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Dissociative Identity Disorder
Dissociative identity disorder (DID) has received considerable attention from the media and 
popular press. Previously referred to as multiple personality disorder, there is a large amount of 
misinformation concerning its existence. Most television and film depictions of DID are not true 
to life. Current views suggest it is less a disorder of multiple personalities than it is a developmen-
tal disorder where one consistent sense of self does not occur—that is, the person does not expe-
rience her thoughts, feelings, or actions in terms of a well-developed “I” or sense of self. Rather, 
the person experiences different “personalities” at different times. DID is seen as a complex disor-
der related to the experience of trauma occurring before the age of 5 or 6. This is the time at which 
a sense of self is in development.

Epidemiological studies suggest the prevalence of DID to be between 1% and 3% with slightly 
more males than females showing the disorder (Vermetten, Schmahl, Lindner, Loewenstein, & 
Bremner, 2006). Although the prevalence is similar in males and females, the manner of presen-
tation is different (APA, 2013). Females with DID are more likely to be seen in adult clinical set-
tings. Males, on the other hand, tend to deny their symptoms and trauma history. However, the 
symptoms can be seen following combat conditions or acts of physical or sexual assault. Cultural 
differences are also seen. In developing countries or rural communities, the fragmented identities 
can become part of religious or other experiences. For example, possessions by gods or spirits are 
seen in a number of cultures.

In DSM–5 as seen in Table 9.3, an important feature of dissociative identity disorder is the 
presence of two or more distinct personality states or an experience of possession. These can be 
influenced by a number of factors, including the person’s psychological state such as his or her 
current experience of stress, ability to cope, internal conflicts, as well as cultural factors.

Disruptions in memory are also an important part of DID. These memory problems can 
appear in three different ways. First, the person may not remember significant parts of his or 

Case of Michael Boatwright
DISSOCIATIVE AMNESIA

Michael Boatwright was taken to the emergency room 
of the Desert Regional Medical Center in Palm Springs, 
California. He had been found unconscious in his motel 
room. When he awoke in the hospital, he said his name 
was Johan Ek and he only spoke Swedish. He had with 
him five tennis rackets, two cell phones, a duffel bag 
filled with casual athletic clothes, some money, photos, 
and identification cards. Each of the cards—including a 
passport, a VA card, and a social security card—said he 
was Michael Boatwright. When asked by a translator 
about the identification cards, the man reported that 
he was Johan and did not know Michael. The hospital 
determined it would be unsafe to release this person 
without any memory who only spoke Swedish. He 
remained in a nursing facility for a few weeks so his 
condition could be evaluated. He had nightmares 
almost every night. During this time, hospital 
personnel sought to determine his past through his 
ID cards. They discovered that he recently flew in from 
China where he had taught English and was a graphic 
designer for the previous 4 years. Before that, he had 
worked in Japan for 10 years. The hospital staff also 

found that he did live in Sweden when he was younger. 
Through contacts in these countries, they were able to 
obtain some pictures of him with others. He reported 
that although he did not recognize the pictures, they 
gave him a sense of comfort and security. The hospital 
staff also sought to determine if he showed any signs 
of faking, which he did not. He was diagnosed with 
dissociative amnesia.

Michael Boatwright then returned to Sweden and 
worked as a private tennis coach. Some 14 months after 
he left California, he was found dead in his apartment 
in Uddevalla, Sweden. The Swedish police described 
his death as a suicide.

Based on V. Pelham (2013, July 7). Michael Boatwright 
awakes in Palm Springs with apparent amnesia. The 
Desert Sun. The death was reported in The Desert Sun, 
April 23, 2014.
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dissociative identity disorder 
(DID): a developmental disorder 
where one consistent sense of self 
does not occur—that is, the person 
does not experience her thoughts, 
feelings, or actions in terms of a 
well-developed “I” or sense of self 
and instead experiences different 
“personalities” at different times; 
previously referred to as multiple 
personality disorder




