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Disclaimers

Priyanka: The information contained within this book is not meant to replace medical and neurological advice and treatment. It can be used as a tool to empower people with ongoing symptoms after a head injury, to seek ways to live the best life possible despite the day-to-day issues some people continue to experience.

Anna: I’m not a medical expert and my section of the book isn’t a substitute for medical treatment and advice. Think of it as a guide to concussion recovery from someone who has walked the path before you. I share some of the different treatment options available as well as tools and strategies you can use straight away. This book is best used alongside the help you receive from your healthcare providers. Do discuss with them anything you have questions about or things that you think you might like to try. If you’re still searching for specialist healthcare or if you’re looking for some extra actions you can take between appointments, then this book will provide some pointers. There’s an extensive reading and resources list at the end of this book, which provides many next steps and different avenues to explore to help you with your recovery.
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Priyanka

Dr Priyanka Pradhan is a Consultant Clinical Neuropsychologist with over 20 years’ experience in the field of neurology and physical health. She has played a key role in developing neuropsychology services in the NHS and independent sector, with her main areas of specialism being movement and neurodegenerative disorders, such as Parkinson’s disease, along with traumatic brain injury and stroke. During her career, she has worked in various settings including maximum security hospitals, tertiary specialist hospitals and community services. She is on the British Psychological Society’s (BPS) Specialist Register for Neuropsychologists, is Health and Care Professions Council registered and is the founder of Neurolistics Ltd. Her clinical practice is based in the UK.

As well as specialist neuropsychological diagnostic assessments, Dr Pradhan provides neuropsychological treatment packages for individuals, couples and groups living with neurological conditions. Dr Pradhan uses a variety of therapeutic approaches including Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), Empowerment Behavioural Management Approach (EBMA), Motivational Interviewing and Compassionate Focused Therapy (CFT). Furthermore, Dr Pradhan is a qualified yoga teacher and has undertaken further training in the use of yoga practices and techniques alongside western trauma-focused practices to assist people in their recovery and growth. She also co-runs successful holistic retreats and continual professional development (CPD) events for colleagues working in neurorehabilitation.

For the past four years, Dr Pradhan has been a trustee on a board for a dynamic theatre company based in the Northwest of England which is passionate about making theatre with young artists from backgrounds that are working-class and culturally diverse. She is also the chair on a board of an enterprise that provides accessible and targeted yoga classes for people living with a wide range of mental and physical health conditions. Dr Pradhan is currently training in Biodynamic Craniosacral Therapy (BCST) via Body College. She sees this as another avenue of treatment to assist her clients towards optimal health and well-being via the connection with and wisdom of their bodies.

Dr Pradhan’s clinical approach is to draw upon all aspects of the individual, including their physical, emotional, cognitive, systemic, social and cultural status along with cutting-edge neuroscience research to provide truly bespoke interventions that encapsulate the mind, brain, body and spirit.



Anna
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Introduction


Priyanka

This book is drawn from my 20 years of clinical knowledge and experience of working in the field of neuropsychology. While the first part of my career was focused on neuropsychological diagnostics, increasingly over the years I have provided more psychological therapy and neurorehabilitation intervention to people and families living with long-term neurological conditions. In the last eight years, my work has been more focused on working with people who have ongoing symptoms following an injury to their head.

One of the people I have worked with is Anna, who has contributed significantly to this book by sharing her first-hand experience of what it’s like to have a head injury and live with post-concussion syndrome (PCS). She details how she navigated through the health system and what tips and tools she has found to be beneficial. This is a book to share knowledge and fundamentally help people who like Anna may find themselves lost in a system that is not fit for purpose when it comes to this type of injury.

The book is for the small but significant percentage of people that continue to experience symptoms after having an injury to their head and so may get diagnosed with PCS. It is also aimed at their loved ones, as well as their GPs (given it can be challenging to understand the symptoms), to be better equipped to provide a treatment pathway for people with ongoing difficulties.

The book raises discussion points about how we describe and classify this injury, as well as the name we give it. There is a range of views and levels of understanding in the medical field which can on occasion be conflicting. From my clinical experience this can mean that people are told different things by different doctors and allied professionals about their diagnosis and prognosis. Understandably this can be confusing, frustrating and disheartening for individuals. It is not the purpose of this book to discuss the debates that surround head injury in the medical and legal world; instead, this book is to assist people on a challenging journey. It is my view that this is a complex injury that has to be understood on a multi-factorial level.

