PTSD Stressor Statement Builder

Complete Guide to Writing Compelling Stressor Statements for VA Form 21-0781
What Is a Stressor Statement?
A stressor statement is your written account of the traumatic event(s) that caused your PTSD during military service. It is one of the most important documents you will submit to the VA. The statement must describe the event in enough detail that a VA examiner can confirm it is adequate to support a PTSD diagnosis under the VA regulations.
Why Your Stressor Statement Matters
1. The VA examiner uses your statement to confirm the stressor is &#x201C;adequate&#x201D; (sufficient to cause PTSD)
1. It supports your DSM-5 Criterion A requirement (experiencing or witnessing a traumatic event)
1. Lay testimony (your description) is accepted if your combat service is documented
1. It connects your in-service trauma to your current PTSD symptoms
Which VA Form to Use
Use VA Form 21-0781 (Statement in Support of Claim). You may also attach a longer narrative statement (3-5 pages) that complements the form.


Section 1: Combat PTSD Stressor Statement
38 CFR 3.304(f)(2) - Combat Stressor
When to Use This Section
Use this template if you received a combat decoration that establishes you were in combat, including:
1. Combat Infantryman Badge (CIB)
1. Combat Action Badge (CAB)
1. Combat Medic Badge (CMB)
1. Purple Heart
1. Bronze Star with Valor (V device)
1. Air Medal with Valor (V device)
Key Principle: Lay Testimony Standard
If your DD-214 or military records document combat service, the VA must accept your lay testimony (your description) of the stressor event. You do not need a buddy statement or independent corroboration, though these strengthen your case.
Combat Stressor Statement Template
Copy and fill in the blanks:
	Opening Statement
During my service with [UNIT] in [LOCATION] from [START DATE] to [END DATE], I was engaged in combat operations. I witnessed enemy fire and experienced events that I believe caused my PTSD.
Primary Combat Event(s)
The most traumatic event occurred on or about [DATE]. Here are the specific details:

[Describe what happened: Where were you? What was the mission? What did you see, hear, smell? Who was with you? Were you fired upon? Did you return fire? Were you or others injured? If any soldiers were killed, describe what you witnessed.]
Additional Traumatic Events
Over my deployment, I experienced multiple traumatic events:

1. [Date/Event]: [brief description]
2. [Date/Event]: [brief description]
3. [Date/Event]: [brief description]
Injuries and Consequences
[If wounded: I was wounded in combat on [date] and received treatment at [location].]

[If others were killed: I witnessed the death of [names/number] of my fellow soldiers, which profoundly affected me.]

[If you received a medal: I received a [MEDAL NAME] for my actions during this period of combat.]
Impact on You
These experiences changed me permanently. I became hypervigilant, had nightmares about combat, and developed intense anxiety about situations that reminded me of combat. This is why I am filing for service-connected PTSD.



Combat Statement Tips
1. Be specific about dates, locations, and unit names
1. Describe sensory details: what you saw, heard, felt, smelled
1. Include names of fellow soldiers if you remember them
1. Explain how the event was &#x201C;inadequately explained&#x201D; by ordinary stress (military training)
1. Include any weapons fire, explosions, IED detonations, firefights, or direct combat engagement


Section 2: Non-Combat PTSD Stressor Statement
38 CFR 3.304(f)(1) - Traumatic Stressor (Non-Combat)
When to Use This Section
Use this template if you experienced a traumatic event during military service that was not in a combat zone. Examples include: serious injury, witnessing a death, sexual harassment, hazing, serious motor vehicle accident, or any event that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury.
Corroboration Requirements
For non-combat stressors, you will need supporting evidence such as buddy statements, official records, treatment records, or circumstantial evidence. The statement itself must provide enough detail that it is reasonable and consistent with what is known about military service.
Non-Combat Stressor Statement Template
	Event Overview
The following stressor event(s) occurred during my active duty service with [UNIT] stationed at [LOCATION] from [DATE] to [DATE].
Specific Event Description
On [DATE], the following traumatic event occurred:

