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Betrayal Trauma Theory
(Freyd, 2000)
Betrayal trauma theory (Freyd, 1999) postulates that abuse perpetrated by a caregiver or someone
close to you results in worse outcomes than abuse perpetrated by someone less central to your wellbeing. We used data from the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study to examine this hypothesis
in relation to a variety of adult health outcomes. We tested whether adults whose abuser was a family
member or non- relative living in the home would report substantially poorer health than those whose
abuser was a family friend, relative living outside the home, or a stranger.
Participants were HMO members undergoing a complete physical examination. 3,100 (17.4%) reported
some form of childhood sexual abuse (fondling, attempted intercourse, or intercourse) and also
identified their abuser. Thirty-two percent of sexual abuse survivors had high betrayal, defined as an
abuser who was a family or non-family member living in the home. Over 75% of those reporting a high
betrayal abuser were women.
High betrayal abuse was related to depression, anxiety, suicidality, panic, and anger. High betrayal
subjects had poorer health functioning on the SF-36 role-physical, role-emotional, and social
functioning scales than low betrayal victims.
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Betrayal Trauma (Freyd, 1996)
n Betrayal trauma occurs when the people or institutions we
depend on for survival violate us in some way. An example
of betrayal trauma is childhood physical, emotional, or
sexual abuse.
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Family Dysfunction:
n Betrayal trauma causes a profound conflict for the dependent
victim because of the need to preserve the relationship for
survival.

Substance Abuse

n If the betrayed person is a child and the betrayer is a parent,
it is especially essential the child does not stop behaving in
such a way that will inspire attachment. For the child to
withdraw from a caregiver he is dependent on would further
threaten his life, both physically and mentally.
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Discussion
n Support for Betrayal Trauma theory was demonstrated in
SF-36 scales and in dichotomous mental health symptoms
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n This reduction in associations may reflect confounding due
to the effect of other types of trauma, that may or may not
share underlying properties of betrayal theory

Conclusions
n High betrayal trauma leads to poorer health among trauma
victims
n More work needs to be done to understand the relation
between betrayal and health
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