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Does Trauma Produce Mental Illness?
Trauma can produce psychological disorders, especially PTSD. However, although vari-
ous types of trauma show a relationship to psychopathology, this relationship is not found 
for every individual (Nikulina, Widom, & Brzustowicz, 2012). What researchers have articu-
lated is that children show differential responses to environmental influences, such as mal-
treatment, which are modulated by genetic factors. Specifically, the monoamine oxidase A 
(MAOA) gene located on the X chromosome makes certain neurotransmitters inactive and 
has been associated with aggression in mice and humans. This gene encodes the brain enzyme 
MAO-A and makes such neurotransmitters as serotonin, norepinephrine, and dopamine 
inactive.

Following a large number of boys over a long term, Caspi and his colleagues (2002) found 
that mistreatment as a child influenced some boys differently from others later in adulthood. 
Those boys who were mistreated in childhood and had a particular form of the MAOA gene were 
more likely to be violent and engage in a variety of antisocial behaviors as adults, as well as have 
problems with law enforcement officials. Those without this particular form of the gene did not 
display antisocial behaviors, even if they had been mistreated as children. Thus, environmen-
tal influences in terms of maltreatment would be modulated by the presence of certain genetic 
structures.

Research from a different perspective supports 
the idea that children show differential effects to 
not only negative but also positive parental influ-
ences. Jay Belsky (2005) has reviewed a variety 
of these studies. What he determined is that the 
infants who are most inhibited and fearful and 
who display negative emotions are the ones most 
affected by positive parenting. Thus, positive inter-
ventions can also influence later outcomes for the 
better.

In this chapter, I begin with the physiological 
systems that are influenced by stress and trauma, 
and some related issues. Next, I provide an over-
view of the study of stress, including Hans Selye’s 
general adaptation syndrome as well as more 
recent theories. As you will see, stress and trauma 
play a role in a number of disorders discussed in 
this book. Finally, I describe specific DSM–5 disor-
ders such as PTSD that are directly influenced by 
psychological stress and trauma, and I conclude 
the chapter with descriptions of specific treat-
ments for PTSD.

The Physiological Mechanisms 
Related to Stress and Trauma
Our physiological reactions to stress and trauma 
occur on a variety of levels. These include chemi-
cal tagging of the reaction of the immune system, 
the endocrine system involving the hypothalamic–
pituitary–adrenal (HPA) axis, the autonomic 
nervous system (ANS), and changes in cortical 
processes (see Figure 7.1).

immune system: the body’s 
system for recognizing foreign 
agents in the body and then 
destroying them

autonomic nervous system 
(ANS): a division of the nervous 
system that innervates a 
variety of organs including the 
adrenal medulla that results in 
the release of catecholamines 
(norepinephrine and epinephrine) 
from the terminal of sympathetic 
nerves

FIGURE 7.1 How Does Stress Influence Your Body?
Stress pathways involve different regions of the brain and body organs 
in various feedback loops. With a perceived threat (1), a signal is sent to 
the amygdala by both conscious (2) and preconscious (3) pathways. 
Corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH) is released (4) and stimulates 
the ANS (5). The adrenal glands produce epinephrine and with a different 
pathway, glucocorticoids. This begins the fight-or-flight response (6). 
Continued stress induces the locus coeruleus (7) to release norepinephrine 
that goes to the amygdala (8) leading to more CRH (9).

Source: Sapolsky (2003, p. 89).




