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Overview

Trauma: actual or threatened death, serious 
injury or sexual violence

Stress: feeling overwhelmed, worried or run 
down

General adaptation syndrome (GAS)

Bereavement and grief

Bereavement: recent loss of a significant 
person due to death

Grief: emotional response to bereavement, 
both emotional and physical



Dissociation

Dissociation in response to trauma, stress, and bereavement

Dissociation: detachment from experience

• Derealization

• Depersonalization

• Amnesia is common



Diagnostic Perspectives

Trauma and stress disorders

Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)

Experience significant psychological difficulty after 
trauma

Reliving the event through dreams and flashbacks

Complex PTSD

Prevalence

Vulnerability paradox

Acute stress disorder/reaction

Adjustment disorders – emotional reactions to milder 
circumstances

Prolonged grief disorder



Diagnostic Perspectives

Evaluating DSM and ICD perspectives

New trauma- and stressor-related disorders chapter as of DSM-5

Where to locate PTSD in DSM has long been controversial

Does not classifying PTSD as an anxiety disorder undermine research trying to identify its 
underlying fear mechanisms?

PTSD as expectable reaction, not disorder

Adjustment disorder as waste-basket diagnosis

Too nebulous

Should prolonged grief be a disorder?

Does it pathologise normal grief? What is “normal” grief?



Other Diagnostic Perspectives

• Patient-therapist relationship is mechanism to work through traumaPDM-2

•PTSD an internalizing, thought disorder, and externalizing HiTOP

•Power: What happened to you
•Threat: How you responded

•Bullying, neglect, sexual and physical abuse, violence at home, emotional abusePTMF



Historical 
Perspectives

• Early descriptions of trauma

• 1666 Great fire of London

• U.S. Civil War

• Traumatic neurosis

• Hysterical neurosis

• Precursors to PTSD: War neurasthenia and 
shell shock

• War neurasthenia: weak nervous 
system deemed unable to handle the 
challenges of combat



Historical Perspectives

Shell shock: attributed to repeated exposure to exploding artillery 
shells

Abram Kardiner

Emergence of PTSD as a diagnosis

PTSD 

Rape trauma syndrome

Now includes any kind of trauma



Biological Perspectives

Posttraumatic stress
Defects in norepinephrine and serotonin transmission

Antidepressants, atypical antipsychotics, 
benzodiazepines, antiseizure drugs

Stress and adjustment >> benzodiazepines

Prolonged grief – antidepressants

Brain chemistry perspectives

Hippocampus
Importance in long-term memory storage

Amygdala and medial prefrontal cortex

Amygdala active in acute and posttraumatic stress
Medial prefrontal cortex under-responsive in PTSD 

patients 

Brain structure and function perspectives



Biological 
Perspectives

• Autonomic nervous system and HPA axis

• Autonomic nervous system (ANS): 

• Regulates automatic functions affected 
by prolonged stress: heart rate, blood 
pressure, emotional arousal

• Sympathetic nervous system 
(SNS)

• Parasympathetic nervous system 
(PNS)

• Hypothalamus

• Limbic system region that regulates 
homeostasis

• Hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) 
axis



Biological 
Perspectives

Genetic and evolutionary perspectives

Genetic perspectives

Heritability of trauma and stress

Candidate genes in trauma and stress

Bereavement: Not much research on genetic 
correlates

Evolutionary perspectives

Trauma and stress – flight - fight evolved mechanism 
for coping with stress and danger

Bereavement and grief: downside of forming 
mutually supportive attachments

Immune system perspectives

Evaluating biological perspectives

Evidence often contradictory or inconclusive

RDoC critique



Psychological 
Perspectives

Psychodynamic perspectives

Personality factors associated with posttraumatic stress

Freud and Breuer – recall and re-experience stressful 
events

Posttraumatic stress

Short-term dynamic therapy of stress syndromes

Adjustment and Attachment

Bowlby’s attachment theory

Bereavement

Freud said grieving requires decathexis

Cognitive-behavioral perspectives

Behavioral perspectives

Exposure therapies for posttraumatic stress and 
prolonged grief

Behavioral activation for posttraumatic stress



Psychological 
Perspectives

• Cognitive and CBT perspectives: education on typical 
responses to trauma

• Cognitive processing therapy (CPT)

• Self-esteem, competence or emotional intimacy

• Cognitive Therapy for PTSD

• Negative appraisals theory

• Ongoing sense of threat

• Trauma-focused CBT (TF-CBT)

• For children, adolescents and parents

• Emotional processing theory

• Dysfunctional fear structures



Psychological 
Perspectives

Stress-inoculation training (SIT)

Combination of different CBT techniques

Mindfulness and acceptance approaches

Focus on present moment

Can trigger negative reactions with some trauma 
survivors

Eye movement desensitization reprocessing (EMDR)

Bilateral stimulation



Psychological 
Perspectives

Humanistic perspectives

Person-Centered Therapy 

Positive changes following empathy, congruence and 
unconditional positive regard

Meaning reconstruction following trauma and loss

Posttraumatic Growth

Positive changes following crisis, trauma, losses, and 
other stressful events

Evaluating psychological perspectives

Grief: What is essential to overcoming grief? Lack of 
research

Adjustment disorder: Lack of research on what helps

Posttraumatic stress

Controversy over critical incident stress debriefing 
(CISD)

Alternative: psychological first aid (PFA)



Sociocultural 
Perspectives

Cross-cultural and social justice perspectives

Sociocultural factors and posttraumatic 
stress

Gender

Trauma women face socially 
stigmatized and correlated with 
increased risk of posttraumatic 
stress

Traumatic context

Race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic 
status (SES)

Cultural adaptions

Cultural awareness

Social support

Cross-cultural differences in bereavement



Sociocultural 
Perspectives

Service-user perspectives

Posttraumatic stress – anti-war political agenda?

Adjustment issues – “waste-basket” diagnosis?

Prolonged grief – stigmatizing diagnosis?

Systems perspectives

Group therapy for posttraumatic stress

Psychodynamic PTSD groups

Interpersonal PTSD groups / PTSD process groups

Supportive PTSD groups

Trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral groups



Sociocultural 
Perspectives

Couples and family therapy approaches

Posttraumatic stress

Expressed emotion

Cognitive-behavioral conjoint 
therapy (CBCT)

Emotion-focused couple therapy 
(EFCT)

Grief and loss

Family focused grief therapy

Evaluating sociocultural perspectives

Intertwined with social world



Closing Thoughts: Erase Trauma, Loss, and 
Grief

Researchers exploring 
erasing traumatic or 
upsetting memories

Analogue 
experiments with 

rodents

Block molecules 
related to protein 

kinase M
Should traumatic 

memories be erased?