[Provide detailed narrative: What was happening? What was your job? What exactly occurred? Did someone die, get seriously injured, or were you at risk of death or serious injury? Who witnessed this event with you? What did you see, hear, smell, and feel?]
Witnesses and Corroboration
The following people were present and witnessed this event:

1. [Name, rank, last known location]
2. [Name, rank, last known location]
3. [Name, rank, last known location]
Immediate Consequences
Immediately after this event, I [felt panicked/was in shock/couldn&#x2019;t sleep/sought medical care]. I reported this to [supervisor/medic/chaplain] and [what happened as a result].
How It Affected You
Since this event, I have experienced:

[Describe changes: Did your sleep change? Did you avoid certain situations? Did your mood or anxiety change? Did your performance at work change? Did you seek mental health treatment?]



What Evidence You Need
1. Service treatment records showing medical treatment for injury or psychiatric evaluation
1. Buddy statements from witnesses (VA Form 21-10210)
1. Unit records, incident reports, or official documentation
1. Performance records showing change in behavior after the event


Section 3: Fear of Hostile Military Activity (FHMA)
38 CFR 3.304(f)(3)
When to Use This Section
Use this template if you served in a hostile location (Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, etc.) and feared attack even if you were not directly engaged in combat. You must show you were &#x201C;under a realistic apprehension of imminent hostile military action&#x201D; based on the actual threat environment.
FHMA Stressor Statement Template
	Deployment Information
I was stationed at [BASE/LOCATION] in [COUNTRY] from [DATE] to [DATE] as a member of [UNIT]. This location was in a hostile area.
Threat Environment
The area where I was stationed was under constant threat from enemy attack. We regularly received [mortar fire/IED attacks/rocket attacks/sniper fire] in the vicinity. My unit had [x] casualties during my deployment. We were ordered to wear protective equipment and maintain heightened security at all times.
Specific Fear-Inducing Incidents
Specific events that caused me intense fear included:

1. [Date]: [describe attack or near-attack you witnessed]
2. [Date]: [describe another incident]
3. [Date]: [describe another incident]
Daily Experience of Fear
Every day I lived in fear of being killed or seriously injured. When I heard explosions or sirens, I [would panic/take cover/have intrusive thoughts]. This fear was realistic based on the actual threat level in the area.



What the VA Examiner Will Look For
1. Documentation that the location was hostile and under realistic threat
1. Evidence you experienced fear, not just served in a dangerous location
1. Your role/exposure to the threat (not all service members in a hostile location qualify)


Section 4: In-Service Personal Assault Stressor
38 CFR 3.304(f)(4)
When to Use This Section
Use this template if you were assaulted by a fellow service member or civilian while on active duty. Personal assault includes: physical assault, rape, unwanted sexual contact, or any violent attack by another person.
Personal Assault Statement Template
	Assault Details
On [DATE] at [LOCATION], I was assaulted by [describe person: name if known, rank, unit]. The assault involved [describe what happened without requiring graphic detail: I was physically attacked / I was raped / I was subjected to unwanted sexual contact].
Circumstances
The assault occurred [where were you: in the barracks/at a party/on base/off base]. [Describe what led to the assault: I was alone with this person / this person approached me / I was trying to sleep]. There were [witnesses/no witnesses present].
Immediate Response
After the assault, I [reported it to / did not report it to] [chain of command/military police/chaplain] because [why]. I [sought medical treatment / declined medical treatment].
Behavioral Changes After Assault
The assault had profound effects on me. I became [hypervigilant / withdrawn / angry / unable to trust others / fearful]. My work performance [changed how]. I [began drinking heavily / developed panic attacks / couldn&#x2019;t sleep / avoided certain areas]. These changes persisted for the remainder of my service and beyond.



