Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

Topic Overview
What is post-traumatic stress disorder?
Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a type of anxiety disorder that can develop after experiencing a very traumatic or life-threatening event. Feeling physically threatened or witnessing violence, even if you were not physically injured, can lead to PTSD. Post-traumatic stress disorder can be terrifying and even disabling for some people. It can cause flashbacks, sleep problems and nightmares, feelings of isolation, guilt, paranoia, and sometimes panic attacks. Examples of traumatic events that can lead to PTSD include:1
· War combat. 

· Terrorist attacks. 

· Violent crimes, such as a rape, domestic abuse, or physical assault. 

· A serious accident or injury. 

· A natural disaster, such as a fire, tornado, flood, or earthquake. 

· Ongoing physical or sexual abuse. 

What are the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder?

Common symptoms of PTSD include:2
· Recurring, intrusive, and distressing memories of the event. 

· Avoiding situations that remind you of the event. 

· Becoming emotionally numb and withdrawing. 

· Difficulty sleeping and concentrating, and fearing for your personal safety. 

PTSD symptoms can be disabling. PTSD usually develops within 3 months of the trauma, although it may not develop until months or years later. Symptoms last around 3 months in up to half of those who get PTSD.2 Others may have symptoms that come and go over several years.

What causes post-traumatic stress disorder?

Why some people develop PTSD after a traumatic event and others don't is not clear. Your risk for developing PTSD is greater the more intense the event, the closer you are to the event, and the stronger your reaction to it. A family history of depression or a history of abuse or trauma may also increase your risk of PTSD.

Is there treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder?

PTSD can be successfully treated. Many people are cured. Treatment includes counseling and sometimes medications (such as antidepressants). Early treatment is important and may help reduce long-term symptoms. Unfortunately, many people either do not seek treatment or their symptoms of PTSD go unrecognized even by health professionals.3
It is common for other conditions to occur along with PTSD, such as depression, substance abuse, or other anxiety disorders, and it is important that you also get treatment for these conditions for a full recovery.3
Cause 
Although the cause of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is not clear, it is known that people react differently to extreme stress. Certain chemicals and hormones (such as cortisol) are released by the brain in response to fear and may help form memories. In some people, it is thought that abnormal levels of chemicals or hormones are released in response to the trauma which may impact the brain and cause you to relive the event through vivid memories.4
Symptoms 
Symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can be terrifying and even disabling. Common characteristics of the disorder include reliving the traumatic event through frightening memories—such as "flashbacks" that may cause you to temporarily lose your sense of reality (psychosis)—or nightmares that provoke the same feelings of horror, helplessness, and fear that you felt at the time of the event. These memories can be triggered by exposure to reminders of the event.

Symptoms of PTSD usually occur within three months of the traumatic event, although they can occur months or years later. PTSD is diagnosed if symptoms last at least one month and include:2
· Reexperiencing the event. 

· Avoiding reminders of the event. 

· Increased arousal or emotions after the event. 

Reexperiencing the event

In PTSD, you continue to relive the traumatic event through painful memories, vivid dreams, or flashbacks. Reliving the event may cause intense fear, helplessness, and horror similar to what you felt at the time the event took place. This distress may cause physical symptoms of extreme anxiety or a panic attack.

Avoiding reminders of the event

You may try to avoid situations that trigger memories of the traumatic event. Triggers might include visiting the place where it occurred, seeing TV programs or news reports about the event, or other sights, sounds, smells, or people that remind you of the event. It is possible that you will forget important parts of the traumatic event. In addition, PTSD may make it difficult for you to feel or express emotions toward other people. You may feel emotionally "numb" and isolate yourself from others. You may lack interest in activities you once enjoyed. You may also think that you will have a shortened life span or will not reach personal goals such as having a career or family. 

Increased arousal or emotions after the event

You may have a tendency to be on constant alert (increased arousal) after the traumatic event. PTSD can cause:

· Difficulty sleeping. 

