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What is PTSD?
People suffer from PTSD or posttraumatic stress 
disorder when they have trouble recovering from 
a traumatic event they experienced, witnessed, or 
heard about happening to someone they love.

Many military families live with PTSD in their 
homes after their service member is exposed to 
combat or military training. However, PTSD may 
come from a variety of other traumatic events. 

Some examples include: 
• Violence (domestic, military, terrorist  

attack, training) 
• Serious injuries (intentional or accidental:  

car crash, drowning) 
• Sexual or physical assault and/or abuse 
• Natural disasters (hurricanes, tornadoes,  

fires, floods) 

PTSD can look different in individuals. One person 
may become more agitated while others become 
more distant and detached. It is also common to 
see two or more disorders in addition to PTSD like 
depression, anxiety, or substance abuse. See the 
table on the next page for symptoms.  
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Video Resources:
• How I Knew I had PTSD 

• How PTSD Affects the People You Love

• PTSD is Like Living with this Overactive 
Alarm System

• The Emotional Numbness Will Just  
Tear Away 

• TEDx Understanding PTSD’s Effects on 
Brain, Body, and Emotions 

Other Resources: 
• National Center for PTSD: Understanding 

PTSD: A Guide for Family and Friends

• National Child Traumatic Stress Network: 
Trauma and Your Family

• US Department of Veteran Affairs: When a 
Child’s Parent has PTSD 

TIP: Post-traumatic Stress (PTS) is like PTSD without a diagnosis and lasts for about a month. 
Many servicemen experience PTS after deployment. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-pXvrZZGKuA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-pXvrZZGKuA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RBKJnNMJZhg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RBKJnNMJZhg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iGyFE7E8-fg&ab_channel=AboutFaceVeterans
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iGyFE7E8-fg&ab_channel=AboutFaceVeterans
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iGyFE7E8-fg&ab_channel=AboutFaceVeterans
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iGyFE7E8-fg&ab_channel=AboutFaceVeterans
https://permanent.fdlp.gov/gpo124742/understandingptsd_family_booklet.pdf
https://permanent.fdlp.gov/gpo124742/understandingptsd_family_booklet.pdf
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/trauma_and_your_family.pdf
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/trauma_and_your_family.pdf
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/family/effect_parent_ptsd.asp
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/family/effect_parent_ptsd.asp
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Intrusive Symptoms  
One or more of these:  

• Upsetting memories and thoughts of the trauma 
• Upsetting dreams of the trauma  
• Unwanted flashbacks (reliving trauma; unaware of the present) 
• Certain things cause emotional distress 
• Physical reactions to things (jump, jerk, twitch, tremble, sweat, heart 

race, clench, cry, etc)

Avoidance Symptoms 
One or both:

Tries to avoid thoughts, memories, or feelings related to the trauma 

Tries to avoid external reminders that bring up memories, thoughts, or 
feelings of the trauma 

• People 
• Places  
• Objects 
• Conversations 
• Activities 
• Situations

Negative Alterations 
in cognition or mood 
Two or more:

• Can’t remember important parts of the trauma 
• Consistently blames self or others for the traumatic event by 

mentally distorting the cause or consequences of the event 
• Persistent negative emotions (fear, anxiety, guilt, horror,  

shame, anger) 
• Less interest or participation in past hobbies, activities, or events  
• Feels distant from others 
• Can’t feel positive emotions (happiness, love, satisfaction) 
• Persistent exaggerated negative beliefs or expectations in oneself, 

others, or the world 
• “I’ll never be fixed.” 
• “I’m just a bad person.” 
• “You can’t trust  anyone.” 
• “The world is completely dangerous.”