Alternative Evidence for Personal Assault
If you do not have a formal incident report, the VA accepts alternative evidence of personal assault:
1. Behavioral changes (observed by unit members)
1. Medical or mental health treatment records
1. Performance decline after the date of assault
1. Statement by friends or fellow soldiers who noticed changes
1. Substance abuse beginning after the assault
1. Records showing a transfer request or change in unit


Section 5: Military Sexual Trauma (MST) Stressor
38 CFR 3.304(f)(5)
Understanding MST Claims
MST is a &#x201C;marker event&#x201D; under VA law. You do NOT need to provide graphic detail or a police report. The VA recognizes that MST survivors often have barriers to reporting. You can describe what happened in general terms, and the VA will look for &#x201C;marker evidence&#x201D; that shows behavioral changes after the assault.
MST Statement Template (General Narrative)
	When and Where
During my service at [BASE/LOCATION] between [DATE RANGE], I experienced sexual assault/unwanted sexual contact by [military member / civilian / number of people if known].
What Happened (General Description)
I do not wish to describe the graphic details of what occurred. However, the assault involved [sexual in nature / physical force / threats / being in a situation where I could not consent or escape]. This was not consensual.
Impact on Your Life
After this assault, my life changed fundamentally. I became [withdrawn/anxious/depressed]. I avoided [certain locations/certain people/intimate relationships]. I struggled with [trust/anger/shame]. These symptoms have persisted and are why I am seeking treatment and filing for PTSD service-connection.



Eight Categories of Alternative Evidence for MST
1. Records from Law Enforcement, Rape Crisis Centers, or Mental Health Counseling
1. Example: Records from a VA rape crisis center, civilian counselor, or DoD sexual assault response coordinator (SARC)
1. Records from Religious or Spiritual Counseling
1. Example: Letter from military chaplain or clergy member confirming you sought spiritual guidance
1. Medical Evidence of Pregnancy, STD, or Sexual Abuse Injury
1. Example: Pregnancy test results, STD diagnosis during service, medical records of injuries consistent with sexual assault
1. Statements from Family, Friends, or Clergy About Behavioral Changes
1. Example: Written statement from a friend or family member: &#x201C;After [year], [veteran] became withdrawn and told me about being assaulted. I noticed significant changes in their personality.&#x201D;
1. Request for Transfer or Change in Duty Assignment
1. Example: Military records showing you requested reassignment with no stated reason, or a commander&#x2019;s note about your request
1. Deterioration in Work Performance or Duty Rating
1. Example: Performance reviews showing decline starting after the assault date, or shift in evaluations from positive to negative
1. Behavioral Changes: Substance Abuse, Depression, Panic Attacks, or Anxiety
1. Example: Service treatment records showing new diagnosis of anxiety disorder, depression, or substance use disorder beginning after the assault
1. Relationship Difficulties: Divorce, Breakup, or Trust Issues
1. Example: Divorce decree, or statement from a friend about changes in your relationships
MST Support Resources
1. Veterans Crisis Line: 988, then press 1 (free, confidential, 24/7)
1. National Sexual Assault Hotline: 1-800-656-4673 (RAINN)
1. DoD Safe Helpline: 1-877-995-5247 (active duty and family support)
1. VA MST Coordinator at your nearest VA Medical Center (free MST treatment)
1. VA.gov/PTSD - MST-specific resources


Key Tips for All Stressor Statements
What Makes a Strong Stressor Statement
1. Specific dates, places, and unit names when possible
1. Sensory details (what you saw, heard, smelled, felt physically)
1. Names or descriptions of people involved
1. Clear explanation of why this was traumatic (not ordinary military stress)
1. How the event affected you immediately and over time
1. Connection to current PTSD symptoms
Common Mistakes to Avoid
1. Being too vague: &#x201C;I experienced combat&#x201D; is too general
1. Minimizing: Avoid language like &#x201C;it wasn&#x2019;t that bad&#x201D; or &#x201C;I&#x2019;m over it now&#x201D;
1. Making excuses for other people: Focus on the event, not justifying the perpetrator
1. Apologizing for the trauma: Don&#x2019;t say &#x201C;I know this sounds dramatic but...&#x201D;
1. Leaving it incomplete: Use all the templates; provide all requested information
