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ABSTRACT 

Post-traumatic stress disorder is very prevalent among veterans returning back from military 

combat operations. In this research, meaning, the causes, symptoms of Post-traumatic stress 

disorder in military veterans is studied. Also, the diagnosis criteria for Post-traumatic stress 

disorder as mentioned in DSM is summarized here. A case illustration is given with a patient 

undergoing certain symptoms. Further study is done on how his symptoms relate to Post-

traumatic stress disorder and what treatment can be suggested for him 

INTRODUCTION 

PTSD which is Post-traumatic stress disorder is a disorder which takes place after a person 

experiences a traumatic situation or a life threatening event PTSD (National Center for PTSD, 

2016). It is fairly common for a person’s mind to be in shock right after such events, however, in 

case of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, it results in a mental health problem when their nervous 

system gets affected. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder is very common among military veterans 

since they are exposed to combat and some disturbing scenarios.  

CRITERIA IN DSM (cited verbatim,PTSD : National Center for PTSD,2018) 

The American Psychiatric Association has made certain changes to the PTSD diagnostic criteria. 

It has been given in the fifth edition of its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM-5; 1). The criteria cited for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder are: 

Criterion A (one required): The person was exposed to: death, threatened death, actual or 

threatened serious injury, or actual or threatened sexual violence, in the following way(s): 
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● Direct exposure 

● Witnessing the trauma 

● Learning that a relative or close friend was exposed to a trauma 

● Indirect exposure to aversive details of the trauma, usually in the course of 

professional duties (e.g., first responders, medics) 

Criterion B (one required): The traumatic event is persistently re-experienced, in the following 

way(s): 

● Unwanted upsetting memories 

● Nightmares 

● Flashbacks 

● Emotional distress after exposure to traumatic reminders 

● Physical reactivity after exposure to traumatic reminders 

Criterion C (one required): Avoidance of trauma-related stimuli after the trauma, in the following 

way(s): 

● Trauma-related thoughts or feelings 

● Trauma-related reminders 

Criterion D (two required): Negative thoughts or feelings that began or worsened after the 

trauma, in the following way(s): 

● Inability to recall key features of the trauma 

● Overly negative thoughts and assumptions about oneself or the world 

● Exaggerated blame of self or others for causing the trauma 
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● Negative affect 

● Decreased interest in activities 

● Feeling isolated 

● Difficulty experiencing positive affect 

Criterion E (two required): Trauma-related arousal and reactivity that began or worsened after 

the trauma, in the following way(s): 

● Irritability or aggression 

● Risky or destructive behavior 

● Hypervigilance 

● Heightened startle reaction 

● Difficulty concentrating 

● Difficulty sleeping 

Criterion F (required): Symptoms last for more than 1 month. 

Criterion G (required): Symptoms create distress or functional impairment (e.g., social, 

occupational). 

Criterion H (required): Symptoms are not due to medication, substance use, or other illness. 

Two specifications: 

● Dissociative Specification. In addition to meeting criteria for diagnosis, an 

individual experiences high levels of either of the following in reaction to trauma-

related stimuli: 

https://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/PTSD-overview/Dissociative_Subtype_of_PTSD.asp
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● Depersonalization. Experience of being an outside observer of or 

detached from oneself (e.g., feeling as if "this is not happening to me" or 

one were in a dream). 

● Derealization. Experience of unreality, distance, or distortion (e.g., 

"things are not real"). 

● Delayed Specification. Full diagnostic criteria are not met until at least six months 

after the trauma(s), although onset of symptoms may occur immediately. 

PTSD IN MILITARY VETERANS 

Almost every military person undergoes some traumatic event in their life since they are exposed 

to many dangerous situations like innocent killings, survival traumas, highly unexpected 

situations and life threatening scenarios. Though they are given beforehand training to stay 

strong in such situations, most of them end up getting stressed or depressed in later part of their 

lives owing to such exposure. They usually find it difficult to mix with their family, friends and 

normal day to day life. They tend to feel disconnected, panicky, distressed and showcase 

heightened emotions(National Center for PTSD, 2016). Many resort to alcohol and substance 

abuse to cope up with these memories  

CAUSES 

There are main two causes for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder in military veterans. These take 

place due to reflexes by nervous system. One cause is mobilization which occurs when a military 

person needs to defend themselves for survival during combat (Smith et al., 2018). In 

mobilization, heart beats increase along with blood pressure and body responses are quicker. 

