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In their exhaustive review, Bowers and Yehuda (2015)
examine the intergenerational transmission of stress in
humans. Although research in this field has been ongoing
for many years, Bowers and Yehuda (2015) note, our
understanding of this problem is just starting to emerge.
As such, would it perhaps be prudent to expand the
conversation? Just as we look to understand the intergenera-
tional transmission of stress, so too should we be looking for
ways to break this cycle.
For example, throughout their paper, Bowers and Yehuda

(2015) highlight the intergenerational burden of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Could they be signaling a
potentially serious public health problem for the coming
years? As the United States continues to withdraw from
foreign theaters of combat, it is reasonable to expect an
increase in the number of veterans who experienced
traumatic stress during military service. In FY2011, 476 515
veterans received services related to the diagnosis of PTSD at
US Department of Veterans Affairs health-care facilities (US
Department of Veterans Affairs, 2014).
The question remains if effectively treating PTSD in this

generation can help prevent untoward consequences in the
next generation. Unfortunately, even after psychotherapy,
many current and former military personnel continue to
meet diagnostic criteria for PTSD (Steenkamp et al, 2015).
While this highlights an urgent need for innovative
treatment options, it also underscores the need for changing
the conversation of intergenerational transmission, to
include not just stress but also resilience.
Bowers and Yehuda (2016) hypothesize that PTSD

‘manifest[s] from a deficit in the ability to shift behavior in
response to changing contexts’ (p 242). If we enhance the
ability of our veterans to shift their behavior in response to
traumatic stress, could we also enhance this ability in the
next generation? Different developmental theories appear to
speak in favor of such reasoning (eg, Callaghan et al, 2013;
Feder et al, 2009).

A number of long-term longitudinal projects examining
veteran health outcomes are currently underway. Further, a
number of well-developed mental health support options
exist for veterans and their families. In many ways, this has
created a solid foundation for examining intergenerational
outcomes, inclusive of the transmission of stress as well as
resilience. Of note is that most PTSD studies focus only on
outcomes of the individuals receiving the treatment. If true,
we foresee the intergenerational transmission of resilience as
also being an important tool for addressing mental health
stigma. Where service members and veterans may not be
inclined to seek treatment for themselves, perhaps they
would be willing to seek out treatment for the benefit of their
children and grandchildren. Understanding the solution is
just as important as understanding the problem.
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