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Clinical pattern and neuropsychologic outcome of
moderate traumatic brain injuries treated in conakry

Abstract

Cognitive impairment and behavioral changes following post-traumatic brain
injury are disabling sequelae of traumatic brain injury. Processing speed, attention,
executive functions and memory are usually the most impaired functions and may go
unnoticed during a routine follow up neurologic consult. The aim of this study was
to evaluate the degree of impairment of cognitive functions in a Guinean population
of moderate traumatic brain injury by assessing the adaptability of classical Western
neuropsychological tests to Guinean socio-cultural context. Twenty-three patients
treated in neurosurgery at the Ignace Deen Hospital of Conakry were retrospectively
assessed with a mean follow-up of 8.2months, a sex ratio of 4.6.1 and a mean age
of 30.5years. Patients were subjected to the Bell test, and to the measurement of
verbal and visio-spatial memory scores compared to a group of 23 control patients.
The results showed significant differences between the two groups with impaired
short recall memory and intact attention functions although quickly exhausted
(mental fatigability). Our results designate these 3 tests as simple and reliable
neuropsychological evaluation tools to be put in place early during the skull trauma
care network, to improve the neuropsychological outcomes in Africa.
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Introduction

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) accounts for 1.5million deaths a
year worldwide.! In France, the annual incidence of head injuries is
estimated at 200 cases per 100 000 inhabitants of which a little less
than 10% are severe.? In Belgium, it is estimated at 30 000 cases,
10% of which have severe motor, sensory and cognitive sequelae.’
In Guinea, Béavogui et al recorded 2576 cases of head injuries in the
Donka hospital during 2009.* In Ignace Deen hospital in the same
city, 1182 head injuries were admitted in the surgical emergencies
department between March 2015 and June 2016.°

Depending on the violence of the impact and the extent of the
lesions, the clinical consequences are quite variable ranging from
simple post-concussive syndrome to physical sequelae (motor,
sensory, speech or epileptic) and in severe cases a persistent vegetative
state. These clinical elements are well documented in the African and
Guinean medical literature.®’

However, there is one clinical entity that is undervalued in our
context and may go unnoticed on a neurological examination in a
recent traumatic brain injured patient: neurocognitive deficit, referred
as the “hidden disability”.® It is a combination of different factors
associating attention disorders, concentration, impaired learning
abilities of new information, and behavioral disorders.

Deficits resulting from these cognitive sequels have an impact
on daily life and seriously compromise the social, family, school,
and professional reintegration of this usually young population. The
difficulties for the social entourage, the patient himself and sometimes
for the doctors to identify this handicap and to attribute it to the causal
traumatic brain injury are an aggravating factor.

The increasing incidence of TBI in our country and the lack of
a previous Guinean study specifically focused on the mid-term
neuropsychological outcome motivated this study to determine

the cognitive function and generally describe the clinical and
epidemiological pattern of neurosurgically treated traumatic brain
injured patients in the country.

Patients and methods

We retrospectively reviewed epidemiological, clinical, therapeutic
data and neurologic and neuropsychologic outcomes of patients aged
between 18 and 60years, treated surgically for isolated moderate
traumatic brain injury in our department in a 12months period
from January to December 2015. Patients with profound obvious
neuropsychological disorders, previous history of brain trauma,
stroke, neurologic or psychiatric disorders were excluded.

Moderate TBI was defined by a Glascow Outcome Scale between
9 and 13. At a minimum of 6months follow up, the clinical neurologic
parameters were evaluated according to the Markwalder Grading
Scale. At the same time each participant neuropsychologic outcome
were assessed by 3 standardized tests:

The bells test has proved to be effective in assessing the visuospatial
pattern of the attention component of cognition. The patient is required
to cross out the bells that are scattered among several different shapes
on a sheet of paper.’

