Working with Veterans, Military Members, and their Families

Working with veterans, military members, and their families requires a specialized
understanding of their unique experiences and needs. Here are some tips for mental health
clinicians:

I. Understand Military Culture

o Learn the Language: Familiarize yourself with military terminology, ranks, and
acronyms. Understanding these can help build rapport and reduce feelings of alienation.

o Respect Hierarchy: Recognize the importance of rank and chain of command in military
life, and how these concepts might influence a client’s behavior and worldview.
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. Acknowledge the Impact of Service

« Combat and Non-Combat Stress: Be aware that both combat and non-combat roles can
lead to stress and mental health issues, such as PTSD, anxiety, and depression.

o Deployment Cycles: Understand the emotional and psychological challenges associated
with pre-deployment, deployment, and post-deployment phases.

3. Be Trauma-Informed

e Trauma and PTSD: Many veterans experience trauma; be prepared to address PTSD
and related symptoms. Understand triggers and avoid re-traumatization.

e Military Sexual Trauma (MST): Be sensitive to the possibility of MST, which can
occur in both men and women and often requires specialized care.

4. Involve the Family

o Family Dynamics: Recognize that military life impacts the entire family. Spouses and
children may experience secondary trauma, anxiety, and stress due to the service
member’s experiences.

e Support Networks: When appropriate, encourage family members' involvement in the
treatment process to build a strong support network.
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. Address Transition Challenges

e Reintegration: Assist with the challenges of transitioning back to civilian life, including
issues related to identity, purpose, and finding new roles outside the military.

o Employment and Education: Help with the psychological impact of finding new
employment, returning to school, or pursuing other post-service goals.
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). Provide Culturally Competent Care

« Confidentiality Concerns: Understand the potential concerns about confidentiality,
particularly how mental health issues might impact career prospects in the military.



o Stigma: Be aware of the stigma around seeking mental health care in military
communities and work to reduce these barriers.

7. Utilize Evidence-Based Practices

e Therapeutic Approaches: Use evidence-based treatments like Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy (CBT), Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), and
Prolonged Exposure (PE) therapy, which are effective for treating PTSD and trauma in
veterans.

o Holistic Care: To address mental and physical health, consider integrating
complementary therapies like mindfulness, yoga, and physical activity.

8. Be Patient and Build Trust

« Rapport Building: Building trust can take time, especially with clients who may be
hesitant or have experienced trauma. Be patient, consistent, and respectful.

o Cultural Sensitivity: Show genuine respect for the service member’s experiences and
avoid making assumptions or judgments about their choices or experiences.

9. Stay Informed and Connected
« Ongoing Education: Continually educate yourself about the latest research and best
military mental health care practices.
o Networking: Provide comprehensive care by partnering with local veterans’
organizations, the VA, and other support networks.

10. Selt-Care

e Burnout Prevention: Working with trauma and stress can be challenging; ensure you
practice self-care and seek supervision or peer support when needed.

These tips can help clinicians provide more effective, empathetic, and culturally competent care
to veterans, military members, and their families.
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