SPOTLIGHT ON POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS INJURIES

FOR FAMILIES: SUPPORTING YOURSELF WHEN
YOUR LOVED ONE IS STRUGGLING WITH A
POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS INJURY

Living with a post-traumatic stress injury (PTSI) can be overwhelming. Often, Families have their
own unique needs and struggles related to this experience.

It is important to know that, as Family members, your well-being and care matter in their own right. Just as your

loved one may need certain resources and supports in place, you do too.

This written resource outlines the different impacts that PTSIs can have on your Family, as well as tips on how to

support yourself and your loved one with a PTSI.

How PTSIs can impact your Family

PTSIs can have far-reaching impacts. When your loved one experiences a PTSI, the whole Family is often
affected — not only spouses and partners, but also parents, children, siblings and friends. The impacts may

not be noticeable at first, but over time, they may become more apparent.

Below is a list of the different types of impacts that you as a Family member of a person living with a PTSI
may experience. It is important to remember that every Family situation is unique. This means that you may

experience some, all or none of these effects.

* Heightened stress levels * Vicarious or secondary trauma (e.g. experiencing

. . . g . PTSI symptoms yourself)
* Relationship tensions (e.g. difficulty connecting

with others, intimacy issues with partners) * Compassion fatigue (e.g. having trouble
) ) o o empathizing with your loved one, or reduced
e Changes in routine (e.g. avoiding usual activities, .
) ] o empathy for your loved one over time)
taking on different and/or additional roles, such as

child care responsibilities, errands and finances)

* Negative thoughts and emotions (e.g. sadness,

anger, loss, guilt, grief, anxiety, feeling detached)
* Burnout (e.g. feeling worn out)

* Using new harmful or helpful coping behaviours

(e.g. drinking, smoking, exercise)




It may sometimes feel like the impacts of having a loved one with a PTSI are mostly negative. However, there

can also eventually be positive outcomes from supporting them.

e Strength in difficulty: Learning resilience, * Better communication and connection: Learning
adaptability, compassion and empathy to navigate the healing journey together

* Improved knowledge: Learning about PTSIs * Self-awareness and growth: Learning about your
through firsthand experience strengths as an individual and as a Family

PTSIs and children

Children can be particularly sensitive to the impacts of a PTSI, especially when a person at home is suffering from
a PTSI. Each child may react differently to a Family member with a PTSI. Some common reactions include children

reporting or demonstrating:
* Feeling more anxious or worried than usual * Strained relationships with other Family members

* Feeling emotionally detached * Acting younger or older than their age, such as bed-

) ) ) wetting or taking on a “parent” role
* Feeling resentful towards their loved ones or their

Family situation e Over- or underachieving in school and other areas

of life
* Feeling responsible or blaming themselves for their

loved one’s symptoms * Behaving in an antisocial manner, such as being

. . . . aggressive or lying
* Being overly alert to avoid setting off their loved one’s

symptoms * Engaging in risky behaviours, such as taking illicit

) ) substances or dangerous driving
*  Working to please others, often to their own

detriment * Experiencing physical symptoms, such as stomach

aches or headaches

* Avoiding friends and Family




TIPS AND STRATEGIES

Your loved one’s recovery is not your responsibility, but as a Family member, you may play a
supportive role in their recovery journey.

Having a loved one with a PTSI can feel overwhelming at times, but there are healthy ways to
cope. The tips and strategies below can help to support yourself and your Family:

LOOklng after yourself Seeking mental health

. . . . support can sometimes feel
* Remember that looking after your well-being is your first priority. As PP . " .
overwhelming and impossible

. " n . .
the saying goes, “You cannot pour from an empty glass.” While it can Seeking support is important, but
be challenging, try your best to eat regularly, get rest and maintain the reality is that doing so can take
significant time, energy and money.

health (e.g. hi h i ical
your own health (e.g. brushing your teeth, attending your own medica Here are a few considerations that

appointments). may make the process feel less
daunting:
* Engage in activities or hobbies that recharge your batteries and bring
. o . . ) *  If you have one, talk to your
you happiness (e.g. being in nature, reading or watching your favourite family doctor first, as they can
television show). help connect you with other

professionals in your area, such
. .. as therapists or counsellors.
* Acknowledge that whatever range of emotions you may be feeling is P

completely normal. *  Use an online directory to find

a list of services and supports
near you. Check out the Atlas
Institute’s website or PSPNET for
getting dedicated help for yourself and separate help for you and your some ideas.

