
Diagnostic 

Group 

Brain Death Coma 
Unresponsive 

Wakefulness 

Minimally Conscious State 

(MCS) Emergence from 

MCS 

MCS (-) MCS (+) 

Notes/Overview 

-Irreversible 

cessation of 

cerebral and 

brainstem 

function 

-Lack of drive, 

spontaneous 

breathing, cranial 

nerve reflexes, or 

motor response to 

any stimulus 

-Intact spinal 

reflexes may be 

seen 

State of 

completed 

unconsciousnes

s during which 

eyes remain 

closed and there 

is no evidence 

of self-

awareness or 

awareness of 

surroundings 

 

-Also known as 

post-coma 

unawareness or 

vegetative state.  

-Sufficiently 

preserved 

hypothalamic 

and brainstem 

autonomic 

function to 

permit survival 

with medical 

and nursing care 

 

-Limited interaction with 

environment 

-Inconsistent visual tracking 

across midline 

-Purposeful movements 

-Can include following simple 

commands or answering yes/no 

questions with inconsistent 

accuracy 

 

-Recovery of 

reliable yes/no 

communication 

or functional 

object use 

 

Cerebral and 

Brainstem 

Function 

Absent Present 

Wakefulness / 

Sleep Wake 

Cycles 

Absent Intermittent wakefulness with sleep-wake cycle 

Reflexive and 

Autonomous 

Responses to 

Internal Stimuli 

Absent Present 
 

Responses to 

Environment / 

External Stimuli 

Absent 

MCS (-) 

 

Lower-level 

responses 

(visual pursuit, 

localize 

noxious 

stimuli) 

MCS (+) 

 

Higher-level 

responses 

(command 

following, 

verbalizations) 

Continued 

higher-level 

responses with 

additional 

function 

Communication Absent 
Non-

functional 
Reliable yes/no 

Functional 

Object Use 
Absent Present 

 


