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Hope After Brain Injury
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Brain injury is frequently an event: an injury, a surgery, an accident, a fall, or a day when the brain suddenly works differently. Many times survivors and their caregivers will divide life into two halves – life before brain injury and life after brain injury.  Trauma can extend far beyond the brain injury event. Survivors, families, and caregivers may move forward believing that life will never be the same.  Moving forward with hope is critical to everyone involved in brain injury recovery. Recovery and restoration is possible. Life can go on abundantly.
First, it is important to know that the brain has the ability to repair itself. No matter how severe the injury is, research supports the hope that real improvement can and should be expected. The human brain has the ability to heal. It may never return to the condition it enjoyed before injury, but it will improve from its condition at the time of injury. There also is no time limit on healing. The brain may show rapid repair at times. During other periods, it might seem as if a wall has been hit in recovery. Progress will come again. Expect ongoing challenges during recovery, but never expect healthy improvement to stop.  Remarkable change can come because new neurological pathways can be established in a healing brain. Therapies can impact the way a brain can be retrained to do tasks. Different regions of the brain can be assigned new tasks, new responsibilities.
Knowledge builds hope. Caregivers and survivors should become experts on brain injury. All learning can become a part of the recovery process. “Knowledge is power, ignorance contributes to stigma.” The people closest to everyday recovery practices can have immediate and long term impact on issues most important in the process. Learn everything you can. Seek support from families who are farther along in the recovery journey. The learning others have achieved can help you shorten the gaps that are a part of the recovery. Don’t go it alone. There truly is strength in numbers. Survivors and families would be wise to anticipate disappointment. However, if you include the experience of others in recovery strategies you will lessen the sting of disappointment and discouragement. Remember, others have been down this road before you. Their journey will help you in your journey. A local brain injury support group is a good place to start. You will meet people who understand your struggles. You will receive helpful guidance. You will receive much needed encouragement. Also, stay abreast of new developments in treatment. Be aware of a variety of treatment plans. Explore all possibilities. Keep in mind that the brain is responsible for all body activities. Do your homework. It is not unusual to stumble upon a treatment option just because you continue to explore the possibility of a new piece in the healing continuum. Ask questions. Stay curious. Families, those who remain active in their quest for brain injury knowledge, stand a better chance of making significant progress in recovery. 
Keeping good records can contribute to strengthening the power of hope. Often survivors and families get caught up so completely in the strain of everyday treatment responsibilities. If not careful, it is possible to miss some valuable mile markers already passed in moving towards recovery. Record what has changed. Even the smallest improvements should be documented. The small steps made can become the foundation for bigger steps tomorrow. These records serve as a helpful reminder that progress is truly being made. This provides encouragement when frustration sets in, when bad days arrive, and when patience seems exhausted. Remembering the smallest bit of improvement can be a necessary part of moving forward during difficult times.
Stay in the present with the hope of a brighter tomorrow. It can be difficult to let go of the things survivors and families cannot control.  Recovery, wholeness, and restoration are parts of a journey and not a destination. Often the challenges of brain injury stretch us all to a point of exhaustion. However, if we stay focused on what we can do today, we will not burden ourselves with the worries of tomorrow. We will put hope and energy into the things we can change for the good of our love ones and ourselves. The reality of knowing who we use to be and who we are now is a difficult one to accept. Be cautious in these evaluations. Before and after comparisons can be painful. Reach for adjusted goals. Life can be very good again. Life just may be different today, tomorrow, a month from now, or a year from now. Progress is always possible.
Progress requires a commitment to engagement. After injury relationships frequently change. Work and school goals may become different than before. Interests may change or the interests of before might be blocked by today’s conditions. Early re-engagement in life promotes healthy and hopeful recovery. Families facing head injury challenges should find ways for going back into living as much as possible. Early engagement provides for best outcomes. Wholeness is the goal. Finding ways to interact socially may include church activities, speaking to former friends, attending public events, and other activities where interaction with others might be expected. Critical also is engagement in cognitive activities. Exercising the brain in problem-solving, in mental tasks, giving and receiving instructions, writing, speaking, planning, etc. is important to reaching wholeness. These same activities also contribute to psychological, emotional, and spiritual well-being. Stretching the personal framework of a recovering trauma survivor adds to hopeful results. Restoring confidence and seeing progress will contribute to a can-do attitude. Success breeds success. Isolation will steal possibilities from a recovering survivor. The same can be said for stretching physical recovery. Every push to a new level of activity adds to the belief that change and improvement is possible. An isolated world is a shrinking world. An early, post-injury belief that returning to a good, healthy, and productive life is possible should be encouraged. Again, reminding the survivor of successes is a part of this encouragement. The survivor is faced with ongoing challenges. It is easy for the survivor to miss seeing a success. It is also easy for a survivor to become discouraged because every part of their life has been impacted by injury. The physical changes are the easiest to identify. What goes on under the surface might be missed. The hopeful beliefs of caregivers are priceless in recovery. Nothing should be left out in this re-engagement: social, psychological, emotional, spiritual, and physical activities are all necessary in reaching recovery wholeness.  A written plan to address these areas is helpful because interest may wane and discouragement may pay a visit. A deep and abiding commitment to the fullest recovery possible should remain in everyone’s heart.
Recovery and restoration is possible. Life can go on abundantly.
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