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Introduction
A Veteran with chronic symptoms who came to the War Related Illness and Injury Study Center (WRIISC) for 
evaluation remarked, “I wish I had fractured my arm. It would be so much easier. It would be painful when it happens 
but then they would put a cast on it and it would be better in a few weeks. But it seems like I’ve been dealing with the 
same medical problems for so long and there is no sure fire or quick solution for me!” This same sentiment is often 
true of Veterans who are dealing with chronic or persistent long-term symptoms such as pain, fatigue (tiredness), or 
headaches. When symptoms can reoccur and there is no clear cure, it is easy to begin to feel hopeless. Unfortunately, 
this can also lead to avoiding or stopping the very behaviors that are good for your health. Even if there is no known 
“sure fire” (or definite) cure for your symptoms, there are things that you can do to take charge of your health and 
improve how you feel and function day to day both physically and emotionally. This fact sheet discusses how you can 
live better with your chronic symptoms. 

What is Self-Manangement?
Self-management is the term used to describe what you 
can do yourself to improve your overall health. It includes 
taking charge of your health through positive behaviors 
such as exercise, eating healthy, relaxation strategies, 
etc., to following up on specific recommendations 
that a health care provider makes for you. Some self-
management behaviors are helpful for a variety of 
symptoms. Here are some things you can focus on to get 
started:

MAKE YOUR VISITS WITH HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS 
COUNT – You are the chief person who controls your 
health care. It’s important that treatment decisions with 
providers are made with you, based on goals that are 
important to you. Ask questions so that you understand 
why you are taking a medicine or doing a treatment, 
keep follow-up appointments, and talk about what is 
working and not working in your treatment plan. You 
and your providers can then problem solve to fit the 
treatment into your life and fix problems that arise. If you 
need a follow-up appointment sooner than planned, call 
to schedule one.

MIND-BODY CONNECTIONS – Dealing with chronic 
symptoms is stressful. It can cause changes in how you 
live your life and how you function day to day (for 
example, it can impact how much of your usual daily 
activities you are able to accomplish). It can become a 
vicious cycle, with physical symptoms making stress 
or feelings of being down in the dumps worse, which 
in turn can making your physical symptoms worse. To 
break this cycle, think about things that can help you 
to relax- for example taking a warm shower or talking 
with a certain friend or loved one - and then make 
these things part of your life on a regular basis. Find 
out what’s available in your community or within the 
Veterans Health Administration (VHA) that might help- 
yoga classes, meditation, or a therapist who can teach 
relaxation techniques are just some ideas.

FITNESS AND FEELING GOOD – Aerobic or 
cardiovascular exercise triggers body responses that can 
improve sleep and well being, both physical and mental. 
It has also been shown to improve symptoms such as 
pain and fatigue. Be sure to start small and build up 
to 30 minutes a day (graded exercise). Always consult 



with your doctor before starting an exercise program. 
You may want to consider talking to your health care 
provider about a referral to physical therapy to help you 
develop a workable graded exercise plan and to touch 
base with your physical therapist periodically to tweak 
it.

EATING FOR HEALTH – When people don’t feel good, 
nutrition can fall by the wayside. For most people, it is 
important to eat three or more times a day, with each 
meal/snack containing some protein. Eating meals/
snacks spaced throughout the day can help you avoid 
highs and lows in blood glucose, and other body 
chemicals, that can contribute to headaches, tiredness, 
and body aches. Eating a nutritionally balanced diet can 
help avoid vitamin and other nutritional deficiencies 
that can contribute to body pains or other problems. 
Work on eating a healthy diet, and consider getting a 
referral to a Nutritionist to help you improve your diet, 
or to meet special needs.

LIVING WITH CHRONIC ILLNESS: ADJUSTING YOUR 
APPROACH – Living with chronic symptoms can be 
difficult and overwhelming and this might lead to 
negative emotions and a negative view about your life. 
For example, you might think, “why me? I don’t deserve 
this,” “this is more than I can stand,” or “it is hard to be 
positive about the future.” These thoughts can lead to 
unhealthy behaviors, such as isolation from loved ones, 
or unhealthy emotions, such as anger. To live healthier, 
you will need a more positive mindset; this requires 
practice- like learning a new language or a sports skill-
and often involves self-talk. You have to catch yourself 
thinking negatively and replace it with a new positive 
thought. Look at yourself as someone who can problem 
solve and take it one step at a time. 

I’m ready but overwhelmed with 
all of this information. Where do I 
start?

To begin to make changes in your life it is important to 
start small and set goals. For example, a goal might be to 
begin practicing yoga at home to improve your flexibility 
and emotional health. You could start with twice a 
week for 10 minutes and increase that as time goes on, 
eventually getting to the level you want to be at. You will 
be able to accomplish your goals if they are realistic and 
you make changes little by little. Sometimes, goals need 
to be modified because your initial plan didn’t work and 
that is okay. Don’t be discouraged, it is important to find 
a plan that works for you. 

There is a special type of therapy called Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy (CBT) that focuses on changing your 
thoughts to change behavior. CBT can help a person 
dealing with a chronic illness already stuck in negative 
patterns, to set small goals and problem solve. If you 
are interested in this type of therapy you can ask your 
provider for a referral to a psychologist who specializes 
in it.

Living Better
If you are a Veteran living with any chronic condition 
or symptom, regardless of the cause, practicing self-
management should become and remain part of your 
daily treatment plan. You will feel “empowered” and 
more in control and more confident in your ability to 
manage your symptoms. Most importantly, being a good 
manager of your own health can help you to maintain 
or improve your current level of function regardless of 
symptoms. Taking charge through a self-management 
approach is a key to living better and feeling better.
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