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Small steps. Real Progress. On your timeline.
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Introduction 
Leaving the military brings change — not just in your schedule or daily tasks, 
but in your identity, purpose, and the structure of your life. For a lot of 
veterans, that shift can be harder than expected. Motivation drops. Purpose 
feels unclear. Emotions hit harder or come out sideways. You might feel fine 
one day and completely off the next. 

That doesn’t mean you’re weak, broken, or failing at civilian life. 

It means you’re adjusting to a major life transition — often while carrying 
stress, trauma, loss, or habits that once helped you survive but no longer 
serve you. 

This guide is here to help you slow things down, steady yourself, and start 
rebuilding structure, and move forward one step at a time. There’s no timeline 
to rush toward, no finish line to hit. Just practical tools to help you feel more 
stable, confident, and in control. 

You’ve already shown resilience by getting this far. Let’s build on it and 
take the next step. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Ready? Let’s go!  
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Identity and Transition 
Leaving the military often means leaving behind structure, clarity, and a strong 
sense of who you were and how you fit in. Take your time with these questions. 
There are no right or wrong answers.  

 

What parts of military life do you miss the most? 

 

 

 

 

 

What parts of civilian life do you find hardest to adjust to? 

 

 

 

 

 

How has your service shaped who you are today? 
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When Emotions Hit Hard 
Sometimes life throws a punch you didn’t see                                                                               
coming — a trigger, a memory, a moment that                                                                           
hits hard and knocks the wind out of you. That’s                                                                  
normal, and it doesn’t mean you’re weak. Think of your                                                
emotions like an opponent in the ring: the more you understand                                                 
them, the better you can defend, respond, and get back on your feet.                                  
This section is about recognizing what sets you off, noticing how your body 
reacts, and learning small ways to stay grounded when the hit lands. Knowing 
your opponent is the first step to staying in control and moving forward. 

Identify the punch.  What situations, thoughts, or memories hit you 
hardest? 

 

 

Feel the impact. What physical reactions do you notice in your body? 
(tight chest, clenched jaw, racing heart, etc.) 

 

Replay the round. Describe a recent moment when an emotion 
knocked you off balance – what led up to it? 

 

 

Your defense moves. What small strategies have helped you stay on 
your feet? (breathing techniques, stepping away, talking to someone) 

 

 

Check your stance. After using these strategies, how do you feel? 
Steadier? Calmer? Are you more prepared for the next round? 
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What Helps Me Get Through 
Life after service can bring tough days —                                                                     
stress, strong emotions, and habits that helped you                                                                        
survive in the past but may not serve you now. This section is about noticing 
the patterns in your thoughts, behaviors, and coping strategies, and figuring 
out what really helps you stay grounded. It’s not about labeling anything as 
“bad” or “wrong.” It’s about understanding yourself so you can take steps 
forward. 

 

Notice triggers. Are there moments, feelings, or situations that lead to 
habits like alcohol, distractions, or isolation? 

 

 

Understand your response. What thoughts or feelings usually come 
before you act? How does your body react? 

 

 

Find alternatives. What small actions could you try instead when stress 
or urges show up? (breathing, journaling, stepping outside, calling a friend) 

 

 

Support network. Who or what helps you stay steady when life gets 
heavy? 
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Who’s in Your Corner? 
It’s normal to feel disconnected — even when people are around. Civilian life 
can feel isolating, routines are different, and relationships don’t always look 
the same as they did in the military. This section is about noticing where you 
feel disconnected, understanding what matters to you, and taking practical 
steps to connect — on your terms, in ways that feel manageable and real. 

 

Who makes you feel understood or safe? (friends, family, mentors, fellow 
veterans — who you can rely on) 

 

When was the last time you truly felt connected? Describe a moment you 
felt seen or supported. 

 

What kind of connection feels good to you right now? (talking, hanging 
out, sharing a hobby, or simply being in the same space) 

 

 

Quick Wins: Small Ways to Connect Today 

Send a short text to one person you trust. 

Call or check in with a friend or family member. 

Say hello to someone in your neighborhood or at the gym. 

Try a new activity or hobby — just for yourself and without pressure. 
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On days when motivation drops.  
Some days your motivation will be low – and that’s normal. It doesn't mean 
you’re lazy, broken, or slipping backwards. They mean you’re human. On those 
days, don’t aim for perfect – aim for enough. One small action is still forward 
movement. Getting out of bed counts. Taking a shower counts. Brushing your 
teeth counts. Answering one email or phone call counts. Progress isn’t about 
how hard you push; it’s about not quitting on yourself. Small wins still move 
the needle.  

