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If you have PTSD, you may be at a greater risk to engage in a number of impulsive behaviors, such as 
deliberate self-harm.2 Therefore, it can be important to learn healthy ways of managing urges to engage 
in these behaviors. 
 
What Are Impulsive Behaviors? 
 
Impulsive behaviors are those that occur quickly without control, planning, or consideration of the 
consequences of that behavior. Impulsive behaviors tend to be connected with immediate positive 
consequences (for example, relief from emotional pain). 
 
However, in the long-term, there may be a number of negative consequences, such as greater emotional 
distress or regret. 
 
Common Serious Impulsive Behaviors 
 
In considering your behaviors, it may be helpful to think of some of the common serious impulsive 
behaviors with PTSD. Are any of these ways in which you are currently coping with emotional pain? 

• Eating disorders 
• Alcohol abuse or binging (self-medicating) 
• Drug abuse (prescription or illegal) 
• Self-harm 
• Suicidal thoughts 
• Gambling 

Managing Impulsive Behaviors 
 
There are a number of coping strategies available for preventing impulsive behaviors. If you struggle 
with impulsive behaviors, try one (or all) of the coping strategies below to see if you can get a better 
handle on problematic behaviors. 
 

1. Distract Yourself 
 
Urges to engage in impulsive behaviors may be very strong and hard to cope with. However, these 
urges generally pass fairly quickly. Therefore, if you can distract yourself when experiencing an 
urge, you may be able to sit with an urge until it passes. 
 
Fortunately, there are a number of healthy distraction strategies3 that may be helpful in riding out 
a strong urge or emotional experience. 
 
Involve your senses in grounding techniques, basically a form of distraction, until you can replace 
impulsive behaviors with healthier behaviors. 
 

  

https://www.verywell.com/impulsive-behavior-2797366
https://www.verywell.com/ptsd-and-impulsive-behaviors-2797538
https://www.verywell.com/ptsd-and-impulsive-behaviors-2797538
https://www.verywell.com/self-medication-in-ptsd-2797539
https://www.verywell.com/coping-with-emotions-with-distraction-2797606
https://www.verywell.com/grounding-techniques-for-ptsd-2797300
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2. Replace Your Impulsive Behavior 
 
Even though impulsive behaviors may lead to long-term problems, in the moment, they are 
serving a purpose. 
 
For example, they may help you cope with emotional pain. Therefore, one way of preventing 
impulsive behaviors is finding another, healthier behavior that may serve that same purpose. 
Healthy behaviors that could replace impulse behaviors include: 
• Seeking out a friend 
• Writing about your emotions.(check out the steps for journaling about your PTSD in this 

article) 
• Meet with your therapy group or a friend from your group 

 
Try to find a healthy way of relieving emotional pain that will not have long-term negative 
consequences for you. 
 
3. Identify the Negative Consequences 
 
We tend to be driven by the short-term consequences of a behavior. That is, we usually repeat 
behaviors that work well for us in the moment, regardless of what their long-term negative 
consequences are. Therefore, it can be useful to increase your awareness of the long-term 
negative consequences of a behavior. One way to do this is by identifying the short- and long-term 
pros and cons of a behavior. 
 
4. Change the Consequences of a Behavior 
 
People continue to engage in impulsive behaviors because they do something positive in the 
moment (for example, taking away anxiety or fear). One way to reduce the likelihood of an 
impulsive behavior is to take away its short-term positive effect. 
 
As soon as you engage in an impulsive behavior, immediately conduct a chain analysis to connect 
with why you engaged in that behavior in the first place. In a chain analysis, you try to connect all 
of the links between the behavior and the consequences. Steps may include: 
• Identifying the behavior to change 
• Identify what happened prior to the behavior you wish to change 
• Evaluate your thoughts and feelings at that time 
• Identify what your thoughts and feelings made you want to do 
• Consider the consequences that occurred 

 
This process will put you back in touch with all those emotions that you were trying to get away 
from in the first place and force you to face and cope with them in another, healthy way. It can 
also be very helpful to reward yourself when you don't engage in an impulsive behavior. 

