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COGNITIVE impair ment res ult ing from severe Covid-19 is sim ilar to that sus tained between 50 and 70 years of age, a new study has found.
Accord ing to a team of sci ent ists from the Uni versity of Cam bridge and Imper ial Col lege Lon don, this cog nit ive impair ment is equi val ent to age ing 20 years
or los ing 10 IQ points.
The �nd ings sug gest the e�ects are still detect able more than six months after the acute ill ness and that any recov ery is at best gradual.
There is grow ing evid ence that Covid-19 can cause last ing cog nit ive and men tal health prob lems, with recovered patients report ing symp toms includ ing
fatigue and ‘brain fog’, accord ing to the study pub lished in the journal eClin ic alMedi cine.
In the UK, a study found that around one in seven indi vidu als sur veyed repor ted hav ing symp toms that included cog nit ive di�  culties 12 weeks after a pos it -
ive Covid-19 test. While even mild cases can lead to per sist ent cog nit ive symp toms, between a third and three-quar ters of hos pit al ised patients report still
su� er ing cog nit ive symp toms three to six months later.
To explore this link in greater detail, research ers ana lysed data from 46 indi vidu als who received in-hos pital care. Covid-19 sur viv ors were less accur ate
and with slower response times than the matched con trol pop u la tion – and these de� cits were still detect able when the patients were fol lowed up six
months later. The e�ects were strongest for those who required mech an ical vent il a tion. By com par ing the patients to 66,008 mem bers of the gen eral pub -
lic, the research ers estim ate that the mag nitude of cog nit ive loss is sim ilar on aver age to that sus tained with 20 years of age ing, between 50 and 70 years of
age, and that this is equi val ent to los ing 10 IQ points.
Sur viv ors scored par tic u larly poorly on tasks such as verbal ana lo gical reas on ing, a �nd ing that sup ports the com monly-repor ted prob lem of di�  culty
�nd ing words. They also showed slower pro cessing speeds, which aligns with pre vi ous obser va tions post Covid-19 of decreased brain gluc ose con sump tion
within the fron to pari etal net work of the brain, respons ible for atten tion, com plex prob lem-solv ing and work ing memory, among other func tions.
Pro fessor David Menon from the divi sion of anaes thesia at the Uni versity of Cam bridge, the study’s senior author, said: “Cog nit ive impair ment is com mon
to a wide range of neur o lo gical dis orders, includ ing demen tia, and even routine age ing, but the pat terns we saw – the cog nit ive ‘�n ger print’ of Covid-19 –
was dis tinct from all of these.”
While it is now well estab lished that people who have recovered from severe Covid-19 ill ness can have a broad spec trum
of symp toms of poor men tal health – depres sion, anxi ety, posttrau matic stress, low motiv a tion, fatigue, low mood, and dis turbed sleep – the team found
that acute ill ness sever ity was bet ter at pre dict ing the cog nit ive de� cits.
The patients’ scores and reac tion times began to improve over time, but the research ers say that any recov ery in cog nit ive fac ulties was at best gradual and
likely to be in�u enced by sev eral factors includ ing ill ness sever ity and its neur o lo gical or psy cho lo gical impacts.
Pro fessor Menon added: “We fol lowed some patients up as late as 10 months after their acute infec tion,
so we’re able to see a very slow improve ment. While this was not stat ist ic ally sig ni �c ant, it is at least head ing in the right dir ec tion, but it is very pos sible
that some of these indi vidu als will never fully recover.”
There are sev eral factors that could cause the cog nit ive de� cits, say the research ers. Dir ect viral infec tion is pos sible, but unlikely to be a major cause;
instead, it is more likely that a com bin a tion of factors con trib utes, includ ing inad equate oxy gen or blood sup ply to the brain, block age of large or small
blood ves sels due to clot ting, and micro scopic bleeds.
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