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PTSD is the name given to a set of symptoms that 
some people develop after experiencing major 
traumatic events. The traumatic event can be a single 
incident or take place over many months or years.

Many people think of PTSD as something that affects people 
who have had traumatic experiences while serving in the 
military, but it can affect anyone who has experienced a 
traumatic situation. 

The condition can be brought on by events such as serious 
traffic accidents, rape or sexual abuse, domestic violence, 
physical assault, traumatic childbirth, witnessing a violent death 
or virtually any other situation that is exceptionally threatening 
or catastrophic and likely to cause distress in almost anyone.
 
Up to one third of people who have experienced a traumatic 
event develop some PTSD symptoms. Studies estimate that 
around 7% of people will suffer from PTSD at some point in 
their lives. 

Other problems such as depression and anxiety disorders are 
common alongside PTSD. Increased alcohol use and drug use 
can also become a problem for some people.

PTSD sufferers often experience repeated and intrusive 
distressing memories of the event. There may also be a 
feeling of reliving (or ‘re-experiencing’) the event through 
‘flashbacks’ or ‘nightmares’, which can be very distressing and 
disorientating. There can also be physical reactions such as 
shaking and sweating.
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Symptoms of PTSD
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Because these memories can be very intense and upsetting, 
some PTSD sufferers may avoid people or situations that 
remind them of the trauma, or try to ignore the memories and 
avoid talking about what happened. Some people may also 
forget significant parts of the traumatic event.

Other people will think about the event constantly, which 
stops them coming to terms with it (they may, for instance, ask 
themselves why the event happened to them or how it could 
have been prevented).

PTSD sufferers may have emotions or feelings that are difficult 
to deal with, such as guilt or shame, or they may feel that they 
do not deserve help. 

They may also feel anxious or irritable, and find it difficult to 
concentrate and sleep. Increased jumpiness and vigilance 
can also be present.  For some people it can mean that doing 
ordinary things like going to work or school or going out with 
friends become very difficult.
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If you think you might have PTSD you should first see your GP 
who will perform an initial assessment. 

Depending upon the outcome of this, your GP will decide 
whether you need a referral to a primary care mental health 
worker, your local Community Mental Health Team (CMHT) or 
another service, depending on your needs.

If you are referred to your local CMHT you will receive a further 
more detailed assessment, and you may then be referred on to 
a specialist traumatic stress service or receive help from within 
the team.

Getting help
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Psychological therapies are considered to be the most effective 
treatments for PTSD. 

In particular, there is good evidence that two types of 
psychological treatments which focus on the traumatic event 
called Trauma Focused Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (TFCBT) 
and Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing (EMDR) 
are effective. 

Both techniques have been shown to reduce the symptoms and 
the distress experienced by PTSD sufferers.

The term TFCBT encompasses a number of forms of Cognitive 
Behavioural Therapy (CBT). Broadly speaking, these treatments 
help the sufferer to confront their traumatic memories often 
through talking and writing about the event. 

TFCBT helps individuals to identify and challenge negative 
feelings and thoughts, including ideas related to feelings of 
guilt and shame. The treatment can also involve gradually 
returning to avoided activities that have become frightening 
because they are connected in some way with the trauma.

EMDR techniques can help people with PTSD to confront 
their traumatic memories. The individual is asked to focus on 
memories, thoughts, feelings and sensations associated with 
the trauma, whilst also focusing on something else at the same 
time. Usually the other focus is on following movements of the 
therapist’s finger.

Other treatments such as medication and stress management 
techniques are sometimes used to treat PTSD and can be 
helpful, although these have not been shown to be as effective.

Treatments for PTSD
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n Try to be patient and 
understanding with 
the person with 
PTSD.  

n Avoid being critical 
of how the person is 
coping. Remember 
that they have 
been through 
some extremely 
distressing 
experiences. 

n Try not to take symptoms like emotional numbness, anger, and 
withdrawal personally. If the person with PTSD seems distant, 
irritable, or closed off, remember that this may not have 
anything to do with you or your relationship.

n Don’t put pressure on the person with PTSD to talk about their 
experience,  but do allow them time and space to talk about it 
if they want to. 

n People with PTSD sometimes feel hopeless or ashamed of 
how they are coping. Try to help the person to recognise their 
strengths and positive qualities.

n Try to encourage the sufferer to establish normal routines; this 
helps to restore a sense of order and control in their life. Help 
them to start with small daily goals and to recognise each 
success. 

n If they haven’t done so, try to encourage them to seek 
professional help. A good place to start is discussing things 
with your GP. 
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Tips for families, partners and carers
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n Give yourself time and space to acknowledge what you have 
been through, and that you are having strong emotional 
reactions to it. 

n Avoid being self-critical about the problems that you are 
having. Many people experience similar problems, and it is not 
a sign of weakness.

n You may be tempted to withdraw from social activities and  
your loved ones, but it’s important to stay involved with the 
people who care about you. Support from other people is vital 
to your recovery from PTSD. 

n Avoid using alcohol and drugs to make you feel better. 
Although these may make you feel better in the short term, it 
can cause serious problems for you and your loved ones. They 
can also worsen symptoms and interfere with treatment.

 
n Try to be healthy. Do what you can to eat a balanced diet and 

get some regular exercise – even if it’s just going for a walk.

n Stick to normal routines as much as possible. If you have  
problems with sleep try to keep to a regular time when you 
wake and get up, and avoid caffeinated drinks after 4pm. 

n Set yourself small daily goals and challenges to confront the 
things that you avoid.

n Remember the strengths that you have. It’s important to 
remind yourself that you have strengths and coping skills that 
can get you through tough times.

n Don’t be afraid to seek help. Discuss your problems with 
someone that you can trust. Make an appointment to see your 
GP. There are a range of treatments that may be able to help 
you.
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Tips for people with PTSD
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Useful websites
National Center for PTSD
Tools and information to help with a range of PTSD related 
symptoms and problems
ptsd.va.gov

NICE
Information on recommended treatments and downloadable 
leaflets
guidance.nice.org.uk/CG26
 
Royal College of Psychiatrists
Information about PTSD with versions in other languages. Search 
PTSD from the homepage.
rcpsych.ac.uk

All Wales Veterans Health and Wellbeing Service
Support for military veterans and those trying to help them
veteranswales.co.uk

International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies
Information and resources for the public, for professionals and 
those involved in research. 
istss.org
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The National Centre for Mental Health (NCMH) is working to better 
understand PTSD. The aim of our research is to improve diagnosis, 
treatment and support for the future. 

But to do this we need your help. 

Helping with our research is quick and painless, and all information 
we collect is stored confidentially. Taking part involves:

n an informal interview with one of our trained researchers,                     
either at your home or in a local clinic 

n providing a small blood or saliva sample

n completing and returning some questionnaires

For more information about our research and how you can help, 
visit our website (www.ncmh.info) or contact us:

Help with our PTSD research

info@ncmh.info /walesmentalhealth

029 2068 8401 @ncmh_wales
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