However, after the situation is over, body goes back to normal condition. In case of Post-
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Traumatic Stress Disorder, immobilization occurs in which the stress experienced during combat 

is so high that even after the episode, the human body and mind is not able to get back to normal 

self, in a way it gets stuck (Smith et al., 2018). 

SYMPTOMS 

Symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder might develop immediately or after long period of 

time. These symptoms can be divided into four types 1) Consistent reminders of the traumatic 

event like nightmares, disturbing thoughts etc. which can lead to panic attacks, shaking etc. 2) 

The person might try to avoid things, instances which remind them of the tragic events. They 

tend to lose interest in normal activities and may seem to drift away from family, friends. 3) The 

person tends to develop a negative attitude about life in general and showcases fear or guilt. 4) 

The person might show heightened emotions like anger over small issues, more vigil, irritating 

and might experience insomnia(Smith et al., 2018). 

CASE ILLUSTRATION 

Suppose Mr. Jones is becoming largely involved in alcohol and drug use, shows aggressive 

behavior. This directly links him to the criteria for mental health disorder. On further 

examination, it was found that he was a military combat veteran which directly links his disorder 

to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. His interviews were taken to understand what he went 

through. He revealed many traumatic instances related to combat, and also gave a detail 

overview of an incidence which haunts him the most. He has a long history of cocaine use along 

with alcohol and other substances, depression and anxiety. He is in remission for four years. He 

likes to stay alone and seems withdrawn from his family.  
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His symptoms match with the criteria mentioned in DSM 5 . He has personally experienced 

traumatic events during combat. This therefore matches the Criteria A mentioned in DSM-5. The 

patient also showcases nightmares, flashbacks, which are mentioned as Criteria B in DSM - 5. 

Thus he can be diagnosed with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. 

TREATMENT 

One of the most effective treatments for Post- Traumatic Stress Disorder is Prolonged Exposure. 

This treatment is based on the fact that fear is structured in memory by three ways : feared 

stimuli like unusual noise, physiological response to danger like increased heart beat and 

developing a generalization towards this stimuli and response like ‘under attack’.(Cook et al., 

2017) Patients suffering from Post- Traumatic Stress Disorder generally believe that anything 

they face is dangerous and they can do nothing about it. Through prolonged exposure, the fear 

senses are activated but not their outcomes, thus helping the patients to differentiate between the 

actual traumatic events and their memories. 

The treatment for this patient should be done using prolonged exposure, in which the sessions for 

discussions should be about 60-90 minutes sessions. In this, discussion about the traumatic 

events faced by the patient should be carried out for a prolonged period like 8-10 weeks or more 

if required, since this allows appropriate processing of those events. Putting the actual events in 

words helps the patient to emotionally connect to the memories and realize what part of the 

memories were the cause and with time, understands that these memories are not harmful. (Cook 

et al., 2017)Repetitive discussion helps to reduce distress with the prolonged treatment since the 

fear of the traumatic memory decreases after multiple discussions (Reisman, 2016). 
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During the discussions, the patient should be asked to tell the stories in detail,  so that the fear 

associated with it will decrease. He should be asked what event/memory is the most distressing. 

It assists the patient in understanding that memories are not supposed to be painful and that the 

agony associated with them does not last forever. Through frequent discussions on the events, it 

can help the patient to understand how these events are actually affecting his mood, perception 

towards life(Reisman, 2016).. It can help to revive his attachment to his family and generate 

excitement about life by leaving the painful memories behind. It will assist the patient in 

knowing his thoughts and actions thoroughly.  

The discussions will help to pinpoint which parts are affecting certain emotions in his life like 

anger, guilt, fear etc. What is required for the patient is to gain confidence again in life to live the 

rest of his life peacefully and not let the past affect his present.  

This treatment however conforms to the non-pharmaceutical types in which medication is not 

used. The patient might however require medications if Mr. Jones experiences certain symptoms 

like extreme loss of sleep, panic attacks, violent behavior etc. Other small scale treatments which 

can be used are exercising. Exercising helps to release endomorphins which primarily help to 

improve you mood(Smith et al., 2018). It will also help to improve the patient’s concentration by 

focusing on his thoughts. Other activities like breathing exercises, yoga also help to improve 

attention. 

The patient should also be advised to refrain from drinking though he is already in remission. 

The patient should be asked to follow a healthy diet since it plays a major role in a person’s 

mood during the day. The patient should be medicated, if required for proper sleep because lack 

of sleep leads to anger and irritation in mood(Smith et al., 2018).  
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