
What Happens After a Trauma?  
Understanding Natural Recovery vs. PTSD 

Overview 

People are affected by traumas—defined as events involving actual or threatened death or 
sexual violence—in different ways.1 

✓ Some people never experience any major problems. This is known as resistance.1

✓ Many people have symptoms similar to posttraumatic stress disorder in the weeks after a
trauma. For most of those people, those symptoms will then go away on their own. This is
known as natural recovery or resilience.1

✓ Other people experience symptoms that do not go away on their own. Posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) is one potential outcome when this happens.1

Most people do not have long-term problems after a trauma. 

In fact, many people who develop PTSD after a trauma will find that it resolves fairly quickly. 
The graph below shows the percent of people who have PTSD at different time points in the 
year after a trauma. This graph shows that: 

✓ Most people do not have PTSD one year after a trauma, regardless of the type of trauma.

✓ After sexual assault, natural recovery or resilience is most common.

✓ After traumas other than sexual assault, many people will experience resistance.



What helps people recover naturally? 

We know much more about what makes someone likely to develop PTSD than we do about 
what makes someone likely to recover naturally. For example, people who cope by avoiding 
and people who experience certain kinds of traumas or have mental health conditions already 
may be at greater risk for PTSD. However, the following factors are thought to contribute to 
natural recovery:5,6 

✓ Social support, including:
o Believing that other people care about you and will be there if you need them7,8

o Being able to talk about the trauma and your reactions to it with supportive people9

o Having supporters who avoid reacting in unhelpful ways when told about the
trauma10

✓ Getting back to one’s life, including:
o Returning to your routine, such as going to work or school, doing chores and

maintaining a sleep schedule11

o Not avoiding reminders of the trauma11

o Staying connected to friends and other important people12

✓ Making meaning of what happened, including:13

o Finding helpful and realistic ways to fit the trauma into the way you think about
yourself, other people and the world

o Noticing unhelpful thoughts that get in the way of making meaning, such as self-
blame, and finding more helpful thoughts

o Looking for examples of ways that you did your best or coped well

Is there anything else that I can do to help me recover? 

Even though many people recover naturally, some people will need treatment to address 
symptoms of PTSD. Most people will show improvement when they receive one of the 
treatments that have been shown to work for PTSD. You can learn about the treatments that 
work for PTSD on the National Center for PTSD website. The website also has a tool you can 
use to see which may be the best fit for you. 

If you are already seeing a therapist or decide to see a therapist in the future, you can show 
them this fact sheet so that they can learn about the resources that ISTSS offers for therapists 
that work with trauma survivors. This includes: 

✓ ISTSS has developed clinical practice guidelines to support prevention and early
intervention for PTSD. For more information see our Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
Prevention and Treatment Guidelines Fact Sheets for Adults and Children.

✓ Effective Treatments for PTSD (Third Edition) provides a comprehensive review of
the clinical research literature and PTSD practice guidelines in order to assist clinicians
who provide prevention and treatment interventions for children, adolescents,
and adults with or at risk of developing PTSD.
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