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FIGURE 9.2 Do Those With Depersonalization 
Disorder Show Less Responses in Brain Areas 
Related to Self-Image?
This figure shows PET images of the brains of a healthy 
comparison subject and a patient with depersonalization 
disorder at two consecutive levels in the parietal lobe.

Source: From Simeon, Guralnik, Hazlett, et al. “Feeling 
Unreal: A PET Study of Depersonalization Disorder.” American 
Journal of Psychiatry. 2000; 157:1782–1788. Reprinted 
with permission from the American Journal of Psychiatry 
(Copyright ©2000). American Psychiatric Association. All 
Rights Reserved.

negative emotional information. The factors that allow these 
responses to stress to move to a pathological state are still 
being determined.

Brain imaging studies with depersonalization disorder have 
been limited. One of the first studies used positron emission 
testing (PET) measures to compare individuals with deperson-
alization disorder and a matched set of controls (Simeon et al., 
2000; see Figure 9.2). Overall, these researchers reported differ-
ences in terms of lower metabolic activity in sensory areas as 
well as brain areas responsible for an integrated body schema 
for individuals with depersonalization disorder. Other studies 
showed less cortical thickness in those with depersonalization 
disorder (Sierra et al., 2014).

Dissociative Amnesia
The main diagnostic element of dissociative amnesia is an 
inability to recall important autobiographical information. 
Dissociative fugue, which was listed as a separate disorder 
in DSM–IV, now falls under the diagnosis of dissociative 
amnesia in DSM–5. Dissociative fugue is sudden, unex-
pected travel away from one’s home or place of work with 
an inability to recall one’s past. Memory loss in terms of dis-
sociative amnesia appears to be of a particular first-person 
nature rather than a global memory disorder. In fact, inter-
acting with these individuals would seem like nothing out of 
the ordinary until they are asked about personal history. At 
that point, they are unable to remember any of their histori-
cal experiences. However, our memory of events is different 
from our memory of how to do things, such as riding a bike. 
This type of memory, referred to as procedural memory, is 
not lost, nor is the ability to create new long-term memories. 
Dissociative amnesia may last for a few days to years. Unlike 

the other dissociative disorders, dissociative amnesia occurs most often in a person’s thirties 
or forties. Twelve-month prevalence is estimated to be about 1.8% with a 2.6-to-1 female-to-
male ratio (APA, 2013).

In the psychological literature, fugue has been discussed for at least the past 100 years. 
William James described the case of Reverend Ansel Bourne, who reported leaving his home and 
adopting a new identity after he had become amnesic about his previous life. However, most indi-
viduals with dissociative amnesia do not show the adoption of a new identity but just the forget-
ting of their past. During World War II and other periods of armed conflict, fugue states were 
frequently documented. Cases of dissociative amnesia continue to be seen today, in fact, and are 
often reported in the newspapers as medical staff seek to obtain information about the person. 
The following case study reports an incident that took place in 2013.

Unless a mental health or medical professional suspects that dissociation is involved, docu-
mentation that would lead to a diagnosis of dissociative amnesia is often lacking. For example, 
dissociation information is rarely asked for even in those who would be at risk for dissociative 
processes, such as adolescent runways from abusive homes or homeless people.

Dissociative amnesia is generally diagnosed between the age of 20 and 40, although it has 
been seen in both children and older adults (Staniloiu & Markowitsch, 2014). There are few large-
scale epidemiological studies about dissociative amnesia. DSM–5 suggests prevalence rates of 
about 1.8% (APA, 2013).

dissociative amnesia: an 
inability to recall important 
autobiographical information

dissociative fugue: sudden, 
unexpected travel away from one’s 
home or place of work with an 
inability to recall one’s past

During World War II and other 
periods of armed conflict, fugue 
states were frequently documented.
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