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Operation Iraqi Freedom, Operation Enduring Freedom, and Operation New Dawn 
(OIF/OEF/OND) have resulted in many veterans returning home with both physical 
and psychological injuries. Recent figures identify that although these combat mis-
sions include very high levels of physical and psychological trauma, more troops are 
surviving due to improved protective armor, equipment, and medical care (Friedman, 
2006; Gawande, 2004; Warden, 2006). In fact, according to Meagher (2007), nine out 
of 10 troops survive the initial injury sustained in combat. Primary negative outcomes 
from OIF/OEF/OND include post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), amputation, trau-
matic brain injury (TBI), burns, visual impairments, self-inflicted injuries or death, 
drug abuse, and increased stress on the family. It is also important to note that the 
impact of deployment on women, in terms of the increased prevalence of PTSD and 
sexual abuse, are topics that receive less coverage but are equally necessary to explore. 

Considering these various issues and challenges, the field of therapeutic recreation 
has much to offer in the treatment of veterans and their families. This special issue 
broadly addresses a key question--What is the role of therapeutic recreation (TR) to 
promote health of veterans returning from OIF/OEF/OND? The articles presented in 
this special issue illustrate the innovative ways in which therapeutic recreation ad-
dresses this basic question. Three different types of articles are presented in the special 
issue including conceptual, qualitative and quantitative approaches.  

The first article describes a community-based recreation therapy program reim-
bursed through the Veteran’s Administration Medical Center located in Manchester, 
New Hampshire (Wilder, Craig, Sable, Gravink, Carr, & Frye) called PATH (Promoting 
Access, Transition, and Health). The theoretically-grounded intervention protocol is 
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specified, and includes information on 
referrals, assessment, treatment plan-
ning and conducting specific interven-
tions that are implemented by the state 
licensed Certified Therapeutic Recre-
ation Specialists (CTRS) personnel. The 
article includes a case example of one 
veteran who completed the program. 

The next article used a narratology 
(narrative theory) framework to ana-
lyze letters of veterans who participat-
ed in a therapeutic fly-fishing program 
in Dutch John, UT along the Green 
River (Mowatt & Bennett). The pro-
gram worked with veterans with PTSD. 
The analysis identified four themes in-
tended to inform and guide future re-
search regarding veterans’ perspectives 
on treatment and their participation 
in the therapeutic fly-fishing program. 
The themes included the importance of 
camaraderie, the presence of regret, the 
process of reflection, and the benefits 
of nature in outdoor recreation partici-
pation.

The third article is a qualitative in-
vestigation of the experience of partici-
pating in a Paralympic military sports 
camp (Hawkins, Cory, & Crowe). This 
study interviewed ten individuals, and 
found that self-determination theory 
and social comparison theory were rel-
evant in the recovery from injuries and 
in participation in recreation activities. 
Specifically, themes arose related to per-
ceiving disability and normalization, 
finding motivation, relatedness, es-
tablishing a connection with previous 
interests, improving overall health and 
well-being, increased competence, and 
increased autonomy.

The next article describes a quali-
tative investigation of a pilot project 
that used  river running as a thera-
peutic intervention for veterans expe-

riencing post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) (Dustin, Bricker, Arave, Wall, 
& Wendt). Ten men and three women 
participated in a three-day trip, that 
yielded benefits for the veterans, in-
cluding reduced PTSD symptoms less 
needs for medications, improved cop-
ing, self-confidence, and self-efficacy, 
as well as the therapeutic application 
of nature to enhance socialization, joy, 
and feelings of normalcy.

The last article addresses facial 
disfigurement as a common injury ac-
quired due to combat and the subse-
quent stigmatizing behavior reported 
by people with differences in physical 
appearance (Halioua, Williams, Mur-
ray, Skalko, & Vogelsong). This study 
utilized a convenience sample of col-
lege students to determine the relation-
ships between staring and perceptions 
of people with facial disfigurement. 
The results indicate that people who 
have facial disfigurement are stared at 
longer than those without facial disfig-
urement, and that staring was related 
to perceptions of capability. This study 
discusses the role of the CTRS in ad-
dressing these issues among veterans 
participating in therapeutic recreation 
programs.  

Together these articles provide in-
teresting and important perspectives 
on the use of recreation both as a means 
of therapy and as an end. Through 
these papers we understand that nature 
based interventions, sport based pro-
grams, and community based health 
promotion programs can improve im-
portant constructs in the lives of veter-
ans. We also have learned that the last-
ing physical scars of war may influence 
the ways veterans are perceived in our 
communities. We are grateful to our as-
sociate editors and the many reviewers 
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who participated in making this special 
issue one that provides sound theoreti-
cal and empirical evidence for the use 

of therapeutic recreation interventions 
with veterans.
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