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Introduction:
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) can affect veterans and other trauma survivors in several ways through invasive memories and thoughts, avoidance, negative changes in mood and social dysfunction. Even though there are evidence based psychological treatments in place for PTSD care, some people suffer from co-occurring depression and anxiety, stigma and can experience barriers to engaging in everyday activities. This has then motivated interest in complementary, outdoor activity-based strategies that can support their recovery while also undertaking clinical care. Surf therapy is one of these paths. This is a structured outdoor intervention that involves surfing, physical activity, exposure to blue spaces and social group connection. There has been previous research with military communities that has associated surf therapy with reductions in symptoms for PTSD, depression and anxiety (Glassman, 2026).
Surf therapy has so much potential value because of its multi-component nature. Learning and participating in surfing can provide a manageable physical challenge for people of all capabilities, opportunities to build mastery and self-efficacy, make connections with outdoor blue spaces such as natural coastal environments and create peer relationships with people in common. Qualitative and review-based research suggests that veterans have the chance of experiencing temporary relief from PTSD symptoms, lower stress levels, enhanced self-efficacy and a greater social connection through completing these programmes (Benninger et al., 2020). Trauma based surf therapy programmes have also related to aiding in improvements of emotional control, resilience and body acceptance among women affected by trauma, suggesting that the approach can be more relevant to just military backgrounds (Franceschi et al., 2024).
Regardless of encouraging findings, the evidence base is still very slim. Many studies use relatively small samples, have short follow up periods and self-report measures. While participating in these interventions, some participants also receive therapy, medication or other rehabilitations services than can be offered at the same time. For example, in one six-week programme for active-duty service members, there were signs of improvements in psychological symptoms but most of the participants involved were also receiving another form of treatment, therefore making it difficult to pinpoint the specific involvement of surf therapy (Walter et al., 2019). There was also a more recent mixed methods study of 41 veterans with PTSD where the outcome was reductions in PTSD, anxiety and depression immediately after a weeklong programme, with some of that improvement being maintained after 30 days, however longer terms are still needed to gain a stronger result (Ossie, 2025).
There are many charities and organisations that support surf therapy and provide interventions to help with trauma and PTSD. For example, the charity Groundswell Surf Therapy (2025) is a women centred trauma recovery and mental health charity that offer 7-week surf therapy courses and 1 on 1 sessions involving breathwork and connecting with the ocean and environment around them. There are also organisations in Wales such as Tonic Surf (n.d.) who are a surf therapy project that use the ocean and beach environment as a tool for recovery to help people such as veterans dealing with PTSD or individuals suffering with mental health problems. The presence of these charities and organisations indicates that surf therapy is not just a developing research intervention, but it is also being used and is accessible already as a form of support. Reviewing the evidence is therefore important for determining whether the reported improvements in PTSD symptoms, anxiety and depression are sufficiently consistent to give reason for continued development and funding on these services in the UK. 
Aims:
The primary aim of this review is to critically examine the psychological outcomes associated with surf therapy among veterans and other trauma survivors experiencing PTSD or other related mental health difficulties. Specifically, the review will synthesise evidence showing changes in PTSD symptoms, anxiety, depression, stress, emotional control, self-efficacy, social connection and overall wellbeing. It will also consider whether outcomes differ according to programme structure, delivery setting and the duration. In addition, the review will evaluate the quality and limitations of the available research, including the use of small samples, self-report measures and limited follow up after the programme's completion. By integrating findings from clinical and charitable programmes, this review aims to establish whether surf therapy should be considered a complimentary intervention for trauma related problems and to identify priorities for future research.
Method:
For this research I will be using a systematic narrative review to examine the psychological outcomes of surf therapy for veterans and other trauma survivors who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder. This method will involve finding, assessing and summarising already existing research in a clear and organised way. The review will follow the PRISMA (2020) guidelines to ensure the search process is reliable and transparent. The review is going to focus on adults who are military veterans or trauma survivors with a diagnosis of PTSD or showing PTSD symptoms. The interventions will be a surf therapy or surfing related programme that is structured to support and aid people with mental health problems. Studies will be included if they examine psychological outcomes such as PTSD symptoms, anxiety, depression, wellbeing, stress, resilience and social connection. Studies will not be included in this review if they only examine recreational surfing and do not include trauma related participants or measure the mental health results.
[bookmark: _Int_940kY6N7]When finding the studies I will be checking their titles and reading the summaries to see if they are in the right criteria for this review. If they are, then the information will be collected about the participants, type and duration of the surf therapy programme, research design, psychological measures and the main findings after the study. The quality of each study will also be investigated, this is important because studies with various levels of quality may then produce different levels of reliable evidence.
[bookmark: _Int_sSuQGDO9]A narrative synthesis will be written instead of a statistical meta-analysis. This means that the findings of my research will be compared and explained using written summaries and tables. Having a narrative approach to this review is suitable because the studies may use various different research methods, participant groups, surf therapy programmes and psychological measures. If we combined all their results statistically it could therefore be unreliable. A narrative synthesis also allows the review to identify common patterns, differences and gaps in the research while also recognising the limitations of the evidence that is available.
A systematic narrative review has been chosen instead of conducting a new research study for several reasons. Firstly, it will show what research has already been completed and whether surf therapy does support the psychological wellbeing of people with PTSD symptoms. Secondly, it will help identify weaknesses and gaps in in the existing evidence and aid in future research. Finally, conducting a new study with veterans and trauma survivors would require significant time, funding, ethical approval and support from professionals in this sector. Therefore, a systematic narrative review is a more practical and ethical first approach before developing a new research study.
Data Analysis:
As mentioned previously in the method section, this systematic narrative review will follow the PRISMA 2020 guidelines to ensure the search and reporting process used is clear and easy to understand. Studies will be included in this review if they are peer reviewed, involve veterans or trauma survivors, use surf therapy or a surfing related intervention programme, measure at least one psychological outcome such PTSD symptoms or anxiety and depression and use quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods designs. For my research, databases such as PubMed, Web of Science and Google Scholar will be used, and I will also be looking at reference lists that other studies have used. Only articles that have been published in English will be included in this review. The search will cover article publications from 2010 to 2027 as this will capture the times in which surf therapy research has developed. The data recovered will be recorded in a table that will cover the author, year, location, participants, type of intervention, outcomes and the key findings. It is expected that the studies are likely to differ in design and outcomes, therefore the results will be analysed through a narrative synthesis.
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