The digit-span task assesses the verbal working memory, the ability
of holding information in memory while using it and performing
more or less complex cognitive operations.'® Participants see or hear
a sequence of numerical digits and are tasked to recall the sequence
correctly, with increasingly longer sequences being tested in each
trial. The participant’s span is the longest number of sequential digits
that can accurately be remembered. Digit-span tasks can be given
forwards or backwards, meaning that once the sequence is presented,
the participant is asked to either recall the sequence in normal or
reverse order.
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The spatial span by the Corsi Blocks tasks assessing the visuospatial
working memory capacity. The participant is presented with a three-
dimensional tool comprising a board on which nine identical cubes are
arranged. The cubes are placed in a disordered manner, the numbered
face in front of the examiner so that the subject cannot distinguish the
cubes by the assigned number. The examiner administers an example
sequence and the test can begin with the sequence of 2 cubes, and
then the subject should immediately reproduce the sequence. Each
cube presentation is spaced about 1 second apart. The person has two
attempts to correctly reproduce the sequence. When two attempts fail,
the test is stopped, and the score is obtained by taking the number
of cubes corresponding to the last successful sequence. If the subject
fails to sequence 8, he gets a score of 5.

At the end of retrospective data collection, 23 healthy individuals
matching the age, gender, schooling level and sociocultural
environment of the patient’s group were selected and subjected to the
same 3 neuropsychological tests to serve as baseline for comparison.
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Individual scores were computed as a Mean for each group and each
test and compared using the Student t-test (GraphPad prism 6). The
differences were significant for a p value under 0.05.

Results

During the study period 175 patients were treated in General
Surgery for isolated moderate head injury. Of these, we were able
to access data of 122 patients from our archives (69.7%) and 42 of
them (34.4%) patients had available neurological and cognitive
assessment data with a follow up of 9.7months (7-14). Ten patients
had motor and sensory sequelae, and 9 patients were not able to take
the neuropsychological tests due to a profound impairment of their
cognitive functions. The application of all our criteria allowed us to
select for this study 23 patients whose average age is 30.5years (8-63)
with a sex ratio of 4.7. The demographic clinical data are summarized
in the Table 1.

Table | Clinical and demographic data of our sample of TBI patients. (MGS:

Markwalder Grading Scale)
Epidemiology and clinical data n %

Population 23
Sex Ratio 4.7
Age <20 5 9
21-Age-40 15 6521
Age> 40 3 27
Direct choc 8 34.79
Indirect choc 15 65.21
Mean hospital stays 16 days (6-33)

MVA 20 86.95
Etiology Others 3 13.04

<3 17 7391
MGS admission
=3 6 26.08

Imaging
Acute subdural hematoma 8 59
Chronic subdural hematoma 7 30.43
Epidural hematoma 5 21.73
Depressed skull fracture 7 3043
Frontal Contusions 5 21.73
Temporal Contusions 3 13.04
Treatment
Medical 23 100
Intensive Care 7 34.78
Surgery 12 52.17
Outcome

0 22 95.65
MGS follow up n=23

| | 4.34

2 0 0

4-Mar 0 0
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The results obtained show a significant difference between the two
groups for the digit span task and the spatial span both forward and
backward (Table 2).

In the bell test 1 patient achieved a perfect score compared to 4 in
the control group. The scores obtained in the patient group are good

Table 2 Student t test analysis of the 3 mean scores
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and are not significantly different from the control group. Regardless
of the number of barred bells, it is the bell crossing strategy that shows
a noticeable difference: 20 patients (86.9%) crossed the bells in a
disorganized manner (disorganized strategy) compared to 5(21.7%)
individuals in the control group (Figure 1).

Test Patients Controls P value
Forward 2.26+-0.79 2.82+-0.48 0.00014
Digit Span
Backward 1.43+-0.57 1.86+-0.53 0.00467
Forward 3.43+-1.01 4.65+-0.69 0.0001 |
Spatial Span
Backward 2.17+-0.81 3.60+-0.7 0
Bells Test 27 27.957 0.5
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Figure 1 Graph representation of the Bells Test.

