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TYPICAL EFFECTS OF POST- TRAUMATIC STRESS ON RELATIONSHIPS.

Living, working or being with someone who is experiencing Post-Traumatic Stress reactions or PTSD can be extremely difficult. Their reactions, and the reactions and responses of those around them, can result in misunderstandings, lack of positive communication, anger, rage, guilt, frustration, apathy and a breakdown in relationships. The following are only some of the reactions and their effects.

	There can be changes in the way people see or think of themselves, their partners, families and friends, work or the world around them. Relationships can become strained and difficult with a lack of ability to communicate, an inability to share experiences or to talk and retreating behind a wall of silence with suppressed feelings of anger and frustration. Relationships can break down resulting in separation and divorce. Children especially can be affected and blame themselves for what is happening and, in some cases, become ‘infected’ by what reactions they experience and see in others. For example, it is known that children and grand-children of those who survived the Holocaust can experience symptoms of PTS.


	Some will incessantly talk about the event or their reactions and this can become irritating and boring for others, whose response might be to not listen, walk away, ignore the person or tell them to shut up. This can cause a retreat into silence or anger and aggression. There can be constant preoccupation with the incident: making collages with newspaper clippings, drawings or photographs and/or keeping a diary of the event and its aftermath and effects.


	Some will withdraw and refuse to talk about what they have experienced. This can be because of a number of fears or anxieties: “If I talk to someone I love or know this person might think I am weak or pathetic”; “Others might not, will not or cannot, understand or might become distressed”; “If I talk about it I will become upset. It is too distressing and I don’t want to re-experience this and descend into becoming an emotional wreck and, again, be seen as weak”.


	There can be anything from mildly disturbing to horrific nightmares and dreams: waking up in a sweat and panic and shouting or screaming; sudden twitching or ‘jumping’ in bed. This can be frightening and extremely disturbing not only for the individual but also for partners and family members.


	An ‘exaggerated startle response’ can occur where someone reacts in a manner out of proportion to what happens. For example, coming up behind someone and just touching them on the shoulder can result in the other person jumping up and either screaming abuse at you or even assaulting you. This can also happen after making an innocent remark which can receive a similar response.


	There can be a feeling that life is a waste of time with an inability to make even simple decisions, a loss of concentration and further disinterest in partner, family, work, hobbies or other interests or social contacts. Some might not see any point in getting out of bed in the morning or of going to work. “What’s the point when you have seen what I have seen and been through what I have experienced?” The result can be total listlessness and wanting to sleep all the time. The opposite of this can be over activity and manic behavior.


	Feeling vulnerable is common, resulting in fear and either anger or hiding away, or believing that something terrible will happen soon and even a belief that the same thing will happen again. Some develop the belief and feeling that they will not live long and have this foreshortened sense of life expectation. Hyper-vigilance can lead to expecting something terrible to happen at any moment resulting in a rising sense of doom, then, when nothing has happened, a feeling of relief but then a return to expecting disaster – and so the cycle can continue.


	Pent up feelings can result in anger and violence, usually directed against objects, but, occasionally against a partner, family member or friend. This anger can be either verbal or physical or both and can suddenly burst out, for no apparent reason, or be a reaction to something seemingly trivial to others.


	Loss of self-esteem or self-worth with feelings of ‘I am useless and hopeless’ is common. Partners and friends can try to convince them that this is not true and stress the value of their relationships, but sometimes, to no avail. There can be loss of interest in work or hobbies, changing a job, wanting to move jobs or home, dissatisfaction with present life, partner, family or friends or even looking for new relationships or a new partner. These can be extremely frustrating for others.


	Some will avoid anything or anyone to do with the incident and keep away from people, including helpers, and avoiding newspaper and TV reports, videos, photographs or anniversaries. Others will wish to attend anniversary events either to celebrate or to simply remember with sadness.


	There can be a lack of concern or understanding about the reactions and problems of others. A minor concern, worry or anxiety expressed by someone else can be seen as trivial and can result in outbursts of anger, frustration and violence. “You complain about that? It’s nothing when you’ve been through what I’ve been through and seen what I’ve seen!”


	Common reactions can be shame and fear about their behavior both during the incident and afterwards, especially guilt or feelings of failure or lack of ability, or perceived ability, to cope at the time. There can be ‘survivor guilt’ and the belief that “I should be dead, when they are” and the feeling that “If only...’ ‘I should have, could have”. There can even be the fear of going mad or the belief that “I shouldn’t feel like this or be like this, there must be something seriously wrong with me”.


	Physical reactions can be things such as difficulty in breathing, a fast heart beat and palpitations, tightness or pains in the chest, thinking a heart-attack is imminent, sweating, shaking, head-aches and stomach pains.


	There can be an increase in the use of tobacco and alcohol and other more serious drugs, legal and illegal.


	Reactions can be the same as or similar to those of bereavement and grief with symptoms of shock, fear, anxiety, vulnerability, panic, hysteria, deep sadness, anger, frustration, futility, helplessness, pointlessness, depression, numbness, shame, remorse, bitterness, guilt and a real sense that nobody understands and can help. Conversely, others can feel frustration, anger and helplessness and that there is no point in trying to help.



	Sensory experiences are also important because they can trigger reactions with subsequent feelings of fear, panic, horror and disorientation. A sight, sound, touch, taste or smell associated with an incident can cause reactions. For example, someone trapped in a car following a traffic accident and who can smell petrol and thinks they might be burnt to death can react with fear and panic and run around screaming when, at a later time, they smell petrol. This can also cause avoidance behavior where people from accidents or disasters can refuse to travel by car, train or air. Such reactions can be distressing and inconvenient for others around them who can react with anger and frustration.


	Some will react to simple changes with anger and even violence. One soldier who had developed extreme reactions following combat experience came home and reacted violently when he found that his partner had changed a piece of furniture or when the usual Friday fish and chips is changed to egg and chips!


The conclusion is that those who experience reactions such as those above can find it difficult to cope but also that those who live or work with them can also find it extremely difficult to live or work with them. These reactions can have a devastating effect not only on the individual but also on those who live or work with them and on the ability to cope successfully with relationships, work, social activities and life in general. It is hard, or impossible, for some to accept or believe that these reactions, no matter how difficult, are natural and normal. This includes both the victim and those around them. Sharing feelings and talking can help, but not everyone can or will wish to do so.

On a positive note those who experience traumatic events and move on to successful coping can find that they discover new things about themselves, others and the world around them: they can discover and new meaning and purpose in their lives and have a deeper appreciation of life in general where the World seems a better place to live in; they can come to value relationships, partner, children, family, friends and work more; they can discover a new inner strength as persons because they have survived and coped and can even be surprised by this.

………………………………………………………………………………………………….
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