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To David, For Everything
A page to yourself.




Introduction


If you google ‘brain fog’, as I am sure many of you reading this already have, you will get tens of millions of results in less than a second. But we all know that, when it comes to medical concerns, googling is not the wisest thing to do. It’s far better to go directly to a credible source, like the National Health Service (NHS) website, for health information that you can trust. However, if you search for ‘brain fog’ on the NHS website you will draw a complete blank – ‘no results found’. Yet – and I know this from personal experience – if you say that you are experiencing brain fog to friends, colleagues, acquaintances, you will be met with a resounding chorus of others who are also experiencing or have experienced brain fog at some point in their lives.


Brain fog is a collection of symptoms which give rise to loss of mental clarity or foggy thinking. When you have brain fog your symptoms are persistent, occur regularly and interfere with the quality of your life, your relationships and your work. People affected by brain fog experience slowed thinking, problems concentrating and have difficulty focusing their attention. They may also have trouble with remembering, learning new things and can experience language issues such as difficulty finding the right word. Some people affected have difficulties navigating spaces; for example, they may misjudge distances between themselves and objects in their environment, bump into things and might describe themselves as ‘clumsy’.


Brain fog is not a diagnosis, disease or a disorder; rather it is a sign or a symptom of an underlying health condition, a side-effect of medication, the result of hormonal changes or the consequence of dietary issues or lifestyle choices.


While clinicians are aware of brain fog, generally speaking, their main concern is the underlying physical or mental health condition, the hormonal imbalance or the deficiencies that can give rise to brain fog symptoms. As you may have experienced if you’ve gone to see your doctor, they often pay little attention to the brain fog itself. Even when there is an underlying medical condition with multiple symptoms, brain fog can be the most challenging symptom to deal with. Brain fog impacts on your quality of life, can drastically impair your day-to-day functioning and ultimately affects your ability to be human. Brain fog reduces your productivity, your ability to work, run a home or maintain relationships. Even everyday tasks can feel insurmountable when you are struggling to think clearly. But it doesn’t have to be that way. This book is brimming with practical tips to help you to minimise the impact that brain fog has on your life and, in many cases, eliminate it completely.


My aim is to translate the academic, scientific and medical evidence on brain fog into easy-to-understand practical information to minimise or eliminate your often debilitating symptoms. I want the millions of people across the globe who experience brain fog to have access to evidence-based advice that they can trust.


Brain fog is a warning that something is amiss, a signal that you need to take action. But brain fog can immobilise you, making it difficult to decide what to buy in the supermarket, let alone decipher complex information or decide which of the millions of pieces of Google advice you can trust.


Having lived through brain fog myself I understand what a challenge it can be. I know what it’s like to worry that your symptoms might be the consequence of a life-threatening brain tumour or an early sign of dementia. I understand how difficult it may feel to voice these concerns and how you might want to hide symptoms and hope that no one else notices, for fear that they might think you are no longer capable of doing your job or looking after your kids. I am grateful to everyone who shared their brain fog stories with me. I have changed your names and, in the interests of confidentiality, have blended your stories together.


Even if you have been brave enough to speak to your doctor about brain fog, being met with a response that fails to acknowledge your concerns because you don’t have physical symptoms can leave you feeling lost and confused. It’s equally frustrating when a doctor, however accurately, suggests that your symptoms might be due to stress, fatigue or ‘hormones’ but then fails to follow through with tools, treatment or practical advice.


This book gives you both the scientific explanation and an array of potential solutions.


If you feel your doctor is dismissing your concerns, Beating Brain Fog will help you to compile the information you need to take to your next appointment, making it more likely that you will be heard and, if appropriate, sent for further investigation and/or treatment. In addition, this book will help you to identify any lifestyle factors underlying your brain fog so that you can take action to better manage it, minimise its impact or banish it completely by incorporating simple brain-healthy habits into your daily life.


With a few notable exceptions, the good news is that brain fog can easily be reversed and eliminated. I firmly believe that knowledge is power and I know that it is possible to change your future for the better when you harness the power of brain health. Read on to learn how to think faster, sharper, better.




How to Use This Book


The Knowledge (Part One) I share in this book will give you the Power (Part Two) to Change (Part Three) and create a Future (Part Four) free from brain fog.


Part One – Knowledge


1 – Know the Enemy: Brain Fog


The more you know about brain fog the better armed you will be to beat it. You will learn how to distinguish specific symptoms from each other and link them to brain functions and domains of cognition.1 Combining this knowledge with the insights that you gain from the self-assessments in this chapter will help you to build a personal brain fog profile and get a clearer understanding of your unique set of symptoms.


2 – Know the Enemy: Strategy


This chapter is full of practical strategies to help you to maximise your mental performance while you work through this book. The brain fog profile you create in chapter one will help you to select the most appropriate strategies for your symptoms.


3 – Know Yourself: Your Brain


Get to know your brain’s structure, workings and communication systems. This knowledge will make it easier for you to understand what is going on in your head in the midst of brain fog and why specific strategies and life choices will help you to minimise your symptoms or banish your brain fog completely.


4 – Know Yourself: Your Hormones


Meet your hormones. These chemical messengers are critical to who you are and play a key role in creating your experience of ‘self’. If your hormones go out of whack you may no longer feel like ‘yourself’. Understanding your hormones, how they work and the role they play in brain fog will help direct you towards appropriate next steps.


