
TRIO McNair Scholars Research Journal | Volume XXI 2020 23

What Resiliency Skills Do veterans Utilize in Their Lives to Cope 
with Current Stressors and/or Post-combat Issues?

Makayla M. Gille, University of Wisconsin-Superior
Mimi Rappley-Larson, MSW, LICSW, Mentor

Veterans struggle with numerous hardships and 
trauma after returning home from their service. The 
purpose of this study is to learn how an individu-
al’s current hardships and from their post-combat 
issues can be dealt with the use of certain resiliency 
skills and what occurs when these skills are absent. 
Participants in this study are working profession-
als who work with veterans. These professionals 
gave their observations as well as their opinions 
on which skills they believe to be present and not 
present. Within this research study, it was found that 
the utilization of resiliency skills betters the mental 
health, well-being, and social aspects of a veteran 
who struggles with current stressors and as well 
post-combat issues. 

Introduction
Veterans struggle daily with numerous hardships 

when returning home from their service. These hard 
ships range from physical, mental, and social aspects 
of their lives which affect them greatly. Some exam-
ples could be pain, illness, PSTD, and issues with 
reintegrating into society (J. Spelman, S. Hunt, MD, 
K. H. Seal, MD, and A. L. Burgo-Black, MD, 2012). 
Resiliency skills can help veterans who struggle 
with post-combat and current stressors they face to 
acclimate themselves back into their communities 
as a salubrious factor towards a positive future. This 
research will examine if certain resiliency skills, 
when used, are beneficial for veterans who struggle 
with daily stressors and post-combat issues and help 
mediate negative impacts in their lives. 

Literature Review
In the literature, it is discussed that when those 

who have served in the military return from their 
deployment they bring back the good experiences 
but also the bad experiences (Spelman, Hunt, Seal, 
Lucile Burgo-Black, 2012). The bad experiences 
they carry with them in their day to day lives may 
affect their physical functioning, mental health, 
and cause issues in social situations. These nega-
tive experiences can pave a way for individuals to 
look for their own coping skills which often lead to 
veterans using ineffective coping skills which could 
affect their family functioning, financial situation, 
and many other external factors. Additionally, these 
experiences can result in negative coping skills such 
as substance abuse. If veterans feel if they do not 
have someone to depend on or they feel like can 

relate to their experiences with their stressors and/
or post-combat problems, they will find other ways 
to cope that likely will cause more harm in their 
lives. Chances are that if there was more knowl-
edge regarding resiliency skills for this population, 
there could be more positive outcomes when the 
skills are utilized correctly to lessen the impact of 
the traumatic experiences veterans endure (Spel-
man et al., 2012).

Throughout this literature review, the sources 
that were found provide that resilience is important 
to acknowledge and understand the skills that are 
present and which ones benefit people who have 
undergone extreme trauma. Currently, the knowl-
edge of which resiliency skills are beneficial is 
scarce, and more research should be done to bene-
fit populations such as veterans due to the nature of 
their trauma. In this paper, it will present research 
about which resiliency skills veterans utilize in their 
lives to cope with current stressors and/or post-com-
bat issues and the resulting impact (Spelman, et all., 
2012; Nugent, Sumner, and Amstadter, 2014; Ahern, 
Worthen, Masters, Lippman, Ozer, Moos, 2015).

People who enter the military do have knowl-
edge of resiliency but not to the extent of which 
skills they should utilize and how to properly 
execute them (Nugent, Sumner, Amstadter, 2014). 
However, there is not much research on which 
skills are best to be utilized by individuals such as 
the veteran population who struggle with severe 
trauma and other negative experiences they could 
have endured while in the military (Nugent, Sumner, 
Amstadter, 2014). In the article, “Resilience after 
Trauma: From surviving to Thriving”, by Nicole R. 
Nugent, Jennifer A. Sumner, and Ananda B. Amstad-
ter,  the authors identify, “Mindfulness, relaxation 
techniques, exercise, cognitive strategies ranging 
from distraction to reframing and cognitive flexi-
bility, and social support” as key resiliency activ-
ities (Nugent, Sumner, and Amstadter, 2014, p. 2).

