
 

  

WHOLE HEALTH: INFORMATION FOR VETERANS 

An Introduction to the Power of the Mind         

Whole Health is an approach to health care that empowers and enables YOU to take 
charge of your health and well-being and live your life to the fullest. It starts with YOU. It 
is fueled by the power of knowing yourself and what will really work for you in your life. 
Once you have some ideas about this, your team can help you with the skills, support, 
and follow up you need to reach your goals. 

All resources provided in these handouts are reviewed by VHA clinicians and Veterans. 
No endorsement of any specific products is intended. Best wishes! 

https://www.va.gov/wholehealth/  
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An Introduction to the Power of the Mind 

This handout explains the Power of the Mind and describes ways you can use this power to 
promote your health.   

• On page 1, learn how you can use your mind to improve your health. 
• On page 2, read about some mind-body approaches that you can do on your own.  
• On page 3, learn about approaches that a mental health provider can use to help you 

cope if you have had experiences that continue to cause great distress. 

What is meant by Power of the Mind? 
Your mind and body are not separate from each other.  Your mind affects your body, and 
your body affects your mind, perhaps more than you realize.  This dance between your 
mind and body can improve your health or make it worse.  Your mood and the way you 
think can impact a health condition you may have.  In this way, your mind has power.  Your 
mind can cause you to feel worse.  Also, if you feel worse, you may not do all you can to be 
as healthy as possible.  Alternately, you can take charge and use your mind to help your 
body.  Whole Health includes all of you—your mind and your body.   

How can my mind make my health worse? 
Think about something that causes you stress.  (If you have a mental health condition such 
as anxiety or PTSD, think about something that aggravates you, but that does not increase 
uncomfortable symptoms for you.)  When you do this, your pulse may increase and your 
blood pressure may rise.  Perhaps your muscles tighten.  Now think what might happen to 
your body if this stress would go on for a long time or repeatedly.  You might develop high 
blood pressure or long-lasting pain, such as back pain.  This is just one example of how 
your mind can make your health worse.   

How might I use my mind to improve my health? 
Research has found that mind-body approaches can be used to help treat many physical 
health conditions.  Conditions researched the most include coronary artery disease, 
headaches, insomnia, incontinence, high blood pressure, chronic low back pain, general 
pain syndromes, fibromyalgia, symptoms from cancer and its treatment, outcomes from 
surgery, and self-care of arthritis.1,2  Mind-body approaches may also help improve mental 
health conditions, such as anxiety, depression, and PTSD.3 

Highly trained athletes or warriors use the power of the mind to imagine success.  Like 
them, you can learn to harness your brain’s power.  You can do this by using one or more 
mind-body approaches that help your body relax.  This can help control the effects of stress 
on your body.  These approaches are easy to learn, but they require practice to be helpful.  
Using several of these approaches may be more helpful than if you use one alone.3   
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What are some examples of mind-body approaches that I can do on my own to 
help myself relax?   
There are many mind-body approaches.  Those that are used often are listed below.  All or 
most VA Centers will have a mental health provider who can teach you these approaches.  
Once you learn them, you can do any of these on your own, or you can do them while 
guided by a mental health provider.  There are Whole Health handouts on each of these 
approaches, so that you can learn more about them. 

• Autogenic training (AT).  AT is a form of hypnosis that you do for yourself.  In AT 
you give yourself instructions to create a relaxed feeling of warmth, heaviness, and 
calmness throughout your body. 

• Biofeedback.  In biofeedback, you learn to change some ways that your body works, 
such as your breathing, heart rate, and muscle tension, using signals from your own 
body as a guide. 

• Breathing exercises.  You can practice deep breathing exercises to become calm 
and to help treat conditions that stress may cause or make worse. 

• Hypnosis.  In hypnosis, you use your mind to enter a trance-like state similar to 
daydreaming.  Your body and mind become calm and relaxed.  You then follow 
suggestions to work on thoughts, feelings, or behaviors that you want to change.   

• Meditation.  In meditation, you train your mind to focus on your breathing, a word, 
or an image.  You do not pay attention to things going on around you.  This helps 
your mind and body relax. 