5 – Know Yourself: Your Defences


Nature is not tidy. The reality is that the systems in your brain and your body interact in complex ways and the smallest imbalance in one system can have knock-on effects that ultimately lead to brain fog. Rather than give an exhaustive overview of your biological processes, this chapter focuses on your immune system and the gut–brain axis because inflammation, infection, pain and issues associated with your gut can contribute to brain fog. This chapter also touches on pharmaceutical treatments that can cause or exacerbate brain fog.


Part Two – Power


6 – Brain Health


Brain-healthy habits are the most powerful weapon against brain fog. This chapter explains the scientific principles underlying brain health to help you to understand how brain-healthy habits have the power to prevent, minimise and eliminate brain fog irrespective of underlying causes.


Part Three – Change


Changing your habits in just four aspects of your life will boost your brain health and can dispel brain fog.


7 – Sleep


Experiencing poor quality sleep or insufficient sleep on an ongoing basis can lead to brain fog. Read this chapter for practical tips to improve sleep.


8 – Stress


Stress is not inherently bad but poorly-managed chronic stress can contribute to brain fog. Fortunately there are plenty of pragmatic ways to manage stress.


9 – Exercise


Exercise is critical for a healthy brain. Learn how to build physical and mental fitness to keep brain fog at bay.


10 – Nutrition


What you eat directly affects your brain and how well it functions. You can eat your way to better brain function.


Part Four – Future


11 – 30-day Plan


Learn how to cultivate brain-healthy habits to clear your brain fog and transform your life. There is nothing you can’t do once you get your habits right. By performing the daily rituals in this 30-day plan, living a brain-healthy life will become effortless and automatic and your thinking will become, faster, sharper, better.


Epilogue


A brief look at the future of treatment for brain fog.






 


 


Part One


Knowledge


If you know the enemy and know
yourself, you need not fear the
result of a hundred battles. If you
know yourself but not the enemy,
for every victory gained you will
also suffer defeat. If you know
neither the enemy nor yourself,
you will succumb in every battle.


The Art of War – Sun Tzu
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Know the Enemy: Brain Fog


What is brain fog?


Fog:


(noun) a weather condition in which very small drops of water come together to form a thick cloud, close to the land, sea or ocean, making it difficult to see.


Cambridge English Dictionary


Of course, fog makes it difficult to see. But the experience of fog is so much more than that. Fog creeps. Crawling slowly, it wraps you in a sickly, damp embrace. Fog slows you or stops you in your tracks. Its swirling white veils transform the familiar. Nothing feels the same, nothing feels safe. You see shapes in the shadows but can’t make sense of them. Panic rises. Footsteps echo. They sound odd. You can’t quite place where they come from. You turn towards a disembodied voice. It feels like a scene from a black and white movie but the soundtrack is muffled and everything is out of focus. You are no longer sure which direction you’re facing. Engulfed by the fog. You feel lost.


While dictionaries provide useful definitions, they often tell us little about the actual experience of the phenomenon defined. Just like the definition of fog above, the definition of brain fog below belies the actual experience.


Brain fog:


(noun) a usually temporary state of diminished mental capacity marked by inability to concentrate or to think or reason clearly.


Merriam-Webster Dictionary


My friend Joanne confided in me, ‘I feel like I’ve lost myself to brain fog.’ I knew exactly what she meant but I also knew that to anyone who had never experienced brain fog, her words might sound a tad dramatic. I can vouch for the fact that her description is an all too familiar one that echoes the experience of many others who have lived through brain fog, including myself.


Patterns of behaviour define us. We humans are creatures of habit. This predictability shapes our personalities.


‘Patsy is always so patient and good natured.’


‘John is the life and soul of the party, he’s always full of energy.’


‘Olive is so witty, she’s as sharp as a razor.’


‘Amanda is good at everything she turns her hand to.’


Brain fog can disrupt the patterns that shape our personalities; our behaviour becomes less predictable. When we behave out of character we become less recognisable to ourselves and to others. For some, like my friend Joanne, that translates to a feeling of losing themselves. Our relationships can be affected too, as those close to us at home or at work try to make sense of our changed behaviour and abilities, of our new patterns, of who we have become.


Patsy doesn’t like who she has become. She says: ‘I’ve no patience anymore. I’m always irritable and cranky.’ Amanda feels that she is running on empty and says, ‘I just don’t have the mental energy for anything more than keeping myself upright.’


Olive’s boyfriend told me that Olive, whom he’s known since they were both teenagers, has lost her sense of humour. I’ve known them both since they were kids and agree that this is pretty accurate. It is heartbreaking to watch Olive’s dismay at the loss of a part of herself that she loved so much. She was brilliant at banter and you could see she prided herself on her quick wit. ‘Without fail, I was the first one with a funny quip. But now I just feel slow. I feel dull. By the time I get the joke the moment has passed.’


For Frances, a woman I used to work with, the experience is more subtle. ‘I just feel a bit off. It reminds me of that feeling I get when I sit in my car after someone else has been driving it. The car is still the same but something doesn’t feel quite right. Maybe the seat is too far back from the pedals, or it’s too low, or reclined too much. Perhaps it’s just a small difference in the position of the rear-view mirror or the wing mirrors. It’s hard to explain. Everything still works but not quite like it used to. I can still drive my car but it doesn’t handle the same way. I feel a little less “in control” than before.’


With brain fog you feel ‘off’ because your brain is malfunctioning. It is not quite working like it used to. So you don’t quite behave like you used to. It’s weird because the likelihood is you’ve never had to think about how your brain works before. It just did. It was seamless. Smooth. Automatic. Now so many things feel effortful. Mechanical. Slow. Off-kilter. That’s the brain fog experience.


What are the symptoms of brain fog?


