Neurorehabilitation

After brain injury there is an extended period of time when natural healing slowly occurs.  The speed and the final extent of this healing depends on the severity of the injury suffered and other factors (e.g. age). The brain is not like a muscle and exercising a particular part of the brain with mental exercises makes no difference to the healing processes.  It is, however important to maintain a reasonable level of mental stimulation, but without ‘overdoing it’ which can easily lead to fatigue, irritability, stress or depression.

Principles of Neurorehabilitation

There are three important principles to bear in mind while the brain is healing and also when it has achieved all of its recovery.

1. Reducing “mental load”
After an injury the brain in many ways works on “reduced capacity”. This is like a car running on three cylinders instead of four.  In other words the brain is constantly working harder than it would normally do.  Everyday tasks therefore use up much more mental energy than before.  This means that it is much easier to become mentally “overloaded”.  The most effective way of managing this problem is by reducing the “mental load” on the brain.

This can be done by;

a. Taking lots of small breaks during the day,

b. Using routines and familiar or over-learnt tasks as much as possible,

c. Undertaking small, achievable goals one at a time rather than all together,

d. Maintaining a good balance between resting and mental stimulation,

e. Developing daily and weekly routines which involve meaningful daytime activities, e.g. voluntary work,

f. Using practical “compensatory” strategies to get around cognitive difficulties, e.g. using a diary for day to day memory difficulties,

g. Returning to activities slowly and in small steps (progressing to each new step only when the previous step has been achieved),

h. Minimising self criticism and self blame regarding any difficulties caused by the brain injury, 

i. Avoiding taking on too many activities and responsibilities at any one time (this may involve learning to say ‘no’ more effectively).

2. Mood management

Emotional reactions like frustration, anger, irritability, loss of confidence, stress, anxiety and depression are very normal when managing cognitive difficulties.  These emotional reactions however can make cognitive difficulties worse.  While this is not harmful it can lead to a vicious cycle where cognitive difficulties are made worse by emotional reactions which then lead to greater cognitive difficulties, etc.  Alongside this it is important to know that the process of adjusting to difficulties after brain injury often involves difficult emotions and is a slow process.  Some people view it as a kind of emotional journey involving challenges along the way but with positive emotional growth occurring as understanding, insight and realistic hope are developed.  For some this involves accepting at least part of themselves as being a “new person”.  This means that while they are the same person as before the injury, they learn to accept some different characteristics in their make-up.
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3.
Acceptance
Two key elements of neurorehabilitation are:

i) Understanding and accepting any limitations that the brain injury has caused

ii) Finding practical ways to get around these difficulties.
Finding practical solutions to problems is often called “compensation” and is far more effective than trying to restore lost brain functioning through mental exercises.  In the early days after a brain injury it is not uncommon for a person to push themselves to exhaustion in order to try to “get back to normal” as soon as possible.  This, however, often feels like “wearing a mask” or “putting on a brave face” when the person is actually struggling inside.  It can be a relief to acknowledge this and “take off the mask” to begin adjusting to things more openly.  The process of acceptance can be slowed down by the brain injury itself particularly when it has caused damage to the areas of the brain responsible for insight and awareness.
It can also be slowed down by the natural process of “denial” which can help protect a person from having to work through difficult issues until they are ready to do so.  It often takes some time to fully understand, accept and adjust to limitations and being able to talk openly with someone about these things can help enormously.  It can also be very beneficial for the person to have realistic (but supportive) feedback about their strengths and weaknesses from those close to them.

Remember:
Neurorehabilitation is about:

i) Understanding strengths and weaknesses,

ii) Finding practical solutions to problems; and,

iii) Positively adjusting to new aspects of life after a brain injry.
The challenges are often both mental and emotional but with the prospect of positive personal growth and insight along the way.
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