
PTSD in Australian Veterans: A Comprehensive 
Guide for Veteran Advocates 

 

1. DSM-5 Criteria for PTSD and Australian Statistics on PTSD in Veterans 

DSM-5 Diagnostic Criteria for PTSD 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is classified within the Trauma- and Stressor-Related 
Disorders section of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition 
(DSM-5). The diagnostic criteria include: 

Criterion A: Exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence 
through direct experience, witnessing, learning of events occurring to close family or friends, 
or repeated/extreme exposure to aversive details of traumatic events (e.g., first responders). 

Criterion B: Presence of one or more intrusive symptoms: distressing memories, nightmares, 
flashbacks, intense psychological distress, or physiological reactions to reminders. 

Criterion C: Persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the trauma (thoughts, feelings, 
conversations, people, places). 

Criterion D: Negative alterations in cognitions and mood (e.g., memory issues, negative 
beliefs, distorted blame, pervasive negative emotional state, diminished interest, detachment, 
inability to feel positive emotions). 

Criterion E: Marked alterations in arousal and reactivity (e.g., irritability, reckless behavior, 
hypervigilance, exaggerated startle, poor concentration, sleep disturbances). 

Symptoms must persist for more than one month, cause significant distress or impairment, 
and not be attributable to substances or medical conditions. 

Australian Statistics on PTSD in Veterans 

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) reports that PTSD is among the most 
commonly reported mental health disorders among veterans, affecting approximately 17-20% 
of those who have served. The 2018 Transition and Wellbeing Research Programme (TWRP) 
highlighted that ex-serving ADF members have PTSD rates significantly higher than the 
general Australian population. 

●​ Prevalence: Estimated at 17.7% in ex-serving ADF members (compared to 4.4% in 
the general population). 

●​ Suicide Risk: Veterans with PTSD are at heightened risk of suicide. The AIHW 
reports a suicide rate for ex-serving males of approximately 27.8 per 100,000 
compared to 18.6 per 100,000 in the general male population. 



●​ Mental Health Impact: PTSD in veterans often coexists with depression, anxiety, 
substance abuse, and moral injury, compounding the impact on quality of life, 
relationships, and employment. 

2. History of PTSD 

Early Concepts: Reactions to trauma have been observed throughout history (e.g., "shell 
shock" in WWI, "combat fatigue" in WWII). Recognition was hampered by stigma and 
misunderstanding of mental health. 

Vietnam War Influence: The term PTSD gained traction after the Vietnam War, where 
widespread psychological trauma among veterans prompted psychiatric investigation. 

DSM Evolution: PTSD first appeared in DSM-III (1980). DSM-5's iteration reflects a 
broadened understanding, emphasizing trauma exposure and diverse symptomatology beyond 
combat. 

Australia's Response: Recognition of PTSD in Australia followed international trends, 
culminating in formal acknowledgment within DVA frameworks and clinical guidelines. The 
ADF and DVA have progressively integrated trauma-informed care models. 

3. Clinical Case Examples of PTSD in Australian Veterans 

Case 1: Direct Combat-Related PTSD 

●​ Veteran: 34-year-old male infantry soldier 
●​ Incident: Ambushed during deployment; sustained injuries; witnessed death of 

comrades. 
●​ Presentation: Nightmares, hypervigilance, avoidance of reminders (e.g., military 

media), anger outbursts. 
●​ Diagnosis: PTSD per DSM-5 
●​ Treatment: Trauma-focused CBT, SSRIs, mindfulness practices 

Case 2: PTSD from Sexual Assault within the ADF 

●​ Veteran: 28-year-old female logistics officer 
●​ Incident: Repeated sexual assault by superior; reports mishandled, leading to medical 

discharge. 
●​ Presentation: Nightmares, flashbacks, distrust, depression, suicidal ideation. 
●​ Diagnosis: PTSD and Major Depressive Disorder 
●​ Treatment: EMDR, trauma-informed psychotherapy, antidepressants, peer support 

networks 

Case 3: Vicarious Trauma through Remote Combat Operations 

●​ Veteran: 40-year-old male intelligence officer 
●​ Incident: Witnessed live-streamed combat and civilian casualties over prolonged 

periods. 
●​ Presentation: Intrusive imagery, emotional numbness, anxiety, alcohol misuse. 
●​ Diagnosis: PTSD with comorbid Alcohol Use Disorder 



●​ Treatment: Integrated trauma-focused therapy, alcohol reduction programs, lifestyle 
interventions 

4. Symptoms Associated with PTSD 

Core Symptom Clusters: 

●​ Intrusion: Re-experiencing trauma via nightmares, flashbacks. 
●​ Avoidance: Efforts to avoid trauma reminders. 
●​ Negative Cognitions/Mood: Guilt, shame, emotional numbness, cognitive 

distortions. 
●​ Hyperarousal: Sleep disturbances, irritability, hypervigilance. 

