
STUDY NOTES

WHAT ARE STUDY NOTES?

Study Notes provide a 
plain-language summary 
of a research project led 
or supported by the Atlas 
Institute for Veterans and 
Families. The aim is to ensure 
that Veterans and Families  
can better access and 
understand emerging  
research and key findings.

A single research study cannot 
give us all the answers, but 
every well-conducted study 
gives us a piece of the puzzle.

UNDERSTANDING WELL-BEING OVER TIME: 
A LONGITUDINAL STUDY ON AGING VETERANS
STUDY CITATION: Van Veen W, Lauzon A, Laham N, Gaudett, G, Rodrigues S, Hosseiny F, Maggi S. Tracking well-being over 
time: A longitudinal analysis of aging Veterans and their civilian counterparts in the Canadian Longitudinal Study  
on Aging. Journal of Military Veteran and Family Health. 2026;12(3):57-76. doi:10.3138/jmvfh-2025-005

 HIGHLIGHTS
• This longitudinal study of aging Canadian male and female Veterans compared

their well-being with that of the civilian population over eight years. The study
assessed social connections and life satisfaction in relation to depression.

• The authors noted that military service creates unique and lasting pathways
to well-being as Veterans age that differ for males and females.

• For female Veterans, life satisfaction was the primary factor that protects against
depression. For male Veterans, social connections and depression were linked but
shifted over time.

• The authors concluded that a “one-size-fits-all” model of aging cannot effectively
serve the Veteran community. Programs and supports must be tailored to the distinct
needs of male and female Veterans.

• The research addressed an important gap in sex-specific research, offering insights
into an underexplored area of military and Veteran health research.

https://doi.org/10.3138/jmvfh-2025-0051
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 WHY IS THE STUDY IMPORTANT?

The average age of Canadian Veterans continues to rise. Projections estimate that 
one-third of Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) Veterans will be aged 70 years and older  
in 2026 1 . These numbers underscore an urgent need to examine Veterans’ experiences 
as they age with respect to the service-related factors that influence their long-term 
health and well-being.

Canada’s aging Veterans have unique lived experiences that challenge and shape 
their mental well-being over time. As this population grows older, it’s important to 
understand how exposure during military service to physical demands, psychological 
trauma and toxins impacts their longer-term health and well-being outcomes. Many 
Veterans live with increased risk of chronic conditions, higher rates of pain and mental 
health issues, and isolation (nearly one in four Veterans live alone) 1,2 . Compared  
to the civilian population, they are also at a higher risk of losing their ability to do daily 
tasks, becoming more frail, needing long-term care or dying early 3 . 

To date, most research into Veteran well-being provides a snapshot of this  
population at a single point in time. Much of it is focused on males in American  
military populations. This study is one of the first of its kind in Canada. It contributes  
to the evidence base with a longitudinal study of male and female Veterans,  
using data collected over an eight-year period, offering unique insights into  
sex-specific experiences.

 WHAT DID THE STUDY AIM TO FIND OUT?

The study looked at how social connections (friends, Family and community) and life 
satisfaction (purpose) — two main factors that influence well-being — affect depression 
in Canadian Veterans as they age. It also explored differences between male and 
female Veterans.

 WHAT DID THE STUDY DISCOVER?

The study discovered that military service creates unique and lasting sex-specific 
pathways to well-being as Veterans age. These pathways are different from the civilian 
experience with aging. 

Veterans are not simply older civilians. Their military and life experiences shape their 
well-being, including how factors like social connection and life satisfaction protect 
against conditions such as depression. A single, generic approach to aging does  
not work for Veterans. Male and female Veterans have different needs as they  
age — the support they receive should be tailored to those differences.

The experience of female Veterans was different than those of civilian females  
in the earliest years of the study. For civilian females, stronger social integration 
increased their life satisfaction and buffered them against depression. This was  
not true for female Veterans. However, as female Veterans moved further away  

CANADIAN ARMED  
FORCES VETERANS

• 460,000+ living  
Canadian Veterans

• 66% are aged 55+ 

• 42% are aged 65+

• 7% are aged 85+ 

• The median age  
continues to rise

Source: Statistics Canada,  
2021 Census of Population

SOCIAL CONNECTIONS 
Refers in this study to  
the strength and quality 
of a person’s relationships 
with Family, friends and 
community. It is not only  
about the number of 
connections, but also about 
feeling supported, valued and 
having a sense of belonging.

THE STUDY REFERS TO THE 
FOLLOWING TIME PERIODS:

• The early years:  
2011–2015

• Later in life: 
2015–2018



*  This limitation has been 
addressed in subsequent CLSA 
waves, which now include 
measures of gender identity.
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from service and later into life, a strong sense of purpose and life satisfaction  
became a tool to maintain their mental health that was equally as powerful  
as for civilian females.  

