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manipulating the amount of additional information accompanying traumatic stimulus materials and
assessing the effect on subsequent intrusive memories. Here we point out that these studies involve a
misunderstanding of the meaning of “contextual ” within the theory, such that the manipulation would

g?év;/)ords: of representation includes sensory details and affective/emotional
Memory state experienced during the traumatic event (sensory-bound
Context representation or S-rep for short). The other includes a subset of the
Intrusion sensory input, recoded into an abstract structural description, along

with the spatial and personal context of the person experiencing
the event (contextual representation or C-rep for short). Thus, S-
reps and C-reps are not primarily distinguished by the type of input
(e.g. sensory versus verbal) but represent different aspects of the
input that are derived from it by different types of processing. In
healthy memory the S-rep and C-rep are tightly associated, such
that an S-rep is generally retrieved via the associated C-rep. Access
to C-reps is under voluntary control but may also occur involun-
tarily. According to the DRT, direct involuntary activation and re-
experiencing of S-reps occurs when the S-rep is very strongly
encoded, due to the extreme affective salience of the traumatic
event, and the C-rep is either encoded weakly or without the usual
tight association to the S-rep. This might be due to stress-induced
down-regulation of the hippocampal memory system ( Jacobs &
Nadel, 1985), and/or due to a dissociative response to the trau-
matic event.

Within the DRT, one aspect of therapy or normal recovery can be
considered to be (re)association of the S-rep with its corresponding
C-rep, so that the sensory and affective/emotional representation of
the traumatic event can be seen in its appropriate context. This has
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bene cial consequences, such as allowing the difference between
that context (the associated C-rep) and current personal context to
be appreciated and used to control the retrieval of the S-rep,
allowing integration with other autobiographical knowledge, and
facilitating deliberate recall and communication of the details of
the traumatic event. The proposed imbalance between S-reps and
C-reps in PTSD is also consistent with the observation that, while
intrusive sensory and affective representations of a traumatic event
are frequent in PTSD, consciously controlled “context-dependent ”
or “episodic” memories for the traumatic events are often impaired
(Brewin, 2013 ). The DRT also corresponds to animal studies of fear
conditioning, in which acquisition of the association between a
sensory stimulus and an aversive event leads to subsequent
involuntary fearful responses to the stimulus, such as fear-
potentiated startle. These changes depend on associative links be-



existing cognitive characteristics associated with enhanced hip-
pocampal functioning such as above average allocentric spatial
processing will confer protection against the development of PTSD.
Neuroimaging investigations could compare the structural and
functional neural correlates of  ashbacks in PTSD patients to the
brain structures proposed to support S-reps and C-reps (see, for
example, Kroes, Whalley, Rugg, & Brewin, 2011; Whalley et al.,
2013). On the treatment side, DRT suggests that PTSD will be hel-
ped by interventions that either enhance ventral stream processing
of trauma memories, for example by encouraging the visualisation
of trauma scenes from alternative perspectives, or interfere with
dorsal stream processing, for example using transcranial direct-
current stimulation.

In conclusion, we welcome the attempts of Pearson and col-
leagues to test the DRT in novel ways, but we hope that future
experiments avoid further confusion associated with the multiple
potential uses of the word “context”. To facilitate this, we have
outlined some of the ways in which the DRT has been tested, how it
might be tested further in future, and how this knowledge might be
exploited for the bene t of patients.
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