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To all Guardians and their families 
who sacrifice to protect our freedoms.
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PROLOGUE

When a nation asks its young men and women to put on the uniform, it makes a solemn promise that their service will be honored and their sacrifices will be met with unwavering care when they return home. That promise is not symbolicit is the very foundation of the trust that binds the all-volunteer force to our country. And yet, too often, fulfilling that promise has been uneven, delayed, or incomplete.

During my time as secretary of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), I saw firsthand the extraordinary resilience of veteransand the very real cracks in the system designed to serve them. I met combat veterans struggling with invisible wounds, such as traumatic brain injury and post-traumatic stress. I sat with families devastated by suicide, and I visited rural communities where access to basic healthcare required hours of travel. I heard from women veterans whose needs were overlooked and from young service members leaving active duty with little preparation for the abrupt shift to civilian life. These were not isolated stories; they were the reality of millions who served.

As this book details, the challenges are profound: over four hundred thousand traumatic brain injuries reported since 2000, nearly seventeen veterans dying by suicide every single day, and too many unable to translate their military skills into meaningful civilian careers. But there is also hope. Telehealth is breaking down barriers of distance. Polytrauma Centers and team-based care are redefining what recovery looks like. Whole-health approachesembracing nutrition, mindfulness, and family supportare replacing outdated models of overmedication. Communities, nonprofits, and private employers are stepping up to partner with the VA. Progress is being made, but it is fragile and incomplete.

Why, then, do I feel so strongly about this work? Because caring for veterans is not charity; it is an obligation of citizenship. It is also the key to sustaining our national security. If future generations see that those who served before them were neglected, the all-volunteer force upon which our freedom depends will falter. Conversely, when veterans thrivewhen they are supported in education, employment, health, and family lifethey not only strengthen themselves but also their communities and the nation as a whole.

When our nation sends young men and women into harms way, it pledges to them that their service will be honored with care, dignity, and opportunity when they return. That covenant is not symbolic; it is the bedrock of the all-volunteer force. Yet, in my years of work at the VA, I saw how difficult it has been to meet that promise in a sustainable and consistent way.

This book is not simply about policy or programs. It is about veteranstheir struggles, their resilience, and their rightful place at the center of our national conscience. My perspective is shaped by the privilege of having led the VA, as well as a conviction that sustainable systems of care must transcend politics, budgets, and bureaucracy. Veterans deserve nothing less than a system as strong, enduring, and honorable as their service.

That is why I recommend this book to anyone who cares about veteransbecause it not only tells their stories of sacrifice and struggle but also provides a policy road map for how we can do better. It challenges us to recognize veterans as national assets, to confront misconceptions that block their progress, and to support reforms that will make their care sustainable for generations to come. By reading it, you become part of the work of closing the gap between promise and practice.


-David J. Shulkin, MD




Ninth Secretary, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs






INTRODUCTION

In some ways, Im among the most unlikely candidates to write a book on Guarding Our Guardians. My private school education did instill certain military-like values, such as wearing a uniform, following orders, working in teams, respecting hierarchy, and avoiding conflict. But what I didnt have was the courage to truly commit.

However, back in 2007, my perspective shifted, and I transitioned from having little military involvement to becoming the founder and executive director of the Resurrecting Lives Foundationan organization that advocates for veterans with traumatic brain injury (TBI).

This internal transformation started while I was sipping on a morning cup of coffee and reading the latest edition of a mainstream newspaper. The technology headlines, such as the rise of the iPhone, dominated that mornings news. But as I flipped through the pages, one headline leaped off the page and changed the trajectory of my life. It was titled Veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan Malingering After Returning from War.

Malingering. What an odd word to use, I thought. Why would service members returning from combat exaggerate their injuries to avoid work? Intrigued, I began to read, and with each paragraph, an additional surge of righteous indignation coursed through my body.

The article reported that thousands of veterans were returning from combat with complaints of headaches, fatigue, and vision and hearing issues, along with memory and problem-solving difficulties. Many were off-balance, both literally and figuratively, and their loved ones barely recognized them when they returned.

The article suggested these service members were exploiting the system. But to me, I could instantly tell something deeper was going on. How could I tell? Because Id experienced the very symptoms described.

The Day I Hit the Wall

In my first book, Turn the Lights On!, I shared the story of my TBI that occurred in 1996. Because I lived alone and was a workaholic, home dcor always took a back seat to caring for patients and reading the latest medical literature. But with my younger sister visiting soon, I decided to pull several boxes of Christmas decorations and place settings from the basement crawlspace of my two-story suburban Ohio home.

Usually, I stuck to a small fake tree and enough ornaments to fill an hour of my time. As I sorted through the boxes, I reached the heavy-duty set of Christmas chinatwelve place settings that were around 70 pounds total. Even with my sister in town, I decided that hauling that much weight upstairs for just one meal was not worth it.

