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A commentary on

Cooking breakfast after a brain injury
by Tanguay, A. N., Davidson, P. S.,
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Can a computer simulate the smell of
burning toast? The paper by Tanguay et al.
(2014) examined the utility of a com-
puter simulated cooking task for people
with an acquired brain injury. The paper
highlights an important challenge in clin-
ical neuropsychology—that of developing
methods for testing everyday function-
ing without having to be in everyday
situations.

But why is this important? There are
already a great many questionnaires used
to assess functional capacity after brain
injury. However, it is now well recog-
nized that people with brain injury may
have impaired self-awareness and thus
may not be able to provide an accurate
self-assessment of their abilities (McBrinn
et al., 2008; Caldwell et al., 2014). The
reliability of third-party report from care-
givers has also been questioned (Barker
et al., 2011; McGuire et al., 2014). There is
therefore a significant benefit in conduct-
ing assessment of real-life performance of
functional tasks. Clinically, it is prefer-
able to assess functional performance in
the context within which the skills are
to be applied—this is the best way to
know how a person will perform in a
given task or situation. Tests such as the
Multiple Errands Test which is in essence a
shopping task (Shallice and Burgess, 1991)

and the Executive Function Performance
Test (simple cooking, telephone use, med-
ication management, and bill payment)
(Baum et al., 2008), apply this principle
capably, by using the natural environment
as the “laboratory” but while also applying
a degree of scientific rigor through the use
of a standardized testing protocol.

However, the conduct of tests in their
naturalistic environment poses a num-
ber of challenges for both clinicians and
researchers. For example, there are very
practical considerations such as the avail-
ability of a suitable environment in which
to conduct testing. Evaluating the abil-
ity to negotiate the multiple aisles of a
large supermarket may not be easy for
those in rural areas where there may not
be a large market within easy commuting
distance. Being able to regulate a gas-
operated stove, which is qualitatively dif-
ferent to cooking with an electric stove,
will depend on the availability of gas in
the area in which testing is being done.
Assessing the ability to catch the right bus
and alight at the correct stop poses logis-
tical demands on the assessor. There are
also possibly additional health and safety
challenges associated with testing people
with impaired abilities in the naturalistic
environment. Arguably it is also more dif-
ficult to standardize the evaluation process
in a situation where the very nature of
the environment is that is not standard-
ized: buses run late, the products change
in shop aisles, each cooker is a little bit
different. These challenges highlight a ten-
sion between the benefits of ecologically
valid testing and the practical difficulties
this type of testing entails.

In this context, a small number of
computerized tests have been developed
to simulate functional tasks of everyday
life such as working in an office envi-
ronment (Lamberts et al., 2010) or a
virtual version of the multiple errands
task (Rand et al., 2009). The paper by
Tanguay et al. is an example of the grow-
ing interest in harnessing the capabilities
of computer technology to evaluate func-
tional abilities. It is easy to understand
the appeal of this approach. For exam-
ple, standardized testing is much easier
to achieve—the assessor determines the
parameters to be tested; automated record-
ing is possible, such as reaction time or
time taken to achieve a task; the need to
have an “actual” testing environment is
removed; the testing can be done without
any need for special planning so logistical
demands are negated; environmental haz-
ards are removed and it may also reduce
the demand on therapist time.

However, the cost of developing these
technologies is significant and there may
still be a significant gap between the
technology used in computer simulations
and the scientific requirements associ-
ated with psychometric testing. It is also
the case that computer simulations can-
not fully replicate the uncertainties of
everyday life. In the paper by Tanguay
et al. the test demands focused on
timing of food preparation and setting
a table. However, what happens in a
real kitchen is multisensorial—one will
hear the microwave bing and the ket-
tle whistling, smell the toast burning and
visualize the eggs to see if they are cook-
ing evenly. It is understandable that there
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may be concern that the ecological validity
of a test will be compromised if the test is
not conducted in the relevant naturalistic
environment. However, the rapid evolu-
tion of interactive computing such as that
used in serious gaming and virtual real-
ity applications points to the potential for
exceptionally “life-like” testing environ-
ments, including 4-D simulations which
can include a variety of sensory stimuli
such as vibration, odors, and tactile com-
ponents. Ultimately, the value of comput-
erized simulations will be determined by
the extent to which they can predict every-
day functional performance in the real
world. The study by Tanguay has made a
useful contribution to this field but also
highlights the ongoing challenge to max-
imize the potential of computer simula-
tions within the complex world of clinical
practice.
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