Guideline for Concussion/Mild Traumatic
Brain Injury and Persistent Symptoms
3rd Edition - for adults, +18 years of age

Patient Version
This guideline has been created to help with management of
concussion/mild traumatic brain injury (mTBI). It is only for
management for adults over 18 years of age. The guideline can
be used by patients when speaking with healthcare providers
about their care. It covers getting a diagnosis, managing
symptoms in the early phase (acute) and management in the
longer recovery phase (persistent symptoms). It is based on upto date, quality research evidence, the expertise of providers
and the input of patients.

2) Initial Management of Concussion

Most people recover fully within a few days or weeks following concussion/mTBI.
Some people’s symptoms may take 1 to 3 months to resolve, and for others, this
may take even longer.
If you are diagnosed with a concussion/mTBI, the doctor or nurse practitioner will
give you a management plan to help you for the first several days. It is a good
idea for your family or support person to have this information as well so they can
help you monitor your symptoms and progress.
This information will include the following:
 Possible symptoms

Going home:

 Possible complications

Most people are able to go home

 The care you will need and the recovery

after the medical exam and tests.

process
 How to manage and monitor your
symptoms
 What you can do to manage stress

It is important not to drive for at
least 24 hours after your injury.
Keep in mind that your ability to
drive may be impaired for several
days after your injury.

 How to safely and carefully increase
your activity level

This information should be explained to you before you leave, and you should get
a written copy of the information so that you can read it at home.

The first few days: You will need to rest for the first day or two after your injury.
After that, you should start doing your usual activities slowly and gradually.
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It is important to see your doctor again if any of your symptoms get worse. Your
doctor will give you a strategy that will help you increase your activity and
improve your chances of having a full recovery.

Follow-up: Your regular doctor (family physician) or
nurse practitioner should see you 1 to 2 weeks after
your injury to monitor your symptoms. They will also
continue to monitor you, as needed. This is to make
sure you are able to manage your symptoms and that
your recovery is going as expected.

Activity as tolerated:
Activity that is paced in a
way that does not cause
a symptom to get
stronger, last too long, or
make you feel awful.

The table below presents some of the common symptoms of concussion/mTBI.
Common symptoms
Physical

Thinking/mental

Behaviour/emotional

 Headache or migraine

Problems with:

 Depression

 Dizziness and balance

 Attention

 Anxiety

 Concentration and

 Agitation

problems
 Nausea
 Fatigue
 Sleep disturbance

memory
 Speed of information
processing

 Blurred vision

 Judgement

 Sensitivity to light or

 Executive functioning,

noise
 Hearing problems and
ringing in the ears

 Irritability
 Impulsivity
 Aggression

such as decision
making, planning, and
motivation
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 Seizure
 Temporary problems
with vision, smell,
hearing, taste, and eye
movements
 Numbness or tingling
 Neck pain

TOOLS AND RESOURCES
 Appendix 1.3

Brain Injury Advice Card – long version

 Appendix 1.4

Brain Injury Advice Card – short version

 Do’s and Don’ts
 Information to Bring to Your Family Dr./Primary Care Provider
 Patient Care Pathway
 Appendix 2.2

Parkwood Pacing Graphs

 Appointment Tracker
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Appendix 1.3
Brain Injury Advice Card - Long Version: Example # 1

Brain Injury Advice Card (Long Version)
Important Points about Mild Brain Injury
•
•
•

You had a mild brain injury or what is sometimes called a concussion. Most people recover quickly
following a concussion/mTBI. A few people may experience symptoms over a longer period.
There is a small risk of you developing serious complications so you should be watched closely by another
adult for 24 hours after the accident.
Please read the following. It outlines what signs to look for after a brain injury/concussion and what you
need to do if you have problems.