Brain fog is a general term that describes a variety of symptoms. The most common symptoms are: loss of mental clarity, inability to focus or concentrate, problems with learning and remembering, slow thinking, issues with language or word finding and trouble navigating spaces, which many people would describe as clumsiness. If you have ever had brain fog the following will be familiar:


‘I just can’t think straight.’


‘I can’t concentrate.’


‘My brain feels sluggish.’


‘I have trouble recalling what I did yesterday.’


‘I really struggle to find the right word.’


‘I’m too tired to think.’


‘I keep bumping into things.’


Most people will have experienced some, if not all, of these symptoms at some point in their lives. In fact, it is common to have these issues if you have been awake too long, have disrupted sleep, work long hours or are in a stressful situation. Usually the symptoms pass once you catch up on sleep, work reasonable hours or after the stressful situation has been resolved.


Brain fog is different.


In contrast to short-term disruptions, the symptoms of brain fog occur regularly. They interfere with the quality of your life, your relationships and/or your work. Persistent symptoms of this nature are a sign that something is amiss. A signal for you to take action. Reading this book is a fantastic practical first step.


Depending on the context in which they are experienced, the symptoms of brain fog have been referred to as ‘baby brain’, ‘fibro fog’, ‘chemo brain’, ‘chemo fog’, ‘cancer-related cognitive impairment’, ‘cognitive dysfunction’, ‘cog fog’ and others. Some people describe brain fog as mental fatigue while others count mental fatigue as a symptom of brain fog. Burnout is a recognised medical condition that has many similar symptoms. I use the term brain fog as a ‘catch all’ to describe the experience of the symptoms, including mental fatigue, irrespective of the context in which they occur or any specific cause or causes.


Brain fog has many shades and affects people in different ways. It can be relatively mild or quite severe, constant or intermittent; it can last for days or persist for years; it can affect just one aspect of cognition or multiple aspects. There is no medical measure for brain fog. That doesn’t mean the symptoms aren’t real. The impairments to cognitive functioning experienced by people with brain fog have been measured and reported by researchers across a variety of conditions and circumstances and are acknowledged by doctors. The symptoms of brain fog are not only very real, they are often debilitating.


My aim in this chapter is to reassure you that, despite what you are going through, you are neither losing yourself nor your marbles and to remind you that you are not alone. While there are no statistics for the prevalence of brain fog, it is estimated that about 600 million people globally experience cognitive dysfunction, which is a clinical description of brain fog.


This chapter will help you to pinpoint the specific brain functions that are giving you trouble. Once you have done this, it will be far easier to identify and adopt appropriate strategies to improve your symptoms or compensate for lost functioning.


Brain fog is characterised by a range of cognitive symptoms. In psychology, we divide cognitive function into domains. Each domain is responsible for specific behaviours. The key cognitive domains affected in brain fog are:


• Executive function: complex mental processes that you use, for example, to solve problems, make decisions, organise, plan and act towards your goals.


• Attention: when your cognitive resources focus on certain things rather than others, allowing you to selectively process information from your environment.


• Processing speed: the time it takes you to identify, integrate and respond to information in your environment. This impacts on most cognitive functions, including your ability to learn and remember.


• Learning and memory: learning is your ability to acquire new information or a new skill. Memory is complex, but fundamentally it describes your ability to retain information or a representation of a past experience across a period of time. It allows you to retrieve or reactivate the information (e.g. a fact or episode from your life) or the representation (e.g. an image, smell, feeling).


• Language: your ability to understand, express or communicate thoughts, feelings, ideas through the use of sounds, writing or gestures.


• Visuospatial function: your ability to process information through your senses about the relationship between two objects or aspects of a single object, figure or person in three-dimensional space.


Even small impairments to any one of these domains can have considerable impact on your life.


By linking your symptoms to these domains, you will be able to pinpoint which of your neurocognitive abilities are impaired and what interventions or supports will work best for you. Depending on the domain/s affected you may also experience brain fatigue, exhaustion or irritability. If the speed at which information is processed in your brain is slowed then that will have a considerable impact on other aspects of your cognition.


Identifying your brain fog profile


Assessment: Symptom Profile


It’s time to get personal. Knowing your own symptoms will take you closer to positive change. Below is a list of common symptoms of brain fog. Place a tick in the box next to any symptoms that you have experienced repeatedly or to the extent that it interfered with your everyday performance or quality of life over the last month. It is important that you only tick where there has been a change in your usual capabilities. We all differ in our abilities. Some of us have always been a bit absent-minded, disorganised or have always had a short attention span. The key, in terms of brain fog, is whether you feel your performance or abilities have deteriorated from your usual baseline.


Executive function




	
[image: ] I have difficulty making decisions


	
[image: ] I have difficulty solving problems


	
[image: ] I have difficulty making plans


	
[image: ] I am unusually disorganised or scattered


	
[image: ] I have difficulty multi-tasking


	
[image: ] I have difficulty thinking clearly, I feel foggy


	
[image: ] I feel confused





If you answer yes to any question 1–7 your brain fog profile has an executive function component


Attention




	
[image: ] I have trouble concentrating


	
[image: ] I find it difficult to focus


	
[image: ] I have a short attention span





If you answer yes to any question 8–10 your brain fog profile has an Attentional component.


Processing speed




	
[image: ] I experience slowed thinking


	
[image: ] I experience slowed learning


	
[image: ] I experience slowed processing of information


	
[image: ] I experience slowed reactions


	
[image: ] I am slow at completing routine activities





If you answer yes to any question 11–15 your brain fog profile has a processing speed component.


