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What is post-traumatic amnesia?

Post-traumatic amnesia (PTA) is the process of regaining consciousness 
following a coma or brain injury and it is important to note that even a 
mild concussion can cause PTA.  During this time the person will have 
little or no continuous memory of daily activity and will be unable to 
remember what happened hours or minutes previously.

PTA is regarded as a stage in the brain’s recovery process. It can take a 
few hours, days or weeks to reach full consciousness. Unfortunately 
there is no way of knowing exactly how long it will last.

Try to remember that some memories, particularly those in the lead up 
to the event, may never be regained. This may be due to a defense 
mechanism put in place by the brain, or because the area holding that 
memory has been damaged.

What are the symptoms of post-traumatic amnesia?

The behaviour exhibited during PTA can be distressing for family and 
friends. Typical symptoms include:

• Disorientation and confusion about current place, time and 
identity of others.

• Being highly distracted and disinhibited.
• Anxiety, agitation and rapid mood changes.
• Difficulty with thinking, memory and concentration.

How do we assess PTA?

PTA is assessed in a variety of ways dependent on the individual’s level 
of alertness. Typically these assessments are completed by an 
Occupational Therapist who uses scales to monitor improvement. These 
assessment scales rely on the ability to learn and retain new information. 
The most commonly used assessments are the Wessex Head Injury 
Matrix (WHIM) and the Westmead Post-Traumatic Amnesia Scale.
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Sometimes more practical assessments, such as kitchen assessments, 
may be used to highlight any difficulties an individual may have in every 
day tasks. These can help to identify any safety issues when we are 
looking at discharge planning.

Why do we assess PTA?

The length of PTA is often seen as an indicator as to the severity of an 
individual’s brain injury. However, the level of injury is usually only 
apparent once the person has fully emerged from PTA.

These assessments are important as they help to identify areas of 
particular difficulty which we can focus on in therapy sessions, as well 
as demonstrating progression through PTA.

How can friends and family be involved?

It is really important that friends and family are involved in the care of a 
person who is in PTA. The Occupational Therapist will liaise with you as 
to how you can help your relative/friend. Some ways include:

• Providing an accurate and detailed history about social 
circumstances; likes and dislikes; hobbies; and any topics of 
conversation that should be avoided.
 

• If your relative/friend is repeating a question, try to answer in a 
non-challenging manner.
 

• A rehabilitation diary may be provided. This can be used to talk 
through why an individual is in hospital and help to remind them 
where they are.
 

• It is important to avoid over-stimulation which can occur by having 
too many visitors or long visiting periods. It can be helpful for 
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everyone if visitors plan ahead and try to schedule who is coming 
and at what time. Rest is important while the brain is recovering.

Further information:

You can find more information from Headway: The Brain Injury 
Association at:

• www.headway.org.uk

Occupational Therapist:

• 0114 271 2774   (Royal Hallamshire Hospital)
• 0114 226 6572   (Northern General Hospital)

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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