity Built Over Time 

For many, identity in the military is not separate from role - it is shaped by 
it. Years of training, responsibility, shared experience and service culture 
create a strong and cohesive sense of self. This is not a weakness. It is part 
of what makes military service meaningful. 

But it also means that when the role changes, identity often shifts with it - 
sometimes in ways that are not immediately visible. 
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The Subtle Losses 

Identity change is rarely dramatic. More often, it shows up in small, 
everyday moments: 

• hesitation when asked “what do you do?”  
• discomfort in unfamiliar environments  
• a sense of not quite fitting  
• or feeling less anchored than before  

These experiences can be difficult to name. But they matter. 

The Discomfort of the In-Between 

There is often a period in transition where identity feels unclear. Not fully 
military - but not yet fully something else. This is the in-between. 

It doesn’t always arrive straight away. Early in transition, there can still be 
momentum - things to organise, decisions to make, roles to step into. 

But over time, as that external structure settles, something more internal 
begins to shift. A sense of uncertainty. Not just about what you’re doing - 
but about who you are becoming. It can feel like: 

• being slightly out of place in environments that should feel familiar  
• not quite knowing how to describe yourself  
• second-guessing how to show up in conversations  
• or sensing that something is missing, without being able to define 

it  

One person described this as a quiet dislocation. From the outside, things 
were going well - they had a job, a routine, a plan. But internally, something 
didn’t quite line up. They hesitated when introducing themselves. 
Conversations took more effort. They weren’t sure how much of their 
“military self” to bring forward. Nothing was obviously wrong. And yet, 
something felt unsettled. 

It wasn’t failure. It was transition. 



25 
 

What Makes This Phase Challenging 

Part of what makes the in-between difficult is that it lacks clarity. In 
military life, identity is reinforced externally - through structure, 
expectations, and shared understanding. In this phase, external 
reinforcement is reduced. What replaces it is more internal - and less 
immediate. You may find yourself asking: 

• What do I want now?  
• What matters to me?  
• What direction should I take?  

These are important questions. But they are not always quick to answer. 

A Normal Part of Transition 

This phase is not a sign that something has gone wrong. It is a normal part 
of identity change. In many areas of life, there is a period where the old 
identity no longer fits - but the new one has not yet fully formed. This space 
can feel uncertain. But it is also where meaningful change begins. 

What Is Happening Beneath the Surface 

Even when things feel unclear, something is happening. You may be: 

• reassessing what matters  
• letting go of what no longer fits  
• noticing new interests or priorities  
• testing different ways of being  

These shifts are often subtle. But over time, they begin to shape a new sense 
of self. 

The Risk of Misinterpreting This Phase 

Without awareness, this period can be misunderstood. It can feel like: 
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• failure (“I should have figured this out”)  
• loss (“I’ve lost who I was”)  
• or self-doubt (“Why is this harder than expected?”)  

But when understood as a transition phase, it becomes more manageable - 
and more meaningful. 

Giving Yourself Time 

There is no fixed timeline for this process. What matters is not how quickly 
you move through it - but how you move through it. With awareness. With 
patience. And with a willingness to explore. 

Identity Beyond Role 

Leaving the military does not mean losing your identity. But it often means 
rebuilding how you understand it. One of the key shifts is moving from: 

• role-based identity (“what I did”) 
to  

• person-based identity (“what matters to me”)  

This is where identity becomes more self-directed. 

When Service Shapes Identity Early 

For some, this process is more complex - particularly for those who joined 
young. One veteran reflected: 

“I joined at 18… after I got out, I felt so very lost… I didn’t know what 
‘adult me’ looked like outside of my military life.” 

When service is the primary environment in which identity develops, 
transition can feel like more than a shift - it can feel like starting over. 

She also offered this: 

“You are not alone… reach out to others… have conversations.” 
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This matters. Because while identity work is personal, it does not need to 
be done in isolation. 

Rediscovering Identity Through Values 

Values often provide continuity through change. They don’t disappear 
when roles change. They carry across contexts. Values like: 

• contribution  
• integrity  
• connection  
• growth  

can continue to guide identity beyond the uniform. 

Reflection 

• What parts of my identity were shaped by my role?  
• What feels more fundamental to who I am?  
• What values have remained consistent?  

Key Insights  

• Identity in service is clear and externally reinforced; beyond 
service, it becomes more self-defined.  

• Identity change is not loss - it is reconstruction.  
• The in-between phase is normal and purposeful.  
• Values provide continuity when roles change.  
• Growth comes from integrating - not replacing - who you’ve been.  
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Chapter 4: What You Might Notice in 
Yourself  

Recognising the Experience 

By now, you’ve explored how identity begins to shift during transition. The 
next step is recognising how that shift shows up in everyday life. Because 
identity doesn’t just change in theory. It shows up in how you think, how 
you feel, how you spend your time, and how you relate to others. Often 
gradually. Sometimes unexpectedly. 

This chapter is about noticing those patterns - not as problems, but as part 
of the process. 

Feeling Unsettled 

One of the most common experiences is a general sense of restlessness or 
unease. You may feel: 

• unsure what to do with your time  
• less settled than expected  
• like something is “off,” even if you can’t define it  

This can be confusing - especially when things appear to be going well. 

Staying Busy - But Not Fulfilled 

Some respond by staying busy. Filling time. Maintaining momentum. At 
times, this helps. But it can also mask something deeper. You may notice: 

• a constant need to stay occupied  
• difficulty slowing down  
• a sense that being busy doesn’t feel meaningful  

A Sense of Disconnection 

You may also notice a shift in connection. This can include: 
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• missing regular contact with others  
• feeling less understood  
• a subtle sense of distance  

What was once built into daily life now requires more intention. 

Questioning Your Direction 

At some point, you may begin to question what comes next. Not just 
practically - but more broadly: 

• What am I aiming for now?  
• What does success look like?  
• What actually matters to me?  

These questions can feel uncomfortable - but they are also important. 

Unexpected Emotional Responses 

You may notice changes in how you feel: 

• frustration  
• irritability  
• low motivation  
• self-doubt  

These responses are not random. They are often connected to the broader 
changes taking place. 

When It Feels Easier Than Expected 

Some people transition smoothly. And yet - even then - there can still be 
moments that feel unexpected. A day that feels different. A moment of 
uncertainty. A question that wasn’t there before. 

Holding Both Experiences 

Transition is rarely one experience. You can feel: 
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• positive about the future  
• and uncertain at the same time  

You can: 

• enjoy new opportunities  
• and miss what you had  

These are not contradictions. They are part of the same process. 

A Chance to Understand Yourself Differently 

What you notice during transition can tell you something important. About: 

• what matters  
• what’s missing  
• what you may want to create next  

This is where awareness becomes useful. 

Reflection  

• What have I noticed in myself recently?  
• What has surprised me?  
• What might this be telling me?  

Key Insights  

• Psychological changes show up in subtle, everyday ways.  
• Restlessness, disconnection, and questioning are part of adjustment 

- not failure.  
• Being busy doesn’t always equal meaning.  
• Mixed emotions are normal.  
• Awareness is the first step toward intentional change. 
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Chapter 5: Starting Early – Preparing for 
Transition  

Preparation Changes Everything 

Once you understand what is changing, the next question becomes: What 
can I do about it? 

