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Understanding Trauma Disclosure

Trauma disclosure refers to the act of communicating traumatic experiences, such as
exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence, through verbal,
written, or digital means.

Why it matters

v Disclosing trauma supports emotional processing and integration of experiences (Foa &
Kozac, 1986).

v" Trauma disclosure enables survivors to construct coherent trauma narratives and can
promote meaning-making (Kaminer, 2006).

v" Sharing about trauma may increase access to social support networks and facilitate
connection (Thoresen et al., 2025).

v Individuals who disclose trauma may experience a decrease in traumatic stress symptoms
(Ullman, 2002) and greater posttraumatic growth (Hassija & Turchik, 2015).

Importantly, the impacts of disclosure can vary depending on timing, modality, social
responses, and survivor characteristics.

Factors that impact the disclosure process.

Individual

v' Personality traits, beliefs, resilience, and comfort with emotional expression shape
individual decisions to disclose (Mueller et al., 2008).

v Survivors of stigmatized traumas, such as sexual assault and intimate partner violence,
often anticipate negative judgments, increasing reluctance to disclose (Marriott et al.,
2016).

v' How individuals disclose matters more than how frequently they disclose; expressing
emotions, constructing meaning, and engaging in processing are crucial for growth (Hassija
& Turchik, 2015; Kimbley et al., 2023).

v Detailed disclosures yield better outcomes symptom-wise, but can result in negative social
feedback (Ullman, 2023).

Relational

v' The responses of family, friends, and community members critically shape survivors'
experiences and recovery (Ullman, 2023; Bonnan-White et al., 2018).

v' Supportive and empathetic responses correlate with reduced distress, while negative or
dismissive ones predict greater posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) severity (Sylaska &
Edwards, 2014).

v" The valence of social reactions to trauma disclosure influences both willingness to disclose
and emotional outcomes (Ullman & Peter-Hagene, 2014).
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v External pressure to disclose trauma can hinder positive outcomes, as forced disclosure,
such as mandatory debriefings, may be ineffective or harmful (O'Donnell et al., 2020).

Social/Cultural

v Cultural beliefs and values, particularly about trauma, victimhood, and gender roles, may
shape who feels safe to disclose and how disclosures of trauma are received (Ullman &
Filipas, 2001).

v" Women of color are less likely to disclose compared to White women (Uliman et al., 2008;
2023).

v" Myths about the "perfect victim" or "real trauma" may discourage disclosure and increase
the likelihood of negative reactions to disclosure.

v" Gendered stigma particularly affects male survivors of sexual trauma, limiting opportunities
for supportive responses.

Institutional

v’ Legal, organizational, and policy contexts influence safety, privacy, and willingness to
disclose.

v' Trauma-informed institutions that offer confidentiality and validation encourage disclosure.

Temporal (Time-Related)

v' Timing plays a major role. Early disclosure generally yields better adjustment and fewer
PTSD symptoms (Ullman, 1996; Uliman et al., 2007).

v’ Repeated disclosure, particularly when part of an ongoing meaning-making process,
supports posttraumatic growth over time (Sloan et al., 2005).

Key Take-Aways

v' Trauma disclosure is often described as an important step in healing, but its impact varies
by context and individual circumstances.

v Disclosure may support emotional processing, integration of experiences, and access to
resources and support.

v Early disclosure is generally linked to reduced PTSD risk; delayed disclosure can increase
the likelihood of persistent symptoms.

v" Outcomes are not uniform. While many benefit from disclosure, some experience little
change in symptoms. Timing, method, and social reactions matter.

v" Trauma disclosure is most beneficial when it is survivor-led and met with support and
validation, rather than external pressure or judgment. When these conditions are met,
disclosure can promote healing, posttraumatic growth, and a stronger sense of agency
among trauma survivors.

v" Continued research on long-term outcomes of trauma-related disclosure across cultural
and institutional contexts is needed.
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