
Bridging Neurology 
and Psychiatry
Vida Demarin
Editor 

Mind and Brain



Mind and Brain



Vida  Demarin 
Editor

Mind and Brain
Bridging Neurology and Psychiatry

1 3



Editor
Vida Demarin
International Institute for Brain Health
Zagreb, Croatia

ISBN 978-3-030-38605-4	 ISBN 978-3-030-38606-1  (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38606-1

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part 
of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, 
recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or 
information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar 
methodology now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication 
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant 
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book 
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or 
the editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any 
errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional 
claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG 
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38606-1


v

The brain as an organ and mind as its product and even more than that were for 
centuries a secret that many scientists tried to reveal. But only recently, during and 
following Decade of the Brain, with the introduction of neuroimaging methods, 
especially functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), it was possible to get 
more data on these important topics. This was a kind of a “golden era” for neurol-
ogy and psychiatry, disciplines that got tools for deeper searching and possibilities 
of getting answers to important questions, together with results from neuroscience 
and neurobiology.

This development enabled getting a broader field of the investigation, the inter-
action of several disciplines, new perspectives, and a more comprehensive view of 
mind and brain interaction.

Our Mind & Brain Congress was founded 60 years ago as a small gathering of 
colleagues with a special interest in brain diseases. From that time onward, it was 
intensively developing—always being international, interdisciplinary, focused at 
recent knowledge, spreading it among participants from all over the world, on the 
path of what was the founding idea of “Pula School of Science and Humanity”.

And today, with emerging a new discipline Psychoneuroendocrinoimmunology 
and its translation to clinical practice, our long-standing comprehensive approach 
to the interrelation and bridging of the mind and the brain could contribute to a 
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better understanding of this challenging topic. As it is not possible to show in 
detail this huge area of interest, we have tried with a few examples in the follow-
ing chapters to illustrate it from different perspectives.

Brain on the couch (author: Ivan Šarić, courtesy from the private collection)
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Creativity—The Story Continues: 
An Overview of Thoughts on Creativity

Vida Demarin and Filip Derke

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020 
V. Demarin (ed.), Mind and Brain, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38606-1_1

What is Creativity? Where does it come from? Are only ‘special’ people creative and 
‘ordinary’ are not? Are we born with it? Or can it be learned, improved and enhanced?

These and similar questions are being present for many years. People were 
always curious to get the right answer. Modern neuroscience with sophisticated 
neuroimaging methods has already given many answers to this important topic and 
intensive research is still going on.

Creativity is the act of turning new and imaginative ideas into reality.
It can perceive the world in new ways, to find hidden patterns, to make connec-

tions between seemingly unrelated phenomena and to generate solutions.
It involves two processes: thinking and producing.
Creativity is a process of bringing something new into being, it requires pas-

sion and commitment. It brings to our awareness what was previously hid-
den and points to new life. The experience is one of heightened consciousness:  
ecstasy.—Rollo May, The Courage to Create [1].

According to Albert Einstein, Creativity is intelligence having fun, while for 
Henri Matisse, Creativity takes Courage.

The human brain supports different kinds of creativity but different human brains 
lead to different kinds of creativity. It is nowadays present in many, almost all seg-
ments of our life, from classrooms to workplaces, science, artistic expression, to 
home decoration, to business, marketing, recreation, even to stylish food preparation.

Beliefs that only special, talented people are creative (and one has to be born 
that way) diminish our confidence in our creative abilities.
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The notion that geniuses such as Shakespeare, Picasso and Mozart were ‘gifted’ 
is a myth, according to a study at Exeter University. Researchers examined out-
standing performances in the arts, mathematics and sports, to find out if ‘the wide-
spread belief that to reach high levels of ability a person must possess an innate 
potential called talent’. The study concludes that excellence is determined by 
opportunities, encouragement, training, motivation, and most of all, practice [2].

But special attention was always given to artistic talent. Orator fit, poeta  
nascitur—‘The orator is made; the poet is born’—is an ancient and well-known 
expression and today it is being supported more and more often by scientific evi-
dence. Many scientists have been interested in the particularities of the ways in 
which artists think, work and create, encouraging them to do research through 
which they would attempt to explain why artists are more special than most other 
‘ordinary’ people and whether, by means of modern technology, it is possible to 
get insight to the structure and function of the brain and it is possible to discover 
the secret of—or rather, ‘embody’ the quality that we call talent.

Csikszentmihalyi [3], after more than 30 years of observing creative people, wrote:
‘If I had to express in one word what makes their personalities different from 

others, it is complexity’.
They show tendencies of thought and action that in most people are segregated. 

They contain contradictory extremes; instead of being an ‘individual,’ each of 
them is a ‘multitude.’

Can Creativity Be Taught?

George Land’s Creativity Test [4]

In 1968, George Land conducted a research study to test the creativity of 1,600 
children ranging from 3 to 5 years of age who were enrolled in a Head Start pro-
gram. This was the same creativity test he devised for NASA to help select inno-
vative engineers and scientists. The assessment worked so well that he decided to 
try it on children. He retested the same on children at 10 years of age, and again 
at 15 years of age. The results were astounding. Among 5-year-olds, creativity 
was present in 98%. When they were retested on 10-year-olds, it was found in 
30%. After 5 more years, when they were 15 years old, the result was even worse. 
Creativity was present in only 12% of them. The same test was given to 280,000 
adults and creativity was present in only 2% of them.

The conclusion from this study is obvious: Non-creative behaviour is learned. 
It is the following results obtained at Exeter university, encouragement, training, 
motivation, and most of all, practice are the most important for further develop-
ment and boosting of this innate feature.
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Fostering creativity in children in all domains and directions of their interest 
is ‘a must’ for parents, teachers and everybody taking care of children and their 
development. For nurturing a child’s imagination and creativity, it is good to 
spend time outdoors. The benefits of nature on a child’s development are endless. 
Because nature is ever-changing, it provides countless opportunities for discov-
ery, creativity and problem-solving. As Albert Einstein said: Imagination is more 
important than knowledge, it is of utmost importance to use our imagination in 
enhancing the children’s one.

Where Creativity Comes from? Is There a Special Place 
in the Brain?

Modern neuroscience has the privilege to investigate the processes of artistic 
performance in a healthy brain using modern techniques such as functional 
MRI (magnetic resonance imaging). Not so long-ago scientists could only 
speculate what brain functions are involved in artistic processes by observ-
ing neurological patients [5]. In the process of explaining the secret of crea-
tivity, a simplified theory started with the known fact of cerebral hemisphere 
dominance; uncreative people have marked hemispheric dominance and  
creative people have less marked hemispheric dominance [6, 7]. The right 
hemisphere is specialized, among other functions, for metaphoric thinking, for 
playfulness, solution-finding and synthesizing. It is the centre of visualization, 
imagination and conceptualization, but the left hemisphere is still needed for 
artistic work to achieve balance by partly suppressing creative states of the 
right hemisphere and for the executive part of a creative process. Numerous 
studies investigating the brain function during the visual art activities have 
shown a very specific functional organization of brain areas. Different parts 
of visual cortex were activated, depending on the type of picture viewed (col-
ours, objects, faces, the position of objects in space, motion or static pictures) 
[8]. Marked hemispheric dominance and area specialization is very prominent 
for music perception. Both brain hemispheres are needed for complete music 
experience, while frontal cortex has a significant role in rhythm and melody 
perception. The centres for perceiving pitch and certain aspects of melody 
and harmony and rhythm are identified in the right hemisphere. The left hem-
isphere is important for processing rapid changes in frequency and intensity 
of tune. Several brain imaging studies have reported activation of many other 
cortical areas besides auditory cortex during listening to music, which can 
explain the impact of listening to music on emotions, cognitive and motor pro-
cesses [9, 10].
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Drawing 2: Brain Tree (Author: Ivan Šarić, Courtesy 
from the Private Collection)

Where it comes from, is crucial for some product to become a piece of art: the 
creativity arising from an artist’s brain is necessary. But it is also interesting 
to establish why a great number of people find a particular piece of art, music, 
dance or a poem beautiful. The saying ‘The beauty is in the eye of the beholder’ is 
known from ancient times. Recently, Tomohiro Ishizu and Semir Zeki conducted 
a study the results of which have revealed that a beauty experience is indeed in 
the beholder, though not in the eye, but the brain [11]. As well as for the art expe-
rience, Zeki pointed out in his book ‘A Vision of the Brain’ that all human expe-
rience is mediated through the brain and is not solely the product of the outside 
world. He says, ‘The more important the experience, the more it can reveal about 
the fundamental properties of the brain’ [12].
Contrary to the ‘right-brain’ myth, which was considered as a rule for many years, 
now we are witnessing data that creativity does not just involve a single brain 
region or even a single side of the brain. Instead, the creative process draws on the 
whole brain. It is a dynamic interplay of many different brain regions, emotions 
and our unconscious and conscious processing systems.
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In an attempt to explain this process, three most frequently used networks are 
as follows [13, 14]:

Network 1: The Executive Attention Network—it is activated when intensive 
attention is needed, with heavy demands at working memory.

It is situated in the lateral region of the prefrontal cortex (PFC) and areas 
towards the back.

Network 2: The Imagination Network (Default Network)
‘Constructing dynamic mental simulations based on personal past experiences 

such as used during remembering, thinking about the future and generally when 
imagining alternative perspectives and scenarios to the present’. The Imagination 
Network is also involved in social cognition—deep insula, PFC and temporal lobe 
communicating with parietal lobe.

Network 3: The Salience Network—Constantly monitor both external and inter-
nal stream of consciousness, what is most salient for a particular task—dorsal 
anterior cingulate cortices (2dACC) and anterior insula (AI).

Creativity might not be a ‘right-brain’ thing after all—but rather the ability of 
both hemispheres to communicate. A new study from Duke University [15] reveals 
that highly creative people have significantly more nerve connections between the 
right and left hemispheres than less creative people.

For the study, healthy college-age volunteers underwent MRI imaging using 
diffusion tensor imaging, which enables following the brain’s white matter tracts 
by tracing the movement of water along with them.

The white matter connections of 68 different brain regions were analyzed 
by statisticians David Dunson of Duke University and Daniele Durante of the 
University of Padova.

Computers Produced 3-D Wiring Diagrams of the Brain

Neuroscientist Rex Jung of the University of New Mexico collected the MRI data 
and performed a variety of tests to assess participants’ level of creativity. Some 
involved problem-solving tests that evaluated divergent thinking, such as coming 
up with as many users as possible for an object like a paperclip or a brick. Another 
example was seeing how many geometric shapes participants could draw in 5 min. 
Jung’s team also administered a survey that asked about achievements in ten areas 
including creative writing, cooking, science and music. In combination, the results 
created a composite creativity score for each participant. Then a computer pro-
gram examined the data from the brain maps and identified structural differences.

The results revealed that participants who were in the top 15% based on their 
creativity score had significantly more connections between the right and left hem-
ispheres of the brain compared to those in the bottom 15%.

Most of the differences were seen in the frontal lobe, which is essentially the 
‘control panel’ of personality and the ability to communicate. The researches did 
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not find any statistical differences in the number of connections between men or 
women or within each hemisphere.

‘Maybe by scanning a person’s brain we could tell what they are likely to be 
good at’, Dunson said in a statement. Noting that the technique might be able to 
predict how likely it is that a person will be creative based on their brain network 
structure.

Dunson’s team is now investigating whether brain connectivity is differ-
ent depending on I.Q. and is also using their approach to help distinguish early 
Alzheimer’s disease from normal ageing.

But nevertheless, there is some grain of truth to the left-brain/right-brain dis-
tinction. For instance, spatial reasoning recruits more structures in the right hem-
isphere, and language processing recruits more structures in the left hemisphere. 
Also, there is some really interesting research conducted by Kounios and Beeman 
[16] showing that the A-ha moment of insight—in which participants discover 
seemingly unrelated words—is associated with activation of the right anterior 
superior temporal gyrus. None of these findings, however, negate the fact that the 
entire creative process involves the whole brain [17].

Despite advances in the neuroscience of creativity, the field still lacks clarity 
on whether a specific neural architecture distinguishes the highly creative brain. 
Using methods in network neuroscience, in their recent study, Beaty and col-
leagues modelled individual creative thinking ability as a function of variation in 
whole-brain functional connectivity. They identified a brain network associated 
with creative ability comprised of regions within default, salience and executive 
systems—neural circuits that often work in opposition. Across four independent 
datasets, they show that a person’s capacity to generate original ideas can be reli-
ably predicted from the strength of functional connectivity within this network, 
indicating that creative thinking ability is characterized by a distinct brain connec-
tivity profile [18].

‘Creativity is complex, and we’re only scratching the surface here, so there’s 
much more work that’s needed’, says Beaty.

Expertise and training in fine motor skills have been associated with changes 
in brain structure, function and connectivity. Fewer studies have explored the 
neural effects of athletic activities that do not seem to rely on precise fine motor 
control (e.g., distance running). In the recent study [19], resting-state func-
tional connectivity in a sample of adult male collegiate distance runners (n = 11; 
age = 21.3 ± 2.5) was compared to a group of healthy age-matched non-athlete 
male controls (n = 11; age = 20.6 ± 1.1), to test the hypothesis that expertise in 
sustained aerobic motor behaviours affects resting-state functional connectiv-
ity in young adults. Although generally considered an automated repetitive task, 
locomotion, especially at an elite level, likely engages multiple cognitive actions 
including planning, inhibition, monitoring, attentional switching and multitask-
ing and motor control. Connectivity was examined in three resting-state net-
works that link such executive functions with motor control: the default mode 
network (DMN), the frontoparietal network (FPN) and the motor network (MN). 
Two key patterns of significant between-group differences in connectivity that 



7Creativity—The Story Continues: An Overview …

are consistent with the hypothesized cognitive demands of elite endurance run-
ning were found. First, enhanced connectivity between the FPN and brain regions 
often associated with aspects of working memory and other executive functions 
(frontal cortex) suggest endurance running may stress executive cognitive func-
tions in ways that increase connectivity in associated networks. Second, there 
was also found significant anti-correlations between the DMN and regions asso-
ciated with motor control (paracentral area), somatosensory functions (postcen-
tral region) and visual association abilities (occipital cortex). DMN deactivation 
with task-positive regions is generally beneficial for cognitive performance, sug-
gesting anti-correlated regions observed here are engaged during running. For all 
between-group differences, there were associations between connectivity, self-re-
ported physical activity and estimates of maximum aerobic capacity, suggesting a 
dose-response relationship between engagement in endurance running and connec-
tivity strength. Together these results suggest that differences in experience with 
endurance running are associated with differences in functional brain connectivity. 
High-intensity aerobic activity that requires sustained, repetitive locomotor and 
navigational skills may stress cognitive domains in ways that lead to altered brain 
connectivity, which in turn has implications for understanding the beneficial role 
of exercise for the brain and cognitive function over the lifespan.

This latest University of Arizona study concludes that similar brain changes are 
gained via the precise, fine-tuned motor skills associated with playing a musical 
instrument and the seemingly repetitive action of sustained aerobic motor behav-
iours, such as endurance running.

Future studies will focus on pinpointing how exercise-induced or musical train-
ing-induced neuroplasticity in young adults might improve cognitive function in 
the short and long-term. Regular physical activity and musical training seem to 
share the ability to promote greater brain connectivity and better cognitive func-
tion across the human lifespan.

Creativity is a vast construct, seemingly intractable to scientific inquiry—per-
haps due to the vague concepts applied to the field of research. One attempt to 
limit the purview of creative cognition formulates the construct in terms of evolu-
tionary constraints, namely that of blind variation and selective retention (BVSR). 
Behaviourally, one can limit the ‘blind variation’ component to idea generation 
tests as manifested by measures of divergent thinking. The ‘selective retention’ 
component can be represented by measures of convergent thinking, as repre-
sented by measures of remote associates [20]. The authors summarize results from 
measures of creative cognition, correlated with structural neuroimaging measures 
including structural magnetic resonance imaging (sMRI), diffusion tensor imaging 
(DTI), and proton magnetic resonance spectroscopy (1H-MRS). They also review 
lesion studies, considered to be the ‘gold standard’ of brain–behavioural studies. 
What emerges is a picture consistent with theories of disinhibitory brain features 
subserving creative cognition, as described previously [21]. They provide a per-
spective, involving aspects of the default mode network (DMN), which might pro-
vide a ‘first approximation’ regarding how creative cognition might map on to the 
human brain.
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Their review suggests that when you want to loosen your associations, allow 
your mind to roam free, imagine new possibilities and silence the inner critic, it’s 
good to reduce activation of the Executive Attention Network (a bit, but not com-
pletely) and increase activation of the Imagination and Salience Networks. Indeed, 
recent research on jazz musicians and rappers engaging in creative improvisation 
suggests that is precisely what is happening in the brain while in a flow state.

In a recent review, the authors outlined how three factors crucially shape the 
creative mind: (1) creative cognition and the associated neural systems in human 
and animal models; (2) creative drives such as mood states, emotion, motivation 
and regulatory focus and how their interactions could shape the creative perfor-
mance; and (3) the impacts of three central neuromodulatory systems, i.e., dopa-
minergic (DA), noradrenergic (NE), and serotonergic (5-HT), on the interplay 
between creative cognition and creative drives [22].

Philosophers and scientists have long puzzled over where human imagination 
comes from. In other words, what makes humans able to create art, invent tools, 
think scientifically and perform other incredibly diverse behaviours?

Drawing 3: Flower Brain (Author: Ivan Šarić, Courtesy 
from the Private Collection)

The answer, Dartmouth researchers conclude in a new study, lies in a widespread 
neural network—the brain’s ‘mental workspace’—that consciously manipulates 
images, symbols, ideas and theories and gives humans the laser-like mental focus 
needed to solve complex problems and come up with new ideas.
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Eleven areas of the brain are showing differential activity levels in a Dartmouth 
study using functional MRI to measure how humans manipulate mental 
imagery [23].

Another fMRI study investigated brain activation during creative idea gen-
eration using a novel approach allowing spontaneous self-paced generation and 
expression of ideas, trying to get the answer to the fundamental question of what 
brain processes are relevant for the generation of genuinely new creative ideas, in 
contrast to the mere recollection of old ideas from memory. In general, creative 
idea generation (i.e., divergent thinking) was associated with extended activa-
tions in the left prefrontal cortex and the right medial temporal lobe, and with the 
deactivation of the right temporoparietal junction. The generation of new ideas, 
as opposed to the retrieval of old ideas, was associated with stronger activation in 
the left inferior parietal cortex which is known to be involved in mental simula-
tion, imagining and future thought. Moreover, brain activation in the orbital part 
of the inferior frontal gyrus was found to increase as a function of the creativity 
(i.e., originality and appropriateness) of ideas pointing to the role of executive pro-
cesses for overcoming dominant but uncreative responses. Authors conclude that 
the process of idea generation can be generally understood as a state of focused 
internally directed attention involving controlled semantic retrieval. Moreover, left 
inferior parietal cortex and left prefrontal regions may subserve the flexible inte-
gration of previous knowledge for the construction of new and creative ideas [24].

The importance of the Default mode network in creativity was investigated in 
a structural MRI study. A positive correlation was found between creative perfor-
mance and grey matter volume of the default mode network. These findings sup-
port the idea that the default mode network is important in creativity and provide 
neurostructural support for the idea that unconscious forms of information pro-
cessing are important in creativity [25].

A novel game-like and creativity-conducive fMRI paradigm is developed to 
assess the neural correlates of spontaneous improvisation and figural creativ-
ity in healthy adults. Participants were engaged in the word-guessing game of 
Pictionary™, using an MR-safe drawing tablet and no explicit instructions to be 
‘creative’. Using the primary contrast of drawing a given word versus drawing 
a control word (zigzag), authors observed increased engagement of cerebellum, 
thalamus, left parietal cortex, right superior frontal, left prefrontal and paracin-
gulate/cingulate regions, such that activation in the cingulate and left prefrontal 
cortices negatively influenced task performance. Further, using parametric fMRI 
analysis, increasing subjective difficulty ratings for drawing the word engaged 
higher activations in the left prefrontal cortices, whereas higher expert-rated 
creative content in the drawings was associated with increased engagement of 
bilateral cerebellum. Altogether, these data suggest, rather unexpected result, 
that cerebral–cerebellar interaction underlying implicit processing of men-
tal representations has a facilitative effect on spontaneous improvisation and  
figural creativity [26].

In his excellent review on the possible mechanism of creativity, Heilman [27] 
points out that creative people are often risk-takers and novelty seekers behaviours 



10 V. Demarin and F. Derke

that activate their ventral striatal reward system. Innovation also requires asso-
ciative and convergent thinking, activities that are dependent on the integration 
of highly distributed networks. People are often most creative when they are in 
mental states associated with reduced levels of brain norepinephrine, which may 
enhance the communication between distributed networks.

Based on this assumption, creative arts-based therapies are used in poststroke 
rehabilitation and enhancing the quality of life. Different art modalities are per-
ceived to be useful in achieving different therapeutic goals. Interventions that 
offer opportunities for the participants to experience different art modalities dur-
ing the process may foster participation and enhance flexibility. Therefore, further 
research is needed to demonstrate the differential benefits or special advantages in 
using single or multiple art modalities as well as having qualified therapists in cre-
ative arts-based therapies [28, 29].

Years ago, Ellis Paul Torrance has started investigation in the field of crea-
tivity, especially in children [30–34]. He pointed out the role of the teacher, the 
importance of developing children’s creativity in the classroom and other scientific 
views.

A great amount of research related to the assessment of creativity was done 
by Robert Sternberg and his colleagues [35], who established the so-called 
Investment Theory of Creativity and Development 1991 [36].

Music and Neuroplasticity

There is tremendous research in the field of music, which is proven to be very 
important in our life. Music is a unique stimulus that activates almost every cogni-
tive system in the brain. It activates so many parts of our brain that it is impossible 
to say that we have a centre for music the way we do for other tasks and subjects, 
such as language. When we hear a song, our frontal lobe and temporal lobe begin 
processing the sounds, with different brain cells working to decipher things like 
rhythm, pitch and melody. In his book This is Your Brain on Music, The Science 
of Human Obsession, Levitin discusses these data in detail [37].

Music is a strong stimulus for neuroplasticity. fMRI studies have shown reor-
ganization of the motor and auditory cortex in professional musicians. Other 
studies showed the changes in neurotransmitter and hormone serum levels in cor-
relation to music [38].

Brain scans reveal that listening to pleasing music increases activity in the 
brain’s reward centre and triggers the release of dopamine. Scientists believe that 
music’s ability to make you feel good maybe one of the ways it helps alleviate the 
pain. The more pleasant the listeners found the music to be, the less pain they felt, 
what was thoroughly explained in Oliver Sacks’s brilliant book Musicophilia [39].

Music can interfere with pain signals even before they reach the brain—at the 
level of the spinal cord and eventually can prevent the transmission of pain signals 
to the brain [37, 39].
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The very prominent connection between music and enhancement of perfor-
mance or changing of neuropsychological activity was shown by studies involving 
Mozart’s music from which the theory of ‘The Mozart Effect’ was derived [40].

Brain images of people listening to music show activity in different parts of the 
brain [41] and there are particular areas of the brain which show idiosyncrasies in 
musicians including the motor cortex, the cerebellum and the corpus callosum.

Results of other numerous studies showed that listening to music can improve 
cognition, motor skills and recovery after brain injury.

To investigate the neural substrates that underlie spontaneous musical perfor-
mance, [42] authors examined improvisation in professional jazz pianists using 
functional MRI. By employing two paradigms that differed widely in musical 
complexity, they found that improvisation (compared to the production of over-
learned musical sequences) was consistently characterized by a dissociated pat-
tern of activity in the prefrontal cortex: extensive deactivation of the dorsolateral 
prefrontal and lateral orbital regions with focal activation of the medial prefrontal 
(frontal polar) cortex. Such a pattern may reflect a combination of psychological 
processes required for spontaneous improvisation, in which internally motivated, 
stimulus-independent behaviours unfold in the absence of central processes that 
typically mediate self-monitoring and conscious volitional control of ongoing 
performance. Changes in prefrontal activity during improvisation were accom-
panied by widespread activation of neocortical sensorimotor areas (that mediate 
the organization and execution of musical performance) as well as deactivation 
of limbic structures (that regulate motivation and emotional tone). This distrib-
uted neural pattern may provide a cognitive context that enables the emergence of 
spontaneous creative activity.

Music, according to old Chinese saying—music has the power to ease tension 
within the heart and lessen and loosen obscure emotions.

The connection between the brain and music is strong and bidirectional. Like 
Oliver Sacks, a professor of neurology and a writer who extensively studied the 
effect of music on human health wrote: ‘We turn to the music, we need it, because 
of its ability to move us, to induce feelings and moods, states of mind’ [39].

Types of Creativity and Creative Thinking

Creativity is often confined and even mixed up with artistic talent, a lot of dispute 
is still going on. Because of this, creativity is often assumed as something lateral, 
without focusing what is inside it. We should not just discount it. We should think 
of creativity as our intelligence with two facets: crystallized and fluid, what can 
be also said for creativity. It is a bit of both and neither at the same time. Dietrich 
[43] has identified four different types of creativity with corresponding brain activ-
ities—a kind of matrix.

Creativity can either be emotionally (based from the heart) or cognitively 
(thoughts, logical intelligence) based, and can also be spontaneous (something 
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unexpected) or deliberate (conscious effort to sustain), what gives us four quad-
rants, each with different and unique aspects to it!

Deliberate and Cognitive—Thomas Edison

Deliberate and cognitive creativity comes from sustained work in the discipline and 
previous body of knowledge. The prefrontal cortex (PFC)—pays focused atten-
tion and makes connections among the information that have been stored—put-
ting together existing information in new and novel work. This type of creativity 
requires a high degree of knowledge and plenty of time and patience.

Personal Breakthrough ‘A-ha’ Moments

Deliberate, emotional–personal ‘A-ha’ moment is characterized by our vibrant 
spectrum of emotion and its deliberate nature to make us feel, this can be encoun-
tered whenever suddenly happens an insight about ourself. Also, PFC is activated 
and deliberate part and cingulate cortex that processes feelings that are related, 
how we interact with others and what is our place in the world.

Isaac Newton ‘Eureka’ Moments

Working on the idea or a problem that we can’t solve need break for getting 
insight, after which we can work better. Basal ganglia, where dopamine is stored 
are involved. When this type of creativity happens, the conscious brain stops 
working on the problem and hands it over to the unconscious brain. By doing this, 
our brains can connect new information to the task via our unconscious mental 
processes. By doing different, unrelated activities, PFC can connect the informa-
tion in new ways. Existing knowledge belongs to the cognitive part.

‘Epiphanies’

Due to the nature of our emotions, epiphanies are difficult to find. This is sponta-
neous and emotional creativity coming from the amygdala—where basic emotions 
are processed. When conscious brain and PFC are resting, spontaneous ideas and 
creations emerge. It happens to artists and musicians, and it is quite a powerful 
feeling, such as epiphany. It is not cognitive, no knowledge, but skill is neces-
sary—writing, artistic, musical …



13Creativity—The Story Continues: An Overview …

Deliberate and cognitive creativity requires a high degree of knowledge and 
lots of time, deliberate and emotional creativity requires quiet time, spontaneous 
and cognitive creativity requires stopping work on the problem and getting away 
while spontaneous and emotional creativity probably cannot be designed for.

After years of research, investigating types of thinking, Ned Herrmann devel-
oped his concept of Whole-Brain Thinking System [44] with four types of 
thinking, each corresponding roughly to one of brain structure. This concept is 
combining the left and right theory and Paul MacLean’s triune theory [45] in a 
new model of thinking styles. Each person has a preference in his/her’s thinking 
style and has to be aware that another person has also his thinking style. Four pat-
terns that emerged in terms of how the brain perceives and processes information 
have led to this Herrmann’s concept and he constructed a measuring tool for see-
ing the difference, called Herrmann Brain Dominance Instrument (HBDI).

In his book The Creative Brain [46], Ned Herrmann explains his four special-
ized clusters of mental activity: A/Facts—Goals driven: Logical, Analytical, Fact-
based, Quantitative intelligence. B/Form—Results Driven: Structural–Operational, 
Sequential, Organized, Detailed Planned Intelligence. C/Feelings—People 
Driven: Social–Relational Intelligence, Interpersonal, Feeling Based, Emotional 
Intelligence and D/Future—Vision Driven: Conceptual Creative, Intuitive, 
Integrating, Syntethesizing Intelligence.

Creativity is personal, we should claim for our creative space at work, within 
the family, everywhere and unleash our enormous creative capability.

Apart from Herrmann’s ways of thinking, convergent and divergent thinking are 
also described as a possible mode of creative thinking. They are the two ways of 
approaching problem-solving [47]. Divergent thinking seeks multiple perspectives 
and multiple possible answers to questions and problems while convergent think-
ing assumes that a question has only one right answer and that a problem has a 
single solution [48]. The divergent thinker does not accept the usual way of doing 
things, to be his way, he always tries to get more ideas and more ways of doing it. 
Divergent thinking is the process of thought where a person uses flexibility, fluency 
and originality to explore as many solutions or options to a problem or issue as pos-
sible. It is the opposite of convergent thinking, which has the characteristic to focus 
on only one idea or single solution, being rather conservative, always accepting the 
answer as being the right, and not even trying to seek for other options. For diver-
gent thinkers, it is rather easy to find additional ideas and answers, contrary to con-
vergent thinkers who are not that good in finding new solutions. But, on the other 
hand, without convergent thinking, it would be rather difficult to come to an end 
and to conclude, as Guilford [49] wrote years ago, and research is going on [50].

Researching through a vast amount of literature on creative thinking, Jorlen 
[51] pointed out to five main types of creative thinking: Divergent thinking (exag-
geration), Lateral thinking (out-of-the-box), Aesthetic thinking (Beauty and 
taste), Systems thinking (Synthesis toward a whole) and Inspirational thinking 
(Emergent, radical insight).

