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WHAT IS TRAUMA?

● A distressing or disturbing event or series of events 
that has a lasting impact on a person’s 
psychology, cognition, mood, and memory 

● It’s critical to note that there are no rules about 
what kind of incidents will be traumatic for any 
given individual. Whether or how a person 
experiences trauma is completely individualized 

● Not all DV survivors are struggling with trauma. For 
those who are, the violence may only be a part 
what has traumatized them



WHAT IS PTSD?

● PTSD is a medical diagnosis that is made when an 
individual experiences a certain number of 
specific symptoms 

● Even if a client is not demonstrating enough 
symptoms to be formally diagnosed with PTSD, 
they still may be struggling with many of the 
symptoms associated with trauma



WHAT IS PTSD? 

● While PTSD is most commonly associated with 
soldiers coming home from the battlefield, 
anyone who has survived a traumatic event or 
event may experience symptoms that rise to the 
level of PTSD, including (but not limited to): 

○ Survivors of domestic violence, sexual assault, 
stalking, or child abuse; 

○ Individuals who have witnessed violence being 
inflicted on others; 

○ People living in intense poverty 



POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER 
SYMPTOMS

• Intrusive Symptoms: 

• Flashbacks (reliving traumatic event as if it were 
happening) 

• Nightmares 

• Recurrent, unwanted memories of event



PTSD SYMPTOMS, CONTINUED 

• Physiological Arousal:  

• Trouble sleeping 

• Hypervigilance (on guard for danger) 

• Irritability 

• Trouble concentrating 

• Self-destructive behavior



PTSD SYMPTOMS, CONTINUED 

• Avoidance: 

• Avoiding talking or thinking about the traumatic 
experience  

• Avoiding places, activities, people that remind 
person of traumatic experience 

• Note: avoidance is often a coping measure 
used to prevent triggering intrusive symptoms



PTSD SYMPTOMS, CONTINUED 

• Cognition & Mood Changes: 

• Trouble remembering details about the traumatic 
event 

• Negative thoughts  

• Feeling guilt, blame, or shame 

• Withdrawal from pleasurable activities 



MEMORY

• Memory is generally IMPERFECT: 

• Memories are reconstructions of the past, 
not perfect imprints 

  
• Memories for sight, sound, taste, and smell 

are stored in different locations in the brain



MEMORY, CONTINUED 

•Memory is deeply vulnerable to: 

•Contamination by suggestion  

•Bias  

•Misattribution



1986: CHALLENGER EXPLOSION

• Day after explosion: Researchers asked Americans: 
• How did you feel when you learned or saw the 

Challenger explode?  
• What were you doing?  

• 2 ½ years later: Researchers asked SAME individuals: 
• How did you feel the day the Challenger exploded? 
• What were you doing? 

•  Results: 
•25% did not have one consistent detail 
•Less than half got all the details correct 
•Most were very confident about their accuracy



TRAUMA AND MEMORY:  
TRAUMATIC BRAIN INJURY (TBI)

• Caused by: 

• Blunt force trauma to the head  
• Punches, kicks, slamming head into wall or 

ground, striking with objects, etc.  

• Reduced oxygen to the brain 
• Strangulation or any other blockage of oxygen 

to the brain



SYMPTOMS OF TBI

• TBI Symptoms Include: 

• Confusion  

• Poor recall 
• Recanting 

• Uncertainty about detail 
• Anxiety 

• Headaches  

• Mood swings



TRAUMA AND MEMORY:  
 ENCODING

• Judith Herman: 
• “Traumatic memories have a number of 

unusual qualities. They are not encoded like 
the ordinary memories of adults in a verbal, 
linear narrative that is assimilated into an 
ongoing life story.”  

• Instead … 
• Traumatic memories are coded as 

sensations and images often without 
context.



TRAUMA & INTERVIEWING

• Trauma can make it challenging to get the 
information we need to prepare our cases 
because it may be: 

• Harder to form an attorney-client relationship 
• Harder to understand the client’s behavior or actions 
• Harder for the client to provide the information we 

need. 

What are concrete actions we can 
take to address these challenges? 



TRAUMA IN THE COURTROOM

• Being in the courtroom can be especially 
traumatic for a survivor of trauma because: 

• They may be seeing their abusive partner for the first 
time in weeks or months 

• They are being in asked to describe the traumatic 
incidents in a crowded room 

• They know they are going to be cross examined 

What are concrete actions we can 
take to address these challenges? 



Strategic Decisions in Family Law Cases

I’ve been asked to briefly touch on:  

1) Whether to file for a PFA once a divorce case has 
been initiated 
• Tension between staying safe and appearing 

disingenuous  

1) How domestic violence affects custody 
determinations within a divorce 
• Tension between what a judge thinks a “good” 

mother looks like and what the judge thinks a 
“good” victim looks like. 



Questions? 


