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● Given the complex nature of PTSD and its symptoms a multi-

factorial approach is recommended to best support the needs of 

the individual and their family. 

● It is thought that co-morbidity can impede treatment response 
(Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2010)  

● The course of recovery and time to improve quality of life and 

function can vary significantly depending on the severity of 

PTSD and contextual factors. 

● Addressing any on-going exposure to trauma through expanding 

the circle of care to advocates and other care professionals may 

be necessary. 

● Ensuring culturally sensitive options are available and offered is 

important for short and long-term success. 

● Taking a strengths-based approach to work towards post-

traumatic growth helps build resilience (Klinic Community Health Centre, 2013) 

Treatment - Things to Keep in Mind 

2 

(Klinic Community Health Centre, 2013; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2010)  
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Metaphorically Speaking… 
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(Klinic Community Health Centre, 2013) 

“The experience of 

emotional overwhelm is 

similar to that of a shaken 

bottle of soda. Inside the 

bottle is a tremendous 

amount of pressure. The 

safest way to release the 

pressure is to open and 

close the cap in a slow, 

cautious and intentional 

manner so as to prevent 

an explosion” (Rothschild, 2010) 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 

● Caregivers may face challenges due to the individual distancing 

themselves emotionally, being irritable and even aggressive  
(Moye & Rouse, 2014).  

● Assess and offer treatment for Vicarious / Secondary PTSD in 

caregivers and family members. (Cieslak et al., 2015) 

● Individuals with PTSD often pull away from relationships due to 

feeling misunderstood and unable to relate to friends and family 

members (Bellamy & Hardy, 2015)  

● Education and counselling are important for the individual with 

PTSD and their families to improve relationships and create a 

supportive network  

 

Improving Relationships 
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(Bellamy & Hardy, 2015; Cieslak et al., 2015; Moye & Rouse, 2014) 
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● Van Liempt’s (2012) sleep studies with veterans with PTSD 

suggests that activity of the HPA-AXIS and SNS is involved in 

the disturbed sleep of those with PTSD (van Liempt, 2012)  

● Moye & Rouse (2014) suggested that the hyperarousal and 

increased adrenergic activity is related to symptoms such as 

nightmares and frequent awakenings in those with PTSD 

● If the individual also has TBI they are at increased risk for 

insomnia (Gilbert et al., 2015) 

● Due to the complex relationship between sleep, pain, mood and 

anxiety it is important to promote good sleep hygiene 

● It is important to discuss the increased risk of falls associated 

with sleep aids with older adults 

● PRAZOSIN has been recommended to treat nightmares while 

TRAZODONE has been recommended for improving sleep 

quality (van Liempt, 2012)  

Sleep Disturbances 

(Chan, Fan, & Unützer, 2011; Gilbert, Kark, Gehrman, & Bogdanova, 2015;  Moye & Rouse, 2014; van 

Liempt, 2012) 
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● Individuals who have PTSD and depression have been found 
to experience greater severity of depressive symptoms than 
those without PTSD and take longer to respond to treatment. 
(Chan et al., 2011; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2010) 

● Treatment drop out among those with comorbid MDD and 
PTSD is common (Flory & Yehuda, 2015) 

● There is evidence that collaborative care interventions are 
effective for later-life depression in a primary care setting 
which resulted in long-term improvements in role and social 
function. 

● A group format for older individuals can provide a forum for 
problem-solving trauma-related issues but was is ideal to 
addressing individual-specific issues. (Clapp & Beck, 2012) 

● Supporting the adoption of exercise into the individuals 
routine may help with depressive as well as other symptoms 
 

Depression 

(Chan et al., 2011; Clapp & Beck, 2012; Flory & Yehuda, 2015; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2010) 
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● Retraining thought patterns is an important element in treating 

anxiety (Statistics Canada, 2015)  

● Relaxation techniques and exercise are recommended in 

conjunction with therapeutic interventions  

● Given the high prevalence of dementia and cognitive decline 

in older adults with anxiety disorders (including PTSD), it is 

important to monitor and assess to support cognitive function 

and health (Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2010)  

● SSRI’s may prove helpful for hypervigilance but attempting 

non-pharmacological interventions first will avoid the risk of 

side effects and support the adoption of healthier lifestyle 

behaviours. 

