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Cognitive  Disorders  Following  Brain  Injury

What are Cognitive Disorders?

The term cognitive refers to the state of knowing or understanding.  Brain injury often alters a person's ability to know or understand the world about him or her.  Such individuals often experience difficulty with information processing resulting in a decreased ability to respond appropriately to events in the environment.  They may be unable to organize the use of their environment in an effective way.  Impairments in cognition or thinking may prevent an individual from returning to work or independent living.

Cognitive impairments can logically be described as discrete areas of disability (e.g., a memory deficit versus a visual processing impairment).  It is important, however, to realize that different cognitive impairments often occur together and that they interrelate.  For example, a person may present with what appears to be a significant memory deficit when the underlying difficulty is actually a problem with attention and concentration.  With this in mind, each of the different types of cognitive impairments will be described and the reader should remember that they are not necessarily distinct and separate disorders.  There are six broad areas of cognition that are commonly impaired following a brain injury.  These include disorders of attention and concentration, visual processing, memory, reasoning and judgement, executive functions and communication.

In addition, there is usually an overall slowing in mental processing such that an individual may take longer to think and respond than prior to the brain injury.  Some people experience difficulty in all of these areas, while others present with more focused disorders.

Attention/Concentration Deficits

An inability to sustain attention while carrying out a task is often a consequence of brain injury.  Manifestations of attention deficits include such patient complaints as "I always lose track of conversation", or "I can't follow the plot of a book or TV show".  Often impairments in attention present at a more basic level where a person is unable to adequately attend and respond to simple stimuli, such as sound or objects.  This is more often seen in the early stages of recovery.  Examples of higher-level attention problems include the inability to shift attention from one task to another or divide attention between two simultaneously occurring events.

Attention/concentration represents a basic level of thinking, and disruption of this process may negatively impact all other areas of cognition.

Visual Processing

Problems with visually interpreting the world are also frequently present following brain injury.  Although some patients may have difficulty with visual acuity (or how well they see), the primary problem is with the interpretation of visual information.  At the most basic level, brain injury may cause difficulty with the recognition of objects or faces.  Other problems can be seen in a person's analysis of visual stimuli.  He or she may be unable to pick out visual detail or discriminate features or objects.  Hand-eye coordination may also be disrupted such that a person would have trouble building a model or performing construction activities.  Finally, space and distance judgement may be impaired.  This difficulty may be manifested when a person misjudges the distance between a plate of food and the serving tray such that the food spills on the table.  Visual processing impairments, if not remediated, make many activities impossible or unsafe, such as reading, driving, and cooking.

Memory Deficits

Memory problems are among the most common complaint of individuals who have suffered brain injury.  Memory deficits greatly impair the learning of new information and again may preclude an individual from returning to gainful employment and independent living.

Reasoning/Judgment Problems

This broad area includes deficits in higher level thinking where an individual experiences difficulty in analyzing and synthesizing information.  Often individuals suffer disorders of thinking manifested as a decrease in abstract reasoning, poor judgement and reduced problem-solving ability.  Patients may be very concrete in their thought such that they interpret information literally.  Reasoning and problem-solving impairments can be extremely devastating as they affect the way a person approaches every aspect of his or her life.

Executive Control Skills

Functions of the executive control system refer to those cognitive components which allow an individual to carry out goal directed activity.  The basic components include being insightful of one's own abilities, the ability to create a strategy or plan for achieving a goal, as well as to initiate and follow through with the steps required to complete the intended goals.  This arch also includes the ability to monitor one's performance and revise behavior as necessary.  Many brain-injured individuals have difficulty with the selection and execution of goal related activities and are unorganized in their approach to solving problems.

Communication Disorders

Communication disorders are another frequent finding following brain injury.  Often people have speech disorders that are motorically based, rendering their speech difficult to understand.  Language problems may also be present.  Many individuals have problems thinking of the words they want to say, as well as difficulty in constructing complex sentences.  Language is closely tied with other cognitive dimensions such as memory and attention, thus adequate communication may require the remediation of related deficits.  Higher-level language impairments often persist long after the injury and reflect disorders of thinking.  Some examples include: decreased organization of expressing thoughts in logical sequences, an ability to generate multiple ideas about a topic, and poor communicative behaviors such as decreased eye contact and poor turn taking in conversation.  Once again, loss of the ability to communicate effectively may prevent an individual from adequate performance of certain job assignments and from satisfactory interaction with others.

Remediation of Cognitive Disorders

Cognitive rehabilitation is the service designed to remediate disorders of attention, visual processing, memory, etc.  Rehabilitation must deal with the problem of real people in the real world; thus an effective cognitive rehabilitation program must orient treatment towards functional gains that enable a person to use increased cognitive skills to function more productively in society.  Studies lend support for effective rehabilitation for persons with brain injury.  As people's attention skills, memory functioning and thinking abilities improve, potential for gainful employment and independent living is increased.
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