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Findings
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Qualitative Systematic 
Review ɀ

high level of evidence

How do children describe 
their experiences of growing 
up in a military family with a 

parent who has military -
related PTSD?



Family Climate

Parental PTSD creates a volatile and distressing climate within the family, 

eliciting a range of responses from children

ÅWhen parental PTSD involves emotional dysregulation and reactivity, 

volatility, and/or abuse, family life becomes skewed around managing 

and mitigating the PTSD

ÅParental PTSD can disrupt typical parent ɀchild activities and roles.

ÅChildren recognize something is wrong and struggle to find effective ways 

to deal with it.



Family Relations

Parental PTSD ripples through the family system, disrupting interpersonal 

communication and relationships during childhood.

ÅParental PTSD constrains emotional connections within parent ɀchild relationships.

ÅMothers played an important role in moderating the impact of the fatherɅs PTSD on the 

family.

ÅParental PTSD affects sibling relationships.

ÅCommunication about parental PTSD is variable, tending towards extreme detail or silence.



Lasting effects

Children can experience emotional and psychological difficulties well into 

adulthood.

ÅChildren have broad psychoemotional reactions that can affect areas like well -being, 

sleep, and school.

ÅChildren report a complex array of entangled negative emotions

ÅChildren can feel responsible and at fault for the parentɅs PTSD, coupled with a sense of 

worthlessness and inadequacy well into adulthood.

ÅMental health issues began in childhood, persisting into adulthood.

ÅAdult children describe ongoing difficulties with social and intimate relationships.



Pathways forward

Making sense of it all and moving beyond parental PTSD can take 

significant time, energy, and support.

ÅConnecting the dots and understanding the experience to be related to parental PTSD.

ÅSeeing the similarities between parent and self and working to interrupt the echoes.

ÅCompassion for self and others, acceptance, and forgiveness can lead to reconciliation 

with self and second chances with family

ÅAdult children may find a pathway towards growth through their experiences,



Implications & Recommendations

ÅThere is a need to develop effective ways of communicating with children about the nature of both the 

traumatic exposure and the PTSD itself.

Å If such issues are not systematically identified and targeted within the ecology of the family system, whatever 

form that may take, the issues are unlikely to spontaneously resolve or remit; intervention during childhood 

within family systems is needed.

ÅAccurately labeling parental PTSD symptoms and behaviors, as well as moving to create developmentally 

appropriate ways of discussing the trauma associated with the PTSD, may help prevent children from 

internalizing responsibility and fault for those symptoms and behaviors. 

ÅMoving forward towards healing needs to involve a concerted, intentional engagement with how the parent 

has to process the trauma and how to improve parent ɀchild relations.

ÅReframing PTSD from a family systems perspective rather than an individual condition reveals multiple 

avenues for intervention within families to improve relationships and family functioning



BIDIRECTIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

IndividualFamily







FAMILIES.

THEMSELVES. 

MATTER.

In their own right, not just as an extension of the organization.

Not just as caregivers. 

Yes, families play that important role. But they have their own 
needs and experiences, in their own right. 




