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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

Traumatic events are experiences that are outside the ordinary life experiences of most people. They can include violence, natural disaster, and accidents. 

After a trauma, it is normal for the person who experienced the trauma, as well as others who witnessed it or were involved with the person who experienced the trauma, to respond in a number of different ways. 

These responses can include physical reactions such as aches and pains, stomach aches, diarrhea, constipation, changes in sleep patterns or appetite, heart palpitations, sweating, being easily startled, and being more susceptible to illness. 

There are also a number of normal emotional reactions to trauma, such as: 

· shock 

· disbelief 

· anxiety 

· denial 

· hypervigilence 

· outbursts of anger 

· restlessness 

· irritability 

· mood swings 

· recurring or intrusive thoughts, nightmares or flashbacks about the trauma 

· feelings of helplessness 

· panic 

· increased need to control the environment or others in the environment 

· difficulty concentrating or remembering 

· feelings of detachment 

· tendency to isolate 

· feeling that one has been spoiled or ruined or other intense feelings of embarrassment or humiliation 

· feelings of guilt or an exaggerated sense of responsibility for the trauma 

· trouble falling or staying asleep 

· being easily startled or jumping at loud or sudden noises or sounds 

· feeling "scattered" or having trouble focusing or making decisions 

· feeling "numb" 

· spontaneously crying 

· becoming unduly distressed or avoiding activities or places or people similar to the trauma or suffering distress around the anniversary date of the trauma or avoiding talk of the trauma or feelings associated with it. 

· feelings of doom 

· loss of interest in activities previously enjoyed 

It is important to remember that these are normal human reactions to an abnormal experience (the trauma). 

There are a number of methods to cope with these reactions. They include talking about what happened, counseling, medication, humor, prayer, exercising, maintaining a healthy diet, avoiding stimulants such as caffeine, and reaching out to others, particularly those who have had similar experiences. 

If you know someone who has recently suffered a trauma, you can help them. Listen to them as they talk about what happened as much as they need to, even if it seems repetitive. Encourage them to get out and avoid isolating themselves. Engage them in games. For additional methods of helping a survivor, read The Trauma Treatment Manual by Dr. Ed Schmookler.

If the symptoms of post-trauma stress persist for longer than three months, Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) as defined by the DSM-IV may be present. PTSD often occurs where the survivor of trauma is not given the opportunity to fully recover from a traumatic event such as: 

· during a war 

· when the survivor resides with the perpetrator of violence or abuse 

· when the survivor is held hostage for an extended period of time 

· when the survivor experiences a series of traumas 

· when the trauma was sufficiently traumatic or the survivor sufficiently vulnerable (e.g., a child or a person suffering from mental or physical illness) that the survivor was unable to recover from the trauma without assistance which was not provided or was not sufficient to meet the needs of the survivor 

Suffering from PTSD does not indicate weakness or mental illness. PTSD is a perfectly natural and normal reaction to one or more abnormal events. Just like a perfectly healthy bone will break if placed under enough stress, a perfectly healthy person placed under sufficient stress can develop PTSD. 

Children can develop PTSD, too. In addition to the symptoms normally associated with PTSD, children may develop learning disabilities, have problems with attention or memory and may become clingy, insecure, or anxious. They might also regress in their behavior and may become abusive to themselves or others. 

