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Veterans who served in Afghanistan may continue to experience a range of challenging 

emotions related to the U.S withdrawal from the country for a very long time. Those who have 

served during other conflicts are feeling strong emotions as they may be reminded of their own 

deployment experiences. To provide ongoing support for these and all of our Veterans, 

CMCVAMC Behavioral Health professionals have coordinated several support groups on our 

Facebook site to offer much needed support, and VHA has provided resources to assist 

Veterans at this time. Please be watchful of our Veterans, their Families, and our Veteran team 

members who may be struggling for answers. We will do all we can to support you and what is 

needed for what might be ahead  -  Karen Flaherty-Oxler, CMC VA Medical Center Director 

Crescenz VA Resources:  

PTSD Clinical Team  -  Peter Yeomans, Clinical Director Peter.Yeomans@va.gov  

Chaplain Service – Chris Antal, Chaplain   Christopher.Antal@va.gov  

Suicide Prevention Team –  Kristen Taylor, Suicide Prev. Coordinator  Kristen.Taylor2@va.gov 

Coaching into Care – Tanya Hess, Program Director  Tanya.Hess@va.gov  

 

National Center for PTSD website 

ncptsd@va.gov 

Patient Guide to Coping with Current Events in Afghanistan 

Veterans who served in Afghanistan may be experiencing a range of challenging emotions related to the 

U.S withdrawal from the country. Veterans who served during other conflicts may also be feeling strong 

emotions as they may be reminded of their own deployment experiences. 

Common Reactions to Current Events 

Veterans may experience the following reactions related to the current events in Afghanistan: 

• Feeling frustrated, sad, helpless, distressed (including moral distress), angry or betrayed 
• Worrying about Afghans who worked with the U.S. military, like interpreters 
• Experiencing an increase in mental health symptoms like symptoms of PTSD or depression 
• Sleeping poorly, drinking more or using more drugs 
• Trying to avoid all reminders or media or shy away from social situations 
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• Having more military and homecoming memories 
• Questioning the meaning of their service or whether it was worth the sacrifices they made 

Veterans also may feel like they need to expect and/or prepare for the worst and may: 

• Become overly protective, vigilant and guarded 
• Become preoccupied by danger 
• Feel a need to avoid being shocked by, or unprepared for, what may happen in the future 

Feeling distress is a normal reaction to negative events, especially ones that feel personal. It can be 

helpful to let yourself experience those feelings rather than try to avoid them. Often these feelings will 

naturally run their course. If they continue without easing up or if you feel overwhelmed by them, the 

suggestions below can be helpful. 

Strategies for Managing Ongoing Distress 

At this moment, it may seem like all is lost, or like your service or your sacrifices were for nothing. 

Consider the ways that your service made a difference, the impact it had on others' lives or on your own 

life. Remember that now is just one moment in time and that things will continue to change. 

It can be helpful to focus on the present and to engage in the activities that are most meaningful and 

valuable to you. Is there something you can do today that is important to you? This can be as an 

individual, a family member, a parent or a community member. Is there something meaningful 

regarding your work or your spirituality where you can focus additional energy? These activities will not 

change the past or the things you can't control, but they can help life feel meaningful and reduce 

distress, despite the things you cannot change. 

It can also help to consider your thinking. Ask yourself if your thoughts are helpful to you right now. Are 

there ways you can change your thinking to be more accurate and less distressing? For example, are you 

using extreme thinking where you see the situation as all bad or all good? If so, try and think in less 

extreme terms. Rather than thinking "my service in Afghanistan was useless" consider instead "I helped 

keep Afghanistan safe." 

Finally, consider more general coping strategies: 

• Engage in positive, healthy activities that are rewarding, meaningful, or enjoyable, even if you 
don't feel like it, as they can make you feel better. 

• Stay connected by spending time with people who give you a sense of security, calm, or 
happiness, or those who best understand what you are feeling. 

• Practice good self-care by engaging in activities such as listening to music, exercising, practicing 
breathing routines, spending time in nature or with animals, journaling or reading inspirational 
text. 

• Stick to your routines and follow a schedule for when you sleep, eat, work and do other day-to-
day activities. 



• Limit media exposure especially if it's increasing your distress. 
• Use a VA mobile app to help manage reactions and practice self-care. 
• Try PTSD Coach Online, with 17 tools explained by video coaches to help you manage stress. 