 
Bottom Line on Coping With Impulsive Behaviors 
 
Impulsive behaviors can be very difficult to cope with; however, it is possible. Identify some impulsive 
behaviors that you would like to change, and next time you notice an urge to engage in those behaviors 
coming on, try one of the coping strategies above. It may be difficult at first; however, with every 

https://www.verywell.com/how-to-use-journaling-to-cope-with-ptsd-2797594
https://www.verywell.com/the-benefits-of-group-therapy-for-ptsd-2797656
https://www.verywell.com/how-to-do-a-chain-analysis-for-problem-behaviors-2797587
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success, it will become easier and easier to find healthy ways of coping with PTSD. Some of these 
strategies may include: 

• Learning about your diagnosis (finding information about PTSD) 
• Seeing a therapist  
• Join a support group 
• Practice deep breathing exercises 
• Practice self-monitoring 

 
 
 
 
 

 

1 Matthew Tull, Ph.D. Managing Impulsive Behaviors with PTSD. Verywell.com, 
https://www.verywell.com/managing-impulsive-behaviors-2797608  
2 Other impulsive behaviors include (from Alajandra Salazar, Cognifit, Impulsive Behavior: What is it, what are its 
symptoms, causes and can it be diagnosed? May 30, 2017, https://blog.cognifit.com/impulsive-behavior/): 

• Low self-control: another piece of cake, another cigarette, etc. There is usually no restraints or self-
control. 

• Low perseverance: wasting time “because the task isn’t as exciting as we thought” is very common. 
Excitement dictates the next move. Overcoming procrastination becomes very difficult. 

• Searching for new experiences: Driven by intense positive or negative emotions our cognitive skills to 
plan and evaluate different alternatives are distorted, leading us later into regretting decisions made in 
the impulse of the moment. 

• Sexual Compulsion: It comes with an increased need for sexual behavior and sexual thoughts. It can be 
very risky to the person’s health as well as to their partner. 

• Internet addiction: It is related to excessive usage of the Internet, resulting in damage from gambling, 
online shopping or chatting. 

• Compulsive shopping: Buying impulsively when the purchases are not needed or cannot be afforded is a 
characteristic of this impulsive behavior. 

• Kleptomania: Impulsive urge to steal just for the gratification is a perfect example of how this behavior is 
related to emotional states. 

3 Listed below are some common distraction techniques from Dr. Matthew Tull, Verywell, updated Jan 22, 2018. 

• Count backwards from a large number by sevens or some other number (for example, 856, 849, 842, 835, 
etc.). 

• Take part in a fun and challenging game that requires some level of attention, such as a crossword puzzle 
or Sudoku. 

• Focus your attention on your environment. Name all the colors in the room. Try to memorize and recall all 
the objects that you see in a room. 

• Do something creative. Draw a picture or build a model. 

• Do some chores, such as cleaning the house, doing laundry, or washing dishes. 

• Read a good book or watch a funny movie. 

• Call or write a letter to a good friend or family member. 

• Exercise. 

• Go out shopping (even if it is just window shopping). 

• Take part in a self-soothing behavior. 

• Practice mindfulness.  

• Focus on your breathing. 
 

                                                           

https://www.verywell.com/coping-with-ptsd-a2-2797563
https://www.verywell.com/ethnic-and-racial-differences-in-ptsd-2797434
https://www.verywell.com/how-to-reduce-stress-by-deep-breathing-2797585
https://www.verywell.com/how-to-use-self-monitoring-for-ptsd-2797593
https://www.verywell.com/managing-impulsive-behaviors-2797608
https://blog.cognifit.com/self-control/
https://blog.cognifit.com/overcoming-procrastination/
https://www.cognifit.com/cognitive-skills
https://www.verywell.com/coping-with-stress-using-self-soothing-skills-2797579
https://www.verywell.com/using-mindfulness-for-ptsd-2797588