This is where preparation becomes important. Not just practical preparation 
- but the kind that helps you feel more grounded, more informed, and more 
in control as transition approaches. Preparation isn’t about having 
everything figured out. It’s about giving yourself more options, more 
clarity, and more stability as things begin to change. 

Those who start early often describe a greater sense of confidence in their 
transition. Those who don’t are more likely to find themselves reacting to 
change - rather than shaping it. 

The Risk of Waiting Too Long 

Many people delay thinking seriously about transition. Sometimes because 
it feels too far away. Sometimes because they’re focused on their current 
role. And sometimes because it feels uncertain - or uncomfortable - to 
begin. 

But transition doesn’t start on your last day in uniform. It starts much 
earlier. When preparation is left too late, it often creates pressure - multiple 
decisions, competing priorities, and limited time to think clearly. 

In contrast, starting early creates space. Space to explore options. Space to 
make informed decisions. Space to adjust gradually. 

Reflection 

• When do I expect to transition - and how far away does that feel?  
• Have I started preparing, or am I putting it off?  
• What feels uncertain or uncomfortable about starting now?  
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Try This: Start Before You Feel Ready 

Choose one small action you can take this week. It might be: 

• booking an appointment  
• updating your resume  
• having a conversation  
• writing down ideas for what comes next  

You don’t need a full plan. You just need a starting point. 

Practical Preparation Matters 

There are practical steps that can make a significant difference to your 
transition experience - particularly when completed early. These might 
include: 

• lodging relevant claims or entitlements  
• ensuring medical documentation is complete  
• understanding your superannuation and financial position  
• accessing education or upskilling opportunities  

Many who have transitioned reflect that leaving these tasks until later 
created unnecessary stress - especially when they had to manage them 
alongside adjusting to a new environment. 

Reflection 

• What practical tasks do I already know I need to complete?  
• What have I been putting off?  
• Who could help me get started?  

Try This: Create a Transition Checklist 

Write down: 

• key administrative tasks  
• financial considerations  
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• health-related actions  
• education or training opportunities  

Then group them into: 

• Now (within the next 1 - 3 months)  
• Soon (within 3 - 6 months)  
• Later (within the next 6 – 12 months) 

This helps make the process feel more manageable - and more achievable. 

Planning for Employment—Realistically 

Employment is often one of the biggest focus areas during transition. But 
it can also be one of the most misunderstood. Some expect their skills to 
transfer directly into equivalent roles. Others assume finding a job will be 
straightforward. In reality, it often takes time. Some are told they are: 

• “overqualified”  
• or lacking the “right” experience  

Others find they need to take an initial step sideways - or even backwards 
- to gain traction in a new field. This can feel frustrating. Particularly for 
those who have performed at a high level throughout their careers.  But it 
doesn’t reflect a lack of capability. It reflects the difference between 
environments. 

Reflection 

• What assumptions am I making about employment after service?  
• How flexible am I willing to be in the short term?  
• What would a “good enough” first step look like?  

Try This: Broaden the Definition of Progress 

Instead of focusing only on the “ideal” role, consider: 

• What roles could help me transition into a new field?  
• What skills do I already have that are transferable?  
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• What experience might I need to build?  

Progress doesn’t need to be perfect. It just needs to move you forward. 

Financial Preparation and Advice 

Financial clarity can significantly reduce stress during transition. 
Understanding your superannuation, entitlements, and likely income helps 
you make more informed decisions - and reduces uncertainty. One veteran 
reflected: 

“I strongly recommend the financial planning… It gave me clarity about 
whether I needed to keep working or could be completely independent.” 

Reflection 

• Do I understand my financial position?  
• What questions do I need answered?  
• Would professional advice be helpful?  

Try This: Ask One Financial Question 

Start simple: 

• about super  
• about income  
• about budgeting  

You don’t need all the answers at once. Just begin. 

Using the Support Available 

Transition is not something you need to navigate alone. There are people, 
services, and networks available to support you - many of whom 
understand the process well. Those who engage with support early often 
describe it as one of the most valuable parts of their transition. 

 



37 
 

Reflection 

• Who is currently supporting me?  
• Who could I reach out to?  
• Am I making full use of what’s available?  

Try This: Identify Your Support Team 

Write down 3–5 people who could support you: 

• professionally  
• personally  
• practically  

This might include: 

• a mentor  
• a colleague  
• a friend  
• a family member  
• a transition support provider  

Support doesn’t need to be formal - it just needs to be there. 

Preparing Psychologically 

Alongside practical steps, preparation also involves how you think about 
transition. This includes: 

• understanding the changes you may experience  
• reflecting on what matters to you  
• beginning to consider identity, purpose, and direction  

It also means recognising that transition involves both: 

• what you are moving toward  
• and what you are moving away from  
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Reflection 

• What do I think I might find most challenging?  
• What am I most looking forward to?  
• How prepared do I feel - not just practically, but mentally?  

Try This: Start the Conversation With Yourself 

Set aside 10–15 minutes and write freely: 

• What might life after service look like?  
• What do I want more of?  
• What do I want less of?  

You don’t need polished answers. Just a place to begin. 

Transition as an Opportunity 

Preparation is not just about reducing difficulty. It is also about recognising 
possibility. Transition is not only an ending. It is also a beginning. An 
opportunity to: 

• explore new directions  
• reconnect with what matters  
• build a different kind of life  

Those who approach transition with both awareness and openness are often 
better able to navigate challenges - and make the most of what comes next. 

Reflection 

• What opportunities might transition create for me?  
• What have I not had space to explore before?  
• What would I like this next phase of life to include?  

Try This: Imagine Forward 

Without overthinking it, complete the sentence: 
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“If things went well over the next few years, my life might look like…” 

 

 
 
 

Let yourself think broadly. This is not about commitment - it’s about 
possibility. 

Key Insights  

• Preparation is not a single event - it starts earlier than most people 
expect.  

• Starting early reduces pressure and increases choice.  
• Small actions build momentum and confidence over time.  
• Practical and psychological preparation work together.  
• Support makes the process easier - this is not something to do 

alone.  
• You don’t need to feel ready to begin.  

Looking Ahead 

In the next chapter, we turn to one of the most immediate changes people 
experience after transition - structure. How your time is organised. How 
your days are shaped. And how to rebuild a sense of rhythm and direction 
when it is no longer provided for you. 

  



40 
 

Notes 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
  



41 
 

Chapter 6: The Loss of Structure – When 
the Framework Disappears  
“I used to complain about early starts, briefings, schedules… but when they 
vanished, so did my sense of rhythm. I hadn’t realised how much stability 
that gave me.” 

“Busy wasn’t the same as productive. I’d tick off errands all day yet still 
feel like I hadn’t achieved anything that mattered.” 

When the Day No Longer Has a Shape 

For many people, one of the first changes after leaving military service is 
not dramatic. It is subtle. Easy to overlook. It is the absence of structure. 

One former member described their first few weeks as “strangely empty.” 
There was no set time to wake up. No requirement to be anywhere. No clear 
expectations shaping the day. 

