
The ICC 2011 recognizes slowed information processing, difficulty finding words, 
impaired concentration, and reduced cognitive speed as core neurological impairments 
in Myalgic Encephalomyelitis. Many people with M.E. describe it as feeling as though 
the brain cannot keep up with incoming information, particularly after exertion or 
sensory overload. Conversations may become difficult to follow, words can suddenly 
disappear mid-sentence, and tasks that once felt automatic may require enormous 
mental effort. This cognitive dysfunction is not simply “brain fog” or forgetfulness — it 
reflects measurable neurocognitive impairment believed to involve neuroinflammation, 
reduced cerebral blood flow, autonomic dysfunction, and impaired energy metabolism 
within the brain. 

Key Aspects of ME Cognitive Dysfunction 

*Slowed Processing & Word-Finding: Patients often feel "stuck in a fog," taking much 
longer to process information or find the right words, sometimes resulting in total 
conversational shutdowns or mixing up words. 

*Reduced Working Memory: Difficulty holding information in the mind, such as 
following complex instructions or remembering what was just read. 

*Cognitive Overload: Difficulty multitasking or handling sensory input (noise/light), 
leading to a "computer crashing" feeling. 

*Connection to PENE: Cognitive abilities plummet during "crashes" (Post-Exertional 
Neuroimmune Exhaustion), where mental effort triggers physical, severe confusion. 

*Distinction from Dementia: Unlike dementia, ME cognitive problems are usually 
fluctuating and not progressive, though they can be permanent for some.  

Physiological Causes 

*Reduced Cerebral Blood Flow: Decreased blood flow to the brain, especially when 
sitting or standing (orthostatic intolerance), deprives the brain of oxygen and nutrients. 

*Neuroinflammation: Studies indicate activated microglia and astrocytes causing 
inflammation, which correlates directly with cognitive impairment scores. 

*Energy Deficit: The brain's metabolism is disrupted, reducing its ability to function 
normally.  

Management Strategies 

*Cognitive Pacing: Pacing mental energy just as you pace physical energy. This includes 
taking frequent breaks to prevent a crash. 

*Reduce Sensory Input: Working in quiet, dark environments and limiting background 
noise to avoid sensory overload. 



*Lie Down: Performing cognitive tasks (reading, talking) while lying down can improve 
cerebral blood flow. 

*Use External Aids: Using calendars, to-do lists, and speech-to-text apps to offload 
mental work. 

*Use Descriptive Language: When words won't come, using descriptions of items can 
help bypass the blocked pathway. 

*Avoid Overexertion: Avoiding "pushing through" brain fog, as this can trigger a severe, 
long-term crash.  

If these symptoms are new or worsening, it is crucial to discuss them with a healthcare 
provider to rule out other causes. 
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