Learning and memory




	
[image: ] I have trouble with verbal memory (e.g. remembering a conversation)


	
[image: ] I have trouble with visual memory (e.g. remembering an image)


	
[image: ] I experience forgetfulness


	
[image: ] I have problems with short-term memory (e.g. recalling a limited amount of information like a short shopping list after 10–30 seconds)


	
[image: ] I have difficulty learning new skills





If you answer yes to any question 16–20 your brain fog profile has a learning and memory component.


Language




	
[image: ] I have problems expressing thoughts or understanding language


	
[image: ] I have difficulty finding the right word





If you answer yes to question 21 or 22 your brain fog profile has a Language component.


Visuospatial processing




	
[image: ] I have problems navigating spaces (e.g. bumping into things)


	
[image: ] I have problems recognising or drawing shapes





If you answer yes to question 23 or 24 your brain fog profile has a visuospatial processing component.


Fatigue and Irritability




	
[image: ] I experience brain fatigue


	
[image: ] I feel mentally exhausted


	
[image: ] I experience irritability





If you answer yes to any question 25–27 your brain fog profile has a fatigue component.


What is cognition?


Unless you’ve studied neuroscience or psychology or have a special interest in the brain, it is unlikely that you have an in-depth knowledge of human cognition. For most of my adult life I had nothing more than a vague idea that cognition had something to do with ‘knowing’. To be fair, it’s not something that pops up in everyday conversation. Which is a little strange, really, when you consider that cognition underlies pretty much everything that we do. It wasn’t until I studied psychology at university in my early forties that I began to grasp that cognition refers to ‘knowing’ in a far broader sense than being in possession of a fact.


Cognition refers to any type of information processing, mental operation or intellectual activity, including: remembering, thinking, attending, reasoning, judging, imagining, learning, perceiving,2 conceiving and problem-solving. Cognition allows you to reflect on past behaviour, plan future behaviour and override impulsive behaviour. It gives you the ability to imaginatively use knowledge, putting facts, ideas or other information that appear unrelated together to innovate and create novel solutions. Cognition allows you to make sense of and engage with the ever-changing world around you, enabling you to select, receive, transform, store, retrieve and develop information. It also includes the concept of ‘self’ that Joanne feels that she has lost. Cognition underlies many of your daily activities, so when it is impaired so too is your ability to carry out these activities.


Brain fog profile


Assessment: Brain Fog Profile


Brain fog manifests differently for everyone. One cognitive domain or multiple domains may be affected to varying degrees, from mild to severe.


Use the box below to complete your brain fog profile. Based on your answers above, indicate the domains in which you experience symptoms. Then, on a scale of 1–5, indicate how often you experience these symptoms.


1 = infrequently (less than once a month)


2 = occasionally (at least once a month)


3 = regularly (at least once a week)


4 = often (three or more days per week)


5 = constantly (every day)


Finally, indicate the severity of your symptoms on a scale of 1–5, where 1 is very mild and 5 is very severe.
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The symptoms page at the end of this book illustrates how to present this information to your doctor.


You should see a doctor as soon as possible if you:


• have other symptoms that may indicate an underlying medical condition


• notice that your brain fog has started suddenly or worsened significantly


• see no improvement in your symptoms despite making the lifestyle changes in the 30-day plan


Executive function


Executive function is the collective term for several capacities that enable you to exercise self-control, adapt to change and set, manage and maintain goals. Executive function – which you might also hear referred to as executive control or cognitive control – allows you to make plans, think critically, solve problems, make decisions, control your impulses, initiate actions and understand and anticipate the consequences of your own behaviour. Executive function isn’t exclusively for intellectual activities; you actually rely heavily on executive function for social, emotional and organisational aspects of your life. For example, if your car breaks down on the way to a job interview and you have issues with emotional control, you may be too upset to think clearly enough to make an alternative plan.


Human beings have a fantastic ability to carry out actions without consciously or actively thinking about them. We call these actions habits or habitual behaviours and it’s been reported that more than 40 per cent of our actions each day are habits. This is an energy-efficient way for your brain to operate in the most routine circumstances. For example, every morning my neighbour Tim pours milk on his bran flakes without thinking about it. He’s been driving the same route to work for the last ten years so, truth be told, he does it on autopilot. He’s never had an accident; he has had a couple of scares but he always managed to pull focus back to the road in time to avoid the cyclist or stop at the red light.


There are plenty of circumstances in which persisting with unthinking, habitual behaviour would be inappropriate, insufficient, impossible or downright dangerous. Thankfully, your executive function gives you the ability to override these automatic, unconscious behaviours so that you can react appropriately to the ever-changing world around you. For example, last week Tim fasted overnight for a blood sugar test. Next morning, when he opened the fridge to grab the milk carton as he does every day, his executive function stepped in and interrupted his habitual preparation of breakfast with a reminder that he couldn’t have anything to eat yet. It also gave him a little nudge to switch off autopilot and consciously drive to the hospital for his appointment rather than take his habitual route to work.


Amanda, a ‘stay-at-home’ mum, was really surprised to learn how heavily she relies on her executive function. On Wednesday she made a home-cooked meal from scratch for her family (executive function = motivation). She decided what to cook (decision). She got the ingredients together and figured out the order and timings for cooking the various elements (planning and organisation). She kept an eye on the pot bubbling on the stove (monitoring performance). She noticed the dinner sticking to the pot so she reduced the heat and stirred it a little (flexible thinking). While the dinner simmered she did a bit of tidying and sat down to check her social media, while remaining aware that she needed to keep an eye on the cooking and timing of the remaining tasks (task switching). She also managed to resist the temptation to have a biscuit while waiting (inhibition, self-control).