Reactivity & Arousal 
Change in two or more:

• Irritable or angry outbursts towards people or objects at  
little or no provocation 

• Reckless or self-destructive behavior 

• Hypervigilance (increased state of awareness) 

• Problems sleeping 

• Exaggerated startle response  
(Increased physical reaction to certain situations) 

• Hard time concentrating
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Living with PTSD affects everyone in the home. In MCEC’s webinar PTSD and Its Effects on Military/
Veteran Families, Dr. Stephen Cozza discusses common consequences of living with PTSD found in 
recent research:

In Parenting:
• Poor family functioning 
• Greater family distress
• Higher levels of family violence
• Disruption in parent-child relationships
• Decreased parent satisfaction with kid(s) and the way spouse parents
• Decreased parenting alliance
• Parenting challenges
• Negative parenting practices 

(decrease in parental engagement, consistency and sensitivity)

In Children:
• Increased anxiety and depression
• Behavioral problems like increased aggression
• Secondary trauma (to parent’s PTSD)
• Increased stress in response to negative 

parenting practices
• Attention deficit
• Thought problems
• Social problems
• Academic challenges

Partners and couples:
• Poor couple adjustment
• Decreased intimacy satisfation
• Negative communication
• Spouse PTSD
• Domestic Abuse
• Poor problem solving, 

communication, and 
involvement

Although PTSD increases the risk for factors mentioned above, families can find a “new normal” over 
time through professional help, family communication, and proactive efforts/activities. Some research 
even shows that partners affected by PTSD can grow through sharing their emotions with each other. 
Other experts theorize post-traumatic growth (PTG).  PTG is the personal growth an individual can 
experience after turbulent psychological struggles relating to traumatic events. About PTG, Dr. Richard 
Tedeschi says: 

“People develop new understandings of themselves, the world they live in, how to relate to other 
people, the kind of future they might have and a better understanding of how to live life.” 

Parents and guardians can help their military children learn more about PTSD through this worksheet: 
For Kids: What is PTSD. Families living with PTSD can also find their “new normal” by following these 
steps and associated printables. Use this worksheet to understand and use these steps: Strengthen 
Your Family Through Difficult Times. Modify or create your own plan, using the help of a professional 
if possible.  
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https://militarychild.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/MCEC_WB_ForKidsWhatIsPTSD_MKT_20241021.pdf
https://militarychild.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/MCEC_WB_StrengthFamThruDiffTimes_MKT_20241021.pdf
https://militarychild.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/MCEC_WB_StrengthFamThruDiffTimes_MKT_20241021.pdf


MCEC®

TM

MILITARY CHILD EDUCATION COALITION®

909 Mountain Lion Circle, Harker Heights, TX 76548   |   254.953.1923   |   MilitaryChild.org   |   CFC #10261 @militarychild

References

Althobaiti, S., Kazantzis, N., Ofori-Asenso, R., Romero, L., Fisher, J., Mills, K. E., & Liew, D. (2020). Efficacy of interpersonal psychotherapy 
for post-traumatic stress disorder: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of Affective Disorders, 264, 286–294. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2019.12.021

American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (5th ed.). https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.
books.9780890425596

Appleyard, K., & Osofsky, J. D. (2003). Parenting after trauma: supporting parents and caregivers in the treatment of children impacted 
by violence. Infant Mental Health Journal, 24(2), 111–125. https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.10050

Brickell, T. A., French, L. M., Lippa, S. M., & Lange, R. T. (2018). The impact of deployment and traumatic brain injury on the health and 
behavior of children of US military service members and veterans. Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 23(3), 425-441. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359104517740405

Brickell, T. A., French, L. M., Sullivan, J. K., Varbedian, N. V., Wright, M. M., & Lange, R. T. (2021). Unhealthy family functioning is associated 
with health-related quality of life among military spouse caregivers. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and 
Policy. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0001055

Brownlow, J. A., Zitnik, G. A., McLean, C. P., & Gehrman, P. R. (2018). The influence of deployment stress and life stress on post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) diagnosis among military personnel. Journal of Psychiatric Research, 103, 26-32. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jpsychires.2018.05.005

Center for Substance Abuse Treatment (US). (2014). Trauma-informed care in behavioral health services. Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration (US). https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK207191/box/part1_ch3.box16/

Christie, H., Hamilton-Giachritsis, C., Alves-Costa, F., Tomlinson, M., & Halligan, S. L. (2019). The impact of parental posttraumatic stress 
disorder on parenting: a systematic review. European Journal of Psychotraumatology, 10(1), 1550345. https://doi.org/10.1080/
20008198.2018.1550345

Cozza, S. J. (2018). Family based interventions for PTSD. Trauma-and stressor-related disorders, 350.Horn, S. R., & Feder, A. (2018). 
Understanding resilience and preventing and treating PTSD. Harvard review of psychiatry, 26(3), 158-174.\

Cozza, S. J., Knobloch, L. K., Gewirtz, A. H., DeVoe, E. R., Gorman, L. A., Flake, E. M., ... & Lerner, R. M. (2018). Lessons learned and future 
recommendations for conducting research with military children and families. A battle plan for supporting military families: 
Lessons for the leaders of tomorrow, 265-287.

