
 

 

 
 

 

Edinburgh Research Explorer 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The impact of early life trauma on health and disease: The hidden
epidemic

Citation for published version:
Johnson, W 2011, 'The impact of early life trauma on health and disease: The hidden epidemic',
Psychological Medicine, vol. 41, no. 3, pp. 665-665. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291710002564

Digital Object Identifier (DOI):
10.1017/S0033291710002564

Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Published In:
Psychological Medicine

Publisher Rights Statement:
©Johnson, W. (2011). The impact of early life trauma on health and disease: The hidden epidemic.
Psychological Medicine , 41(3), 665-665doi: 10.1017/S0033291710002564

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

Download date: 25. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291710002564
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291710002564
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/publications/d27be2df-089c-45bc-94f7-1a321d928e8a


Psychological Medicine
http://journals.cambridge.org/PSM

Additional services for Psychological Medicine:

Email alerts: Click here
Subscriptions: Click here
Commercial reprints: Click here
Terms of use : Click here

The Impact of Early Life Trauma on Health and Disease: The Hidden
Epidemic. Edited by R. A. Lanius, E. Vermetten and C. Pain (Pp. 334;
£55.00; ISBN 9780521880268 hb.) Cambridge University Press:
Cambridge, UK. 2010.

WENDY JOHNSON

Psychological Medicine / Volume 41 / Issue 03 / March 2011, pp 665 - 665
DOI: 10.1017/S0033291710002564, Published online: 05 January 2011

Link to this article: http://journals.cambridge.org/abstract_S0033291710002564

How to cite this article:
WENDY JOHNSON (2011). Psychological Medicine, 41, pp 665-665 doi:10.1017/S0033291710002564

Request Permissions : Click here

Downloaded from http://journals.cambridge.org/PSM, IP address: 129.215.19.194 on 24 Jan 2014



Book review

Psychological Medicine, 41 (2011).

doi:10.1017/S0033291710002564

First published online 5 January 2011

The Impact of Early Life Trauma on Health and Disease :

The Hidden Epidemic. Edited by R. A. Lanius,

E. Vermetten and C. Pain (Pp. 334 ; £55.00 ; ISBN

9780521880268 hb.) Cambridge University Press :
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I think this book is intended to be about the science of

its subject. Although it presents a wealth of empirical

data, which is one fundamental aspect of science, it

also demonstrates how really difficult it is to maintain

the hard-headed objectivity necessary to do science

thoroughly. The authors have a going-in premise –

that early life trauma is a major and centrally causal

factor in the manifestation of psychopathology, and

that this centrally causal role has been hushed up by

people who overtly deny it. I emphasize up front that

it is hard for me to believe that anyone could seriously

claim that early sexual and physical abuse do not

matter to child development and later health and well-

being. I can easily believe that people have tended to

look the other way and minimize the extent to which

such abuse takes place, but that is a different thing

than maintaining that, when it does occur, it has no

repercussions. Thus, I do not mean to suggest that the

going-in premise of this book is actually mistaken.

Rather, I mean to question how we have tended to go

about understanding the role of cause in the associ-

ation between early life trauma and health and well-

being.

This book describes the results of a plethora of

studies showing that early life trauma is associated

with later manifestations of psychopathology, from

disturbances in externally manifested behaviours and

personal relationships to neurological differences be-

tween people who have experienced such trauma and

those that have not that can only be observed using

fancy, relatively newly available technology such as

fMRI. These studies have almost universally been

carried out well after the occurrence of the trauma,

making it impossible to know whether whatever

differences are observed pre-dated the experience of

the trauma. Without such information, establishment

of causality is impossible. In 27 chapters and around

300 pages of text, however, only one directly mentions

this issue. The issue is not trivial : for example, as is

noted in chapter 20, hippocampal volumes of combat

veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder are re-

duced relative to controls, but then so are those of

monozygotic twins of such veterans who have not

experienced combat at all. It is of course really difficult

to execute studies that capture behaviour and brain

function before trauma occurs. Much more could be

done, however, with study design. For example,

many studies referenced in this book compare groups

with trauma experience and no diagnosis, trauma ex-

perience and a diagnosis, and no trauma experience

and no diagnosis. There’s a control group missing

here : those with no trauma experience and a diag-

nosis. Science should be about doing as much as we

can to minimize study limitations, keeping those that

remain firmly in mind, and working to falsify rather

than buttress our going-in premises.

The topic of this book is important and the infor-

mation presented is timely and extensive, but the book

is repetitious. Chapters repeat the same basic infor-

mation again and again, reiterating the same points

and glossing over the same limitations. There are six

synopsis sections that repeat these points again, and

even a final epilogue section that literally quotes from

each of the six synopsis sections. If you remain in any

doubt after all that about what the authors want you to

understand, you have been doing too much multi-

tasking while reading the book. And just in case you

are wondering, the book is about early life trauma

and psychopathology, not health and disease more

generally. There is next to nothing about how early

life trauma may be related to, for example, develop-

ment of cancer or heart disease or even metabolic

syndrome.
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