
THINK! – The Head Injury Network for Kiwis- 11 Somerset Street/P O Box 1168, Hamilton 
Phone (07) 839 1191 / Fax (07) 839 5648 – admin@thinknz.org.nz 

 

 

P T A  
POST TRAUMATIC AMNESIA 

 

Post Traumatic Amnesia (PTA) is a state where the patient is 
conscious; lucid on the surface appearing in touch with his surroundings 
and quite normal, but in fact there is something wrong as his ability to 
remember everyday things is not working properly.  This period often 
follows a period of coma, although patients can experience PTA without 
actually being in a coma or unconscious.  The patient may be able to 
talk to relatives, friends and nurses, but will not be able to remember 
these conversations or their visit a short time later.  It is not uncommon 
for people to climb out of the wreck of a car crash and talk to their 
rescuers and well wishers, but later have no memory of doing so.  The 
patient is likely to be disoriented in time and place, not knowing the time, 
day, date or even year and not knowing where he is or why he is there.  
This period closely resembles the feeling of being awake in a dream.  
PTA will ‘normally’, gradually lift, like the clouds lifting after a storm. 
 
During this early period in hospital the patient’s behavior may well 
be restless, disinhibited and agitated.  Uncharacteristic behavior like 
swearing, shouting and masturbating in public are not unusual, but are 
best ignored, as seeing other people distressed may only increase his 
own agitation or distress.  An individual cannot be held fully responsible 
for what he says or does in this period.  This is a difficult time for 
relatives and nursing staff, but it is important to remember that the 
patient will come out of it. 
 
Length of PTA, as with the length of coma, is important, in the sense 
that it is the best indicator of severity of head injury.  Asking the patient a 
number of questions at regular daily intervals assesses PTA.  The first 
group of questions is concerned with awareness of time, place and 
person: for example, what is your name, where are you now, and what 
time of the day is it, what day of the week is it, what month is it, what 
year is it?  A second group of questions relate to the patient’s awareness 
of the accident: what was your last memory of the accident, what was 
your first memory before the accident?  A patient deep in PTA will not be 
able to answer these questions correctly.  As he emerges from the mists 
of PTA the answers become more accurate and more sensible, the 
patient is beginning to realise what has actually happened to him.   


