
Diagnosis and therapy in severe disorders of con
sciousness
A. Bender

Therapiezentrum Burgau, Germany 

Defining the spectrum and challenges in diagnosis

In the domain of Disorders of Consciousness (DoC), 
a continuum delineates various stages ranging from 
coma, to emergence from the Minimally Conscious State 
(MCS). Coma, characterized by lack of wakefulness 
(eyes closed) and awareness, stands in contrast to 
Unresponsive Wakefulness Syndrome (UWS), wherein 
wakefulness increases while no signs of awareness are 
detectable. Progression along this continuum may lead 
to Minimally Conscious States (MCS), typified by wake-
fulness and varying degrees awareness and command 
following, ultimately culminating in emergence from 
DoC, marked by functional communication and func-
tional object use [1, 2].

However, the diagnosis of DoC presents challenges, 
with alarmingly high rates of misdiagnosis for MCS, 
ranging up to 40 % of all cases [3, 4]. The Coma Recov-
ery Scale-Revised (CRS_R) emerges as a recommended 
assessment tool to alleviate this concern. Furthermore, 
the dynamic nature of DoC necessitates frequent evalua-
tions (at least 5 times within a 2-week period), as patients 
may swiftly transition between states of consciousness 
and unconsciousness [2]. Diagnostic challenges are 
particularly pronounced in MCS patients lacking motor 
responses, a phenomenon known as Cognitive-Motor 
Dissociation or Covert Consciousness [5]. Therefore, 
EEG-based methodologies, fMRI, FDG-PET-CT, and other 
physiological parameters are indispensable for identify-
ing such patients, as this subgroup may comprise up to 
15% of UWS cases [2]. Despite technological advance-
ments in diagnosis, straightforward approaches such 
as assessing olfactory reactions and blink rate, as well 
as newer techniques like monitoring heart rate or pupil 
dynamics, hold promise as simple diagnostic methods. 

Evidence-based therapies

Advancing beyond diagnosis, evidence-based therapies 
are pivotal in the management of patients with Disor-
ders of Consciousness. According to the Curing Coma 
Campaign Survey, pharmacological interventions such 
as Amantadine and Modafinil are frequently employed 
in treatment regimens [6]. Surprisingly, steroids and 
non-pharmacological modalities such as transcranial 
magnetic and deep brain stimulation are also utilized in 
DoC therapy. According to a recent German, evidence-

based treatment guideline, treatment strategies for DoC 
patients include reducing sedative agents, initiating tri-
als with Amantadine and Zolpidem (up to three single 
doses on different days), and implementing interven-
tions like vertical positioning and sensory stimula-
tion, including music therapy [7]. Particularly for MCS 
patients, techniques such as transcranial direct current 
stimulation (tDCS) targeting the dorsolateral prefrontal 
cortex and exploration of vagus nerve stimulation hold 
promise.

Conclusion

In conclusion, understanding the spectrum of DoC is 
essential for accurate diagnosis and effective manage-
ment. By integrating advanced diagnostic techniques 
and evidence-based therapies, we can enhance patient 
outcomes and improve their quality of life.
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