· Outbursts of anger or irritability. 

· Difficulty concentrating. 

· Constantly fearing for your safety. 

· Becoming overly startled when someone surprises you. 

· Feelings of intense guilt (especially if you survived when others died). 

Symptoms of PTSD may differ depending on the cause. Adults who develop PTSD from an event during childhood (such as repeated abuse) may have additional problems, including depression. They may also have more difficulty making decisions and planning for the future.

Symptoms of PTSD in children and teens are often similar to those in adults. However, children and teens can have additional symptoms or problems.

It is common for other conditions to occur along with PTSD, such as depression or substance abuse.3 If you had other mental health conditions prior to the traumatic event, your symptoms of PTSD and the other condition may be more difficult to treat.

These symptoms may also indicate another anxiety disorder known as acute stress disorder, which is similar to PTSD but not as severe and long-lasting. Professional counseling is also needed to treat acute stress disorder.5
What Happens 
It is difficult to predict the course of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Events and people's reactions to them vary greatly. PTSD may develop immediately after a traumatic event for some, or months or years later for others. The severity of symptoms is affected by how vulnerable you felt and whether you believed you were (or are) at risk for harm. The types of symptoms one experiences also varies. For example, a child with PTSD may reenact the event through play or have disorganized nightmares where an adult might become aggressive, have outbursts of anger, or experience sleep problems and nightmares. Triggers of PTSD symptoms are unique to the individual.

Another complicating factor in both diagnosing and treating PTSD is the existence of other medical conditions that develop from PTSD such as depression and substance abuse.

What Increases Your Risk 
Not everyone who experiences an intense, traumatic, or frightening event will go on to develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). However, your risk for developing PTSD is increased if:

· You were directly exposed to the traumatic event as a victim or a witness. 

· The event was significant or intense. 

· You had a severe reaction to the event such as shaking, crying uncontrollably, rapid heart rate, vomiting, or other similar physical and emotional responses. 

· You have a family history of depression or anxiety disorders. 

· You suffered from childhood abuse or other traumatic experiences. 

· You are a male. Males are affected by PTSD more often than females.6 

When To Call a Doctor 
Call your health professional if you experience any of the following for more than one month:2
· Difficulty sleeping, controlling anger, concentrating; overly fearful for your safety; feeling continuously anxious; or having feelings of intense guilt because you survived a traumatic event while others did not 

· Attacks of intense fear or anxiety that seem to come on without a reason 

· Occasional physical symptoms (such as chest pain or palpitations, or trouble breathing), and you are not sure what is causing them 

Watchful Waiting
Watchful waiting may be appropriate if you are experiencing feelings of grief, sadness, or melancholy as a result of a traumatic event. However, if symptoms do not improve after 2 weeks, talk with a health professional.

Who To See

Diagnosis and medication management for post-traumatic stress disorder can be provided by a:

· Psychiatrist. 

· Internist. 

· Family practice physician. 

· General practitioner. 

· Physician's assistant. 

· Nurse practitioner. 

Professional counseling can be provided by a:

· Psychiatrist, (who can also diagnose and prescribe medications). 

· Psychologist. 

· Social worker. 

· Licensed mental health counselor. 

Exams and Tests 
A diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is made when you have experienced or witnessed a traumatic event that caused you to react with great fear or helplessness, you have had symptoms of PTSD for longer than one month, and your symptoms have impaired your ability to function.

If PTSD is suspected, the health professional may give you a mental health assessment to help diagnose the disorder. Close family members may also be asked about your symptoms or behaviors.

You may have other tests, such as blood and urine tests, to make sure your symptoms are not due to other conditions with symptoms similar to PTSD, such as hyperthyroidism.

Treatment Overview 
Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can be successfully treated. Treatment usually includes professional counseling (such as cognitive-behavioral therapy) and sometimes medications (such as antidepressants). Treatment focuses on reducing your initial distress after a traumatic event, preventing PTSD from getting worse, and improving the quality of your life.