In terms of how people choose to use this book, while it is written in a way that will take you on a journey from understanding the relevant neuroscience to looking at ways to help you deal with ongoing symptoms and where to seek help, it can also be used as a reference to dip in and out of as required.



Anna

In November 2016, a 4 × 4 vehicle crashed into the back of my car while I was stationary in traffic at a roundabout near my hometown in Suffolk, UK. I sustained a concussion and musculoskeletal injuries to my head, neck, shoulder and back from the force of the impact. I was later diagnosed with post-concussion syndrome. My 3-year-old daughter was also in the car and sustained a concussion. However, for simplicity, this book is only about my own experiences.

Due to my injuries, I experienced a wide range of symptoms, including headaches, dizziness, vertigo, brain fog, light and sound sensitivity, cognitive and memory problems, fatigue, word finding difficulties and chronic pain.

My experience turned my life upside down. I couldn’t drive and I frequently had to sleep for a couple of hours during the day and sometimes longer. It was difficult to walk, cook, organize myself, go out to busy places, read, write, look at a screen and use the computer. It was hard to be the mum and wife I wanted to be; my relationships with some family members and friends were affected; we ran into debt and I felt like I had aged 40 years overnight.

This was especially frustrating for me as some years before the accident I’d worked as an executive PA and a freelance copyeditor and I’d partially trained as a counsellor. At the time of the accident, I was a busy full-time mum to three children under nine years old. I’d previously been active, efficient and organized but now I was anything but.

There were many times when I thought I’d never get better. I often found myself thinking, ‘Is my brain damaged forever?’, ‘Is this as good as it gets?’, ‘Will I ever be able to have a quality of life that I can feel happy about?’

Unfortunately, there wasn’t a clear recovery pathway for me with the diagnosis of post-concussion syndrome. I experienced what many people with PCS go through: a long and challenging journey to understand my condition and find the right medical treatment for it.

I set about trying to figure out what I could do to improve and get better. I spent hundreds, if not thousands, of hours researching and trying to put together the pieces of the recovery jigsaw puzzle. It was a long and arduous journey of healing with many dead ends and frustrations. Thankfully, my very patient and long-suffering husband, my children and a number of caring friends provided much-appreciated encouragement, love and support during this time.

I trawled the internet and books for information on concussion recovery and pain relief. I struggled to read properly as the words would jump around in front of my eyes and I couldn’t tolerate being on a screen for very long. My attention span and my ability to retain information were abysmal. But I persisted. I was obsessive about my quest to recover and I became fascinated with the brain and the nervous system. I just had to get better: the idea of staying this way was just too awful to contemplate.

Thankfully, I was gradually able to find the help of good healthcare providers; gain the assistance of a great specialist personal injury legal firm with access to medical experts; find help via the website and helpline of Headway, the UK brain injury charity, and my local Headway group and some online concussion recovery groups. They all provided many answers, solutions and much needed support. At the same time, I experimented with various supplements, nutritional plans, exercises, treatments and therapies. I was able to build up my exercise, stamina, reading, writing and many everyday skills. I embraced a wide range of lifestyle changes, natural modalities and mindset shifts. I was desperate, determined and driven.

Over the last few years, I’ve made good progress in my recovery. I still have a few struggles: mainly fatigue, some challenges with cognition, emotional regulation and pain, and I still find large social gatherings quite overwhelming. I do have to pace myself and sometimes I experience setbacks and flare-ups of symptoms. But I’ve come a long way from where I was and my life is, for the most part, pretty normal. I continue to put into practice many of the recommendations in this book. I keep seeing improvements, and at the same time I hold out hope for further healing.

I told myself that if I ever made a good enough recovery, I’d share my knowledge with others in a similar position. I never wanted anyone else to go through what I experienced: being met with blank looks; being misdiagnosed and not knowing what to do to get better.

I’m delighted to have the opportunity to co-author this book with Dr Priyanka Pradhan who started working with me in her capacity as a neuropsychologist around a year after my injury and supported me as I got back on my feet and rebuilt my life after my injury. Writing this book is a dream come true for me. For a long time after my accident, the physical and cognitive demands of writing were great and I could never have imagined undertaking such a project. As it turns out, writing has been cathartic and it has been an important part of my therapy. I’ve worked up to this by journaling, writing regular guest blog posts on concussion recovery and posting regularly on the topic on social media. I’ve also spent a year training part-time as a life coach, which I’ve loved.
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