Problems with executive function can have wide-ranging impact affecting even the most mundane tasks. Since developing brain fog, Amanda finds that she has to talk herself through each step of making spaghetti bolognaise, even though she’s been making ‘spag bol’ for her family every week for the last five years.


If your brain fog profile has an executive function component you may notice a drop in your productivity. Depending on the severity of your symptoms, it could impact your job. You may find that your relationships are less harmonious than they once were, especially if your behaviour has become unreliable or you have emotional outbursts. If you’ve noticed that you are overeating, have gained weight or have become more impulsive, it may well be impairment to your executive functioning that is giving rise to these changes. It’s not difficult to see how this could lead you to feel that your quality of life has gone downhill.


Your ability to plan, organise, solve problems and make decisions are guided by three core functions that act together; inhibitory control,3 working memory4 and cognitive flexibility.5


Inhibitory control


At the most fundamental level, we are creatures of habit who impulsively respond to sensory information in our environment. Everywhere you go your brain is bombarded by incoming sensory information. As you walk along a city street or take public transport, your attention might be caught by an attractive face, an unusual hairstyle, a tattoo, someone’s taut abs, a ringing phone, a snippet of conversation or the smell of cigarettes, cologne or body odour. Inhibitory control allows you to override impulsive responses that might be inappropriate in certain contexts.


For social survival it is critical that you keep your impulsive response (verbal or physical) under control. Your brain is acting to protect you when exerting inhibitory control over your impulses. Voicing your unfiltered thoughts or acting on impulse without reflection can get you into trouble. Telling the waiter that his wig ‘isn’t fooling you or anyone else’ won’t go down very well. No matter how soft and welcoming the bosom of the woman sitting next to you looks, you cannot lay your head on it to nap on your long train journey.


Inhibitory control allows you to manage your behaviour, emotions, thinking and attention. It enables you to resist the endless pull of sounds, sights, smells and other things that characterise modern life. Inhibition requires effort and this effort places heavy demands on your brain’s processing resources. Inhibition not only helps you to regulate your behaviour, it gives you the gift of choice and the means to change your behaviour. Inhibition can be harnessed to help you to break old unhelpful or unhealthy habits and to create new healthy ones. It is something that you can use to help you to eradicate behaviours that cause or contribute to your brain fog.


‘Interference control’ is a specific type of inhibitory control. Katy and Jim regularly manage to have conversations while cartoons blare on TV and their boys whoop and play. They can do this because interference control allows them to block out irrelevant things (the TV), attend to relevant things (their conversation) and focus on what they choose (the conversation rather than the TV or their kids playing).


‘Cognitive control’, another subset of inhibitory control, allows you to curb unwanted thoughts, memories and images. This ability is not only helpful for eliminating old habits but is also useful when managing stress, anxiety, depression and traumatic experiences.


‘Self-control’, which refers to your ability to control your emotions and your behaviours, is yet another subset of inhibitory control. It helps you to resist all kinds of temptation that could be detrimental to your health, your relationships and even to your reputation. For example, you employ inhibitory control when you resist eating a doughnut because you want to attain a healthy weight. Your relationships survive when your capacity for inhibitory control helps you to resist cheating on your spouse with the colleague you get on well with at work. You rely on self-control to behave within socially acceptable norms. Without it you might actually tell your boss that you find him really boring or tell your girlfriend that her bum truly does look big in that dress.


You also exercise self-control when you persist with a task like a college assignment, seeing it through to the end when you would rather be doing something else, like eating buttery toast and chatting with your flatmates.


Gemma has experienced brain fog for a number of years and the thing that she finds most frustrating is the fact that she just can’t seem to finish anything anymore. She always considered herself someone who followed actions through to delivery at work and had little time for colleagues who left things half done. So this experience is not only frustrating for Gemma, it goes against a self-defining aspect of herself. She finds this very distressing and guilt-inducing.


Working memory


Working memory and inhibitory control are closely linked. Working memory allows you to hold on to information in your head for a short period of time so that you can manipulate the information to perform a task. Doing maths in your head is commonly used to illustrate working memory and this is something that Amanda finds she can no longer do when brain fog strikes. ‘It pains and embarrasses me to have to whip out the calculator on my phone to check I have enough cash on me to pay for the three small items in my basket.’


Working memory is critical for following instructions or keeping track of things or reordering items. It’s a bit like a mental notepad. You need it to learn, to reason and to understand.


Working memory is essential for pretty much anything that unfolds over time, because you need to link what happens earlier to what happens now or what comes later. You use working memory to make sense of written or spoken language as you must hold on to information from the start of a sentence or paragraph until the end, when you have the full information required to understand the sense. You even need to employ working memory for something that seems simple, like listening to your friend tell you what happened on her date last night. Brain fog can make it hard to keep track.


Patsy notices this most when she is watching TV. She says she just can’t keep all the characters and plotlines clear in her head. ‘It became really embarrassing to keep having to ask my seventeen-year-old who was who and what was what. I felt like I was annoying him with my constant questions. So I just don’t watch TV with him anymore and I miss that.’


Working memory lets you make comparisons, consider alternatives and make action plans from instructions. It allows you to see relationships and connections between ideas and things. It is critical to creativity and innovation because it lets you break things down into steps or component parts so that you can tease apart elements and recombine them in different ways. Working memory also enables you to bring your memories, previous experience, conceptual knowledge, goals, hopes and desires into the equation when planning and deciding.


