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Forget the Shrink’s Couch: Mental Health Hacks for the Battle-
Hardened

By Patrick Young

For a lot of veterans, the mental health advice floating around out there just doesn’t land.
You've heard the basics—get better sleep, go outside, try mindfulness. Maybe you've tried.
Maybe you've shrugged them off. But here's the thing: transitioning back into civilian life,
carrying stories and scars most people will never understand, asks for more than surface-
level fixes. When your internal wiring has been stretched by combat, duty, and the strange
quiet that follows, you need tools that speak your language. Not all healing looks like group
therapy or deep breathing. Sometimes it's weird. Sometimes it’s messy. And often, it’s
deeply personal.

Build Something You Don’t Need

You spent years doing what was necessary. Now try the opposite: build something that
serves no purpose other than curiosity or joy. A birdhouse you’ll never hang. A model car
you’ll never drive. A custom knife handle you might never use. The act of shaping
something with your hands—without a mission, a clock, or a paycheck attached—rewires
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parts of the brain that have been stuck in go-mode. You're not fixing the world; you're just
giving your mind room to wander while your hands remember what it means to create.

Learn to Cook Like a Local (Somewhere Else)

You might already know how to survive on MREs and grill a steak with your eyes closed.
But try this: pick a country and dive deep into its food culture. Watch videos. Read
cookbooks. Try recipes. Thai street food, Moroccan tagines, Appalachian pickling—
whatever makes you lean forward. This isn’t about becoming a chef. It’s about pulling your
senses out of the fog and into a new rhythm. Smells, textures, flavors—they hit differently
when your mind is used to dullness or hyper-vigilance. Cooking becomes a slow, immersive
kind of therapy. One that doesn't require a waiting room.

Talk to Strangers (in Controlled Doses)

You know the drill. Head on a swivel. Don'’t trust too easily. But here’s the flip side—most of
us walk around starved for low-stakes, casual connection. Start small. Say something to the
cashier that goes beyond “thanks.” Make a dad joke in line at the post office. The goal isn’t
deep conversation. It's reminding your brain that not every interaction is a threat, a
negotiation, or a mission brief. You spent years mastering situational awareness. This is
about letting that awareness breathe—just a little.

Go Forward to Feel Grounded

When your sense of purpose starts to slip, going back to school can re-anchor you in
something steady and forward-looking. The structure, challenge, and momentum of
learning something new—especially tied to your career—gives your brain a mission that
actually nourishes it. Online degree programs make it easier than ever for working
professionals to study on their own terms, without derailing family or job responsibilities.
Earning a Healthcare Administration Master’s online can sharpen your leadership skills
while deepening your understanding of how healthcare systems work.

Make Peace with a Bad Hobby

Not everything you do has to make you better. Pick up a hobby you’re not great at, and
never plan to be. Sketch badly. Try salsa dancing with two left feet. Take up fly-fishing but
forget the flies. The goal isn’t mastery. It's release. Veterans often carry a perfectionism
wired in by necessity—when mistakes had consequences. But in civilian life, fumbling
around with something pointless and fun can be liberating. It teaches your nervous system
that not every failure is fatal. Sometimes it’s just funny.

Write Letters and Don’t Send Them

Maybe your thoughts are too twisted up to share out loud. Maybe you've got things to say
that no one needs to hear—but you still need to say them. Write letters to people from your
past. A buddy. A commanding officer. Someone who never made it home. Or maybe
yourself, 20 years ago. Say it all. Be raw. Then fold it up and leave it somewhere. You don’t
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have to make it pretty. This is about getting the weight out of your body and into the world,
even if it’s just paper and ink.

Relearn Boredom

In the service, boredom was dangerous. It meant complacency. In civilian life, it can mean
healing. Give yourself permission to be bored—no phone, no TV, no endless scrolling. Just
sit. Maybe on the porch. Maybe in your truck, engine off. Let the itch for distraction crawl
over you and fade. It won't feel good at first. But boredom is where imagination grows
back. It's where your mind starts learning how to be instead of always doing. For many
vets, that’s the real battlefield.

Find a New Uniform—One You Choose

Identity after service is a tricky beast. You wore the uniform with pride, with purpose. Then
it's gone, and the mirror feels weird. Try this: create a new look, just for you. Clothes that
make you feel solid, music that grounds you, a morning routine that’s yours alone. You're
not erasing the past—you're layering onto it. Veterans don’t need to “move on.” They need
to build forward. A new uniform reminds you that you still belong to something: yourself.

Mental health for veterans isn't a one-size-fits-all blueprint. It's a series of experiments—
some will flop, some will stick. What matters is that you stay curious. That you treat your
mind the way you once treated your gear: with care, with attention, and with respect. You
don’t need to be in crisis to try something new. Sometimes peace shows up in small, offbeat
ways—ways that don’t look like therapy, but still bring you home. Quietly. One strange
little habit at a time.

Explore the rich history and unwavering dedication of our veterans by visiting the Northwest
Veterans Newsletter, where you can join the conversation and support those who have served
our nation.
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