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Understanding 
PTSD
Recognising and coping with traumatic    
stress injuries



Introduction 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is best understood 
as a traumatic stress injury. It involves reactions to extreme 
stress and trauma that can affect your thinking, emotions, 
physical sensations, and behaviour. 

These are natural responses to stress that usually subside when the stressful event 
passes. But with PTSD they get “locked on”.

Just like physical injuries, we as humans can be more or less resilient to stress injuries 
depending on a number of factors. 

But none of us are immune, and just like elite sports people who can be injured at the 
peak of their fitness, even the toughest of first responders can incur a traumatic stress 
injury if a particular thing hits at a particular time.
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How common is 
PTSD? 
First responders with more than 10 years’ service are 6 times more likely 
to experience symptoms of PTSD. 

Poor workplace practices andculture were found to be as damaging to 
mental health as occupational trauma.

More than half of all first responder employees indicated they had 
experienced a traumatic event that deeply affected them.

In Australia, about 1 in 10 first responders develop PTSD compared with 
1 in 20 in the general population.

PTSD often co-occurs with depression, substance abuse, or some form 
of anxiety. 

This resource is designed to help first responder families understand 
what you may be going through with PTSD. Head to our resource library 
for additional tools to support yourself and others through challenging 
experiences.U
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What is trauma?
PTSD is caused by trauma. Simply put, trauma is something that affects our sense of 
the world being safe. There are three broad categories of trauma experienced by first 
responders:

Physical threat
This type of trauma involves threats to physical safety that cause intense fear, 
helplessness or loss of control. Examples include:

Accidents

Natural disasters

Physical and sexual violence

Armed law enforcement operations

Moral injury
Traumatic stress can also come from events that threaten the integrity of social norms 
and rules that create order and safety. These can leave feelings of outrage, anger, guilt, 
or bitterness. Examples include:

Acts that transgress your sense of what is morally right

Betrayal

Injustice

Exposure to human vulnerability and suffering

Traumatic loss
Another - often overlooked - cause of traumatic stress injury for first responders involves 
traumatic loss of life. This can cause intense feelings of shock, grief, guilt, and concerns 
for human dignity and vulnerability. Examples include:

Sudden, horrifying, or violent loss of life

Death of a vulnerable person (e.g. child, elderly)

Personal connection or identification with the victim of an accident or crime 
(e.g. same age as own child)
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Traumatic 
stress injury
Traumatic stress injuries can occur 
immediately after a particularly overwhelming 
event, or build up over time.

Sometimes there is a gradual wearing down of 
resilience where organisational factors, work-
life imbalances, physical injuries, or otherlife 
stressors combine to overwhelm your capacity 
to cope. 

This can sometimes result in delayed PTSD 
reactions to events that you may have coped 
with in the past.

One particularly powerful mechanism of 
traumatic injury for first responders occurs 
when there is some personal connection to an 
event.

First responders typically cope with the 
challenges they face by creating a degree of 
emotional distance from events. 

But even the strongest suit of armour 
has chinks. Sometimes trauma finds your 
vulnerable places and penetrates the usual 
barriers that protect you.
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Understanding the 
diagnosis 
PTSD involves a set of reactions that are remarkably common amongst people who 
have experienced traumatic stress injuries. These include:

Intrusions
Being “haunted” by traumatic experiences which may occur in theform of nightmares, 
memories, and physical or emotional reactions that can intrude unexpectedly in daily 
life or when triggered by people, places, objects and sensory experiences (sounds, 
smells, etc) associated with traumatic events.

Physical Reactivity
The body getting stuck in survival mode means that people with PTSD can feel 
constantly wired, hyper sensitive to things like noise, and have difficulty winding down. 
It can be very difficult to relax, and sleep can become a big problem.

Changes in Beliefs and Mood
Trauma can change how you feel about yourself, the world and other people. You 
may feel guilty, blame yourself for certain events, or feel mistrusting or angry towards 
certain people or groups.

Avoidance
Survival through avoiding triggers or feelings of vulnerability - is a coping mechanism 
used to avoid the severe discomfort of these reactions. It can also cause people to 
withdraw and feel detached from people - perhaps even feeling numb and detached 
from feelings of love and connection.

Many people react to the word ‘disorder’, 
but this is simply a technicalterm used 
to indicate that a mental health problem 
is having a significant impact on your 
wellbeing and functioning.
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What does PTSD feel 
like?
If you are experiencing some of these signs and symptoms, it may not mean that you 
would be diagnosed with PTSD. If you are concerned, please seek medical advice. 

Constantly on edge, agitated or vulnerable with a sense of dread.

Unable to settle or sleep, constantly tired or exhausted.

Feeling betrayed by the body - unable to trust your reactions, or feeling 
teary for no apparent reason. 

Everything feels like a threat - seeing potential danger or wrongdoing 
everywhere, even in everyday activities.

Feel self-conscious - like everyone can see your vulnerability.

Preoccupied - distracted by past events or themes and can’t stop thinking 
about them. Replaying events, trying to change outcomes (what ifs, shoulds, 
if onlys).

Feeling broken, diminished and embarrassed.

Feeling contaminated/toxic

Loss of functioning - unable to do tasks that used to be easy or find it takes 
a lot more effort.

Difficulty concentrating and remembering things.

Feeling isolated – like no one can understand.

Preoccupied with feelings of anger, guilt, or shame, and sense that you don’t 
deserve happiness.

Feeling emotionally numb and completely cut off from others.

Loss of trust and faith in people.

Needing to maintain vigilance - patrolling your house or sitting where you 
can see exits, creating an emergency strategy in public places.
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Understanding triggers
When you have PTSD, there are many things that can trigger thebody’s threat system, 
disturbing memories and strong emotions.

Just like when physical injuries are agitated, they can flare up - triggering or aggravating 
pain to protect us from further injury. Triggers work in a similar way with traumatic stress 
injuries.

Sights, sounds, and smells associated with traumatic events

Anniversaries of events, a specific time of day or year

Certain seasons or weather

News or conversations about related events or issues

Crowds and situations that feel confining

Tension and conflict

Uniforms, service vehicles and sirens

Physical discomfort, such as fatigue, hunger, or sexual frustration

Bodily sensation that can relate to the trauma

Strong emotions, especially feeling frustrated, helpless, out of control, or 
trapped
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Treatment and recovery
It is absolutely possible to recover from PTSD. Some people even saythat they 
have grown in significant ways. As you heal, you learn to better look after yourself 
- increasing your connection to yourself, loved ones, and the things that are most 
important in your life.

While psychological interventions are considered first line treatments for PTSD, 
medication can also form part of recovery in helping to stabilise symptoms and mood.

There is also a growing body of research that demonstrates the benefits of exercise, 
yoga, and mindfulness practices for PTSD symptoms in addition to psychological 
therapy.

The core ingredients of PTSD treatment involve:
• Processing the events or themes that haunt you

• Learning to turn the volume down on the threat system

• Reducing avoidant coping behaviours that reinforce thethreat response

Treatment usually involves weekly 
sessions with a psychologist and the 
time-frame for recovery can vary 
depending on how much trauma you 
have been exposed to, and how long 
you have been living with the injury.

U
nd

er
st

an
d

in
g

 P
TS

D

8



Contact us

Are you... 
A first responder who is struggling? 

Reach out to our team for specialised help and support.

For more information on who can access our services, visit the Who we 
serve page on our website, fortemaustralia.org.au/who-we-serve.

To speak with a professional at Fortem Australia, please contact us by email 
or phone.

psychology@fortemaustralia.org.au 
1300 33 95 94
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