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Abstract

“Twisties”, rarely affecting top-level predisposed young people engaged in
athletic evolution and recently observed during the 2020 Olympic Games,
sometimes have a psychodynamic origin (dissociation accompanied by de-
personalization and derealisation) and could be treated with adequate hyp-
notic suggestions. This could shorten the recovery of these athletes through
the awareness of a repressed trauma and/or a direct intervention on body
awareness.
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1. Introduction

Disorders called “twisties”, climbed to the fore during the 2020 Olympic Games
held in 2021, are often associated to (or even produced by) a partial detachment
from the sense of self (Jauregui Renaud, 2015). They are quite rare, and more
frequent in adolescence and early post-adolescence, that is, in the age in which
athletic performance is higher, at least from a physical point of view. Twisties
recently caused the retirement of a top-level athlete from some competitions.
Twisties, curiously not yet explicitly mentioned in medical literature, occur
most of the time in an asymptomatic or paucisymptomatic way in the general
population, which does not notice it, while they reveal themselves more easily
and take on a crucial role in aeronautical and spatial medicine as well as in some

sports disciplines that require great coordination skills, in particular in those in-
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cluding vaulting, overturning, pike jumps etc. (Bradshaw, 2004; Dainis, 1981;
Seifert et al., 2010). The aerial phase of these exercises is very demanding (Seifert
et al., 2010) and requires enormous coordination and a very pronounced sense
of the Self in the three-dimensional space, not different from the one requested
to the astronauts or to the pilots of modern highly-sophisticated military air-
planes (Douglas, 2009; Messerschmid et al., 2004).

2. Danger of Twisties

Pilots and astronauts are selected and long trained to prevent twisties from de-
veloping during flight. It is normally not so for athletes. When occurring in the
course of the sports disciplines mentioned above, twisties are very dangerous
and can lead to serious physical trauma. Low-level athletes, on the contrary, do

not usually face activities so demanding from a spatial point of view.

3. Pathogenetic Considerations

Twisties recognize a varied and vague pathogenesis, both of physical and
psychodynamic nature.

Top-level athletics strongly engage the system of self-recognition in space, par-
ticularly insula (salience detection and body awareness), precuneus (self-referential
processing), anterior cingulate (emotional processing), and thalamus as “sen-
sory relay station” also implied in dissociation (Merckelbach & Muris, 2001)
and in self-recognition (Krause-Utz et al., 2017). The disorder is described
among athletes as a dissolution of the sense of space and/or a loss of awareness
of one’s presence. In some cases they are attributed to physical trauma or epi-
lepsy (Heydrich et al., 2019), other times they can derive from psychic causes
and more precisely from the onset of a sense of depersonalization and dereali-
sation (D&D) following a psychic trauma or a post-traumatic stress disorders
(PTSD) in predisposed personalities (Edwards & Angus, 1972; Krause-Utz et
al., 2017).

Although no remote diagnosis can be made based on the information re-
ported by the press, in the case that occurred at the 2020 Olympics Games, peo-
ple close to the athlete concerned (who publicly spoke about it) actually men-
tioned a D&D state, perhaps deriving from a PTSD or a previous abuse. But it
must be absolutely clear that the case indirectly mentioned here is not used as a
clinical case, given the insufficiency of data and the inadequate and not appro-
priate context, but only as a theoretical occasion to generally discuss a remark-
able phenomenon of considerable interest, suggesting, for its treatment, the pos-

sibility of hypnotic therapy.

4.D&D in Hypnosis

D&D, together with dissociation, are always present in hypnosis, including the
neutral one (Ze. when not expressly desired), and can be also deliberately pro-

duced. In our Clinical and Experimental Hypnosis Laboratory in Padua and
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Turin (Casiglia, 2015) we have often produced very intense states of D&D for
experimental and didactic purposes. Interestingly, the above-mentioned brain
centres (insula, precuneus, anterior cingulate and thalamus) are always in-
volved in experimental hypnotic tasks, as demonstrated by functional magnetic
resonance and electroencephalogram (Casiglia et al., 2012b; Casiglia et al.,
2020). The cerebellum too is involved (Casiglia et al., 2020). The cerebellum has
historically been associated with the control of spatial balance (highly necessary
in top-level athletes), but our studies showed that it is also implicated in the use
of subjective consciousness and in “hypnoic dissociation with D&D” (Casiglia
et al., 2020).

5. A Therapeutic Role for Hypnosis?

What is of paramount practical importance is that, just as hypnosis produces D&D
in people in hypnotic trance, it often resolves them equally well in people who suf-
fer from these disorders (Kluft, 1992; Nash et al., 1984), unless they are of organic
origin only. In our Laboratory cited above (Casiglia et al., 2012a) we have been both
producing and solving many cases of spontaneous D&D of varying degrees of in-
tensity by employing suitable commands before de-hypnotization, commands that
have the ability to act even in the post-hypnotic period. This post-hypnotic pe-
riod can last indefinitely if the phenomenon is exclusively of a psychodynamic
nature and if its causes are removed in hypnosis (Casiglia, 2015).

Psychodynamic twisties, which can end an athlete’s career, require psycho-
therapy that seeks out and resolves any trauma and sometimes drug therapy
(Meneses et al., 2021; Appel, 2020). If this treatment is long-lasting, the career is
ruined anyway, with serious damage not only human but also economic.

We suggest that in these athletes a hypnotic treatment can solve or contribute
to solving the problem of twisties in a shorter time, even in one or two sessions,
both allowing through age regression/revivification the very rapid identification,
for instance by hypnotic age regression (Giordano et al., 2012), of a removed
trauma, either by administering suggestions in therapeutic settings aimed at
raising awareness of the trauma and/or depriving it of its pathogenic value (Gold
& Quifones, 2020; Spiegel & Cardena, 1990).

The experimental demonstration of this theory in the case of twisties is diffi-
cult, due to the rarity of these phenomena in the high-level sports field and their
merely subjective nature. In our opinion, this is a path that is worth taking for

the quick and safe recovery of these sporting excellences.

6. Conclusion

This paper is addressed at hypnosis scholars, as well as psychologists and
medical doctors who use hypnosis, and finally to those who deal with sports
psychology. Its purpose is to accent the possible role of hypnosis in accelerat-
ing and improving the clinical course of high-level athletes suffering from

twisties.
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