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Background 

For many trauma survivors, nightmares aren’t fleeting fears, rather, they are recurring 

episodes that steadily wear down mental well being. Trauma-induced dreams, often referred to as 

trauma-related nightmares, are commonly associated with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). 

With nearly 70% of individuals with psychiatric disorders reporting sleep difficulties, 

(Mendoza-Alvarez, 2025), it raises the question: What are the negative implications on mental 

well being from trauma induced dreams? Trauma-induced dreams are consistently associated 

with impaired mental health, and interfere heavily with recovery for individuals exposed to 

trauma, contributing to a cycle of distress. According to a clinical studies report conducted by 

assistant scientists Anthony Reffi and Lia Smith at the International Society for Traumatic Stress 

Studies, trauma-related nightmares are linked to disrupted Rapid Eye Movement, or REM, sleep 

patterns and heightened emotional arousal, (Reffi & Smith, 2022). Similarly, the National 

Library of Medicine reports that persistent trauma-related sleep disturbances are associated with 

greater PTSD symptom severity, weakening the chance of recovery (Secrist et al. 2019). 

Together, these findings highlight how trauma-induced dreams perpetuate negative well-being. 

Inability to gain the necessary benefits of sleep reinforces daytime fatigue, as seen in peer 

reviewed studies conducted by sleep-health researchers from the National Library of Medicine 

(Shah et al., 2025), indicating time that is supposed to be dedicated to gaining neurological 

benefits is being heavily interrupted. Trauma induced nightmares impair mental well-being by 

disrupting REM sleep and emotional regulation, intensifying PTSD symptoms and self- 

reinforcing cycles of distress, making comprehensive treatment necessary for effective long-term 

recovery.  
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Disrupted Sleep Patterns and Emotional Regulation 

The issue of impaired mental health among individuals exposed to trauma exists largely 

due to the disruption of healthy sleep processes responsible for emotional regulation. Nightmares 

disrupt REM sleep, impairing emotional regulation. The Sleep Research Society study found that 

trauma induced dreams interfere with REM sleep, a stage of heightened brain activity involved 

in emotional processing and memory regulation, reducing the intensity of negative experiences, 

(Mahr et al. 2025). This increases emotional distress during waking hours. Lack of a functioning 

system that successfully processes distressing memories causes these disturbances to appear with 

heightened intensity. This implies sleep disturbances actually help sustain trauma effects. In 

addition, clinical research conducted from the Journal of Clinical Medicine reports that rather 

than the nightmares themselves, the distress associated with experiencing nightmares is 

correlated with severe mental instability. Persistent trauma-related sleep disturbances are 

associated with emotional reactivity and difficulty regulating emotions, especially among 

individuals with PTSD, (Akkaoui et al., 2020). Together these findings establish how emotional 

dysregulation worsens feelings of fear and anxiety surrounding experiencing trauma-induced 

dreams, further increasing the chances of poor sleep, and therefore mental health.  

One promising approach to reducing the mental health impacts of trauma-induced dreams 

is introducing pharmacological and non-pharmacological interventions designed to alleviate 

symptoms and reduce nightmare intensity. Clinical research conducted by postdoctoral 

candidates in the Psychiatry Library Investigation Journal highlights that medications such as 

prazosin can decrease the frequency and severity of trauma-related nightmares, as it sufficiently 

antagonizes harmful receptors that stimulate non-REM sleep in the central nervous system, 

(Paiva et al. 2021). Disrupting these mechanisms in the nervous system can improve sleep 
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quality, improving daily functioning. While pharmacological approaches target the 

neurobiological mechanisms that sustain trauma related nightmares, improvements in sleep 

quality create the conditions necessary for behavioral therapies to address the cycle of emotional 

disruptance. Complementing this, behavioral health specialists Alyssia Simos and David Berle 

from the European Journal of Trauma and Dissociation emphasize how cognitive behavioral 

therapies, including Nightmare Rehearsal Therapy, further reduce nightmares and improve PTSD 

symptom management (Simos et al., 2023). Building on this, Dr. Ann Wagner and other sleep 

researchers define Nightmare Rehearsal Therapy as the practice of writing and rehearsing the 

