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Outline for this presentation 
à Brief background of the rationale for co-thinking posttraumatic stress

symptomatology and WAD 

à Definition(s) of posttraumatic stress symptomatology 

à Underlining assessment difficulties
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Brief background
à WAD is a heterogeneous condition with highly variable recovery patterns that 

affects high numbers worldwide and has high associated costs, leaving us in a 
position as researchers and clinicians where we want to be be better able to 
prevent and treat chronic WAD 

à One way to address this is to increase knowledge on relevant factors and 
subgroups

à As WAD is a posttraumatic condition, some people may also experience a more 
psychological posttraumatic response to their accident – e.g. posttraumatic stress

à While many know posttraumatic stress symptomatology from other 
traumatic populations such as veteran and sexual assaults victims, it is highly
common after MVC’s too (e.g., Heron-Delane et al., 2013; Lin et al., 2018)
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Brief background
à The pooled mean prevalence in clinical chronic pain populations in general has 

been reported to be around 10% (Fishbain et al., 2017; Siqveland et al., 2017)

àAlso commonly reported in WAD (e.g., Andersen et al., 2013; Crutebo et al., 2010) and has been 
associated with increased levels of pain, disability, and distress (e.g., Pedler & Sterling, 
2013) 

àA recent systematic review also reported that these symptoms were a   
significant prognostic factor for poor recovery in WAD (Campbell et al., 2018)

à Theoretically, mutual maintenance between pain and PTSD has been proposed in 
comorbid cases (Sharp & Harvey, 2001)

à This idea has also been discussed in relation to treatment, where PTSD  
symptomatology may complicate treatment and reduce effects (e.g., Jaspers, 1998; 
Campbell et al., 2015)
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Definition(s) of posttraumatic stress 
à A mental disorder that can be developed after exposure to a traumatic 

event

à One of the few mental disorders that has the aetiology in its definition

à PTSD is mainly defined using the diagnostic systems of either  
WHO (ICD) or APA (DSM)

à These are different in their definitions of PTSD, but also have different 
editions that are still in use, which again are different 

à On top of this, there are a number of ways to assess and summarize these symptoms 

à In research at the moment, we see primarily three of these: DSM-IV-TR, DSM-5, and 
ICD-11
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concentrating
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Trouble remembering important 
parts trauma
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PTSD diagnostic difficulties in WAD 
o To me, there are two main issues:

o One thing is actual symptom overlap! 

o Another thing is symptoms that are commonly misinterpreted! 
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Interpretation issues with particularly 
the “specific” PTSD symptoms 
à One example: 

à Repeated, disturbing, and unwanted memories of the stressful experience? 
à Many reply something like “yes, it often comes to mind, it makes me sad to think of what I have 

lost, and I actually do not want to think about it”. 
à However, “thinking of” is not enough – it needs to be reexperiencing!

à Another two examples: 
à Internal avoidance – I get too sad thinking of it, so I try not to. Especially the fact that I never got 

any compensation. That is just so unfair.
à External avoidance – I avoid many activities, yes. For example, I used to play a lot of tennis. I do 

not do that anymore, as I will get this terrible pain. 
à Here, pain itself or post-injury distress related to factors such as struggles with insurance 

companies are often used as explanations for their replies, which is not PTSD-avoidance. 

à A final example:
à Loss of interest in activities that you used to enjoy? 
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Attention to the smaller things –
wordings matter! 

DSM-5: Avoiding memories, thoughts, or feelings related to the stressful 
experience? 

ICD-11: Avoiding internal reminders of the experience (for example, 
thoughts, feelings, or physical sensations)? 

à Some wordings will also tap differently into the pain condition! 

Does size really matter? Hansen et al., 2017
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Concluding remarks 
à It is highly tricky to tease out what is actually what, when the trauma referred to also cause the 

pain condition

à Not surprisingly, we commonly we see that they regard it as a collective condition. 

à Often, I find that there are three major things affecting their responses: 
à Actual PTSD symptoms 
à Pain and related issues
à Distress related to the post-injury course and the massive changes in life as it was prior to the 

injury
à (…. And then any other condition that may further muddle the picture – e.g. depressive symptoms)

à Some of the identified issues can be targeted by applying measures that focus on the core 
symptoms and are actually validated in chronic pain populations (and maybe also interviews)

à But all in all, this is no easy task, but it may also be OK to accept it to be a proxy of more 
general and pain-related distress – we just then need to talk and think differently about it and 
what is needed in terms of interventions
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THANK YOU!
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