Warning Signs
If you show any of these symptoms or signs after your brain injury/concussion, or you get worse, go to the
nearest hospital, doctor or call 911 immediately.
• Fainting or blacking out, drowsiness, or can’t be woken up
• A constant severe headache or a headache that gets worse
• Vomiting or throwing up more than twice
• Cannot remember new events, recognise people or places (increased confusion)
• Acting strange, saying things that do not make sense (change in behaviour)
• Having a seizure (any jerking of the body or limbs)
• Inability to move parts of your body, weakness in arms or legs, or clumsiness
• Blurred vision or slurred speech
• Being unsteady on your feet or loss of balance
• Continual fluid or bleeding from the ear or nose

The First 24-48 Hours After Injury
•
•
•
•
•
•

Warning Signs: You should be observed and return to hospital if you develop any of the above
warning signs.
Rest/Sleeping: Rest (both physical and mental) and avoid strenuous activity for at least 24 hours. It is
alright for you to sleep tonight but you should be checked every four hours by someone to make sure you
are alright.
Driving: Do not drive for at least 24 hours. You should not drive until you feel much better and can
concentrate properly. Talk to your doctor.
Drinking/Drugs: Do not drink alcohol or take sleeping pills or recreational drugs in the next 48 hours. All
of these can make you feel worse. They also make it hard for other people to tell whether the injury is
affecting you or not.
Pain Relief: Use acetaminophen or acetaminophen/codeine for headaches (e.g., Tylenol).
Sports: Do not return to sports until you have received medical clearance from a healthcare professional.

See your primary care provider or visit the ED if you are not starting to feel better
within a few days of your injury.
- Page 1 - Brain Injury Advice Card (Long Version)
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The First 4 Weeks After Injury
You may have some common effects from the brain injury/concussion which usually resolve in several weeks
to three months. These are called post-concussion symptoms (see below). Tiredness can exaggerate the
symptoms. Return to your normal activities gradually (not all at once) during the first weeks or months. You
can help yourself get better by:
•
•
•
•

•
•

Rest/Sleeping: Your brain needs time to recover. It is important to get adequate amounts of sleep as you
may feel more tired than normal and you need to get adequate amounts of both physical and mental rest.
Driving: Do not drive or operate machinery until you feel much better and can concentrate properly. Talk to
your doctor.
Drinking/Drugs: Do not drink alcohol or use recreational drugs until you are fully recovered. They will make
you feel much worse. Do not take medication unless advised by your doctor.
Work/Study: You may need to take time off work or study until you can concentrate better. Most people
need a day or two off work but are back full-time in less than 2 weeks. How much time you need off work
or study will depend on the type of job you do. See your doctor and let your employer or teachers know if
you are having problems at work or with study. You may need to return to study or work gradually.
Sport/Lifestyle: It is dangerous for the brain to be injured again if it has not recovered from the first injury.
Talk to your doctor about the steps you need to take to gradually increase sports activity and return to play.
If in doubt, sit out.
Relationships: Sometimes your symptoms will affect your relationship with family and friends. You may
suffer irritability and mood swings. See your doctor if you or your family are worried.

Recovery
•
•

You should start to feel better within a few days and be ‘back to normal’ within about 4 weeks. See your
local doctor if you are not starting to feel better.
Your doctor should monitor these symptoms and may refer you to a specialist if you do not improve over 4
weeks up to 3 months.

