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Frustration  Following  Brain  Injury

People who have had brain injury often get frustrated easily.  This is because many things are harder to do.  Familiar activities that we take for granted can become difficult or impossible, or must be done in a different way.  It can be hard to remember or to invent new ways of doing common things such as dressing, eating, getting around, handling money, etc.  Emotional reactions may come more easily.

For many people, the frustration level gets somewhat worse the first weeks or months after the brain injury occurs as they try out more things and become more aware of problems they are having.  The frustration level may decrease as they recover and as they learn how to adapt to the changes.

Here are some things you can do to help in this situation.

Sympathy  It helps to know that other people understand the difficulties and frustrations and to know that other people have made it through this stage of recovery.

A little frustration is a good thing.  Brain injured people need to struggle a certain amount with things that are now difficult in order to learn how to do them and in order to learn how to handle frustration.  Too much help can prevent this necessary process for recovery.

Too much frustration is a bad thing.  When a brain injured person is unable to continue trying because of being overwhelmed by frustration it is time for someone else to help.  The best help usually allows the person to calm down enough to discover how to do the task, rather than have the task done for him.

Back off, calm down, try again.  When frustration begins to interfere with the ability to do something, the brain injured person should back off from the task for a moment, take a rest to calm down and then try it again.  Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, relaxing muscles, closing one’s eyes or looking away for a moment can all help them calm down.

Some people like to use slogans or affirmations for those moments such as “I can do it!”  Easy does it.  One step at a time.  Try, try again.  I’m getting better every day.  There must be another way to do this.  Another opportunity to learn.” And so forth.

At first a brain injured person may not recognize frustration, or may not remember to back off, calm down, try again.  Others can offer reminders at those times.  The goal however, should be for the brain injured person to learn to recognize frustration and back off without reminders.

Watch out for fatigue.  If someone is frustrated at an activity that he has usually been able to do sine the brain injury, fatigue may be interfering.  It may be necessary to take a longer break and rest, maybe even a nap.

Choose your challenges.  Most brain injured people will need some help with some things.  Good rehabilitation and recovery usually involves doing things that are challenging and somewhat frustrating, but not overwhelming or impossible.  Helpers should do the things that are impossible for the brain injured person and try to find ways to make the other activities challenging but possible.  For example, a right -handed person who has lost the use of his right arm may need someone to cut up his food, but he does not need to be spoon fed even if it is awkward and there are spills.  He may also be able to help with cooking, setting and clearing the table and washing dishes.
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