Initial treatment

Initial treatment depends on the severity of your symptoms, how long you have been having symptoms, and whether you have another mental health condition. Symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) may last briefly or they may continue for months or years after the event occurred. If you have a severe, initial reaction to a traumatic event, you may be hospitalized for a short stay until you are able to function on your own.

Generally, initial treatment involves professional counseling which can reduce symptoms by helping you deal with the traumatic event, reconnect with other people, and resume a normal lifestyle. Certain types of counseling that may effectively treat symptoms of PTSD include:7
· Cognitive-behavioral therapy. 

· Exposure therapy. 

· Brief psychodynamic psychotherapy. 

· Eye movement desensitization and reprocessing. The benefits of this therapy have not been proven. 

· Family therapy, which can help support the whole family. 

· Self-help or support group therapy. This therapy shows some promise in treating children but has not yet been proven beneficial for adults with PTSD.8 

Debriefing. It was once thought that early, aggressive crisis intervention known as "debriefing" was helpful when started immediately after the traumatic event occurred. Debriefing involves remembering details about the traumatic event shortly after it occurs and learning ways to better respond to your memory of the event. However, new evidence suggests that this type of treatment may not be beneficial and may, in fact, be harmful.7 This form of aggressive crisis intervention may interfere with normal responses to stress.

It is important to seek help immediately if you (or a loved one) experience or witness a traumatic event. People who have experienced or witnessed a traumatic event need help from health professionals who are specially trained. Feeling physically safe and emotionally comfortable and talking about the event are important parts of initial treatment.

Ongoing treatment

Ongoing treatment for continued symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) generally includes professional counseling, medications, and stress management.

Professional counseling. Counseling can help reduce symptoms by helping you deal with the traumatic event, reconnect with other people, and resume a normal lifestyle. Certain types of counseling have been shown to be effective for PTSD, including:7
· Cognitive-behavioral therapy. 

· Exposure therapy. 

· Brief psychodynamic psychotherapy. 

· Eye movement desensitization and reprocessing. The benefits of this therapy have not been proven. 

· Family therapy, which can help support the whole family. 

· Self-help or support group therapy. This therapy shows some promise in treating children but has not yet been proven beneficial for adults with PTSD.8 

Medications. You may need to add medications to professional counseling to help reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety associated with PTSD. Medications that might be helpful in treating PTSD include:

· Sertraline (Zoloft), which can help reduce symptoms associated with PTSD.6 Other selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) are currently being studied, and are generally thought to be effective for PTSD, but research is ongoing.9 

· Carbamazepine, an anticonvulsant medication. It may be added to treatment with an SSRI to help reduce intrusive symptoms, anger, and impulsive behaviors associated with PTSD. However, the effectiveness of carbamazepine is only now being studied and its effectiveness has not yet been proven.4 

Stress management. Reducing stress in your daily life can help you manage symptoms of PTSD. Stress reduction should be included along with your primary treatment of counseling and medications, not as a replacement for this treatment. Ways to help reduce stress might include:

· Relaxation exercises. 

· Reducing anxiety. 

· Getting regular exercise. 

· Getting enough sleep. 

· Eating a balanced diet. 

· Meditation and prayer. 

Denying the effect a traumatic event has on you can lead to long-lasting physical and emotional distress. If you try to relieve physical and emotional distress by isolating yourself, trying to forget the traumatic event on your own, or quieting memories by using alcohol or drugs often leads to additional problems, such as depression, substance abuse, or panic attacks. Not seeking help may lead to a worsening of symptoms, more emotional and physical distress, episodes of intense anxiety, and problems maintaining relationships.

Treatment if the condition gets worse

If your condition worsens while you are being treated with professional counseling and medications for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), you may need a brief hospitalization or stay in a treatment facility to help manage your symptoms so you are able to return to normal function.

