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Introduction
Jason Hall’s 2017 film Thank You for Your Service, adapted from David Finkel’s nonfiction book,
follows soldiers returning from Iraq and struggling to resume family and civilian life. Its central figure,
Adam Schumann, is based on a real Army sergeant from the 2nd Battalion, 16th Infantry Regiment.
The film also follows Tausolo “Solo” Aieti and other veterans whose experiences reveal that
homecoming is not the end of war’s consequences. The original review correctly identifies post-
traumatic stress disorder, guilt, and inadequate access to care as major themes, but it contains plot
errors and describes recovery too simply. Billy Waller dies before the returning soldiers reach home,
and Adam is not depicted experiencing the events described in the original review. More importantly,
PTSD does not make veterans unable to function “like ordinary people,” and rehabilitation is not a
guaranteed cure delivered through a few months of institutional care. The film’s achievement is its
refusal to treat suffering as either heroic destiny or personal weakness. It shows moral injury, grief,
family strain, bureaucratic barriers, substance misuse, and the difficult decision to accept help while
preserving the characters’ individuality (Thank You for Your Service, 2017; Finkel, 2013).

Homecoming and the Persistence of War
The opening return appears celebratory, but everyday spaces quickly become difficult. Adam is
welcomed by his wife Saskia and children, yet he carries memories he cannot comfortably explain. He
feels responsible for fellow soldiers, particularly Michael Emory, whom he carried after a severe injury,
and James Doster, whose fate weighs on Doster’s widow. This is more than a collection of frightening
memories. Adam’s distress includes moral injury: guilt, shame, anger, and loss of trust connected to
actions or failures that violate deeply held beliefs. Moral injury is not identical to PTSD, although the
two can overlap. The distinction helps explain why reassurance that he “did his best” does not
immediately resolve his pain. He is trying to understand responsibility in a situation where loyalty,
command decisions, chance, and survival are entangled.

Solo’s story presents another path. He experiences memory problems, agitation, physical symptoms,
and desperation to return to the military community that gave him identity. His attachment to service
is not irrational; the unit provided structure, status, friendship, and purpose. Civilian life feels
uncertain, and accepting that he may not return threatens his sense of self. The film also shows the
effect on partners. Saskia is not merely a caregiver assigned to absorb Adam’s trauma. She needs
honesty, safety, and partnership while managing her own fear. Alea confronts Solo’s instability and
the limits of what love can accomplish without professional support. By giving family members
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emotional weight, the film avoids presenting veterans as isolated individuals whose symptoms affect
only themselves.

PTSD, Grief, and Representation
The film portrays symptoms associated with PTSD, including intrusive memories, avoidance, guilt,
hyperarousal, irritability, and difficulty reconnecting. It should not be read as a diagnostic checklist for
every veteran. Most people exposed to combat do not develop chronic PTSD, and veterans with PTSD
are not inherently violent or dangerous. Film narratives often rely on breakdown because it is visible,
but many symptoms are quiet: emotional numbing, insomnia, concentration problems, withdrawal, or
overwork. The risk of severe mental-health crisis among veterans is a serious public-health issue and
reflects interacting factors such as psychological conditions, relationship loss, pain, substance use,
financial strain, and barriers to care. A single cause should not be assigned to Billy Waller or to real
individuals (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, n.d.; U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs &
Department of Defense, 2023).

The title itself is ironic. “Thank you for your service” can express sincere gratitude, but it may become
a social ritual that ends conversation. The civilian speaker receives the comfort of having shown
respect, while the veteran remains responsible for translating an experience that others would rather
not examine. The film asks whether gratitude without long-term care is enough. It also resists the
opposite stereotype that every veteran is permanently damaged. Adam retains judgment, love,
humor, and the capacity to seek treatment. His symptoms are part of his life, not his entire identity.