Cognitive flexibility


As the name suggests, cognitive flexibility allows you to respond quickly in a flexible way to changed circumstances, different demands or alterations in your environment. As a consequence, you can change directions or plans to avoid risk or to take advantage of unforeseen opportunity. Cognitive flexibility allows you to come up with new solutions by changing how you think about something. Essentially, it supports thinking outside the box, something that Liz was known to be good at. Alas brain fog put paid to that: ‘It feels like I’ve used up all my ideas. Before I could barely keep the lid on my creativity. Brain fog has dried up my creative juices.’


Cognitive flexibility also allows you to think creatively and see things from alternative perspectives and different viewpoints, both spatially (i.e. ‘Let’s look at this from another angle’) and interpersonally (i.e. ‘If I were in her shoes’). To achieve this you need to inhibit your previous point of view while you place a different viewpoint on your virtual notepad.


Attention


Brilliant as your brain is, it does not have the capacity to allow you to consciously experience everything going on around you, engage in an unlimited number of actions simultaneously or take in all of the information available to you at any one time. Attention is a finite resource. There is a limit to both the number of things you can focus on and the amount of time that you can stay focused.


Your ability to remain focused is influenced by your interest level and the number of distractions around you. When you concentrate you are selectively applying your attention to a specific object, action, thought or feeling to the exclusion of others. Attention keeps you on task, preventing you from becoming distracted by external (e.g. phone notifications) and internal things (e.g. wandering thoughts).


You can direct your attention to some specific aspect of the world around you, for example, the building you are sketching. Your attention can also be involuntarily captured by something in the environment such as a scent or a car alarm. Internal events such as a rumbling stomach, pain, a memory or a worry can also command your attention. You are more likely to attend to things around you that have meaning for you. For example, lots of your colleagues at work wear perfume or cologne but one in particular stands out for you because it sparks the memory of an illicit kiss at the Christmas party in 2015.


It is perfectly normal for attention levels to wax and wane throughout the day. What is of concern is a notable change in your ability to concentrate or pay attention on an ongoing basis. Many aspects of cognition rely on attention. If any aspect of your attention is impaired you may experience a knock-on effect on other domains of cognition.


There are four core types of attention: selective attention, divided attention, sustained attention and executive attention.


Selective attention


Selective attention allows you to turn your attention and energy to a specific task for a period of time. It allows you to process input from one source of information rather than another. For example, listening to what your spouse is saying and disregarding the competing, and possibly more entertaining, content on the TV.


This ability to attend selectively to a specific aspect of your world allows you to become aware and act on the most urgent. Amanda’s ability to hear her baby crying upstairs over the sound of her older kids playing and the noise of the dishwasher allows her to make a decision about whether she needs to go upstairs to attend to her baby or not.


Selective attention happens involuntarily. It involves the inhibition of irrelevant things and the focus of attention on things that are relevant. These two processes occur at the same time. Inhibitory control (see here) is similar because it also involves the suppression of distractors. However, inhibitory control doesn’t necessarily involve the focusing of attention on things that are relevant. Your brain is constantly taking in information from all of your senses; this selective attention mechanism allows your brain to filter which sounds, which sights and which tasks are most important at any moment in time. Sounds exhausting, doesn’t it? Yet when your brain is in good shape this all happens effortlessly.


Unfortunately with brain fog the selective attention system can malfunction, making situations that are usually easy to deal with suddenly challenging. Patsy has worked as a hairdresser for nearly twenty years and has always loved the buzzy atmosphere of the salon with clients chatting and music playing. But lately the noise has become overwhelming to her and she finds herself exhausted by having to concentrate on her clients while feeling distracted by all the other background noise. Her brain has stopped selectively filtering out the noise of the salon for her and having to do this consciously all day to hear what her client is saying is draining her energy and enthusiasm and making her feel irritable.


Divided attention


Divided attention refers to the use of information from multiple sources, attending to more than one task or multiple environmental demands within the same time frame. For example, texting while driving. Divided attention means you will perform less well on each task than you would if you were to attend to one task at a time. This is the reason texting and driving leads to accidents. Don’t text and drive.


Sustained attention


Keeping your focus on a specific activity for a prolonged period of time requires sustained attention. Driving, watching a film, reading a book all require sustained attention. Olive has always loved reading. It’s her favourite ‘me time’ activity. However, over the last few months, reading has become a real source of frustration because she just can’t seem to focus on what’s on the page in front of her. Her thoughts keep wandering and she finds herself having to keep re-reading the same paragraph. She’s tried listening to audio books but found that even more frustrating because rewinding on a smart phone is an awful lot more fiddly than turning back a page.


Processing speed


Processing speed refers to the amount of time it takes to perform a cognitive task or certain aspects of a task (e.g. perceive the information, process it, or enact a response). When you scan your wardrobe and choose a suit and shoes that match you are perceiving the contents of your wardrobe, processing this information to find what you are looking for and enacting a response. Processing speed is the amount of time it takes to choose the suit and shoes or to carry out each of the component parts of the process. Essentially, this refers to the pace at which you take in information, make sense of it and begin to respond.


Visual and auditory processing speed respectively refer to how quickly your eyes and ears process seen (e.g. words on a page) or heard (e.g. a news bulletin on the radio) information and relay it to your brain. The pace of your motor response is also an element of processing speed (e.g. how quickly you can turn up the volume on the radio). For Joanne, everything takes longer when she has brain fog. As a consequence, she is finding that she has to stay at work longer just to get through her daily tasks. Having to stay late makes her feel even more tired and stressed, which feeds into a vicious cycle.