The basement floor was covered with low-pile carpet, except for a polished concrete strip near the crawlspace entrance. I needed to push the boxes back in, using every bit of my 120-pound frame to shift the 70-pound box of china across the carpet and back into place. But when I reached the concrete, the box slid out of control.

My momentum carried me headfirst into the masonry wall surrounding the crawlspace door, and I knew immediately that this injury was unlike any Id experienced before. I lost consciousness for perhaps thirty to forty minutes, and when I finally came to, I couldnt feel my right arm and leg. I couldnt focus my vision and was confused. For at least twenty minutes, I was too scared to move, worried that I had broken my neck.

Eventually, I decided to try crawling. My thoughts felt disconnected from my body, and when I managed to reach the stairs, I had to drag myself up one step at a time. I finally made it to the kitchen, where I grabbed the cordless phone. As I did, I suddenly realized it looked like a blank slate, and I couldnt remember what it was for or how to use it. So, I put it down and crawled to the front door, crumpling there in a heap.

Night fell, and I lay waiting. Fortunately, one of my friends was scheduled to visit that evening, and when she finally arrived, she took one look at me and thought I was playing a joke. It was clear she didnt understand the seriousness of the situation. My head was pounding, and when I tried to talk, no sound was emitted. Eventually, I found a pen and wrote ER! on a pad of paper. Writing was still in my muscle memory, and she finally understood. Within the hour, we were at the ER, beginning the long journey of understanding and recovery.1

A Different Story

For the next two years, I struggled to regain the life Id lost, and even as I read this article about malingering veterans over ten years later, I was still putting some of the pieces of my brain back together. Unlike the brave warriors who were denigrated in this article, I wasnt injured in combat or training. No improvised explosive device blast, no life-or-death battle, just a clumsy accident.

And hours after my accident, while I sat in the ER and my CT scan came back normal, the attending physician (who was also my colleague) never questioned whether I was faking my symptoms. There were no op-eds in our local paper the next day with overzealous reporters claiming that Dr. Chrisanne Gordon was exaggerating her injuries to gain sympathy and get out of work. I was believed and treated with all the precautions necessary when your brain decides to disconnect from your body. And yet, in 2007, the brave Guardians who had traveled around the world to protect the freedoms I enjoyed were coming under scrutiny.

As I put down the newspaper, I felt that sickening pit-of-stomach sensation that comes with a life-changing epiphany. It was one I knew would reshape my world as dramatically as my brain injury had a decade earlier. Upon looking at my situation, I realized that I had many advantages that our military members did not.

I had the privilege of a medical degree, and those who examined me knew me, trusted me, and understood that I was incapable of faking my disability. I also had a two-year journey back to a new normal. However, I realized the aphasia I experienced from the TBI that left me unable to speak was the same sense of helplessness many brave combat veterans had experienced. And I also realized that perhaps one of the reasons God had given me my voice back was so that I could speak up for those who had lost theirs.

The Launch of Resurrecting Lives

Thus began my mission to rally the full force of civilian resources to repair and restore the battered brains of our nations Guardians who carried the invisible wounds of the Global War on Terrorism. In 2012, our grassroots efforts gained official recognition when the Resurrecting Lives Foundation earned its IRS 501(c)(3) nonprofit status. From that moment forward, we stepped boldly into the fight for our veterans futures.

Collaborative research funding models, such as the 2014 study at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine, demonstrate how nonprofits can advance research on veteran care. This research was a turning point, proving once and for all that the blast injuries so many Guardians suffered in Iraq and Afghanistan cause damage to several parts of the brain.

Award-winning religious studies scholar Thomas Howard Suitt III estimates that 30,177 active duty personnel and veterans of the post 9/11 wars have died by suicide, significantly more than the 7,057 service members killed in post-9/11 war operations.2 Its no wonder that in 2020, the suicide rate among US veterans was 31.7 per 100,000, 57.3 percent greater than nonveterans, and suicide was the second leading cause of death for veterans younger than 45 years.3

In the United States alone, between four and six million new cases of TBI are reported annually, stemming from accidents, sports injuries, falls, and other causes. Among veterans, about 750,000 have experienced TBI from the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, alongside 115,000 living Vietnam veterans and 2.3 million active-duty military members who are also at risk. Today, it is estimated that roughly 1 million veterans require TBI rehabilitation services to help them manage and recover from these often-debilitating injuries.4

Armed with this research, I traveled to Washington, DC, and sat across from lawmakers, determined to link these injuries directly to the heartbreaking rates of suicide among our returning heroes. The Jacob Sexton Military Suicide Prevention Act, championed by Indiana Senator Joseph Donnelly, was born out of those conversations and signed into law. It formally recognized the connection between TBI and the devastating epidemic of veteran suicides.

