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Pre-trauma Processing
of Ordinary Stimulus

No Threat
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Post-trauma Processing
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A Landscape of Triggers
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Anatomy of a 25-year Old Memory

Fear network triggered by
molecules of lemon grass
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The stress hormones and
neurotransmitters that permeate
the brain during a trauma super-
charge the brain’s ability to
encode new memories and
simultaneously interfere with its
ability to sequence and
contextualize those memories.
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Neurobiology of Non-traumatic
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Neurobiology of Traumatic Memory

Hippocampus

1. Amygdala
activated

2. Stress
hormones
released

3. Hormones
interfere with
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functioning
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Neurobiology of Traumatic Memory

Hippocampus

There is evidence that chronic cortisol
exposure can damage hippocampal
neurons
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Phenomenology of Traumatic Memory
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Neurobiology of Traumatic Memory

Traumatic memories:

Are fragmented &
sensory…

Are encoded as
disconnected
fragments…

Are hard to willfully
retrieve…

And are triggered by
unforeseen cues

© 2005 David Lisak, PhD



12

Trauma Victim: Non-traumatic Script

“He opened the
front door and
smiled and I
immediately
recognized him as
the man I had
dated during my
freshman year in
college. I was
thrilled to see him
again and I
couldn’t believe it
really…”
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Trauma Victim: Traumatic Script

“He put his arm
across my
windpipe and I
couldn’t breathe
and I started to
really panic but I
couldn’t scream
because I just
couldn’t – I could
smell him, this
smell that I can’t
get out of my
mouth…”
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The Neurobiology of Healing

“It happened when I was…”
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