Post Concussion Symptoms
There are common symptoms after a mild brain injury/ concussion. They usually go away within a few days
or weeks. Sometimes you may not be aware of them until sometime after your injury like when you return to
work.
» Mild headaches (that won’t go away)
Headaches are a common problem after a mild brain injury/concussion. They can be made worse by fatigue
and stress. Sleeping, resting or taking a break from activities requiring concentration or effort will usually
relieve headaches. Pain relievers may help to break a cycle of headaches - use acetaminophen or
acetaminophen/codeine, limited to <15 days per month. If your headache gets worse, or cannot be relieved,
see your doctor.
» Having more trouble than usual with attention and concentration
No one can concentrate well when they are tired, so it is not surprising that many people have trouble
concentrating for a while after they have had a mild brain injury. Maybe you cannot even concentrate well
enough to read the newspaper. If you really need to, just read for a short time, and then come back to it when
you have had a break. The same thing applies to other areas where concentration is needed. Leave things
that need your complete concentration until you are feeling better. If you need to concentrate on something
important, do it when you are feeling fresh.
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» Having more trouble than usual with remembering things (memory difficulties/forgetfulness)
You cannot expect your brain to be as good at remembering things as it usually is. Don’t worry if you can’t think of
a name or a phone number that you ought to know, or if you go to get something, and then can’t remember what
it is. Your memory is only going to be a problem until you recover. In the meantime, get your family and friends
to remind you of important dates and appointments, or write things down.
» Feeling dizzy or sick without vomiting (nausea)
Occasionally, people find that they get a sick or uncomfortable feeling if they move or change their position
quickly. Usually it is only a problem for a few days. If you find that things seem to spin round if you sit up suddenly
after lying down, or if you turn your head sharply, it is best to avoid such sudden movements or changes in
position until it clears. If the dizziness persists for more than a week or two, see your doctor.
» Balance problems
You may find that you are a bit more clumsy than usual. Don’t worry if you do find that you are a bit unsteady on
your feet, or bump into furniture, or maybe drop things. Just take everything you do a little more slowly. Your brain
is the control centre for your whole body. It has to make sense out of all the messages coming in from your eyes
and ears and other senses, and to send the right signals to the right muscles for you to be able to do anything.
So give yourself more time to do things.
» More difficulty than usual with making decisions and solving problems, getting things done or being
organized
You may find you are less able to plan ahead or follow through the steps that are required in carrying out an
activity. These kinds of difficulties may cause particular problems during the first few days after a mild brain injury
but they are usually temporary in nature. When facing situations that present problems or opportunities to plan,
it may help to think things through in a more structured and objective way. For example, you may want to ask
yourself a series of questions like:
1. What do I want to achieve?
2. What are the available options?
3. What is the best option?
4. What steps will I need to take to achieve this?
After these questions have been considered and answered, you can then carry out your plan. Writing down a
goal, plan or problem also helps to give structure to your thinking and helps to make things clearer. Using a daily
and weekly time table, planner, or keeping a diary can provide structure and ensure that plans are made routinely
and on an ongoing basis.
» Feeling vague, slowed or ‘foggy’ thinking
Some people who have sustained a mild brain injury find their thinking is a bit slower. This means they might
have some difficulty keeping up with conversations or following directions, and things take longer to get done.
Encourage others to slow down by asking questions and having them repeat what they have said. Allow yourself
extra time to complete tasks and avoid situations where you are under pressure to do things quickly.
» Balance problems
At first, even a little effort may make you feel very tired. Your brain has less energy to spare than it normally does.
If you feel sleepy, go to bed. You will probably find that you need several hours more sleep than you usually do.
Let your brain tell you when it needs to sleep, even if it is the middle of the day.
» Tinnitus. Ringing in the ears.
Tinnitus is due to damage to the inner ear after brain injury. It is usually described as a whistling, ringing or
roaring sound and may be accompanied by some hearing loss. It usually settles on its own within a few weeks
after injury. If the ringing in your ears gets worse or does not go away, see your doctor. Reduce your normal
intake until you feel fully recovered.
- Page 3 - Brain Injury Advice Card (Long Version)
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» Irritability/mood swings. Losing your temper and getting annoyed easily
Some people who have had a mild brain injury find that they get annoyed easily by things that normally would
not upset them. This does not last very long, but it can be difficult for you and for your family. It happens because
the brain controls your emotional system as well as the rest of your body. After a mild brain injury your emotions
may not be as well controlled as they usually are. There are several ways to deal with this. Some people find
that going out of a room, or away from a situation as soon as it begins to get annoying is enough. Others use
relaxation techniques (controlled breathing, progressive muscle relaxation) to help them get back on an even
keel. You may find that you can stop the irritability from developing by doing an activity that uses up some
physical energy like riding an exercise bicycle, if tiredness permits. Irritability will be worse when you are tired,
so rest will also help.
» Anxiety or depression
Feeling anxious, worried, frightened, angry and low in mood are normal emotions after sustaining a mild brain
injury. These feelings often pass in the weeks following the injury, as a person gradually resumes their usual
activities. Recognise that emotional upset and worry is a normal part of recovery, even though you may have
suffered an injury in the past and not felt like this before. Explain any difficulties that you are experiencing to your
family and friends, so that they can understand the effect the injury has had on you and support you in managing
your difficulties. Recognise if your worry about symptoms intensifies and a vicious circle develops. If that happens
remind yourself of the point above. If symptoms nevertheless do not improve, or if you have suffered from anxiety
or depression before the injury and the brain injury has intensified those feelings, visit your doctor.
» More sensitive to lights or sounds
You may find that your eyes are sensitive to bright light. Wearing dark glasses in strong light can help to manage
this and the need for dark glasses will likely clear up within a few days. When you want to shut out something you
don’t want to look at, all you have to do is close your eyes. It is much harder to shut your ears. When your brain
is fully awake it uses part of its energy to dampen down noises that would interfere with what you are doing. After
a mild brain injury your brain may not have enough energy to spare to do this, and you may find that most noises
bother you. Explain to your family and friends, and ask them to keep the noise level down if they can.
» Change in sleep patterns. Trouble sleeping or sleeping too much.
Don’t worry about the sleep disturbance. This is usually temporary and your normal routine will come back
gradually. If you are having trouble falling asleep you may try things like reducing stimulation by not watching TV
in bedroom or spending long times on the computer, avoiding a large meal before bed, avoiding caffeine, using
relaxation techniques (controlled breathing, progressive muscle relaxation), or getting up for about 30 minutes
if you are unable to sleep for long periods. It is best to avoid sleep medications but if your sleeping pattern has
become very disrupted, discuss with your doctor if a short course of medication may be helpful in re-establishing
your sleeping pattern.
» Reduced tolerance to alcohol.
After a mild brain injury you may be more sensitive to the effects of alcohol. A small amount may worsen the
effects of the brain injury. It can cause unsteadiness and dizziness which may lead to a fall and further injury. It
is sensible to avoid alcohol for at least one week after injury and then monitor carefully how alcohol affects you.
Reduce your normal intake until you feel fully recovered.
Information included on this advice card was adapted from the Motor Accidents Authority of NSW, Guidelines for
MildTraumatic Brain Injury following Closed Head Injury (MAA NSW, 2008) and the Information about Mild Head
Injury or Concussion booklet (Ponsford, Willmott, Nelms & Curran, 2004).
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For more information about concussion, please visit:
www.cdc.gov/Concussion.