When to Consider Professional Help 

If your distress continues or you are unable to function well, consider seeking help. There are 

experienced and caring professionals available who can help you with common responses to current 

events, such as depression, anxiety, PTSD, moral injury and complicated grief. 

Every VA facility has mental health specialists. Visit VA's Get Help page to find a provider near you. 

Or go to Make the Connection, an online resource designed to connect Veterans, their family members 

and friends, and other supporters with information, resources and solutions to issues affecting their 

lives. 

If you feel like you might hurt yourself or someone else, reach out now. The Veterans Crisis Line, 

includes phone, online chat and text-messaging services free to all Veterans, even if you are not enrolled 

in VA health care. Confidential support is available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year. Call 1-

800-273-8255 and press 1 

Trauma Reminders: Anniversaries 

 On the anniversary of a traumatic event, some survivors have an increase in distress. These "anniversary 

reactions" can range from feeling mildly upset for a day or two to a more extreme reaction with more 

severe mental health or medical symptoms. 

The anniversary date itself may trigger a memory. For example, in a case such as the September 11, 

2001 attacks, the date serves as a strong reminder. Since people refer to those attacks with the date on 

which they occurred, it is hard for anyone who knows about that event to go through that day without 

being reminded of what happened. 

What Symptoms Go Along with Anniversary Reactions? 

Anniversary reactions usually make symptoms that are common reactions to trauma or part of PTSD get 

worse. 

• Reliving the event (or re-experiencing). Perhaps the most common reaction on the anniversary 
of a trauma is a repeat of the feelings, bodily responses, and thoughts that occurred at the time 
of the event. For example, on the anniversary of a rape, a sexual assault survivor might have 
unusually intense and upsetting memories. 

• Avoidance. Another type of PTSD symptom is the avoidance of anything related to the trauma. 
Sometimes the feelings that are triggered by the anniversary are so strong that people try to 
avoid events, places, or people that are connected to that event. For example, a combat Veteran 
may choose to stay home on Veteran's Day to avoid parades, Veterans, and other reminders of 
military service. 

https://mobile.va.gov/appstore/mental-health
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/apps/ptsdcoachonline/default.htm
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• Negative changes in beliefs and feelings. When the anniversary of an event is near, it can lead to 
sadness. Some people may find it hard to connect with friends and family. Old thoughts of guilt 
or shame may come back. 

• Feeling keyed up (or hyperarousal). A fourth kind of reaction is to feel nervous and on edge. As 
the anniversary comes, the trauma memory might be so intense that it is hard to sleep or focus 
on things you need to do. Some people become more jumpy or quick to anger. Others feel like 
they have to be more on guard. 

Around an anniversary, survivors may have panic attacks, be afraid to go certain places, or find that they 

worry more about safety for themselves and their loved ones. A common type of anniversary reaction is 

feeling grief and sadness on the anniversary of the death of someone close to you. In fact, this is so 

common that most major religions have special services to support those who feel increased grief at 

these times. If the reaction is extreme, the survivor may become depressed or even think about suicide. 

For most people, though, the feelings of sadness at the anniversary do not last more than a brief time. 

What becomes clear is that there is not one classic anniversary reaction. The anniversary reaction will 

differ among trauma survivors. It may depend on the type of trauma, how much time has passed since 

the trauma or loss, the qualities of that person, or other factors. 

What Can I Do to Feel Better? 

Most people will feel better within a week or two after the anniversary. Over time, the stress symptoms 

will become less frequent and less severe. You may find it helpful to make special plans for the 

anniversary day. It can help to have other things to occupy your time besides memories of the event. 

You may choose to take part in a special activity. Some ideas include: 

• Visiting a grave 
• Donating to charity 
• Giving blood 
• Helping others 
• Spending the day with family 

How Can Family Members Help? 

• PTSD can alter a family’s relationships. Family member reactions can include sympathy, negative 
feelings, avoidance, depression, anger, guilt and health problems. 

• Be supportive but allow them to be sad. 

• Veterans may fear they won’t be understood or may be judged for their actions. They may feel 
what they did is unforgivable.  They may worry that their trauma will cause family members 
emotional pain or that family will see them in a different light. 

• Family members can tell the Veteran:  you are able to listen,  they are loved, you are here to 
share their pain, you will do your best to understand. 

