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What is attention?

The world around us has lots of distractions. These might be things we 
can see, hear, smell or taste. Attention is the ability to focus on the 
information we want to be aware of and ignore unimportant 
distractions.

There are different types of attention which we can use:

Focused Attention: is our ability to select and concentrate on one 
thing whilst ignoring distractions from the environment.
Sustained Attention: enables us to focus at length on a task without 
getting distracted, for example reading a book.
Divided Attention: allows us to concentrate on more than one thing 
at once and most commonly referred to as multi-tasking.
Alternating Attention: helps us to switch our attention between 
tasks, for example reading the recipe whilst cooking.
Selective Attention: our ability to select consciously what we pay 
attention to, for example a family member’s voice in a busy room.

After an injury to the brain, people may find it harder to concentrate on 
more than one thing at once and harder to decide which things need 
attention and which things don’t.

When people are tired, stressed, worried or in pain it can be even harder 
to concentrate.
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How might problems with attention affect a person with a brain 
injury?

• You may find that you struggle to concentrate on tasks and are 
easily distracted.

• It might be more difficult to follow a conversation.
• It is common to become tired quickly and make mistakes that you 

wouldn't have previously made.
• You may find that it is difficult to take on board lots of 

information, that it is harder to understand and remember what 
has been said.

• It may take you longer to understand information given to you, 
especially when it is spoken information.

• You might find that you become frustrated or agitated by things 
that wouldn't previously have upset you.

• It is common to be more forgetful, particularly around recent 
events.

• You may find it hard to read a book or watch a TV programme, 
particularly if the storyline is over a few days.
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How to support someone with attention deficits?

There are many ways to help someone manage an attention problem. 
By using strategies we can minimise the impact attention difficulties 
have on the person, their friends and family.

Day to Day Strategies:

• Try to make eye contact with the person you are talking to.
• Consider how much time you spend in busy places and if possible, 

try going at quieter times of the day.
• Try wearing earplugs when reading, to minimise background 

distractions, particularly if you are in a busy environment.
• It can be helpful to do tasks you find more challenging in a 

morning or at a time when you have the most energy.
• Try to keep important items like your keys, phone and money in 

the same place, so that you are less likely to misplace them.
• It may be helpful to use lists to remember items or tasks e.g. a 

shopping list.
• Make sure you give yourself plenty of time to complete tasks.
• Attempt to break important tasks down into small achievable 

steps.
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At Home or at Work:

• Try to keep a clutter-free environment.
• Use a diary or calendar to organise your schedule. There are also a 

range of apps for smart phones to help with this.
• If possible take frequent breaks during the day.
• Try to talk face to face, one to one if it is an important discussion.
• Ask people to write down information, so that you can refer back 

to it later on as needed.
• Try to limit interruptions, for example switch your phone to 

answerphone for important meetings.
• It may be helpful to have good lighting when you are trying to 

concentrate.
• Double check any work you have done and seek support from 

others where available.

 

Socialising:

• Try to meet in quieter places with fewer distractions.
• If you lose track of a conversation, don't be afraid to tell the 

person and ask them to repeat the bit you missed.
• It may be useful to plan ahead, so you know how you are going to 

get somewhere and how long it will take you.
• Try using a diary or calendar to keep track of activities and plans, 

to make sure you don't double book.
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Remember:

After any brain injury it is important to look after yourself:

• It might be worth making some changes to ensure you are 
following a healthy diet and getting some light exercise.

• If possible try to have regular rests and breaks during the day.
• Try to get into a good bedtime routine and allow yourself to relax 

prior to bed, to help with sleep.
• Reduce stress and worry. Talk to friends, family or health 

professionals.  Relaxation exercises can be useful.
• Low mood, depression and anxiety can have a negative impact on 

our attention.  If you feel that this is a concern talk to your GP. 

 

Further Advice and Support:

If you notice any changes in your memory, attention or have any 
concerns following your discharge from hospital, don’t hesitate to voice 
these with your GP.

For additional information please see:

Headway Association: https://www.headway.org.uk/home.aspx

Brain Injury Rehabilitation Trust: 
http://www.thedtgroup.org/brain-injury/
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