 

 

Quick Reset Options: 

• 5 minutes of breathing 

• Short walk or movement 

• 5 minutes of journaling 

• One task, then stop 

 
When I feel stuck, overwhelmed, or unmotivated I will: 

 

 

 

Today, I will try to accomplish these three things:  

1. 

 

2. 

 

3. 
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This Week’s Focus 

Some weeks are smooth; others hit harder than expected. Taking a few 
minutes to focus on your priorities isn’t about adding pressure — it’s about 
giving yourself a sense of control, stability, and purpose. By choosing a few 
meaningful actions or letting go of what drains you, you create space for 
progress and a little more calm in your days. Even tiny steps forward matter 
and noticing them can build momentum for the week ahead. 

 

What’s one thing I’d like to accomplish this week? 

 

 

What’s one appointment, task, or plan that supports my stability or well-
being? 

 

 

What’s one thing I could let go of this week that drains my energy? 

 

 

A small action I can take each day to move towards my goal is: 

 

 

One way I can celebrate a small win this week: 

 

 

I would like my week to feel (calm, productive, connected, etc.):  
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Finding Your Way 
Sometimes it’s hard to know what matters most or which direction to take. 
You’ve left one structure behind, and building a life that feels meaningful can 
feel overwhelming. This section is about slowing down, noticing what matters 
most to you right now, and identifying small, practical steps to move in a 
positive direction. Purpose doesn’t appear all at once — it’s built step by step, 
through choices, actions, and reflection. Even tiny steps forward can help you 
feel more grounded, in control, and connected to what matters. 

One activity or action that makes me feel useful or proud: 

Something I care about right now that I want to focus on this week: 

Three moments from the past month that felt meaningful: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

One small habit I can try this week that supports what matters most: 

The top values that matter most to me right now: 

One small step I can take this week to move toward my goals: 
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Reflect and Reset 
Taking a look back isn’t about judgment or dwelling on mistakes — it’s about 
noticing what’s working, what’s draining you, and where you’ve made 
progress. Reflection gives you the chance to celebrate small wins, learn from 
challenges, and make practical adjustments moving forward. Even tiny 
insights can help you feel more in control, focused, and ready to take the next 
step toward stability and purpose. Even small insights can help you stay 
grounded, clear-headed, and ready to move forward. 

Three wins or successes from the past week/month: 
1. 
2. 

3. 

Three challenges or low points from the past week/month: 
1. 
2. 

3. 

What patterns do I notice between my wins and challenges? 
 

 
One lesson or insight I can take from the past week/month is: 

 

One small adjustment I can make to feel more grounded or focused: 

 

Something I accomplished or handled well recently: 

 

One thing I can celebrate about myself right now is:  

 

One thing I’m grateful for today: 
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Building Momentum  
Momentum isn’t about doing everything all at once — it’s about small, 
consistent steps that help you keep your life heading in the direction you want. 
Each action, no matter how tiny, adds up over time and reminds you that 
progress is possible. This section is about noticing what gives your days 
meaning, celebrating small victories, and shaping your routines so each day 
brings you closer to stability, purpose, and confidence. Every choice you make 
or action you take can create real forward motion. 

 

An activity or action that made me feel accomplished recently was:  

 

What gives me a sense of usefulness or accomplishment? 

 

How do I want my days to feel? 

 

One small step I can take today to create forward momentum: 

 

One recent win I can acknowledge or celebrate: 

 

One thing I can do differently to feel more in control or energized: 
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Quick Self Check-In 
Circle a number and add a note if you want. 

Sleep Quality                   1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

Stress & Anxiety                   1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

Connection/Relationships          1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

Purpose & Motivation                   1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

Substances & Coping                       1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

Eating & Nutrition                               1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

Water Intake                                   1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

Exercise                       1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

Energy Level                                     1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

Self-Care & Relaxation                     1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

       Mood & Emotional Well-Being      1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 

       Mental Clarity        1       2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9       10 

Note: 
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You’re not alone. 
Most likely someone has gone through what you’re going through right now or 
even something worse and survived. You are stronger and more resilient than 
you think. There is no timeline for transition. You’re allowed to move at your 
own pace.  

If you need additional tools or support, VETLIFE and the Battle Buddy app 
are available to you. Download for free on your Apple or Android device. 

You got this! 
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