Institutions, Access, and Evidence-Based Care
The waiting-room and intake scenes criticize a system that requires distressed people to navigate
delay, eligibility, paperwork, and limited capacity. Bureaucratic obstacles are not merely inconvenient
when someone is in crisis. They can confirm the belief that asking for help is pointless. At the same
time, the film’s depiction should not be generalized into the claim that no effective care exists. The
Department of Veterans Affairs and Department of Defense recommend evidence-based trauma-
focused psychotherapies, including Cognitive Processing Therapy, Prolonged Exposure, and Eye
Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing. Medication may also be appropriate for some patients.
Treatment decisions should reflect symptoms, health conditions, preferences, practical access, and
clinician expertise. Recovery is not a single dramatic breakthrough; it may include repeated
appointments, family support, sleep treatment, substance-use care, employment assistance, peer
connection, and management of physical injuries.

The film also raises a broader policy question about transition from military to civilian systems.
Preparation should begin before discharge and include warm handoffs rather than a list of phone
numbers. Command culture can reduce stigma by treating mental-health care as readiness and
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responsibility. Families need education and support without being turned into unpaid clinicians.
Community providers require military-cultural competence, but competence should not become
another stereotype. The clinician must understand deployment and military organization while still
meeting the individual rather than assuming that all veterans share the same politics, trauma, or
needs.

Film Form and Ethical Effect
Hall uses restrained performance and fragmented memory rather than constant battlefield spectacle.
Combat appears through recollection, allowing the audience to experience how the past intrudes into
the present. Miles Teller’s performance as Adam depends on hesitation and withheld speech; the
character’s difficulty is not lack of feeling but the inability to organize feeling into a form that seems
safe to share. Beulah Koale’s Solo is more visibly volatile, yet the film gives him tenderness and
loyalty. The contrast prevents PTSD from becoming one standardized personality.

There are still ethical limitations. A feature film compresses treatment, relationships, and several lives
into a dramatic arc. Audiences may leave believing that combat veterans are defined by crisis, or that
one supportive conversation solves structural barriers. The adaptation should be read alongside
Finkel’s reporting and reliable clinical information. It is most valuable as an invitation to attention, not
a substitute for medical evidence or a complete representation of veterans.

The film’s treatment of guilt is especially important because military culture can make responsibility
feel collective and intensely personal at the same time. Soldiers depend on one another for survival,
so an injury or death may generate persistent “if only” thoughts even when no individual could have
controlled the outcome. Cognitive Processing Therapy directly addresses beliefs about blame, safety,
trust, control, esteem, and intimacy. Prolonged Exposure helps people approach memories and
situations they have avoided, while EMDR uses structured processing of traumatic memory.
Mentioning these treatments does not turn a film essay into medical advice; it corrects the implication
that veterans must simply spend time in a generic rehabilitation center. Care is individualized, and
seeking it can coexist with strength and professional identity.

The movie also asks the audience to consider who is thanked and who is forgotten. Families endure
repeated moves, long absences, uncertainty, and the changed rhythms of reunion. Iraqi civilians and
allied interpreters remain largely outside the story, which reflects the perspective of the source book
but narrows the moral field. A fuller war narrative would connect soldiers’ trauma with the suffering of
civilians and the political decisions that created the deployment. This does not diminish veterans’
experiences. It prevents gratitude from becoming a substitute for democratic examination of when
wars are fought, how service members are prepared, and what obligations continue afterward.

The film’s final movement toward help is therefore hopeful without being conclusive. It marks the
beginning of recovery work, not the end of symptoms or responsibility.
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Conclusion
Thank You for Your Service examines the gap between public gratitude and the sustained obligations
owed to people returning from war. Adam, Solo, their families, and the memory of lost soldiers reveal
that trauma is psychological, moral, social, and institutional. The film does not show weak people
failing to recover; it shows capable people confronting experiences that cannot be absorbed through
willpower alone. Its critique of delayed care remains important, but viewers should also know that
evidence-based treatment is available and effective for many people. Respect for veterans requires
more than praise. It includes accurate representation, accessible care, family support, employment
and housing stability, crisis prevention, and the willingness to listen without reducing every veteran to
either hero or victim.
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