Discussion

Traumatic brain injury is a major public health issue with
increasing incidence worldwide. In Europe, the total number of
annual hospital admissions for TBI has been estimated as 262 per
100,000 populations. Outside the western countries, epidemiological
studies on TBI are less precise and frequent.'> However, in 2004, an
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epidemiological study involving 77 hospitals showed a very high
incidence of TBI in eastern China.'

In most published series like the present, TBI was found to be
predominant in young male.'*!> Motor vehicle accidents (MVA) is the
principal cause in our study and the most reported etiology in USA'
and Australia."” The preponderance of moderate TBI (compared to
mild TBI and severe TBI) in previous Guinean studies* as well as the
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current one is a direct consequence of the low level of development of
local resources in neurosurgery. Very few cases of severe TBI could
be seen to the hospital alive, due to the lack of intensive pre hospital
and intra hospital care. And patient with mild TBI barely come to the
emergency room to seek neurosurgical opinion.

Cognitive and emotional perception deficits in the aftermath
of severe TBI have been well studied.'® Most studies have focused
on deficits in memory, processing speed, visual spatial abilities,
concentration, learning abilities, and abstract reasoning.'” There is an
emerging interest in evaluating the impact of these cognitive disorders
on the patient’s life using self-rated HRQoL (Health Related Quality
of Life) tool after TBI* and the importance of early screening of
cognitive function for rehabilitation planning in a clinical setting at a
stage were the neuroplasticity is at its maximum.?!

Many standardised neurocognitive tests have been developed in
the western countries.?’ Their use elsewhere in the world can be biased
by the socio-cultural differences in the perception of individuals
about their quality of life.”> We therefore choose to perform simple
assessment of cognitive deficits in this first study (without analysing
the impact on HRQOL) and compare the scores to a demographically
identic group of healthy individuals, instead of direct transposition of
normative western scores mean values.

Evaluation of attention disorders

The bells test didn’t show any difference between patients and
controls with good performances in both groups in term of score. The
disorganized and chaotic pattern of the bells crossing out strategy
in the patient’s group despite a good quantitative score is a form of
mental exhaustion.”® Increased fatigability in attentional functions
results in a global decline in cognitive performance, affecting all
phases of information processing.?* Patients shows traits of additional
efforts to compensate the slowdown and difficulties they face in daily
life. They become more irritable and experience an increase in the
frequency and intensity of headaches.?

Assessment of memory disorders

The ability to process serially ordered information is fundamental
to many aspects of our lives, including spelling and orientation to a
new environment.'” We tested the verbal short-term memory (STM),
with the digit span task (DST) that involves recalling sequences of
digits, and the ability to retrieve visuospatial information by the Corsi
span task (CST) that involves recalling sequences of blocks.?® The
choice of these two tests were based on the Baddeley’s Working
Memory model that postulates the existence of two domain-specific
subsystems involved in the storage of verbal and visuospatial
information: the phonological loop and the visuospatial sketchpad,
respectively. These two components are linked with the central
executive system that integrates and manipulates information.?’

Our data shows statistically significant low scores in the patient
group in both tasks, backward and forward and concorded with studies
reported in the literature.'® For other authors, these poor performances
reflect more a deficit in the implementation of memory processes
(perhaps secondary to attentional and dysexecutive disorders) than
a true disintegration of the memory stock.? Patients develop a poor
strategy of learning and retrieving information, especially in double
sided task (forward and backward), with poor use of mental imaging
(visio-spatial sketch) and coding of spatial and temporal information
in episodic memory.33!
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Conclusion

This work is a first step towards the impact of TBI on the long-
term cognitive functions of patients in our context and opens up
prospects for a deep analysis of the consequences of these subtle
cognitive declines on the Health-Related Quality of life and activity
of daily living.
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