These five types of creative thinking are the basis, but much of the research 
around creativity paints a more nuanced picture.
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There are similarities and correlations between the five clusters, and instead of 
five, there could be even ten. Another challenge is, that much of the literature on 
creativity is based on personal stories, which makes any classification difficult as it 
can never be proven whether different accounts of creativity and creative thinking 
are referring to the same experiences for different people.

Divergent thinking is already mentioned, and brainstorming is a typical example 
of divergent thinking, where ‘downloading’ or emptying the brain of a certain topic 
takes place. This technique is however limited in that it builds on releasing the 
ideas that are already stored in a person’s brain, and not to generate any new ideas.

Lateral Thinking

Creativity involves breaking out of established patterns to look at things differently—
Edward De Bono [52].

Creativity researcher Edward De Bono came up with the term ‘lateral thinking’ 
in 1967 to ‘distinguish between artistic creativity and idea creativity’. The term 
was invented as an alternative to step-by-step thinking, so-called vertical think-
ing, which is justified with sequential steps based on logic. Lateral thinking can 
be used for the generation of new ideas and problem-solving as it by definition 
leaves the already used behind and looks for completely new options. This type 
of thinking is based on avoiding the intrinsic limitations in the brain, which rap-
idly sees patterns and handles information in a distinctive way, where long thought 
sequences are not broken up once formed. Instead, lateral thinking tools and tech-
niques can be used to restructure and escape such as ‘clichéd’ patterns and think 
‘outside the box’.

Aesthetic Thinking

It took me four years to paint like Raphael, but a lifetime to paint like a child—Pablo 
Picasso

This type of thinking involves producing or discovering things, which are pleasant, 
harmonious and beautiful to our senses. It is an ancient form of thinking which 
can be learned by anyone.

It is, however, important to emphasize that this type of creative thinking might 
be enough to build a story but to create a great work of art, other types of creative 
thinking are needed too. The same goes for all work, which is built on aesthetic 
thinking. A person will not become a great artist only by going to art school.
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Systems Thinking

Creativity is just connecting things. When you ask creative people how they did some-
thing, they feel a little guilty because they didn’t do it, they just saw something. It seems 
obvious to them after a while Steve Jobs once said.

Systems thinking can be described as the ability to see how things are interrelated 
and form a larger ‘whole’. Some people seem to be able to perceive such links 
more easily than others, to ‘connect the dots’ and understand that if one thing is 
changed, the whole system will change.

It is closely related to aesthetic thinking in that synthesis and making things 
‘whole’ and perfect, somehow is related to elegance and beauty. It is also closely 
related to the next type of thinking—inspirational thinking.

Inspirational Thinking

This type of creative thinking concerns the perception of receiving insights from 
somewhere or someone else. It often happens in dreams or other states, but some-
times in extremely powerful, rapid bursts of clarity and focus, known as light-bulb 
moments or peak experiences.

As already discussed, by the use of neuroscience methods, it is now possible to 
document what happens in the brain during the creative process. MRI—functional 
MRI and especially diffusion tensor imaging for evaluation of connectivity is of 
utmost importance in collecting new data and building the broader and more exact 
picture. But the results from research in the field of neurophysiology, especially 
EEG and evoked potentials during the last approximately 20 years are also con-
tributing to getting more insight on the neural basis of creativity.

The focus was mainly given towards changes in alpha power related to types 
of thinking and various task solving, being frequently present in divergent think-
ing, in creative idea production, during active thinking and focused attention. 
Meditation has been found as a possible method to enhance creativity [53, 54]. 
The interrelation between intelligence and creativity should be considered in a 
closer look [55].

Reviewing the emerging literature on the neural basis of creativity, Dietrich and 
Kanso [56] classified studies into three categories: divergent thinking, artistic cre-
ativity and insight.

Electroencephalographic studies of divergent thinking yield highly variegated 
results. Neuroimaging studies of this paradigm also indicate no reliable changes 
above and beyond diffuse prefrontal activation. These findings call into question 
the usefulness of the divergent thinking construct in the search for the neural 
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basis of creativity. A similarly inconclusive picture emerges for studies of artistic 
performance, except that this paradigm also often yields activation of motor and 
temporoparietal regions. Neuroelectric and imaging studies of insight are more 
consistent, reflecting changes in anterior cingulate cortex and prefrontal areas. 
Taken together, creative thinking does not appear to critically depend on any sin-
gle mental process or brain region, and it is not especially associated with right 
brains, defocused attention, low arousal or alpha synchronization, as sometimes 
hypothesized. To make creativity tractable in the brain, it must be further subdi-
vided into different types that can be meaningfully associated with specific neuro-
cognitive processes.

In investigating task-related alpha power changes during creative activity, the 
observed time course of alpha activity may reflect the progression of different 
stages in the process of idea generation: an initial bilateral alpha synchronization 
followed by a relative decrease in alpha power and an increasing hemispheric lat-
eralization driven by a reincrease of alpha power at right frontal and posterior cor-
tical sites [57].

Investigating the different patterns of EEG alpha activity related to convergent 
and divergent task processing, divergent processing was found to involve higher 
task-related EEG alpha power than convergent processing in both the alternate 
uses task and the word association task. EEG alpha synchronization can hence 
explicitly be associated with divergent cognitive processing rather than with gen-
eral task characteristics of creative ideation tasks. Further results point to a dif-
ferential involvement of frontal and parietal cortical areas by individuals of lower 
versus higher trait creativity [58].

This distinctive patterns of task-related alpha activity as a function of time 
reflect the sequence of well-known stages of the creative idea generation process: 
initial retrieval of common and old ideas, followed by the actual generation of 
novel and more creative ideas by overcoming typical responses through processes 
of mental stimulation and imagination.

EEG alpha activity is sensitive to different creativity-related demands. 
Creativity is associated with alpha increases at frontal and right parietal sites. 
Alpha increases during creative cognition reflect internal processing demands [59].

Cortical activity in the human electroencephalogram alpha band was meas-
ured (using an event-related approach) in a pre- and a post-test (with intermedi-
ate training) while participants (n = 30) were confronted with divergent thinking 
tasks. Half of the participants received a divergent thinking training (over 2 weeks) 
which was composed of exercises structurally similar to those used in the pre- and 
post-test. Analyses revealed that the training group displayed higher task-related 
synchronization of frontal alpha activity (i.e., increases in alpha power from the 
prestimulus reference to the activation interval) than the control group. These find-
ings are in line with the view of frontal alpha synchronization as a selective top-
down inhibition process that prevents internal or top-down information processing 
being disturbed by incoming external input [60].

Cortical activity in the EEG alpha band has proven to be particularly sensitive 
to creativity-related demands, but its functional meaning in the context of creative 
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cognition has not been clarified yet. Specifically, increases in alpha activity (i.e., 
alpha synchronization) in response to creative thinking can be interpreted in differ-
ent ways: As a functional correlate of cortical idling, as a sign of internal top-down 
activity or, more specifically, as selective inhibition of brain regions. We measured 
brain activity during creative thinking in two studies employing different neuro-
physiologic measurement methods (EEG and fMRI). In both studies, participants 
worked on four verbal tasks differentially drawing on creative idea generation. The 
EEG study revealed that the generation of original ideas was associated with alpha 
synchronization in frontal brain regions and with a diffuse and widespread pattern 
of alpha synchronization over parietal cortical regions. The fMRI study revealed 
that task performance was associated with strong activation in frontal regions of 
the left hemisphere. Besides, we found task-specific effects in parietal–temporal 
brain areas. The findings suggest that EEG alpha band synchronization during cre-
ative thinking can be interpreted as a sign of active cognitive processes rather than 
cortical idling [61].

Another investigation done by the same group from Graz showed that Alpha 
power increase in right parietal cortex reflects focused internal attention [62].

Intelligence and creativity are usually studied as two separate cognitive facul-
ties assessed with standard problems having well- or ill-defined problem spaces; 
intelligence primarily focuses on finding the correct solution, creativity in gener-
ating new approaches. The view emerges, however, that they play complementary 
roles and may be more related than research recognizes. In the present study, par-
ticipants (N = 52) created their intelligence tasks: 3 × 3 matrices featuring relations 
between geometrical components. Using task-related alpha synchronization, it was 
demonstrated that intelligence integrates with creativity in a problem-solving pro-
cess evolving in open problem space. The activity was especially visible at pre-
frontal and frontal sites when information processing was most demanding, i.e., at 
the start of the creative process. This research could open the way to an approach 
to cognition where intelligence-related abilities are studied due to multiplicity of  
ideas, and at the end due to narrowing down alternatives in open problem 
spaces [49].

In several books written by experts in the field of creativity, Arne Dietrich [63], 
Nancy Andreasen [64], Oshin Vartanian [17], Robert Keith Sawyer [65], Ivan 
Šarić [66], Eric Kandel [67], Elkhonen Goldberg [68], Anna Abraham [69] and 
more, different views, understanding and approaches could be found.

In spite of huge research on creativity that has been, and still is going on, the 
best would be to conclude with Eric Jerome Dickey’s thought: It’s impossible to 
explain creativity, It’s like asking a bird, ‘How do you fly?’ You just do!
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Introduction to Artificial Intelligence

Artificial intelligence (AI) is the field of science concerned with the study and 
design of intelligent machines. The goal of AI is to build machines that are capa-
ble of performing tasks that we define as requiring intelligence, such as reason-
ing, learning, planning, problem-solving and perception. The field was given its 
name by computer scientist John McCarty, who along with Arvin Minsky, Nathan 
Rochester and Claude Shannon, organized the Dartmouth Conference in 1956 
(McCarty et al. 1955) [1, 2]. Over the last 60 years, AI has grown into a multi-
disciplinary field involving computer science, engineering, psychology, philoso-
phy, ethics, medicine and more [3]. For the people unfamiliar with AI, the thought 
of intelligent machines may at first conjure images of human-like computers or 
robots, such as those described in SF stories. Because of often misunderstanding 
in public media and general population about what AI is, and consequential fear of 
it, we should consider to maybe find another word that will better explain all the 
benefits of AI such as augmented intelligence.

Intelligent machines have several advantages over human healthcare pro-
fessionals. Modern expert systems and other intelligent machines can help with 
highly complex tasks and do so with greater efficiency, accuracy and reliability 
than humans are able to do. AI technologies can also greatly improve self-care 
options for persons seeking self-treatment or health-related information [1]. In 
Europe, nearly 45 million citizens reside in areas without a sufficient number of 
mental healthcare practitioners to meet the needs of those communities [4]. Now, 
on the one hand, there are so many AI applications that have been deployed in 
high-income country contexts, while on the other, the usage of those applications 
in resource-poor settings remains relatively nascent. Luckily, there are signs that 
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this is changing. In 2017, the United Nations (UN) convened a global meeting to 
discuss the development and deployment of AI applications to reduce poverty and 
deliver a board range of critical public services.

The practical application of AI technologies and techniques in behavioural and 
mental healthcare is a rapidly advancing area that presents many exciting opportu-
nities and benefits [4]. In the context of health, especially mental and brain health, 
AI has the potential to become affordable, advantageous and end-user (i.e., patients) 
friendly toll in mission to improve health, recognize ‘red flag’ symptoms and 
involve patients following the concept about ‘person centre medicine’.

Neurobiology of Creativity and Machine Learning

For better understanding and building ‘the strong AI’, computer scientists asked 
neuroscientist to explain to them about how does the brain work. If they plan to 
build machines with intellectual ability that is indistinguishable from that of 
human beings, they need to know brain physiology and fundamentals of neuro-
science [1]. Maybe the best example of the brain complexity is to try to explain 
neurobiology of creativity.

The first point to make is that creativity is not to be found in one distinct section 
of the brain or a singular clump of nerves behind your left ear. The process is shared 
across a number of regions and involves a concerto of brain-wide neuronal activ-
ity. This makes sense when considering the variety of tasks that exercise our cre-
ative bent. Completing a jigsaw or a sudoku involves a certain amount of creative 
thought, but the sections of the brain relevant to carry out these types of tasks will 
be different from those involved in designing an art installation or forging the per-
fect sentence to explain a complex concept. The general consensus is that the crea-
tive process has two stages. The first stage is the free flow of experimentation and 
the creation of a new concept or work of art. The second phase involves rehearsing, 
editing and assessing the final product as it evolves into the final piece [5].

In this short example, you can see that we don’t have one centre in the brain for 
creativity, there is no one move or one action in ‘doing’ creativity. The creativity 
is the process performed in our brain because of activity of many brain regions, 
many neural connections combined with learned skills, past memories and cre-
ating new pathways. The creativity is one of the most complex processes in our 
brain, evidence-based medicine cannot yet give us answers on questions about the 
process, but we can follow the process, try to find explanations and learn from it.

The last one, learning by watching how brain works, is the most helpful in 
machine learning. On the one side, computer scientists try to make artificial data 
network based on brain networks and pathways. On the other side, neuroscientists 
try to explain neuroplasticity, clinicians (mostly neurologists and psychiatrists) try 
to find the way how to encourage the ‘brain potential’ in recovering or slowing 
down the progression of diseases. All in all, all those scientists try to answer on 
the question: How it works? Some of them in that mission start from the beginning 
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of process, some of them from the end try to explain it, some of them create theo-
ries about how we cannot give the answers, etc.

Machine learning (ML) is a core branch of AI that aims to give computers the 
ability to learn without being explicitly programmed. ML has many subfields and 
applications, including statistical learning methods, neural networks, instance-
based learning, genetic algorithms, data mining, image recognition, natural lan-
guage processing, computational learning theory, inductive logic programming 
and reinforcement learning [6].

Artificial neural networks (ANN) are a type of ML technique that simulates 
the structure and function of neuronal networks in the brain. With traditional dig-
ital computing, the computational steps are sequential and follow linear model-
ling techniques. In contrast, modern neural networks use nonlinear statistical data 
modelling techniques that respond in parallel to the pattern of inputs presented to 
them. As with biological neurons, connections are made and strengthened with 
repeated use [6]. We will present just one example in everyday usage of AI based 
on artificial neural networks. It is the Clinical decision support system or CDSS, 
which is subtype of expert system that is specifically designed to aid in the pro-
cess of clinical decision-making. Traditional CDSS rely on preprogramed facts 
and rules to provide decision options. However, incorporating modern ML and 
ANN methods allows CDSS to provide recommendations without preprogramed 
knowledge. Machine learning as a method of collecting the data provide a useful 
qualitative computational approach for working with uncertainties that can help 
mental healthcare professionals make more optimal decisions that improve patient 
outcomes [6].

Virtual Doctor and Therapeutic Games

Virtual doctors (VDs), in the context of AI, and therapeutic video games are highly 
sophisticated technologies, which represent a culmination of decades of research 
and development across a number of sub-disciplines of commuter science, medi-
cine, engineering and psychology [7].

Virtual doctor, known in some literature as intelligent virtual agent, is comput-
er-controlled characters that can interact with humans. Implementing believable 
and engaging virtual agents requires a board range of computational resources and 
capabilities, including natural language processing (understanding), speech pro-
cessing (speech understanding), dialog management, fundamental artificial intel-
ligence (automated reasoning, machine learning), affective computing (emotion 
recognition, expression of emotions, etc.), human–computer interaction and com-
puter graphics (animation and 3D modelling) [7].

Therapeutic games, known as serious games (in contrast with entertainment 
games), have been developed across diverse contexts and cover a wide range of 
domains, including language and cultural skills, most academic subjects, sports 
and motor skills, a variety of corporate and business skills, etc. In healthcare, 
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games are used both for training and education purposes for healthcare profes-
sionals, and for therapeutic and educational purposes for patients and clients. 
Examples are education about diet and exercise, coaching to increase physi-
cal activity, pain management, social skills training and more [7]. Today on the 
market, there are more than 50% of all serious games intended for brain health 
activities, ‘brain-fitness’, memory improvement, early recognition signs of men-
tal diseases. One of the examples is Ricky and the Spider, game designed to treat 
OCD in children based on a cognitive-behavioural approach. The players are pro-
vided psychoeducation about the condition and are supported in creating a hier-
archy of symptoms and provided with opportunities for simulated exposure and 
response prevention [8]. Another example is Virtual Iraq, the virtual reality thera-
peutic game. The game implements a VR-mediated exposure therapy approach to 
the treatment of PTSD in veterans returning from the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. 
To sum up, therapeutic games have a unique ability to engage the user by provid-
ing an immersive environment, directly engaging the user in a pleasurable activity, 
and by providing immediate positive feedback via a well-defined reward structure 
[7]. There is much research that needs to be done. In order to optimize intelligent 
machine systems for interaction with care seekers, research on human–computer 
and human–robot interaction in the context healthcare is required.

Ethical Issues and Artificial Intelligence  
Technologies in Mental Health

Will AI provide more fair and objective decisions than humans, who are limited 
by our own personal experience and biases? Or will they collect and even amplify 
human prejudices, embedding discrimination within healthcare systems? If the 
training data isn’t representative, or the goals inappropriately chosen, then the 
resulting AI tool could be deeply inequitable. Any technology that has the poten-
tial to track human behaviour and collect personal data must address privacy and 
data security considerations. These considerations have been codified into the 
legal system via regulation [9, 10].

Machine learning algorithms being used outside of healthcare have been crit-
icized for discriminating based on race, gender, age and religion, while chatbots 
have been tricked into propagating hate speech. Artificial intelligence can ‘learn’ 
the wrong values and even become self-fulfilling. For example, an algorithm for 
helping with job hiring decisions might simply reward people who have the same 
background as those in the historical recruitment data, reinforcing its bias with 
every decision.

The ‘black box’ nature of neural networks makes it particularly hard to truly 
assess whether an AI is biased. Worse still, machine learning is very good at iden-
tifying proxies for characteristics, such as predicting race and socioeconomic 
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group from names and postcodes. Tech companies such as IBM, Facebook and 
Microsoft are all creating tools to help identify bias in algorithms [9, 11, 12].

All things considered, one of the hardest tasks is to balance between ethical 
issues about AI and ethical issues about mental health. With all those biases, ine-
qualities and unfairnesses, clinicians and scientists should pay attention to those 
three considerations: (1) clinicians will need to be confident that the decision sup-
port tools are valid for the patient in front of them, not just the specific group that 
made up the training data; (2) algorithms can lead to wrong assumptions based on 
incomplete data and (3) doctors learn from errors through reflection and changing 
future practice, regarding to this statement, we can ask ourselves how can we stop 
algorithms from reinforcing their own behaviour when they make mistakes?

Conclusion

AI holds tremendous promise for transforming the provision of healthcare services 
in resource-poor settings. Advances in AI help humankind to raise the bar of its 
potential for creativity and function. Technological advances can help enhance 
our intellectual and physical capabilities and increase our overall productivity. AI 
is bringing about a paradigm shift for behavioural and mental healthcare. Mental 
healthcare professionals, physicians, ethicists, engineers and others must cooper-
ate and work together to accomplish the full potential of what AI and other tech-
nologies can bring to behavioural and mental healthcare.
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Neuropsychoanalysis is an emerging interdisciplinary field of research aimed 
at applying neuroscientific findings to the psychoanalytic theory and vice versa  
[1, 2]. It links two major conceptual frameworks, neuroscience and psychoanalysis. 
Each field deals with a distinct subject, although both of them are viewed as two sep-
arate aspects of the same matter. While neuroscience studies brain biology, its func-
tions, and structures that can be objectified, psychoanalysis studies subjective mental 
processes. However, neuroscience was faced with several questions: Can it, through 
complex neuronal mechanisms, explain not only workings of the brain, but also 
workings of the mind? And, how likely is it that reducing the human mind to molec-
ular interactions and neural networks could ever account for complex subjective phe-
nomena, such as sensations, perceptions, feelings, thoughts, and consciousness? It 
was precisely these questions that prompted the merging of the two disciplines.

The aim of this review is to discuss how neuropsychoanalysis originated and 
to determine its position in modern medicine, as well as to give basic insights into 
affective neuroscience—a prime mover of this new and exciting scientific disci-
pline. The timing when the merging of disciplines took place is also of impor-
tance because the accumulation of new knowledge arrived at a critical point 
where the unification of neuroscience and psychoanalysis seemed inevitable. One 
of the major figures in neuroscience, Antonio Damasio, has recently implied this 
potentiality. He challenges the mind–body dualism, introduced by a philosophi-
cal view of the mind introduced by the seventeenth-century thinkers, mainly Rene 
Descartes, and argues that emotions guide (or bias) human behavior and that in 
decision-making individuals use not only cognitive, but emotional processes. 
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According to Damasio, “Descartes’ error” is the dualist separation of mind and 
body, rationality and emotion. Damasio’s theory points out the “decisive function 
of emotions in navigating the endless stream of life’s personal decisions” [3, 4].

The other significant dualistic concept named “dual aspect monism” was articu-
lated by Immanuel Kant and Arthur Schopenhauer. During the history of our under-
standing of the mind, not only philosophers, but also scientists adopted the dualistic 
view. Jung is one of the prominent figures who emphasized the dual nature of men-
tal and physical states [5]. Freud, on the contrary, adopted the monistic approach in 
his medical research, but due to the stage of technological development of his time, 
continued to develop only the theory of mind, namely psychoanalytical method. In 
his writings, he speculated that one day, as technology advances, the paradigm will 
have to shift back to the monistic approach [6]. As neuroscience and psychoanal-
ysis continued to advance separately, there was a challenge of bridging the com-
munication gap between them, mainly due to opposing methodological approaches. 
This task was not accomplished for most of the century. Driven by advances in 
research design and methodology and attempts to provide the best practice evi-
dence, neuroscientists and psychologists, similar to experts in other medical fields 
and disciplines, embraced the evidence-based philosophy. At the same time, psy-
choanalysis continued to progress in its own setting without implementing research 
methods used in evidence-based medicine in everyday practice. This inevitably 
led to criticism from other fields and again sparked the old fight between the dis-
ciplines for dominance over matters of the mind. For example, Edwin Garrigues 
Boring, an experimental neuropsychologist, argued that “psychoanalysis does not 
have experiments, and has neither the control nor the ability to distinguish between 
semantic specification and the facts” [7]. Eric Kandel, both neuroscientist and psy-
chiatrist, argued that psychoanalysis was far better at generating ideas then testing 
them, and therefore did not have the ability to progress in the same way as other 
areas of research of the mind and medicine in general. He explored the possibilities 
of biology to refresh the psychoanalytic exploration of the mind [8]. On the other 
hand, psychoanalyst Marshall Edelson holds that biology is irrelevant to psycho-
analysis [9], an opinion he shares with many modern psychoanalysts. Despite all 
these divergent ideas, Mark Solms and several other neuropsychologists who are 
also psychoanalysts made remarkable progress toward providing a dialogue frame-
work for the two fields, and through their research, a new discipline, neuropsychoa-
nalysis, came into existence at the beginning of the third millennium [2, 10].

As Freud had foreseen and Kandel asserted that the technology and knowledge 
had advanced to a point where all prerequisites were met for a dialogue of the 
two disciplines through a monistic approach. The development of new clinical and 
laboratory methods such as electroencephalography, evoked potentials, genetic 
methods and imaging methods made it possible to bring neuroscience and psy-
choanalysis closer together than ever before. One of the most interesting examples 
of such cooperation is the explanation of hemispacial neglect of the left side of 
the body after brain damage. The left-sided hemispacial neglect was traditionally 
thought to be the consequence of the physical damage of the contralateral hemi-
sphere. However, this view was challenged after a detailed observation of several 
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such patients in a psychoanalytic situation. The results of these observations 
imply a different explanatory mechanism, namely that the phenomenon might 
be a consequence of various complex defense mechanisms of the unconscious  
[11, 12]. Another interesting breakthrough in this field came from the research of 
the dreaming process. According to findings from studies on this subject matter, 
the thought process is constantly activated during the awake state, as well as dur-
ing sleep, and the dreams, more or less structured, can appear during every phase 
of the sleeping state, not only as we usually thought, during the rapid eye move-
ment phase. The most important dream generator is a sufficiently intense arousal 
stimulus that initiates the dreaming process by deactivating the motor and premo-
tor frontal cortex. Cortical deactivation releases the mesocortical and mesolimbic 
“seeking systems,” and activates the associative cortex of the occipitotemporopa-
rietal junction to form an illusion, which we call a dream [12]. All of this is in 
absolute concordance with Freud’s idea that the dream protects the subject from 
waking, and that the thought process is continuous during sleep, but that it is con-
verted into dreaming under various stimuli. The dreaming process is not under 
control of the superego, which is more or less the case in the awake state [13, 14].

Still, some scientists mistrust the idea of neuropsychoanalysis, claiming that 
neither of the fields will have much to gain from this conjunction. One of the skep-
tics is the cognitive neuroscientist Marck Ramus, who argues “that the science of 
the mind already exists, and that is psychology.” Psychology already cooperates 
with neuroscience, therefore he sees neuropsychoanalysis as “nothing more than 
an attempt to rehabilitate psychoanalysis by giving it a fashionable prefix and by 
attributing it the merits of other disciplines.” Ramus goes one step further and 
warns about the perils of psychoanalytic treatment in certain cases. He gives the 
example of unsupported psychoanalytical approach in autism, claiming that “psy-
choanalysis rejects international classification of mental disorders in favor of their 
own idiosyncratic ones.” By practicing analytical forms of psychotherapy, whose 
efficacy is not supported by any empirical evidence, psychoanalysts, in his opin-
ion, delay the diagnosis of autism and subsequent educational intervention [15].

It is useful to give a short review on psychoanalytic models of human mind–
work used in everyday psychoanalytic practice. There are two fundamental 
hypotheses in psychoanalysis, which are the principle of psychic determinism—
every action has a reaction, and the proposition that “consciousness is an excep-
tional, rather than a regular attribute of psychic processes” [16]. The forces that 
get us into action are called “drives” and there are basically two of them: eros 
(libido) and thanatos (aggression). Human psyche can be topographically divided 
into Unconscious, Preconscious and Conscious, and structurally into Id, Ego and 
Superego [17]. Interaction of all of those components results in human behavior. 
After Freud’s death and until now, there were various psychoanalytic schools, 
mainly gathered around certain prominent figures such as Melanie Klein (“object 
relations” theory), Donald Winnicott (concepts of “holding”, “good-enough 
mother”, “hate in contratransference”, and importance of child’s play in the psy-
chic development), Wilfred Bion (concepts of “reverie”, “container and contained” 
and “alfa and beta elements”), Karlheinz Kohut (founder of “self psychology” 
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and in-depth analysis of narcissistic patient) and others, and also theories such as 
“attachment theory” and “intersubjectivity.” It is a matter of style of particular psy-
choanalyst which he/she uses in psychoanalytical setting with his/her patients, but 
general assumptions are the same for all. When working with the patient, psycho-
analyst uses patient’s free associations to analyze his/her unconscious thoughts. 
Also, there is a great deal of information about unconscious that can be revealed 
through analysis of dreams (as Freud once said: “Dreams are the royal path to the 
unconscious”), but today, the most important thing in psychoanalysis as a thera-
peutic method is thought to be the analytic process and the setting itself, as well 
as the long-enough experience of a good object. If we presume that a patient is 
fixed in some stage of his psychic development due to an inability of his/her child-
hood caregiver to satisfy its emotional needs, then the experience of psychoanalyst 
being a good-enough “emotional container” and good-enough “caregiver” through 
years of psychoanalysis may lead to the resumption of stopped mental maturation. 
This is nicely seen when working with the patient, but also hardly believed with-
out being in the analytical process itself during the psychoanalytical education 
process.

We should now go through the most recent model of the human mind that neu-
ropsychoanalysis has to offer. In his lecture given to American Psychoanalytic 
Association, in January 2017, Mark Solms, one of the most prominent neu-
ropsychoanalysts indicated these three core claims: “1. The human infant is 
not a blank slate; like all other species, we are born with a set of innate needs; 
2. The main task of mental development is to learn how to meet these needs in 
the world, which implies that mental disorder arises from failures to achieve this 
task; 3. Most of our ways of meeting our needs are executed unconsciously, which 
requires us to bring them to consciousness once more in order to change them.” 
He continues with the statement that “needs are felt and expressed as emotions” 
and proposes seven basic emotions: Seeking, Lust, Fear, Rage, Panic, Care, and 
Play [19]. He also says that “the main task of mental development is to learn how 
to meet our needs in the world.” All these claims are in concordance with Freud’s 
assumptions, and at this very moment are scientifically justifiable [20, 21].

So, after a glimpse into some of the opposing arguments, can we predict the 
future of neuropsychoanalysis? Or maybe psychoanalysis as such? We think that, 
in order to see things more clearly, a change in perspective is paramount. The sub-
ject of psychoanalysis is not the objective reality of an individual, whose features 
and attributes can be counted and statistically analyzed like in somatic diseases, 
where one can measure, for example, blood glucose levels or prove the existence 
of objective markers of hip arthrosis or carotid artery stenosis. Psychoanalysis 
deals with the feelings that patients have about themselves and the surrounding 
world. It also deals with the subjective matter of things, whereas neuroscience 
deals with the objective matter of things. This notion makes psychoanalysis also 
an art form, and art cannot be quantified like blood pressure or neurotransmit-
ter concentration in the synaptic cleft [22, 23]. However, the practitioner’s skill 
and technique can be evaluated, as well as the level of inherent meaning of the 
approach, and eventually its intent to fulfill its purpose, that is, to help the patient. 
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When trying to account for the complexity of the individual psyche, psychol-
ogy, as a “science of the mind” [15] due to its reductionist concepts and clinical 
methodology, faces somewhat similar problems. Indeed the psyche is not equal to 
cognition or even less to consciousness, but is something much wider. In order to 
comprehend it, and to help individuals suffering from mental disorders, we have 
to leave our prejudice behind and move away from the narcissistic phase, but this 
time armed with new technologies and new perspectives. Although the research 
setting of neuroscience is the lab bench, and the setting of psychoanalysis is the 
couch, new interesting insights into our mental functioning arrive daily from both 
of the disciplines. This prompts us to move from brain to bedside, and vice versa 
in order to gain a deeper knowledge about ourselves.
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Healing is defined as restoring health. Further, health is simply defined as the 
state of physical and mental well-being. Health supports life, and life is the most 
valuable treasure for every living being. Life is a marvel we receive at birth, as 
a gift. Among us, humans, each and everyone of us holds our life very dear and 
extremely important. With regard to cherishing our own human life, every single 
one of the seven billion people is the same. To understand life better, we can inves-
tigate its opposite, and ask the questions: “What is the opposite of life? How spe-
cifically it looks when a living being does not have a life?” There is nothing to see, 
hear, smell, taste, or experience, there are no feelings, no perceptions, no concepts. 
There is nothing to win, or lose, nothing to build, or create, nothing to destroy, 
nothing to write about, nothing to be happy, or sad about.