PATIENT INSTRUCTIONS
You have been examined at

[name of hospital emergency department]

for a head injury and possible concussion. Be sure to let a family member
or friend know about your injury. They may notice symptoms before you do
and can help you.

Take time off from work or school for
days or until you and
your doctor think you are able to return to your usual routine.
Your next appointment with
.
is
[date and time]

Table of Contents
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What to Expect Once You’re Home from the Hospital
Most people with a concussion recover quickly and fully. During recovery,
you may have a range of symptoms that appear right away, while others
may not be noticed for hours or even days after the injury. You may not
realize you have problems until you try to do your usual activities again.
Most symptoms go away over time without any treatment. Below is a list
of some of the symptoms you may have:
Thinking/Remembering
Difficulty thinking clearly  Feeling slowed down
Trouble concentrating  Difficulty remembering new information
Physical
Headache  Balance problems  Blurred vision  Dizziness
Nausea or vomiting  Lack of energy  Sensitivity to noise or light
Emotional/Mood
Irritability  Nervousness  Sadness  More emotional
Sleep
Sleeping more than usual  Sleeping less than usual  Trouble
falling asleep

How to Feel Better
 Get plenty of rest and sleep.
 Avoid activities that are
physically demanding or
require a lot of thinking.
 Do not drink alcohol.

