
 

 
 
 
 

PTSD Can Develop Even Without Memory of the Trauma 
 

Reports new study in Biological Psychiatry 
 
Philadelphia, PA, August 14, 2014 – There are many forms of memory and only some of these 
may be critical for the development of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), reports a new study by 
researchers at the University at Albany and the University of California Los Angeles. Their findings, 
published in the current issue of Biological Psychiatry, suggest that even with no explicit memory of an 
early childhood trauma, symptoms of PTSD can still develop in adulthood. 
 
There are case reports of people who have experienced terrible life events that resulted in brain 
damage, some of whom developed syndromes similar to PTSD even though they had no recollection 
of the event itself. 
 
These reports suggest that explicit memory may not be an absolute requirement for PTSD, whereas 
other forms of learning, such as fear conditioning, may be required. 
 
Explicit memory is the type of memory that can be voluntarily recalled from prior experience and 
articulated. 
 
To test this hypothesis, Dr. Andrew Poulos and his colleagues conducted a study designed to answer 
a basic question: If traumatic early life memories are lost, what persists of this experience? 
 
In the laboratory, the researchers exposed juvenile rodents to a single session of unpredictable stress. 
Later, as adults, they tested the animals for their memory of the event and also measured their fear 
response. 
 
“We found that our rodents, which failed to remember the environment in which they were traumatized, 
showed a persistent increase in anxiety related behavior and increased learning of new fear situations. 
These heightened levels of fear and anxiety corresponded with drastic changes in the daily rhythms of 
the circulating hormone corticosterone,” said Poulos. 
 
Corticosterone is a hormone that, in part, regulates the body’s stress response. Interestingly, within 
the amygdala, a brain region crucial for the learning of fear, levels of a receptor for corticosterone were 
also increased. 
 
Poulos added, “Future experiments in our laboratory will allow us to determine if this increase in 
glucocorticoid receptors within the amygdala and/or aberrant hormone levels sets up the organism for 
increased fear and anxiety.” 
 
All together, these findings indicate that not remembering a traumatic event does not preclude an 
organism from experiencing some of the negative consequences of trauma, such as anxiety and 
heightened fear. 
 
“These data highlight the importance of the many ways in which the brain processes traumatic 
experiences. Psychotherapy tends to focus heavily on the articulation of trauma memories. However, 
the current study highlights that these explicit memories may not represent all brain processes that 
drive distress and disability,” commented Dr. John Krystal, Editor of Biological Psychiatry. “In other 
words there may be a mismatch between what people think and how they feel about their traumatic 
experiences. Thus, there may be role in treatment for measuring other dimensions of response, such 
as physiologic arousal, through which some of these other forms of learning are expressed.” 
 
The article is “Amnesia for Early Life Stress Does Not Preclude the Adult Development of 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Symptoms in Rats” by Andrew M. Poulos, Maxine Reger, Nehali Mehta, 
Irina Zhuravka, Sarah S. Sterlace, Camille Gannam, David A. Hovda, Christopher C. Giza, and 
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Michael S. Fanselow (DOI: 10.1016/j.biopsych.2013.10.007). The article appears in Biological 
Psychiatry, Volume 76, Issue 4 (August 15, 2014), published by Elsevier. 
 

--- 
 
Notes for editors 
Full text of the article is available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Rhiannon Bugno at 
+1 214 648 0880 or Biol.Psych@utsouthwestern.edu. Journalists wishing to interview the authors may 
contact Dr. Andrew Poulos at +1 518 591 8886 or apoulos@albany.edu. 
 
The authors’ affiliations, and disclosures of financial and conflicts of interests are available in the 
article. 
 
John H. Krystal, M.D., is Chairman of the Department of Psychiatry at the Yale University School of 
Medicine, Chief of Psychiatry at Yale-New Haven Hospital, and a research psychiatrist at the VA 
Connecticut Healthcare System. His disclosures of financial and conflicts of interests are available 
here. 
 
About Biological Psychiatry 
Biological Psychiatry is the official journal of the Society of Biological Psychiatry, whose purpose is to 
promote excellence in scientific research and education in fields that investigate the nature, causes, 
mechanisms and treatments of disorders of thought, emotion, or behavior. In accord with this mission, 
this peer-reviewed, rapid-publication, international journal publishes both basic and clinical 
contributions from all disciplines and research areas relevant to the pathophysiology and treatment of 
major psychiatric disorders. 
 
The journal publishes novel results of original research which represent an important new lead or 
significant impact on the field, particularly those addressing genetic and environmental risk factors, 
neural circuitry and neurochemistry, and important new therapeutic approaches. Reviews and 
commentaries that focus on topics of current research and interest are also encouraged. 
 
Biological Psychiatry is one of the most selective and highly cited journals in the field of psychiatric 
neuroscience. It is ranked 5th out of 135 Psychiatry titles and 14th out of 251 Neurosciences titles in the 
Journal Citations Reports® published by Thomson Reuters. The 2013 Impact Factor score for 
Biological Psychiatry is 9.472. 
 
About Elsevier 
Elsevier is a world-leading provider of information solutions that enhance the performance of science, 
health, and technology professionals, empowering them to make better decisions, deliver better care, 
and sometimes make groundbreaking discoveries that advance the boundaries of knowledge and 
human progress. Elsevier provides web-based, digital solutions — among them ScienceDirect, 
Scopus, Elsevier Research Intelligence, and ClinicalKey — and publishes nearly 2,200 journals, 
including The Lancet and Cell, and over 25,000 book titles, including a number of iconic reference 
works.  
 
The company is part of Reed Elsevier Group PLC, a world leading provider of professional information 
solutions in the Science, Medical, Legal and Risk and Business sectors, which is jointly owned by 
Reed Elsevier PLC and Reed Elsevier NV. The ticker symbols are REN (Euronext Amsterdam), REL 
(London Stock Exchange), RUK and ENL (New York Stock Exchange).  
 
Media contact 
Rhiannon Bugno 
Editorial Office 
+1 214 648 0880 
Biol.Psych@utsouthwestern.edu 

 

mailto:Biol.Psych@utsouthwestern.edu
mailto:apoulos@albany.edu
http://journals.elsevierhealth.com/webfiles/images/journals/BPS/Biological_Psychiatry_Editorial_Disclosures_-_8.pdf
http://www.sobp.org/journal
http://www.sobp.org/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/
http://www.scopus.com/
http://www.elsevier.com/research-intelligence
https://www.clinicalkey.com/
http://www.thelancet.com/
http://www.cell.com/
http://www.reedelsevier.com/Pages/Home.aspx
mailto:Biol.Psych@utsouthwestern.edu