The job of science is finding the truth because we want to make life on our 
planet better, healthier, safer, and happier for all living beings, which means there 
is a constant expansion of the scope of collective scientifically verifiable wisdom 
that benefits all life. We strive to do that in a way better than any other time in 
human history.

“The truth about the mind, as well as the truth about any other phenomenon has 
two entities: one entity is a superficial mode of appearance, and other entity is its 
deep mode of being. These two are called, respectively, conventional and ultimate 
truth” [1].

Two entities mean that conventional and ultimate truths are of the same nature, 
which means they are just a different aspect of the same phenomenon. They are 
different, but inseparable at all times.

From the perspective of the conventional truth, the flower, rose, appears to 
exist solidly, established independently, out there in the garden. While from the 
perspective of the ultimate truth, the rose depends on many causes, parts, as well 
as the name, using which we outerly label the collection of all those conditions. 
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The rose exists only nominally as a linguistic label “the rose”, which is imputed 
on the basis of its parts. If the rose would exist the way it appears, there would 
be an objective rose out there, free from conventions, naming, and labeling. But 
that kind of objective rose does not exist independently from the label “the rose”. 
It comes to existence as “the rose” because we outerly label it that way, not the 
other way around. There was never “the rose” out there, because that name came 
in dependence on our mind.

Who labels the collection of various parts of the rose? The mind. The mind is 
not a part of the rose, and therefore the rose is said to be outerly labeled. It follows 
that our experience of reality does not exist independently out there, but it is in the 
nature of our mind.

If we search for the rose among the parts of the rose, or among many condi-
tions that made rose possible, we will be unable to find the part, or the condition 
named “the rose”.

If we apply this logic to all internal and external phenomena, and search 
for them, they will remain unfindable because they are labeled only through 
conventions.

Conventional truth experiences all internal and external phenomena as 
solid, independent objects, just as they appear to the sense consciousnesses. 
Ultimate truth experiences all internal and external phenomena as a collection of 
dependently originated appearances, empty of any form of independent existence. 
Therefore, phenomena are dependent on various causes, conditions, and parts from 
the side of the phenomena, and the mind which knows the phenomena and con-
ventionally labels them through thinking and naming.

All phenomena can exist only in two ways: independently or dependently. If 
the phenomenon exists independently, it cannot exist dependently, and vice versa. 
Independent and dependent existence of the phenomenon are mutually exclusive.

If the phenomena would exist independently, it would not have parts and would 
not need an outer label in the form of the name. Further, no causes or conditions 
could ever influence that phenomenon. On the other hand, phenomenon that 
exists dependently, has parts, causes, and conditions that influence it, and there is 
an outer label in the form of the name, which distinguishes it from all the other 
phenomena.

Hence, if we try to find an external or internal, solidly existent, independent 
phenomenon, we will not be able to find it.

It follows that there is no internal or external phenomenon which is not 
dependently originated.

Therefore, our experience of the world is also dependently originated phe-
nomenon. Basically, it depends on an observed object, an empowering condition, 
and the mind—the observer. For example, for visual consciousness of the rose 
to arise, three main conditions have to be met: the rose nearby, functioning eye 
organ, and the consciousness that has the potential to be aware of the rose. It fol-
lows that the object, the organ, and the consciousness are intimately interrelated or 
interconnected.
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“In general, the mind can be defined as an entity that has the nature of mere 
experience, that is, clarity and knowing” [2].

It follows that every consciousness is a knower which is incontrovertible with 
regard to its main object, by the power of experience. We will focus on two types 
of consciousnesses: sense and mental consciousness. There are five main types of 
sense consciousness—eye, ear, nose, tongue, and body, which feed mental con-
sciousness with the information about the specific object of perception. Based 
on that, six types of mental consciousnesses can arise: manifest form held by the 
mind, manifest sound held by the mind, manifest taste held by the mind, manifest 
smell held by the mind, manifest tangible object held by the mind, and manifest 
phenomenon held by the mind.

Sense consciousnesses know objects by the power of experience and depend on 
the physical sense power—eye, ear, nose, tongue, and body sense power located 
within the sense organs [3].

Mental consciousness knows its object by the power of experience and depends 
on the mental faculty—previous moment of consciousness.

Definitions of sense and mental consciousnesses reveal an extremely impor-
tant distinction between them, which presents a strong leverage that is needed to 
uncover the mind’s healing potential. For every well-intended health professional, 
healer, or the person who at the moment experiences illness, this leverage will 
become clear throughout the text as we go deeper into the logical reasoning about 
mind, body, and life.

Clear understanding about ultimate and conventional truths and different types 
of consciousnesses, brings numerous benefits to the process of restoring health.

If health professionals, healers, and people suffering from illness do not apply 
any critical analysis, they believe illness exists the way it appears—as a solid, 
independent entity. Falling into this trap brings suffering because the more we 
do it, the more illness becomes solid. Even though we want to restore our health, 
the more we believe in conventional appearance of illness, we are transforming 
merely nominal terms into independently existing, solid thing which creates more 
pain and suffering.

The more we continue with the process of solidifying illness, we are in fact 
reinforcing what we apparently wish to eliminate. We are reinforcing illness, and 
weakening restoring health.

Developing strong reasoning based on the understanding of inseparable nature 
of conventional and ultimate truths enables one to see illness as dependently arisen 
phenomenon, depending on many causes, conditions, parts, and the mind which 
observes, knows, and labels it.

Since our mind is an important condition of dependently arisen phenomenon of 
illness, convictions which emerge as a result of this reasoning will fundamentally 
change the way we experience illnesses and the relationship we have with it. If we 
fixate on solidifying diagnosis, and independent existence of illness, it will drasti-
cally limit our possibilities and the outcomes will mostly rely on statistics, com-
pletely ignoring the reality and the power of mental consciousness. As opposed to 
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that, our ability to see illness as a dependently arisen phenomenon will tap into the 
vast space of numerous healing possibilities and favorable outcomes. It is said that 
once we are able to do it, the progress in mind’s healing abilities becomes unlike 
anything else because it is supported by our sharp intelligence.

Now, to go deeper and take the understanding of that process to a more subtle 
level, we can critically analyze the reality of mind, body, and human life, the way 
it exists, not the way it appears to exist.

Since life is our most precious asset, we will first familiarize with our human 
life. First of all, we know that human life exists, there is no doubt about it, but the 
basic question is “How specifically does human life exist?”

Does it exist as an independently existent phenomenon, as an object that we can 
point at? At first, it may appear that life exists independently by its own side, but 
true scientists cannot be satisfied with appearances. True scientists have developed 
sharp intelligence which they use to go beyond appearances in their quest for truth.

Human life is just a conventionally used term, because no matter how hard we 
try to point at human life, we will be unable to do it. Let us try and find what 
specifically is the human life: Is the blood pressure human life, or is it a blink 
of an eye, or maybe movement of a hand? Is walking human life, is it talking, 
dancing, running, smiling, breathing, sexual arousal, heart rate, body temperature? 
The more we investigate, the more we realize that we cannot point at any spe-
cific evidence and say: “This is human life.” The only thing we can point at when 
searching for human life is the basic vital signs (breathing rate, blood pressure, 
heart rate, and body temperature) and all the other evidence of life. Neither of 
those signs is specifically the human life because all of those signs make life pos-
sible, but none of them is human life. As much as we search for it, we cannot find 
the human life between the vital signs and other evidence of human life. Further, 
human life is a singular term while the vital signs and other evidence are plural. If 
upon search we were unable to find the specific location or the human life, we can 
conclude that human life is not an independently existent phenomenon because 
it depends on vital signs, other causes, conditions, and the mind perceiving it. 
Human life is so rich and full of vital signs, causes, conditions, and other evidence 
of human life, but at the same time, the human life is empty of itself because none 
of those vital signs, causes, conditions, and evidence are a human life.

The human life is a name designated to the attribution of vital signs, other evi-
dence, and conditions of life. Thinking and naming are the products of the mind. 
Vital signs and other evidence of life are experiences of the body. Therefore, we 
can conclude:

Human life is an experience of a constant interplay between mind and body.
To prove that statement as valid, we will employ the critical analysis for the 

mind and the body, just as we did for the human life.
Human mind exists, there is no doubt about it. Just the fact that you are read-

ing this, proves its existence. The question is not, does the human mind exist, but 
“How specifically does the human mind exist?” If we want to find the mind, we 
might ask: Is eye consciousness the mind? Is it the ear, taste, smell, body, or men-
tal consciousness? Are feelings, or perceptions the mind? Or is it maybe different 
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mental states like anger, jealousy, doubt, kindness, generosity, compassion, or 
enthusiasm? Are feelings, or perceptions of pleasure and pain the mind? Which 
one of those is the mind? Just as with human life, the more we search for the 
mind, the more evidence there is of its existence, but none of them can be pointed 
and called the mind. Upon search, we were unable to find the mind among the 
elements of the mind, so we can conclude that the mind is not an independently 
existent phenomenon because it depends on different types of consciousnesses, 
feelings, perceptions, or mental states. Let us investigate further by even question-
ing the way different types of consciousnesses, feelings, perceptions, or mental 
states exist.

“According to research fellow Petr Janata of the Center for Cognitive 
Neuroscience at Dartmouth College, music is such a wanted stimulus: it is not 
particularly important for survival, but still something inside us yearns for it. By 
means of fMRI, Janata and his collaborators not only discovered and mapped the 
areas of the brain associated with melody, but they even confirmed that in every 
listener those mapped areas differed from one music listening session to another, 
which indicates the variability or dynamics of the topography of the mapped areas. 
In other words, every time a person hears the same melody, the same nerve bundle 
perceives it differently” [4].

With regard to what does the consciousness of sound arise? With regard to the 
sound, which means that even the consciousness of sound is not an objectively, 
independently existent phenomenon because it depends on the sound as an object 
of consciousness. “Therefore, without an object of consciousness remaining close 
by, we can definitely say that there is no consciousness that apprehends it” [5].

The mind is so rich and full of evidence of its existence—different types 
of consciousness, feelings, perceptions, and mental states, but at the same time, 
human mind is empty of itself because none of those evidence is the mind. Just 
as the mind is not independently existent phenomenon, even the parts upon which 
the mind is designated are not independently existent objects because they also 
depend upon different types of causes and conditions, and they are all labeled with 
different names.

“How does the human body exist?” Does it exist just as it appears, as a unit, 
independent, and objective phenomenon? In our quest for correct knowledge of 
the phenomenon, we will once again employ the critical analysis of the body. Is 
our head the body? Are eyes, mouth, nose, hands, fists, shoulders, legs, calves, 
feet, or knees the body? Is our heart the body? Can the body be found it our 
organs, muscles, glands, molecules, atoms, or the parts of the atoms? Are the 
blood and other body liquids human body? Can the body be found within the 
breath or the body temperature? The more we search, the more evidence there is of 
a human body, but none of those evidence is the human body. If the human body 
would be existent in the parts and conditions that make the body, then there would 
be as many bodies as there are parts and conditions, which is absurd. Upon search 
we were unable to find the body among the parts and conditions that make the 
body, so we can conclude that even the body is not an independently existent unit 
because it depends upon different parts and conditions.
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It is apparent that the mind consists only out of non-mind elements, upon 
which the term mind is designated. The body consists only out of non-body ele-
ments, upon which the term body is designated. The life consists only out of non-
life elements, upon which the term life is designated. Hence, the reasoning power 
emerging from this critical analysis becomes the cause of correct intellectual 
understanding of dependent nature of mind, body, and human life, as opposed to 
independent existence.

It means that by controlling the causes and conditions involved in the interplay 
between the mind and the body, we can directly influence and shape the product of 
that interplay—the quality of human life.

We approached our quest for the truth with critical analysis using logical rea-
soning, observing mind, body, and human life from the outside, using the third 
person methodology. Intellectual understanding of the dependent nature of mind, 
body, and human life emerged from the third person methodology process.

Our study and contemplation about the mind should not become just mere col-
lecting of new information, but we should assimilate this understanding on an 
emotional level. The best way to do that is through the practice of meditation.

Meditating is a process of exploring the interplay between mind and body. 
Through meditation, we are familiarizing with clear and knowing nature of mind, 
and with positive states of mind. Meditation helps us to develop subjective experi-
ence, and that is called first person methodology.

Meditation practices can generally be divided into two groups: mental stabi-
lization or mindfulness and analytical contemplative practices. Within those two 
groups, there are certain specific practices for accessing mind’s healing abilities. 
Detailed analysis of those meditation practices is beyond the scope of this text, 
and if you want, you should learn it from other books, or even better, directly from 
the teacher with sharp intelligence and kind heart.

Modern medical science is mostly based on a third person methodology, mean-
ing that we look at the patient and disease from the outside, fixing it based on the 
different measurements and analysis. Amazing advances in treatment illness, man-
aging chronic diseases, and health prevention have been made due to third person 
methodology.

Until recently, modern medical science gave very little recognition and aware-
ness to how the mind and the subjective experience of the patient may play a role 
in the physical health. During the last two centuries, people like Sigmund Freud, 
Carl Gustav Jung, and Milton H. Erickson were leading the field of exploring the 
influence of the mind and the patient’s subjective experience on mental health as 
well as human well-being. Taking into account the patient’s subjective experience 
is the basis of the first person methodology.

Those two methodologies; third person methodology which is dominant and 
first person methodology, developed parallel to each other for many years, not 
really overlapping with regard to patient treatment.

The last few decades are the beginning of a new and exciting era for all of us 
because scientists asked the question which is one of the greatest mysteries of human 
existence: “How specifically does the brain work?” Exploration of that question 
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blurred the boundaries between third and first person methodology of scientific 
approach. The field where those two methodologies merge is neuroscience, where 
the tremendous advances have been made with regard to understanding of the human 
brain through one of the greatest discoveries of our times—brain neuroplasticity [6].

“Neuroplasticity, also known as cortical mapping, challenges the idea that brain 
functions are fixed in a certain time. It refers to the ability of the human brain 
to change as a result of one’s experience, that the human brain is ‘plastic’ and  
‘flexible’” [7].

Using modern technology devices like functional magnetic resonance imag-
ing (fMRI), it is possible to scientifically prove such an amazing discovery as 
neuroplasticity.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama says: “…evidence is gradually emerging from 
science, especially psychology and neuroscience, to suggest that it is possible to 
achieve meaningful change in our emotional and behavioral patterns through con-
scious effort….recent discovery of what is called ‘brain plasticity’ may well offer 
a scientific explanation for this possibility of meaningful change. Researchers have 
observed that the patterns and structures of the brain can and do change over time 
in response to our thoughts and experiences. Moreover, scientists are now able to 
observe the interaction between those parts of the brain associated with higher 
cognitive activities such as rational thought (in the prefrontal cortex) and those 
parts known as the limbic system, including the almond-shaped amygdala, which 
are associated with our most primitive instinctual, and emotional reflexes” [8].

Many scientific research have been made with regard to different types of 
meditation, especially mindfulness meditation and the benefits of it regarding the 
improvement of the practitioner’s physical and mental health.

Professor of clinical psychology at Oxford University, Willem Kuyken and his 
colleagues in a Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy for depression, proved that 
effectiveness of mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) in the prevention of 
depressive relapses is highly relevant for clinical practice and justifies MBCT as a 
clinically relevant alternative to maintenance antidepressant medication [9].

The results of more than three decades of research have shown the many pos-
itive effects that mindfulness can have on health, improving the quality of life 
both in the general population and in clinical populations, as it is presented by 
Francesco Pagnini, Assistant Professor at Catholic University of Milan and 
Deborah Phillips, Research Associate in Psychology at Harvard University in their 
article Being mindful about mindfulness [10].

Among other benefits, meditation induces equanimity of the mind, a neutral 
mental state, because we train not to get attached to our conceptual imputations, 
which means we create space and harmony between cognition and emotions. 
In our everyday life that is rarely the case. If we imagine mind as a mirror, then 
sensory perceptions of our everyday life would be appearances on that mir-
ror. Appearances on the mirror are not the basic nature of the mirror; clarity is. 
Therefore, through certain types of meditation, we want to familiarize ourselves 
with the clarity of the mind, not the appearances—constructs of the mind. We are 
familiarizing with the knower, not the known. With the observer, not the observed.
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Up to this point, we have clearly developed an understanding of causality, 
through logical reasoning of dependent existence of mind, body, and human life, 
because they all arise depending on causes, conditions, and parts. They do not 
come into being from nothing, or independently.

“Just as material things possess their substantial causes and their contributory 
conditions, mental phenomena do as well. Our feelings, our thoughts, and emo-
tions, all of which make up our consciousness, have both substantial causes that 
turn into a particular moment of cognition, and contributory factors that may be 
physical or mental…a substantial cause must be substantially commensurate with 
its effect. A physical phenomenon could therefore not serve as the substantial 
cause of a moment of consciousness, as the nature of clarity and knowing is not 
physical” [11].

“Thus, each moment of consciousness serves as a substantial cause of our sub-
sequent awareness” [12].

It follows, “the mental consciousness does not rely exclusively upon a specific 
physical organ support the way the five sense consciousnesses do. The substantial 
cause of mental consciousness is the previous moment of that consciousness itself. 
Generally speaking, this arises to some extent on the impressions produced by the 
physical experience of the senses. So, indirectly we could say that the organ sup-
port for the mental consciousness is the momentum of all of the consciousnesses 
connected with sense experience. But the mental consciousness is that which gen-
erates and experiences all of the varieties of emotion and thought that we know— 
attachment, aversion, bewilderment, apathy, pride, jealousy, feelings of joy and 
delight, feelings of sadness, feelings of faith and compassion, etc.— all of these 
different emotional states and all of the thoughts connected with them are vari-
eties of experiences of the sixth or mental consciousness. Now, as these various 
thoughts and emotions pass through our minds, they transform and influence that 
consciousness itself. But not only that, they also affect the five sense conscious-
nesses. For example, when you are very sad and you look at something, you will 
perceive it as sad, or unpleasant. If you look at the identical object when you are 
happy, you will see that same thing as pleasant. And if you look at it when you are 
angry, you will see, again, the same object as entirely different. This is a very sim-
ple example of how the mental consciousness is particular and our mind in gen-
eral affects our experience of sense objects and the sense consciousnesses and the 
sense organs themselves” [13].

With regard to the mind’s innate healing ability, the essential point is that men-
tal consciousness does not get the information about the body directly from the 
body, but through the body consciousness, which is a sense consciousness. In the 
same way, mental consciousness does not get the information about the external 
environment from the environment directly, but through the five sense conscious-
nesses—eye, ear, smell, taste, and body consciousness. It follows that internal and 
external phenomena do not communicate with mental consciousness directly, but 
through the five sense consciousnesses.

It follows, that the way we experience our body is determined by mental con-
sciousness. It is a completely subjective category, dependent on the mind.
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Conversely, mental consciousness communicates directly with the body and 
environment, which means it does not need the five sense consciousnesses to do 
that.

Studying, contemplating, and meditating about the nature of the mind are 
means of using human intelligence to train our mental consciousness in develop-
ing the correct view of how all internal and external phenomena exist, which can 
transform our mind into the instrument of healing.

How is that possible? Since it is proved that mindfulness meditations induce 
equanimous states of mind which positively affect our quality of life, we can take 
that one step further and ask: “What would happen if we familiarize ourselves 
with the positive states of mind?” We can define the positive states of mind by 
thinking about their opposites, negative states of mind—anger, hatred, jealousy, 
doubt, arrogance, excessive attachment, grasping, ill will, cruelty, dullness, lazi-
ness, dishonesty, and the like. The common denominator between them is that 
they make us and others agitated, sad, and disturbed. Conversely, positive states 
of mind contribute to inner-peace and create a sense of well-being for oneself and 
others. The most important positive states of mind are compassion, kindness, gen-
erosity, moral conduct, patience, enthusiasm, and altruism. Just as light and dark-
ness cannot coexist, the positive and negative states of mind cannot coexist, also. 
Positive states of mind are the antidotes to negative states of mind.

Who experiences positive or negative states of mind? Us, but more accurately, 
it is our mental consciousness. This understanding is extremely important.

Therefore, once the mind is equanimous and calm, we can proceed with mind 
training or meditation and familiarize ourselves with the qualities like compassion 
and kindness. Compassion is the positive orientation toward the well-being of oth-
ers and the sincere wish to help them reduce or eliminate their pain, challenges, 
or suffering if we can. If we cannot, we should at least refrain from hurting them 
more.

“While science has made great strides in treating pathologies of the human 
mind, far less research exists to date on positive qualities of the human mind 
including compassion, altruism, and empathy. Yet these prosocial traits are 
innate to us and lie at the very centerpiece of our common humanity. Our capac-
ity to feel compassion has ensured the survival and thriving of our species over 
millennia. For this reason, the Center for Compassion and Altruism Research 
and Education (CCARE) at Stanford University School of Medicine was 
founded in 2008 with the explicit goal of promoting, supporting, and conduct-
ing rigorous scientific studies of compassion and altruistic behavior. Founded 
and directed by Dr. James Doty, Clinical Professor of Neurosurgery, CCARE 
is established within the Department of Neurosurgery. To date, CCARE has 
collaborated with a number of prominent neuroscientists, behavioral scientists, 
geneticists, and biomedical researchers to closely examine the physiological and 
psychological correlates of compassion and altruism. CCARE investigates meth-
ods for cultivating compassion and promoting altruism within individuals and 
society through rigorous research, scientific collaborations, and academic con-
ferences” [14].
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Our human life does not exist as an independent phenomenon, which means it 
is dependent upon vital signs, causes, and conditions. None of those vital signs, 
causes, or conditions are “our human life”. Meaning, our human life consists only 
out of “non-our human life” elements upon which the term “our human life” is 
designated. What are the constituent elements of the set “non-our human life”? As 
we have already mentioned those are our vital signs and other sensory measurable 
evidence, but also different causes like food that we eat, the air that we breathe, 
water, sunlight, etc. Since we constantly associate with other people that greatly 
influence our well-being, “other’s human lives” are also the elements of the set 
“non-our human life”, isn’t it? Further, “lives of all other living beings” are also 
the elements of the set “non-our human life”.

There is no phenomenon that is not dependently arisen. Therefore there is no 
phenomenon that is not empty [15] (of independent exisstence).

It follows, if we want to make our human life better, healthier, safer, and hap-
pier, the only way to do that is to use the interplay of our mind and body, and 
positively influence the constituent elements of “our human life”. One of the most 
important constituent elements of “our human life” is “other’s human life”, or on a 
higher logical level “all life”.

This kind of logical reasoning shows we are completely safe when we sup-
port the marvel of our human life by helping other living beings support their life, 
with compassion, kindness, enthusiasm, and wisdom as opposed to not helping 
them. If we do help, we are completely safe. The life will prevail. All life without 
exception.

Therefore, the essential ingredients of this wisdom are kindness and compas-
sion. Here, we are talking about the wisdom that realizes how things exist in real-
ity, as opposed to how things appear to exist.

Gradual development of that wisdom is the prerequisite that serves as the cause 
for uncovering and activating innate healing potential of the mind. The progress in 
developing that wisdom depends on the study of the science of the mind, contem-
plating about it using reason and logic, and then integrating newfound convictions 
on an emotional level, through the practice of meditation.

Health and life are conventional terms which complement and support 
each other. Therefore, whatever is true for life, could be applied to health and  
healing.

Illness is not independently established, we can say that it is empty of inde-
pendent existence. That does not mean, the illness does not exist, on the contrary, 
it exists, but just as a collection of dependent arisings coming from the side of the 
body, as well as from the side of the mind, or the observer.

Without realizing deeper mode of ultimate reality, we are trapped in the lab-
yrinth of independent, solidly existent appearances; such as illness. Mind that 
is trained with study of the science of mind, contemplation, and meditation will 
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realize incontrovertible truth with regard to the true mode of existence of illness. 
The truth is based on reality, not appearances. The benefit of that process, unlike 
anything else, weakens the solidity of illness, and opens vast space for healing 
ability of the mind to emerge in its full potential.

For the health professionals, this reasoning is a profound way to help patients 
to restore health, by seeing them the way they really exist, not the way they appear 
to exist as “ill human beings”. For people who experience illness, this reasoning 
can serve as an inspiration and sound logical base to unsolidify illness and start 
training the mind to heal the body.

To present all in a condensed way, “consciousness pervades the experience of 
its objects and the experience of the organs, if the consciousness is transformed, or 
one’s mode of experience of consciousness is transformed into the pure realization 
of final mode of abiding or the ultimate truth, then the appearances of the objects, 
and also the organs themselves, will become pure and sacred” [13].

Pure and ill are mutually exclusive, meaning those two modes of being can-
not coexist. In this way, developing strong, logically supported conviction based 
on the same nature of ultimate and conventional truth, and assimilating it on an 
emotional level through the specific practices of meditation, could benefit not only 
mind, but also the body.

Familiarizing with subjective realization of the ultimate mode of abiding 
of illness will weaken the power of illness to bring suffering, because our expe-
rience of illness comes into existence in dependence on our mental conscious-
ness. Therefore, the experience of illness also dissolves through the power 
of the wisdom that realizes reality as it exists, as opposed to the way reality 
appears to exist. That wisdom emerges from the mental consciousness through 
the study of science of the mind, contemplation, and meditation. Hence, mental 
consciousness, which has the ability to develop that kind of wisdom, pervades 
the experience of our body and our mind. Depending on that kind of reasoning, 
we can infer that innate healing potential of the mind is always accessible and  
healing is possible.

Since healing is a hidden phenomenon, we used logical reasoning to prove that 
the pure view, based on the indivisibility of conventional and ultimate truth, is 
valid and supported by reality.

In conclusion, despite all possible logical fallacies and inconsistencies which 
stem from my lack of higher knowledge or special wisdom, this paper is my hum-
ble effort to single-handedly approach human ability to heal mind and body, using 
mind’s innate healing potential. It is my wish that thoughts presented here serve 
as a spur for the rest of the scientific community with more resources and wisdom 
to keep expanding the field of research, so we could gain more practical under-
standing about the ways to uncover and access the mind’s healing potential, for the 
benefit of all.
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A headache is a perception of pain in the head. In primary headaches such as 
migraine and tension headaches, we do not find any source for nociceptive activity 
such as a haemorrhage or inflammation. We believe that biopsychosocial factors are 
involved in headache perception, acting interactively through the circle of biologi-
cal, psychological and social items, which are inseparable. The final consequence 
is distress. From the biological view, it represents the organism’s response to stress 
such as environmental conditions, and its adaptation to changes. However, we are 
now living in a more complex social environment and thus we need to adapt to 
the challenges of social situations. Transaction models deal with psychobiological  
responses to stress that arise from the disproportion in perceived requirements, as 
well as the individual’s personal and social capabilities to meet the requirements. 
Distress most commonly occurs when perceived requirements exceed the perceived 
capabilities or can also occur when the perceived sources exceed requirements. 
Therefore, the distress from a headache creates a more subjective assessment in 
an individual as to how they perceive the requirements that define the distress 
level, rather than an objective assessment of the requirements and abilities [1]. 
Nevertheless, distress is not always due to physical stress, but social situations in 
which they cannot cope, can also be a source of social stress. We also need to raise 
awareness about the social aspects of the pain in society itself, as well as to reduce 
negative social processes that create ‘bad’ social situations.

Interoceptive Model of a Headache

Interoception is a sense of the internal state or homeostasis of the body and it 
includes visceral as well as nociception [2]. Physical stress on the body produces a 
disturbance of the internal environment and to the physiological responses needed 
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to maintain the body’s homeostasis. The nervous system is important with regards 
to coordinating the physiological response. On the other hand, the brain can pre-
dict future physiological states from past experiences. The representation of the 
body and the homeostatic states constitutes the basis for our predictions. To man-
age our life in accordance with external demands without overstraining, the pre-
dictions should be aligned with our sensations. The mismatch between predictions 
and sensations produces the prediction error which means a ‘surprise’ for the nerv-
ous system, which therefore could evoke a behaviour or autonomic response to 
minimise the prediction error [3], and, to correct the prediction error or stress on 
the body, we consume additional energy. Distress may arise when the perceived 
capabilities do not meet the perceived requirements and thus, it is a subjective 
state. Personality features, especially catastrophising, may promote distress and 
headaches.

The predictions on future states could be wrong but very precise. For exam-
ple, the precise prediction of pain under certain circumstances situations can 
evoke a headache despite nonspecific sensory input. The result is a headache, 
which reflects distress because of the unpredictable situation and we feel unpleas-
ant. In this state, the active and perceptual inference [4] may operate with auto-
nomic response such as trigeminovascular vasodilatation of cerebral arteries with 
calcitonin gene-related peptide (CGRP) in order to eliminate the prediction error. 
However, the autonomic response could reinforce the perception of the headache. 
In addition, the sickness behaviour develops to diminish the sensory inputs, and 
as the episode progresses the headache should gradually subside. The source of 
wrong predictions could be the social environment, cultural features, individual 
experiences from the childhood period or examples in the family. Mood disorders 
may highlight the predictions and feelings of pain.

From the neurophysiological point, the headache represents the nociceptive 
activation of trigeminocervical complex in pain perception [5]. This model does 
not distinguish between sensation and perception. Other models include the sen-
sitisation of second and higher order neurons due to excessive stimulation, which 
leads to hyper sensibility states. The others prefer to regard the neuromodulatory 
pain system in the brain stem as the origin of the headache. Nevertheless, all of 
the models should explain the influences of psychosocial factors on patients with 
headaches.