• Progressive muscle relaxation.  In progressive muscle relaxation, you relax all of 
the muscles in your body in order, one group at a time.  You can do this by first 
tensing a muscle and then relaxing it.  This helps teach you how muscles feel when 
they are tense.  A second way, called progressive relaxation, is to focus on relaxing 
the muscles without tensing them first.   

How might a mental health provider use the Power of the Mind to help me 
cope with distress from a very upsetting experience? 
Mental health providers use mind-body approaches to help people cope with events that 
have caused great distress.  These approaches can improve physical and mental health.4  
They can also boost the body’s ability to fight disease.4  Seven approaches are described 
below.  The first six are used by mental health providers.  The last one, journaling, is 
something you can do on your own or guided by a mental health professional.  Talk with a 
mental health provider in your area to learn 1) what approaches might be recommended 
for you, 2) which ones are available near you, and 3) more about one that interests you. 

Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT).  This approach helps you notice incorrect and 
negative thoughts you may have.  You then learn to replace these thoughts with more 
helpful ones.  CBT was developed in the 1950’s and has been studied a lot.  It is helpful for 
depression, anxiety disorders, PTSD, panic disorder, and obsessive-compulsive disorder 

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/veteran-handouts/docs/IntroPowerofMind-508Final-9-5-2018.pdf
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(OCD).5  CBT works a bit better for depression than medication does.5  It also works better 
than medication to prevent depression from coming back.5  CBT is useful for people who do 
not have mental health conditions as well.  For example, it has helped some people with 
marital distress, anger, and long-lasting pain.5  CBT is available in many VA centers.  

Cognitive processing therapy (CPT).  CPT is a form of cognitive behavioral therapy 
described above.  This means that it focuses on how your thoughts affect your life.  CPT is 
helpful for PTSD.6,7  In CPT, your mental health provider helps you understand and change 
how you think about a distressing event.  Your goal is to understand how certain thoughts 
about the event cause you stress and make your symptoms worse.  You will learn to notice 
thoughts that are making you feel afraid or upset.  You will learn to replace these thoughts 
with more accurate and less distressing thoughts.  You also learn ways to cope with feelings 
such as anger, guilt, and fear. 

You can download a mobile app—CPT Coach—to use with your mental health provider 
during treatment for PTSD at this link: 
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/materials/apps/cpt_mobileapp_public.asp . 

Prolonged exposure therapy (PE).  PE is another form of cognitive behavioral therapy.  It 
is helpful for PTSD.6,7  Your goal in PE is to have less fear about your memories.  It is based 
on the idea that people learn to fear thoughts, feelings, and situations that remind them of a 
past distressing event.  By talking about the event with a mental health provider and doing 
exercises in a safe place, you will learn to get control of your thoughts and feelings about 
the event.  You will also learn a way to breathe that will help you relax.  

Acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT).  ACT is a more recent approach than CBT.  
“The goal of ACT is to create a rich and meaningful life, while accepting the pain that 
inevitably goes with it.”8  ACT teaches mindfulness skills as a way to handle your thoughts, 
feelings, and memories.  [To learn more about mindfulness, see the Whole Health handout 
“An Introduction to Mindful Awareness.”]  ACT helps you clarify what is truly important to 
you.  Then you use that knowledge to change your life for the better.  A review of 39 studies 
suggests that ACT is helpful for anxiety disorders, depression, addiction, and some physical 
health problems.9  It appears to work as well as other mental health approaches such as 
CBT.9   

Eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR).  Your brain can usually heal 
itself, just like your body.  It does this while you sleep.  When events happen that are deeply 
disturbing, the brain can become overloaded.  The disturbing event can become frozen in 
your mind.  The brain does not “process” the event.  The feelings you might have had when 
the event occurred—such as anger, anxiety, despair, panic—may be triggered anytime you 
are stressed.   

In EMDR, a mental health provider first helps you learn ways to handle stress.  Then during 
a treatment session, you move your eyes back and forth rapidly as directed by the mental 
health provider while you recall a disturbing event.  (Some mental health providers use 
hand taps, toe taps, or sounds, instead of eye movements).  Gradually the mental health 

http://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/materials/apps/cpt_mobileapp_public.asp
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/veteran-handouts/docs/IntroMindAware-508Final-9-4-2018.pdf


An Introduction to the Power of the Mind 

Page 5 of 7 

provider guides you to shift your thoughts to more pleasant ones.  The goal is for your 
brain to process the distressing event, resulting in less emotional pain.  People have 
reported feeling better within a few sessions.   