At first, this can feel like freedom. A break from routine. A chance to rest. 
But over time, something shifts. What initially feels like space can begin to 
feel like uncertainty. Questions start to emerge: 

• What should I be doing today?  
• How should I be spending my time?  
• Why does this feel harder than I expected?  

Structure You Don’t Have to Think About 

In military life, structure is built in. Your day is shaped by: 

• routine  
• expectations  
• defined roles  
• organisational needs  

You know where to be, when to be there, and what is expected of you. Over 
time, this creates rhythm and predictability. It reduces decision-making. It 
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provides clarity and momentum. And importantly - it removes the need to 
constantly ask: 

What should I be doing right now? 

When Structure Is Removed 

After transition, this framework largely disappears. For some, this brings 
relief. A sense of autonomy. But for many, it creates something 
unexpected: a loss of direction. Without structure: 

• time becomes unbounded  
• decisions increase  
• motivation fluctuates  
• days can feel unanchored  

This is not about discipline. It is about context. 

A Day Without Structure 

In military life, a typical day has shape: 

• a clear start  
• defined tasks  
• interaction with others  
• a sense of completion  

After transition, that shape often disappears. You may wake up without 
urgency. Consider several options - job searching, exercise, tasks at home 
- but nothing feels immediate. You start something, then stop. Shift 
between tasks. Fill time. By the end of the day, you may have been busy - 
but still feel: 

• unproductive  
• unsettled  
• unsure what you’ve achieved  
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From External to Internal Structure 

This is one of the key psychological shifts in transition: Moving from 
externally imposed structure to internally created structure. In military 
life, structure is provided. After transition, it must be built. This is where 
many people struggle - not because they lack discipline, but because the 
system they relied on is no longer there. 

Why “Staying Busy” Doesn’t Work 

A common response is to try to stay busy. To fill time. Keep moving. Stay 
productive. But busyness is not the same as structure. Without intention 
and direction, activity can feel scattered. One person described it simply: 

“I was doing things all day, but none of it felt like it mattered.” 

This is often where frustration builds - because from the outside, everything 
looks fine. 

What the Loss of Structure Feels Like 

The impact is often subtle: 

• restlessness  
• low motivation  
• difficulty starting tasks  
• a sense of drifting  
• frustration without a clear reason  

Some describe it as: 

“Having all the time in the world—but not knowing what to do with it.” 

Others feel: 

• guilty for not being productive  
• unsure how to prioritise  
• disconnected from a sense of progress  
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These experiences are common - and understandable. 

Why Structure Matters 

Structure is not just about productivity. It supports: 

• mental health  
• emotional regulation  
• sense of purpose  
• overall wellbeing  

It provides: 

• predictability  
• a sense of control  
• opportunities for achievement  
• a framework for meaningful activity  

Without it, even simple decisions can feel harder. 

A Different Kind of Freedom 

“The time and space you gain don’t have to be filled with other people’s 
priorities. You can set your own.” 

The loss of structure also brings something important: freedom. Freedom 
to: 

• design your day  
• explore new activities  
• prioritise what matters  

But freedom without structure can feel overwhelming. The goal is not to 
return to rigid structure - but to create flexible, self-directed structure. 
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Rebuilding Structure - Intentionally 

Rebuilding structure doesn’t mean recreating military life. It means 
designing something that works for you now. Start small. 

Daily Anchors 

Rather than structuring your entire day, begin with a few consistent points: 

• a regular wake-up time  
• a simple morning routine  
• one meaningful activity  
• one point of connection  
• a clear end to the day  

These anchors create rhythm - without rigidity. 

Reflection 

• How structured is my day currently?  
• What parts of structure do I miss most?  

Try This: Build Three Anchors 

Choose one for morning, midday, and evening. Keep them simple and 
repeatable. 

From Full Days to Meaningful Days 

The goal is not to fill every hour. It is to create days that feel purposeful, 
balanced and sustainable. 

A day with one meaningful activity, some movement, and some connection 
is often more valuable than a day filled with low-value tasks. 
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The Role of Routine 

Routine reduces decision fatigue. When parts of your day become 
automatic, you free up energy for more important decisions. Start with one 
routine. Repeat it. Build gradually. 

When Motivation Is Low 

Without external structure, motivation will fluctuate. This is normal. In 
military life, structure carries you through low motivation. After transition, 
you need to create momentum differently. 

Try This: Act Before Motivation 

• start small  
• take one action  
• build from there  

Motivation often follows action - not the other way around. 

Balancing Structure and Flexibility 

Too little structure creates drift. Too much creates rigidity. The goal is 
balance: 

• structure that supports you  
• flexibility that allows choice  

Why This Can Feel Harder Than Expected 

The loss of structure is rarely talked about. It can feel too minor to mention 
and difficult to explain. 

There is often an expectation that it should be easy - especially after 
managing complex, high-pressure roles. But this isn’t about capability. It’s 
about adjusting to the removal of a system that once supported you 
automatically. 
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Reframing the Experience 

The loss of structure is not a failure. It is a transition. A shift from being 
guided…to guiding yourself. That takes time. And practice. 

Key Insights 

• Military structure supports wellbeing more than most people 
realise - until it’s gone.  

• The challenge isn’t discipline - it’s learning to design structure 
intentionally.  

• Busyness can mask the absence of direction.  
• Small anchors create stability and momentum.  
• Balance matters: structure and flexibility must coexist.  
• Rebuilding structure is a form of self-leadership.  

Looking Ahead 

In the next chapter, we explore how structure connects with purpose - and 
how to begin building a life that feels meaningful, not just organised. 
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Chapter 7: Rediscovering Purpose and 
Meaning  
“You have to replace the military with something. Fully. The gap the 
military leaves has to be filled. But it can be very difficult to fill that hole.” 

“In the military, I knew exactly why my work mattered. In my first civilian 
role, that clarity was missing - I had to create my own ‘why.’” 

“It took me a while to realise that purpose doesn’t have to be grand. 
Coaching my kid’s team, mentoring someone starting out - that’s where 
meaning started to rebuild.” 

When Purpose Feels Less Clear 

For many people, the loss of purpose after leaving military service is not 
immediate. In the early stages, there is momentum: 

• transition tasks  
• employment  
• next steps  

But over time, as that activity settles, something shifts. The structure fades. 
The routine softens. And a deeper question begins to emerge: What am I 
working toward now? 

Why “Replacing It” Doesn’t Work 

The idea of replacing the military can sound straightforward. 
Find a new job. Find a new focus. Move on. But the military was never just 
one thing. It was: 

• your role  
• your identity  
• your structure  
• your social network  
• your sense of contribution  



50 
 
Trying to replace all of that with a single job is like trying to replace an 
entire system with one component. This is why people can: 

• have a job  
• be financially stable  
• appear to be doing well  

And still feel a gap. Not because they are doing anything wrong - but 
because the expectation itself is unrealistic. 

Purpose That Was Once Built In 

In military life, purpose is embedded in the environment. You are part of: 

• a mission  
• a team  
• something larger than yourself  

Your role contributes to something meaningful. Even on difficult days, 
there is a sense that what you are doing matters. Over time, this shapes how 
you understand purpose. 