Social Stress

Social stress is the most common type of stress experienced by people on a daily 
basis and affects us more than other types of stress [6]. By nature, people are 
social beings and have a fundamental need and desire to maintain positive social 
connections. Social connections offer a caring environment that supports individ-
uals in an emotional and physical sense and promote a feeling of social inclusion. 
They lead to the creative success and performance of an individual. All actions 
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that destroy or threaten social connections with other people cause social distress 
in an individual [7]. Social stress arises from an individual’s relationships or con-
nections with other people and from the social environment in general. According 
to the concept of emotion assessment, distress occurs when an individual assesses 
a situation as being personally important and perceives that they are no longer able 
to solve a specific situation. Researchers have identified social stress and stress-
ors in various ways. Social stressors were defined as a set of characteristics, situ-
ations, episodes, and behaviours related to psychological and physical strains and 
tensions, and are of a social nature [8]. Wadman [9] defined it as a feeling of dis-
comfort and fear that individuals experience in a social situation and is related to 
the behaviour or tendency to avoid potentially stressful social situations. This is 
in accordance with the interoceptive model in which the perception of pain and 
emotions arise as a consequence of homeostatic disturbance and cognitive factors. 
Ilfield [10] defined social stressors as situations in everyday social roles that are 
generally problematic and unwanted.

Among the social stressors, we distinguish three types: life events that are 
defined as sudden, severe life changes that require rapid adaptation, such as a sud-
den injury or sexual assault, chronic stress is defined as continuous events that 
require long-term adaptation such as divorce or loss of a job; and daily stress as 
small events that require adaptation throughout the day.

Individual’s Response to Stress

Each of us is different and unique. Therefore, our characteristics as an individual, 
such as personality, desires, motivation, knowledge and emotions, importantly 
affect our perceptions and social behaviour. At the same time, our behaviour sig-
nificantly affects the social situation and people with whom we have daily contact. 
We are living in a form of equilibrium with our social environment. Social stress-
ors create turbulence in such balance and produce social stress that causes distress 
for some individuals. This could evoke our perceptions of distress and pain, and 
induce behaviours to minimise these effects, and even to change our social envi-
ronment. Our social influence happens through the thought processes with which 
other people change their thoughts, feelings and experiences. Psychologist Lewin 
defined the group’s influence as the individual variable and the situational varia-
ble that are known as interaction with the individual [11]. Evolutionary adapta-
tion has provided us with two basic motivations [12]. The first one is related to 
us (ego). Freud divided personality into three layers, named “id”—unconscious, 
“ego”—conscious, and “superego”, which contains a consciousness and a moral-
ity acquired in society. “Id” consists of two needs: a need for sexuality (Eros) and 
destruction (Tanatos). The libido pushes a human to fulfil these two needs. Ego 
(me) is everything we are aware of. Motivation is related to us (ego) protects us, 
increases our ego and the ego of people who are psychologically close or similar 
to us. The second is the motivation that is related to a social situation, namely, 
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connecting with others, accepting, and being accepted. These two motivations are 
related to the care of oneself and taking care of others. The conflict between dif-
ferent parts of a personality, usually ego and superego, can lead to psychological 
stress and distress, which creates headaches.

Distress as a Trigger Factor of Primary Headaches and as 
a Risk for Chronic Headaches

The retrospective studies almost entirely show that distress is the most common 
trigger for migraine and tension-type headaches in adults. Various researches 
confirm distress as a trigger for primary headaches, especially migraines [13]. 
Recently published meta-analysis of the existing studies on connections among 
distress and primary headaches, clearly showed that the most important trig-
gering events for primary headaches are distress and sleeping disorders [14]. 
Studies have reported important connections between distress and headaches, but 
they also emphasised individual differences in relation stress headaches. Recent 
major research examined distress levels and the number of days with headaches 
per month, in 3-month periods over a period of 2 years. Distress intensity was 
related to headaches in individuals who had tension-type headaches, migraines, 
and accompanying migraines. In tension-type headaches, there was a stronger 
relationship between distress and headaches in younger participants [15]. Another 
piece of research studied the decrease of distress as a possible triggering fac-
tor for migraines, which in the literature is described as a weekend headache. 
The research establishes that the distress level is not related to headaches, but a 
decrease of distress from one evening to the next is related to a higher incidence of 
migraines [16]. One of the studies actually reported on the protective role of relax-
ation after distress in migraines. Researches that deal with distress as a setting 
for headaches, include analyses of life events, everyday problems, and distress in 
relation to headaches. Researches that studied a relationship between stressful life 
events and headaches used various measurements and obtained different results 
[17]. When using an inventory of life events and a questionnaire about life experi-
ences, it found small, but important differences, which indicated a higher number 
of stressful life events in persons suffering from headaches. In studies related to 
everyday life problems, they uniformly report that persons with headaches expe-
rience more everyday problems than control groups [18]. Researches into distress 
consistently report on higher stress in persons with headaches than in control 
groups. Holm presented that individuals with tension-type headache assess distress 
events more negatively than the control groups [19]. When the potential influence 
of a stressful event was ambiguous, people with headaches perceived this event 
as being more significant and that they had less control over it. They found that 
persons with headaches had fewer effective strategies for coping with stressful 
events, since they relied on relatively ineffective stress management strategies, 
such as avoidance and self-blaming, and used less support from their surroundings 
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than the control group [20]. Also, Hassinger reports that persons suffering from 
migraines are more likely to respond to stress with unreal desires, self-criticism, 
isolation, and negative thinking in comparison to the control group. Numerous 
researches revealed that people with headaches have less support from family 
and their surroundings compared to control groups [21]. Martin and Theunissen 
reported about the differences among persons suffering from headaches and con-
trol groups in terms of social support [18]. Martin and Soon discovered that per-
sons with headaches are significantly less satisfied with the support available to 
them, and they received lower assessments in all four types of functional support 
(assessment, self-esteem, belonging, and tangibility). Findings show that clinics 
and researchers should pay more attention to the social dimension of headaches 
[22]. Eskin and co-workers reported that patients suffering from tension-type 
headaches and migraines experience a higher level of stress and a greater lack of 
help from their surroundings, in solving problems, compared to control groups 
[21]. Santos discovered that migraines are related to the influence of negative 
events on life and lower support levels from the surroundings. Financial problems 
and hospitalisation revealed both direct and independent relationships with diag-
nosis and migraine frequency. Also, the death of a relative was independently and 
strongly related to migraines [23]. Many authors assumed that stress was a risk 
factor for chronic headaches, but evidence for this assumption is limited. D’Amico 
reports that in 44.8% of the cases in their sample, a stressful event was related to 
the transition of episodic headaches into chronic headaches. Minor events such as 
everyday problems have a bigger role in transforming headache than major events. 
The authors interpret this in a way that patients with transformed headaches react 
to stress differently, and not that these individuals have been more exposed to 
major stressful life events [24]. Considering pre-emptive prior headache factors, 
for many years they claimed that persons suffering from headaches have a certain 
personality profile. They described them as tense, obsessive perfectionists with 
a non-flexible personality and holding grudges, which they cannot express nor 
resolve. In an overview containing findings from more than a hundred researches, 
Blanchard and co-workers concluded that the data did not point to headaches 
being related to a certain personality type, but persons with headaches had more 
frequently experienced psychological distress [25].

Cognitive Factors

When managing patient with primary headaches it is important to evaluate cog-
nitive factors which encompass thoughts, beliefs, expectations, and individual’s 
principles. We are using these when we connect with our social environment. The 
influence of cognition is obvious when patients occupy themselves with behav-
iours to decrease the probability of a migraine episode. It includes taking med-
ications and using coping strategies for migraine attacks. Most important are 
locus of control and self-efficiency. The locus of control is the degree to which 
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an individual perceives that an event is under his or her personal control [26]. The 
two extremes are complete external and internal locus of control (LOC). The first 
meaning that the control of headaches is completely accomplished by external fac-
tors such as tablets or doctors, and the second is when someone believes the event 
is under his or her control. It is typical that patients with frequent headache have 
more external then internal LOC. That’s why we should always ask the patients 
what, or who, is the most important thing in controlling their headaches. They 
were shown that internal LOC was related to a better treatment outcome and less 
disability [27]. Low internal LOC is related to behaviours to reduce headache fre-
quency such as avoiding headache triggers or taking medication to eliminate head-
aches leading to an intense headache. Higher levels of depression were detected in 
patients with high external LOC who believe that they cannot control their head-
ache by accidental factors. For optimal outcomes, the patients should have high 
internal and low external LOC.

Self-efficiency (SE) relates to patients’ beliefs that they can successfully act in 
the process of preventing or alleviating their headaches. It depends on individu-
als’ past experiences. High SE is associated with less anxious emotions [28] and 
increases autonomic arousal. Both concepts, LOC and SE are linked to the predic-
tion of headaches in certain situations and responses to stress in the interoception 
headache model.

Negative Emotions and Precision of Predictions

Affects associated with pain and headaches encompass negative effects (NA) and 
emotional states such as depression, anxiety and anger. They can trigger the head-
ache or have an influence on the intensity of the pain. NA is inseparably connected 
with pain because they are aversive. NA can influence the probability for the 
oncome, and experiencing, of headaches, their intensity and the headache-related 
disabilities [29]. In terms of the predictive coding concept, NA has an influence on 
the precision of our predictions. NA comprises a basic unpleasant defensive moti-
vation system that exacerbates a headache.

Anxiety is an emotional state of excessive worry, fear, or apprehension. It is 
associated with negative thoughts of being unable to control the situation and the 
headache. It is a form of distress with emotional feelings of incompetency and 
a feeling of powerlessness when patients exposed to a stressor become stressed, 
which then heightens their anxiety, and thus creates a vicious anxiety/stress 
cycle. This is anticipated anxiety. Anxious feelings are one of the most common 
headache triggers and individuals with headaches are more anxious than persons  
without pain [30].

Another emotional state connection to chronic pain and headaches is depres-
sion. It is a clinical syndrome described by feelings of sadness, despair, empti-
ness, and loss of will. A more common form is a dysphoric feeling, which has 
symptoms like depression but is transitory. It was found that a dysphoric feeling 
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is more common in patients with headaches compared to those without headaches 
[31]. According to the interoception model the dysphoria increases the precision 
of predictions, and the prediction error as to why the stress is higher and the like-
lihood of experiencing distress and headaches is higher. In addition, hopelessness, 
a thought associated by low internal LOC and low SE and heightened pessimism, 
often accompanies dysphoric feelings and increased headache-related disabilities 
[32].

Anger is an effect associated with displeasure and it is perceived in the situa-
tion when an individual’s well-being is endangered. From the sociological point 
it could arise when the well-being of others is endangered, especially those with 
whom we identify [33]. The anger expression can be divided into anger in and 
anger out expressions. Anger out expressions are socially unacceptable. It is 
known that patients with headaches are more prone to hold their anger in than 
those without headaches [34]. The patients who hold their anger have increased 
pain intensity and a failure to express anger leads to more disability [35]. Overall 
anger in or out has negative influences on communication and cause more social 
stress.

Biopsychosocial Approach to Headache Treatment

According to the interoceptive model of headaches, in order to decrease headache 
frequency, intensity and disability we should change the high precision predictions 
which produce excessive, and sometimes unneeded, stress, and consequently dis-
tress. Social stress, due to wrong predictions, is known as a trigger for headaches. 
Therefore, clinics should pay more attention to the social aspects of headaches 
and include them in the treatment process. Recognising and managing psychoso-
cial factors could be crucial for the same patients. Educating the patient about how 
social triggers influence a headache attack, and how managing triggers can reduce 
the number of headache attacks, increases internal LOC. Keeping regular diaries 
of potential headache triggers allows the patient to see how triggers are related 
to headaches [36]. Teaching skills for self-managing triggers could increase SE. 
Individuals with catastrophic fears about being exposed to a potential trigger will 
need to become aware that triggers can set the stage for headaches, but exposure 
to a trigger does not mean they will experience a debilitating headache. It is nec-
essary to do this in combination with taking medications for headache treatment. 
Reinforcing the adherence to medication could increase SE and the perception 
of headache control, which can decrease NA related to headaches. To manage 
social stress in some cases, more decisive behavioural forms, such as more asser-
tive behaviour, are useful. We should pay attention to the exclusion processes in 
patients’ working environments and in social environments in general. Exclusion 
is recognised as a serious threat and motivates individual to a defensive posture. 
It can produce excessive social stress. Nowadays mobbing in the workplace is a 
common form of social stress. Overall, inadequately managed NA increases the 
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individual’s risk of experiencing more headache attacks, more intense headache 
pain, and more headache-related disabilities. Early recognition and management 
of the emotional state are mandatory in primary headache management.

Conclusions

Pain and also headaches are not just a consequence of the sensations of biological 
processes but also consequences of cognition and emotional factors. Social stress 
due to social interactions is the most frequent form of stress. Social situations 
together with the personality features of a headache sufferer can produce social 
stress, which can lead to distress, headache perception and NA. Chronic headaches 
are importantly related to psychosocial factors. Therefore, in analysis of the caus-
ative factors and risk factors, it is important to consider social stress and recognise 
mechanisms that trigger and maintain headaches. We must be aware that social 
processes themselves can lead to emotional states, such as depression and anxiety, 
as well as sleeping disorders that form a vicious circle together with headaches. 
This can deteriorate the social status and the individual’s role in society. Therefore, 
sometimes, a social worker should be included in the treatment of a patient with 
chronic headaches.
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At the Beginning an Appreciation of Personalities 
and Atmosphere of Pula Congresses

The interdisciplinary character of Pula neuropsychiatric congresses involved 
and encouraged early on the just slowly emerging psycho-neuroimmunological 
research field, especially its rare clinical psychiatric parts and persons. Myself 
was first invited to present studies on the potential role of Bornavirus in the eti-
ology of neurological and psychiatric disorders by Gerd Huber: He was the 
renown disciple of Kurt Schneider, appreciating and continuing Schneider’s 
psychopathology and developing it in some important aspect further to the 
Basic Symptoms concept [1], intending to better assess and define the biologi-
cal basis of major psychoses, especially of schizophrenia. The Basic Symptoms 
were thought to represent symptoms most closely (basically) related to assumed 
underlying organic causes of major psychoses, whatever these causes might be, 
e.g., viruses. The respective questionnaires developed by him, Süllwold, Gross, 
Schüttler and others, tried to systematically and sensitively recognize especially 
the subjective “basic” experiences of the patient, because these subjective expe-
riences were thought to be lastly and specifically of “organic” origin. Beyond it 
was assumed, that Basic Symptom might represent especially sensitive symp-
toms of organic brain disturbances, because the individual might be most sen-
sitive for such himself yet fro minor “organic” dysfunction. Nevertheless, these 
subjective symptoms might additionally and regularly be shaped by normal 
psychological individual functioning (as far as normal psychological func-
tions remained conserved despite the organic dysfunction) and beyond be 
characterized by previous (“non-organic”) experiences. The Basic Symptom 
concept has up to now been further worked out and used by disciples and 
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followers internationally and gained special reputation mainly in schizophrenia  
studies on disease course and prevention [2, 3].

The personal discussions during the Pula congresses with these outstanding 
psychiatric researchers and many international renown neurologists and experts 
from neighboring disciplines were of great value for my own thinking. The Pula 
faculty was not only open-minded but also critical and rewarding in the best sense. 
Such atmosphere was very helpful for consolidation of my personal development 
in the difficult etiology focused research I had chosen at these times, when main-
stream opinion in psychiatry was mostly discouraging for my own views.

Only from recent research, there is good evidence that infections frequently may 
trigger autoimmunity. Another surprising knowledge now is that autoimmunity  
itself may have rather diverse consequences, including pathogenic and protective 
roles. Such complex scenario was in the nineties of the twentieth century far from 
clear or considered highly speculative. Now the psychoneuroimmunology field 
came into mainstream psychiatric research, which includes my own views, as doc-
umented by a new diagnostic entity, introduced most recently after a long process 
of international consensus finding: Autoimmune Psychosis (AP) was proposed 
as a term yet in 2017 [4], then picked up under extended perspective and defini-
tion by others [5], and in 2019 for the first time established with internationally 
consented diagnostic criteria and treatment recommendations [6]. AP as defined 
now appears synonymous to autoimmune mild encephalitis. The Mild Encephalitis 
(ME) hypothesis was proposed some years ago [7, 8] and repeatedly discussed and 
updated at Pula congresses [9–11]. The Pula audience was supportive yet in times 
of broad rejection of ME hypothesis in the field. Thus, it appears justified and fair 
to outline the story from early ME hypothesis to AP description, on the one hand 
from a personal perspective including the role of Pula congresses yet mentioned 
above, on the other hand from an actual researchers perspective on many open 
questions left in context with ME hypothesis and AP description, with some ideas 
to inform research to come.

From Mild Encephalitis Hypothesis to First Consensus 
Description of Autoimmune Psychosis

There is emerging evidence that a subgroup of severe mental disorders (SMI), 
especially of the broadly defined affective and schizophrenic spectrum, may 
be ultimately caused by underlying neuroinflammatory and/or autoimmune or 
immune-pathological processes, outlined in recent reviews [4, 5, 9, 12, 13]. Such 
scenario was predicted with the Mild Encephalitis (ME) hypothesis [7, 9, 14]: ME 
was assumed to be elicited by various etiologies including immunopathology/auto-
immunity, infections, toxicity (exogenous, endogenous), and trauma, these factors 
representing safely known risk factors in such scenario. ME was also assumed 
to possibly link to yet unknown causes; with regard to the latter rather recently 
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discovered mechanisms like autoinflammation, inflammasome activation, and 
genetic-driven vasculopathy might be considered.

Most important in the early times of ME hypothesis was the admittedly rare 
observation (only few cases treated by this procedure), that even severe thera-
py-resistant SMI cases often rapidly improved or fully remitted in few days when 
treated with CSF filtration, a comparably aggressive immune-modulating ther-
apy used in neurology for the typically infection-induced autoimmune disorder 
Guillain–Barre syndrome [11, 13–16].

The idea of ME to prevail in a subgroup of SMI but remaining undiagnosed due 
to insensitive methods [7, 9] was strongly supported from the development in psy-
chiatry after the discovery of NMDAR autoantibodies in neurological patients and 
the consequent description of Autoimmune Encephalitis (AE) by Josep Dalmau 
and colleagues in 2007/8 [17–19], a now well established new neurological diag-
nosis [18]. Actual consensus diagnosis of AE includes a guide to major differential 
diagnosis and treatment also of psychiatric syndromes [19]. Interestingly, the num-
ber of cases diagnosed as (neurological) encephalitis increased considerably with 
the discovery of a further emerging number of CNS autoantibodies being discov-
ered [17, 20, 21 and others not reviewed here].

This development in neurology reinforced a development in psychiatry to 
detect CNS autoantibodies in SMI cases, but only in recent years comparably 
aggressive immune-modulatory treatments (high dose cortisone, intravenous 
immune globulins, plasmapheresis, rituximab, and others) were used in thera-
py-resistant SMI cases under the idea of an underlying autoimmune pathogenesis 
and appear to bring about similar often rapid and striking therapeutic success alike 
which were seen with CSF filtration (for reviews and single case presentations see 
[5, 8, 12, 20, 22–25, 29]).

AE presents initially typically with varying psychiatric syndromes and only 
later the onset of severe neurological symptoms [17–19]. Part of AE cases was 
known for long and was previously diagnosed as limbic encephalitis (LE), cases 
being observed mainly in neurological clinics. However, rare cases of LE were for 
long described also in psychiatry, an aspect especially addressed by Gerd Huber 
and colleague in catatonic schizophrenias with lethal outcome, where mild neu-
roinflammation was suggested in very rare and debated post-mortem evidence 
(reviewed in [7]). But with the discovery of NMDAR autoantibodies, and an 
emerging number of further previously unknown CNS autoantibodies [20], the 
size of the neurological AE subgroup increased considerably since, now including 
also clinical syndromes not previously attributed to encephalitis, e.g., some cases 
of epilepsy [21, others].

The newly defined neurological AE cases in principle and often fulfill estab-
lished criteria of encephalitis, but it should be recognized that with the discovery 
of more and more CNS autoantibodies the defining criteria of AE were extending 
in parallel and seem still broadening beyond the borders and criteria of previous 
encephalitis definitions. It may be recognized at this point that the number of the 
new AE cases would match the ME criteria as originally proposed, which rejected 
by many for long.
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Emerging Clinical and Therapeutic Relevance  
of the ME/AP Concept

Interestingly and accordingly, due to still improved laboratory diagnostic approach 
to detect CNS antibodies in parallel the spectrum of neuropsychiatric syndromes 
not fulfilling previous criteria of neurological encephalitis or the initial description 
of AE is emerging since AE cases including now also classical neurological dis-
ease cases like epilepsy, and, as predicted with ME hypothesis, also cases of SMI 
of various syndromal presentation [5, 6, 21]. So, not only some of the newly diag-
nosed AE cases would fulfill diagnostic criteria of ME, but also number of cases 
presenting with pure psychiatric syndromes without neurological hard signs, a 
subgroup of those now newly defined as AP [6]. ME as compared to AE is harder 
to diagnose, which is not surprising as being of a purely psychiatric presentation, 
thus requiring very careful multimodal evaluation of symptoms and findings (see 
detailed case descriptions and reviews in Research Topic Frontiers [8];). Given 
this intriguing research field and clinical approach appears to be in an early phase 
of knowledge, it may be justified for specialized departments/specialists in the 
field to challenge the established psychiatric diagnosis even with yet borderline 
diagnostic and treatment approaches, as an emerging number of published cases 
demonstrates by dramatic improvements with immune-modulatory treatments 
[23, 25–27]. Thus, it appears also justified to further questioning present diagnos-
tic borders in context with the ME hypothesis more generally, because more and 
more single cases, when carefully diagnosed with multimodal clinical approach 
(including CSF examination and neuroimaging with various MRI and PET meth-
ods, EEG, brain biopsy) were successfully treated under AP/ME diagnosis, before 
being left to therapy resistance.

ME was proposed to be mainly characterized by severe psychiatric syndromes 
often accompanied by neurological soft but not hard signs (see Table in [7]), ME 
expected to be diagnosed with improved and emerging diagnostic methods includ-
ing neuroimaging, laboratory methods, and especially CSF examination. The size 
of the hypothetic ME subgroup within SMI cohort remained unclear though with 
respect to a mosaic of findings was held possible to have considerable size [9]. 
Recent rare post-mortem and clinical studies presented evidence of a potentially 
considerable size of ME subgroup in schizophrenia, i.e. of about 20% of cases 
(compare 28) or up to 60% (compare 29). Such findings could match with clin-
ical CSF findings: Mild neuroinflammation appears from an increasing number 
of studies, performed according to defined modern criteria of CSF examination 
and interpretation in neurology, involved in a SMI subgroup of 10–15% of cases. 
However, in considerably larger subgroup of affective and schizophrenic spec-
trum therapy-resistant cases some other minor CSF pathologies were found and 
confirmed in large cohorts (albumin and protein increase; neopterin increase and 
some cytokines, or CSF cell activation), but the exact clinical meaning of these 
abnormal CSF findings has still to be better explained/understood [22, 30–33].

Beyond schizophrenia and psychosis a variety of clinical syndromes are still 
to be considered in the perspective of ME hypothesis, although may be rare, as 
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the general unspecificity of etiologies suggests [7, 9]. Such view is supported 
by emerging findings, for example in rare case of adult depression with chronic 
fatigue syndrome [34], or in cases in childhood/adolescent psychiatry: An exam-
ple similar to AP/ME seems to represent the defined PANS/PANDAS syndrome, 
in which after decennia of research now complicated diagnostic and treatment rec-
ommendations including antibiotic and/or immune-modulatory treatment options 
have been worked out [35, 36]. The categorical classification of PANDAS/PANS 
resembles AP, thus may be considered a childhood/adolescence subtype of auto-
immune ME in etiological or pathogenetic perspective. But herein an interdiscipli-
nary discussion might be required or be useful including such aspects like the use 
of diagnostic measures also.

ME Hypothesis, AP Diagnosis, and Beyond

ME hypothesis and diagnosis appeared early on rather speculative to many col-
leagues, nevertheless, it was based on animal models of Bornavirus infection and ME 
was first diagnosed in Bornavirus seropositive patients presenting in parallel some 
CSF abnormalities evaluated compatible with ME, to select cases suitable for CSF 
filtration [11, 13–15]. CSF filtration was before successfully used in neurology for 
cases suffering from the typically infection-induced autoimmune disorder Guillain–
Barre syndrome [16]. Indeed, majority of therapy-resistant psychiatric cases selected 
by these above criteria for potential application of CSF filtration improved with 
CSF filtration. The recent consensus definition of AP [6] match widely with the pre-
vious ME criteria, but were refined and safer by detection of CNS autoantibodies, 
which can be assessed now. Despite this important progress from the discovery of 
CNS autoantibodies, there is still rather good plausibility, that also other ME/AP sub-
groups may prevail and remain undiagnosed with available antibody assays, respec-
tively that other subgroup may exist which does not produce CNS autoantibodies 
instead may be characterized by cellular or innate immune pathology, as supported 
for example by rarely performed brain biopsy. Thus, the tentative AP subgroup might 
eventually embrace at least three autoimmune respectively immune-pathological sub-
groups [5]: 1. AP presenting with CNS autoantibodies, 2. AP accompanying systemic 
autoimmune diseases, 3. AP presenting without (known) CNS autoantibodies.

Other open questions in this research field include the interaction between 
genes and environment, a cardinal feature of ME hypothesis (compare 7, 9), but 
which is difficult to enlighten because of the variability and complexity of such 
interaction. Genes may for example shape the clinical appearance (syndrome) and 
outcome in case of infection or may predispose to infection-induced autoimmunity 
or the genetic base may infer low resistance to infection (in latter case may end up 
in infectious ME or in infectious classical encephalitis). Also, an important role of 
the inflammatory response system by MHC 4 related genes was recently found for 
schizophrenia [37], but interpretation of these findings could be various and could 
also well fit with ME scenario. Other scenarios can be discussed, but such under-
taken goes beyond the focused review here.
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Conclusion

From early days of ME hypothesis with broad rejection of the hypothesis, there 
is now surprisingly rapid change to acceptance. An ever broadening application 
of immune-modulatory treatments in SMI, mainly in cases of the affective and 
schizophrenic spectrum including bipolar and/or schizoaffective and rarely other 
syndromes, clearly supports ME hypothesis, though indirect, but in principle as 
predicted. Nevertheless, ME diagnosis required ultimately the proof of mild neu-
roinflammation, assumed to prevail especially in active disease stages. But such 
proof was hampered by the limited sensitivity of available clinical methods and 
low accessibility of the brain in clinical reality and due to apparent ethical aspects. 
In addition, mild neuroinflammation required a consensus definition, clinically 
differentiating mild neuroinflammation from classical neuroinflammation and 
also from parainflammation (but which may have some overlap) or from stress-in-
duced parainflammation [38]. Such is difficult to achieve, as also demonstrated 
by the rather limited consensus on established terms in clinical use (compare 
38). Even for long-traded clinical terms with recent international consensus cri-
teria established like encephalitis and encephalopathy [24] the limitations of clin-
ical diagnostic precision are apparent [38]. Nevertheless, such consensus criteria, 
though only case sensitive not theoretically sound, are very important for clini-
cal approach, representing the best available evidence for sound diagnosis and 
appropriate treatment. Such criteria are also prerequisite for research when apply-
ing new potentially more successful treatments, to provide the most responsible 
approach to patients possible when nevertheless recognizing mayn remaining 
circumstantial uncertainties. The recent consensus criteria of AP thus represent a 
landmark achievement for psychiatry, AP as defined now representing a CNS anti-
body-positive autoimmune subtype of ME. The prevalence of still more ME sub-
types remains to being predicted and to become discovered.
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Introduction

Psychiatric disorders (PDs) in neurology are more frequent then it verified in 
routine exam, not only in the less developed but also in large and very devel-
oped neurological departments [1, 2]. Furthermore, psychiatric symptoms (PSs) 
in neurological diseases (NDs) among primary health care physicians and other 
specialties are often neglected. Anxiety and depression are most common, but 
hallucinations, delusions, obsessive-compulsive disorder, delirium or confusional 
state and cognitive disturbances are also frequent comorbidity in many neurolog-
ical conditions such as stroke, epilepsy, multiple sclerosis (MS), Parkinson’s dis-
ease (PD), Huntington’s disease, and Wilson’s disease [3, 4].

Clinical neurologists and psychiatrists have long recognized the frequent 
occurrence of psychiatric conditions in the context of neurologic (brain) disease. 
Indeed, this frequent co-occurrence of psychiatric with neurologic symptoms 
should come as no surprise, since psychiatric disorders, such as schizophrenia and 
the mood disorders, can be induced by structural brain disease. Presumably, brain 
dysfunction from conditions that cause neurologic symptoms—such as seizures, 
and impairments in movement, sensation, speech, or language—also affects areas 
of the brain that regulate mood, emotion, cognition, and perception [5].
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Stroke

Stroke can be defined as a sudden attack of a specific neurological deficit, caused 
by thrombosis or hemorrhage in the cerebral circulation, and it is the third lead-
ing cause of death in developed countries [5, 6]. Psychiatric syndromes associated 
with stroke lead to significant psychological distress, functional impairments, poor 
rehabilitation outcomes, and excess mortality [5, 6]. The most common psychi-
atric disturbances seen after stroke include cognitive impairment and dementia, 
depression, mania, anxiety disorders, and pathological laughing and crying—now 
referred to as involuntary emotional expression disorder [8].