 Return slowly and gradually
to your routine.
 Ask a doctor when it is safe
to drive, ride a bike, or
operate heavy equipment.

WHEN TO RETURN TO THE HOSPITAL
Sometimes serious problems develop after a head injury. Return to the
emergency department right away if you have any of these symptoms:
 Repeated vomiting
 Worsening or severe headache
 Unable to stay awake during times you would normally be awake
 More confused and restless
 Seizures
 Difficulty walking or difficulty with balance
 Difficulty with your vision
 Any symptom that concerns you, your family members, or friends
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Brain Injury Advice Cards - Short Versions: Example # 2

Brain Injury Advice Card (Short Version)
Important Points about Mild Brain Injury
•
•
•

You had a mild brain injury or what is sometimes called a concussion. Most people recover quickly
following a mild brain injury/concussion. A few people may experience symptoms over a longer period.
There is a small risk of you developing serious complications so you should be watched closely by another
adult for 24 hours after the accident.
Please read the following. It outlines what signs to look for after a brain injury and what you need to do if
you have problems.

Warning Signs
If you show any of these symptoms or signs after your brain injury/concussion, or you get worse, go to the
nearest hospital, doctor or call 911 immediately.
• Fainting or blacking out, drowsiness, or can’t be woken up
• A constant severe headache or a headache that gets worse
• Vomiting or throwing up more than twice
• Cannot remember new events, recognise people or places (increased confusion)
• Acting strange, saying things that do not make sense (change in behaviour)
• Having a seizure (any jerking of the body or limbs)
• Inability to move parts of your body, weakness in arms or legs, or clumsiness
• Blurred vision or slurred speech
• Being unsteady on your feet or loss of balance
• Continual fluid or bleeding from the ear or nose

The First 24-48 Hours After Injury
•
•
•
•
•
•

Warning Signs: You should be observed and return to hospital if you develop any of the above
warning signs.
Rest/Sleeping: Rest (both physical and mental) and avoid strenuous activity for at least 24 hours. It is
alright for you to sleep tonight but you should be checked every four hours by someone to make sure you
are alright.
Driving: Do not drive for at least 24 hours. You should not drive until you feel much better and can
concentrate properly. Talk to your doctor.
Drinking/Drugs: Do not drink alcohol or take sleeping pills or recreational drugs in the next 48 hours. All
of these can make you feel worse. They also make it hard for other people to tell whether the injury is
affecting you or not.
Pain Relief: Use acetaminophen or acetaminophen/codeine for headaches (e.g., Tylenol).
Sports: Do not return to sports until you have received medical clearance from a healthcare professional.

See your primary care provider or visit the ED if you are not starting to feel better
within a few days of your injury.

- Page 1 - Brain Injury Advice Card (Short Version)
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The First 4 Weeks After Injury
You may have some common effects from the brain injury/concussion which usually resolve in several weeks
to three months. These are called post-concussion symptoms (see below). Tiredness can exaggerate the
symptoms. Return to your normal activities gradually (not all at once) during the first weeks or months. You
can help yourself get better by:
•
•
•
•

•
•

Rest/Sleeping: Your brain needs time to recover. It is important to get adequate amounts of sleep as you
may feel more tired than normal and you need to get adequate amounts of both physical and mental rest.
Driving: Do not drive or operate machinery until you feel much better and can concentrate properly. Talk to
your doctor.
Drinking/Drugs: Do not drink alcohol or use recreational drugs until you are fully recovered. They will make
you feel much worse. Do not take medication unless advised by your doctor.
Work/Study: You may need to take time off work or study until you can concentrate better. Most people
need a day or two off work but are back full-time in less than 2 weeks. How much time you need off work
or study will depend on the type of job you do. See your doctor and let your employer or teachers know if
you are having problems at work or with study. You may need to return to study or work gradually.
Sport/Lifestyle: It is dangerous for the brain to be injured again if it has not recovered from the first injury.
Talk to your doctor about the steps you need to take to gradually increase sports activity and return to play.
If in doubt, sit out.
Relationships: Sometimes your symptoms will affect your relationship with family and friends. You may
suffer irritability and mood swings. See your doctor if you or your family are worried.