In the article, “What is Resiliency?” by Mary 
Jo Bolton, the literature does indicate that utilizing 
different mindfulness exercises for people who have 
suffered extreme trauma are able to heal and most 
importantly in this process, forgive (Bolton, 2013). 
Bolton delineates there are a number of factors that 
play a role in the resiliency process such as rela-
tionship, community, cultural, and physical ecology. 
These factors are important to point out because it 
brings attention to what strengths individuals may 
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execute without their knowledge. Bolton explains 
why resilience is a social construct. Resiliency is a 
social construct because it explains what can happen 
due to other societal happenings around an individ-
ual as well as personal occurrences. “Resilience is 
a social construct that identifies both processes and 
outcomes associated with what people themselves 
term well-being” (Bolton, 2013, p. 4). Bolton further 
explains that a person has the factors listed above 
embedded within themselves and it is important 
to acknowledge them for an individual such as a 
veteran, to have hope. 

To execute effective resiliency skills, it is 
important to understand which ones should be 
practiced. In, “The Challenges of Afghanistan and 
Iraq Veterans’ Transition from Military to Civilian 
Life and Approaches to Reconnection” by Jennifer 
Ahern, Miranda Worthen, Jackson Masters, Sheri 
A. Lippman, Emily J. Ozer, Rudolf Moos, it was 
found that there are three themes that help veterans 
with the challenges they experience when reinte-
grating into civilian life. The first theme is support 
from a navigator which means an individual has 
support from a fellow veteran. (Ahern, Worthen, 
Masters, Lippman, Ozer, Moos, 2015). The second 
theme they found was embracing an ambassador 
role. Ahern et al. wrote, “Some veterans (7 of 24) 
found that embracing the role of being an ambassa-
dor to the military experience was a way to connect 
to people at home and to feel like they were doing 
something important” (Ahern et al., 2015, p. 8). This 
theme helps the feelings on alienation some veterans 
face when coming back home. The third and final 
theme in this article is ease with time. The authors 
state, “Simply knowing that the challenges of transi-
tion would ease with time helped veterans be patient 
with the experience” (Ahern et al., 2015, p. 8). These 
three themes allow for support, understanding, and 
patience which are crucial for the advancement into 
practicing resiliency skills. 

 In the article, “Traumatic Loss and Major 
Disasters: Strengthening Family and Community 
Resilience” by Froma Walsh it is written that there 
are 3 facilitation key processes for resilience: Belief 
Systems, Organizational Patterns, and Communi-
cation/Problem Solving (Walsh, 2007). Within the 
belief systems she points out that it is important to 
make meaning of a traumatic loss experience, main-
tain a positive outlook with hope and encouragement, 
and transcendence and spirituality. In the organiza-
tional patterns she writes that flexibility to adapt 
and restore is important to create structure, routines, 
and predictability. The final process, communica-
tion/problem solving it was critical to point out that 
clear, consistent information and messages, open 
emotional expression, empathetic responses, and 

collaborative decision making problem solving are 
key to those who have experienced extreme trauma 
(Walsh, 2007). Resiliency skills need to be under-
stood and exhibited for those entering a profession 
such as the military due to the extreme stressors and 
post-combat trauma they endure. 

 It should be noted that post-combat issues 
and stressors affect an individual differently and 
action should be taken based on what needs they 
need to cope and heal. These skills are crucial for 
veterans who have suffered vastly difficult experi-
ences most people will never experience (J. Spel-
man, Nugent, Ahern, et al). It is hopeful that this 
research will be beneficial for future veterans getting 
the physical, emotional, and social support from the 
acknowledgement and understanding of the above 
resiliency skills and factors to benefit their healing 
after coming home from their deployment.

