COPING WITH POST TRAUMATIC STRESS

After a disturbing or traumatic event, particularly one which is life threatening, people can experience a distressing and frightening reaction.  Sometimes this reaction is so intense it can be called Post Traumatic Stress.

What is Post Traumatic Stress (PTS)?
PTS is deep emotional response to an intensely traumatic experience.  It results in the person re-experiencing many of the painful feelings and memories that occurred at the time of the trauma. These can take the form of nightmares, flashbacks, intrusive memories or distressing feelings when things bring the event to mind.

Avoidance

Often the painful feelings cause people actively to avoid things that remind them of the event or to avoid thinking about it altogether.

Anxiety
Deep feelings of anxiety and fear are common in PTS and often people feel very alert or ‘on their toes’ for long periods of the day.  Sleeplessness, poor concentration, forgetfulness and irritability are also common.

Thoughts
PTS can make the person see the world as a more dangerous and hazardous place.  The future can appear less optimistic and people can become more inward looking and less interested in the things that were once important to them.

Feelings
People with PTS commonly have feelings of emptiness and numbness.  Others have feelings of guilt about having survived the event or even about how they behaved during it.  Sometimes people feel very angry about the cause of the trauma.  Feelings of depression can also be present.

Some General Advice
1. DON’T bottle up feelings.  Do try to express your emotions to your close family and friends.

2. DON’T expect the memories to go away suddenly.  It takes time for the feelings to become less intense.

3. DON’T rely on alcohol, drugs or smoking to cope.

4. DO talk about what happened.  Take every opportunity to review the experience within yourself and with others.

5. DO give yourself time to sleep, rest, think and be with your close family and friends.
6. DO express your needs clearly and honestly to family, friends and officials.

7. DO DRIVE MORE CAREFULLY AND BE MORE CAREFUL AROUND THE HOME:  ACCIDENTS ARE MORE COMMON AFTER SEVERE STRESSES.

When to Seek Professional Help

1. If you feel you cannot handle your intense feelings or bodily sensations.

2. If you feel that your emotions are not falling into place over a period of time or if you feel persistent confusion, emptiness or exhaustion.

3. If you continue to feel numb and empty or have to keep active in order not to feel.

4. If you continue to have nightmares and poor sleep.

5. If your relationships or job are suffering.

6. If you have accidents or continue to smoke, drink or take drugs to excess in order to cope.

What help would I get?
Because of the intensely distressing nature of the feelings involved in PTS, it is often very difficult for people to seek help.  Specialist counselling, however, can help you cope in a number of ways:-

1. By explaining in detail how your specific trauma relates to your specific problems.

2. By looking, with you, at the thoughts, feelings and behaviours that you have which help or hinder the healing process.

3. By advising on practical ways which can help your specific feelings and problems.

DO REMEMBER, EFFECTIVE HELP IS AVAILABLE SO DON’T BE AFRAID TO ASK FOR IT.
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