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Left-sided inattention
To perform tasks in everyday life, we need to be able to pay attention to everything 
that is happening around us. Our attention needs to be distributed across the entire 
field of attention. To be able to move safely and effectively, we need to be aware of 
where our body is positioned in relation to our surroundings.

WHAT IS LEFT-SIDED INATTENTION?  

In the brain, the right side controls the 
left side of the body and vice versa. 
Left-sided inattention, sometimes  

referred to as neglect, usually occurs when 
there is an injury to the right parietal lobe.  
Approximately half of the people who expe-
rience a right-sided brain injury show signs of 
left-sided inattention during the initial weeks 
after their injury. Most of the time the symp-
toms resolve, but for some people it may affect 
them for the rest of their life.  

Injuries to the left side of the brain can also 
lead to inattention to the right side. This is less 
common, resolves faster and leads to less  
difficulties.

Left-sided inattention means an inability to 
automatically pay attention to information 
from vision, hearing and feeling to the left side. 
The difficulty in perceiving the information 
usually increases the further out to the left side 
the source of information is. The person has 

Normal visual attention indoors. Left-sided visual inattention indoors.
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difficulty perceiving their body and the space 
surrounding it. It is not the person’s ability to 
see, hear or feel sensations that is compromised.
Rather, it is the brain’s ability to pay attention 
to sensations, noises and objects (through vision) 
that is impaired. 
 
In the case of left-sided inattention, the person’s 
perception is impaired. However, for these 
people their motor skills and self-awareness are 
usually also damaged.

Perception
The person does not, with his or her senses, 
notice the information from the left side of the 
attention field. For example, in traffic, it could 
mean the person with left-sided inattention 
does not pay attention to a vehicle approaching 
from the left through their sight or hearing.

Movement

The person does not use his or her motor skills 
to their full capacity. He or she is completely 
or partially inactive in the left half of the body. 
For example, they only pick up objects with 
their right hand even though their left hand is 
capable of moving functionally.

Self-Awareness 

The person’s ability to understand his or her 
limitations and the day to day impact of such 
limitations is impaired. This is common in all 
right sided brain injuries and leads to over- 
estimation of his or her abilities. The person 
therefore doesn t́ understand the benefits of 
using strategies or aids, as it does not feel 
necessary.

WHY DOES LEFT-SIDED 
INATTENTION OCCUR? 
Each side of the brain, left and right, function 
differently when it comes to perceiving and 
processing sensory information. The right side 
perceives information from both the right and 
left of our environment. The left hemisphere is 
more specialised and perceives mostly sensory 
information from the right side. When a brain 
injury occurs in the left hemisphere, the right 
side of the brain can compensate for the dama-
ged left side to perceive information on the right 
of our environment. However, the left side of 
the brain cannot compensate for the damage to 
the right side.

Normal visual attention outdoors. Left-sided visual inattention outdoors.
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WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUENCES OF 
LEFT-SIDED INATTENTION?
The impact on day to day life for people with 
left-sided inattention can vary significantly. 
For some, everyday activities are difficult to 
execute. It can be difficult to get dressed and 
take care of personal hygiene independently. 
Difficulty with familiarising themselves in a 
new environment is also common. Tasks such 
as reading and eating can be difficult because 
words and food on the left side go unnoticed. 
The person’s lack of awareness of their inatten-
tion difficulties can lead to dangerous situations. 
This is due to the lack of ability to safely detect 
warning signals which puts them at an increased 
risk of accidents in the community and at home. 
As a result of this people with left-sided inatten-
tion are often dependent on support from other 
people to cope with their everyday lives.

WHAT CAN BE DONE?

Assessment 

Assessment is beneficial to determine the day to 
day difficulties and risks the person may expe-
rience. Assessment is made by observing the 
person in everyday life and clinical assessment.

Remediation therapy 

For treatment of left-sided inattention to be 
successful, the person needs to have self-
awareness of their inattention. When aiming 
to remediate a left-sided inattention, the focus 
of treatment is to increase the attentiveness or 
consciousness of sensory information to the 
left side. The purpose of this approach is for 
the person to develop a habit of shifting their 
attention to the left. Developing this behavior 
will initially be a very conscious and deliberate 
effort but after consistent and repetitive practice it 
can become an unconscious behaviour (habit).  

This can be trained with teaching strategies 
from another person, placing bright markers on 
the left side of a computer and table area as well 
as ruling red lines in the left margin of a text. 
Additionally, if scanning to the left side is com-
bined with trunk rotation it has been shown to 
have a greater effect. Prism glasses, which move 
the field of vision to the left, can also improve 
the ability to pay attention to the left. Intensive 
motor training with left side of the body has 
also reduced the impact of left-sided inattention 
in some cases.  

Compensatory strategies 

Several different compensatory strategies can 
be used to improve the ability to notice left-
sided information and, in turn, increase safety 
and the person’s independence in day to day 
life. Here are some strategies used. 

Strengthening of information 

This strategy aims to help information from 
the left side compete with the information from 
the right. For example to avoid collisions with a 
door frame, clearly mark the left side with a red 
warning sign.

Moving information in the room 

Important information is placed where the per-
son can easily perceive it. An example, spinning 
the plate so leftovers end up on the right side 
and can be more easily recognised.

Reduce information

For a person with left-sided inattention the 
information from the right side can drown out 
information from the left. By reducing the in-
formation on the right side, the possibilities to 
pay attention to stimuli or sensory information 
on the left side can be increased. Covering the 
right eye or right side of the visual field on both 
eyes increases attention to the left.
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Another person reminds 

Another way is for another person to consis-
tently and actively remind the person to move 
attention to the left.

Exchange of information type 

When the task of finding text in books, magazi-
nes and computer monitors becomes too  
demanding, then audio books and ‘text to 
speech’ technology can facilitate information 
retrieval.

Individualised assistance and support 

It is common for a person with left-sided        
inattention to also have other impairments 
which may be more obvious, such as profound 
mobility difficulties or being unable to verbally 
communicate. It is important that support is 
designed to compensate for all the person’s 
disabilities, including their left-sided inattention 
and its impact on their day to day life. 
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