When you leave that system, you are not just changing jobs - you are 
stepping out of an environment that consistently reinforced meaning and 
direction. 

When Purpose Is No Longer Obvious 

In civilian life, purpose is often: 

• less visible  
• less structured  
• less collectively defined  

You may find yourself: 

• unsure how your work contributes to a bigger picture  
• unclear on priorities  
• adjusting to a different pace or standard  
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This can feel disorienting - not because something is wrong, but because it 
is different. 

When Work Doesn’t Fill the Gap 

One of the most common assumptions is that a new job will restore a sense 
of purpose. And in some ways, it helps. Work can provide: 

• structure  
• income  
• routine  

But for many, it does not fully replace what was experienced in service. 
One person described starting a role that was stable, well-paid, and aligned 
with their skills - yet still feeling: 

• less engaged  
• less motivated  
• unsure of the impact of their work  

Not because the job was wrong - but because it didn’t carry the same 
meaning. This is often the point where people begin to realise: Purpose in 
civilian life needs to be built differently. 

A Different Way to Think About Purpose 

Rather than replacing purpose, the opportunity is to rebuild it. To create a 
sense of meaning that is: 

• broader  
• more flexible  
• more personally defined  

This often draws from multiple areas including work, relationships, 
community, personal interests, and health and wellbeing. Purpose becomes 
less about one role - and more about how you live. 
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Purpose Beyond Work 

For many in military service, purpose is closely tied to work. After 
transition, this often needs to shift. Work can still matter - but it does not 
need to carry the full weight of meaning. 

One person described realising that purpose began to return not through 
their job, but through: 

• reconnecting with family  
• mentoring others  
• engaging in community  

Purpose didn’t come back all at once. It expanded. 

A Day With and Without Meaning 

In service: 

• you know why you are there  
• your work contributes to something larger  
• your effort feels connected  

After transition (early stages): 

• you complete tasks  
• you meet responsibilities  
• you get through the day  

But still find yourself asking: 

What did this all amount to? 

This is not about productivity. It is about meaning. 

The Opportunity Within the Gap 

The loss of purpose can feel like: 
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• a loss of direction  
• a loss of contribution  
• a loss of being needed  

But it also creates space. Space to: 

• reflect  
• reassess  
• redefine what matters  

Not quickly. Not all at once. But intentionally. 

Values as a Starting Point 

When purpose feels unclear, values provide a foundation. Values are not 
tied to role. They remain consistent - even as circumstances change. They 
help guide: 

• decisions  
• behaviour  
• direction  

Try This: Identify Your Core Values 
Write down 5 values that matter most to you.  

 

 
 
 

Ask: 

• How am I living these now?  
• Where could I bring more of this into my life?  
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Small Sources of Meaning 

Purpose does not need to be grand. It is often found in: 

• small acts of contribution  
• connection with others  
• progress toward personal goals  
• meaningful daily activity  

These moments accumulate. 

Letting Go of the Pressure to “Figure It Out” 

Many people feel pressure to: 

• have a clear plan  
• know their direction  
• find purpose quickly  

This pressure can come from expectations - internal or external. But 
purpose rarely appears fully formed. It develops over time: 

• through experience  
• through trial and error  
• through engagement  

Trying to force clarity too early often leads to frustration. A more helpful 
approach is curiosity. 

Creating, Not Waiting 

Purpose is often something people feel they need to find. But more often, 
it is something that is created. Through: 

• action  
• involvement  
• experimentation  
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Try This: Take One Step 

Choose one small action aligned with something you value. It doesn’t need 
to be significant - just meaningful. 

Contribution Still Matters 

For many who have served, contribution remains central. The desire to: 

• help others  
• be part of something  
• make a difference  

does not disappear. It simply needs a new outlet: 

• mentoring  
• volunteering  
• community involvement  

Allowing Purpose to Evolve 

Purpose is not fixed. It changes over time. Transition is an opportunity to 
ask: 

What matters now? 

How Purpose Returns 

For many people, purpose does not return all at once. It builds gradually: 

• through small actions  
• through connection  
• through contribution  
• through exploration  
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One person described it this way: 

“At first, nothing felt like it mattered. But over time, small things started to 
add up…and eventually it felt like I had direction again.” 

This is often how purpose re-emerges. Not as a single moment - but as a 
series of experiences that begin to create meaning again. 

Final Reflection 

• What feels meaningful to me right now?  
• What is one step I could take this week?  

Key Insights 

• Purpose in service is built in; beyond service, it must be created.  
• Trying to replace the military with one role is unrealistic.  
• Meaning comes from multiple domains - not just work.  
• Values provide continuity when roles change.  
• Purpose develops through action, not just reflection.  
• The question shifts from “What replaces this?” to “What matters 

now?”  

Looking Ahead 

In the next chapter, we explore connection and belonging - and how 
relationships and community shape life beyond service. 
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Chapter 8: Rebuilding Connection and 
Belonging 
“When I stopped waiting to ‘find my tribe’ and started joining things, 
connection slowly came back. It looked different, but it worked.” 

“Reaching out felt awkward at first. But every time I did, it reminded me 
that belonging isn’t automatic anymore…it’s something you build.” 

When Connection Changes 

Purpose is rarely built alone. One of the most important ways it takes shape 
is through connection - with people, community, and shared experience. In 
military life, connection is built into the environment. You work alongside 
the same people. You share experiences - often intense and meaningful. 
You rely on each other. Over time, this creates a strong sense of belonging. 

After transition, this changes. What was once constant becomes less 
frequent. Daily interactions become occasional. Relationships that were 
once part of everyday life shift - not through intention, but through 
circumstance. 

For many, this can feel like going from being surrounded by people - to 
suddenly feeling on your own. 

The Loss of Belonging 

Beyond individual relationships, there is often a deeper shift - a loss of 
belonging. In the military, belonging is not something you have to create. 
It exists as part of the system. You are part of a team. Part of an 
organisation. Part of something larger than yourself. After transition, that 
sense of belonging is no longer automatic. Questions can begin to surface: 

• Where do I fit now?  
• Who are “my people”?  

These are not always easy to answer. 
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Reflection 

• Where do I currently feel a sense of belonging?  
• Where might I want to feel more connected?  

Try This: Seek Shared Environments 

Belonging grows where there is shared experience or purpose. Consider: 

• community groups  
• professional networks  
• volunteering  
• shared-interest activities  

When Others Don’t Fully Understand 

Another shift can be feeling that others don’t fully understand your 
background or experience. This is not about blame - it is about difference. 
Military life is unique, and not everyone has a frame of reference for it. 
This can lead to: 

• feeling misunderstood  
• choosing not to share  
• a sense of distance in conversations  

Reflection 

• Do I feel understood by the people around me?  
• When do I feel most able to be myself?  

Try This: Choose Where to Share 

You don’t need to explain everything to everyone. Focus on who you 
trust and where you feel safe.  