Recovery
•
•

You should start to feel better within a few days and be ‘back to normal’ within about 4 weeks. See your
local doctor if you are not starting to feel better.
Your doctor will monitor these symptoms and may refer you to a specialist if you do not improve over 4
weeks up to 3 months.

Information included on this advice card was adapted from the Motor Accidents Authority of NSW, Guidelines
for MildTraumatic Brain Injury following Closed Head Injury (MAA NSW, 2008) and the Information about Mild
Head Injury or Concussion booklet (Ponsford, Willmott, Nelms & Curran, 2004).

- Page 2 - Brain Injury Advice Card (Short Version)
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Concussion Do’s and Don’ts: The first few days of recovery
The individual with concussion SHOULD:
See a
medical doctor
or nurse
practitioner
for help

The first 24-48
hours - physical
AND mental rest!
Sleep at night,
rest during the day.

The individual with concussion should NOT
(until or unless your doctor or nurse practitioner says it’s okay):
Don’t be woken
up every hour
Increased sleep is
normal and necessary.

Don’t use
electronic devices
(e.g. looking
at computer,
phone, tablet,
TV screens)

Take it slowly returning to daily activities and sport

Don’t be put in a dark room to avoid all activity

Talk with your doctor or nurse practitioner about when you can
return to work, school or play.
Respect your brain and your body. Have a conversation with your
doctor or nurse practitioner about what this can look like for you.

In the past, patients were told to have absolute rest. It is now
accepted that light and cautious activity can be part of the
healing process. Respect your brain and your body. Have a
conversation with your doctor or nurse practitioner about
what this can look like for you.

As you start to feel better, it’s important to get back to doing your
normal activities. Start by doing just a little, and if you feel okay,
then you can try to do a bit more. Keep track of how you feel.

Conserve your energy
After a concussion, your brain has less energy to spare than it
normally does. It is important to manage physical and mental
energy so that your brain can fully recover.
If symptoms return or you get new ones as you become more
active, this is a sign that you are pushing yourself too hard.

Don’t exercise, play sports, do heavy household
chores or activities that could lead to another
concussion or cause symptoms to worsen
Be careful in the first few days. Some people who have had
repeated concussions may have serious long-term problems,
including difficulty with concentration, memory, headache and
sometimes physical skills (e.g. balance, coordination).

Don’t return to full-time work or study
Take care of basic needs
Eating well and regularly can improve your mood, sleep and
mental focus.
Stay away from stimulants such as coffee, caffeine, pop and
energy drinks. Stimulants can put added stress on your brain.
Keep a regular sleep schedule. Talk to your healthcare provider
if you have trouble getting a good night’s sleep.

Manage stress

The demands of work or school can trigger symptoms.
You may need to take some time off to rest and recover or
reduce your responsibilities for a short period of time.

Don’t drive, ride a bike or work with machinery
or ladders
Reaction time, vision and thinking may be affected by a
concussion. Do not drive a car until your doctor or nurse
practitioner advises you it is okay.

Stress and emotional upset can make symptoms feel worse.
Try to do things that help you relax and feel calm.

Don’t use non-prescription drugs, including alcohol

Talk about your worries with someone you trust such as your
healthcare provider, a family member or friend. Let others
know how they can help you.