* Seek support from a mental health professional as needed. Consider

loved one (e.g. couples therapy, group therapy). An important first « Ak your therapist or counsellor

step is to make an appointment with a qualified professional for an about virtual or evening sessions.

assessment. . Some areas have community

mental health clinics that can

offer free or low-cost services to

those who need it. You may also

consider participating in a free

community support group.

E I o Use a mental health app to
complement professional sup-
port, which you can access on
a smartphone or tablet at your
leisure.

N\,
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https://atlasveterans.ca/directory-of-services/
https://atlasveterans.ca/directory-of-services/
https://www.pspnet.ca/en/for-psp/other-services-resources

Learn more about PTSIs through existing resources
or supports. Better understanding PTSI can help you
support your and your loved one’s well-being. You
can learn more about the effects of a PTSI in our

What are PTSIs resource.

Although people with mental illness are not prone
to violence, common responses to trauma include
anger, irritability and aggression. Sometimes,
these behaviours can create problems within your
Family. Look out for your safety and the safety of
those around you, including that of your loved
one. Remember that having a PTSI does not justify
harming others emotionally or physically. There
are different approaches that can be helpful for
navigating certain behaviours related to PTSIs, such
as anger. For more resources and information for

Families, check out the Atlas Institute’s website.

Contextualizing
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Remember that your loved one’s behaviours are not
personal and not your fault (e.g. reduced intimacy
can be common for people with a PTSI, without
having anything to do with rejecting their loved

ones).

Explain symptoms to children using relatable
examples (e.g. “Because of Mom's/Dad’s injury, they
are very uncomfortable in crowded places, so they

may become impatient and be in a hurry to leave”).

You might not know what to do in every situation,

especially at first, and that is OK.

Reassure children as needed and emphasize that

their job as a child is to learn, grow and play.

Communicating

Language matters and can prompt certain emotions
— previously harmless language may now have
unintended meanings for a person living with a
PTSI. Focus on impact over intent. For example, try
offering smaller chunks of information or requests
at a time. Too much information at once may
overwhelm them. In practice, this may look like
asking them to do one task at a time (e.g. “Would
you be able to pick up some milk after work?”)
instead of multiple items (“Would you be able to pick
up some milk after work, as well as drop these off at
the post office, and then walk the dog when you get

home?”).

Sometimes PTSI symptoms can make communication
more challenging, which may require more patience,

understanding and support than usual.

Be open and honest about how you are feeling.
Ignoring problems will not make them go away.
You may need help from a qualified professional to

navigate challenging conversations.

Talk openly to your children about PTSIs, using easy
and safe language (e.g. focus on the impact of the
PTSI rather than events that contributed to it).

LJ)


https://atlasveterans.ca/documents/what-are-post-traumatic-stress-injuries-en.pdf
https://atlasveterans.ca/knowledge-hub/families-and-friends/
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Establish household routines that are consistent and predictable. \ g ’

Routines can offer certainty and stability for everyone in your Family,

including yourself.

Adopt special words and cues that help identify when PTSI symptoms
are having an impact (e.g. having a bad day can be expressed as feeling

Ilredll)

Set aside time just for you or your child(ren). This dedicated time can
provide something to look forward to, without worrying about how your

loved one might react or respond.

Be open to modifying your usual activities to make them more PTSI-
friendly (e.g. popcorn and movie night at home rather than at the
movie theatre). If you or your loved one(s) are working with a qualified

professional, check to make sure your activities are consistent with their

recommendations.

Set and respect healthy boundaries. Give and take space as needed (e.g.

take timeouts when emotions heighten).

Becoming an ally

*  Become an ally in your loved one's treatment. For example, your loved
one may want you to accompany them to occasional appointments™®
to learn how to best support them in their recovery. This can offer
numerous benefits, from reduction in symptoms to improved quality

of care.

*Note: Every situation is unique. It is important to act in alignment with the

needs, values and preferences of your Family member.

Visit the website to learn more: atlasveterans.ca/PSP
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https://atlasveterans.ca/psp
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