Processing speed is a critical element of cognition. Different people process information at a different rate. Pace will also vary depending on the type of information to be processed; for example, words versus figures. When trying to determine whether slowed processing speed is one of your brain fog symptoms, the key is whether your usual pace or pattern has altered or deteriorated.


Learning and memory


Memory is a fundamental cognitive process. Without it your behaviour would be reduced to reflexes. Memory is multi-faceted and different types of memory are processed in different parts of the brain. It can be fleeting, it can be short term or it can be long term. Declarative memory refers to facts and events that can be consciously recalled (declared). Memories may be from episodes from your own life or can be knowledge-based. Remembering your sixth birthday party would be classed as episodic or autobiographical memory. In contrast, remembering that Rome is the capital of Italy is knowledge or fact-based memory, which is also referred to as semantic memory.6


Prospective memory refers to remembering to carry out a planned action in the future, such as remembering to take your tablets at 7 p.m. every day or to pick your daughter up from ballet at 3 p.m. on Wednesdays.


Your brain also processes visual, verbal, smell, taste and movement memory. So your sixth birthday memories can be an amalgamation of the smell of fresh cut grass as you played tag with your friends, their shrieks of delight, the distant hum of a lawnmower and the feel of sticky, jammy hands reaching out to tag you.


The memory-making process has three sub-processes: encoding, consolidation and retrieval. During encoding (also called acquisition), when you perceive something in your environment, a new fragile memory trace is formed. The memory trace, prone to deterioration, is gradually stabilised through consolidation processes whereby the new knowledge is embedded within your brain ready for future retrieval.


I know from personal experience how brain fog can impair memory. I’ve forgotten to pay bills or thought I’d paid bills that I hadn’t. One time I even paid my Visa bill twice!


Learning and memory are inextricably linked. Learning is the acquisition of a new skill or knowledge, while memory is the expression of what has been acquired. Learning can occur explicitly (consciously) or implicitly (unconsciously) and can be tested by whether you can freely recall the information learned, whether you need a cue or a hint to ‘spark’ the memory for the information or whether you recognise the information at all when it is presented to you.


Patsy finds that brain fog makes it really difficult for her to learn how to do new stuff. She says, ‘I feel so old. I have to rely on my kids to work anything technical. No matter how many times they tell me how to set up a series link on the TV it just doesn’t go in. I have to ask them every time. It’s getting so I’d rather not ask because I feel so stupid.’


Language


Language is fundamental to your ability to express yourself through the written or spoken word. Language is also integral to your ability to distinguish and understand sounds and information. Olive says, ‘Brain fog makes me feel like my brain isn’t connected to my mouth anymore. I can’t find the right words to say what I want to.’


Specific sub-domains of language include the ability to name objects, to find the words that you need to communicate, fluency, grammar and syntax (the relationship between words in phrases and sentences). The language domain is critical and includes your ability to comprehend, repeat and express, including finding the right words and names quickly. Language issues in brain fog tend to involve difficulty finding the right word, expressing thoughts or understanding language.


Visuospatial processing


Visuospatial processing refers to your ability to process visual information to understand where objects, including your own body parts, are in space. This ability enables you to determine how near or far objects are from you or from each other. The scene in Irish sitcom Father Ted always comes to mind when I think of this, where Father Ted tries to explain the difference between small and far away to Dougal (do look it up on YouTube!). Visuospatial processing also allows you to visualise different images, shapes or scenarios.


Colette recently made the link between her hormonal-related brain fog and what she refers to as ‘clumsiness’. ‘I’ve noticed that I get clumsy around the time of my period. I drop things. I bump into furniture in my house that I have no problem navigating my way around at other times of the month. My bed is a particular problem, so much so that when I stub my toe on the corner I know that I’ll get my period the next day.’


Interestingly, feeling clumsier was one of the first signs for Amanda each time she became pregnant, to the extent that anytime she dropped her keys or tripped over her own feet her husband joked about another one being on the way.


The ability to process visual and spatial information is essential to understanding and navigating your environment without hurting yourself or getting lost. Most of us would tend to think that bumping into things, dropping things, spilling things or having a poor aim are physical issues but they are in fact cognitive issues.


Fatigue


Fatigue is a signal that you need to rest. Fatigue is a pretty normal temporary response to physical or mental exertion, stress, boredom, insufficient sleep or illness. The tiredness, diminished functioning and impaired mental alertness that characterise fatigue can usually be removed by rest or sleep, just as the hunger signal can be removed by eating. Fatigue cannot be suppressed any more than hunger or thirst can.


John should not ignore the fact that he feels exhausted most of the time – ‘I’m just too tired to think.’ Fatigue can also be chronic and a sign of an underlying disorder such as chronic fatigue syndrome or anaemia, both of which are discussed in Chapters 7 and 10 respectively.


Finding patterns in the fog


Now that you have a snapshot of your symptoms, it’s time to see whether you can detect any patterns to help you to identify triggers, exacerbating factors or causes. The only way to do this is to start keeping a record of your symptoms, when they occur, what you were doing prior to onset and how you were feeling (e.g. stressed, calm). It will also be useful to keep a record of your sleep (quantity and quality) and your exercise levels (none, moderate, over-exercising) and eating habits (irregular, regular, poor diet, healthy diet, undereating, overeating) in the day/s preceding the onset or exacerbation of symptoms.