• Signs your loved one needs professional help: 
o Prolonged or severe symptoms 



o Any expression of suicidal thoughts – life is not worth living, wish to not wake up 
o Significant change in behavior – increase in drinking, extreme vigilance, withdrawal 
o Delayed PTSD – triggered by current event, change in lifestyle – may be a sign they now 

need and may be ready to engage in treatment  

 

Provider Guide to Addressing Veterans' Reactions to Current Events in Afghanistan 

Veterans may experience a range of challenging emotions related to the current events in Afghanistan. 

This is true for Veterans who served in Afghanistan as well as for Veterans who served during other 

conflicts because they may be reminded of their own military or homecoming experiences. 

Common Reactions 

Some common reactions include frustration, sadness, helplessness and grief. Veterans may also feel 

angry or betrayed. They may question the meaning of their service or whether it was worth the 

sacrifices they made. They may feel new or increased moral distress about experiences they had during 

their service or worry about the safety of Afghans they knew, such as interpreters with whom they 

worked. 

Those with mental health conditions like depression, anxiety or posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

may experience increases in symptoms. Some may cope through avoidant strategies like drinking more, 

using substances or isolating. Veterans may also experience more military and homecoming memories 

and more trouble sleeping. Some may become preoccupied with danger or feel like they need to 

prepare for the worst. In response, they may become overly protective, vigilant or guarded so that they 

can avoid being shocked by, or unprepared, for what may happen in the future. 

Feeling distress is a normal reaction to negative events, especially ones that feel personal. However, for 

some Veterans, these reactions may be overwhelming, continue for an extended period, or negatively 

affect functioning to the extent that intervention is indicated. Below are strategies to understand 

Veterans' reactions and help them through this challenging time. 

Check In with Veterans 

It is helpful to ask questions to recognize what each Veteran is thinking and feeling. Veterans may differ 

in their reactions—some feeling angry, some feeling sad, even some feeling relieved—so start from a 

place of no assumptions about what the Veteran is thinking or feeling. 

• Begin the conversation broadly: "There has been much media coverage and national 
conversation on what is happening in Afghanistan. Would you like to spend some time today on 
your reactions to what is happening?" 

• Normalize reactions to events in Afghanistan and begin a conversation focused on emotional 
reactions: "Many people have been experiencing strong feelings about current events in 



Afghanistan. I wanted to check in and see how you have been doing during these very stressful 
times. How have you been feeling?" 

• As a way to begin the conversation, you can ask if the Veteran is engaging in these conversations 
elsewhere and about their support system (or lack thereof): "Have you been having 
conversations about your reaction to events in Afghanistan with others? In what ways have the 
conversations been helpful? Are there ways in which the conversations have been less helpful?" 

• Another option is to tie the discussion in with the Veteran's treatment: "The news about 
Afghanistan can impact mental health in many ways. I'm wondering if you noticed changes in 
how you are feeling? Is this something you want to spend time working on today?" 

This interaction with you may be the Veteran's first or only opportunity to express thoughts and 

emotions. Give them (and yourself) room to reflect on their reactions. Take your time with the 

conversation, allow the Veteran to add to their narrative. Allow the Veteran the opportunity to 

experience emotions. Reflect back to the Veteran what you hear to make sure you understand their 

reaction. Acknowledge that, if you do not share the Veteran's experience, you may not fully understand 

their pain. The Veteran's reaction may change over time, so consider checking in over multiple 

appointments. 

Respond to Veterans' Needs 

Help Veterans Make Meaning of Their Experiences 

Based on current events, Veterans may believe that their service or their sacrifices were for nothing. It 

can be valuable to help Veterans make meaning of their experiences by helping them consider the ways 

that their service made a difference. You can ask about the impact it had on others' lives or on their own 

life. For example, they may be thinking, "My service in Afghanistan was useless." Providers can have a 

collaborative discussion to help Veterans come to a less extreme and less painful conclusion such as, "I 

am very sad about what is happening now but when I was there, I helped keep Afghanistan safe." It is 

important to help Veterans differentiate what they knew and did then from what they know now. 

Veterans may be thinking of what is happening now as the end point. It may help to remind them that 

now is just one moment in time and that things will continue to change. 

Each Veteran will have different experiences and related thoughts, beliefs and perceptions. As 

providers, we cannot modify facts, but we can help Veterans to examine and change thoughts and, in 

doing so, can help greatly reduce distress. For example, Veterans may be judging their experience as 

completely negative. If so, providers can help them think in less extreme terms. For example, if someone 

expresses a thought such as, "Going to Afghanistan was a failure," a more helpful and less distressing 

thought would be, "I did my job to the best of my ability and supported my brothers and sisters to the 

best of my ability." 

