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1 in 5
women

1 in 71
men

Black et al., 2011



2.5x
risk for past-year PTSD

Dworkin, Menon, Bystrynski, & Allen, 2017; Dworkin, in press



2.5x
risk for past-year depression

Dworkin, Menon, Bystrynski, & Allen, 2017; Dworkin, in press



2.5x
risk for past-year anxiety disorders

Dworkin, Menon, Bystrynski, & Allen, 2017; Dworkin, in press



3x
risk for past-year alcohol use disorder

Dworkin, Menon, Bystrynski, & Allen, 2017; Dworkin, in press



3.5x
risk for attempting suicide

Dworkin, DeCou, & Fitzpatrick, under review



negative and 
intrusive 
thoughts

fear & other 
negative 
emotions

avoidance
what is 
PTSD?
life- or 
safety-

threatening 
event 



Dworkin, Jaffe, Fitzpatrick, & Bedard-Gilligan, in prep

74%
have PTSD one 

month later

most have PTSD symptoms right after 
an assault



Dworkin, Jaffe, Fitzpatrick, & Bedard-Gilligan, in prep

natural recovery happens for many 
within first 3 months



Dworkin, Jaffe, Fitzpatrick, & Bedard-Gilligan, in prep

41%
have PTSD 12 months 

later

for many, PTSD does not resolve 
naturally



how does PTSD develop?
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experience
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links develop when thoughts, 
senses, emotions, and experiences 

are paired together repeatedly 



have an 
experience
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bodily 

reactions

have an 
experience

thoughts & 
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how brains learn 101



reminders of the experience are 
also linked



have an 
experience

emotions & 
bodily 

reactions

have an 
experience

sights sounds
smells

thoughts & 
memories

how brains learn 101



brain systems can be activated by 
reminders even in the absence of 

the experience



emotions & 
bodily 

reactions

sounds

thoughts & 
memories

how brains learn 101



have an 
experience
fall in love 

with someone

how brains learn 101
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smell their 
perfume

hear your 
song
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love & 
happiness 
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links can be broken if things 
stop being paired, or are paired 

with new things



have an 
experience

love & 
happiness 

their 
perfume

your 
song

relationship 
turns sour

positive 
thoughts about 

them (and 
yourself)

how brains learn 101



have an 
experience

love & 
happiness 

their 
perfume

your 
song

relationship 
turns sour

positive 
thoughts about 

them (and 
yourself)

how brains learn 101



have an 
experience

sadness and 
anger
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song
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sadness and 
anger

smell their 
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yourself)

how brains learn 101



links can get really strong after 
experiences with intense 

emotions



fear & other 
negative 
emotions

negative 
thoughts

sights sounds
smells

experience 
sexual assault



fear & other 
negative 
emotions

negative 
thoughts

sights sounds
smells

experience 
sexual assault



fear & other 
negative 
emotions

negative 
thoughts

sights sounds
smells



sights sounds
smells

experience 
sexual assault
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thoughts

fear & other negative 
emotions
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look familiar?



sights sounds
smells

negative/intrusive 
thoughts
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avoidance

remember: links break when things 
stop being paired 



avoid
avoiding

Foa & Kozak, 1986
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thoughts

fear & other negative 
emotions

avoidance

when reminders are safely confronted 
rather than avoided, links break
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trauma-focused cognitive 
behavioral  therapies target 

these links
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prolonged exposure therapy



74% 
of those treated with prolonged 

exposure therapy do better than those 
treated with standard talk therapy

Powers et al. (2010)



sights sounds
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emotions

avoidance

cognitive processing therapy



lost their diagnosis of PTSD after 3 months

93%
of those treated with 
cognitive processing

therapy

Chard (2005)

26%
of those on the 

waitlist 

In a study of child sexual abuse survivors...



Bass et al. (2013)

cognitive processing therapy is 
effective even with complex clients 



aside from trauma-
focused therapy, what affects 

recovery?



sexual 
assault 
survivor



no one recovers 
in a vacuum

Campbell, Dworkin, & Cabral, 2009
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sexual 
assault 
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friends
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sociocultural 
beliefs & norms







how can we 
make the water better?



prioritize 
survivors’ 
choice & 
control

encourage 
feeling (rather 
than avoiding) 

feelings 



Dworkin, Brill, & Ullman, 2019



strongest associations

Dworkin, Brill, & Ullman, 2019



normal to 
want to take 

pain away



but there’s no 
quick fix.



can’t heal 
pain by 

avoiding it



pain heals
when it’s felt
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