Using non-prescription drugs (including alcohol) may add
to concussion symptoms and increase recovery time.
Only take medications that your doctor has approved.
Ontario Neurotrauma Foundation © 2018

Information to bring to your Family Doctor / Primary Care
Provider
Medication List:
any vitamins or multivitamins you may be taking.
Note: You can have a printout done by your pharmacy.
Name of Medication

Dosage

Times per day

Symptom Tracker:
Write each of your symptoms below, try to be descriptive on what the symptom
is, if/ what any triggers are, the date it started and how often it happens.
Symptom & Description (i.e. trouble sleeping,
depressed)

Start Date
YY/MM/DD

How
often?
1-2x/ wk
3-5x/wk
6-7x/wk

Ontario Neurotrauma Foundation © 2018

Continued on next page

Symptom & Description (i.e. trouble sleeping,
depressed)

Start Date
YY/MM/DD

How
often?
1-2x/ wk
3-5x/wk
6-7x/wk

Questions for Family Doctor
Here is where you can list any questions you have before your appointment, so
you can remember to ask them during the appointment.
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
Ontario Neurotrauma Foundation © 2018

List of referrals
During your appointment with your Family Doctor they may refer you to other
specialists. In order to keep track, you can have the Doctor or nurse explain to you
where you are being referred to, and the therapy you are going for.
Name of Clinic

For (e.g.
Date Referred
physiotherapy,
neuropsychology)

First appt on:

Ontario Neurotrauma Foundation © 2018

Concussion Care and Recovery Pathway
You have been diagnosed with a concussion
You should have a follow-up appointment with your family doctor
within 1-2 weeks of diagnosis to check symptoms.

Concerned
you have a
concussion?
Visit your family doctor,
nurse practitioner or an
emergency doctor who can
diagnose your concussion.

OUTCOME #1
They do not suspect a
concussion. However, see a
medical professional right away
if your symptoms get worse.
OUTCOME #2
They suspect or diagnose
a concussion. See the
"Concussion Do's and Don'ts"
resource to manage
your symptoms over
the first few days.
OUTCOME #3
They are concerned you may
have a more serious brain injury.
You may require immediate
medical care at a hospital
or by a specialist.

Keep track of your symptoms over time. Your family can help you with this.
Write down how you think and feel, and any changes in your mood and sleep.
See a medical doctor right away if your symptoms get worse.

My symptoms are getting better

My symptoms are NOT getting better

• Continue to see your family doctor or
nurse practitioner until your symptoms
are gone

• See your family doctor or nurse practitioner
for a re-assessment

• You should receive information and
helpful resources

CHECK-IN: Do you still have
symptoms more than a few weeks
after your diagnosis?

My symptoms are
getting better

• See your family doctor
or nurse practitioner
regularly as part of
your recovery
• Get help on when and
how to start doing
regular activities again

My symptoms are
NOT getting better

• Ask if you need a referral to other healthcare
providers or to a concussion clinic
• See a medical doctor with experience
in concussion for a second opinion
• Talk about warning signs for persistentconcussion symptoms

• Follow up with referrals (as needed)
• Get new information and helpful resources
from each healthcare provider you see

• See your family doctor, nurse practitioner
and other healthcare providers regularly as
part of your recovery
• Get help on when and how to start doing
regular activities again

I am better and my symptoms are gone
I can fully return to work, school, sports/recreation and family activities
Ontario Neurotrauma Foundation © 2018

Appendix 2.2
The Parkwood Pacing Graphs

The Pacing Graphs Explained
The green (safe zone) represents when you are
symptom-free, or your baseline symptoms. The red
(danger zone) represents when your symptoms are
increased.
Your Current Activity Pattern may look like this
if you continue to work, study, exercise, and in
effect push through your symptoms into the ‘red
zone’. Unfortunately, you end up crashing and
may need hours or days to return to baseline.

Your Goal: To gradually increase activity tolerance without significantly increasing symptoms or crossing the symptom
threshold (into the ‘danger zone’). Therefore, planning and pacing of activities is very important. You need to find the
right level of activity whereby your symptoms are either eliminated or manageable, and then as your symptoms are
better controlled, you can gradually increase your activity level.