Research Design

Research Methodology
The research question of this study was: what 

resiliency skills are best utilized by veterans to 
cope based on their current stressors and post-com-
bat issues? Given this question, it was established 
that the most-appropriate research strategy was to 
develop a mixed methods research study to learn if 
resiliency skills were being used by veterans and if 
so, which resiliency skills were best utilized, which 
are not, and their impact on the individual. This 
method was chosen due to its way in collecting data 
from the professionals who responded to under-
stand which skills are best utilized by the veteran 
population.

The survey was developed with the hypothesis 
that if resiliency skills are utilized it would be bene-
ficial for veterans post-combat. The survey sought 
to explore if veterans used resiliency skills, which 
resiliency skills are practiced and the impact when 
practiced. Within the literature, there is a number 
of articles briefly mentioning types of skills but not 
ones that are the most beneficial. Thus, the survey 
below was created to specifically answer the ques-
tion to which skills and activities are most utilized 
and most impactful on the veteran population. 
Within the literature, it was found that there are a 
number of resiliency skills that furthered an inter-
est in which would best fit the idea of the creation of 
the survey as well as benefit the veteran population. 

After the literature review was completed, survey 
questions were developed to ask professionals who 
work with veterans if their clients did utilize specific 
resiliency skills and to identify what kind of activ-
ities were used and the outcome of them. In each 
question, if the participant answered with an affir-
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mative answer there were two follow up questions. 
The first follow up question asked participants to 
identify which activities were used. The second 
follow up question, asked participants to state their 
observations in a narrative form about the impact 
(or lack of) using resiliency skills had on the veteran 
to find which resiliency skills are the most effective 
and which are not.  

  The survey consisted of eleven questions with 
two to three follow up questions depending on their 
response to the first. The questions were designed to 
determine which resiliency skills are best utilized 
by a veteran and to find out its impact if it is utilized 
and if it is not used. An email was drafted to profes-
sionals who work with veterans within the region 
to explain the research project. Within this email, 
it had a brief explanation of the research project, 
the consent form, and the survey. The survey was 
created using the platform called Qualtrics.

Sample
It was established that professionals who work 

with veterans have observations that could be bene-
ficial to answer the research question as well as go 
in depth with examples in the narrative sections of 
the survey. Those who participated in this study 
were identified by the director of the McNair Schol-
ars Program, Monte Stewart due to his connections 
from his former position as the student services 
coordinator of the veteran and nontraditional 
student center at the University of Wisconsin-Su-
perior. Additionally, research was conducted using 
Google to find programs and services within the 
region. These professionals were also contacted 
with the materials in the email. 

Ethics
This study was sent in for approval by the IRB 

and was approved on May 26th, 2020. Its approval 
number is #1504. Informed consent was gathered 
with the survey starting out with asking if a partic-
ipant has read and agreed to the consent form prior 
to taking the survey. 

The following page has a sample of the survey 
questions sent out to professionals who participated 
in this research study

Data Analysis 
Out of a hundred surveys sent out to profession-

als who work with veterans, seventeen responded. 
Thus, a 17% response rate. The survey sent 
consisted of eleven questions that asked profes-
sionals their observations about the resiliency skills 
listed throughout the survey.  

Table 1
The following table compares the responses from profes-
sionals of their observations of veterans and use of certain 
resiliency skills.
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Table 2 
The following is data that identifies the most commonly 
observed activities by professionals when resiliency skills 
are utilized by veteran.

Table 3 
The following is a summary of the major themes reported 
by professionals of the impact that resiliency skills had 
when they were utilized and not utilized. A qualitative 
analysis was conducted on the sections that allowed for 
participants observations to the impact of using resiliency 
skills and not using resiliency skills

Discussion
The data analysis of the survey showed that a 

majority of professionals surveyed observed veter-
ans using resiliency skills in stressful situations and 
that for these veterans there was a positive outcome 
in a veteran’s life post-deployment. In fact, the 
results may have been more definitive, however 
given the COVID-19 pandemic, a number of profes-
sionals responded that they were not able to partici-
pate due to low staffing and time constraints. If these 
professionals were able to complete the survey, the 
response rate could have been higher that what it 
is currently. 

