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BRIEF SUMMARY: Veterans with more severe experiences of wartime combat are more likely to have

mental health difficulties following combat. It remains unclear, however, whether veterans with a greater
ability to be mindful, specifically by being attentive to the present, may better manage their mental health
symptoms. The purpose of this study was to examine the associations between combat experiences, mindful
attention, and mental health. Veterans (N=485) completed electronic self-report measures about their combat
experiences (e.g., was ambushed or saw human remains), mindful attention (staying focused, attentively
engaging in tasks), and mental health (post-traumatic stress disorder [PTSD] symptoms and depressive
symptoms). The results showed that higher levels of mindfulness were related to lower levels of adverse
mental health symptoms. In addition, when veterans reported more combat experience, they tended to also
report lower levels of mindfulness and higher levels of adverse mental health symptoms.

KEY FINDINGS

– Veterans who were older, did not have a college degree, or identified as Latino were more likely to
report higher PTSD symptoms.
– Veterans who were single or divorced were more likely to report higher depressive symptoms.
– Veterans with more extensive combat experiences tended to have more severe PTSD and depressive
symptoms. Additionally, veterans with greater mindful attention abilities tended to have less severe
PTSD and depressive symptoms.
– Mindful attention was a mechanism that helped to explain the relationship between combat
experiences and negative mental health outcomes. More extensive combat experiences were linked to
lower levels of mindful attention, which, in turn, were related to more severe mental health symptoms
(i.e., elevated PTSD and depressive symptoms).

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Service members may have mental health challenges throughout their career that may be connected to
factors outside of deployment (e.g., age, education, marital status). Family members will benefit from knowing
the symptoms of PTSD and depression so they are prepared to identify and access appropriate resources to
support the service member.
– Learn more about mindful attention and how it may be helpful for promoting family wellbeing.
– Discuss whether incorporating mindful attention practices into your everyday lives might be a good fit for your
family; consider how these practices could be integrated into your family routines.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Present combat veterans with expanded information about mindful attention and highlight how it can serve as
a tool for ongoing mental health symptom management and prevention. Help them develop specific mindful
attention practices that suit their needs and fit in their everyday lives (e.g., exploring mindfulness in the context
of religious/spiritual environments that the individual identifies with most).

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Provide opportunities for combat veterans and their families to learn about mindful attention, such as access to
online resources, or in-person workshops where they can experiment with the practices of mindful attention.
Within these opportunities, present mindful attention practices as valid and accessible tools for managing
negative thoughts and emotions and cultivating optimum mental health.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

485 veterans not currently serving in the military but had reported at least one combat experience
All veterans ended their military service after September 11, 2001 and most veterans were men (82%)
Most veterans were married (65%), White (49%), aged 30-49 (77%), and had a college degree (54%)

METHODOLOGY

– Veterans from Los Angeles/Orange County, Chicago, and Bay Area Veterans’ Surveys who consented to being contacted
about future research were invited to participate in the current study.

– Veterans completed online surveys between July 2016 and February 2017 reporting on their demographics, combat

experiences during deployment, and general mindfulness abilities. They also reported general PTSD symptoms from the
past month and depression symptoms experienced over the past two weeks. All analyses accounted for age, gender,
race, marital status, and education level.
– Regression models were used to examine how mindful attention was related to PTSD and depressive symptoms, and
separately, how combat experiences were related to PTSD and depressive symptoms.
– Two separate mediation path models were created to examine if mindful attention could explain the relationship between
combat experiences and PTSD symptoms, as well as the relationship between combat experiences and depressive
symptoms.

STRENGTHS

– This study contributes to a larger body of research exploring the utility of mindfulness and mindful attention practices in

addressing the mental health needs of military veterans, thus contributing to our understanding of potential intervention
points for service members.
– This study incorporates the reports of a large number of combat veterans specifically, which allows for a more precise
estimation of the size of the purported associations and variance being explained by specific study variables.

LIMITATIONS

– Because data were collected at a single time, we do not know how patterns of mindfulness, PTSD symptoms, and

depressive symptoms change over time. Furthermore, it is unclear if veterans were already mindfully attentive prior to
combat, which limited the amount of symptoms they developed, or if, after they already developed symptoms, mindful
attention helped them reduce the severity.
– This study examined mindful attention (i.e., staying focused, attentively engaging in tasks) without consideration to
capturing other facets of mindfulness (such as non-judgment and/or non-reactivity). Therefore, we are unable to fully
understand the role of mindfulness as it is related to PTSD and depressive symptoms in combat veterans.
– Although many veterans experience PTSD symptoms linked to combat experiences, it is possible that the veterans
reported on PTSD symptoms from a non-military trauma, given that the measure of PTSD was a general assessment
versus specific to military experiences.
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— CREDIBLE: Research that is rigorous, transparent, consistent,
and generalizable. This dimension reflects an evaluation of the
study’s scientific methodology.
— CONTRIBUTORY: Research that is original, applicable, and has
the potential to enhance the well-being of military families. This
dimension examines the impact of the study.
— COMMUNICATIVE: Research that is coherent, understandable,
and readable. This dimension assesses how effectively the
authors convey the content of the study.
These
dimensions are adapted from the work of Mårtensson et
*
al. (2016). For more information on the REACH evaluation
framework and rubric visit: MilitaryREACH.org

COMMENDABLE

EXEMPLARY

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Underlined terms in red font are linked to the definition in the
Military REACH Dictionary. To explore more terms visit: https://
militaryreach.auburn.edu//DictionaryResult. Terms in blue font
are linked to additional resources.
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