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What is PTSD? 
  
Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is an anxiety disorder that can occur after experiencing a 
traumatic event. During this type of event, you think that your life or others' lives are in danger. 
You may feel afraid or feel that you have no control over what is happening.  If the symptoms 
last longer than 4 weeks, cause great distress, or interfere with work or home life, PTSD is 
one possible diagnosis.  

What Are The Symptoms Of PTSD? 
Symptoms of PTSD can be terrifying. They may disrupt your life and make it hard to continue 
with your daily activities. It may be hard just to get through the day. 

1. Reliving the Event (re-experiencing symptoms):  
Bad memories of the traumatic event can come back at any time. When this happens, people may 
feel the same fear and horror they did when the event took place. Some of the most common 
ways that people relive traumatic events include: 

• Intrusive Thoughts – thinking about the event when you don’t want to. 

• Nightmares – some nightmares are not directly about the trauma, but are still reactions to 
it.  It’s not unusual for veterans to wake up shaking or yelling after a particularly 
frightening or upsetting nightmare.  It is also stressful for relationships. 

• Flashbacks – this is different from a typical memory. It can actually feel like you are 
there, and “it” is happening again. 

• Triggers – many things can trigger an emotional response or a re-experiencing of the 
trauma.  Some triggers are obvious  (helicopters and fireworks), while others are very 
subtle (feeling happy). 

 
2. Avoiding Thoughts, Feeling, People And Places:  
Most people with PTSD try to avoid situations or people that trigger memories of the traumatic 
event. They may even avoid talking or thinking about the event. They may avoid engaging in 
things that elicit the same or similar feelings they experienced during a traumatic event.  
Common things to avoid include: 

• Crowds in general (movies, sporting events, classrooms) 

• Tight spaces 

• Public Transportation 

• Feeling pressured or coerced 
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3. Feeling Keyed Up Or Overwhelmed (also called hyperarousal)  
Many people with PTSD report feeling jittery, or always alert and on the lookout for danger. 
This can lead to:  

• Feeling or acting suddenly (VERY) angry or irritable  

• Sleep problems.  

• Impaired concentration.  

• Always feeling on guard.  

• Easily startled  
 

4. Feeling Numb: 
PTSD has been characterized as a disorder when one either feels too much (hyper-arousal) or too 
little (numb).  While many people with PTSD feel it is their hyperarousal that is the most 
distressing to them, research suggests that it’s the numbing, avoiding and isolating that cause the 
most impairment in their social and occupational lives.  Some examples of numbing include: 

• Finding it hard to express feelings. This may be another way to avoid painful or 
uncomfortable memories. 

• Finding it hard to have positive or loving feelings toward other people. Some may stay 
away from relationships, or isolate themselves from others. 

• As with Depression, some find they are no longer interested or no longer get pleasure in 
activities they used to enjoy. 

 

What Are Other Common Problems? 
People with PTSD may also have other problems. These include: 

§ Drinking or drug problems. 

§ Feelings of hopelessness, shame, or despair. 
§ Employment problems. 

§ Relationships problems including divorce and violence. 
§ Physical symptoms. 

 

Are Treatments Effective? 
There are treatments available for PTSD that have shown great success in many cases.  These 
therapies include Prolonged Exposure Treatment, Cognitive Processing Therapy, and EMDR. 
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