Cognitive deficits of several types have been reported, typically in relationship 
to the location of brain injury. Left-hemisphere strokes frequently cause dyspha-
sia, whereas right-hemisphere strokes are associated with anosognosia, inattention, 
impaired spatial reasoning, and neglect syndromes. Motivation, memory, judg-
ment, and impulse control may be affected after frontal stroke. Additionally, brain 
vascular disease is associated with the emergence of dementia. This can be the 
result of one stroke affecting a single critical area, such as the thalamus, several 
strokes affecting areas important to cognition, or chronic vascular insufficiency 
leading to white matter changes with associated cognitive problems (“vascular 
cognitive impairment”) [9–12].

Stroke is a leading cause of disability. Research and interventions have histor-
ically focused on physical disabilities, while cognitive impairment—an important 
aspect for stroke survivors—has been rather neglected. Even minor stroke affects 
daily functioning, executive functions, and cognition, consequently affecting par-
ticipation, quality of life, and return to work. Stroke survivors are at increased 
risk of developing cognitive impairment. Obviously, the acute tissue damage may 
affect cognition [12].

A variety of classifications, diagnostic criteria, and descriptive syndromes are 
used to define post-stroke cognitive impairment (PSCI), but a widely accepted 
and harmonized terminology is still missing. Post-stroke neuropsychological syn-
dromes overlap—PSCI is responsible for a substantial number of vascular cogni-
tive impairment (VCI) syndromes; PSCI includes the subgroups of PSD and PSCI 
not fulfilling criteria for dementia.

Stroke is recognized as one of the major causes of adult disability globally. VaD 
including PSD is the second most common cause of cognitive decline, with only 
Alzheimer’s disease (AD) being more prevalent. The lifetime risk of developing 
either stroke or dementia at the age of 65 is one in three in men and one in two 
in women. With changing population demographics, increased life expectancy and 
improved survival from stroke, the absolute numbers of patients with PSD will 
increase. However, due to its relationship with stroke incidence, PSD might be 
reduced with improved stroke prevention [12, 13].
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Cerebral Autosomal Dominant Arteriopathy with Subcortical 
Infarcts and Leukoencephalopathy (CADASIL)

Cerebral small vessel disease (SVD) is an important cause of stroke, cognitive 
impairment, and mood disorders in the elderly. Besides the common sporadic 
forms, mostly related to age and hypertension, a minority of SVD has a mono-
genic cause, among which the most common and best known is cerebral autoso-
mal dominant arteriopathy with subcortical infarcts and leukoencephalopathy 
(CADASIL). CADASIL provides a unique model for the study of the most prev-
alent forms of sporadic SVD. CADASIL is caused by mutations in the NOTCH3 
gene, which maps to the short arm of chromosome 19 and encodes the NOTCH3 
receptor protein, predominantly expressed in adults by vascular smooth mus-
cle cells and pericytes [1]. Thousands of families with CADASIL have now been 
diagnosed worldwide in many different ethnic groups. The disorder is often over-
looked and misdiagnosed. Its minimum prevalence has been estimated between 2 
and 5 in 100,000 but may vary between populations [14, 15].

The main clinical features include migraine usually with aura presenting 
in early adulthood, recurrent subcortical ischemic events, mood disturbances, 
progressive cognitive impairment mostly affecting executive function, and ac 
Subcortical ischemic events. Transient ischemic attacks and stroke are reported 
in approximately 85% of symptomatic individuals and are related to cerebral 
small vessel pathology. Mean age at onset of ischemic episodes is approximately 
45–50 years, but the range at onset is broad (third to eighth decade). Ischemic 
episodes typically present as a classical lacunar syndrome (pure motor stroke, 
ataxic hemiparesis/dysarthria-clumsy hand syndrome, pure sensory stroke, sen-
sorimotor stroke), but other lacunar syndromes (brain stem or hemispheric) are 
also observed. The total lacunar lesion load, symptomatic and asymptomatic, is 
strongly associated with the development of severe disability with gait distur-
bance, urinary incontinence, pseudobulbar palsy, and cognitive impairment. 
Strokes involving the territory of a large artery have occasionally been reported 
but whether these are coincidental or related to the CADASIL pathology itself is 
uncertain [15].

Encephalopathy

An acute encephalopathy has been described in 10% of CADASIL patients, and 
in the majority of these it was the first major symptom, with a mean age of onset 
of 42 years. It is frequently misdiagnosed as encephalitis, particularly if it is the 
initial presentation in a patient without known CADASIL. It usually evolves from 
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a migraine attack, including confusion, reduced consciousness, seizures, and cor-
tical signs, with spontaneous resolution. Cognitive impairment in CADASIL first 
involves information processing speed and executive functions, with relative pres-
ervation of episodic memory, and is associated with apathy and depression. The 
cognitive deficits were initially attributed to subcortical origin. More recently, the 
cerebral cortex was shown also to be affected in CADASIL by direct mechanisms 
(cortical microinfarcts), or through secondary degeneration. Memory impairment 
in CADASIL is probably related to different causes, due to both white matter 
infarcts with disruption of either cortico-cortical or subcortical networks mainly in 
the frontal lobe and primary damage of the cortex. In a recent longitudinal study, 
processing speed slowing was related to a decrease of sulcal depth, but not to 
global brain atrophy or cortical thinning, suggesting that early cognitive changes 
may be more specifically related to sulcal morphology than to other anatomical 
changes. Moreover, studies in mouse models of CADASIL have detected dysregu-
lation of hippocampal neurogenesis, a process essential for the integration of new 
spatial memory records.

Psychiatric Disturbances

Although the clinical expression of the disease is mainly neurological, CADASIL 
is also characterized by psychiatric disturbances (20–41%). Apathy and major 
depression are commonly observed in CADASIL. Also, bipolar disorder and emo-
tional incontinence are present in a consistent percentage of patients. The direct 
consequence is a negative effect on patient’s quality of life and caregiver bur-
den, with different degrees. Other psychiatric manifestations, such as psychotic 
disorders, adjustment disorders, personality disorders, drug addiction, and abuse 
of substances, are less frequent. The pathogenesis of psychiatric disturbances in 
CADASIL is incompletely understood, but, similarly to other cerebrovascular dis-
eases, may depend on the damage of the cortical–subcortical circuits, leading to 
the consideration of mood disorders in CADASIL under the concept of “vascular 
depression”. In conclusion, CADASIL symptoms may be highly variable, usually 
starting in adulthood, but also reported in older age. The wide clinical spectrum 
includes complex migraine attacks with prominent aura, acute confusional states 
or coma, lacunar strokes, and pure psychiatric or cognitive presentations.

Depression

Depression following a stroke, also referred to as post-stroke depression (PSD), 
is one of the more frequent complications of stroke, and has significant negative 
consequences on the recovery of motor and cognitive deficits, as well as the mor-
tality risks associated with stroke, and has negative consequences on the recov-
ery of motor and cognitive deficits, as well as the mortality risks associated with 
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stroke. The prevalence of PSD has ranged from 5 to 63% of patients in several 
cross-sectional studies, peaking three to six months after a stroke, peaking three to 
six months after stroke [3, 10, 16]. The systematic review of 51 studies (reported 
in 96 publications) conducted between 1977 and 2002 by Maree et al. [17] showed 
that frequencies of depresssion varied considerably across studies, but the pooled 
estimate was 33% (95% confidence interval, 29–36%) of all stroke survivors expe-
riencing depression.

Major depression and minor depression are the most frequently recognized 
expression of PSD, and clinical manifestations of PSD are similar to those of 
idiosyncratic late-onset depression, but psychomotor retardation may be fre-
quently identified. Twenty-five percent of patients hospitalized with an acute 
stroke develop major depression which is phenomenologically indistinguishable 
from idiopathic major depression [5]. Moreover, depresssion in stroke also has 
a bidirectional relationship, as not only are patients with stroke at greater risk of 
developing depression, but patients with depression have a twofold greater risk of 
developing a stroke, even after controlling for other risk factors [3, 10].

Anxiety accompanies a large number of neurological disorders, has been 
observed in many medical conditions, and may be induced by a wide variety of 
substances [18, 19]. Anxiety that is manifestation of the brain disorder resembles 
the symptomatology of idiopathic generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), including 
excessive worry or unwarranted apprehension: shakiness, trembling, and restless-
ness; shortness of breath; palpitations, excessive sweating; clammy hands, dry 
mouth, light-headedness, flushes or chills, and frequent urination; and agitation, 
increased startle response, poor concentration, and irritability [20]. In a study by 
Starkstein et al. [20] GAD was found in 24% of patients with acute stroke. Most 
of these patients also had a diagnosis of major depression. GAD alone was found 
in 6%. In a study by Castillo et al. [21] GAD occurred in 11% of nondepressed 
stroke patients. In one of our studies [22] anxiety was found in 30% of patients 
48 hours after acute stroke and 25% after 15 days of stroke onset. According 
to study made by Astrom [23] the prevalence of GAD after stroke was 28% in 
the acute stage, and there was no significant decrease through the 3 years of fol-
low-up. At 1 year, only 23% of the patients with early GAD (0–3 months) had 
recovered; those not recovered at this follow-up had a high risk of a chronic devel-
opment of the anxiety disorder. Comorbidity with major depression was high and 
seemed to impair the prognosis of depression. At the acute stage after stroke, GAD 
plus depression was associated with left-hemispheric lesion, whereas anxiety 
alone was associated with right-hemispheric lesion. Cerebral atrophy was associ-
ated with both depression and anxiety disorder late but not early after stroke.

Delirium

Delirium, synonymous with the acute confusional state, is a condition of relatively 
abrupt onset and short duration whose major behavioral characteristics are altered 
attention. It is acute reversible mental disorders characterized by confessional 
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state with disorientation for time or place [18]. Other behavioral abnormalities fre-
quently coexist including mood and emotional alterations, illusions, hallucinations 
with increased or decreased psychomotor activity.

There are different reports on frequency of delirium in acute stroke, from 24 
to 48%, and it is more frequent in hemorrhagic then ischemic stoke [10, 16, 24]. 
Delirium is not stable state. The level of consciousness may be reduced or may 
fluctuate between drowsiness and hypervigilance, but the patient is unable to 
maintain attention for any substantial period of time. The principal effort in the 
management of the patient in delirium is directed at identifying and treating the 
underlying disease process [10].

Post-stroke Language Disorders

Post-stroke language disorders are frequent and include aphasia, alexia, agraphia, 
and acalculia. There are different definitions of aphasias, but the most widely 
accepted neurologic and/or neuropsychological definition is that aphasia is a loss 
or impairment of verbal communication, which occurs as a consequence of brain 
dysfunction. It manifests as impairment of almost all verbal abilities, e.g., abnor-
mal verbal expression, difficulties in understanding spoken or written language, 
repetition, naming, reading, and writing. During history, many classifications of 
aphasia syndromes were established. For practical use, classification of aphasias 
according to fluency, comprehension, and abilities of naming it seems to be most 
suitable (nonfluent aphasias: Broca’s, transcortical motor, global and mixed trans-
cortical aphasia; fluent aphasias: anomic, conduction, Wernicke’s, transcortical 
sensory, subcortical aphasia).

Aphasia is a common consequence of left-hemispheric lesion and most com-
mon neuropsychological consequence of stroke, with a prevalence of one-third of 
all stroke patients in acute phase, although there are reports on even higher figures. 
Many speech impairments have a tendency of spontaneous recovery. Spontaneous 
recovery is most remarkable in the first three months after stroke onset. Recovery 
of aphasias caused by ischemic stroke occurs earlier and it is most intensive in the 
first two weeks. In aphasias caused by hemorrhagic stroke, spontaneous recovery 
is slower and occurs from the fourth to the eighth week after stroke. The course 
and outcome of aphasia depend greatly on the type of aphasia. Regardless of the 
fact that a significant number of aphasias spontaneously improve, it is necessary to 
start treatment as soon as possible.

The writing and reading disorders in stroke patients (alexias and agraphias) are 
more frequent than verified on routine examination, not only in less developed but 
also in large neurologic departments.

Alexia is an acquired type of sensory aphasia where damage to the brain 
causes the patient to lose the ability to read. It is also called word blindness, 
text blindness or visual aphasia. Alexia refers to an acquired inability to read 
due to brain damage and must be distinguished from dyslexia, a developmental 
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abnormality in which the individual is unable to learn to read, and from illiter-
acy, which reflects a poor educational background. Most aphasics are also alexic, 
but alexia may occur in the absence of aphasia and may occasionally be the sole 
disability resulting from specific brain lesions. There are different classifications 
of alexias. Traditionally, alexias are divided into three categories: pure alexia 
with agraphia, pure alexia without agraphia, and alexia associated with aphasia  
(“aphasic alexia”).

Agraphia is defined as a disruption of previously intact writing skills by brain 
damage. Writing involves several elements: language processing, spelling, visual 
perception, visuospatial orientation for graphic symbols, motor planning, and 
motor control of writing. A disturbance of any of these processes can impair writ-
ing. Agraphia may occur by itself or in association with aphasias, alexia, agnosia 
and apraxia. Agraphia can also result from “peripheral” involvement of the motor 
act of writing. Like alexia, agraphia must be distinguished from illiteracy, where 
writing skills were never developed.

Acalculia is a clinical syndrome of acquired deficits in mathematical calcula-
tion, either mentally or with paper and pencil. These language disturbances can 
be classified differently, but there are three principal types of acalculia: acalcu-
lia associated with language disturbances, including number paraphasia, number 
agraphia, or number alexia; acalculia secondary to visuospatial dysfunction with 
malalignment of numbers and columns, and primary anarithmetria entailing dis-
ruption of the computation process [11].

Neuropsychology of Acute Stroke

Neuropsychology includes both the psychiatric manifestations of neurological 
illness (primary brain-based disorders) and neurobiology of “idiopathic” psychi-
atric disorders. Neurological primary brain disorders provoke broad spectrum of 
brain pathophysiology that causes deficit sin human behavior, and the magnitude 
of neurobehavioral-related problems is a worldwide health concern. Speech disor-
ders of aphasic type, unilateral neglect, anosognosia (deficit disorders), delirium, 
and mood disorders (productive disorders) in urgent neurology, first of all in acute 
phase of stroke are more frequent disorders then it verified in routine exam, not 
only in the developed and large neurological departments.

Aphasia is common consequence of left-hemispheric lesion and most common 
neuropsychological consequence of stroke, with prevalence of one-third of all 
stroke patients in acute phase although exist reports on greater frequency.

Unilateral neglect is a disorder that mostly affects the patient after the lesion 
of the right hemisphere, mostly caused by a cerebrovascular insult (infarct or hem-
orrhage affecting a large area—up to two-thirds of the right hemisphere), and in 
general, the left-side neglect is the most widespread neuropsychological deficit 
after the lesion of the right cerebral hemisphere. Reports on the incidence of visual 
neglect vary and they range from 13 to 85%.
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Anosognosia is the second place as neuropsychological syndrome of stroke 
in right hemisphere, characterized by the denial of the motor, visual or cognitive  
deficit. This syndrome, defined as denial of hemiparesis or hemianopsia, is a com-
mon disorder verified in 17–28% of all patients with acute brain stoke [10].

Multiple Sclerosis

Psychiatric syndromes seen in multiple sclerosis (MS) include demoralization, 
major depression, mania, involuntary emotional expression disorder, cognitive 
impairment, and psychosis. Demoralization is particularly complex in the context 
of MS because of the intermittent nature of the condition, which can make it par-
ticularly difficult to cope with. Patients usually have more difficulty adapting to 
acute rather than gradual changes in disease course. They can become increasingly 
demoralized in a condition that remits, remains quiescent for a while, and then 
returns, often with more severe symptoms. Several studies suggest that over time 
many MS patients find it increasingly difficult to adapt psychologically to new 
episodes and that this can adversely impact their relationships and psychosocial 
functioning [5, 25].

The high prevalence of depression was recognized in Charcot’s early character-
ization of MS. Review of various studies has indicated the presence of depressive 
symptoms in approximately 80% of all patients with MS, and estimated lifetime 
prevalence rates of major depressive disorders to range from 10 to 60% [3, 27, 
28]. Diagnosing depression in an MS patient can be difficult because many symp-
toms such as sleep disorder, fatigue, and apathy overlap with the primary disease. 
Nevertheless, with careful clinical assessment, depression can be confidently diag-
nosed. It is a major source of disability and quality of life impairment. Suicidal 
ideation is fairly prominent in MS patients with the prevalence across the disease 
of the order of 30% [29].

Treatment of depression in MS should include pharmacotherapy and differ-
ent types of psychotherapy. There are a few controlled studies that have exam-
ined the pharmacotherapy responses of depression in MS patients, and treatment 
basically should be the same as treatment of idiopathic depression [3]. Euphoria 
and other manic symptoms have been reported in MS patients back to the days of 
Charcot. Up to 10% of patients develop euphoria or more severe forms of mania. 
Additionally, euphoria and mania can be the result of MS treatments, and in par-
ticular steroid use.

Cognitive impairment occurs in 40–65% of multiple sclerosis (MS) patients, 
typically involving complex attention, information processing speed, (episodic) 
memory and executive functions. It is seen in the subclinical radiologically iso-
lated syndrome, clinically isolated syndrome, and all phases of clinical MS. 
In pediatric-onset MS cognition is frequently impaired and worsens relatively 
rapidly. Cognitive impairment often affects personal life and vocational status. 
Depression, anxiety, and fatigue aggravate symptoms, whereas cognitive reserve 
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partially protects. Cognitive dysfunction correlates to brain magnetic resonance 
imaging (MRI) lesion volumes and (regional) atrophy, and degree of and increase 
in MRI abnormalities predict further worsening [30].

Parkinson’s Disease

Nowadays, Parkinson’s disease (PD) is generally considered a multifaceted dis-
ease with a broad spectrum of symptoms and has been associated with cognitive 
disorders, affective disorders, psychotic phenomena, impulse control disorders, 
and problematic repetitive behaviors [5]. In an era where the motor symptoms can 
be relatively well controlled with L-dopa in the early and middle stages of PD, the 
psychiatric syndromes are often a major source of disability, distress, and quality 
of life impairment for both patients and caregivers.

Most patients with PD experience some cognitive impairment, with 25% to 
40% developing dementia over the course of their illness. Longitudinal studies 
suggest that the type and severity of cognitive disturbances are stage dependent. 
In early stages, patients primarily develop problems with memory and information 
processing, probably as a result of the disease’s primary involvement of subcorti-
cal structures. In later stages, impairments in cortical functions, such as dyspraxia 
and amnesia, emerge in many patients [3, 5, 31].

Depressive disturbances are common in PD, with a prevalence of 25% to 
50% over the course of the illness. Fewer than half have major depression; most 
patients have milder forms of depression referred to as dysthymia or subsyndromal 
depression [3, 5]. In one of our previous studies [32] some depressive symptoms 
were present in all 35 PD patients, but moderate depression in 22.85% and severe 
in 45.71%. As in the case of epilepsy and stroke, depression and PD appear to 
have a bidirectional relationship. That is, not only are patients with PD at greater 
risk to developing depression, but patients with a depressive disorder have been 
found to be at greater risk of developing PD [3, 33].

Anxiety is very common in PD but has not been sufficiently studied. Up to 40% 
of PD patients have anxiety symptoms. Panic disorder is very common, with a 
prevalence as high as 25%. Panic attacks are fairly typical in their form, in that 
they are of sudden onset with apprehension and anxiety, associated fears of hav-
ing a heart attack or dying, and a range of uncomfortable accompanying physical 
symptoms. The comorbidity of depressive and anxiety disorders in PD is com-
mon; most of the time neither occurs alone [5, 34]. According to review paper by 
Leentjens in 2012 [35] the prevalence and cumulative incidence of psychopatho-
logical symptoms are high. The reported prevalence is 17% for major depressive 
disorder, 34% for anxiety disorder, 17% for apathy, 14% for impulse control dis-
orders, 88% for sleep disturbances, and 60% for sexual problems. The cumulative 
incidence of hallucinations is 60%. Mild cognitive impairment is present in at least 
50% with a cumulative incidence of 66% for dementia after 12 years. All psy-
chopathological syndromes have a strong negative impact on a number of disease 
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parameters, other psychiatric comorbidity, and quality of life. All psychopatholog-
ical syndromes tend to occur with higher frequency in patients with the hypoki-
netic rigid type of PD. Other risk factors divide into general and disease-specific 
risk factors and may vary between the different syndromes.

Huntington Disease

Huntington’s disease (HD) is neurodegenerative disease inherited in an autoso-
mal domiant fashion, characterized by progressive movement disorders associ-
ated with cognitive and psychiatric symptoms [36, 37]. By the 1980s, the name 
of the disease becomes known as Huntington’s disease, with the recognition of 
its motor and non-motor signs and symptoms. The underlying genetic defect is 
an unstable CAG trinucleotide repeat expansion in exon 1 of the HD gene, for-
merly called IT-15, on the short arm of chromosome 4. A repeat CAG length of 36 
and longer is pathogenic and results in the synthesis of an abnormal polyglutamic 
tract in Huntington’s, a widely expressed protein of uncertain function causing 
accumulation of intracellular protein aggregates, neurotrophic factor deprivation, 
impairment of energetic metabolism, transcriptional deregulation and, finally, 
hyperactivation of programmed cell-death mechanism [37].

In most cases, the age of onset of HD is between 35 and 45 years, whereas 
the mean duration of the disease is 16 years. Different stages of the disease may 
be described (premanifest, with soft signs, phenoconversion, and manifest), each 
being characterized by decreasing independence and the need for help caused by a 
deterioration of motor and cognitive performance and the presence od psychiatric 
symptoms [38–40].

Clinical pictures of HD comprise motor abnormalities (chorea, dystonia, brady-
kinesia, and oculomotor dysfunction), cognitive impairment, behavioral problems, 
and psychiatric disorders [38]. The latter are major constitutions of the clinical 
spectrum of HD and have a substantial impact on daily functioning, constituting 
the most distressing aspect (for both patient and relatives) and often the reason for 
hospitalization.

In the early description of HD, more attention was given to its cognitive fea-
tures and dementia. Starting in the literature published in the 1990s, many facts 
of HD have been described including specific psychiatric aspects. Behavioral and 
psychiatric symptoms (also called prodromal) often precede the manifestation 
of motor abnormalities of HD. Historical description estimated rates for lifetime 
prevalence of psychiatric disorders among HD patients vary widely between 33 
and 76% [37, 41].

Several recent studies have described neuropsychiatric symptoms including 
depressed mood, mania, irritability, anxiety, apathy, obsessions-compulsions, and 
psychosis. Prevalence variation depends on the different methods used to detect 
and evaluate (e.g., interview, rating scales, self-report questionnaires) [37]. The 
most frequent psychiatric sign occurring in HD patients consists of a depressive 
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symptomatology (DS). The estimated prevalence of depression in HD varies 
widely, ranging from 9 to 63%, with several studies suggesting rates between 40 
and 50% [37].

In his original description of the disease, George Huntington stated that there 
was “a tendency to insanity and suicide”. The suicide rate estimate for HD patients 
is traditionally 4–6 times higher than in general population. However, recent stud-
ies have confirmed the need to distinguish suicide ideation from attempted sui-
cide, as well as considering differently several groups with different characteristics 
in order not to introduce confounding data [37, 41]. Anxiety has often reported 
in HD patients, independent of gender (17–61%), both due to the course of the 
disease and from the neurodegenerative process itself. There are contrasting data 
regarding the critical stage for anxiety and depression to arise, with some studies 
identifying stage 2 as the most critical and others suggesting stages 4–5.

The presence of obsessive and compulsive symptoms (OCs) has previously 
documented in patients with HD as less common than other psychiatric symptoms. 
However, a study by Marder et al. [42] reported that 22.3% had obsessive and 
compulsive symptoms as their first clinical visit, suggesting that these symptoms 
may be more common than previously recognized in this population. These symp-
toms show an increase with disease progression with a trend similar to the one of 
depression and anxiety in the stage of the disease [37, 43]. Prevalence of psychotic 
symptoms (PS), including paranoia and delusional and psychotic states resembling 
various types of schizophrenia-like psychosis, varies between 3 and 11% [37].

Wilson Disease

Wilson’s disease (WD), also named hepatolenticular degeneration, is an autosomal 
recessive genetic disorder caused by defects of ATP7B gene. This disease occurs 
sporadically all over the world. It is found in individuals aged 3–80 years, but 
mainly in children and adolescents, males have a slightly higher risk of develop-
ing WD than females, possibly because of differences in estrogen level and iron 
metabolism. Worldwide prevalence of WD is around 1:30,000, carrier rate is about 
0.022, and the gene frequency is about 0.56 [44].

The frequency of distinct neurological features of WD such as dystonia or par-
kinsonism varies widely in different case series. The presence of classical “wing 
beating tremor” or “flapping temor” in combination with dysarthria strongly sug-
gests the diagnosis of WD. However, any of the other, more common forms of 
tremors such as rest, action, or intention tremor can occur as well. The most com-
mon form of tremor in WD is an irregular, and somewhat jerky, dystonic termor. 
Dystonia is present in at least a third of all patients with a neurological presenta-
tion of WD and can be generalized, segmental, multifocal or focal [45].

Psychiatric symptoms can occur in both untreated and treated WD patients. 
According to one recent literature review, 20% will have seen a psychiatric before 
a formal diagnosis of WD was reached. The average time between the onset of 
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psychiatric symptoms and the diagnosis of WD was 864 days for WD patients in 
whom psychiatric symptoms preceded neurological or hepatic involvement. The 
most common psychiatric features are abnormal behavior (typically increased irri-
tability or disinhibition), personality changes, anxiety, and depression. Psychosis 
is considerably less common [46]. The most common psychiatric features are 
abnormal behavior (typically increased irritability or disinhibition), personality 
changes, anxiety and depression. Psychosis is considerable less common [47].

Epilepsy

Up to 50% of patients with epilepsy have psychiatric syndromes. Cognitive, mood, 
anxiety, and psychotic disturbances are most common [5, 18]. Since the epilep-
sies are heterogeneous and chronic conditions, this complexity is also reflected in 
the associated psychiatric disturbances. For the most part, psychiatric disturbances 
have been categorized according to whether they are direct expressions of a sei-
zure, features of a postictal state, or phenomena that occur during the interictal 
period.

The majority of psychiatric syndromes in epilepsy occur in the interictal period, 
and thus probably have more to do with the state of the brain in the absence of 
excessive electrical discharge than with the discharge itself [5].

Depression is the most common psychiatric comorbidity in patients with epi-
lepsy. Prevalence is higher than in a matched population of healthy controls and 
ranges from 3.9% in patients with controlled epilepsy to 20–55 in patients with 
recurrent seizures [5]. As in the case of Parkinson’s disease and stroke, depression 
and epilepsy appear to have also a bidirectional relationship [3, 10]. The clinical 
presentation of depressive disturbances is for the most part typical for idiopathic 
depression. However, about a third of patients with epilepsy present with atypical 
features of depression that tends to be intermittent.

They also resemble dysthymia and include anhedonia, fatigue, anxiety, and irri-
tability with less prominent impairments in self-attitude, self-depreciative ideas, or 
suicidal ideation.

The rate of manic syndromes appear to be higher in epilepsy, and these usually 
are atypical in presentation and more likely to present with irritability and over-
activity than idiopathic bipolar disorder, which itself does not appear to be more 
prevalent in epilepsy relative to the general population. This has led to the belief 
that epilepsy-associated brain damage is a major component in the occurrence of 
mania and temporal lobe epilepsy.

The prevalence of psychotic symptoms in interictal periods is on the order of 
5% to 7% in patients with epilepsy. In patients with temporal lobe epilepsy, these 
disturbances are often schizophrenia-like in their presentation. Paranoid or perse-
cutory delusions and both visual and auditory hallucinations have been reported. 
Also “negative symptoms” of schizophrenia such as motivation, apathy, flattened 
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affect, and disorganized behavior have been reported in association with delusions 
and hallucinations. This has given rise to the hypothesis of the “schizophrenia-like 
psychoses of epilepsy” which remains controversial [5, 48].
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History and Epidemiology

In his seminal 1872 paper, George Huntington provided a detailed description of 
a hereditary illness that emerges in mid-life, manifested by progressive chorea 
and clinical deterioration [1]. Subsequently, William Osler recognized the hered-
ity of the illness as a clear example of an autosomal dominant Mendelian inher-
itance pattern [2]. George Huntington’s precise, articulate, and crisp description 
of this illness led to its designation as Huntington’s chorea and, subsequently, as 
Huntington’s disease (HD). The responsible gene mutation was identified on the 
short arm of chromosome 4 in 1993 [3].

Although Huntington believed that the disease was restricted mainly to his 
native Long Island, today we know that HD is a globally widespread disorder 
with an approximate worldwide prevalence of 5–10 per 100,000 population, not-
withstanding some regional and ethnic variability [4]. There is a notably lower 
prevalence of HD in Asia as compared to Europe, North America, and Australia 
[5], while some countries have distinctively low prevalence rates, such as Japan 
and Finland, with respective 0.1 and 0.5 HD cases per 100,000 population  
[6–8]. In the US, HD has been designated as an orphan disorder, with 25–35,000 
individuals having clinical illness and 2–3 times as many pre-symptomatic gene 
carriers [4, 9].
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Natural History

Huntington’s disease (HD) is a complex neurodegenerative disorder with a highly 
penetrant autosomal dominant inheritance pattern, with both sexes having a 50% 
chance of inheriting the genetic defect from the affected parent. The genetic defect 
consists of CAG trinucleotide expansion on the short arm of chromosome 4, which 
translates into polyglutamine chain expansion in the mutant huntingtin protein, 
resulting in abnormal protein aggregation and neurodegeneration. The illness 
usually emerges in mid-life, around the mean age of 40 years. The course is man-
ifested by progressive motor, cognitive, and psychiatric deterioration. Juvenile-
onset, before the age of 20 years, is seen in up to 10% of cases [10, 11].

