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Posttraumatic stress disorder and resilience in the aftermath of disaster 
 
The clinical course and development of stress responses after exposure to traumatic events 
can be categorized into resistance, resilience, recovery, relapse-remission, delayed 
dysfunction, and chronic dysfunction such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). More 
than half of trauma survivors can be referred to as resistant or resilient. However, our 
understanding of the psychological and neurobiological characteristics of resilience is still 
very limited. Most longitudinal studies in the field did not include neuroendocrine and 
neurophysiological assessments, nor did they use experimental designs. We conducted two 
longitudinal studies of the psychosocial consequences of severe accidental injuries, and a 
series of pilot studies into resilience. Less than 5% of patients suffering from PTSD were 
found. This was replicated in a second and much larger study, including patients with pre-
traumatic psychiatric morbidity, and subjects who did not sufficiently speak the local 
language. A comprehensive approach, linking the psychological process after trauma with 
neurobiological investigations over time, should be chosen to clarify under which 
circumstances resilience develops. We are currently planning a study looking into various 
predictors of resilience in survivors of physical violence. Multiple assessments will include 
discriminative conditioning tasks, cortisol and DHEA-S assays, psychophysiological 
measures of stress reactivity, and neuroimaging. 
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