PTSD and the Family
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B
ecause the symptoms of PTSD and other trauma reactions change how a trauma survivor feels and acts, traumatic experiences that happen to one member of a family can affect everyone else in the family.

Sympathy

People feel very sorry that someone they care about has had to suffer through a terrifying experience.  It can be helpful for the person who has experienced the trauma to know that his or her family members sympathize with him or her, especially just after the traumatic event occurs.  Sympathy can have a negative effect if family members “baby” the individual and develop low expectations, such as not being able to work.
Depression

All traumas involve events where people suddenly find themselves in danger.  When this happens in a situation or place where people are used to feeling safe, just knowing the event happened could cause a person to lose faith in the safety and predictability of life.  

Fear and Worry

Knowing that something terrible can happen “out of the blue” can make people very fearful.  Very often, trauma survivors feel “on edge” and become preoccupied with trying to stay safe.  However, something that helps one person feel safe – like a loaded weapon under the bed – may make another person feel unsafe.

Avoidance
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Family members may avoid the things that the trauma survivor avoids because they want to spare the survivor further pain, or because they are afraid of his or her reaction.  For example, the wife of a combat veteran who is anxious about going out in public may not make plans for family outings or vacations because she is afraid to upset her husband.

Guilt and Shame

A family member may feel guilt and shame if he or she feels responsible for the trauma survivor’s happiness or general well-being, but sees no improvement no matter how hard he or she tries to help.  Sometimes, after years of trauma-related problems in a family, a family member may learn about Post-traumatic Stress

Disorder and realize that this is the source of their family problems.  The family member may then feel guilty that he or she was unsupportive during those years.

Anger

Family members may be angry at whomever they believe is responsible for the traumatic event (this includes being angry at God).  They can also feel anger toward the trauma survivor.  Family members may feel that the survivor should just “forget about it” and get on with life. Family members may also feel angry and irritable in response to the anger and irritability the trauma survivor directs at them.

Negative Feelings

Sometimes family members have negative feelings about the traumatized family member.  They may believe the trauma survivor no longer exhibits the qualities that they loved and admired.  Family members may also respond negatively to behaviors that develop following a trauma, such as drinking too much alcohol.
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Drug and Alcohol Abuse

Family members may try to escape from bad feelings by using drugs or alcohol.  A spouse may spend time drinking with friends to avoid having to go home and face an angry spouse.  On the other hand, spouses sometimes abuse drugs or alcohol to keep their loved ones “company” when they’re drinking or using drugs to avoid trauma-related feelings.

Sleep Problems

When the trauma survivor stays up late to avoid going to sleep, can’t get to sleep, tosses and turns in his or her sleep, or has nightmares, it is difficult for family members to sleep well.  Often family members are also unable to sleep well because they are depressed and/or worried about the survivor.

What can families do to care for themselves and the survivor?

1. Learn more about trauma and its effects

2. Seek treatment for the family at a local VA medical center or VA Readjustment Counseling Service Vet Center or through private sources, even if the vet will not seek treatment.

3. Listen to loved one, but stop if too upsetting.

4. If all are able, talk about how trauma affects family and what can be done.
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