
Practical information

ACUTE STRESS 
DISORDER

“A few days after a trauma, everything 
should go back to normal.” False! 
The experience at the time of the trauma 
is often so intense and so overwhelming, 
and the physiological and psychological 
reactions so unusual, that it takes several 
days and often weeks to begin to feel like 
yourself and feel more together. 
“You have to talk about it right away, 
let it all out, talk about everything.” 
Partially true! Talking about it is a choice 
and a possibility, but not an obligation. 
The most important thing is to offer 
an opportunity for listening. 
“Don’t make a big deal out of it.”  
False. This attitude is very harmful 
and increases the risk of developing 
post-traumatic symptoms. 
The person must be offered listening, 
understanding, support 
and empathy for their suffering, and 
be given the opportunity to express 
themselves. Friends and relatives can 
often provide this essential support.

For almost two weeks, 
I felt a kind of trembling 
in my body, I couldn’t 
sleep or calm down…

The next day, the cops were already 
asking for as many details as possible, 
but I couldn’t do it, I wasn’t able to 
think yet, to put things in order, 
it was horrible, and then I was crying 
all the time. 

Ever since my mother told me that 
my brother had had an accident, 
time has stood still… I can’t tell you 
what I’ve been doing the last few 
days. My body feels heavy… I feel 
like I’m absent, everything 
feels unreal, I stay at home, 
without moving, curled up 
in tears… I don’t know how long 
I’m going to stay like this. 
I can’t believe it.” 

Find this 
exercise in 
the book 
Le trauma : 
Comment 
s’en sortir ? 
Published by 
De Boeck Sup

True or false A real-life experience 
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In the days and first month following the event, you may experience 
various transient reactions: this is called acute stress disorder. 
If these symptoms persist for more than one month, it is called 
post-traumatic stress disorder. 
 
These symptoms cause significant suffering and affect 
the person’s functioning. A diagnosis of acute stress disorder requires 
a person to have had at least nine of the described symptoms for between 
three days and one month. 

Intrusion

Involuntary and 
invasive repetitive 

memories, nightmares, 
flashbacks or distress 

when reminded 
of the traumatic 

experience 
Changes in 

thoughts and mood

Negative mood 
with persistent 

inability 
to feel positive 

emotions.

Hyperévil

Éveil pathologique,  
perturbations  

du sommeil, irritabilité, 
accès de colère, hyper 

vigilance, réaction  
de sursaut exagérée

Hyperarousal

Staying awake, 
sleep problems, 
irritability, angry 
outbursts, hyper 

vigilance, exaggerated 
startle response 

Hyperévil

Éveil pathologique,  
perturbations  

du sommeil, irritabilité, 
accès de colère, hyper 

vigilance, réaction  
de sursaut exagérée

Dissociation

Alteration of the 
perception of the reality 

of your environment 
or yourself, 

inability to remember 
an important aspect 

of the trauma

Hyperévil

Éveil pathologique,  
perturbations  

du sommeil, irritabilité, 
accès de colère, hyper 

vigilance, réaction  
de sursaut exagérée

Avoidance

Avoidance of memories, 
thoughts, feelings 

or external reminders 
that cause distress.

Exposure to 
death or 

threat of death, 
to serious injury 

or sexual violence

A word from the experts… 
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The essentials 

Acute stress is a pathological state that reflects our difficulty 
incorporating the trauma into our life story. 
 
Post-traumatic dissociation (disconnection from reality or from 
our own body) and its consequences, when unchecked, may persist.

This experience of acute stress is destabilising, intense and disrupts your ability 
to reason, act calmly and interact with those around you. This distress is not always 
taken into account, especially when you have to deal with administrative procedures, 
police officers, insurers, investigators, employers… or even by those around you.