Connection deepens through trust, not just shared experience.  
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Rebuilding Connection—Intentionally 

After transition, connection is no longer automatic. It becomes something 
you build - through intention, effort, and consistency. This can feel 
unfamiliar at first. But it is possible. Connection often develops through: 

• shared interests  
• repeated interaction  
• showing up consistently  

Reflection 

• What environments could I place myself in to meet new people?  
• What interests could support this?  

Try This: Start Small and Repeat 

Choose one activity or environment and return to it regularly. Connection 
builds through familiarity over time. 

Maintaining What Matters 

Not all connection needs to be new. Some of the most important 
relationships are the ones you already have. 

Reflection 

• Who do I want to stay connected to?  

Try This: Maintain One Strong Connection 

Choose one person: someone you trust and someone who understands 
you. Stay in contact consistently.  

Depth matters more than breadth. 
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The Role of Location 

Where you live shapes how easily connection can happen. Your 
environment influences: 

• access to community  
• opportunities for interaction  
• proximity to support networks  

Reflection 

• Does my current or planned location support connection?  
• What do I need from where I live?  

Try This: Factor Connection Into Decisions 

When considering location, ask: 

• Will this help me build or maintain connection?  

Staying Connected to Service (If You Choose To) 

For some, maintaining a connection to the military community remains 
important. For others, creating distance feels right. There is no single 
approach. 

Reflection 

• Do I want to stay connected to the military community?  
• What level of connection feels right for me?  

Try This: Define Your Approach 

Consider whether you want: 

• ongoing connection  
• occasional contact  
• or a clear step away  
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This can change over time. 

Balancing Independence and Connection 

Transition often brings greater independence - more control over your time 
and decisions. This can be positive. But too much independence, without 
connection, can lead to isolation. 

The goal is balance. 

Reflection 

• Do I feel more isolated or more connected right now?  
• What balance would feel right for me?  

Try This: Check Your Week 

At the end of each week, ask: 

• Did I spend time alone?  
• Did I connect with others?  

Adjust where needed. 

Connection and Wellbeing 

Connection is not just social - it is foundational to wellbeing. It supports: 

• mental health  
• emotional resilience  
• sense of identity  
• sense of belonging  

When connection is missing, these areas can be affected. When it is 
present, it creates stability and support. 
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Rebuilding Takes Time 

Like other parts of transition, connection develops gradually. Through: 

• small interactions  
• consistent effort  
• shared experiences  

There is no need to rush. 

Reflection 

• What kind of relationships do I want in my life moving forward?  

Try This: One Step This Week 

Choose one action: 

• reach out to someone  
• attend something new  
• reconnect with someone  

Start small. Build from there. 

Key Insights 

• Military connection is built in; post-service connection is built 
intentionally.  

• Belonging doesn’t disappear - it must be re-established through 
shared experience and effort.  

• A small number of meaningful relationships provides more 
stability than a large, shallow network.  

• Connection requires consistency; repeated contact builds trust and 
familiarity.  

• Where and how you engage - community, work, interests - shapes 
your sense of belonging.  

• Connection is not optional for wellbeing; it is a core part of 
resilience.  



64 
 

Looking Ahead 

In the next chapter, we bring these elements together - structure, purpose, 
and connection - and translate them into practical strategies to help you 
move forward with clarity and confidence. 
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Interlude: The Four Elements in Balance 
Before moving forward, it helps to bring everything together. 

Across the chapters so far, four elements have emerged as central to the 
experience of transition: 

• Identity  
• Structure  
• Purpose  
• Connection  

Each has its own challenges. Each one shapes how life after service is 
experienced. 

But they do not operate in isolation. They form a system. 

When one shifts, the others are affected. And it is this interaction - not just 
the individual elements - that shapes whether life beyond service feels 
stable, meaningful, and sustainable. 

More Than Individual Parts 

It can be tempting to approach these areas one at a time: 

• rebuilding identity  
• creating structure  
• finding purpose  
• strengthening connection  

But in practice, they are deeply interconnected. 

When structure is lost, purpose can feel less clear. 
When connection fades, identity can feel less certain. 
When purpose is missing, structure can feel empty. 

These are not separate challenges. They are different expressions of the 
same underlying shift. 
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A System That Once Worked for You 

In military life, these elements are closely aligned. Identity is clear. 
Structure is defined. Purpose is embedded in the mission. Connection is 
built through shared experience. 

You do not need to create this alignment - it exists as part of the 
environment. 

After transition, that system changes. Not because anything has gone wrong 
- but because the framework that once held these elements together is no 
longer there in the same way. 

What follows is not just change in each element - but a shift in how they fit 
together. 

When Things Feel “Off” 

When these elements fall out of balance, the effects are often subtle. You 
might feel: 

• restless without a clear reason  
• disconnected  
• unsure of direction  
• or that something is “off,” even when life appears to be going well  

Often, this is not about a single problem. It is about misalignment. 

You might have structure - but little sense of purpose. 
Connection - but uncertainty about identity. 
Clarity about values - but difficulty translating them into daily life. 

Seen this way, these experiences are not random. They are understandable. 

A More Integrated Experience 

Over time, many people begin to rebuild a different kind of alignment. 
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Structure becomes more self-directed - less rigid, but still supportive. 

Purpose becomes broader - drawn from multiple areas of life, not just 
work. 

Connection looks different - but remains meaningful. 

Identity expands - no longer defined by one role, but by a wider sense of 
self. 

Nothing is perfect. There are still uncertain days. But there is a growing 
sense that things are coming together.   

Not by recreating what once existed - but by building something new. 

Moving Toward Integration 

The goal is not to “fix” each element. It is to develop awareness: 

• noticing where things feel aligned  
• recognising where something may be missing  
• making small adjustments over time  

This is an ongoing process - not a one-time solution. 

Reflection 

As you pause here, you might consider: 

• Which of these four elements feels strongest in my life right now?  
• Which feels less clear or less developed?  
• Where do I feel alignment?  
• Where do I feel tension?  

There is no need for definitive answers - only awareness. 
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Try This: A Simple Check-In 

Think of these four elements as a system supporting your life beyond 
service. Check in with each one: 

• Identity – Do I have a sense of who I am beyond my role?  
• Structure – Does my day have a rhythm that supports me?  
• Purpose – Do I feel a sense of meaning or direction, even in small 

ways?  
• Connection – Do I feel connected to others in a way that matters 

to me?  

Notice what stands out. Not to judge - but to understand. 

Holding It Lightly 

It can be tempting to treat transition as something to solve. But these 
elements will continue to shift over time. Some will feel stronger at 
different stages. That is part of the process. 

The aim is not to recreate the past - but to build something that works for 
you now. 

Looking Ahead 

The next step is not to analyse these elements - but to work with them. 

In the chapters that follow, we move from understanding to integration - 
bringing identity, structure, purpose, and connection together in practical 
ways that support a life that is meaningful, connected, and sustainable 
beyond service. 
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Notes 
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Part 3 – Integrating and Moving Forward  
Transition doesn’t end when you leave service - it continues as you shape 
what comes next. The task now is integration: bringing together identity, 
structure, purpose, and connection, and living them out in everyday life. 

So far, you’ve explored each of these elements and how they shift through 
transition. You’ve reflected, experimented, and begun to see what matters 
most to you. 