You can use the table opposite or you can create your own using Excel, a digital calendar or diary. You may already be capturing information on your eating, exercise and sleep habits via apps through your phone, smart watch or fitness tracker. Keep the diary for at least a week, but I recommend keeping it for a month to track your symptoms over a sustained period. If you are serious about beating brain fog, consider keeping a record on an ongoing basis – this will help you to monitor progress, avoid triggers and prevent you from relapsing into old patterns of behaviour.


Identifying patterns can help to assuage some of your fears, reduce frustration and restore a sense of control. Knowing when brain fog is likely to strike will allow you to match your activities to your capabilities at any given time. Recognising your brain fog patterns will also help you to identify and remove triggers. While brain fog can appear out of the blue, with no apparent trigger, there are a number of factors, including poor sleep and stressful events, that reliably bring on or exacerbate brain fog irrespective of its underlying cause.


Once a pattern emerges where, for example, your brain fog is most severe or occurs only after late nights, you can take steps to address the triggers (e.g. eliminate or minimise late nights). Simply knowing that a stressful event has triggered your symptoms can give great comfort and remove frustration because you know that your brain fog will dissipate as soon as the stressful event is resolved. Keeping a record of your symptoms will also restore predictability to your life. Even if you can’t eradicate the symptom, simply knowing when it is likely to occur will allow you to plan appropriately and restore some control.
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Summary


• Persistent brain fog symptoms are a sign that something is amiss.


• Brain fog is not a diagnosis, disease or a disorder.


• Brain fog is a general term that describes a variety of symptoms which include:


∘ slowed thinking


∘ difficulty concentrating


∘ problems focusing attention


∘ trouble remembering or learning new things


∘ language issues


∘ fatigue


• The symptoms of brain fog are also referred to as cognitive dysfunction, baby brain, fibro fog, chemo brain, chemo fog, cog fog and cancer-related cognitive impairment.


• Brain fog can be relatively mild or quite severe, constant or intermittent; it can last for days or persist for years; it can affect just one aspect of cognition or multiple aspects.


• Cognition refers to any type of information processing, mental operation or intellectual activity including: perceiving, recognising, remembering, thinking, attending, conceiving, reasoning, judging, imagining, learning and problem-solving.


• Cognition also includes the concept of ‘self’.


• Cognition underpins many of your daily activities. When it is impaired by brain fog so too is your ability to carry out these activities.


• Cognition is comprised of a number of cognitive domains which are responsible for specific behaviours or actions.


• The key cognitive domains affected in brain fog are:


∘ executive function


∘ attention


∘ processing speed


∘ learning and memory


∘ language


∘ visuospatial function


• Even small impairments to any of one of these domains can have a considerable impact on your life.


• Depending on the domains affected, you may also experience brain fatigue, exhaustion or irritability.


• Executive function symptoms include: difficulty making decisions, solving problems, making plans, multi-tasking, being organised or thinking clearly.


• Attention symptoms include: trouble concentrating, difficulty focusing and a short attention span.


• Processing speed symptoms include: slowed processing of information, thinking, learning, reactions and completion of routine activities.


• Learning and memory symptoms include: trouble remembering conversations, forgetfulness and trouble learning new skills.


• Language issues tend to involve difficulty finding the right word, expressing thoughts or understanding the spoken or written word.


• Visuospatial problems include: ‘clumsiness’ and problems recognising shapes.


• Fatigue is a signal that we need to rest.
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Know the Enemy: Strategy


‘He will win who knows when to fight and when not to fight.’


The Art of War – Sun Tzu




The overarching aim of this book is to empower you to beat brain fog. Having said that, I agree with Sun Tzu, who advises against engaging the enemy until you have a clear advantage. The knowledge you assimilate as a consequence of reading this book will bestow this advantage. In the interim, the strategies below will help you to cope with your current symptoms until you have accumulated the information you need to identify the factors that cause your brain fog and the specific actions to overcome it.


General survival strategies


Focus on what you can do, not on what you can’t


It is important to remember that brain fog only affects specific domains of cognitive function. The self-assessments in Chapter 1 will give you a clear picture of your symptoms and the domains affected. While your symptoms may be debilitating, creating your brain fog profile will help you to know your strengths and better match your abilities to the tasks that you need to carry out.


It’s frustrating when brain fog prevents you from doing what you had planned. Use your Brain Fog Record to inform your plans in a way that takes account of your fog-related patterns. Always have a plan B so that you can switch activities if needs be. Just because brain fog prevents you from doing one thing, that doesn’t mean you have to stop doing everything. Having a flexible plan will help immensely with feelings of frustration and failure.


Know when to persist


Knowing and observing your brain fog in a systematic way will help you to discover when it’s wise to persist with activities and when to pause or switch what you’re doing. If your brain fog is mild or even moderate, I recommend that you try to persist with the activity that you’re struggling with. If you don’t challenge your brain, you risk losing further function through disuse. If you injure your leg, depending on the severity or nature of the injury, you might be advised to keep off the leg so as not to exacerbate the injury or you might be told to keep using it to avoid it becoming stiff. Resting will help reduce inflammation and allow the injury to heal, but there is also a cost to this because you may lose muscle tone or ability while your limb is out of action. At a certain point, it becomes necessary to start using the injured limb again. It will be challenging, it may hurt and you may have to relearn how to use it but you must persist in order to retain the ability to walk. The same applies to brain fog and brain function. In a way, you need to carry out a cost–benefit analysis. Rest or disuse will lead to loss of function, so if your symptoms are mild it is probably best to persist to prevent further loss. By contrast, if your symptoms are severe it’s best to desist and rest until you notice some improvement, which you will as you work through the programme. In the interim you can adopt some of the domain-specific strategies below to help you to function even with fog.
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