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INVISIBLE DAMAGE AFTER A STROKE CAUSES MORE PROBLEMS THAN PARALYSIS

Danish researchers have revealed that persistent severe but invisible disabilities in stroke patients are nearly just as common as physical disorders, such as paralysis of the arm and leg.  Difficulties with communication and orientation, blindness in part of the visual field and impaired brain function contribute significantly to the overall disability in more than half of patients.  These problems last for several years after a stroke, delegates at the European Federation of Neurological Societies Congress were told today (28 October).

Almost 1200 stroke patients participated in the investigation over seven years.  “In the public’s mind stroke is associated with paralysis of the arm and leg in one side of the body. Most people are unaware that stroke, unfortunately, is much more than a paralysed arm or leg,” said Tom Skyhøj Olsen from the Gentofte University Hospital in Denmark.

Stroke is the third most common cause of death and disability, and is the single most expensive disease in the Western World. The researchers found that one fifth of the patients found it difficult to communicate – a condition known as aphasia. Fourteen percent had problems with orientation and 12 % were blind in either the right or the left side of the visual field. As many as ¼ had a global impairment of their brain function leading to cognitive decline or dementia.

“Significantly, 12% had difficulties in recognising their disability meaning that they often forgot that their arm or leg was paralysed. Therefore, they were often is involved in accidents. Most patients, however, were aware of their invisible symptoms and often these caused more problems and more distress than the paralysis of arm or leg,” said Dr Olsen.

The invisible symptoms are unpredictable and can strike the patient at any moment. They are also responsible for the change of the personality of many stroke patients, which is a major problem not only for the stroke patients but for the spouse or caregiver as well. “These invisible symptoms and handicaps are surprisingly common among patients with stroke and they are the reason why many stroke patients are socially isolated,” he said. Not enough is known about how to rehabilitate patients with these invisible disabilities and Dr Olsen called for much more research in this field.  “Many more resources should be allocated,” he concluded.
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Note to Editors

The EFNS is the only organisation to unite and support neurologists across the whole of Europe. Founded in 1991, 38 European national neurological societies are registered members representing more than 12.000 European neurologists.  As well as handling political issues related to European neurology, the role of the EFNS is to advance neurology as an independent speciality,to support services to patients and research, and to provide training. See www.efns.org
 