This final part is about turning that understanding into practice. You’ll 
focus on: 

• applying small, consistent actions  
• creating structure and purpose that evolve with you  
• strengthening connection to people, values, and direction  

Transition isn’t just about leaving - it’s about becoming. These chapters are 
about carrying forward your strengths and experiences and using them to 
build a life that feels meaningful, balanced, and your own. 
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Chapter 9: Practical Strategies for 
Transition and Thriving Beyond Service  
 
“I wrote down three things each week: one purposeful, one social, one for 
me. It helped to keep me centred.” 

 
“When one area slips - structure, purpose, or connection - the others 
follow. Keeping all three in view helps me stay balanced.” 

From Understanding to Action 

Insight matters - but progress comes from action. This chapter focuses on 
simple, practical steps that help you translate awareness into daily life. 

Start With What Matters Most 

Trying to fix everything at once creates overwhelm. Progress comes from 
focus. 

Reflection 

• What matters most right now?  
• Where would a small effort make the biggest difference?  

Try This: Choose One Focus Area 

Start with one: 

• Structure  
• Purpose  
• Connection  
• Work  
• Health  
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Create a Simple Weekly Rhythm 

Instead of planning everything, build a repeatable rhythm. A balanced week 
might include: 

• meaningful activity  
• social connection  
• movement or exercise  
• time for rest  

This creates consistency without rigidity. 

Try This: Build Your Week 

• 2–3 purposeful activities  
• 1–2 social interactions  
• protected downtime  

Keep it realistic. 

Redefine Success 

Success may no longer be defined by rank or performance. It may now 
include: 

• wellbeing  
• relationships  
• autonomy  
• meaning  

Try This: Define It Yourself 

“Success for me now looks like…” 

Expect Adjustment 

Transition is a process, not a moment. Periods of uncertainty are part of it 
- not a sign something is wrong. 
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Try This: Reframe the Experience 

“This is part of the process.” 

Build a Supportive Environment 

Your environment shapes your behaviour. 

Try This: Adjust One Element 

• spend time with supportive people  
• engage in something positive  
• reduce unhelpful influences  

Stay Connected 

Connection supports stability and wellbeing. 

Try This: Make It Intentional 

• schedule catch-ups  
• maintain regular contact  
• build shared activities  

Be Realistic About Work 

Work matters - but it doesn’t need to meet every need immediately. 

Try This: Think Long-Term 

“Is this a step in the right direction?” 

Look After Your Wellbeing 

Wellbeing underpins everything else. Focus on: 
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• sleep  
• movement  
• time outside  
• sustainable routines  

Small, consistent actions matter more than intensity. 

Allow Your Path to Evolve 

There is no single right way to transition. Direction develops over time. 

Try This: Stay Curious 

“What might this next stage offer me?” 

Bringing It Together 

Progress is rarely dramatic. It shows up as small shifts - how you structure 
your day, where you invest your time, and what begins to feel meaningful 
again. 

Transition isn’t something you complete. It’s something you move through. 
By focusing on structure, purpose, connection, and wellbeing, you create a 
foundation for a life that is both stable and meaningful. 

Key Insights 

• Progress comes from small, consistent actions - not perfect plans  
• Focus reduces overwhelm; clarity beats complexity  
• A simple rhythm creates stability  
• Success is redefined by meaning and wellbeing  
• Uncertainty is part of adjustment  
• Environment shapes outcomes  
• Structure, purpose, and connection reinforce each other  
• Self-care is foundational, not optional  
• Flexibility allows growth  
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Notes 
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Chapter 10: Your First 90 Days After 
Service 
"I thought I'd finally be able to relax. Instead, I felt strangely unsettled. 
Nobody was expecting anything from me, and I didn't know what to do 
with that." 

"The biggest lesson for me was that I didn't need to have everything 
figured out immediately. The first few months were about adjustment, not 
achievement." 

The Myth of the Perfect Transition 

Many people enter transition with an expectation that life should quickly 
settle into place. 

A new job. 
A clear routine. 
A strong sense of direction. 

Sometimes that happens. More often, the first few months involve 
adjustment, experimentation, and uncertainty. This is not a sign that 
something has gone wrong. It is part of the process. The first 90 days are 
less about arriving and more about adapting. 

The First 30 Days: Creating Stability 

The initial period after leaving service often brings a mix of relief, freedom, 
excitement, and uncertainty. Your primary focus during this phase is not 
optimisation. It is stability. Focus on: 

• establishing a consistent daily routine 
• maintaining healthy sleep patterns 
• staying physically active 
• remaining socially connected 
• avoiding isolation 
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Reflection 

• What routines support me most? 
• What helps me feel grounded? 

Try This: Build Three Daily Anchors 

Choose one anchor for: 

• Morning 
• Midday 
• Evening 

Keep them simple and repeatable. 

Days 31–60: Exploring Possibilities 

As the initial adjustment settles, attention often turns toward the future. 
Questions begin to emerge: 

• What do I want next? 
• What matters most to me now? 
• What opportunities do I want to explore? 

This phase is often characterised by curiosity and experimentation. Rather 
than seeking certainty, focus on exploration. 

Try This: Explore Without Commitment 

Choose one area of interest and take a small step: 

• attend an event 
• speak to someone in a new field 
• volunteer 
• learn a new skill 

The goal is exploration, not immediate answers. 
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Days 61–90: Building Momentum 

By this stage, many people begin developing greater confidence in their 
new routines and direction. 

You may notice: 

• improved clarity 
• stronger habits 
• increased confidence 
• growing connection 

This is a good time to begin focusing on longer-term goals. 

Reflection 

• What is working well? 
• What would I like to strengthen? 

Try This: Create a Six-Month Vision 

Imagine yourself six months from now. What would you like to be able to 
say about: 

• your wellbeing 
• your relationships 
• your work 
• your sense of purpose 

Common Traps 

1. Expecting Immediate Clarity 

• Most people do not discover a new sense of purpose overnight.   
• Purpose develops gradually through experience. 
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2. Comparing Yourself to Others 

• Everyone's transition timeline is different. 
• Comparison often creates unnecessary pressure. 

3. Staying Busy Instead of Being Intentional 

• Activity can create the illusion of progress. 
• Focus on meaningful actions rather than constant activity. 

4. Withdrawing From Others 

• Periods of isolation are common but can make adjustment harder. 
• Connection remains important throughout transition. 

When Additional Support May Help 

Transition involves normal challenges, but there may be times when 
additional support is useful. Consider seeking support if you notice: 

• persistent low mood 
• increasing withdrawal 
• ongoing difficulties adjusting 
• significant distress 
• concerns raised by family or friends 

Seeking support is not a sign of weakness. It is a practical response to a 
significant life change. 

A Different Measure of Progress 

In military life, progress is often measured through qualifications, 
appointments, performance, and promotion. Beyond service, progress can 
look different. It may include: 

• greater self-awareness 
• stronger relationships 
• improved wellbeing 
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• increased confidence 
• a growing sense of direction 

These changes may be less visible, but they are no less important. 

