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Read what’s on the next screen



It was the best of times, it was the worst of 
times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age 
of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it 
was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season 
of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was 
the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, 
we had everything before us, we had nothing 
before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, 
we were all going direct the other way- in 
short, the period was so far like the present 
period, that some of its noisiest authorities 
insisted on its being received, for good or for 
evil, in the superlative degree of comparison 
only.

-Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities



What did your eyes do?



People often have strong beliefs 
about memory based on their own 
experiences…



What beliefs have you heard about 
memories for sexual assault? 



Much of how victims respond 
during and after a sexual assault 

is automatic

…like those eye saccades.



Overview of Today’s Session

• Review: The brain and stress response systems
• Memory: 3 stages
• Pulling it all together



Let’s start with the brain 
and stress response 
systems…



The goal is not for you to memorize a 
bunch of brain regions.

Rather, the goal is to get a sense of 
the many brain regions involved in 
responding to trauma in order to 
appreciate how disruptions can occur. 



Brain Regions



Brain Regions

• Prefrontal Cortex
• Attention

• Scanning, 
focusing, 
inhibiting, shifting

• Planning/decision‐
making
• Integrating 
memory 
information into 
narratives



Brain Regions

• Limbic System
• Defense (detecting 
and responding to 
threats)
• Memory
• Emotions



Brain Regions

• Amygdala
• Detects threats
• Involved in 
responding to 
and memory 
for fear



Brain Regions

• Hippocampus



Brain Regions

• Hypothalamus
• Pituitary Gland



Hormone Impacts

Catecholamines
(adrenaline)

Fight or flight 
responses

Cortisol Energy available

Opioids Prevent pain

Oxytocin Promote good 
feelings



The brain and body 
responding to trauma…









Flight
Fight
Freeze
Tonic Immobility



Importance of considering habit 
responses. 



And impact on the brain regions 
we just discussed.



Memory



Memory, 3+1 

• 3 Stages
• Encoding
• Storage (Consolidation)
• Retrieval

• Meta‐memory



Memory processes can be 
affected by many things, such 
as where attention is 
directed in the moment, 
hormones, alcohol. 



What gets encoded?





Important to consider what are 
peripheral versus central details…to 
the victim (not to you)



Encoding: Central details
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Everything else: Peripheral details



What gets stored?



Storage: Central versus peripheral 
details



Storage: Sleep



Storage: Emotion and Stress



Storage: Fading 



Storage: Vivid, Sensory Details



What gets retrieved?
And how accurately?



Returning to the brain to think 
about more about retrieval…

• Prefrontal cortex
• Attention 
• Meaning‐making



… and memory fragments.



Also, need to take into account 
people’s beliefs about their 
memories (meta‐memory).



Implications for interviews



Other issues…



For example, the victim doesn’t 
show for the interview…



There may be other memory and 
attention issues to consider.



Pulling it all together…



Trauma, the brain, and the body

• Complex, automatic systems set in motion in 
response to threat/stress
• Victims cannot will their brains and bodies to act 
differently 
• Just like we can’t stop our eye saccades

• The things that victims do and say may be 
inconsistent with folk psychology (how we might 
expected people to respond to sexual assault), but 
are consistent with neurobiology.





@apdeprince

https://traumaresearchnotes.blog

www.du.edu/tssgroup

Thank you.
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