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INTRODUCTION

Our understanding of the importance of early-life trauma
and its impact on vulnerability to psychiatric disorders in
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adults has increased in recent years. Early-life trauma
predisposes individuals to develop a number of psychi-
atric syndromes, particularly mood and anxiety disorders,
and is therefore a significant public health problem. It is
important to elucidate the specific mechanisms by which
early-life trauma increases risk for adult psychopathology
and how to develop more effective and specific treatments,
both psychotherapeutic and pharmacological, for those
who have experienced early trauma.

This review is dedicated to the memory of Seymour
Levine, who is the founding father of the concept of Early
Experience and its impact on behavior and physiological
regulation. In the 1950s and 1960s, Seymour Levine
pioneered studies in developmental psychobiology by
evaluating the effects of early experimental manipula-
tions, such as postnatal handling of laboratory animals, on
later behavior and adaptation. He documented the lasting
effects of early experience on endocrine, immune, and
central nervous systems. His work provided the evidence
that early handling induces improved development out-
comes and promotes stress resilience. He also discovered
important sex differences in the effects of early experi-
ence. While these studies should not be considered early
stress studies, they have provided the first proof of
principle that early experience does shape behavior
and physiology of systems relevant to stress. Our clinical