The link between social connections — such as Family, friends and community —  
and depression was more complex for male Veterans. While social connections 
boosted their life satisfaction in the early years, strong social ties were linked to slightly 
worse depression as they aged — a counterintuitive finding since social connections 
are usually protective. Later in life, this shifted. Male Veterans’ social connections 
protected them against depression. However, for civilian males, social connections 
mattered at every stage of life.

 HOW WAS THIS STUDY CONDUCTED?

The study used data from the Canadian Longitudinal Study on Aging (CLSA) to gain 
a better understanding of mental well-being over time as Veterans age. The research 
examined data related to 3,125 Veterans and 35,377 civilians aged 45 to 85 years 
during an eight-year period. It covered three points in time: 2011, 2015 and 2018. 

The authors used Veterans Affairs Canada’s domains of well-being framework 
(bit.ly/vac-domains-of-well-being) as a model to measure and assess Veteran  
well-being in post-service life. They selected two main factors from the VAC 
framework that affect well-being: social integration (connections) and purpose  
(life satisfaction). These factors were mapped against the CLSA data and examined 
in relation to depression.

The researchers applied measures already included in the CLSA questionnaire 
to determine social integration, well-being and depression, including the Medical 
Outcomes Study (MOS) social support survey, Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS)  
and the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale Revised (CESD-R-10).

 WHAT ARE SOME STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY?

The study followed people over time, comparing data from three different time points. 
It is one of the first of its kind in Canada, analyzing data by sex. This offered important 
insights into male and female Veteran experiences. The research methodology used 
several tools to enhance data analysis. By using the VAC well-being framework, the 
study anchored its approach in a relevant, Canadian-focused context.

One limitation was in the representation of 2SLGBTQIA+ Veterans and ethnically 
diverse Veterans in the data, including Indigenous and racialized groups. When diverse 
Veterans do not receive care designed for their unique experiences and they have 
problems accessing services, their well-being can be significantly impacted, including 
as they navigate aging. The CLSA’s initial categorization of participants based only  
on sex (male/female) may not fully reflect the well-being needs and experiences tied  
to gender identity and expression * . Given the small number of female participants  
in the study, the researchers were unable to do a detailed sex- or gender-based analysis.

https://bit.ly/vac-domains-of-well-being
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The model used part of the VAC framework but excluded other domains that  
can influence well-being over the life course, such as housing, finance and culture.  
The research team is planning a follow-up study that will examine the remaining five 
domains of the VAC framework in relation to depression. Future longitudinal studies 
should examine specific aspects of military service that influence well-being over time, 
such as combat exposure 4,5 .

 WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS OF THIS STUDY?

For Veterans
Military service has lasting effects on psychological well-being long into old age.  
The impacts differ for Veterans compared to civilians and vary according to sex.  
For female Veterans, feeling a strong sense of life satisfaction (purpose) can protect 
against depression as they age. For male Veterans, strong social networks, friendships 
and bonds with others help make life more fulfilling and protect against loneliness when 
aging. These findings shed light on the types of supports Veterans need over time.

For Veteran Families
Veteran Families play a vital role in helping their loved ones navigate post-service  
life. Strong social networks offer support and encouragement. Partners and friends 
often help Veterans overcome depression, isolation and other experiences that are 
unique to military members. This support can lead to Veterans feeling more willing  
to acknowledge and report depression and other mental health concerns 6 .

For service providers
Military service has a lasting impact on psychosocial well-being. Veteran well-being 
during aging differs from the civilian population. As a result, “one-size-fits-all” models 
of aging cannot meet their lived realities. Support must be tailored to the distinct needs 
of male and female Veterans. 

To protect female Veterans’ mental health, interventions should prioritize building 
a sense of purpose, meaning and life satisfaction through programs focused on 
meaningful activities and goal setting. For male Veterans, the quality and nature  
of connections matter. Support programs should help them navigate the complexities 
of building social networks after service.

For researchers
This study supports the need for further research on Veteran mental health in  
aging, including addressing data gaps related to ethnically diverse, Indigenous  
and 2SLGBTQIA+ Veterans and examining their unique needs as they transition  
to post-service life and as they age. Data analysis is needed to better reflect  
the well-being needs tied to gender identity and expression. 
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Further longitudinal investigations should address other domains in the VAC 
framework, including finances, life skills and housing. Qualitative research that 
sheds light on aging Veterans’ lived experiences and studies on how specific military 
realities — such as combat exposure, injury or military sexual trauma — affect post-
military transition experiences are also needed.

For policy makers
Understanding, monitoring and promoting well-being in Canada’s aging Veteran 
population requires Veteran-focused, sex- and gender-specific and longitudinal 
evidence to inform policies, programs and approaches. Male and female Veterans  
have unique needs as they age. Early and ongoing mental health interventions are 
critical as depression has a serious impact on quality of life. Programs and resources 
that help Veterans feel a stronger sense of purpose and life satisfaction can protect 
them against depression. These should be designed with Veterans to address the 
unique Veteran identity.
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