Final Reflection 

As you consider your first 90 days, ask yourself: 

• What would help me feel grounded? 
• What do I want to explore? 
• Who can support me? 
• What small action can I take this week? 

You do not need to have everything figured out. You only need to keep 
moving forward. 

Key Insights 

• The first 90 days are about adjustment, not perfection. 
• Stability comes before clarity. 
• Exploration creates opportunity. 
• Small routines build confidence. 
• Connection supports resilience. 
• Progress is often gradual and difficult to see in the moment. 
• Transition is a process of adaptation, not a test to pass. 
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Notes 
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Chapter 11: Beyond the Uniform  
“Service shaped me, but it doesn’t define my whole story.” 

“I didn’t miss the uniform…I missed the mission. So, I built a new one.” 

More Than an Ending 

Transition is often framed as an ending. But it is also a beginning - the 
chance to build something new. 

What You Carry Forward 

You don’t start from zero. You carry: 

• experience  
• values  
• strengths  
• resilience  

These become the foundation for what comes next. 

Try This: Acknowledge It 

Write down the skills and qualities you bring forward. 

Letting Go and Holding On 

Transition involves both. Let go of: 

• roles, routines, and expectations  

Hold on to: 

• values, relationships, and what matters most  
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Try This: Clarify 

Letting go | Holding on 

Identity Expands 

You are no longer defined by your role - but you haven’t lost your identity. 
It’s expanding. 

Try This: Look Forward 

“In this next phase, I want to be someone who…” 

There Is No Single Path 

Some move quickly. Others take time. Both are valid. 

Try This: Stay Grounded 

“What feels right for me?” 

Meaning Builds Over Time 

Purpose develops through: 

• action  
• experience  
• reflection  

Not all at once. 

Try This: Keep Moving 

Take one step. Let meaning follow. 
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Staying Open to Possibility 

Transition creates space. It can feel uncertain - but it also creates 
opportunity. 

Try This: Imagine Forward 

“What might be possible?” 

Final Reflection 

At some point, the question shifts from: 

What have I lost? to What can I build? 

• What matters most now?  
• What do I want my life to stand for?  
• What is one step I’m ready to take?  

Key Insights 

• Transition is both ending and beginning  
• You carry forward strengths and values  
• Identity expands, not disappears  
• Growth requires letting go and holding on  
• Comparison slows progress  
• Meaning builds over time  
• Openness creates possibility  
• The focus shifts to what you can build  
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Closing Reflection – Carrying It Forward  
Transition is not a single moment - it is an ongoing process of becoming. 
You may never feel completely “finished,” and that’s not a problem. 
Growth rarely is. 

What changes over time is not that everything becomes clear - but that you 
become more capable of navigating uncertainty with intention. You carry 
forward the same qualities that supported you in service: 

• discipline  
• resilience  
• purpose  
• connection  

The uniform may come off. The values, strengths, experience and character 
developed through service do not. Transition is not the end of your story. 
It is the beginning of the next chapter. 
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Notes 
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Summary of Key Insights  
These insights capture the core ideas from each chapter. Use them as 
reminders, prompts, or quick refreshers. 

Chapter 1: The Transition No One Talks About 

• Transition is both practical and psychological - it unfolds over 
time.  

• A smooth start doesn’t prevent deeper shifts later.  
• Confidence isn’t preparation; reflection matters.  
• Feeling unsettled is common - not a weakness.  
• Awareness is the first step toward growth.  

 

Chapter 2: Why Transition Can Feel Harder Than 
Expected 

• Transition changes both what you do and how you see yourself.  
• Impacts emerge gradually across identity, structure, purpose, and 

connection.  
• Gaps between expectation and reality can be confronting.  
• It’s the accumulation of small changes that creates strain.  
• Understanding your reactions reduces self-pressure.  

 

Chapter 3: Who Am I Without the Uniform? 

• Service shapes a role-based identity; transition requires redefining 
it.  

• Your strengths and values carry forward - they don’t disappear.  
• Separate who you are from what you did.  
• Values provide stability when roles change.  
• Growth comes through integration, not replacement.  
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Chapter 4: What You Might Notice in Yourself 

• Psychological shifts often show up as restlessness or loss of 
direction.  

• These signals reflect adjustment - not failure.  
• Busyness can mask discomfort; meaning provides direction.  
• Small anchors and reflection build awareness.  
• It’s normal to hold both optimism and loss.  

 

Chapter 5: Starting Early — Preparing for Transition 

• Preparation is a mindset, not a moment.  
• Early, small actions compound into confidence.  
• Psychological readiness is as important as practical planning.  
• Avoidance often reflects uncertainty - not lack of discipline.  
• Support makes preparation easier.  
• Starting before you feel ready builds momentum.  

 

Chapter 6: The Loss of Structure 

• Military life provides built-in structure; after service, it must be 
created.  

• The challenge isn’t discipline - it’s intentional design.  
• Activity without direction isn’t structure.  
• Simple daily anchors restore rhythm and focus.  
• Balance freedom with consistency - lead yourself.  

 

Chapter 7: Rediscovering Purpose and Meaning 

• Purpose in service is embedded; after service, it must be built.  
• Don’t look for a single replacement - meaning is multi-source.  
• Values guide direction when purpose feels unclear.  
• Purpose develops through action, not waiting.  
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• The question shifts to: “How do I live what matters now?”  

 

Chapter 8: Rebuilding Connection and Belonging 

• Connection shifts from automatic to intentional.  
• Belonging is built through shared experience and effort.  
• Depth matters more than breadth in relationships.  
• Consistency builds trust; small actions create community.  
• Connection underpins wellbeing and resilience.  

 

Chapter 9: Practical Strategies for Thriving Beyond 
Service 

• Action turns insight into progress - keep it small and consistent.  
• Focus on one priority at a time to avoid overwhelm.  
• Redefine success around wellbeing, meaning, and balance.  
• Expect adjustment - uncertainty is part of the process.  
• Environment and relationships shape outcomes.  
• Self-care is foundational, not optional.  

 

Chapter 10: Your First 90 Days After Service 

• The first 90 days are for stabilisation, not reinvention. 
• Expect uncertainty as identity, structure, and routine recalibrate 

unevenly. 
• Loss of military structure requires intentional replacement through 

simple anchors. 
• Emotional and motivational variability is normal in early 

transition. 
• Prioritise routine, connection, and small consistent actions over 

major decisions. 
• Treat this phase as adjustment and experimentation - not final 

direction. 
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Chapter 11: Beyond the Uniform 

• Transition is both an ending and a beginning.  
• You carry forward experience, values, and strengths.  
• Letting go allows identity to expand.  
• Growth requires choosing what to keep and what to release.  
• Comparison distracts - focus on your path.  
• Meaning builds gradually through action and exploration.  
• The question becomes: “What can I build now?” 
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My Transition Map 

A Personal Reflection for Life Beyond Service 

Transition is not something you complete once and leave behind. It evolves 
as you do. 

This map is designed as a simple check-in tool - a way to pause, reflect, 
and consider where you are right now across the four elements explored 
throughout this book. 

There are no right or wrong answers. Your responses may change over 
time. That is part of the process. 