In affected adults, chorea is the most notable feature and is often seen as the 
initial symptom of the disease. However, up to several years prior to the onset of 
chorea, subtle personality changes, psychological, and motor deficits can be iden-
tified on a detailed examination in individuals otherwise deemed asymptomatic 
[12, 13]. Neuroimaging studies have demonstrated subtle but definite structural 
changes in pre-symptomatic patients, particularly progressive atrophic changes 
in the striatum and caudate nuclei [14, 15]. The progression of motor symptoms 
is associated with intellectual decline and psychiatric disturbances, as a result of 
neurodegeneration. The rate of progression and duration of the illness may vary, 
but the majority of patients will survive 10–20 years after onset [16]. With the pro-
gression of HD, immobility and dystonia become more prominent, together with 
dysphagia, which directly contributes to weight loss and aspiration pneumonia, a 
common cause of death [17]. Terminally, pneumonia and cardiovascular disease 
are cited as common causes of death [18].

Juvenile HD usually presents with a hypokinetic form of the disease manifested 
primarily by bradykinesia, dystonia, and rigidity. Chorea is not a prominent fea-
ture, while myoclonus and epilepsy are more frequently seen than in the adult 
form [11, 19]. In affected children, initial symptoms may present as personality 
changes, attention and concentration disturbances, followed by a decline in cog-
nitive function manifested by loss of previously achieved milestones and skills, 
as well as a steep decline in school performance and behavioral disturbances. 
Juvenile-onset HD has a higher risk of rapid progression and is more likely to be 
inherited from an affected father [19–21].

There is a clear relationship between the number of CAG repeats within the 
huntingtin gene and the expression of the disease. Individuals with 40 or more 
repeats will have a full expression of HD, with the progressive motor, cogni-
tive, and psychiatric symptoms, while individuals carrying 36–39 repeats will 
have reduced penetrance, and attenuated or incomplete expression of the illness. 
Offspring in both of these groups carry a 50% risk of inheriting the illness. 
Individuals with 27–35 repeats will not develop HD, but their offspring will be 
at risk due to the phenomenon of meiotic instability [21, 22]. Individuals with 
less than 27 repeats will not develop HD, and their offspring will not be at risk. 
There is also a confirmed inverse correlation between age at onset of HD and 
CAG repeat length within the abnormal Huntingtin gene [23–27]. This correlation 
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accounts for only about 50% of the variance in age at onset. Therefore, CAG 
repeat length alone is not a sufficient predictor of onset [23]. There is also familial 
influence on age of onset which is independent of the effect of the CAG repeat 
expansion, suggesting a contribution from additional modifiers [28]. The rela-
tionship between CAG repeat length and the rate of clinical progression of illness 
remains unsettled.

Pathology and Pathophysiology

There is a selective pattern of neuronal vulnerability to huntingtin protein aggre-
gation, with a particular susceptibility and loss of medium spiny neurons that use 
gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) as their neurotransmitter [29, 30]. In the early 
stages of HD, medium spiny neurons projecting into the external segment of the 
globus pallidus (GPe) are more prominently lost in comparison to those project-
ing into the internal segment of the globus pallidus (GPi) [31]. This differential 
loss of striatal projections has been postulated to result in imbalanced activity in 
the so-called direct and indirect pathways, causing chorea [31, 32]. More balanced 
loss of neurons projecting to both, GPi and GPe may result in a rigid-akinetic 
variant of HD, such as seen in juvenile cases [33]. Therefore, in the early stages, 
increased dopamine neurotransmission results in hyperkinetic movements, while, 
in the late stages, dopamine deficits produce hypokinesia [34]. During the long 
process of progression, several types of neurons vulnerable in HD undergo prolif-
erative and degenerative alterations [35, 36]. At the point when neurons become 
unable to compensate for the ongoing cellular stress, they degenerate in a process 
similar to apoptosis, finally resulting in cell death [37].

The severity of atrophy in the striatum, as well as in the cortex and thalamus, 
correlates with the clinical progression of the disease [38, 39]. There is a 15–30% 
loss in brain weight that occurs in the course of HD [39, 40]. The most prominent 
pathological changes in HD are seen in the neostriatum, manifested particularly 
by atrophy of the caudate nucleus and putamen, with associated neuronal loss, 
astrogliosis, as well as reactive microgliosis [41, 42]. Neuropathological changes 
may precede clinical onset by several years and maybe manifested by huntingtin 
protein aggregation, striatal atrophy, neuronal loss, and oligodendrogliosis [43]. 
In the process of globus pallidus atrophy, GPi and GPe may lose more than 50% 
of volume and 40% of neurons, while glia increases in concentration, as well as 
in absolute number [40]. Atrophy and gliosis in HD have also been described in 
the substantia nigra, including both the pars compacta and pars reticulata, with a 
cross-sectional area loss up to 40% [36, 44]. Neuronal loss has also been found 
within the thalamic and subthalamic nuclei but has not been studied extensively 
[40, 45]. In the hypothalamus, the significant neuronal loss has been described in 
the supraoptic nucleus, lateral hypothalamic, and lateral tuberal nuclei, which has 
been postulated to play a role in cachexia in HD [46, 47]. Generalized cortical 
atrophy is often noted at autopsy, and accounts for most of the loss in brain mass 
associated with HD [39, 40]. The loss of neurons and volume is most prominent in 
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cortical layers III, V, and VI [48, 49]. The mean neuronal loss in the entire cortical 
hemisphere maybe as high as 33%, while astrocyte and oligodendrocyte concen-
trations may significantly increase, particularly in layers III–VI [50].

In the cells of individuals with Huntington’s disease, both mutant and normal 
huntingtin proteins are present [51–53]. The function of normal, wild-type, hunting-
tin is not fully elucidated. Within the cell, normal huntingtin is associated with den-
dritic microtubules, as well as organelles such as mitochondria, transport vesicles, 
synaptic vesicles, and portions of the endocytic system [54–57]. Such associations 
and distribution allude to its role in the function of these organelles. The expanded 
CAG trinucleotide repeat sequence in the huntingtin gene translates into an elon-
gated polyglutamine chain that results in an abnormal conformational change in the 
protein [51, 58]. In the process of misfolding, the polyglutamine sequence bonds 
within itself and with other molecules [59]. In addition, mutant huntingtin under-
goes proteolytic cleavage producing fragments that form macromolecular aggre-
gates among themselves and with other proteins, visible in the cytoplasm, processes 
and nuclei of neurons [54]. These aggregates can be found throughout the brain 
particularly in the cortical regions, and less so in the striatum [55, 60]. Relatively 
high concentrations of huntingtin aggregates are found in dendrites and axons, with 
lower concentrations in neural cell bodies and nuclei [55, 56].

Aggregation of huntingtin fragments is dependent on the length of its glu-
tamine repeats, occurring when 39 or more molecules in the polyglutamine chain 
are present [58, 61, 62]. However, the role of aggregation directly causing neurode-
generation has been questioned due to findings of a relatively low concentration of 
aggregates in the striatum compared to other areas of the brain [55, 56]. In addition, 
the vulnerable medium spiny neurons are less prone to have huntingtin aggregates 
than the resistant striatal interneurons [63]. There is a broader agreement that the 
effects of mutant huntingtin are the result of its abnormal interactions with proteins 
involved in signal transduction and metabolism, endocytosis and endosome trans-
port, as well as proteins involved in intracellular transport of organelles [64–72]. 
Additionally, mutant huntingtin protein interacts with proteins associated with gene 
transcription, as well as proteolytic enzymes, such as caspases and calpains, which 
have been implicated in the production of toxic fragments of the mutant protein [73].

In addition to the above-mentioned protein aggregation, cleavage and deg-
radation, there are multiple pathways proposed to play a role in the etiology of 
neurotoxicity in HD. These include transcriptional dysregulation [74], mitochon-
drial energy dysfunction [75], glutamate and dopamine excitotoxicity [76, 77], 
brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) deficit [78], axonal transport impair-
ment [79], autophagy, and immune system-mediated neuroinflammation [80–82]. 
Despite significant gains in the understanding of the underlying pathophysiological  
mechanisms in HD, we still have not materialized these advancements into the 
development of viable disease-modifying therapies.
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Neuroimaging

Neuroimaging is not routinely used in the diagnosis of HD, as it has been ren-
dered obsolete by genetic testing. However, novel imaging techniques provide 
new opportunities in HD research, as they enable us to study brain changes in vivo 
and follow morphological changes that take place as the disease progresses. High-
resolution Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) has been used to obtain accurate 
measurements of brain atrophy. In addition to atrophy and volume loss in the stri-
atum and basal ganglia, more recent studies have demonstrated regional cortical 
thinning in the frontal, parietal, posterior temporal, parahippocampal, and occip-
ital regions, some of which have been found even in pre-symptomatic individuals  
[83–85]. Selective atrophic changes have been shown to correlate with total func-
tional capacity and duration of symptoms [85].

Besides striatal dysfunction, functional MRI imaging studies have reported a 
variable pattern of increased and decreased activation in cortical regions in both 
pre-clinical and clinically manifest HD gene mutation carriers. Beyond regional 
brain activation changes, evidence from functional and diffusion-weighted MRI 
further suggests disrupted connectivity between corticocortical and corticostriatal 
areas. However, substantial inconsistencies with respect to structural and func-
tional changes have been reported [86].

Use of Positron Emission Tomography (PET) imaging for evaluation of 
brain metabolism, postsynaptic dopaminergic function and phosphodiesterase 
10A has shown promise in assessing disease progression. However, no single 
technique may be currently considered an optimal biomarker, and an integra-
tive multimodal imaging approach, combining different techniques, may be 
needed for monitoring potential neuroprotective and preventive treatment in 
HD [87].

Clinical Features

Although HD is the result of a single-gene mutation, with a well-defined patho-
genic protein, its clinical picture is strikingly complex, manifested by a unique 
combination of motor, cognitive, and psychiatric symptoms in each indi-
vidual case. Therefore, each patient should be evaluated in a comprehensive  
manner to define their specific needs and treatment plan. However, for the 
purposes of this chapter, we will discuss the features of each symptom set 
separately.
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Motor Symptoms

Movement disorders are the hallmark of HD, with chorea being its most recogniz-
able symptom. Although the term “chorea” is derived from the Greek verb mean-
ing “to dance,” there is very little compatibility with this term in Huntington’s 
chorea, as its clinical appearance lacks any symmetry, rhythmicity or gracious-
ness. Chorea in HD is manifested by involuntary movements which are sudden, 
irregular, asynchronous, purposeless, but frequently “masked up” into semi-pur-
poseful movements. It usually emerges in the distal muscles of the extremities, but 
with the progression of the disease, it gradually spreads to involve more proxi-
mal muscles in the extremities, face, neck, and paraspinal muscles. With further 
progression, chorea increases in frequency, duration, and amplitude, sometimes 
to ballistic proportions [88]. Although chorea is the most dramatic symptom, the 
affected individual may be able to function quite well, even with relatively prom-
inent movements [89]. Nonetheless, in very advanced cases, chorea will interfere 
with self-care and activities of daily living. Finally, in the later stages of the dis-
ease, chorea settles down and gradually yields to dystonia, rigidity, and contrac-
tures [90].

Although not as noticeable as chorea, dystonia also presents as a relatively 
early motor feature of HD, adding to the choreoathetoid and writhing appear-
ance of the involuntary movements. Dystonia is frequently manifested by repet-
itive, abnormal muscle contraction, sometimes with a twisting component. With 
subsequent progression, dystonia involves the limbs, neck, and trunk resulting 
in abnormal and prolonged posturing. In the terminal stages of the disease, dys-
tonia, bradykinesia, rigidity, and contractures dominate the clinical picture [90]. 
Particularly in juvenile-onset HD (Westphal variant), dystonia, rigidity, and brad-
ykinesia are prominent from the onset of the disease and dominate throughout the 
course of the illness, while chorea is not as prominent [19, 91]. In general, dys-
tonia may have a more detrimental effect on daily functioning than chorea does, 
as it contributes to postural instability, dysarthria, and dysphagia resulting in falls, 
communication difficulties, and aspiration pneumonia. Myoclonus maybe seen in 
the adult-onset form, but it is much more frequently encountered in the juvenile 
variant of HD [91]. Additionally, some HD patients may exhibit utterances, vocali-
zations and tics akin to Tourette’s syndrome [92].

In addition to involuntary movements, progressive impairment of voluntary 
motor control is a core feature of HD, occurring relatively early in the disease. 
Particularly, voluntary eye movement abnormalities are some of the earliest signs 
of HD. Interrupted smooth pursuit, slow initiation, and impaired coordination of 
voluntary saccades are typical features, together with restrictions in the range of 
eye movements, particularly in a vertical plane. Even in presumably pre-symp-
tomatic gene carriers, a detailed exam may reveal significantly more abnor-
malities of ocular function than in gene negative individuals [93]. Worsening in 
manual dexterity is another early sign of HD, manifested in the examination as 
slowness in finger tapping and rapid alternating movements of the hands. Motor 
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impersistence is manifested by the inability to maintain voluntary motor contrac-
tion, which further contributes to difficulties with manual tasks. Clinical exam 
for motor impersistence reveals an inability to maintain prolonged tongue protru-
sion and “milk-maid’s grip.” It has been proposed that depressed synaptic trans-
mission plays a role in motor impersistence [94]. Upper motor neuron signs also 
may occur in the course of HD, such as spasticity, clonus, and extensor plantar 
responses. Impairment of voluntary motor control correlates with a disability and 
functional decline perhaps even more so than involuntary movement disorder [89]. 
Unfortunately, there are no effective medications to improve voluntary motor 
control.

The compounding effects of involuntary movements and impaired voluntary 
motor control result in a multi-faceted gait disorder in more advanced stages of HD. 
Progressive worsening of dystonia, ballistic chorea, motor impersistence, and vol-
untary eye movements all contribute to incoordination, impaired ambulation with a 
propensity towards falls and injuries, resulting in wheelchair dependence [95].

Cognitive Disorder

Although movement disorders and chorea are the most recognized symptoms of 
HD, cognitive impairment is a much more disabling and distressing manifesta-
tion of the disease and presents the greatest burden to the patients and their fami-
lies [96]. Dementia in HD is classified as “subcortical,” as it lacks typical cortical  
deficits such as aphasia, amnesia, and agnosia, typically seen in Alzheimer’s dis-
ease [97, 98]. The cognitive disorder in HD consists of bradyphrenia, impairments 
in attention, sequencing, executive function, perceptual skills, as well as learning 
and memory impairments [97, 99, 100]. Registration and immediate recall are rel-
atively spared, while retrieval of recent and remote memories are impaired [97, 
99, 100]. Explicit sequence learning appears to be more affected than implicit, 
both in pre-manifest and manifest individuals [101]. For routine monitoring of 
cognitive status, most HD clinics utilize the Unified Huntington Disease Rating 
Scale (UHDRS), which, in addition to motor and behavioral scales, also incor-
porates reliable indicators of cognitive decline including the Symbol Digit 
Modality Test, the Stroop Color Word Test, and the Verbal Fluency Subtest of 
the Multilingual Aphasia Examination [102]. In asymptomatic HD gene carriers, 
subtle cognitive deficits may be present many years before the onset of motor 
symptoms [103]. Asymptomatic gene carriers test lower than non-carriers in all 
portions of the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale-Revised (WAIS-R), and there is 
an inverse correlation between the scores and the number of CAG repeats in the  
HD gene carriers [104].

Executive functioning and efficiency in HD are affected by changes in the 
speed of cognitive processing, attention, initiation, planning, and organization, 
as well as by perseveration, impulsivity and decline of other regulatory processes 
[105–107]. In HD, patients have difficulty learning new information and retrieving 



88 M. Cuturic

previously learned information, possibly due to impaired speed of processing 
and organizing information [108]. A change in the speed of cognitive processing 
is one of the earliest and most sensitive indicators of early HD, as completion of 
previously ordinary mental tasks becomes more time consuming [105, 108]. The 
slowing of cognitive processing may result from recruitment of alternate cerebral 
pathways for cognitive tasks, as an attempt to compensate for deficits in implicit 
memory [109, 110].

Perceptual problems further compound the cognitive issues from early on, 
sometimes more than a decade before the onset of more obvious symptoms of HD 
[103]. More specific perceptual deficits include the inability to recognize the emo-
tions of others communicated by facial expression, perception and estimation of 
time, spatial perception, and smell identification [111–114]. Lack of awareness of 
one’s own symptoms, actions and feelings may be impaired in as many as one-
third of individuals with HD. This is thought to result from interruptions in the 
pathways between the frontal lobes and the basal ganglia and is felt to be a type of 
agnosia [115]. Central visual and auditory processing deficits additionally contrib-
ute to general perceptual and cognitive impairment [116].

Although typical aphasia or impairment in semantic memory is rarely seen in 
HD, language and communication are still remarkably affected, primarily by defi-
cits in articulation, initiation, and cognitive processing. Individuals with HD may 
have difficulties with the integration of thought sequencing, information process-
ing, muscle control, and breathing. Despite impairment in language output, com-
prehension may be relatively preserved, even in advanced stages of HD [100, 117].

Psychiatric Symptoms

Depression is the most common psychiatric presentation in HD, affecting up to 
40% of patients in the course of the illness [118, 119]. The symptoms may start in 
the pre-motor manifest stage, evidenced by subtle impairment of working mem-
ory [97, 120]. Depression in HD has all the symptoms and signs of major depres-
sion syndrome, such as sustained low mood, tearfulness, sadness, low self-esteem, 
loss of appetite, sleep disturbances, feelings of guilt, shame, hopelessness, and 
helplessness [121]. In severe cases, depression may progress and individuals may 
develop psychotic symptoms such as delusions and hallucinations or even more 
profound psychomotor retardation and catatonia. Sometimes it may be difficult to 
distinguish depression from other symptoms seen with HD, such as apathy, circa-
dian sleep dysregulation, weight loss, impaired attention, and concentration span. 
Apathy, in particular, is one of the most common symptoms of the disease and is 
gradually progressive, in synchrony with other symptoms of neurodegeneration, 
such as motor and cognitive decline [119, 122]. The course of depressive symp-
toms does not follow the pattern of progression one would expect if the process 
was directly linked to the pathophysiology of neurodegeneration [88]. On the con-
trary, depression is most common at early points in the illness, during the period 
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around the initial diagnosis and in the early stage when the impairments begin 
affecting daily functioning [123]. Subsequently, depressive symptoms seem to 
decline in prevalence [123]. Nonetheless, the use of strict diagnostic criteria for 
major depression usually helps to establish an accurate diagnosis.

Symptoms suggestive of bipolar disorder such as elated affect, mania, and agi-
tation, as well as alterations between depressive and manic episodes may develop 
in approximately 10% of patients [119, 124]. Irritability in HD may be severe, 
presenting with outbursts of anger and aggression, affecting up to two-thirds of 
patients in the course of the illness [125]. One should be cautious not to mistak-
enly diagnose HD-associated dysexecutive syndrome as bipolar disorder, given 
that some symptoms of the former, such as irritability, impulsivity, disinhibition, 
and hypersexuality may imitate symptoms of the latter disorder [106].

The risk of suicide was recognized even by Huntington in his publication in 
1872 and has remained a significant concern to present. Identified risk factors 
include depression, single marital status, childlessness, living alone, and family 
history of suicide [126]. Additional factors that modify the risk include the level 
of insight, the severity of affective symptoms, and social support [127–129]. Up to 
25% of HD patients may attempt suicide in the course of the disease, with a mor-
tality rate of 5–13% [130, 131]. The rate of suicide is higher in pre-symptomatic 
individuals at risk for HD [18, 130, 132]. Individuals that are undergoing predic-
tive testing for HD may also be at an increased risk for suicide [127, 129]. The 
risk of suicide should be discussed with patients, their families, and caregivers. As 
suicide is a preventable outcome of disease, suicidal ideation should be screened 
for during each clinical visit.

Psychotic features in HD may include a multitude of symptoms, auditory or 
visual hallucinations, delusions, particularly of the paranoid type, as well as 
social withdrawal [118, 122, 131]. The lifetime prevalence of psychosis in HD is 
between 1 and 15%. However, additional familial modifiers may affect the inci-
dence [119, 122, 133]. In cases when psychiatric symptoms occur before motor 
symptoms, patients may be mistakenly diagnosed with schizophrenia [134]. In 
such cases, the subsequent emergence of chorea may be further mistakenly inter-
preted as neuroleptics related tardive dyskinesia. Therefore, in a psychiatric set-
ting, a high index of suspicion for HD is advised in cases of progressive chorea, 
in association with an uncertain or unreliable family history. In most such cases, 
clarifying the family history and monitoring for other signs of HD is sufficient to 
confirm the diagnosis. However, in certain instances, the issue can only be settled 
by genetic testing.

Although recent theories have implicated the basal ganglia and frontal lobes 
in the development of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), HD patients rarely 
develop the full syndrome. Nonetheless, some HD patients may develop a preoc-
cupation with misophobia, contamination, or may engage in excessive checking 
and rechecking routines. Some individuals may become fixated on a perceived 
need or a prior unresolved issue [135]. If the symptoms become so severe as to 
interfere with the quality of life, a treatment usually applied for OCD may be 
indicated.
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Sleep disturbances are common in HD, and they contribute to progression and 
overall deterioration. Polysomnographic sleep patterns in HD have been studied 
sporadically in small groups of patients, providing variable results. However, more 
recent studies have confirmed delayed nocturnal sleep onset latency as one of the 
earliest sleep-related findings, with a virtual absence of nocturnal respiratory dis-
turbances in early HD [136]. Polysomnographic studies correlated delayed sleep 
onset, awakenings, and reduction of slow-wave sleep with the severity of motor 
symptoms, duration of illness, and degree of caudate atrophy on computed tomog-
raphy (CT) [137].

Personality changes are hard to categorize but are clearly evident very early 
in HD. There are various terms used to define them, such as organic personality 
disorder, dysexecutive syndrome or frontal lobe syndrome, as there is no specific 
diagnosis to encompass them. The earliest personality changes are often mani-
fested by anxiety, irritability or apathy [138]. Overall, personality changes seem to 
be widespread in HD, perhaps more common than depression, and sometimes may 
precede the onset of cognitive and motor symptoms by many years [12, 139, 118].

Diagnosis

HD should be considered in the differential diagnosis of any disorder presenting 
with a combination of symptoms that includes chorea, dementia, and psychiatric 
disturbances. The diagnosis is relatively easy to establish in individuals with typ-
ical clinical features and a positive family history of HD. Non-inherited disorders 
that can present with chorea such as thyrotoxicosis, cerebral lupus, cerebrovascu-
lar disease, polycythemia or tardive dyskinesia usually can be excluded by routine 
laboratory tests and by their clinical course. The recommended basic laboratory 
workup would include a blood count, with a smear for acanthocytes, sedimenta-
tion rate, metabolic panel, thyroid parameters, vitamin B12 level, and autoanti-
bodies including lupus anticoagulant, antinuclear, anticardiolipin, antistreptolysin, 
and anti-DNase-B antibodies [140]. As there are viable treatment options for it, 
Wilson’s disease should always be included in the differential diagnosis of move-
ment disorders and screened for by serum ceruloplasmin levels [141].

There are several familial disorders with clinical features that may overlap 
with HD, such as X-linked McLeod neuroacanthocytosis syndrome, as well as 
autosomal recessive disorders, including Chorea-acanthocytosis, Spinocerebellar 
ataxia type 17, and Dentatorubral-pallidoluysian atrophy [142–145]. Even a very 
detailed family history may not be able to distinguish the latter disorders from 
HD. There are also at least two disorders with an autosomal dominant inheritance 
pattern and clinical features very similar to HD, that should be taken into consid-
eration: Huntington disease-like1, a slowly progressive prion disease [146, 147], 
and Huntington disease-like 2, that is clinically indistinguishable from HD, but is 
much more prevalent in individuals of African descent [148]. Negative family his-
tory does not necessarily exclude a diagnosis of HD. There are several instances in 
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which HD may be present in the context of negative family history, such as paren-
tal or ancestral death before the age of HD expression, an intermediate number 
of paternal CAG repeats resulting in meiotic instability and expansion in the sub-
sequent generation into HD range, lack of information about family and de novo 
mutation.

Although clinical evaluation and family history analysis still play a very impor-
tant role, genetic testing is now considered the gold standard in the diagnosis of 
HD. When completed in clinically plausible cases, genetic testing has a sensitiv-
ity as high as 98.8% and specificity of 100% [149]. Genetic testing can be used 
for confirmation of the diagnosis in asymptomatic patient, or as predictive test-
ing in an asymptomatic individual at risk for HD. However, the availability of 
genetic testing in a non-curable disease has raised a myriad of ethical and practical 
questions [150–152]. Nonetheless, there is a wide consensus that genetic testing 
should not be a single encounter, but rather a process that involves confidentiality, 
informed consent, and multidisciplinary supportive counseling, before, during, and 
after testing and disclosure [153, 154]. The role of psychological and psychiatric 
counseling is crucial during this process, as the risk of suicide in HD tends to peak 
around the time of diagnosis [129]. Predictive testing is discouraged in minors, and 
it is usually pursued only in exceptional circumstances [155]. Despite the availa-
bility of the test, only a small proportion, less than 10%, of asymptomatic at-risk 
individuals decide to undergo predictive testing [154]. Although psychological 
attributes are similar among individuals who do and do not pursue testing [156], 
baseline behavioral status has been more strongly associated with the decision to 
undergo predictive testing than motor symptoms [157]. Following genetic testing, 
about half of individuals who tested negative for the HD gene had less depression 
when compared prior to testing, but depression remained the same or worsened in 
two-thirds of individuals with a positive HD genetic test [157]. In addition, indi-
viduals undergoing predictive genetic testing are often concerned about potentially 
losing their medical insurance as a result of possible subsequent discrimination 
[156]. Therefore, a structured process of genetic testing for HD that involves psy-
chological and social support, as well as genetic counseling, is justified.

There are several diagnostic options available in the process of family planning 
for couples affected or at risk for HD. During the initial stages of pregnancy plan-
ning, a couple may choose pre-implantation genetic testing in the context of an 
in vitro fertilization procedure in a specialized center. In this procedure, maternal 
oocytes are fertilized by the partner’s sperm in vitro, and resulting embryos undergo 
genetic testing prior to implantation. Only embryos without the HD mutation are 
implanted, assuring that the child born after this procedure will be free of HD [158].

Diagnostic options during pregnancy at risk for HD, include chorionic villus 
sampling, which can be performed at 8–10 weeks after conception. Amniocentesis 
may be performed at 14–16 weeks after conception. After the tissue is tested, ter-
mination of the pregnancy may be considered by the parents if an HD mutation is 
found [158]. Non-invasive prenatal diagnosis techniques are also being developed 
using circulating fetal DNA in the maternal blood to perform testing for the HD 
mutation during the first trimester of pregnancy [158–160].
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Treatment

Currently, there is no disease-modifying therapies or a cure for HD. Therefore, 
treatment is based largely on lifestyle interventions, supportive management, and 
symptomatic treatment.

Healthy lifestyle habits may be important not only to symptomatic HD patients 
but also to asymptomatic carriers. Avoidance of alcohol, drugs, and tobacco is not 
only good advice for the general population but may also have significant impli-
cations in the pre-manifest HD population. A recently completed study on a large 
cohort of HD patients suggests that the frequent use of tobacco, alcohol, and illicit 
drugs (including cannabis) may significantly accelerate the onset of motor symp-
toms in HD, by 2.3, 1.0, and 3.3 years, respectively, with the effects being sig-
nificantly more prominent in women [161]. Moderate physical activity, such as 
walking, biking or swimming, is known to have a clear benefit for general health, 
but particularly in HD, which may help to optimize motor function and hence sta-
bilize motor deficits [162]. In HD, a moderate adherence to the Mediterranean diet 
has been reported to correlate with a better quality of life, lower comorbidity and 
less motor impairment [163]. The use of vitamins and dietary supplements is a rel-
atively common practice in the HD community, although such use has not shown 
any specific benefit to HD patients in clinical trials [164]. Medical practitioners 
should be vigilant and monitor for signs of overuse of vitamins that may result in 
toxicity, such as vitamins D, E, K, and A [165].

Due to the complexities of HD, supportive management should not only be 
aimed at patients but also caregivers and families. Supportive services are most 
effectively delivered through a comprehensive, multidisciplinary, yet dynamic, 
program that adjusts to the progressive nature of the disease [166].

In the early stages of the disease, patients and their families can derive a signif-
icant benefit from psychological counseling which can help alleviate the stress of 
genetic testing, manage expectations during the progression of the disease, facil-
itate effective communication among family members, manage behavioral prob-
lems, and monitor for signs of suicide risk. At such time as disease progression 
affects working capacity, a social worker can assist patients with applications for 
disability and medical benefits. As the disability progresses, patients and their 
caregivers benefit from home health service visits for help with daily activities, 
which in turn may also help prevent caregiver burn-out. With the progression of 
motor symptoms, physical therapy services may help enhance strength, flexibil-
ity, and coordination, help prevent contractures, and also aid in gait recondition-
ing and fall prevention [167]. Occupational therapy is helpful with training in the 
use of assistive devices and adapted utensils. Furthermore, periodic speech ther-
apy evaluations are recommended for evaluation and management of swallowing, 
for prevention of aspiration pneumonia, to improve speech clarity and to provide 
assistive communication devices when applicable. Multiple observational studies 
(without control groups) of multidisciplinary rehabilitation in HD demonstrated 
not only improvements in motor function but also reduction in depression and 
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anxiety [168, 169]. Positive effects on the gray matter have also been shown on 
neuroimaging, as well as improvement in cognitive function [170]. A living will, 
advanced medical directives and surrogate decision maker designation should be 
addressed by a physician or social worker before the patient becomes cognitively 
unaccountable [171]. In the later stages of the disease, placement in an assisted 
living or nursing care facility becomes necessary. In terminal stages, enrollment 
in hospice for comfort care is an appropriate option to consider [172]. Over the 
years, multidisciplinary clinics have emerged as a destination where patients, car-
egivers, and affected families can address a multitude of problems and needs at 
one location. Further initiatives are being pursued with the intent of moving multi-
disciplinary care from the clinic and outreach to patient’s homes as they become 
immobile with the progression of the illness [173].

