
The Impact of Stroke on 
Occupational Performance



Causes of Stroke:
There are two main causes of stroke, these being 

categorised as:

‘Ischaemic Stroke’, where a blockage, or clot, cuts off 

the blood supply to the brain, with around 85% of 

strokes being of ischaemic origin.

‘Haemorrhagic Stroke’, where blood leaks from a blood 

vessel in or around the brain, with 15% of all strokes 

being due to haemorrhage. Haemorrhagic strokes are 

sub-categorised into 2 types; Intracerebral 

haemorrhage (ICH), where an artery inside the brain 

bursts; or a subarachnoid haemorrhage (SAH), when a 

vessel near the surface bursts leaking fluid onto the 

surface of the brain (Stroke Association, 2022).

Classification of Stroke:
The most commonly used system for classification     

of stroke is the ‘Bamford Classification System’ (also 

known as the Oxford Classification System). This 

system categorises stroke based on the person’s initial 

presenting symptoms and clinical signs. It is useful for 

understanding the likely pathology, which in turn gives 

information on the likely prognosis. CT scanning can 

then be used to further classify the cause of stroke, 

ischaemic or haemorrhagic, as clinical examination 

cannot do this reliably, and this supports the ongoing 

treatment plan. 

The 4 main stroke classifications are:

•  Total anterior circulation stroke (TACS)                        

A total anterior circulation stroke (TACS) is a large 

cortical stroke affecting the areas of the brain 

supplied by both the middle and anterior cerebral 

arteries.

•  Partial anterior circulation stroke (PACS)                       

A partial anterior circulation stroke (PACS) is a less 

severe form of TACS, in which only part of the 

anterior circulation has been compromised.

•  Posterior circulation syndrome (POCS)                          

A posterior circulation syndrome (POCS) involves 

damage to the area of the brain supplied by the 

posterior circulation (e.g., cerebellum and brainstem).

•  Lacunar stroke (LACS)                                                    

A lacunar stroke (LACS) is a subcortical stroke that 

occurs secondary to small vessel disease. There is no 

loss of higher cerebral functions (e.g., dysphasia).

Definition of Stroke:

Stroke is a serious, life-threatening 
condition that occurs when the 
blood supply to brain cells is cut 
off, which causes brain cells to 
become damaged or die. Stroke 
remains a leading cause of death 
and disability, with 1.3 million 
people living with stroke in the UK 
(NICE, 2022).



Impact of stroke:
Stroke is the greatest cause of complex and severe 

adult disability in the UK with a third of stroke 

survivors having some long-term disability (NICE, 2022). 

The effects of stroke are unique to each individual and 

occupational performance can be impacted in a range 

of ways with people experiencing common problems in 

areas including:

• Movement and balance

• Memory, concentration and thinking (cognition)

•  Perceptual difficulties (difficulty interpreting your 

surroundings)

•  Spatial neglect (loss of awareness of things on one side)

•  Communication (speech and understanding of language)

• Vision (loss of visual field, acuity, oculomotor control)

• Swallowing problems (Dysphagia)

• Bladder and bowel dysfunction

• Fatigue

• Emotional changes

• Behavioural changes



By identifying the impact on occupational performance 

for the individual and adopting a range of intervention 

strategies, meaningful goals and maximum 

independence can be achieved.

Often approaches are applied in isolation, however, it  

is likely that outcomes can be maximised when used  

in conjunction. For example, a rehabilitative approach 

may produce best outcomes when applied in 

conjunction with adaptive, educational, and 

compensatory interventions.

Engagement in occupations, functional occupational 

performance and positive occupational identity are 

required to achieve health, well-being and life 

satisfaction (Edmans, 2010). Following stroke, survivors 

may be faced with occupational dysfunction, thus 

impacting on their overall health and wellbeing. The 

role of the Occupational Therapist is to enable patients 

to regain competence, to re-engage in occupations and 

redevelop a positive occupational identity     

(Townsend and Polatjko 2007, cited in Edmans 2010).

Maintaining personal hygiene through daily showering, 

bathing or managing toilet hygiene is an activity of daily 

living that is routinely impacted by the effects of stroke. 

By undertaking an activity analysis of an individual 

completing toileting activities it is obvious that the 

user must coordinate a complex combination of 

physical and cognitive tasks. This analysis can highlight 

how stroke symptoms may impact on the independence 

and dignity of the individual and can suggest ways in 

which to reduce risk and maximise independence.

Stroke and Occupational performance:



Potential impact of stroke on Analysis of toileting; an activity analysis
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