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At Risk Service Members:
A Guide for Command

Presented by Military & Family Life Counselors
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Objectives

Participants will learn:

» Ways to recognize possible risk factors

» How to assist those at risk

» The importance of building trust and how to 
accomplish this
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Agenda

» Introduction

» The at-risk service member

» Possible risk factors

» Risk factors for domestic violence

» Risk-taking behaviors

» How to help

» The importance of trust

» Building trust

» Self-care
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Introduction

» Many service members adjust well to the difficult 
situations they face

» Some have more difficulty adjusting and may become 
at risk for engaging in potentially dangerous 
behaviors

» When command reaches out to service members who 
appear to be at risk, they increase the possibility that 
these service members may seek the help they need

» Not all service members will be responsive to the 
outreach you make, but for others, it can have a 
powerful impact

NOTE:  Make sure to let the participants know that their job is not to try to “save”
everyone.  Their job is to reach out and provide support and make their service 
members aware of available help.
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The At Risk Service Member

» The following slides address the different risk factors 
that can indicate the service member may be having 
difficulty

» Different types of risk areas can include:
– Harm to self or others

– Domestic violence
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Risk-Taking Behaviors

» Definition:
– Any voluntary behaviors that put an individual in danger of 

potentially serious injuries or death.

» Risk-taking behaviors include:
– Riding a motorcycle at high speeds with or without a 

helmet
– Driving any vehicle at very high speeds
– Abusing alcohol or drugs
– Driving while intoxicated
– Various Extreme Sports
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Risk-Taking Behaviors continued

» Invincibility and the “combat rush”

– A conditioned emotional response to trauma

– Feelings of power and excitement during combat

– Creates a feeling of invincibility – “I survived 
combat, therefore I can survive anything in civilian 
life.”

-Even though the combat experience is frightening and traumatic, there is a feeling 
of excitement and energy.  One service member reported, “There was exuberance 
and a massive rush.  …I never experienced anything like that before.  You 
were scared, but never felt so alive.” (Lori Holyfield, University of 
Arkansas)
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Risk-Taking Behaviors continued

» Post combat invincibility:
– Life outside of combat may seem boring
– A desire to recreate the combat rush ( this can 

intensify with multiple deployments and exposure 
to violence and death)

– The desire to recreate the combat rush can lead to 
risk-taking behaviors

– The sense of brotherhood disappears as units re-
organize and adjust after a return from 
deployment; i.e. – assignment and unit changes

The adrenaline and accompanying release of endorphins as well as the 
constant need for a hyper-vigilant state, becomes a routine way of life 
even post combat.  The service member becomes conditioned to the 
excitement of the combat stress response and can find life outside of combat 
boring.  

-The feelings of the combat rush can be re-experienced through memories 
and nightmares, creating a more intense desire to engage in high risk 
behaviors.
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Potential Risk Factors 

Life Events:

» End of a relationship with spouse or significant other

» Recent loss of a buddy, close friend or family 
member

» Any recent crisis or life trauma

» Financial problems

» Multiple deployments

» Post combat stress

Some signs of post combat stress can include: 
•Feeling nervous
•Feeling emotionally cut off
•Problems with alcohol or drug use
•Problems concentrating
•Feelings of irritability, anger or rage
•Startled responses
•Flashbacks
•Nightmares or difficulty sleeping
•No sense of future
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Potential Risk Factors

Behaviors:
» Tendency toward violent or impulsive behavior
» A change in personality or appearance
» Excessive sadness or moodiness
» Withdrawal from other people and social activities
» Engaging in risk-taking behaviors
» Previous attempts to inflict self-harm or harm to 

others
» Alcohol and drug abuse

It’s important to look for any recent changes in behaviors.  Example:  1) They used 
to be outgoing and now they are quiet and withdrawn.  2) They used to seem happy 
most of the time, now they seem moody.
If the person has always seemed quiet and a little moody, those are probably not risk 
factors.
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How to Help

» Get to know your service members and encourage 
them to get to know each other

» Offer support – let them know if you have noticed a 
change, and offer referrals to military resources

