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Toward a possible trauma subtype of functional neurological disorder: Impact on symptom severity and 

physical health  

 

Interview with Dr. Sara Paredes-Echeverri 

By Michael Romeo 

 

In this month's FNDS newsletter, we had the pleasure of interviewing Dr. Sara Paredes-Echeverri about her 

ground-breaking research into a possible trauma subtype of FND and what this could mean for our 

understanding of the role of trauma and adverse life experiences in the pathogenesis and treatment of FND.  

 

Sara was born and raised in Colombia, where she studied Medicine at the Universidad de los Andes. She first 

worked at the prestigious Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center at Harvard University and is currently a post-

doctoral researcher at the Functional Neurological Disorder Research Group at Massachusetts General 

Hospital. Sara has co-authored several papers in the field of FND. 

 

Sara describes herself as a "very purpose-driven person" and passionate about FND research ("I am always 

researching FND"). Sara believes she can make more of a difference for patients by contributing to the 

growing body of research dedicated to understanding the mechanisms of FND. When she heard about the 

work of the Functional Neurological Disorder Research Group headed by Dr David Perez, she "knew (she) had 

to be part of the team." She adds, "I think the beautiful thing about our team is that we have people who 

are in direct contact with patients. Some people bridge patient interactions with research, and some of us 

only do research. So, we are trying to integrate and pull from the one-on-one patient interactions to drive 

our research ideas."  

 

Although it is well documented that people with FND have significantly more adverse early life events when 

compared to healthy controls, Sara’s research revealed that more work is needed to understand the impact 

and relevance of traumatic experiences in this population. 

   

"We were very curious if there was a potential trauma subgroup within FND that was clinically meaningful 

[…]. We are aware that a trauma subtype is transdiagnostic. It's not unique to FND and a risk factor for many 

conditions.” However, the literature suggests that across a range of neurologic and psychiatric conditions, 

individuals who prominently experience adverse life events (particularly in childhood) exhibit additional 

distinguishing clinical characteristics (for example, increased symptom severity). 

 

In this study, a cohort of 78 people with functional seizures and functional movement disorders was assessed 

using numerous symptom severity, physical health, and trauma-specific self-report measures. Based on the 

subjects' responses, Sara and colleagues delineated three subtypes of adverse life experiences from the 

cohort: probable PTSD, the presence of childhood abuse and childhood neglect. 

 

"We had a big challenge, and it was to determine how we might define trauma in the context of a possible 

‘trauma subtype’ of FND. I think, as a researcher, that's very hard because adverse life experiences have many  
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definitions, and it can be measured in different ways. However, because of data availability, we decided to 

move forward to examine three different ways of determining adverse life experiences, which were 

childhood neglect, childhood abuse, and the experience of PTSD symptoms.”  

 

Sara and colleagues observed that people with more significant PTSD reported increased FND symptom 

severity and decreased physical health compared to those in the lower subgroup. 

 

"We found that if we defined the trauma subtype by the current experience of PTSD symptoms, there were 

clinically meaningful differences between the people with FND with PTSD versus the people without PTSD, 

and it was clinically meaningful, both in symptom severity and physical health. Now, when we stratified our 

same population by childhood abuse, we also found that it was clinically meaningful for symptom severity."  

 

The trauma-subtype study was inspired in part by the FND Research Group’s involvement in the recent 

collaboration, which produced the paper “A new science of emotion: implications for functional neurological 

disorder.” 

 

“We pulled from past work to write this article, and this article has fed into potential future projects. We 

published an article last year in collaboration with Dr. Lisa Feldman-Barrett and colleagues. That article was 

notable because (it proposes) that our lived experiences, include past adverse events, potentially change the 

way the brain predicts and interprets sensory information. And so basically, your current experience of life 

really is in a way influenced by what you've lived, and the brain is always predicting. And our brains are trying 

to be one step ahead of the game and always trying to guess or anticipate what's coming next. So that article 

really fueled us to look into trauma and see how people experiencing trauma could potentially change the 

way they were experiencing symptoms.”  

 

The implications of a possible trauma subtype are exciting for trauma-focused psychotherapies. For example, 

subtyping FND could support future research in treatment matching for people with FND.   

 

"My takeaway from the CODES trial was that for FND, there's probably not one perfect treatment for 

everyone. And it's not a one size fits all. But, if we define distinct subtypes of FND, with distinguishing clinical 

(and biological) characteristics, this could positively impact personalized treatments for this condition in the 

future."  

 

Sara is very excited about future projects with the FND Research Group. In particular, she is looking forward 

to building on the present study. "Every time we do research, it opens a different door[...]. The lab has done 

a lot of brain imaging work, but I haven't as of yet. That is something I look forward to, looking for a potential 

trauma subtype in imaging work. The biological aspect I think is very important in the overall holistic 

approach to thinking about FND."  

 

We look forward to hearing more about Sara’s future projects.    