EMDR is a newer therapy.  It was introduced in 1989.  A review of 70 studies found that 
CBT and EMDR are more helpful for PTSD than other treatments.10  (Note: not all of these 
studies were of high quality).  EMDR has also been helpful for the following: addictions, 
anxiety, complicated grief, depression, obsessive compulsive disorder, pain, panic, phobias, 
stress from major events.11 

Creative arts therapies (CATs).  There are therapists who use art, music, drama, dance, or 
movement to help people cope with stress and feel better.  CATs have been found to 
decrease anxiety, depression, pain, and increase quality of life in patients with cancer.12  
CATs are promising for many conditions.13  So far, studies have often been small.  More 
research is needed.  You may want to consider one of these therapies if other approaches 
don’t appeal to you or have not been helpful.   

Journaling.  In journaling, you write about your feelings and reactions to events that have 
distressed you.  A helpful plan is to write for 15-20 minutes 3-5 times over 4 days.  This 
may improve health in ways that last over time.14  Research found that journaling resulted 
in fewer stress-related clinic visits, fewer days in the hospital, and lower blood pressure.14  
It has improved the way the body works—such as the immune system, lungs and liver.14  
Journaling has also improved people’s moods and feelings of well-being.14  A review of six 
studies found that journaling reduced symptoms of PTSD and depression.15  Journaling may 
especially interest you if you do not want to do other forms of therapy or if you need to 
travel a long distance to see a mental health provider.  

For you to consider: 
• Are there any mind-body approaches you would like to learn more about?  Which 

ones?  See the first link in the Resource section below for handouts on these 
approaches.   

• Does an experience you had in your life continue to greatly upset you?  If so, do you 
want to work with a mental health provider using a mind-body technique to reduce 
distress?  Which clinical approach described in this handout do you want to learn 
more about? 

The information in this handout is general.  Please work with your health care team to 
use the information in the best way possible to promote your health and happiness. 
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For more information: 
ORGANIZATION RESOURCES WEBSITE 

Veterans Health 
Administration  

A variety of Whole 
Health handouts on 
approaches to using the 
power of the mind 

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/
veteran-handouts/index.asp  

Veterans Health 
Administration 

website 

Guide to VA Mental 
Health Services for 
Veterans and Families 

http://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/
Guide_to_VA_Mental_Health_Srvcs_FINA

L12-20-10.pdf  

Veterans Health 
Administration 

website 

News story on how one 
Veteran’s life was 
turned around when he 
received CPT treatment 
for PTSD 

http://www.va.gov/HEALTH/NewsFea
tures/2016/June/PTSD_Awareness_Mo

nth.asp  

VA’s National Center 
for PTSD 

AboutFace website.  
Learn about treatment 
with CPT and PE from 
Veterans with PTSD. 

http://www.ptsd.va.gov/apps/AboutFa
ce/Index.html  

VA’s National Center 
for PTSD 

PTSD Coach Online. 
Videos and worksheets 
on changing your 
thoughts to improve 
your health. 

http://www.ptsd.va.gov/PTSD/apps/pt
sdcoachonline/tools_menu.htm  

VA National Center 
for Health Promotion 

and Disease 
Prevention  

Manage Stress 
Workbook. 
Includes tools for 
managing stress such as 
breathing exercises, 
meditation practices, 
and a progressive 
relaxation exercise. 

http://www.prevention.va.gov/MPT/2
013/docs/ManageStressWorkbook_Dec

2013.pdf  

This handout was written for the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) by Charlene Luchterhand 
MSSW, Education and Research Coordinator, Integrative Health Program, University of Wisconsin 
Department of Family Medicine and Community Health.  It is based in part on an overview for 
clinicians, Power of the Mind, written by Shilagh A. Mirgain, PhD, and Janice Singles, PsyD. The 
handout was reviewed and edited by Veterans and VHA subject matter experts. 
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