» Let them know that help is available through Military 
Community Services, Chaplains and behavioral 
health services, and encourage them to use these 
resources

» Challenge the stigma of seeking help – let them know 
seeking help is a sign of strength

Get to know your service members and encourage them to get to know each 
other:  not only is getting to know your service members important, but 
encouraging them to get to know each other creates a sense of community and 
expands the “safety net” should a need arise.  Make them all aware of services that 
are available.  
Offer support – they need to know you genuinely care and want to help them get 
assistance.
Let them know that help is available through Military Community Services, 
Chaplains and behavioral health services, and encourage them to use these 
services
Challenge the stigma of seeking help – let them know seeking help is a sign of 
strength:  Unfortunately there is still a stigma of seeking help.  Make sure you 
convey that strong people know when they need help and they aren’t afraid to ask 
for it.
NOTE:  In the following slides we will discuss the importance of building trust.  
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The Importance of Trust

Trusting someone requires taking a risk:

» Trusting the other person means what they say

» Trusting they will follow through on what they say 
they will do

» Trusting they will 
maintain your confidence 
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The Importance of Trust continued

» People are more likely to 
reach out for help to 
someone they trust

» Building a level of trust 
provides a “state of readiness”
should your service members 
need to seek your help

This “state of readiness” refers to the service members feeling a comfort level with 
command and being ready and willing to seek assistance should the need arise.
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Building Trust

» Exercise good listening skills 

» Show respect

» Take a sincere interest in their lives

» Show empathy

» Be approachable

» Show support

» Don’t be afraid to let them know you have faced 
difficulties as well

Exercise good listening skills:  This is the foundation of building trust.  Listen 
attentively and let them know you hear what they say.
Show respect: everyone needs to feel that they are respected and accepted for who 
they are. 
Take a sincere interest in their lives:  This lets them know that you care.
Show empathy:  This lets the other person know that you have an understanding of 
their situation.
Be approachable:  have an open door policy.
Show support:  Let them know you will be there to assist if needed.
Don’t be afraid to let them know you have faced difficulties as well:  You don’t 
have to give details, but you can let them know you have faced difficult situations 
and gotten through them.  Some younger service members haven’t lived long 
enough to know that when adverse situations have occurred – they will get to the 
other side and learn to cope.  Your life experience and coping skills can serve as a 
role model.
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Self-Care

» Make sure to take care of yourself as well
» Compassion fatigue can occur when you are paying 

attention to the needs of others and ignoring your 
own needs

» Put the oxygen mask on yourself first 
– Seek support from others when needed
– Exercise
– Eat well
– Get plenty of rest
– Take some down time and do something enjoyable from 

time to time

Put the oxygen mask on first: you can’t help others if you are gasping for air.  
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Summary

» Reaching out to service members who appear to be at 
risk can increase the likelihood that they seek help

» Learning to recognize risk factors can assist in 
identifying those at risk

» Building trust is an important part of increasing the 
possibility that your service members will seek your 
assistance if needed

» Practicing self-care increases your ability to assist 
others and sets an example
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Questions
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Resources

» Military Community Services

» Chaplain and Local Clergy

» Military OneSource  (800) 342-9647

» TRICARE   www.tricare.osd.mil

» Behavioral Health Services



19

19

References

» Building Trust:  The Key to Influencing People, 
http://www.1000ventures.com/business_guide/crosscuttings/relationships_t
rust.html

» Trust Rules: The Most Important Secret About Trust, Susan M. Heathfield, 
http://humanresources.about.com/od/workrelationships/a/trust_rules.htm

» Suicide Prevention in the Military, Kevin Caruso, suicide.org, 
http://www.suicide.org/suicide-prevention-in-the-military.html

» Survivor’s Guilt, Dawn Turpin, Vancouver Island, BC
» National Coalition Against Domestic Violence, “Domestic Violence 

Facts.”
http://www.ncadv.org/files/DomesticViolenceFactSheet(National).pdf

» Ester R. Shapiro, Grief as a Family Process

» Post-combat Invincibility, Journal of Psychiatric Research,Vol. 42, Issue 
13, October 2008