Knowing that early treatment is the bedrock of recovery, we worked tirelessly to ensure that no veteran would be left waiting in the dark. A few years later, we secured a commitment from U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Secretary Robert McDonald that every veteran diagnosed with TBI would have an appointment within two weeks of discharge. No more endless delays; just immediate, lifesaving care.

Since those first victories, our journey has grown into a movement. Through live presentations, our documentary Operation Resurrection, our experiential short film Brainstorms, and a relentless media presence, we have shattered the silence surrounding these invisible wounds. Each effort has amplified the simple truth that these injuries, left untreated, cost lives.

But we are not stopping there. Our mission has expanded to include events like Veterans Standing Together Across America, uniting communities in hope and healing. Our podcast, Brainstorms, named after our award-winning film, shares critical knowledge and stories of recovery that resonate across the country. Social media has become a lifeline, reaching veterans in their darkest hours and pulling them back to safety.

At the core of our mission is a profound belief that our nations Guardians, just 1 percent of the population, are our most precious natural resource. They deserve not only our gratitude but every ounce of our ingenuity, compassion, and determination. We fight to ensure they receive what they have earned: access to healthcare, education, and employment opportunities that reflect their courage and sacrifice. Our work is driven by the conviction that these Guardians of our freedom should benefit from the vast pool of civilian resources this nation has to offer.

This work represents our commitment to every service member. You are seen. You are valued. And you will never walk this path alone.

Why You Should Care

Throughout this book, well dig deep into the disparities in care that our rural Guardians face every single day, and more importantly, well look at real-world, practical solutions to these challenges. In an age of global unrest, our future depends on a strong, committed military of men and women who can defend our freedoms and keep our way of life protected from the chaos of the world.

They volunteer their lives for us and for our country. At the very least, we can ensure that when they return home, they have the support to heal, regain their footing, and plan for a future thats worth living. I didnt see this mission clearly back in 2007 when I first read that newspaper headline. But now, I see it more clearly than ever, and Im inviting you to see it too. Our veterans livesand yes, our American way of lifedepend on it.

Our national security depends on supporting those who defend it. All those billions of dollars and all those shiny weapons do not matter if were not taking care of the people who actually put those tools to use in our defense. Unless we demand accountability and continued change from the Department of War and the VA, as well as collaboration with civilian resources, that spending is a hollow investment. The people behind those tools are the ones who truly matter.

To be clear, these are not major overhauls we are requesting. They are basic needs that civilians enjoy at the expense of those who protect them. On the one hand, its about our shared humanity. These Guardians are our brothers, sisters, neighbors, and friends. And on the other hand, its about our very survival as a nation. When we dont treat TBI early, the long-term costs dont just add up; they explode. Homelessness, disability, incarceration, and lost productivity all radiate out and impact everyone, not just the veterans themselves.

Contrary to what you might believe, your voice in connection with others can make a powerful impact. As Margaret Mead famously said, Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.5

Our brave Guardians in the military are the backbone of this nation. If we dont take care of them, were not just failing them; were failing ourselves. Lets not let that happen. Instead, lets guard the very people who have given so much to guard us.
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CHAPTER 1

THE REALITIES OF MODERN COMBAT

The battlefield today is much different from what it was in past generations, and nearly every soldier entering the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts experienced a massive culture shock.

When our Guardians enter combat, its as if theyre yanked out of the twenty-first century and plunged headfirst into a world thats been standing still for centuries. Everything they knowthe convenience of modern life, the familiar daily rhythmssuddenly doesnt matter. They find themselves in a world shaped by tribal warfare and ancient grudges, where survival is the only rule that counts.

This isnt like the wars of the past. During World War II, service members were shipped out from the American heartland to the fields of Europe. There were shared cultural ties and familiar places. But todays battlefields are deserts and jagged mountains. They are completely alien landscapes where service members are outsiders from the moment they arrive.

They encounter adversaries with generational knowledge of local terrain. And no matter how rigorous the boot camp back home, it cant begin to teach them how to read this land. Even the best gear doesnt stand up to the bone-chilling winters of Afghanistan or the sweltering heat of an Iraqi summer.

And then, almost without warning, these service members are sent home. Within twenty-four hours, they transition from combat environments to civilian life, where their surroundings appear normal, with suburban streets and everyday conversations. Their minds are still in combat mode, wired for survival, while the world around them has moved on.

Drones, Distance, and Danger

Modern combat seamlessly combines timeless challenges with the unprecedented advancements of technological warfare. On one hand, the grit, fear, and brotherhood of service members under fire echo across generations. On the other hand, technology has dramatically transformed how war is waged. In previous conflicts throughout history (excluding examples such as the Vietnam War), clear front lines and identifiable enemies were the norm.

