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Proposal (250 words):

Introduction: Dissociative symptoms refer to symptoms that signal disruptions in cognitive processing (e.g.,
amnesia, depersonalization, identity confusion) and they occur in the normal population, but also in a more
radical form in a wide variety of psychiatric disorders, among which panic disorder, borderline personality
disorder, and obsessive compulsive disorder. Their occurrence is a severity marker, i.e., they predict poor
outcome and treatment resistance. Over the past years, the neuropsychology of dissociative symptoms has
become much clearer. Basically, it involves switches between a state of overmodulation (hyperactivity in the
prefrontal areas and hypoactivity in the limbic areas) and a state of undermodulation (hypoactivity in the
prefrontal areas and limbic hyperactivity). In this project, we want to explore the origins and
symptomatological consequences of this switching.

Hypothesis and Objectives: We will examine:

whether acute stress and/or sleep deprivation induces switches from over- to undermodulation stages and vice
versa; whether tracking of autonomic arousal and cortisol levels reflects these switches; whether
symptomatology is differentially related to stages (e.g., flashbacks during undermodulation and derealisation
during overmodulation); whether cognitive profiles are differentially related to stages (e.g., hyperassociativity
during undermodulation and amnesia during overmodulation); whether interventions aimed at sleep hygiene
and stress management may reduce switching.

Setting and Methods: These key questions will be addressed with experiments involving normal and clinical
samples using autonomous psychophysiology, EEG, and cortisol measurements.

Impact: This research will help to inform clinicians about a more effective treatment of dissociative symptoms.

Requirements candidate: Highly motivated student with good English communication skills and proactive and
resolute attitude.
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