script of a revised, non-distressing dream (Wagner et al., 2023). Reframing traumatic memories 

allows the brain to further emphasize less distressing interpretations, reversing stagnant trauma 

recovery. Ignoring these regulations can trap individuals in a negative cycle, due to the inability 

to be comfortable with oneself. To combat this, policymakers must balance the accessibility of 

medication based treatments with the sustained benefits of therapy based care. However, a 

clinical review from the National Library of Medicine caution that individual trauma histories, 

comorbid conditions, and treatment adherence can limit outcomes. This indicates that trauma 

informed, flexible care models are essential to maximize effectiveness, (Malek et al. 2025). 

Ultimately, it is essential for policymakers to take steps forward towards mitigating the long-term 

effects of nightmares by implementing medication treatments and therapy based care, in order to 

provide individuals a path to recovery.  

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder Symptoms 

Trauma induced nightmares worsen PTSD symptoms, including intrusive memories, and 

hyperarousal. A 2025 medical review in PubMed Central reports that persistent trauma induced 

dreams are associated with increased PTSD symptom severity, as recurrent nightmares sustain 
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heightened physiological arousal (Sheaves et al. 2023). To corroborate this idea, a 2023 study in 

the Journal of Clinical Medicine found that individuals who experience frequent trauma related 

nightmares report higher levels of intrusive thoughts and hyperarousal, or a state of heightened 

chronic stress, further suggesting sleep disturbances worsen PTSD symptomology through poor 

sleep quality (Rolling et al., 2023). These studies indicate how trauma-induced dreams are not 

merely a byproduct of PTSD, but a contributing factor to a greater cycle that intensifies symptom 

severity and impedes psychological recovery. Without intervention, lack of guided direction 

could result in increased hopelessness in an attempt to escape from one's own mind.  

One proposed solution to the worsening of PTSD symptoms caused by trauma-induced 

dreams is the targeted treatment of nightmares. Psychiatric researchers emphasize clinical 

interventions that directly reduce nightmare frequency, arguing that limiting repeated nocturnal 

exposure to nightmares can alleviate intrusive thoughts and hyperarousal, as hyperarousal “leads 

to increased chances of subsequent nightmares,” (Sheaves et al. 2023). Supporting this 

perspective, a report from PubMed suggests that trauma induced nightmares function as a 

reinforcing mechanism for PTSD symptoms, indicating that interventions aimed at disrupting 

this cycle may improve symptom trajectories, (Reffi et al., 2025). Alleviating PTSD symptoms, 

present an effective way to shut down this harmful process altogether. In contrast, 

neuropsychiatric researchers add that focusing solely on nightmare reduction may be insufficient 

without addressing broader sleep regulation and trauma processing. Peer-reviewed research 

conducted in Science Direct highlights how integrated treatment approaches combining sleep 

focused interventions with trauma-informed psychological care are more effective than single 

method strategies, (Mendoza Alvarez et al. 2025). While nightmare-targeted treatments offer a 

clear pathway to symptom relief, effectiveness may be limited when underlying sleep 



NIGHTMARES: HOW TRAUMA-INDUCED DREAMS WORSEN                                     6 
MENTAL HEALTH 

dysregulation, or if unaddressed trauma-induced cognitive patterns remain. This provides an 

additional perspective by emphasizing the need for more in-depth, comprehensive solutions that 

address all aspects of the problem. Although resources are required, these findings demonstrate 

that integrated treatment approaches are most effective. Regardless, it is essential policymakers 

and officials begin taking steps toward implementing these combined strategies to present a path 

forward for trauma survivors towards building a new identity. 

 Conclusion 

Trauma-induced nightmares worsen PTSD symptoms and disrupt emotional regulation. 

Comprehensive treatments must address both sleep and trauma to reduce long term mental health 

impacts. Targeted interventions can alleviate symptoms, however short term fixes alone do not 

break the cycle of recurring trauma exposure, highlighting the need for comprehensive recovery 

strategies. Without intervention trauma survivors will continue to view themselves through the 

lens of their trauma, instead of who they are beyond the pain.   
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