 

Encourage Veterans to Engage in Activities They Find Meaningful 



Encouraging Veterans to engage in activities they find meaningful can help them focus on their lives in 

the present and can help to reduce distress. Explore what matters most to Veterans across the many 

domains in which they function, which may include as an individual, a family member, a parent or a 

community member. Once Veterans identify important values, providers can help them set realistic 

short- and long-term goals consistent with these values and help them plan concrete activities to work 

toward these goals. These activities will not change the past or the things the Veteran cannot control, 

but they can help the Veteran feel like life is meaningful and reduce distress. 

 

Encourage Positive Coping 

It is important to assess the Veterans' coping strategies (adaptive and maladaptive), current resources 

and supports, and ongoing stressors. How might existing strategies be applied in this current situation? 

Are they as helpful in times of crisis? Are there ways they could be adapted to meet current needs? 

Social support, including spending time with people who understand what the Veteran is going through, 

can be particularly important in buffering stress. Make a plan with the Veteran about how to put their 

positive coping strategies into action to help them manage their negative reactions. 

Conclusion 

Many Veterans and Service members who served in Afghanistan or are reminded of their own military 

experiences may be significantly impacted by the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan. Veterans 

will differ in their reactions and needs, and these may change over time. Asking questions, listening and 

responding to the individual needs of each Veteran will help them through this challenging time. 

During Anniversary Dates, What Can Survivors Do to Feel Better? 

Most people will feel better within a week or two after the anniversary. Over time, the stress symptoms 

will decrease in both frequency and severity. Providers can suggest strategies to help survivors through 

the anniversary period. For example, survivors may find it helpful to make specific plans for the 

anniversary day so that they have other things to occupy their time besides memories of the event. 

Some may choose to participate in a commemorative ceremony such as visiting a grave, making a 

charitable donation, giving blood, helping others, or dedicating the day to spending time with family. 

It is common for people who did not seek help for the original trauma to feel ashamed that they are still 

suffering months or years later. However, the fact that someone did not seek help may itself be 

symptomatic of trauma-related avoidant behaviors and can be viewed as a signal that professional help 

should be sought. 

 

 



 

  

   

  

Veterans from all eras are reacting to the events in Afghanistan, such as the U.S withdrawal 

and the takeover by the Taliban. 

You are not alone. 

Veterans may question the meaning of their service or whether it was worth the sacrifices 

they made. They may feel more moral distress about experiences they had during their 

service. It’s normal to feel this way. Talk with your friends and families, reach out to 

battle buddies, connect with a peer-to-peer network, or sign up for mental health services. 

Resources available right now 

• Veterans Crisis Line - If you are having thoughts of suicide, call 1-800-273-
8255, then PRESS 1 or visit http://www.veteranscrisisline.net/ 

• For emergency mental health care, you can also go directly to your local 
VA medical center 24/7 regardless of your discharge status or enrollment in 
other VA health care. 

• Vet Centers - Discuss how you feel with other Veterans in these community-based 
counseling centers. 70% of Vet Center staff are Veterans. Call 1-877-927-
8387 or find one near you. 

• VA Mental Health Services Guide - This guide will help you sign up and access 
mental health services. 

• MakeTheConnection.net - information, resources, and Veteran to Veteran videos 
for challenging life events and experiences with mental health issues. 

• RallyPoint - Talk to other Veterans online. Discuss: What are your feelings as the 
Taliban reclaim Afghanistan after 20 years of US involvement? 

• Download VA's self-help apps - Tools to help deal with common reactions like, 
stress, sadness, and anxiety. You can also track your symptoms over time. 

• Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors (TAPS) -  Request a Peer Mentor 

• VA Women Veterans Call Center - Call or text 1-855-829-6636 (M-F 8AM - 10PM 
& SAT 8AM - 6:30PM ET) 

• VA Caregiver Support Line - Call 1-855-260-3274 (M-F 8AM - 10PM & SAT 8AM 
- 5PM ET) 

• Together We Served -Find your battle buddies through unit pages 
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• George W. Bush Institute - Need help or want to talk? Check In or call:1-630-522-
4904 or email: checkin@veteranwellnessalliance.org 

• Elizabeth Dole Foundation Hidden Heroes - Join the Community 

• American Red Cross Military Veteran Caregiver Network - Peer Support and 
Mentoring 

• Team Red, White & Blue - Hundreds of events weekly. Find a chapter in your 
area. 