Pharmacological therapy in HD is primarily utilized for the treatment of symp-
toms and does not have any beneficial effect on the progression of the disease. 
Therefore, initiation and choice of pharmacological therapy for any symptom 
should be based on the patient’s needs and preferences, in corroboration with the 
caregiver. Often, impairment in patient’s perception of their own symptoms may 
initially result in a delay in treatment [115]. Additionally, the superposition of psy-
chiatric symptoms and cognitive decline affect compliance and increase the risk of 
complications related to possible incorrect dose intake and interactions. The risks 
and benefits of medications should be discussed not only with patients but also 
with caregivers, as well as the possible need, for early supervision with the dis-
pensing of the medications.

Currently, there are no evidence-based treatment recommendations for cog-
nitive decline in HD, as prior clinical trials have not identified any viable phar-
macological options. Cholinesterase inhibitors have been proven to be ineffective 
in designated clinical trials, while preliminary reports from the MITIGATE-HD 
memantine trial presented at the 2010 Huntington Study Group symposium, sug-
gested worse outcomes for some motor symptoms and only partial improvement 
of some cognitive measures [174–176]. Apart from general supportive measures, it 
is important that the physician closely monitor for and correct any toxic metabolic 
encephalopathies which may result from medications utilized for psychiatric and 
motor symptoms, as well as other associated conditions in each individual case 
[177].

The choice and use of pharmacotherapy for psychiatric symptoms are largely 
based on general psychiatric indications for each medication in the context of 
the set of psychiatric symptoms in consideration, as there is practically no evi-
dence-based support for its use in HD [176]. As per common practice and expert 
opinion, selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRI), as well as serotonin-nor-
epinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SNRI) are the mainstay of pharmacotherapy for 
depression in HD, primarily due to their favorable side effect profile, safety, and 
tolerability [178]. Popular SSRIs include fluoxetine, paroxetine, sertraline, citalo-
pram, and escitalopram. Commonly used SRNIs include venlafaxine, duloxetine, 
and desvenlafaxine. Additional choices may include an atypical antidepressant, 
such as mirtazapine or bupropion. Tricyclic antidepressants are generally out of 
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favor due to their anticholinergic profile and may worsen hyperkinesia and cog-
nition. Monoamine oxidase inhibitors are largely avoided, due to intolerability. 
Antidepressants may sometimes exert an initially stimulating effect, resulting 
in impulsive, disruptive, and self-destructive behaviors. In the United States, all 
antidepressants carry a black box warning emphasizing that antidepressants may 
worsen suicidal impulses and behaviors.

For the management of psychotic symptoms with or without depression, the 
usual choices include new generation neuroleptics such as olanzapine, quetiapine, 
ziprasidone, aripiprazole, and risperidone [179, 180]. Classic neuroleptics are used 
less frequently due to a more pronounced side effect profile which may include 
worsening of cognition, tardive dyskinesia, and dystonia. For the treatment of peri-
odic agitation, irritability or aggressive behaviors, mood stabilizers such as val-
proic acid, carbamazepine or other anticonvulsant medications are widely utilized, 
as well as olanzapine, a new generation neuroleptics [179]. Lithium is rarely pre-
scribed due to its potential to worsen involuntary movement, as well as cardiac, 
endocrine, and metabolic issues. Short-acting benzodiazepines such as lorazepam 
and alprazolam are preferred choices for acute agitation or anxiety attack treat-
ment. For chronic anxiety, the usual first choices are SSRI’s, non-benzodiazepine 
anxiolytic bupropion or long-acting benzodiazepine clonazepam [178]. Obsessive-
compulsive symptoms may respond to SSRI’s or a new generation neuroleptic in 
refractory cases [178]. Although some experts have suggested that stimulants may 
be beneficial for the treatment of apathy, they should be used with great caution 
due to their potential to worsen irritability and abuse potential. For sleep disorders, 
some experts suggest mirtazapine, the benzodiazepine receptor inducer zoldipem, 
the atypical sedating antidepressant trazodone or new generation neuroleptic quet-
iapine [176, 178].

There are multiple treatments available for the options of chorea and other 
motor symptoms in HD. As opposed to the treatment of cognitive and psychiat-
ric symptoms, there are well-defined evidence-based treatments that can be rec-
ommended for chorea in HD. The vesicular monoamine transporter-2 (VMAT-2) 
inhibitors tetrabenazine and deutetrabenazine have demonstrated effectiveness 
in reducing chorea in HD in well-designed multicenter trials [181, 182]. Both 
medications received the United States of America Federal Drug Administration 
(USFDA) approval for treatment of chorea in HD, tetrabenazine in 2008 and deu-
tetrabenazine in 2017. Although both medications demonstrated statistically sig-
nificant reductions in chorea scores, they have no effect on the natural progression 
of the illness. Compared to tetrabenazine, the newer medication deutetrabena-
zine, contains deuterium in its molecule, a naturally occurring non-toxic form of 
hydrogen. This extends the active metabolites half-lives and minimizes through-
to-peak drug concentration fluctuations and peak concentration-related toxicity. 
In a meta-analysis comparison, deutetrabezine may have less adverse effects than 
tetrabenazine, particularly a lower rate of psychiatric adverse effects such as irrita-
bility, agitated depression, and suicidal ideation [183]. In addition, deutetrabena-
zine has demonstrated a tendency towards reduction of dystonia [182]. However, 
head to head comparison studies would be needed to substantiate and clarify such 
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claims. Nonetheless, both medications have a similar side effect profile and carry 
a USFDA black box warning for potential worsening of suicidal ideation in the 
context of untreated or inadequately treated depression. Additional contraindica-
tions include concomitant MAOI or reserpine treatment and hepatic impairment. 
Both medications have the same precautions, which include renal impairment, 
QTc interval prolongation, pregnancy (category C), lactation, and concomitant use 
of CYP 2D6 inhibitors, such as fluoxetine and paroxetine, which are often used for 
depression in HD [181, 182].

Both classic and new generation neuroleptics have been used in clinical prac-
tice for chorea in HD and have the additional benefit of lessening concomitant 
psychiatric symptoms. However, neuroleptics also have the potential disadvantage 
of exacerbating dystonia, tardive dyskinesia, and parkinsonism, with a higher pro-
pensity to cause neuroleptic malignant syndrome compared to VMAT-2 medica-
tions. Most experts agree that initially, the new generation neuroleptics, should be 
used due to their better side effect profile, but advanced cases with severe chorea 
in association with psychosis may require classic neuroleptics. Frequently consid-
ered new generation neuroleptics include olanzapine, risperidone, and aripipra-
zole, while commonly used classic neuroleptics include haloperidol, fluphenazine, 
and chlorpromazine [184]. The benefits of neuroleptics have been documented 
mainly in relatively small, open-labeled studies [176]. Additional medications 
used for the treatment of chorea include amantadine, for which there has been lim-
ited concordance in prior studies, and clonazepam, which may also be beneficial 
for myoclonus, but shares a potential risk of dependency and abuse with other ben-
zodiazepines [178]. In any case, the use of all these medications should be tailored 
individually to the patient’s needs and tolerability.

Pharmacologic treatment of dystonia is often needed in advanced stages of HD, 
both in the juvenile and adult form and may include benzodiazepines, baclofen, 
and occasionally dopaminergic anti-parkinsonian medications. Botulinum toxin 
injections may also be used for focal dystonia [184]. Anticholinergic medications 
such as benztropine and trihexyphenidyl are best avoided due to potential cogni-
tive side effects, as well as the potential to precipitate delirium.

Experimental Therapeutics and Prospects

Over the last decade and a half, ninety-nine clinical trials have been completed in 
HD, evaluating 41 compounds and 11 non-pharmacological interventions, includ-
ing cell therapies, for possible therapeutic effects, with an overall very low success 
rate at 3.5% [185]. The most significant outcomes were the two USFDA approvals 
for tetrabenazine and deutetrabenazine for the treatment of chorea.

As the HD gene mutation can be identified decades before disease onset, the 
ultimate aim of therapy would be to delay the onset of the disease or possibly 
completely prevent it from emerging. Current HD research is, therefore, focused 
on finding the most accurate markers of progression in the pre-manifest phase, to 
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enable evaluation of efficacy for potential therapeutic agents prior to the emer-
gence of HD symptoms. Large neuroimaging observational studies have demon-
strated that quantitative measurements of the striatum and adjacent brain regions, 
as well as some cognitive and motor scales, are reliable biomarkers of degenera-
tive progression in pre-manifest HD [186]. Additional markers are being verified 
including neurofilament light protein in the blood, total tau concentration, and 
mutant huntingtin protein quantification in the cerebrospinal fluid [187–189].

Correlation between the age at onset of HD and CAG repeat length within the 
Huntingtin gene, accounts only for approximately 50% of the variance in age at 
onset, due to the effects of additional genetic modifiers [23, 28]. Hence, there is 
a remarkable research interest in identifying genetic modifiers that accelerate or 
delay HD expression as a potential disease-modifying treatment targets [190]. 
Recently, this has been facilitated by the development of the Genetic Modifiers of 
Motor Onset Age (GeM MOA) website, where researchers can use single nucleo-
tide polymorphisms as genetic markers within a genome-wide association studies 
database, in search of genetic HD modifiers [191].

To date, the most promising advances in HD research have been accomplished 
in the field of gene therapy. In an autosomal dominant disorder such as HD, silenc-
ing the mutant gene may potentially have a disease-modifying or even curative 
effect. The main principles in gene silencing include repression of transcription of 
DNA information into messenger RNA by using zinc finger proteins, repression of 
translation of mutant huntingtin by antisense oligonucleotides, and blocking pro-
tein translation by RNA interference techniques [160]. Gene silencing techniques 
have demonstrated a consistent and significant reduction in mutant huntingtin 
expression in animal HD models [192]. In 2017, a phase 1b–2a clinical trial evalu-
ating the safety of antisense oligonucleotide (ASO) therapy in HD in humans, has 
been completed. The study utilized ASO designed to inhibit huntingtin messenger 
RNA and thereby reduce concentrations of mutant huntingtin. It entailed intrathe-
cal bolus application of ASO every four weeks for 4 doses, in patients with early 
HD. The final report cited a favorable safety profile of this treatment, without the 
encounter of serious adverse events, with an observed dose-dependent reduction 
in concentrations of mutant huntingtin in CSF [193]. Open-label extension of this 
study has continued beyond the completion of 1b–2a phase. In 2018, the pivotal 
phase 3 trial has been initiated to evaluate the efficacy and safety of this intrathe-
cally administrated ASO drug. There are two additional ongoing phase 1b–2a clin-
ical trials evaluating safety and pharmacokinetics of intrathecal application of two 
distinct allele-specific ASO drugs, designed to lower only mutant huntingtin. All 
these studies are expected to be completed by late 2020 or early 2021 and HD 
community is eagerly awaiting the outcomes.
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Introduction

Parkinson’s disease (PD) is a chronic neurodegenerative disease characterized 
by motor symptoms (bradykinesia, rigidity, rest tremor, postural instability) and 
non-motor symptoms (pain, autonomic dysfunction, cognitive function, depres-
sion, fatigue, apathy, sleep disturbances). Although we usually think about motor 
symptoms (MS) when treating Parkinson’s disease (PD), the non-motor symptoms 
(NMS) may precede the appearance of motor symptoms by several years and are a 
major cause of disability for PD patients [1]. But they are often unrecognized and 
untreated, although they can be successfully treated by medications and invasive 
methods, like deep brain stimulation (DBS) [2, 3]. Nevertheless, NMS correlate 
with advancing age and disease severity [4]. A modern holistic approach to treat 
PD should include the recognition and assessment of NMS. Probably, non-motor  
symptoms and their management will become more important as the average life 
expectancy of the population increases especially considering their impact also on 
the quality of life, institutionalization rates, health economics and mortality rates 
[5, 6]. We have new scales that have been developed which allow us the accu-
rate qualitative and quantitative measurement of all NMS in PD patients (NMS 
Questionnaire-NMSQ and NMS scale—NMSS) [7, 8] and there are a lot of scales 
for each NMS [9, 10]. PD results from degeneration of the substantia nigra pars 
compacta and the consequent dysfunction of the dopaminergic nigrostriatal path-
way and presence of Lewy bodies (misfolded α-synuclein), but additional involve-
ment of serotonergic, noradrenergic, and cholinergic pathways are important 
especially in non-motor symptoms [11].
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Cognitive Problems and Dementia

Cognitive problems from mild dysfunction (mild cognitive impairment) to demen-
tia (Parkinson’s disease dementia- PDD) are among the most important NMS and 
can be present in up to 83% of PD patients [12]. The point prevalence of dementia 
is around 30% and the incidence and risk of dementia in PD is 4–6 times higher 
than in the age-matched controls [13]. The risks for developing dementia are older 
age of onset, akinetic-rigid subtype, motor impairment severity, men gender, gait 
problems, sleep behavior disorder, cardiovascular autonomic [13–19]. The most 
common cognitive decline in people with PD is in executive, attentional, visu-
ospatial domains, and memory [20]. Dementia in PD is associated with institu-
tionalization, quality of life, caregiver burden, and health-related costs [20]. The 
International Parkinson and Movement Disorder Society (MDS) published a 
review and clinical criteria for PD dementia (PDD) and diagnostic criteria for mild 
cognitive impairment in PD (PD-MCI in 2007 [13, 20]), that can help us in accu-
rately detecting cognitive problems in PD patients. Most neuropathological stud-
ies indicate Braak’s hypothesis of spreading α-synuclein pathology (Lewy bodies) 
from sites in the lower brainstem or even extracranially from the gut or other areas 
innervated by the vagus nucleus to the midbrain, forebrain, limbic structures, and 
neocortical regions [22, 23] but Alzheimer’s disease pathology is also often seen 
in up to one-third of patients with PD and can contribute to dementia [24, 25]. 
Nevertheless, considering neurotransmitter changes in PDD beside severe dopa-
mine deficits, there is a marked loss of limbic and cortically projecting dopamine, 
noradrenaline, serotonin, and acetylcholine neurons. However, mitochondrial dis-
turbances, inflammatory changes and genetic factors are other potential mech-
anisms that can contribute to cognitive decline in PD [22]. Biomarkers that will 
help us with predicting future cognitive decline are needed. There is some evi-
dence showing that low cerebrospinal fluid levels of amyloid-β42, can be predic-
tive for future cognitive decline and dementia in PD [26–28]. Genetic factors like 
the APOE*ε4 allele, GBA mutations, triplications in the α-synuclein gene are very 
important for predicting cognitive problems in PD [29–32]. New neuroimaging, 
especially MRI and PET are also very helpful in early recognition of cognitive 
decline. Multiple brain regions are suggested and investigated to be involved in 
cognitive decline PDD patients by neuroimaging methods. MRI studies have 
shown that cognitive decline in PD is associated with disruption of corticos-triatal 
and frontal cortex functional connectivity [33, 34] and PET studies with glucose 
metabolism have shown metabolic decreases in the parietal, temporal, cingulate, 
and frontal cortices in PD-MCI and PDD [35, 36]. Some reports are showing asso-
ciations between the slowing of the EEG in PD and cognitive deficits and even a 
predictive role of EEG slowing for the transition to dementia at 5 years [37, 38]. 
The treatment options are still not very effective considering PD-MCI and PDD. 
A treatment that can stop or delay cognitive decline is needed. Using antidementia 
drugs like cholinesterase inhibitors especially rivastigmine has some effect on PD 
dementia. Other non-pharmacological methods are cognitive training and physical 
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exercise. There are some investigations in finding good target places for DBS in 
PDD. One of them is the stimulation of the cholinergic nucleus basalis of Meynert 
although DBS can decrease slightly executive functions [39, 40].

Depression

Depression is very common in PD patients (about 35%of PD patients) but often 
untreated [41]. Less than 20% of PD patients with depression are treated [42]. It is 
associated with poor quality of life, cognitive impairment, functional limitations, 
caregiver burden, disease duration, use of levodopa in therapy and mortality [43]. 
Risk factors are also female gender, a history of anxiety or depression, a family 
history of depression, worse functioning on activities of daily living. Depression 
together with hyposmia, rapid eye movements sleep behavior disorder (RBD), 
and constipation can precede the onset of motor symptoms. Depression in PD 
is also related to changes in dopaminergic, noradrenergic, and serotonergic sys-
tems [44]. Some neuroimaging studies have shown frontal lobe atrophy, increased 
neural activity in the prefrontal regions and decreased functional connectivity 
between the prefrontal—limbic networks, amygdala, and hippocampus [45, 46]. 
There are a lot of scales for the detection of depression and should be used rou-
tinely. After the recognition, the appropriate management is very important. There 
are a lot of studies showing that antidepressants, monoamine oxidase-B inhibi-
tors, and dopamine agonists are effective in treating depressive symptoms in PD 
[47–49]. Repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation (rTMS) is still in research 
for depression in PD but is promising [50], like electroconvulsive therapy [51]. A 
lot of non-pharmacological methods like psychodynamic therapy, exercise, stress 
release, pet therapy, light therapy, group music, dancing, and singing therapies can 
help [52]. DBS effect on depression is controversial. Some studies have shown no 
difference between DBS treating patients and best medical treatment [53], some 
that there is worsening of depression [54] and some improvement [55].

Anxiety

Anxiety is also very frequent in PD patients (up to 60% of PD patients) and can 
precede together with depression the onset of motor symptoms [56]. It can be pre-
sented as generalized anxiety with fear and worry, panic attacks, and social pho-
bia. Risk factors for anxiety are motor severity, women gender, motor fluctuations, 
and younger age of onset [57]. A new study has shown that anxiety is associated, 
also, with higher complications of PD therapy, higher depression, and lower qual-
ity of life and it is also poorly recognized and undertreated. Although it contributes 
to greater disability and worse quality of life, up to 60% of PD patients with anx-
iety are not treated for anxiety [58]. The pathophysiology and biochemical basis 
for anxiety in PD are still unknown. There are a lot of scales for anxiety but the 
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Hamilton Anxiety (HAM-A) rating scale is used the most [59]. Treatment options 
are benzodiazepines or selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), cognitive 
behavioral therapy, and psychotherapy. Subthalamic DBS can improve anxiety in 
PD patients [60]. In PD patients with anxiety and depression together the treat-
ment should be more aggressive and intensive.

Apathy and Fatigue

Apathy can be present in up to 60% of PD patients with or without depression and 
dementia [61]. Clinical manifestation of apathy is a loss of motivation, but it also 
cavers a decrease in goal-directed behavior, cognition and emotions. Nevertheless, 
there is still no consensus about the definition and validated diagnostic criteria for 
apathy in PD. Risk factors for apathy in PD are older age, lower cognitive score, 
higher motor scores and worse activities of daily living function, and poor inde-
pendency. It is connected with poor quality of life and increased caregiver burden 
[62]. Some neuroimaging studies have found importance of the frontal, limbic, 
and striatal connections, marked serotonin denervation in some brain regions in 
PD patients with apathy [63]. Dopaminergic therapy and DBS can help, but some 
studies have shown that in the first months after DBS apathy can increase, prob-
ably due to a rapid withdrawal of dopaminergic drugs after DBS. However, the 
influence of greater mesolimbic degeneration, non-motor fluctuations and dyskine-
sias is very important in increasing the apathy after DBS [64].

Fatigue is also a frequent non-motor symptom in PD patients. Approximately 
50% of PD patients complain of fatigue [65]. Patients’ complains are lack of energy, 
exhaustion, and tiredness. It can be present in patients with good motor function or 
bad motor function. It is often present in patients with sleep problems, depression, 
and autonomic dysfunction. With decreasing off periods, fatigue can be reduced [66].

The pathophysiology of fatigue in PD is unknown but it is suggested that it 
is connected with basal ganglia dysfunction. The Fatigue Severity Scale and 
Parkinson’s Fatigue Scale are used for screening of fatigue. Due to the fact that 
fatigue is one of a major source of disability, regular screening has to be stand-
ardized. Known medications for fatigue failed so far in reducing of fatigue in PD 
patients, but we have to support also non-pharmacological methods like regular 
exercise and increased physical activity.

Impulse Control Disorders

Impulse control disorder (ICD) includes behavioral disorders with stereotyped, 
useless and obsessive activities that influence activities of daily life and nor-
mal social functioning. It includes hypersexuality, gambling, shopping, pund-
ing, and compulsive eating, but the number is growing. Studies have shown that 
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is connected to using dopamine agonists in PD, restless legs syndrome and pro-
lactinomas, but some reported it in cases with using levodopa alone. The influ-
ence of dopamine D3 activity is suggested as a major role in ICD, although the 
pathophysiology has to be elucidated [67]. Up to 40% of PD patients treated with 
dopamine agonists have ICD. Risk factors are younger age, being unmarried, tak-
ing levodopa, a family history of ICD or alcoholism and smoking. Shopping is 
more frequent in women and hypersexuality in men [68]. There are some bene-
fits in ICD reducing antipsychotics, reduction or withdrawal of dopamine agonist, 
however, the results of DBS studies are controversial. Good results in DBS treated 
PD patients with ICD are in a hyperdopaminergic condition of patients due to a 
reduction of the dopaminergic drugs after DBS [69].

Psychosis

Psychosis is a non-motor symptom with usual onset in late phase of drug-treated 
PD patients, but minor symptoms can be present earlier. It includes mostly 
visual hallucinations and delusions (up to 40% of PD patients) and rarely audi-
tory, tactile, olfactory, and gustatory hallucinations [70]. Mental state, changing 
of environment, abnormalities in visual pathways, presences of Lewy bodies in 
amygdala, frontal, temporal-parietal, and visual cortices, disturbances of sero-
tonin and sleep problems are associated with hallucinations in PD patients. Risk 
factors are also anticholinergic bladder medications, narcotics, sleep medica-
tions, and infectious disorders, therefore, have to be avoided [71]. Delusions 
are often paranoid and often about feints of family members, especially spouse. 
Antiparkinsonian drugs should be reduced, first anticholinergics, then amantadin, 
and dopamine agonist. If this is not enough, we can reduce monoamine oxidase-B 
inhibitors and in the end levodopa. Pimavanserin is a new drug for PD psychosis. 
Other possibilities are clozapine and quetiapine.

Future Perspective

Recent studies have shown that pump-based Parkinson (PD) therapies, including 
subcutaneous apomorphine infusion (CSA) and levodopa-carbidopa intestinal gel 
(LCIG) may improve sleep, mood, and apathy, gastrointestinal symptoms, and 
urological symptoms. However, they can worsen some NMS [72, 73]. Knowing 
effects on NMS of all available medications and invasive treatments (DBS, CSA, 
and LCIG) is very important in decision-making which invasive treatment to 
choose [74]. This is the first step to the personalized management of PD, which 
is with precision medicine and pharmacogenetics the future in PD treatment [75]. 
The update of NMS treatment options is recently published and has to be regularly 
published to provide clinicians and investigators with an up-to-date evidence base 
for better management of NMS in PD [76].
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Conclusions

Earlier recognition of non-motor symptoms especially neuropsychiatric features 
is needed for prompt intensive treatment that will lead to improvement of quality 
of life PD patients and their caregivers. Early recognition and effective treatment 
of NMS will be some of the most challenging achievements for clinicians and 
researchers in the PD field. The personalized treatment of PD involves holistic, 
modern treatment of motor and non-motor symptoms and future studies have to 
bring us more reliable evidence of the best treatment options for that.
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Introduction

Dementia is a syndrome characterized by the deterioration of cognitive functions, 
beyond what might be expected from normal aging, leading to the disruption of 
the ability to perform daily activities [1]. Dementia is one of the main causes of 
disability and personal care assistance requirements in elderly people throughout 
the world [2]. The prevalence of dementia is 5–10% in people over 65, and the 
prevalence of vascular dementia doubles every 5.3 years [3].

Clinically we can distinguish cortical and subcortical dementia. Cortical 
dementia is characterized by aphasia, agnosia, apraxia, and amnesia with 
impaired executive function (planning, organization, judgment). The proto-
type for this type of dementia is Alzheimer’s dementia (AD). For instance, in 
different cortical types of dementia, patients with medial frontal lobe lesions 
present with executive function impairment, abulia, and/or apathy. Patients with 
bilateral frontal damage present with akinetic mutism. Patients with left pari-
etal lobe lesions present with aphasia, apraxia and agnosia, while right parietal 
lobe lesions cause neglect (anosognosia, asomatognosia), confusion, agitation. 
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In patients with medial temporal lobe lesions, anterograde amnesia can be 
expected [4]. Subcortical dementia is characterized primarily by bradyphrenia 
(decline in mental processing speed) and impairment of procedural memory, 
planning and reasoning, with associated focal motor signs, gait and urination 
disorders, pseudobulbar paralysis, and emotional incontinence [5]. The proto-
type of subcortical dementia is vascular dementia. In vascular dementia, exec-
utive functions are usually impaired and milder memory impairment maybe 
present [6]. The onset of vascular dementia can be sudden, usually after strokes, 
but more often the course is progressive with worsening of symptoms after each 
new vascular event [7].

Traditionally, the most common type of dementia is considered to be 
Alzheimer’s dementia, the cause of all chronic dementia in 50–75% of cases [8]. 
Mild cognitive impairment is a transitional form between normal cognitive status 
and Alzheimer’s dementia [9]. Vascular dementia is the second most common type 
of dementia [10]. It is a result of cerebrovascular disease and is thought to be the 
cause of 20–30% of all chronic dementias [11]. Men are more likely to be affected 
by vascular dementia than women [12].

10% of patients already have dementia at stroke onset. 10% of patients will 
develop dementia after a first-ever stroke. One-third of patients will develop 
dementia with stroke recurrence [13].

In total, post-stroke dementia (PSD) or post-stroke cognitive impairment 
(PSCI) may affect up to one-third of stroke survivors [14]. The transitional form 
between normal cognitive status and vascular dementia is called vascular cognitive 
impairment (VCI) [15]. VCI may be the most preventable and treatable cause of 
dementia [16].

In general, 90% of strokes and 35% of dementias have been estimated to be 
preventable. A stroke doubles the chance of developing dementia and stroke is 
more common than dementia, therefore, more than one-third of dementia could be 
prevented by preventing stroke [17].

More recent imaging and clinical-pathological studies demonstrated that 
ischemic lesions, neurovascular dysfunction, and AD pathology most often coexist 
in the same brain, and verified destructive cerebrovascular effects of amyloid-beta, 
so “mixed dementia” maybe the most common cause of cognitive impairment in 
the elderly, after all [18].

Cognitive symptoms in vascular cognitive impairment are characterized by 
psychomotor slowing, complex attention deficits, executive function and mem-
ory retrieval deficits. On the contrary, cognitive symptoms in Alzheimer’s disease 
are related to short-term memory deficits, word-finding difficulties, visuospa-
tial and memory encoding deficits [17]. Vascular dementia is usually associated 
with apathy, depression or hallucinations, and delirium. On the other hand, in 
Alzheimer’s disease delusions and loss of insight are more common [17]. Contrary 
to Alzheimer’s disease, vascular dementia is often associated with focal neurologi-
cal signs or parkinsonism [17].
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Pathophysiology

In the pathophysiology of vascular cognitive impairment, the function of the neu-
rovascular unit is impaired, including neurons, glial cells, perivascular, and vas-
cular structures [19]. The accumulation of beta-amyloid has an important role in 
this process: it is a powerful vasoconstrictor, participating in the development of 
cerebral amyloid angiopathy [20]. In addition, lipohyalinosis, reactive astrocy-
tosis, and microglial activation play an important role in pathophysiology [21]. 
Oxidative stress and inflammation induced by cardiovascular risk factors and Aβ 
(amyloid-beta) are responsible for the impairment of the neurovascular unit func-
tions, leading to local hypoxia–ischemia, axonal demyelination, and decreased 
repair potential of the white matter [22].

Myelin loss increases energy consumption and increases local hypoxia [23].
In vascular dementia, cerebrovascular risk factors induce neurovascular dys-

function, leading to cerebrovascular insufficiency, resulting in brain dysfunction. 
Aβ induces vascular dysregulation and aggravates the vascular insufficiency, wors-
ening the brain dysfunction associated with vascular risk factors [24].

On the other hand, the hypoxia–ischemia caused by vascular insufficiency 
increases Aβ cleavage from amyloid precursor protein and diminishes Aβ clear-
ance, promoting Aβ accumulation and the resulting nocuous effects [25].

Given the vascular genesis of the disease, most of the risk factors overlap with 
risk factors for stroke and coronary artery disease, such as age, physical inactiv-
ity, obesity, smoking, inappropriate diet, excessive alcohol consumption, arterial 
hypertension, diabetes, peripheral arterial disease, chronic kidney disease and 
coronary artery disease, low cardiac output, and atrial fibrillation [26]. Additional 
overlapping risk factors with Alzheimer’s disease are low levels of education and 
social isolation [27].

Subclassification of Vascular Cognitive Impairment

VCI can be further classified into two forms: post-stroke and non-stroke related 
[28]. VCI can occur as a result of a single stroke in strategic locations, particularly 
if the following regions are affected: the angular gyrus, left hemisphere perisyl-
vian language areas, the mediodorsal part of the temporal lobe and the anterior 
thalamus, the midbrain, the medial frontal lobe [29]. VCI may also result from the 
joined effect of multiple strokes involving sufficient brain regions, for instance, 
the prefrontal lobes, participating in cognitive processing (previously known as 
multi-infarct dementia) [30]. However, VCI may also be non-stroke related, as a 
result of diffuse, severe subcortical cerebrovascular disease as part of microangi-
opathy, cerebral small vessel disease, also known as Binswanger’s disease [31].
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Classification Criteria

The classification criteria for VCI have been published by the AHA/ASA, Vas-
Cog, DSM-5, ICD-10, NINDS-AIREN, and ADDTC: all of them require some 
extent of cognitive impairment should be present, as well as affirmation of a vas-
cular contribution to the cognitive impairment [31–36].

As reported by the more recent classification system, we can differentiate the 
full spectrum of cognition; from vascular mild cognitive impairment (or minor 
vascular neurocognitive disorder) and vascular dementia (or major vascular neuro-
cognitive disorder) [31, 33].