Anxiety / Hyperviligance 

(Chan et al., 2011; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2010; Statistics Canada, 2015)  
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● A Canadian survey found that of the women’s treatment centres 
surveyed, 90% of the clients had experienced trauma in 
childhood and/or adulthood.  
(Klinic Community Health Centre, 2013) 

● Adopting a harm reduction approach for substance misuse / 
abuse in older adults with PTSD may provide the safest and 
sustainable option, given the increase risks associated with 
withdrawal (i.e., delirium) 

● COPE is a 12 week integrated treatment program specifically for 
comorbid PTSD and SUD which incorporates cognitive 
behavioural therapy in individual 90 minute sessions. This 
includes skill development for management strategies for PTSD 
and substance use triggers. (Korte et al., 2017) 

● Patient drop out is common and relapse prevention is an 
important part of the care plan. Trauma informed approaches for 
substance use issues are important. (British Columbia Centre for Excellence for Women’s 
Health, 2009) 

● Studies have shown that improvements in PTSD symptoms lead 
to reduced misuse of substances (McCauley et al., 2012) 

 

Substance Misuse / Abuse 

(British Columbia Centre for Excellence for Women’s Health, 2009; Klinic Community Health Centre, 2013; Korte et al., 2017; McCauley, 
Killeen, Gros, Brady, & Back, 2012)  
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● Suicidal ideation was found in around 2% of older adults with 

PTSD. Of those who also had MDD, the rates of suicidal 

ideation increased. (Beristianos et al., 2016) 

● Suicidal ideation appears to be higher in women with PTSD 

than men. This may be linked to the higher rates of childhood 

abuse among females. Although PTSD is more predictive of 

suicide attempts than past experience of abuse alone.  
(Panagioti et al., 2009) 

● Older adults who have received a diagnosis of a life-

threatening condition should be monitored for suicidal 

ideation (Beristianos et al, 2016) 

● Individuals with PTSD who had careers which provided them 

access to weapons should be monitored closely if suicidal risk 

is suspected. 

 

Suicidal Ideation / Behaviour 

(Beristianos, Maguen, Neylan, & Byers, 2016; Panagioti et al., 2009) 

 

9 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 

 
 

 

Understanding Suicide Risk & PTSD 

(Panagioti et al., 2009)  
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● A “sense of foreshortened future” contributes to suicide risk 
in those with PTSD. Individuals with PTSD have been found 
to have increased suicidal behaviours. (Panagioti et al., 2009) 

● This validates the findings of others (Tedstone & Tarrier, 
2003; Olley et al., 2005) who fond that there was a high 
prevalence of PTSD in those diagnosed with AIDS or HIV 
and that there was significantly higher suicidal ideation 
among those with these diagnosis and PTSD. 

 

In studies investing PTSD and suicide attempts in refugees Ferrada-

Noli et al. 1998 found “significant associations were found between 

the preferred methods for suicide and the torture methods to which 

refugees with PTSD had been previously subjected. Torture that 

included blunt force to the head and body was related to jumping 

from heights or in front of trains; torture involving water was 

associated with drowning; and sharp force torture was associated 

with self-inflicted stabbing or cutting” (Panagioti et al., 2009, p. 9) 
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● While PTSD sufferers have increased odds of experiencing 
paranoia and auditory hallucinations, this kind of psychosis 
doesn’t mean that antipsychotic treatment is best.  
Particularly for older adults with increased risks of adverse 
reactions.  Attempting antidepressants first to address PTSD 
symptoms is advisable. (Hammer & Tuerk, 2016) 

● In a study done by van den Berg et al., 2015 examining the 
effects of Trauma-Focused treatment in patients with 
Psychosis comorbid with PTSD found that this form of 
treatment did NOT exacerbate PTSD symptoms and that 
these individuals were less likely to be revictimized than the 
waitlist group. (van den Berg et al., 2015) 

● Similarly, de Bont et al., 2013 suggest that Trauma-Focused 
treatment approaches like PE and EMDR benefit individuals 
with PTSD comorbid with psychotic disorders. (de bont, et al., 2013) 

Psychosis / Responsive Behaviours 

(de bont, van Minnen, & de Jongh, 2013; Hammer & Tuerk, 2016; van den Berg et al., 2015)  
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● Medication on it’s own is insufficient to resolve PTSD.   

● Pharmacological treatments for PTSD aim at reducing the 

severity of symptoms by acting on the fear and anxiety 

circuitry of the brain.  

● At this time there are no specific best practice guidelines for 

prescribing Medications for PTSD in older adults.  For 

example, benzodiazepines are often prescribed for PTSD but 

are not an appropriate option for older adults as per the Beers 

Criteria.  