You should aim to remain below your significant
symptom threshold to promote recovery.
Use your timer to set time restrictions for activities to
ensure that a task is stopped soon after symptom
onset (i.e. if symptoms increase by 2-3/10 and then
return back to baseline within 30-60 min, this is an
appropriate amount). This will allow you to monitor
your response to activity and teach you how to selfpace and self-monitor. You need to challenge the
system in a manageable way in order to change it.

Additional Strategies




Start with shorter bouts of exercise or activity with rest in between OR
Try switching between different types of activities (e.g., switching from reading to walking).
Doing nothing at all will not promote recovery, but doing too much each day may cause prolonged symptoms.
Therefore, completing structured, paced activities throughout the day with rest breaks as appropriate is ideal.
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Use a Planner/Agenda/Technology
o Plan your day in advance. This promotes scheduling of necessary rest breaks into your day, and activities
across a number of days, rather than trying to ‘push through’ and get things all done at once.
o If you have memory issues, an agenda or technology aid may assist you, with remembering appointments,
upcoming tasks/commitments and sending out reminders (in the case of technology solutions).
o Track your activities to help you determine any cause and effect or patterns of setbacks which may occur
during your recovery. Tracking activities and symptoms in the
notes/journal/agenda can also help with determining if there is a relationship between certain activities
and symptom onset.

Using strategies to plan and pace your day will help
you reach your long term activity goal to be able to
engage in activities for longer periods of time without
making your symptoms significantly worse, and
eliminates the need for prolonged recovery time.
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Using a Timer for Planning & Pacing
What is it? A timer on your microwave/oven, cellphone, or a digital timer from the dollar store should
have an alarm/beep/light that notifies you when the set time has elapsed.
Why? A timer is very important for recovery and for helping you get back doing the day-to-day activities
you did before your injury. After brain injury, you have or will experience various symptoms which may
be worsened by overstimulation. Overstimulation may include too much “going on” (e.g., sights and
sounds) for the brain to process. It is important for you to learn to recognize how much overstimulation
it takes to bring on your symptoms (e.g., headache, tremor, fatigue, etc.).
Temporal (time) awareness in brain injured patients may be disrupted as well, resulting in individuals
“pushing through” symptoms to finish tasks. Additional challenges may include difficulty
starting/stopping activities and over or under-underestimation of the passage of time. A timer is a good
way to promote pausing, rest, and evaluation of symptoms and to give the brain a break before the
symptoms become problematic. It also helps to “reset” your internal clock, as time estimation skills
often improve with continued use of a timer.
How to use it: Set a timer for a defined amount of time (e.g., 20 minutes), and then take a break from
the task for a defined amount of time (e.g., 10 minutes). Breaks should consist of resting or doing
something that encourages focus on something that is not up close. For example, if you read for 20
minutes, then perhaps take a walk for 10 minutes, rest or grab a healthy snack. This will give your brain
the break it needs for recovery and to prevent onset of symptoms.
How to progress: Over time, longer work periods (relative to rest), may be established using a timer and
increasing the on-task time in increments of 5 minutes every few days. Your goal is to work relatively
symptom-free or without a lasting increase in symptoms.

Summary




Many patients return to activities too quickly, or participate in symptom provoking activities for too
long.
We encourage you to participate in activities below the level of symptom onset in order to gradually
build tolerance. As tolerance increases, symptoms may not occur as quickly, and many patients
begin to recover and have less symptoms as time progresses.
Stay conscious of the significant symptoms zone (red), even when symptoms begin to subside, as it
is easy to slide into old habits of pushing through symptoms.
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Appointment Tracker
This chart can be used to record the information for your appointments. In the last column you can write when
you should follow-up, e.g. three months, etc. If it is weekly, write new appointments in a new row.
Name of healthcare
provider & clinic

Phone Number

Address

Appt date

For (e.g. physiotherapy,
neuropsychology)

Follow-up in
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Questions for:

on Date:

Here is where you can list any specific question you have for each therapist.
1.

2.

3.
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4.

5.

Questions for:

on Date:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

If you need more space for appointments and questions, you can start with a new copy of the form.
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