Secondary Symptoms: 

●​ Dissociation, depersonalization, heightened somatic complaints, anger issues. 

These symptoms disrupt relationships, occupational functioning, and lead to social 
withdrawal, exacerbating the cycle of distress. 

5. Comorbid Psychiatric Disorders and Relationship to Moral Injury 

Common Comorbidities: 

●​ Depression: High co-occurrence; increases suicide risk. 
●​ Anxiety Disorders: Generalized anxiety, panic attacks. 
●​ Substance Abuse: Alcohol and drugs as maladaptive coping. 
●​ Personality Disorders: Particularly borderline traits. 

Moral Injury: Occurs when veterans face betrayal of moral beliefs (e.g., witnessing 
atrocities, institutional betrayal). Often overlaps with PTSD but manifests through profound 
guilt, shame, and existential crisis. 

Interplay: PTSD can exacerbate or stem from these comorbidities, complicating treatment 
and necessitating holistic, trauma-informed approaches. 

6. Clinical Interventions for PTSD 

Psychological Therapies: 

●​ Trauma-Focused CBT: Identifies and reframes trauma-related thoughts. 
●​ EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing): Processes distressing 

memories through bilateral stimulation. 
●​ Narrative Exposure Therapy: Structured recounting of life events to contextualize 

trauma. 
●​ ACT (Acceptance and Commitment Therapy): Encourages acceptance, 

mindfulness, value-based living. 

Lifestyle Medicine Interventions: 



●​ Exercise: Regular aerobic activity shown to reduce PTSD symptoms. 
●​ Diet: Anti-inflammatory diets support mental health (e.g., Mediterranean diet). 
●​ Yoga: Enhances parasympathetic regulation, reduces hyperarousal. 
●​ Mindfulness/Meditation: Builds present-moment awareness, reduces rumination. 
●​ Forest Bathing (Shinrin-Yoku): Nature exposure linked to stress reduction. 

Pharmacological Treatments: 

●​ SSRIs/SNRIs: First-line for mood stabilization. 
●​ Prazosin: Effective for nightmares, flashbacks, hypervigilance 
●​ Mood Stabilizers: For comorbidities with mood dysregulation. 
●​ Antipsychotics: Reserved for severe cases. 

Combined Approaches: Optimal care often integrates medication, psychotherapy, and 
lifestyle changes, tailored to individual needs. 

7. Department of Veterans' Affairs (DVA) Definitions and Compensation 
Framework 

DVA Recognition of PTSD: 

●​ PTSD is formally recognized within the DVA's Statement of Principles (SoPs), 
guiding diagnosis and compensation. 

●​ SoPs specify exposure criteria (e.g., deployment, assault, disaster response). 
●​ The MRCA (Military Rehabilitation and Compensation Act) and VEA (Veterans' 

Entitlements Act) outline entitlements based on service type. 

Compensation: 

●​ Veterans diagnosed with PTSD may access income support, treatment, rehabilitation 
services. 

●​ White/Gold Card holders receive coverage for related treatments. 
●​ Recognition through SoPs facilitates claims but requires comprehensive evidence 

(service records, clinical assessments). 

8. Future Directions in PTSD Prevention and Treatment 

Emerging Therapies: 

●​ MDMA-Assisted Psychotherapy: Promising for treatment-resistant PTSD; under 
clinical trials. 

●​ Ketamine Therapy: Rapid relief for severe symptoms. 
●​ Virtual Reality Exposure Therapy (VRET): Controlled re-exposure to traumatic 

environments for desensitization. 
●​ Stellate Ganglion Block (SGB): Nerve block shown to reduce hyperarousal 

symptoms. 
●​ Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (TMS): Non-invasive brain stimulation 

targeting mood and arousal circuits. 

Prevention Strategies: 



●​ Resilience Training: Pre-deployment programs enhancing coping. 
●​ Peer Support Models: Leveraging veteran communities. 
●​ Early Intervention: Rapid response post-trauma to mitigate chronicity. 
●​ Policy Evolution: Continued advocacy for trauma-informed systems within ADF and 

DVA. 

 

Conclusion​
PTSD remains a significant challenge for Australian veterans, impacting mental health, 
relationships, and life quality. Advocacy requires a nuanced understanding of diagnostic 
criteria, symptomatology, comorbidities, and treatment pathways. With evolving therapies 
and a growing emphasis on holistic care, advocates play a crucial role in guiding veterans 
through recovery and resilience. 

 