● See this link for geriatric considerations for commonly 

prescribed drugs for PTSD. See the additional resources 

folder for “Comparing SSRI & SNRI for Older Adult Use”. 
(Mitsch, 2012) 

Pharmacological Treatment 

12 

(Calleo & Stanley, 2008; Jeffreys, 2018; Mitsch, 2012; Moye & Rouse, 2014) 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.naccme.com/sites/naccme.com/files/session_uploads/015_USPC16_PTSD Psychosis Hamner Tuerk_FINAL SYLLABUS.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin/article/42/3/693/2414039
https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin/article/42/3/693/2414039
https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin/article/42/3/693/2414039
http://www.emdr.com.ua/fileadmin/user_upload/Articles08.2016-3/De_Bont_2013_Treating_PTSD_in_Patients_With_Psychosis.pdf
http://www.emdr.com.ua/fileadmin/user_upload/Articles08.2016-3/De_Bont_2013_Treating_PTSD_in_Patients_With_Psychosis.pdf
http://www.emdr.com.ua/fileadmin/user_upload/Articles08.2016-3/De_Bont_2013_Treating_PTSD_in_Patients_With_Psychosis.pdf
http://www.emdr.com.ua/fileadmin/user_upload/Articles08.2016-3/De_Bont_2013_Treating_PTSD_in_Patients_With_Psychosis.pdf
https://www.naccme.com/sites/naccme.com/files/session_uploads/015_USPC16_PTSD Psychosis Hamner Tuerk_FINAL SYLLABUS.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin/article/42/3/693/2414039
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4346171/table/T3/?report=objectonly
https://www.gnjournal.com/article/S0197-4572(12)00279-0/pdf
http://www.psychiatrictimes.com/anxiety/anxiety-disorders-later-life
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/treatment/overview/clinicians-guide-to-medications-for-ptsd.asp
https://www.gnjournal.com/article/S0197-4572(12)00279-0/pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4346171/
http://www.psychiatrictimes.com/anxiety/anxiety-disorders-later-life


12/4/2018 7 www.sageducation.ca 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 

● It is important to keep in mind the 

increased risks of potential drug-drug 

interactions, noncompliance or abuse of 

medication. Before prescribing assess 

for pre-existing substance 

misuse/abuse disorders.  

● At this time there is little evidence 

regarding the use of cannabis as a 

treatment option for PTSD in older 

adults. 

Pharmacological Treatment 

13 

(Calleo & Stanley, 2008; Moye & Rouse, 2014; Yarnell, 2015) 
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● Promising therapeutic interventions include: 

 Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (T-F CBT) 

 Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) 

 Prolonged Exposure Therapy (PE) 

● Complimentary & Alternative Medicines include: 

 rTMS 

 Acupuncture 

 Hypnotherapy 

 Meditation 

 Visualization 

 Neurofeedback 

● Support Groups help to reduce the isolation commonly 

experienced by individuals with PTSD and help foster 

resilience 

Non-Pharmacological Options 

(Moye & Rouse, 2014; Wahbeh, Senders, Neuendorf, & Cayton, 2014)  
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Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behaviour 

Therapy 

(National Institute for Health and Care Excellence [NICE], 2005; NICE, 2005b; Polak et al., 2012)  

15 

● This therapy focuses on dealing with memories of trauma. 

● The NICE guidelines for management of PTSD recommend 
TF- CBT as a first-line intervention for ALL individuals with 
PTSD. This recommendation is based on the findings of 
placebo-controlled trials and meta-analysis. (NICE, 2005;NICE, 2005b; 

Polak et al., 2012) 

● In a study by Polak et al., 2012 comparing TF-CBT to the 

pharmacological treatment of Paroxetine in patients with 

PTSD concluded that TF-CBT is the superior treatment in 

terms of cost-effectiveness and sustainability of positive 

outcomes. (Polak et al., 2012)  
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● EMDR focuses on dealing with trauma related memories by 

participating in activities that make the memories less 

upsetting to the individual (WebMD, 2017) 

● Mikhailova (2015) found that EMDR is highly effective in 

older adults by reducing anxiety, the number of somatic 

complaints and improving sleep. (Mikhailova, 2015) 

● Hyer (1995) found the EMDR was not only effective for 

treating the symptoms of PTSD in a 72 year old woman 

showing signs of dementia, but it was also efficient at 

bringing about positive effects in just 3 sessions. (Hyer, 1995) 

Eye Movement Desensitization and 

Reprocessing (EMDR) 

16 

(Hyer, 1995; Mikhailova, 2015; WebMD, 2017) 
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● PE Therapy involves exposing the individual with PTSD to 
the thoughts, feelings and environments that they had 
avoided because they triggered their PTSD symptoms.  This 
intervention is guided by the therapist to help the individual 
manage their thoughts and feelings about the trauma they 
experienced so that they no longer fear their memories.  
(Anxiety Canada, N.D.) 

