Beyond the Uniform: Honoring Veterans by Supporting Their Mental
Health

When we think of military service, we often picture strength,
resilience, and courage. We see images of men and women in
uniform, standing tall and ready to protect. But when the uniform
comes off, a different battle often begins, one that is invisible to
the naked eye.

This month, as we reflect on the sacrifices made by our veteran
community, it's crucial that we turn our attention to a subject that
is often shrouded in silence: mental health. The transition from
military to civilian life is complex, and for many veterans, the
psychological wounds of service can be just as profound as the
physical ones.

The Invisible Wounds of Service

Veterans face a unique set of mental health challenges. The skills
that make them effective in combat, hyper-vigilance, emotional
control, and the ability to suppress fear, can become liabilities in
civilian life. According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
(VA), roughly 11-20% of veterans who served in Operations Iraqi
Freedom and Enduring Freedom have PTSD in a given year.
Furthermore, the rate of major depression among veterans is
significantly higher than in the general population.

These challenges manifest in various ways:

» Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): Characterized by
flashbacks, severe anxiety, and uncontrollable thoughts
about a traumatic event.

» Depression: Often resulting from the loss of purpose, identity,
or camaraderie that military life provided.

« Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI): Often called the "signature



wound" of recent conflicts, TBls can lead to mood swings,
memory problems, and depression.
» Substance Use Disorder: Often used as a coping mechanism
to numb emotional pain or to self-medicate sleep issues.
Breaking the Stigma

One of the biggest barriers to care is the stigma surrounding
mental health. Many veterans feel that seeking help is a sign of
weakness, a betrayal of the "warrior ethos" they were trained to
embody. They may fear judgment from peers, career
repercussions, or simply the shame of not feeling "tough enough."

But here is the truth: Seeking help is a sign of strength. It takes
immense courage to confront internal struggles, just as it does to
face an external enemy. We must reframe the narrative. Asking
for help is not a failure; it is a tactical decision to ensure mission
readiness, in this case, the mission of living a healthy, fulfilling life.

Resources and How You Can Help

Supporting our veterans is a collective responsibility. Whether you
are a veteran, a family member, or a concerned citizen, there are
pathways to support:

For Veterans:

» Veterans Crisis Line: Dial 988, then press 1. You can also
text 838255 or chat online at VeteransCrisisLine.net.

* VA Mental Health Services: The VA offers a wide range of
confidential mental health services. If you are enrolled in VA
health care, you can speak to your primary care provider or
visit the VA's mental health website.

« Community Support: Non-profits like the Wounded Warrior
Project and local Veteran Service Organizations (VSOs)
offer peer support and resources.


https://veteranscrisisline.net/

For Friends and Family:

« Listen Without Judgment: You don't need to be a therapist to
help. Sometimes, just being a safe, non-judgmental ear is
the most powerful support you can offer.

« Watch for Warning Signs: Look for changes in behavior,
withdrawal from friends and family, increased alcohol use, or
expressions of hopelessness. If you see these signs, gently
encourage them to seek professional help.

* Reach Out: If you are a friend or family member of a veteran,
check in on them. A simple phone call can make a world of
difference.

A Call to Action

This is a call to action. Let's commit to breaking the silence. To
our veterans: we see you, we thank you, and we are here for you.
To our community: let's work together to build an environment
where every veteran feels safe enough to seek the care they have
earned.

The battles fought after service are real, but no one has to fight
them alone. Let's honor our veterans not just with parades, but
with practical, compassionate support for their mental well-being.



