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Brain  Injury  Defined

Definition

Traumatic brain injury (TBI): is an insult to the brain, not of degenerative or congenital nature caused by an external physical force that may produce a diminished or altered state of consciousness, that results in an impairment of cognitive abilities or physical functioning.  It can also result in the disturbance of behavioral or emotional functioning. 

Acquired brain injury (ABI): injury to the brain that is not hereditary, congenital or degenerative.

Consequences

Brain injury can affect a person cognitively, physically and emotionally.

Cognitive consequences can include short term memory loss; long term memory loss, slowed ability to process information, trouble concentrating or paying attention for periods of time, difficulty keeping up with a conversation, other communication difficulties such as word finding problems, spatial disorientation, organizational problems and impaired judgment, and unable to do more than one thing at a time. 

Physical consequences can include seizures of all types; muscle spasticity; double or low vision, even blindness, loss of smell or taste; slow or slurred speech; headaches or migraines; fatigue, increased need for sleep; balance problems; and pain.

Emotional consequences can include a lack of initiating activities, and once started, difficulty in completing tasks without reminders; increased anxiety; depression and mood swings; denial of deficits; impulsive behavior; more easily agitated; egocentric behaviors and difficulty seeing how their behavior affects others. 
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The Spectrum of Brain Injury

Mild Brain Injury
A mild brain injury, also know as "concussion," is one where there is only a brief, if any, loss of consciousness and no major complications like hematoma.  Often, people with mild brain injury do not even go to a hospital.  However, a relatively subtle amount of reversible brain damage occurs, even after a mild concussion.  This is often followed by "post-concussion syndrome" that can include fatigue, temporary headaches, dizziness and mild mental slowing. 

The most important element in the management of mild brain injury is recognizing that the symptoms are real and can be treated.  Symptoms of mild brain injury almost always improve over 1-3 months.  Another important element is proper management of the resulting fatigue, with a gradual return to normal activities and/or work.

Moderate Brain Injury
A moderate brain injury is one that results in a loss of consciousness lasting minutes or a few hours followed by a few days or weeks of confusion and may be accompanied by brain contusions or hematomas.  Persons sustaining a moderate brain injury will usually have cognitive and psychosocial impairments that can last for many months.  However, with treatment these individuals are often able to make a nearly complete recovery.

Severe Brain Injury
Severe brain injury almost always results in prolonged unconsciousness or coma lasting days, weeks or even longer.  Persons in a coma appear to be asleep, but cannot be awakened and have no meaningful response to stimulation.  Such persons often have brain contusions, hematomas or damage to the nerve fibers or axons, and some may have suffered from anoxia.  Although persons who sustain a severe TBI can make significant improvements in the first year and can continue to improve at a slower pace for many years, they will often be left with some permanent physical, behavioral and/or cognitive impairments.
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