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MALADAPTIVE VS. ADAPTIVE COPING

When pain is present, the mind wants to escape it. That impulse is not weakness — it is biology. The
guestion is which escape routes you choose.

Maladaptive coping means using strategies that provide short-term relief but make the underlying
problem worse over time. Alcohol and substances. Avoidance of anything that reminds you of the
trauma. Isolation. Emotional shutdown. These feel like relief because they interrupt the discomfort.
But they do not resolve anything — they just press pause on pain while the pressure builds.

Adaptive coping means choosing strategies that are sometimes harder in the moment but create
actual improvement over time. The goal is not comfort right now — the goal is a life that works.
Adaptive coping involves facing the difficult thing, processing it, learning from it, and moving forward.

The shift from maladaptive to adaptive coping is a choice you make over and over — not once. Every
day presents moments where you decide which direction to go. The more you practice choosing
adaptive strategies, the more automatic that choice becomes.
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COGNITIVE RESTRUCTURING: REPLACING
NEGATIVE THOUGHTS

We introduced cognitive restructuring in the last session. Now let's make it concrete.

Every day, your mind generates automatic thoughts — rapid, often unconscious interpretations of
situations and what they mean about you and the world. Many of these are accurate. But trauma
warps the lens. Veterans with PTSD or lingering combat stress often have automatic thoughts that
lean toward threat, hopelessness, and self-blame, even in situations that do not warrant it.

Cognitive restructuring is the practice of catching those thoughts and examining them. The steps are
straightforward: notice the thought, ask whether it is accurate, consider evidence for and against it,
and generate a more balanced alternative. Over time, with practice, this process reshapes the
automatic interpretations themselves.

This is not about toxic positivity. It is about accuracy. "I am completely broken and will never recover
Is probably not accurate. "This is genuinely difficult and | am working through it" is both honest and
more useful.
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OTHER ADAPTIVE COPING STRATEGIES

Cognitive restructuring is powerful, but it is one tool. A full coping toolkit includes several approaches,
and different situations call for different tools.

= Distraction Techniques: Sometimes the goal is not to process the emotion right now, but to
interrupt it enough to regain control. Art, journaling, exercise — these redirect attention and give
the nervous system a break. This is not avoidance; it is a temporary de-escalation that allows you
to return to the difficult thing when you are more regulated.

» Guided Meditation: Meditation has strong research support for reducing anxiety, improving sleep,
and building the capacity to observe thoughts without being consumed by them. Guided formats
are accessible even to people who have never meditated and find silent sitting difficult. Apps,
videos, and group programs make this easier than it has ever been.

= Support Networks: Community is protective. Whether it is a formal counseling relationship, a
support group of fellow veterans, a spiritual community, or close friends, being in relationship with
others reduces the severity of symptoms and builds resilience. Connection is not a luxury — it is
medicine.
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RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT: THE FOURTH EQ
PILLAR

We have built the EQ framework piece by piece: self-awareness, self-management, social
awareness. Now we arrive at the fourth component — relationship management — and it pulls
everything together.

Relationship management is your ability to use your awareness of your own emotions and the
emotions of others to manage interactions successfully. It is also the deeper capacity to build genuine
bonds over time — trust, understanding, collaboration.

Here is what makes this skill so critical and so hard: relationship management draws on everything
before it. You cannot manage a relationship well if you cannot see your own emotions clearly. You
cannot respond skillfully to others if you cannot regulate yourself first. You cannot read the room if
your social awareness is undeveloped. Each skill builds on the last.

Relationship management poses the greatest challenge for most people during times of stress — and
for veterans managing PTSD or combat stress, stress is often the baseline. The good news is that
every skill in the EQ framework can be learned. The work you are doing now is building the
foundation.

In practice, relationship management means things like: de-escalating conflict instead of escalating it,
listening to understand rather than listening to respond, giving honest feedback with care, inspiring
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trust through consistency, and recognizing when someone else needs support even when you are
struggling yourself.
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RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT: THE FOURTH EQ
PILLAR (CONTINUED)

None of this happens automatically, especially when your nervous system is in threat mode. But with
practice — using the tools you are building in this program — these capacities grow.
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LOOKING AHEAD
LOOKING AHEAD — SESSION 5

Next session we explore the difference between emotions and feelings in depth, examine the brain
structures behind your emotional responses, and continue building practical EQ skills.

Before next session, notice a moment when someone else's emotion triggered a reaction in you.
What did you feel? What did you do? That is relationship management territory — observe it, don't

judge it.
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