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C a s e  d e s c r i p t i o n s

• Case 1: 46 year old woman, focal retrograde amnesia 
for entire life >6 years ago, affecting personal episodic 
and, (to a lesser extent) personal semantic memory. 

• Case 2: 67 year old woman, generalised loss of 
episodic memories across whole past, but preserved 
personal semantic memory. 

• Case 3: 46 year old man, who experienced a fugue 
episode, with ongoing ‘overnight forgetting’, 
producing a focal amnesia for past ~2 years. Personal 
episodic, personal semantic and general semantic 
knowledge were all affected. 

Neuropsychological profiles:
• Working memory, verbal fluency and psychomotor 

speed and IQ was preserved in all 3 patients. 

• Case 2 showed mild difficulties in immediate 
recall/recognition (doors and people test).

Dissociative amnesia describes the (involuntary) loss of 
autobiographical memory, with a presumed psychological 
cause.

The neurocognitive mechanisms underlying the memory 
loss are not fully understood. It has been proposed that 
memory systems are inhibited by cognitive control 
mechanisms2.

A parallel body of experimental work has characterised a 
voluntary retrieval inhibition mechanism, involving 
prefrontally-mediated hippocampal downregulation3,4.

Intentional engagement of this hippocampal suppression 
mechanism can impair the encoding & stabilisation of 
novel stimuli presented just before/afterwards5. This 
provides a putative behavioural index of hippocampal 
suppression.

In a prospective case-series, we examined whether we 
could impair encoding of novel stimuli by presenting them 
before/after reminders of forgotten personal memories. 
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All 3 patients showed poorer later recall of bystander items pre/proceeded by forgotten faces 
than those pre/proceeded by recognised faces. 

Neither control group showed this difference. 

The recall deficit for bystanders of forgotten, relative to recalled faces was statistically significant, 
compared with controls (group 1: t(13)=5.85, p<.001; group 2: t(13)=3.16, p=0.007)

The impairment followed a dose-response function: bystanders preceded and proceeded by 
forgotten faces were most impaired. 

Impaired encoding/stabilisation of ‘bystanders’ presented immediately before or after 
forgotten faces.

Pattern of bystander impairment disappears on memory 
recovery

• Control group 1: 
12 healthy adults (8F, 4M; mean age = 32.5 (SD=16.6)  

• Control group 2: 
12 healthy adults, (7F, 5M; mean age = 36.5 (SD=15.6)
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• One patient (case 3) was tested again following recovery of his 
memories. 

• All previously unrecognised faces were now recognised.

• He no longer showed an impairment for bystander items 
pre/proceeding recovered faces, relative to never-forgotten 
faces.

• We were able to induce an impairment in encoding and 
stabilisation of novel stimuli, by presenting them immediately 
before/after reminders from the forgotten time-period. 

• The effect disappeared following memory recovery.

• These findings provide evidence for reflexive, global downregulation 
of the hippocampal memory systems when patients with 
dissociative amnesia are confronted with reminders from forgotten 
time-periods. 

• Results support the theory that inhibitory control mechanisms 
globally inhibit memory systems in dissociative amnesia.
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