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A Practical Guide for Veterans Living with 
PTSD (and the People Who Love Them) 
PTSD is not a personal failing. It’s an injury that deserves care, structure, and support. The 
goal isn’t to “tough it out,” but to build a toolbox that helps you feel safer in your body and 
steadier in daily life. Use these ideas alongside guidance from your clinician or care team. 

Key Takeaways 
Create predictability (sleep, meals, movement), learn a few fast reset tools (breathing, 
grounding, cold water), and shrink big tasks into small wins you can repeat.  

Loved ones: offer steady presence, clear check-ins, and boundaries. Professional care is 
central; these tips are companions, not replacements for therapy or other professional care. 

Daily steadiness beats occasional heroics 
● Keep a simple rhythm: wake, light movement, meals on a schedule, short outdoor 

time, wind-down routine 
 

https://www.pexels.com/photo/sinematic-film-scene-28272574/


● Sleep hygiene matters: consistent bedtime, dark/cool room, screens down an hour 
before bed 
 

● Move most days: walking, rucking, yoga, or PT-approved strength work; pair 
movement with music or a trusted buddy 
 

Fast reset tools for rough moments 
● 4–6 breathing: inhale 4, exhale 6 for 60–120 seconds to nudge the nervous system 

from “alarm” toward “rest” 
 

● Grounding (5–4–3–2–1): notice five things you see, four you feel, three you hear, 
two you smell, one you taste 
 

● Temperature shift: cool water on wrists or a brief face splash can interrupt spirals 
 

● Safe place script: a short phrase you repeat—“In the here and now I’m here, I’m safe 
enough, this will pass” 
 

Tactical tools for anxiety management 
Anxiety often builds when your mind loops through what-ifs and worst-case scenarios. To 
interrupt that cycle, create structured moments that demand your focus. Driving familiar 
routes with frequent traffic lights can work as a built-in reset: concentrate on the road, the 
signals, the speed limits—let your brain anchor to the task.  

For evening calm, switch to music that’s free from ads or chatter—just sound, steady and 
predictable. Use a dedicated relaxation or sleep channel about an hour before bed and give 
yourself permission to do nothing else but listen. It's not about fixing anxiety on the spot—
it's about giving your nervous system something to hold onto. Look into Liquid Mind, 
created by Chuck Wilde, Vietnam Veteran.  

Triggers: plan ahead, not after 
● List the top three triggers and early warning signs (tight chest, jaw clench, scanning 

rooms) 
 

● Pre-determine potential exits: step outside, call a support person, switch seats, 
reschedule if needed 
 

● Aftercare: hydrate, slow breath work, short walk, and one easy task you can finish 
 

https://insighttimer.com/buddha_chris_/guided-meditations/4-6-breathing-practice
https://liquidmindmusic.com/veterans/index.html
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/stress-symptoms/art-20050987


Mindset practices that reduce daily stress 
Adopting a more positive mindset can make hard days more manageable. Embrace key 
attitude shifters, like practicing gratitude and reframing your internal dialogue. Pair them 
with practical skills: 

● When a thought spikes (“I’m failing”) reply with a truer, smaller statement: “I’m 
having a hard hour; I’ve gotten through these before.” 
 

● Track small wins: log one thing you did (took a walk, texted a friend, made a meal); 
recognize these as small actions that feed into your success story.  
 

● Keep two non-negotiables (morning light + evening wind-down) to shape the day 
even when energy is low 
 These shifts can build resilience, steady emotions, and make room for healing—
especially when combined with therapy, medication when prescribed, and peer 
support. 
 

For loved ones: support that actually helps 
● Ask, don’t assume: “What helps when you feel overwhelmed?” Capture answers in a 

shared note 
 

● Offer presence over fixes: “I can sit with you; we can breathe together” 
 

● Agree on signals: a word or hand sign for “I need a break” in public 
 

● Protect your own boundaries: rest, therapy, peer groups—support is sustainable 
when you’re resourced 
 

Communication cues that lower friction 
➔ Use “when/then” and options: “When the store feels crowded, then we can step 

outside or switch to pickup” 
 

➔ Time-box tough talks: 10–15 minutes with a plan to revisit 
 

➔ Debrief after triggers: “What did we notice? What might we try next time?” 
 

Table: My Trigger Plan (copy/paste) 

https://www.zenbusiness.com/blog/6-ways-to-achieve-a-positive-mindset-and-how-it-will-help-you-succeed/
https://dayoneapp.com/blog/new-for-everyone-create-unlimited-journals/
https://www.montecitojournal.net/2024/12/03/the-power-of-quiet-why-silence-really-is-golden/


Trigger Early signs What I’ll do How you can help 

Crowded 
store 

Sweaty palms, 
scanning exits 

Step outside, 4–6 
breathing, water 

Hold place in line; text 
“outside when ready” 

Nightmares Heart racing, 
restlessness 

Grounding (5–4–3–2–1), 
cool water, brief walk 

Gentle wake, dim light, 
no questions yet 

Loud bangs Startle, jaw clench Earbuds, leave area, safe 
phrase 

Drive if needed; quiet 
car, slow music 

Build your support network 
● Professional care: trauma-trained therapist, medication management when 

indicated, group programs 
 

● Peer support: veteran groups and trusted friends who “get it” 
 

● Practical helpers: primary care, physical therapy, sleep clinic, dietitian 
 

Substance use and safety 
● Alcohol and non-prescribed drugs can worsen sleep and symptoms; if cutting back 

is tough, ask for specialized support 
 

● If you ever feel at risk of harming yourself or others, seek immediate help from 
emergency services or crisis resources in your area 
 

7-day starter plan 
➢ Day 1: write your trigger plan (three rows) 

 
➢ Day 2: set a sleep window and prep a wind-down (lamp, book, breathwork) 

 
➢ Day 3: 10–20 minutes of movement outdoors 

 

https://staywellhealth.org/news/5-simple-neat-grounding-techniques/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists?category=trauma-and-ptsd


➢ Day 4: practice grounding twice when calm, so it’s ready when needed 
 

➢ Day 5: schedule a check-in with a clinician or peer group 
 

➢ Day 6: simplify meals; hydrate; limit caffeine late 
 

➢ Day 7: note three small wins; pick one improvement for next week 
 

Quick FAQ 
Does “positive thinking” cure PTSD? 
No. PTSD deserves evidence-based care. Balanced mindset tools can reduce daily stress and 
support therapy, but they don’t replace it. 

What if I avoid everything that triggers me? 
Short-term avoidance can stabilize you, but long-term it can shrink life. Work with a 
clinician on gradual, safe exposure when appropriate. 

How do I help without overstepping? 
Ask for a support plan in calm moments, follow it during tough ones, and check in 
afterward. 

Closing encouragement 
Healing is not linear. Measure progress by stability and connection, not perfect days. Keep 
the tools simple, practice them when you’re calm, and let trusted people walk with you. 
You’re not alone, and small, steady steps add up. 

 

https://www.thorne.com/take-5-daily/article/why-you-should-reconsider-that-morning-cup-of-coffee
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