The findings from the survey addressed four sub 
questions of the hypothesis: were resiliency skills 
used, which resiliency skills were used by veter-
ans, what was the impact when utilized by veter-
ans, and specifically which skills are most used by 
veterans. The importance behind observations of 
the impact of these skills holds the hypothesis to be 
valid. With the knowledge of which resiliency skills 
are most used by veterans it is key to the adaption 
of their positive outcomes for veteran’s post-de-
ployment. Also, it is important to the understand-
ing of which ones should be utilized if an individual 
does not know where to start, what resiliency skills 
they should practice, and which ones will work for 
them. The impact of resiliency skills in this research 
showed that there was a positive outcome, easier 
integration back into society, and better chances of 
coping with an individual’s stressors. 

If resiliency skills are not utilized there could be 
issues with their mental health, their relationships, 
and there may be some self-destructive tenden-
cies. This information is important because it gives 
reasoning behind as to why resiliency skills are 
important as well as why they should be utilized 
by veterans who especially go through traumatic 
experiences while deployed. The skills that were 
most reported were self-care, utilization of a battle-
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buddy/someone to confide in and having the abil-
ity to establish a healthy way to communicate with 
others. This is important for veterans because is if 
they utilize these three skills after post-deployment, 
they will have a better outcome reintegrating into 
their communities as well as less issues with their 
individual stressors. 

Throughout the literature review there were stud-
ies stating how resiliency skills are beneficial and 
what occurs when they are not utilized, not specif-
ically which resiliency skills, activities, or their 
impacts. Table 1 presents the affirmative responses 
to each resiliency skill utilized in the survey and it 
presents negative responses to each resiliency skill 
that was not utilized by the professional’s clients. 
Per above, it is clear that over 50% do utilize these 
skills after returning home from their deployment. 
In Table 2, it shows the clear indication of each skill 
or activity that is best utilized based on a top 3 cate-
gorization for each question in the survey. These 
percentages show that it is extremely important that 
veterans have resiliency skills to be able to success-
fully reintegrate into society post-deployment. Table 
3 qualitatively explains the positive outcome when 
properly utilizing the above resiliency skills and 
what occurs when veterans do not utilize these skills 
that are listed above. With this knowledge, resil-
iency skills should be implemented as intracule part 
of programs that help veteran’s post-deployment. 

The top resiliency skills that are best utilized in 
the quantitative component of this research were 
self-care, the utilization of a battle buddy/some-
one to confide in, and the ability to make connec-
tions with others. These skills are highly valuable 
for those reintegrating into society after post deploy-
ment due to the responses within the qualitative 
responses to the survey. In those responses, veter-
ans were happier, their mental health was healthy, 
relationships with others are bettered, and of course, 
they were more positive about their future. These 
responses clearly show that the original hypothesis 
was correct. Resiliency skills are beneficial for this 
population when these individuals do utilize these 
skills. There are many other resiliency skills that 
can be utilized outside of this research which may 
be beneficial, but there is no research done specifi-
cally on those skills. 

Conclusion
With the original hypothesis proven, this study 

suggests that through the utilization of Self-Care, 
the utilization of a battle buddy/support system, and 
the ability of establishing a healthy way of commu-
nicating, that these resiliency skills are best prac-
ticed. It is suggested that resiliency skills should 
be brought forth pre-deployment and post-deploy-

ment. Therefore, it should be mandatory for the 
veteran population to practice these skills, so they 
are able to have a healthy mind, better relationships, 
better communication, happier lives, and a positive 
outlook for the future. Lastly, there should be further 
research on the specifics on other resiliency skills 
as well as the ones indicated throughout this study, 
to further the position that with the understanding 
of how useful these skills are to help the adjustment 
back into civilian life. Hopefully in the future there 
is more research to be done on specific resiliency 
skills to better the lives of the veteran population, 
but other populations as well.
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