• Student Veterans of America - Find a campus chapter to connect with. 

• Team Rubicon - Find a local support squad. 

Coaching Into Care   1-888-823-7458   confidential toll-free number   

Coaching Into Care is a VA telephone based service that assists family members and friends in having 
productive and supportive conversations about seeking mental health care with the Veteran in their life. 
Topics include: 

Recognizing the Signs – https://www.mirecc.va.gov/coaching/recognize-the-signs.asp 

Tips for Family & Friends – https://www.mirecc.va.gov/coaching/tips-for-family-friends.asp 

Mobile app resource 

PTSD Family Coach, available on this webpage, is an app similar to PTSD Coach. PTSD Family Coach 
provides support for concerned family members of those with PTSD. 

Common Reactions 

In reaction to current events in Afghanistan, Veterans may: 

• Feel frustrated, sad, helpless, grief or distressed 

• Feel angry or betrayed 

• Experience an increase in mental health symptoms like symptoms of PTSD or depression 

• Sleep poorly, drink more or use more drugs  

• Try to avoid all reminders or media or shy away from social situations 

• Have more military and homecoming memories 

Veterans may question the meaning of their service or whether it was worth the sacrifices they 

made. They may feel more moral distress about experiences they had during their service. 

Veterans may feel like they need to expect and/or prepare for the worst. For example, they may: 

• Become overly protective, vigilant, and guarded 
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• Become preoccupied by danger 

• Feel a need to avoid being shocked by, or unprepared for, what may happen in the future 

Feeling distress is a normal reaction to negative events, especially ones that feel personal. It can be 

helpful to let yourself feel those feelings rather than try to avoid them. Often, these feelings will 

naturally run their course. If they continue without easing up or if you feel overwhelmed by them, the 

suggestions below can be helpful. 

Strategies for Managing Ongoing Distress 

At this moment, it may seem like all is lost, like your service or your sacrifices were for nothing. 

Consider the ways that your service made a difference, the impact it had on others’ lives or on your 

own life. Remember that now is just one moment in time and that things will continue to change. 

It can be helpful to focus on the present and to engage in the activities that are most meaningful and 

valuable to you. Is there something you can do today that is important to you?  This can be as 

anindividual, a family member, a parent, or a community member. Something that is meaningful to 

you in regard to your work or your spirituality? Such activities won’t change the past or the things 

you can’t control, but they can help life feel meaningful and reduce distress, despite the things you 

cannot change. 

It can also help to consider your thinking. Ask yourself if your thoughts are helpful to you right now. 

Are there ways you can change your thinking to be more accurate and less distressing? For 

example, are you using extreme thinking where you see the situation as all bad or all good?  If so, 

try and think in less extreme terms. For example, rather than thinking “my service in Afghanistan was 

useless” consider instead “I helped keep Afghanistan safe.” 

Finally, consider more general coping strategies that you may want to try including: 

• Engage in Positive Activities. Try to engage in positive, healthy, or meaningful activities, 
even if they are small, simple actions. Doing things that are rewarding, meaningful, or 
enjoyable, even if you don’t feel like it, can make you feel better. 

• Stay Connected. Spend time with people who give you a sense of security, calm, or 
happiness, or those who best understand what you are going through. 

• Practice Good Self Care. Look for positive coping strategies that help you manage your 
emotions. Listening to music, exercising, practicing breathing routines, spending time in 
nature or with animals, journaling, or reading inspirational text are some simple ways to help 
manage overwhelming or distressing emotions. 

• Stick to Your Routines. It can be helpful to stick to a schedule for when you sleep, eat, 
work, and do other day-to-day activities. 

• Limit Media Exposure. Limit how much news you take in if media coverage is increasing 
your distress. 

• Use a mobile app. Consider one of VA’s self-help apps (see 
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/appvid/mobile/) such as PTSD Coach which has tools that can help 
you deal with common reactions like, stress, sadness, and anxiety. You can also track your 
symptoms over time. 

• PTSD Coach Online. A series of online video coaches will guide you through 17 tools to 
help you manage stress. PTSD Coach Online is used on a computer, rather than a mobile 
device, and therefore can offer tools that involve writing. 
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