If you have additional mental health issues, all conditions need to be treated appropriately or treatment for PTSD will take longer and be less successful.

Prevention 
There is no known way to prevent post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). There is some evidence that certain forms of counseling, such as cognitive-behavioral therapy and exposure therapy, help prevent the development of post-traumatic stress disorder after a traumatic event.6 In the past, a type of aggressive crisis intervention called "debriefing" was used to help prevent PTSD; however, research now shows debriefing is not helping and may actually cause PTSD in some people.10
You can help reduce the frequency of your symptoms, however, by continuing with professional counseling, participating in stress management activities (such as relaxation exercises), and taking medications as prescribed by your health professional.

Medications 
Medications, along with professional counseling, may reduce symptoms such as depression and anxiety associated with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Medication Choices

Medications that are most often used to help reduce symptoms of PTSD include:

· Sertraline (Zoloft), which can help reduce symptoms associated with PTSD.6 Other selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) are currently being studied and are generally thought to be effective for PTSD, but research is ongoing.9 

· Carbamazepine, an anticonvulsant medication. It may be added to treatment with an SSRI to help reduce intrusive symptoms, anger, and impulsive behaviors associated with PTSD. However, the effectiveness of carbamazepine is only now being studied and its effectiveness has not yet been proven.4 Other mood stabilizers such as lithium and valproate may also be used to treat PTSD. 

Currently, the atypical antipsychotic olanzapine is being studied for the treatment of combat-related PTSD and for symptoms that have not been relieved by other medications. Research is ongoing as to its effectiveness for treating PTSD.

What To Think About

It may take several weeks before these medications become effective. Medications work best when combined with professional counseling (such as cognitive-behavioral therapy) for treating PTSD.

Other Treatment 
Professional counseling may be the most important part of treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Other therapies, such as relaxation exercises and possibly medications, may be added to counseling to help reduce stress in your life and manage symptoms of PTSD.

Other Treatment Choices

Types of counseling most often used to treat PTSD include:

· Cognitive-behavioral therapy. 

· Exposure therapy. 

· Brief psychodynamic psychotherapy. 

· Eye movement desensitization and reprocessing. The benefits of this therapy have not been proven. 

· Family therapy, which can help support the whole family. 

· Self-help or support group therapy. This therapy shows some promise in treating children but has not yet been proven beneficial for adults with PTSD.8 

What To Think About
Studies indicate that cognitive-behavioral therapy and exposure therapy may be more beneficial than other types of therapy for the treatment of PTSD.6
Warning Signs of Trauma Related Stress
Individuals who have experienced a traumatic event oftentimes suffer psychological stress related to the incident. In most instances, these are normal reactions to abnormal situations. Individuals who feel they are unable to regain control of their lives, or who experience the following symptoms for more than a month, should consider seeking outside professional mental health assistance. The American Red Cross is now working with mental health professionals trained in trauma. For information or a referral, contact the local American Red Cross chapter or the American Psychological Association at 202/336-5800.

The symptoms to watch out for: 

· Recurring thoughts or nightmares about the event. 

· Having trouble sleeping or changes in appetite. 

· Experiencing anxiety and fear, especially when exposed to events or situations reminiscent of the trauma. 

· Being on edge, being easily startled or becoming overly alert. 

· Feeling depressed, sad and having low energy. 

· Experiencing memory problems including difficulty in remembering aspects of the trauma. 

· Feeling "scattered" and unable to focus on work or daily activities. 

· Having difficulty making decisions. 

· Feeling irritable, easily agitated, or angry and resentful. 

· Feeling emotionally "numb," withdrawn, disconnected or different from others. 

· Spontaneously crying, feeling a sense of despair and hopelessness. 

· Feeling extremely protective of, or fearful for, the safety of loved ones. 

· Not being able to face certain aspects of the trauma, and avoiding activities, places,or even people that remind you of the event. 
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