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safety (Najavits, 2002). Seeking safety has been empirically supported by research and consists 
of five central ideas. The first is safety as the priority of treatment. Safety is an umbrella term that 
includes discontinuing substance abuse, reducing suicidality, reducing self-harm, and letting go 
of bad relationships such as those that involve the use of drugs. The second idea is that of an inte-
grated treatment that addresses PTSD and substance abuse together. The third idea is a focus on 
ideals such as the meaning of one’s life that are typically lost in the experience of PTSD and sub-
stance abuse. The fourth idea incorporates CBT with its emphasis on cognitive, behavioral, inter-
personal, and action domains. The fifth idea emphasizes the relationship between the individual 
and the mental health professional (see also http://www.treatment-innovations.org/seeking-
safety.html). Two processes seen in other therapies for PTSD are not included in seeking safety. 
The first is the exploration of past trauma. There is a lack of evidence that exploring past trauma 
with those with substance abuse is beneficial. The second is the use of interpretive statements 
such as those seen in dynamic therapy. Although useful in some types of therapy, these are seen as 
potentially upsetting in the initial treatment of PTSD and substance abuse.

Additional new and improved treatment approaches are being developed within the context 
of modern technology and more sophisticated treatment research. Since many types of trauma-
related disorders are largely environmentally determined, this allows for prevention programs. 
One aspect of prevention can include bringing the psychological situation that led to trauma to 
light. Currently, sexual assault in the military is one example in which prevention programs have 
been developed. Another aspect of prevention is helping those who have experienced trauma to 
recognize the signs and symptoms of psychological distress and learn how to seek help. Assaults 
against children have also been focused on by many communities and states with the goal of pre-
vention and treatment.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• When a negative event occurs to an individual, what criteria would you use to distinguish 
between a normal emotional reaction and an adjustment disorder?

•• What are the five categories of clinical symptoms that describe acute stress disorder?
•• PTSD results from an experienced threat. What are some of the common traumatic stressors?
•• How are specific areas of the brain involved in PTSD?
•• What are the most effective therapies for PTSD? Give three examples, and explain the focus of 

each related to treating PTSD.

SUMMARY

Psychological stress is experienced when something we do 
not expect and cannot control happens to us. At times, these 
experiences lead to strong emotional reactions and at other 
times to psychological disorders such as PTSD. Understand-
ing the manner in which stress and trauma are related to 
health and psychopathology is a complicated one. Overall, 
early stress has been associated with both later mental and 
physical health problems, due to the fact that stressful experi-
ences change both psychological and physiological reactions 
to future stressful experiences. Our physiological reactions to 
stress and trauma occur on a variety of levels including the 
tagging of genes (epigenetics), the reaction of the immune 
system, the endocrine system involving the HPA axis, the 
ANS, and changes in cortical processes. Over evolutionary 

time, the processing of social pain appears to have co-opted 
the basic brain structures involved in physical pain. Pain 
research suggests that there are two separate components 
to the experience of pain: (1) the sensory experience itself 
and (2) the felt unpleasantness. It is the second system that 
appears to be altered in psychopathology and is most sensi-
tive to psychological factors.

Our immune system has evolved to recognize a vari-
ety of pathogens. It comes into play in terms of specific 
pathogens such as viruses and also in terms of stress. The 
immune system is influenced by the brain and vice versa. 
Organisms have evolved sophisticated mechanisms, which 
benefit survival. The basic mechanism is to prepare the 