Return to these pages whenever you need to reconnect with what matters, 
regain perspective, or take your next small step forward. 
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The Four Elements 

IDENTITY — Who I Am Becoming 

 

What matters most to me now? 

 

 
 
 

 

Strengths I carry forward 

 

 
 
 

 

Roles I am moving beyond 
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STRUCTURE — How I Support My Days 
What does a good day look like for me? 

 

 
 
 

My daily anchors 

Morning  

 

 
 
 

Midday  

 

 
 
 

Evening  
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PURPOSE — What Gives Me Meaning 
What currently feels meaningful? 

 
 
 
 
 

Areas I want to invest in 

☐ Work 

☐ Family 

☐ Community 

☐ Health and wellbeing 

☐ Personal growth 

☐ Learning 

☐ Contribution 

One thing I want more of 
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CONNECTION — Who I Stay Close To 
People who matter most 

 

 
 
 

 

Where I feel—or want to feel—a sense of belonging 

 

 
 
 

 

One relationship I want to invest in 
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My Current Check-In 
Identity 
Strong ◯ Shifting ◯ Unclear ◯ 

 

Structure 
Consistent ◯ Patchy ◯ Absent ◯ 

 

Purpose 
Clear ◯ Emerging ◯ Uncertain ◯ 

 

Connection 
Strong ◯ Limited ◯ Disconnected ◯ 

 

Where do I currently feel most out of balance? 
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My Weekly Rhythm 
This week I will prioritise: 

Purposeful activity 

 

 
 
 

Connection 

 

 
 
 

 

Wellbeing 
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My Definition of Success 
At this stage of my life, success looks like… 

 
 
 
 

When Things Feel Off 
 

My early warning signs 

 

 
 
 

 

What usually helps 
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My Next Step 
One small action I will take this week: 

 

 
 
 

 

My Reminder 
A thought, value, or message I want to come back to: 

 
 
 
 
 

Remember - Transition is not about recreating who you were. 

It is about carrying forward what matters most and building a life that 
reflects who you are becoming. 

Return to these four elements whenever you need a place to begin again. 
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Additional Resources 

You Don't Need to Navigate Transition Alone 

Transition is a significant life change and, while this book focuses on the 
psychological aspects of adjustment, there are many organisations, 
services, and communities available to support you. 

The following resources may assist you before, during, and after transition 
from military service. 

 

Transition and Career Support 

Australian Defence Force Transition Services 

The ADF provides a range of transition support services designed to help 
members prepare for life after service. These services can assist with 
planning, education, employment preparation, and accessing support 
programs. If you are still serving, speak with your chain of command or 
transition support staff about the resources available to you. 

Veteran Employment Programs 

Many organisations offer employment assistance specifically for veterans, 
including: 

• Career coaching 
• Résumé and interview preparation 
• Skills translation support 
• Networking opportunities 
• Employment pathways into civilian industries 

Remember that successful transition is not simply about finding a job - it 
is about finding a role that aligns with your strengths, values, and goals. 
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Mental Health and Wellbeing 

Open Arms – Veterans & Families Counselling 

Open Arms provides free and confidential counselling and support services 
for current and former ADF members and their families. 

Support is available for a range of issues including: 

• transition adjustment 
• stress 
• anxiety 
• relationship challenges 
• grief and loss 
• wellbeing concerns 

Many people find it helpful to connect with support early rather than 
waiting until difficulties become overwhelming. 

Mental Health Professionals 

If you experience persistent distress, difficulty adjusting, or concerns about 
your wellbeing, consider seeking support from a: 

• psychologist 
• general practitioner 
• counsellor 
• psychiatrist 
• mental health social worker 

Seeking support is a sign of self-awareness and strength - not weakness. 
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Veteran Community and Connection 
One of the most important aspects of transition is maintaining and 
rebuilding connection. Connection can be found through: 

• veteran organisations 
• ex-service organisations 
• community groups 
• sporting clubs 
• volunteer organisations 
• professional networks 

You do not need to navigate this next chapter alone. Meaningful connection 
remains one of the strongest protective factors for wellbeing. 

 

Education and Personal Development 
Transition can create opportunities to: 

• gain new qualifications 
• develop new skills 
• explore new interests 
• pursue long-held goals 

Whether formal or informal, learning often provides structure, confidence, 
and a renewed sense of progress. Consider: 

• tertiary education 
• vocational training 
• professional certifications 
• coaching and mentoring 
• personal development programs 
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Financial and Practical Advice 
Financial concerns can significantly influence wellbeing during transition. 
Where appropriate, consider seeking advice from qualified professionals 
regarding: 

• financial planning 
• superannuation 
• insurance 
• budgeting 
• career decisions 

Reliable information and professional guidance can help reduce 
uncertainty and support informed decision-making. 

 

Supporting Families 
Transition affects more than the individual leaving service. Partners, 
children, family members, and close friends often experience change 
alongside the transitioning member. 

Open communication, shared planning, and mutual support can help 
families navigate this period together. Where available, encourage family 
members to access support services and resources designed specifically for 
military families. 

 

When You Need Additional Support 
If you find yourself struggling, remember you are not the first person to 
experience these challenges. You do not need to manage everything on 
your own. Support is available and reaching out early often makes 
adjustment easier. 
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Transition is not a journey that needs to be completed independently. 
Sometimes the most effective step forward is asking for help. 

 

Final Reminder 
The purpose of transition is not simply to leave military service. It is to 
build a meaningful, sustainable, and fulfilling life beyond it. 

Use the resources available to you. Stay connected. Remain curious. 
Continue moving forward. 

You have already navigated significant challenges throughout your 
military career. The strengths that supported you then can support you now. 
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Recommended Reading 
Man’s Search for Meaning – Viktor Frankl 
A foundational work based on Frankl’s experiences in Nazi concentration 
camps. He argues that meaning—rather than pleasure or power - is the 
primary human motivator. The book introduces “logotherapy,” 
emphasizing that even in suffering, individuals can choose their attitude 
and find purpose through responsibility and meaning-making. 

The Second Mountain – David Brooks 
Brooks contrasts two life arcs: the “first mountain” of achievement, 
status, and individual success, and the “second mountain” of 
commitment, service, and meaning. The book explores how fulfillment is 
often found not in personal ambition but in dedication to others, vocation, 
and moral purpose. 

Designing Your Life – Bill Burnett & Dave Evans 
A practical, design-thinking approach to career and life planning. It treats 
life choices as prototypes to be tested rather than fixed decisions to be 
perfect from the start. The focus is on building direction through 
experimentation, reflection, and iterative adjustment rather than waiting 
for clarity. 

Transitions: Making Sense of Life’s Changes – William Bridges 
This book distinguishes between external change and the internal 
psychological process of transition. Bridges outlines three phases - 
ending, neutral zone, and new beginning—offering a framework for 
understanding uncertainty, loss, and identity shifts during major life 
changes. 

Atomic Habits – James Clear 
A guide to building effective habits through small, incremental changes. 
Clear explains how identity-based habits, environmental design, and 
compounding improvements lead to long-term transformation. The 
central idea is that tiny behavioural shifts, consistently applied, produce 
significant life outcomes over time. 
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