● Cook et al. (2017) found that PE therapy is effective, safe 
and well tolerated by older adults without cognitive 
impairment. (Cook et al., 2017) 

● Thorp et al. (2012) concluded that after a 6 week pilot study 
with 11 older veterans utilizing PE therapy that this is an 
effective treatment which resulted in great reduction in 
symptoms. (Thorp et al., 2012) 

 

 

Prolonged Exposure Therapy (PE) 
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(Cook et al., 2017; Anxiety Canada, N.D. ; Thorp, Stein, Jeste, Patterson, & Wetherell, 2012) 
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• rTMS, acupuncture, hypnotherapy, mediation and 

visualization treatments for PTSD have been found to have 

positive evidence of effectiveness at improving symptoms 
(Wahbeh et al., 2014)  

• Neurofeedback sessions has shown some success in 

reducing the severity of symptoms in individuals who had 

multiple trauma exposures and who hadn’t responded to 

trauma-focused psychotherapy (van der Kolk et al., 2016) 

• It is important to ensure that CAM practitioners are tailoring 

their treatments to address the risks and needs of older 

adults as the evidence to date has focused on younger 

adults. 

Complimentary & Alternative Medicine 
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(van der Kolk et al., 2016; Wahbeh et al., 2014 ) 
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Understanding the Context & Culture 

(Bellamy & Hardy, 2015 ; Cieslak et al., 2013)  

● The individuals home and work environment can make a 

significant impact on the individual’s recovery. (Cieslak et al., 2013)  

● Bellamy & Hardy (2015) suggest that “culture may influence 

symptom experience as well as what is considered to be 

pathological and what is considered to be normal (Brave 

Heart, 1999).” 

● Ongoing trauma is challenging for both the individual and care 

provider because treatment protocols are based on the 

premise that PTSD arose out of a single traumatic experience. 

● Bellamy & Hardy suggest that incorporating the Aboriginal 

worldviews of connection, nature, balance and ceremony 

show greater promise than Westernized approaches to 

treating PTSD in Aboriginal persons. Providing care in 

culturally sensitive and appropriate ways is an important 

element of treatment success. (Bellamy & Hardy, 2015)  
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Recommendations 

● While Complex PTSD has yet to be included in the DSM it is 

important to consider the implications of ongoing and long-

term traumatic exposure, culture and context  

● Addressing the specific barriers of the individual (sensory 

impairments, mobility issues, cognitive decline) to obtain 

necessary treatment for recovery is a significant part of 

client-centred care. 

● Early intervention is recommended. 

● Combing non-pharmacological and pharmacological 

treatments may result in quick wins to reduce symptoms and 

improve quality of life. (Moye & Rouse, 2014)  

● The individual should be supported to achieve safety, self-

regulation, self-reflection, relational engagement and 

enhanced positive affect. 
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(Cook et al., 2017 ; Moye & Rouse, 2014)  
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Advocacy – Health Care Policy 

(Bellamy & Hardy, 2015, Klinic Community Health Centre, 2013; Manitoba Nurses Union, 2015; 

Statistics Canada, 2015)   

● Veterans, First Responders, Health 

Care Providers, Correctional Officers 

are all at risk of developing PTSD. 

Policies and Procedures to support 

prevention and early intervention are 

needed  

● Accumulation of traumatic experiences 

increases the risk of developing PTSD, 

better assessment and treatment earlier 

in life will help to prevent increases in 

rates of PTSD in the future. 
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“Everyone has a right to have a future that is not dictated by the past.” 
Karen Saakvitne, 2013 
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Summary > Healthy Eating & the 

Older Adult   
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 The complex nature of PTSD and it’s comorbidities can make diagnosis 
and treatment challenging 

 It is important to try to assess and treat PTSD as early on as possible due 
to the numerous negative impacts and outcomes on the individuals overall 
health and well-being. 

 Be cognizant of the risk that victims of trauma encounter when sharing their 
stories at being re-victimized through shaming or negative responses of 
others. 

 Be cognizant of the risk tThe complex nature of PTSD and it’s comorbidities 
can make diagnosis and treatment challenging.  

 It is important to try to assess and treat PTSD as early on as possible due 
to the numerous negative impacts and outcomes on the individuals overall 
health and well-being. 

 Be cognizant of the risk that victims of trauma encounter when sharing their 
stories at being re-victimized through shaming or negative responses of 
others. 

 Finding trained clinicians with the expertise in appropriate treatment options 
that are not fearful of opening a Pandora’s box can be a challenge.  

 That victims of trauma encounter when sharing their stories at being re-
victimized through shaming or negative responses of others. 
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