Today, a US service member might be targeted by an enemy hacker or drone pilot a continent away. Since 9/11, the United States alone has used thousands of armed drones to strike targets in countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Yemen, and Somalia.6 In Ukraine, for example, inexpensive drones guided by remote operators or algorithms are twice as effective as every other weapon in inflicting enemy losses,7 a glimpse of the future of warfare.

Yet even as high-tech remote strikes become routine, troops still face up-close, gritty danger. Guerrilla fighters and insurgents hide among civilians. The same patrol that is hunted by an unseen drone can be ambushed by an enemy behind the next wall. Its the combination of the worst of all worlds. The person far away who can take you out, and the person right behind the rock ahead of you. The lines between warriors and civilians are blurred, with women and children possibly being combatants or shields.

Of course, as someone who has never been in combat, I cant pretend to know exactly what thats like. But Ive sat with hundreds of our service members who tell a similar story. One of them was Captain (Ret.) James McCormick, a highly decorated Iraq War veteran (three Bronze Stars and three Purple Hearts) and son of a Vietnam veteran.

We experienced tribal warfare,8 McCormick told me, adding that groups would kidnap each others kids [and] murder children. In such an environment, service members adapt by mentally demonizing the enemy to do what must be done. This is juxtaposed with the realities of modern warfare. As McCormick added, watching an insurgent vanish in a puff of pink mist is a sight nobody in the civilian world is ever going to see  except in a video game.

New Weapons, New Wounds

Modern warfares arsenal brings new wounds as well. Improvised explosive devices (IEDs) became the signature threat of Iraq and Afghanistan, with roadside bombs being triggered by something as ordinary as a cell phone signal. We never experienced blast injuries quite like these in prior wars.

Those powerful blasts, often causing violent concussions, meant many troops suffered traumatic brain injuries (TBIs) yet lived to return home. The good news is that improved body armor and battlefield medicine have reduced combat death rates. But the harsh reality is that it has also left more survivors with invisible injuries. To this point, the Defense and Veterans Brain Injury Center has reported over four hundred thousand TBIs among US service members since 2000.9

Some of the groups most disproportionately affected by TBI are the active military and veteran populations. While estimates of service members who sustained a TBI while deployed vary, sources indicate that the rates range between 202,481 and 320,000.10 More than 185,000 veterans who get their care from the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) have been diagnosed with at least one TBI.11 Most are classified as mild TBIs (commonly called concussions), but even mild brain trauma can have serious long-term effects on mood, cognition, and personality.

McCormick acknowledges that on-the-job injuries were almost a given in the combat zone. Our job dealt with life and death every single day,12 he says of his Iraq unit, which survived countless firefights and explosions. Some injuries are obvious, like when he was shot through the hand in an ambush. But others, such as TBI or combat stress, are harder to see.

McCormick describes how service members would press on through pain and trauma out of dedication to the mission: This is my mission, and whats the alternative? they would say. Im not going to lose the convoys and my American service members entrusted to me. That intensity and sense of purpose keep service members alive in war, but once the adrenaline fades, hidden wounds often surface. Depression, irritability, memory problems, and headaches haunt many TBI survivors.

These issues can fester, especially if a veteran is discharged not fully well and falls into the no mans land between the Department of War (DOW) and the VA without seamless medical support. In McCormicks words, people [in Iraq] would hate you just because you were there. Some people loved you because you were there. That whiplash of being vilified one moment and valorized the next is a psychological minefield that todays Guardians carry with them. And many struggle to turn off the hypervigilance and aggression that kept them alive in combat.

Homecoming to a New Battle

Each year, about 200,000 service members make the shift from active duty to civilian life, a transition that underscores the changing landscape of the veteran population in the United States. Texas, California, and Florida lead the nation in veteran populations, with approximately 18.6 million veterans as of 2023. But by 2050, this number is expected to decline by 35 percent to about 11.9 million, with an average annual decrease of 1.65 percent. Of the current veteran population, over 5.4 million have VA service-connected disabilities, and nearly 67,500 are homeless, accounting for 10.6 percent of all homeless Americans and highlighting that veterans are more than twice as likely to become homeless as those who havent served. In addition, over a million veterans live below the poverty line, and the current veteran unemployment rate stands at 2.8 percent.13

When these Guardians return home, they face an entirely different challenge of reintegration into civilian life. In a Pew Research Center survey, 48 percent of post-9/11 veterans said readjusting to civilian life was difficult for them.14 That is twice the rate of veterans from prior eras who reported difficult transitions.15 This transition from battlefront to hometown can be jarring and isolating. After facing life-and-death stakes and profound camaraderie, veterans return to a society largely oblivious to their experiences.

Ive seen it time and again. Young vets sitting in college classrooms
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