VCI can be further classified as probable or possible, based on the presence or 
absence of indicators for competing causes of dementia (i.e. Alzheimer disease), 
or the completeness of the diagnostic examination [31, 33].

Neuroimaging has determined that clinically silent, “covert” cerebrovascular 
disease becomes common with aging and is sometimes sufficient to cause cogni-
tive impairment, therefore, the non-existence of a clinical history of stroke does 
not exclude VCI [37].

Vascular pathologies underlying vascular cognitive impairment are extremely 
diverse, therefore, management and prognosis must be highly individualized [31].

All patients with cognitive impairment should be evaluated for contributing to 
vascular causes. The diagnostic process consists of three stages: determination of 
cognitive impairment; presence, severity, and cause of vascular disease; indicators 
of vascular contribution to the cognitive impairment [28].

Cognitive Evaluation

To assess the presence and the severity of cognitive impairment, we can use the 
following rating scales: (1) the Mini Mental Status Examination (MMSE) [38],  
(2) the Montreal Cognitive Assessment (MoCA) [39]—including the clock  
drawing test (Clock Drawing Test (CDT) [40] and (3) the Hachinski Ischemic 
Score (HIS) [41]. Useful bedside screening tools sensitive for VCI detection 
should assess primarily processing speed and executive function, as they manifest 
with relatively greater impairments than episodic memory: MoCA appears to be 
more sensitive than the MMSE in the assessment of VCI [42].

Assessment of Cerebrovascular Disease

A synthesis of history, examination, and neuroimaging are fundamental for the 
assessment of the presence of cerebrovascular disease. The clearest evidence of 
cerebrovascular disease is when a clinical history of stroke exists, or the physi-
cal examination shows focal neurologic signs. On the other hand, neuroimaging 
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identifies evidence of silent strokes; clinical signs and symptoms may also be sug-
gestive of non-stroke VCI (stepwise progressions of cognitive impairment, frontal 
gait disorder, urinary incontinence, executive dysfunction, and slowed process-
ing speed, minor asymmetric neurologic signs such as increased tone, Babinski 
responses, reflex asymmetry, frontal release signs), the presence of vascular risk 
factors should increase suspicion for VCI [31]. Although, each of the abovemen-
tioned signs individually should not be taken as proof of VCI, only as a possible 
contributing factor to strengthen the clinical judgment that the vascular disease is 
causing the cognitive impairment.

The role of neuroimaging, preferably MRI, is particularly important in the diag-
nosis of VCI, to confirm the presence of cerebrovascular disease, to assess the 
severity of the disease and the location of the cerebrovascular lesions [43]. This is 
important to determine the clinical significance of the lesions and whether they are 
sufficient to account for cognitive impairment. The diagnosis of probable vascular 
cognitive impairment requires confirmation of cognitive impairment, cerebrovascu-
lar disease, and a clear relationship between the two conditions. AHA/ASA, NINDS-
AIREN, and DSM-5 diagnostic criteria are based on this principle [32–34, 42].  
Nevertheless, other causes of dementia should be ruled out.

Assessment of the Relationship Between Cerebrovascular 
Disease and Cognitive Impairment

Assessing the relationship between cerebrovascular disease and cognitive impair-
ment is probably the most clinically challenging part. Clinical judgment is needed to 
determine whether cerebrovascular lesions are sufficient to cause cognitive impair-
ment on a case-by-case basis because the cerebrovascular disease is relatively com-
mon and can be incidental. It is important not to overlook a history of pre-stroke 
cognitive decline, which could indicate a competing cause of cognitive impairment.

Exact thresholds of lesion number and volume are not well determined and 
likely vary depending on the location [33]. Also, the clinician must keep in mind 
that neuroimaging does not have perfect sensitivity; it is unable to detect microin-
farcts (infarcts as small as 0.2 mm in diameter) [44].

In addition, the clinical signs of VCI can manifest with other motor and non-
cognitive manifestations of cerebrovascular disease (apathy, depression, urinary 
incontinence, frontal gait disorder, lower-body parkinsonism, spasticity, hyperre-
flexia, frontal release signs) and behavioral disturbances (emotional incontinence, 
apathy, depression) [31].

Other Causes of Vascular Cognitive Impairment

It is also important to keep in mind nonatherosclerotic and nonarteriolosclerotic causes 
of VCI: Cerebral amyloid angiopathy and monogenetic inherited causes of VCI.
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Cerebral amyloid angiopathy is caused by vascular beta-amyloid deposition in 
the cerebral cortex and leptomeninges, causing fragility of the vessel wall with 
rupture and bleeding in some patients. It is the second most common cause of 
intracerebral bleeding in elderly patients, located primarily in the superficial, 
lobar portions of the cortex, and underlying white matter, or in the subarachnoid 
space [45].

Monogenetic inherited causes of VCI should be suspected when the exist-
ence of confluent white matter hyperintensities or multiple lacunae are remark-
ably greater than that expected by age and can’t be explained by traditional 
vascular risk factors [46]. The best-studied inherited cause of VCI is CADASIL 
(cerebral autosomal dominant arteriopathy with subcortical infarcts and 
leukoencephalopathy).

Management

Management of VCI includes patient and caregiver support, cognitive rehabili-
tation of post-stroke VCI including cognitive skills training or training for com-
pensatory strategies, cognitive-enhancing medications, treatment, and secondary 
prevention and probably the most significant part of management, to prevent the 
recurrence and progression of the causative cerebrovascular processes [33]. Recent 
studies show that drugs used to treat Alzheimer disease, such as donepezil and 
memantine show the modest benefit in patients with VCI, if any, on standard cog-
nitive measures: small samples of executive dysfunctions, inconsistent benefit in 
global and daily function, not distinguishable from Alzheimer’s disease [33].

Treatment of VCI should be aimed at treating vascular risk factors (arterial 
hypertension, diabetes, hyperlipidemia) and prevention of stroke [47].

Hypertension is the strongest risk factor for stroke overall [48]. Patients with 
cerebral small vessel disease should have a measurement of blood pressure, ECG 
to assess for atrial fibrillation, serum lipid profile, and blood glucose measure-
ment. The more extensive evaluation includes assessment for proximal sources of 
embolism (echocardiography, prolonged cardiac rhythm monitoring, noninvasive 
carotid imaging).

There are no proven preventive measures for cognitive impairment in patients 
with cerebral small vessel disease [49]. In this subset of patients is reasonable to 
start aspirin, and the use of statins may be considered on a case-by-case basis. 
Good blood pressure control probably slows the progression of white matter 
hyperintensity [50].

According to the FINGER study, effective prevention includes improved pop-
ulation control of vascular risk factors: multidomain intervention, including diet, 
exercise, and cognitive training prevented a decline in cognitive test scores [51]. 
Lifestyle modification with adequate nutrition and hydration, physical activity, 
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smoking cessation, weight control, and moderate alcohol consumption should 
certainly be an integral part of the prevention and treatment of vascular cognitive 
impairment [28].
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As the old saying goes: “We are as old as our blood vessels.” We all know what 
aging looks like on the outside, but do we know what aging looks like on the 
inside? For arteries, aging means losing elasticity. Elasticity decline is defined by 
an increase in stiffness. Nowadays arterial stiffness is accepted to be a subclinical 
marker of cardiovascular and cerebrovascular disease. Arterial stiffness increases 
progressively with age, and its increase is in correlation with increased blood 
pressure. For many years now, studies have been proving an association between 
increased arterial stiffness and poor cognition [1]. Increased arterial stiffness is 
related to a greater age, male sex, African American race, lower education, higher 
BMI, lower HDL, higher mean arterial blood pressure, diabetes type 2, myocar-
dial infarction, hypertension, and lower cognitive score. Some studies examined 
whether increased arterial stiffness is associated with a decline in specific cogni-
tive domains. Tests were created for examining and following cognitive domains: 
memory, executive function, language, and visuospatial domain. Results showed 
that there was a great decline in visual, spatial, and language tasks in compari-
son to executive function or memory tasks. A study with a nine-year follow-up 
confirmed that higher arterial stiffness is associated with a faster rate of cognitive 
decline. Beyond traditional cardiovascular risk factors, such as BMI, type 2 diabe-
tes, hypertension, and mean arterial blood pressure. Pathways explaining arterial 
stiffness and cognitive decline have been postulated. The first postulate says that 
when arteries undergo stiffness, this results in damages to pressure pulsatility. This 
causes hemodynamic stress in the heart and end organs such as the brain to which 
it is transmitted. These changes result in structural changes to cerebral blood ves-
sels that may interfere with the transport of important nutrients to the brain and 
interfere with the clearance of toxic byproducts out of the brain. Also, recent 
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imaging studies link arterial stiffness to cerebrovascular disease and changes in the 
functioning of frontal subcortical regions of the brain. Changes like white matter 
hyperintensities are associated with cognitive impairment. In the end, arterial stiff-
ness can be considered an independent predictor of cerebrovascular events and one 
of the important predictors of cognitive decline [1].

Consensus on Arterial Stiffness

As a non-invasive method, arterial stiffness has gained many followers. Due to 
the fact that, in the beginning, researchers used different methods to calculate 
arterial stiffness, a consensus was needed. Until then, the results were difficult 
to compare due to different methodologies used to assess arterial stiffness. The 
first guidelines for arterial stiffness measurements were introduced in 2006 in the 
European consensus document. The 2006 consensus document was the first publi-
cation to organize the approach to arterial stiffness, especially given the variety of 
approaches (tonometry, ultrasound, oscillometry, and magnetic resonance imaging)  
and the vascular territories studied. The main recommendations from this effort 
included a review of arterial stiffness physiology, measurement techniques, impli-
cations of arterial stiffness, and the effects of medications [2].

International reference standards were published in 2010, with normal and ref-
erence values for pulse wave velocity (PWV), the non-invasive gold standard for 
measuring arterial stiffness [3]. This huge effort included nearly 17,000 subjects 
(about 1,500 were normal subjects) from several cohorts and provided decade-spe-
cific values for carotid-femoral PWV in normal people, and in those with hyper-
tension. The recommendation from this report, that clinical concern was warranted 
when carotid-femoral PWVs exceeded 12 m/s, was later modified by the artery 
research group of Europe to a value of 10 m/s [4].

The American Heart Association (AHA) scientific statement on arterial stiff-
ness measurements in the USA, was published in 2015 [5]. These guidelines 
improved guidance and led to greater uniformity in clinical studies. This statement 
reviewed the physiology behind the arterial stiffness measurements, the value that 
arterial stiffness brings into the clinical field, and the various methodologies used 
to assess PWV, etc.

Arterial Stiffness—A Parameter of Cognitive Impairment

Vascular aging shows a strong relationship between age and changes in large 
artery structure and function. Several arterial parameters have been selected for 
clinical investigation, based on their predictive value of cardiovascular events [6]. 
Subclinical atherosclerosis involves intima-media thickness (IMT), plaque forma-
tion and composition, and alterations in arterial mechanisms. Studies dealing with 
subclinical atherosclerosis are based on B-mode ultrasound imaging [7]. Cyclic 
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vessel distention in normal aging (i.e., beat-to-beat change in vessel diameter in 
response to the pulsatility of blood pressure) is thought to cause fragmentation and 
depletion of elastin and increased collagen deposition, resulting in an increase in 
IMT [8]. The relationship between carotid IMT and cognitive function has been 
analyzed cross-sectionally [9, 10], and longitudinally [11–13] in several studies. 
A significant inverse relationship between carotid IMT and cognitive function was 
observed in all studies; specifically, the thicker the artery, the lower the cognitive 
performance. This relationship was significant after controlling for age and educa-
tion. Some studies further adjusted for the presence of depressive symptoms [11, 
13] and/or cardiovascular risk factor levels [13]. The precise causal association of 
carotid IMT with vascular cognitive impairment (VCI) is uncertain. Carotid IMT 
can reflect either a media thickening in response to the increase in blood pressure 
in hypertensive patients, and intima thickening in response to atherosclerotic risk 
factors, or most often a combination of both. Nearly all types of vascular dis-
ease that may increase IMT may also affect cognitive function through a variety 
of mechanisms, directly or indirectly. Carotid atherosclerosis and IMT have been 
associated with cardiovascular risk factors, including metabolic, inflammatory, 
and dietary factors, which have also been associated with cognitive decline [13, 
14]. IMT, plaque formation, and alterations in arterial mechanics are the markers 
of subclinical atherosclerotic changes. Carotid IMT is a sensitive marker of ath-
erosclerosis [15]. Abnormal IMT was found to be associated with memory loss 
one year after stroke [16]. While the IMT measured at the time of stroke may 
predict cognitive decline a year later, this is not true with regard to the degree of 
carotid stenosis. The IMT is uniformly distributed along the arteries and its main 
predictors are age and blood pressure [17]. Carotid IMT was associated with an 
increased risk for cognitive deficits, particularly poor memory and cognitive speed 
in elderly women [18, 19]. In clinical practice, the measurement of IMT is rela-
tively simple, safe, inexpensive, precise, and reproducible, and may help to moni-
tor the response of atherosclerosis to treatment.

Recent data have described an association between high pulse pressure (PP) 
and Alzheimer’s disease (AD) [19, 20]. PP displays a linear increase with age 
and represents an index of vascular aging. Alterations in pulse wave velocity 
(PWV) and wave reflection timing associated with age-related arterial stiffening 
are responsible for the increased systolic and decreased diastolic pressure (i.e., 
increased PP) characteristic of vascular aging. PP elevation is associated with 
an increased risk of AD, independent of clinical stroke, and hypertension, even 
in older patients [20]. Pulse pressure elevation is associated with increased cer-
ebrospinal fluid levels of p-tau and decreased A1-42 in cognitively normal older 
adults, suggesting that pulsatile hemodynamics may be related to amyloidosis and  
tau-related neurodegeneration. The relationship between PP and cerebrospinal 
fluid biomarkers is age-dependent and observed only in participants in the fifth 
and sixth decades of life [21].

Arterial stiffness is a clinical indicator of high PP. One hypothesis is that 
functional changes in the arterial system may be involved in the pathogenesis of 
dementia. Specific measures of large artery structure and function, such as aor-
tofemoral or brachial-ankle PWV, can be regarded as useful markers of subclinical 
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vascular disease and are reliable predictors of vascular accidents such as stroke. 
Pulse wave analysis measures arterial stiffness between two points of the arterial 
tree [22].

Ultrasound technology is used to identify an approaching arterial pulse and 
measure the velocity of a pulse wave. This method is considered to represent a 
gold standard in arterial stiffness measurement [4]. It allows for the detection of 
pathology prior to the appearance of morphological changes in the vasculature.

Arterial stiffness has also been shown to be associated with cognitive changes 
[23]. PWV is associated with the cognitive deficit and with greater personal 
dependency, independently of major modifiable cerebrovascular risk factors. PWV 
is also a strong predictor of cognitive impairment, independent of age, gender, 
education, and traditional cardiovascular risk factors. Depending on further stud-
ies, PWV may be shown to be valuable as a marker of progression from MCI to 
clinical dementia [24].

The most simple, non-invasive, robust, and reproducible method with which to 
determine aortic stiffness is the measurement of carotid-femoral PWV, using the 
foot-to-foot velocity method from various waveforms (pressure, Doppler, disten-
tion) [6]. The analysis of aortic pressure waveform allows the calculation of cen-
tral systolic blood pressure and PP, which are influenced by aortic stiffness and the 
geometry and vasomotor tone of small arteries. Central systolic blood pressure and 
PP can be estimated noninvasively either from the radial artery waveform, using 
a transfer function, or from the common carotid waveform. The aortic PWV, the 
central systolic blood pressure, and the PP each predict cardiovascular events inde-
pendent of classic cardiovascular risk factors.

Carotid-femoral PWV, the “gold standard” for evaluating arterial stiffness 
[6], was higher in any group of cognitively impaired subjects with or without  
dementia [25]. An inverse relationship between PWV and cognitive performance 
was reported cross-sectionally. Carotid-femoral PWV was also associated prospec-
tively with cognitive decline before dementia in studies using a cognitive screen-
ing test and more specific tests for verbal learning, delayed recall, and nonverbal 
memory. These relationships remained significant after controlling for age, gender, 
education, and blood pressure levels. Other studies reported a significant positive 
relationship between arterial stiffness and volume or localization of white matter 
lesions, a known factor known to predispose for dementia on neuroimaging [26].

Several pathways may link aortic stiffness to microvascular brain damage. 
They include endothelial dysfunction and oxidative stress, a mutually reinforc-
ing remodeling of large and small vessels (i.e., large/small artery cross-talk), and 
exposure of small vessels to the high-pressure fluctuations of the cerebral circula-
tion, which is perfused at high-volume flow throughout systole and diastole, with 
very low vascular resistance. Additionally, stiffer large arteries are associated with 
increased left ventricular mass. Of note, left ventricular remodeling and hypertro-
phy have been associated with higher frequency and severity of subclinical brain 
damage. Recently, higher left ventricular mass in older people has been inde-
pendently associated with a two-fold higher likelihood of having dementia, inde-
pendent of blood pressure levels [26].
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The mechanistic pathways linking microvascular brain damage to carotid IMT, 
aortic stiffness, and small artery remodeling are complementary. Aortic stiffness 
predicts cardiovascular events independent of carotid IMT [27]. A large/small 
artery cross-talk has already been described in hypertensive patients [28]. These 
data suggest that the non-invasive investigation of large and small arteries could 
demonstrate additional and independent predictive values for VCI and demen-
tia. In addition, such a non-invasive investigation could help in determining the 
relative weight of each arterial parameter in contributing to all types of dementia 
(from vascular dementia to Alzheimer’s disease) in the general population [28].

Flow-mediated dilation, the ability of the vasculature to adjust flow in response 
to endogenous or exogenous stimuli, provides another measure of vascular func-
tion distinct from arterial stiffness. Reduced flow-mediated dilation is associated 
with increased cardiovascular risk and is a surrogate for vascular dysfunction  
[22, 29, 30]. Studies in small samples have reported an association of impaired 
vascular function with subclinical markers of cerebral dysfunction including white 
matter hyperintensities [31] and cognitive decline [32].

Elevated central arterial stiffness and pulsatility lead to distal cerebral micro-
vascular damage and brain atrophy, which manifests in subclinical cognitive 
dysfunction.

Increased aortic stiffness and elevated PP may stimulate vascular hypertrophy, 
remodeling, or rarefaction in the microcirculation, leading to increased resistance 
to mean flow and impaired microvascular reserve. Endothelial function also is 
impaired by increased pressure pulsatility. Increased arterial stiffness is associated 
with abnormal blood flow patterns, which increase the transmission of pulsatile 
energy into the microcirculation, damaging it. These abnormal physical forces in 
the arteries also trigger atherogenic, hypertrophic, and inflammatory responses, 
which may contribute to multisystem end-organ damage. In the brain, patho-
logic studies have demonstrated arteriosclerotic changes in small vessels in brain 
regions with white matter hyperintensity [33].

References

	 1.	 Iulita MF, Noriega de la Colina, A, Girouard, H. Arterial stiffness, cognitive impairment 
and dementia: confounding factor or real risk? J. Neurochem. 2018;144:527–48. https://
doi.org/10.1111/jnc.14235.

	 2.	 Laurent S, Cockcroft J, Van Bortel L, Boutouyrie P, Giannattasio C, Hayoz D, Pannier B, 
Vlachopoulos C, Wilkinson I, Struijker-Boudier H. Expert consensus document on arterial 
stiffness: methodological issues and clinical applications. Eur Heart J. 2006;27:2588–605.

	 3.	 Reference values for arterial stiffness collaboration: determinants of pulse wave velocity in 
healthy people and in the presence of cardiovascular risk factors: ‘establishing normal and 
reference values’. Eur Heart J 2010;31:2338–50.

	 4.	 Van Bortel LM, Laurent S, Boutouyrie P, et al. Expert consensus document on the meas-
urement of aortic stiffness in daily practice using carotid-femoral pulse wave velocity. J 
Hypertens. 2012;30:445–8.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jnc.14235
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jnc.14235


134 S. Morović and V. Demarin

	 5.	 Townsend RR, Wilkinson IB, Schiffrin EL, et al. Recommendations for improving and 
standardizing vascular research on arterial stiffness: a scientific statement from the 
American Heart Association. Hypertension. 2015;66:698–722.

	 6.	 Laurent S, Cockcroft J, Van Bortel L, et al. European network for non-invasive investi-
gation of large, arteries. Expert consensus document on arterial stiffness: methodological 
issues and clinical applications. Eur Heart J 2006;27:2588–605.

	 7.	 Pignoli P, Tremoli E, Poli A, et al. Intimal plus medial thickness of the arterial wall: a 
direct measurement with ultrasound imaging. Circulation. 1986;74:1399–406.

	 8.	 Kohn JC, Lampi MC, Reinhart-King CA. Age-related vascular stiffening: causes and con-
sequences. Front Genet. 2015;6:112. Published 2015 Mar 30. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fgene.2015.00112.

	 9.	 Morović S, Jurasić MJ, Martinić Popović I, et al. Vascular characteristics of patients with 
dementia. J Neurol Sci. 2009;283:41–3.

	 10.	 Muller M, Grobbee DE, Aleman A, et al. Cardiovascular disease and cognitive perfor-
mance in middle-aged and elderly men. Atherosclerosis. 2007;190:143–51.

	 11.	 Komulainen P, Kivipelto M, Lakka TA, et. Al. Carotid intima-media thickness and cog-
nitive function in elderly women: a population-based study. Neuroepidemiology 
2007;28:207–13.

	 12.	 Silvestrini M, Gobbi B, Pasqualetti P, et al. Carotid atherosclerosis and cognitive decline in 
patients with Alzheimer’s disease. Neurobiol Aging. 2009;30:1177–83.

	 13.	 Moon JH, Lim S, Han JW, et al. Carotid intima-media thickness is associated with the 
progression of cognitive impairment in older adults. Stroke. 2015;46:1024–30. https://doi.
org/10.1161/STROKEAHA.114.008170.).

	 14.	 Jurašić MJ, Lovrenčić Huzjan A, Bedeković Roje M, et al. How to monitor vascular aging 
with an ultrasound. J Neurol Sci. 2009;1–2:139–42.

	 15.	 Rundek T, Demarin V. Carotid intima-media thickness (IMT): a surrogate marker of athero-
sclerosis. Acta Clin Croat. 2006;45:45–51.

	 16.	 Talelli P, Ellul J, Terzis G, et al. Common carotid artery intima media thickness and post-
stroke cognitive impairment. J Neurol Sci. 2004;223:129–34.

	 17.	 Spence JD. Carotid intima-media thickness and cognitive decline: what does it mean for 
prevention of dementia? J Neurolo Sci. 2004;223:103–5.

	 18.	 Komulainen P, Kivipelto M, Lakka TA, et al. Carotid intima-media thickness and cog-
nitive function in elderly women: a population-based study. Neuroepidemiology. 
2007;28:207–13.

	 19.	 Demarin V, Bašić Kes V, Morović S, et al. Neurosonology: a means of evaluating normal 
aging versus dementia. Aging Health. 2008;4:529–34.

	 20.	 Nation DA, Edmonds EC, Bangen KJ, et al. Pulse pressure in relation to tau-mediated 
neurodegeneration, cerebral amyloidosis, and progression to dementia in very old adults. 
JAMA Neurol. 2015;72(5):546–53. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamaneurol.2014.4477.

	 21.	 Nation DA, Edland SD, Bondi MW, et al. Pulse pressure is associated with Alzheimer bio-
markers in cognitively normal older adults. Neurology. 2013;81:2024–47.

	 22.	 Demarin V, Morović S. Ultrasound subclinical markers in assessing vascular changes in 
cognitive decline and dementia. JAD. 2014;42:259–66.

	 23.	 Matsuoka O, Otsuka K, Murakami S, et al. Arterial stiffness independently predicts cardi-
ovascular events in an elderly community—longitudinal investigation for the longevity and 
aging in Hokkaido county (LILAC) study. Biomed Pharmacother 59;2005:(1)S40–4.

	 24.	 Singer J, Trollor JN, Baune BT, et al. Arterial stiffness, the brain and cognition: a system-
atic review. Ageing Res Rev. 2014;15:16–27.

	 25.	 Hanon O, Haulon S, Lenoir H, et al. Relationship between arterial stiffness and conitive 
function in elderly subjects with complaints of memory loss. Stroke. 2005;36:2193–7.

	 26.	 Mancia G, Fagard R, Narkiewicz K, et al. 2013 ESH/ESC guidelines for the management 
of arterial hypertension: the task force for the management of arterial hypertension of 
the European Society of Hypertension (ESH) and of the European Society of Cardiology 
(ESC). J Hypertens. 2013;31:1281–357.

http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fgene.2015.00112
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fgene.2015.00112
http://dx.doi.org/10.1161/STROKEAHA.114.008170.)
http://dx.doi.org/10.1161/STROKEAHA.114.008170.)
http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/jamaneurol.2014.4477


135Arterial Stiffness and Aging

	 27.	 Mattace-Raso FU, van der Cammen TJ, Hofman A, et al. Arterial stiffness and risk of coro-
nary heart disease and stroke: The Rotterdam Study. Circulation. 2006;113:657–63.

	 28.	 Laurent S, Briet M, Boutouyrie P. Large and small artery cross-talk and recent  
morbidity-mortality trials in hypertension. Hypertension. 2009;54:388–92.

	 29.	 Kohn JC, Lampi MC, Reinhart-King CA. Age-related vascular stiffening: causes and con-
sequences. Front Genet. 2015;6:112. https://doi.org/10.3389/fgene.2015.00112.

	 30.	 Yeboah J, Crouse JR, Hsu FC, et al. Brachial flow-mediated dilation predicts inci-
dent cardiovascular events in older adults: the cardiovascular health study. Circulation. 
2007;115:2390–7.

	 31.	 Burger R, Toyuz R. Cellular biomarkers of endothelial health: microparticles, endothelial 
progenitor cells, and circulating endothelial cells. J Am Soc Hypertens. 2012;6:85–99.

	 32.	 Gonzales MM, Tarumi T, Tanaka H, et al. Functional imaging of working memory and 
peripheral endothelial function in middle-aged adults. Brain Cogn. 2010;73:146–51.

	 33.	 Tsao CW, Seshadri S, Beiser AS, et al. Relations of arterial stiffness and endothelial  
function of brain aging in the community. Neurology. 2013;81:984–91.

http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fgene.2015.00112

	Introduction
	Contents
	Contributors
	Creativity—The Story Continues: An Overview of Thoughts on Creativity 
	Can Creativity Be Taught?
	George Land’s Creativity Test [4]

	Where Creativity Comes from? Is There a Special Place in the Brain?
	Drawing 2: Brain Tree (Author: Ivan Šarić, Courtesy from the Private Collection)

	Computers Produced 3-D Wiring Diagrams of the Brain
	Drawing 3: Flower Brain (Author: Ivan Šarić, Courtesy from the Private Collection)

	Music and Neuroplasticity
	Types of Creativity and Creative Thinking
	Deliberate and Cognitive—Thomas Edison
	Personal Breakthrough ‘A-ha’ Moments
	Isaac Newton ‘Eureka’ Moments
	‘Epiphanies’

	Lateral Thinking
	Aesthetic Thinking
	Systems Thinking
	Inspirational Thinking
	References

	Artificial Intelligence and Brain Health 
	Introduction to Artificial Intelligence
	Neurobiology of Creativity and Machine Learning
	Virtual Doctor and Therapeutic Games
	Ethical Issues and Artificial Intelligence Technologies in Mental Health
	Conclusion
	References

	Neuropsychoanalysis—Gluing the Bits Together Again 
	References

	Healing Beyond Mind and Body 
	References

	Primary Headache from a Psychosocial Perspective 
	Interoceptive Model of a Headache
	Social Stress
	Individual’s Response to Stress
	Distress as a Trigger Factor of Primary Headaches and as a Risk for Chronic Headaches
	Cognitive Factors
	Negative Emotions and Precision of Predictions
	Biopsychosocial Approach to Headache Treatment
	Conclusions
	References

	From Mild Encephalitis Hypothesis to Autoimmune Psychosis 
	At the Beginning an Appreciation of Personalities and Atmosphere of Pula Congresses
	From Mild Encephalitis Hypothesis to First Consensus Description of Autoimmune Psychosis
	Emerging Clinical and Therapeutic Relevance of the ME/AP Concept
	ME Hypothesis, AP Diagnosis, and Beyond
	Conclusion
	References

	Psychiatric Disorders in Neurological Diseases 
	Introduction
	Stroke
	Cerebral Autosomal Dominant Arteriopathy with Subcortical Infarcts and Leukoencephalopathy (CADASIL)
	Encephalopathy
	Psychiatric Disturbances
	Depression
	Delirium
	Post-stroke Language Disorders
	Neuropsychology of Acute Stroke

	Multiple Sclerosis
	Parkinson’s Disease
	Huntington Disease
	Wilson Disease
	Epilepsy
	References

	Huntington’s Disease 
	History and Epidemiology
	Natural History
	Pathology and Pathophysiology
	Neuroimaging
	Clinical Features
	Motor Symptoms
	Cognitive Disorder
	Psychiatric Symptoms
	Diagnosis
	Treatment
	Experimental Therapeutics and Prospects
	References

	Non-motor Symptoms in Parkinson’s Disease 
	Introduction
	Cognitive Problems and Dementia
	Depression
	Anxiety
	Apathy and Fatigue
	Impulse Control Disorders
	Psychosis
	Future Perspective
	Conclusions
	References

	Vascular Cognitive Impairment 
	Introduction
	Pathophysiology
	Subclassification of Vascular Cognitive Impairment
	Classification Criteria
	Cognitive Evaluation
	Assessment of Cerebrovascular Disease
	Assessment of the Relationship Between Cerebrovascular Disease and Cognitive Impairment
	Other Causes of Vascular Cognitive Impairment
	Management
	References

	Arterial Stiffness and Aging 
	Consensus on Arterial Stiffness
	Arterial Stiffness—A Parameter of Cognitive Impairment
	References