Creech, S. K., Hadley, W., & Borsari, B. (2014). The impact of military deployment and reintegration on children and parenting: A 
systematic review. Professional Psychology, Research and Practice, 45(6), 452–464. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035055

Creech, S. K., & Misca, G. (2017). Parenting with PTSD: A review of research on the influence of PTSD on parent-child functioning in 
military and veteran families. Frontiers in Psychology, 8, 1101. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01101

Gewirtz, A. H., Cozza, S. J., & Kizer, K. W. (2020). The need for clinicians to recognize military-connected children. JAMA Pediatrics, 
174(11), 1019-1020. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2020.2548

Greene, C. A., McCarthy, K. J., Estabroo, R., Wakschlag, L. S., & Briggs-Gowa, M. J. (2020). Responsive parenting buffers the impact of 
maternal PTSD on young children. Parenting, Science and Practice, 20(2), 141–165. https://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2019.170
7623

Horn, S. R., & Feder, A. (2018). Understanding resilience and preventing and treating PTSD. Harvard Review of Psychiatry, 26(3), 158-174. 
https://doi.org/10.1097/hrp.0000000000000194

Hughes-Kirchubel, L., Wadsworth, S.M. (2018). Introduction to a battle plan for supporting military families. In Hughes-Kirchubel, 
L., Wadsworth, S., Riggs, D. (eds.), A battle plan for supporting military families (pp. 1-10). Springer, Cham. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-319-68984-5_1

Kennedy, J. E., Jaffee, M. S., Leskin, G. A., Stokes, J. W., Leal, F. O., & Fitzpatrick, P. J. (2007). Posttraumatic stress disorder and 
posttraumatic stress disorder-like symptoms and mild traumatic brain injury. Journal of Rehabilitation Research and 
Development, 44(7), 895-920. 

Knobloch, L. K., Owens, J. L., & Gobin, R. L. (2022). Soul wounds among combat trauma survivors: Experience, effects, and advice. 
Traumatology, 28(1), 11–23. https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000307

Renshaw, K. D., Allen, E. S., Fredman, S. J., Giff, S. T., & Kern, C. (2020). Partners’ motivations for accommodating posttraumatic stress 
disorder symptoms in service members: The reasons for accommodation of PTSD scale. Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 71, 
102199. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102199

Selimbasic, Z., Sinanovic, O., & Avdibegovic, E. (2012). Psychosocial problems among children of parents with posttraumatic stress 
disorder. Medical Archives (Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina), 66(5), 304–308. 

Sigelman, C. K., Friedman, S. L., Rohrbeck, C. A., & Sheehan, P. B. (2018). Supportive communication between deployed parents and 
children is linked to children’s adjustment. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 58, 18-27. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
appdev.2018.08.002

Theiss, J. A. (2018). Family communication and resilience. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 46(1), 10-13. https://doi.org/10.1
080/00909882.2018.1426706

Revised 10.21.2024

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0165032719328526?via%3Dihub
https://psychiatryonline.org/doi/book/10.1176/appi.books.9780890425596
https://psychiatryonline.org/doi/book/10.1176/appi.books.9780890425596
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/imhj.10050
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1359104517740405
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Ftra0001055
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022395617300237?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022395617300237?via%3Dihub
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK207191/box/part1_ch3.box16/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/20008198.2018.1550345
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/20008198.2018.1550345
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0035055
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01101/full
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/article-abstract/2769286
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15295192.2019.1707623
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15295192.2019.1707623
https://journals.lww.com/hrpjournal/abstract/2018/05000/understanding_resilience_and_preventing_and.6.aspx
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-68984-5_1
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-68984-5_1
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Ftrm0000307
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S088761852030013X?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0193397317301995?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0193397317301995?via%3Dihub
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00909882.2018.1426706
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00909882.2018.1426706

