physical therapy concussion protocol

physical therapy concussion protocol is a critical component in the
management and rehabilitation of individuals who have sustained a concussion.
This protocol outlines a structured approach to assessing, treating, and
gradually returning patients to their daily activities while minimizing the
risk of prolonged symptoms or further injury. Understanding the physical
therapy concussion protocol involves recognizing the stages of recovery,
symptom management techniques, and the role of targeted exercises to restore
function. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the protocol,
emphasizing the importance of individualized care plans tailored to the
severity and specifics of each concussion. By following evidence-based
guidelines, physical therapists can facilitate a safe and effective recovery
process. The following sections detail the key components of concussion
evaluation, treatment strategies, and return-to-activity protocols essential
for optimal rehabilitation outcomes.
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Understanding Concussion and Its Implications

A concussion is a mild traumatic brain injury caused by a blow or jolt to the
head or body, resulting in transient neurological impairment. Though often
classified as mild, concussions can lead to complex symptoms affecting
physical, cognitive, and emotional functions. The physical therapy concussion
protocol addresses these multifaceted issues by focusing on restoring
balance, coordination, strength, and overall neurological function. Failure
to manage concussion symptoms properly can result in prolonged recovery or
complications such as post-concussion syndrome. Therefore, a thorough
understanding of concussion pathophysiology and symptom presentation is
essential for effective rehabilitation.

Initial Assessment and Diagnosis

The initial phase of the physical therapy concussion protocol involves a
comprehensive assessment to confirm the diagnosis and establish baseline
function. This evaluation typically includes a detailed history of the
injury, symptom inventory, and physical examination focused on neurological
status, vestibular function, cervical spine integrity, and balance testing.
Standardized tools such as the Sport Concussion Assessment Tool (SCAT) may be
employed alongside clinical observation. Accurate diagnosis is critical to



differentiate concussion from other injuries and to guide appropriate
intervention strategies.

Neurological Examination

The neurological exam assesses cranial nerve function, motor and sensory
abilities, reflexes, and cognitive status. This examination helps identify
any focal deficits or complications that may require urgent medical
attention.

Vestibular and Balance Testing

Vestibular dysfunction is common following concussion and contributes to
dizziness, vertigo, and imbalance. Physical therapists use specific tests
such as the Vestibular Ocular Motor Screening (VOMS) to evaluate these
systems and tailor rehabilitation accordingly.

Cervical Spine Evaluation

Concomitant cervical injuries often accompany concussions. Assessment
includes range of motion, muscle strength, and palpation for tenderness or
spasms, which can contribute to symptomatology and impact recovery.

Phases of Physical Therapy Concussion Protocol

The physical therapy concussion protocol is usually divided into progressive
phases designed to match the patient’s symptom resolution and functional
improvement. Each phase incorporates specific goals and interventions to
promote safe recovery.

Phase 1: Acute Rest and Symptom Management

This initial phase emphasizes relative physical and cognitive rest to reduce
symptom exacerbation. Patients are advised to avoid activities that provoke
symptoms while maintaining light daily activities as tolerated.

Phase 2: Controlled Reintroduction of Activity

As symptoms improve, light aerobic exercises and basic physical therapy
interventions are introduced to promote blood flow and neurological recovery
without triggering symptom relapse.

Phase 3: Targeted Rehabilitation

Focused therapeutic exercises addressing vestibular, oculomotor, cervical,
and balance impairments are implemented. Therapy is individualized based on
ongoing assessments and symptom response.



Phase 4: Functional and Sport-Specific Training

In athletes and highly active individuals, this phase involves reintegration
of sport-specific drills and functional activities to prepare for return to
play or full activity participation.

Symptom Management and Therapeutic
Interventions

Effective symptom management is central to the physical therapy concussion

protocol. Interventions are tailored to address the most prominent symptoms
and may include vestibular rehabilitation, cervical spine mobilization, and
graded exercise therapy.

Vestibular Rehabilitation Therapy (VRT)

VRT targets dizziness and balance issues through customized exercises that
promote vestibular adaptation and compensation. Common techniques include
gaze stabilization, habituation exercises, and balance training.

Cervical Spine Treatment

Manual therapy, stretching, and strengthening exercises are applied to
alleviate neck pain and restore normal cervical mechanics, which can
influence concussion symptoms directly or indirectly.

Graded Aerobic Exercise

Controlled aerobic activity is gradually increased to improve autonomic
regulation and cerebral blood flow while monitoring for symptom provocation.
This approach reduces the risk of deconditioning and supports neurological
healing.

Cognitive and Visual Rehabilitation

For patients experiencing cognitive deficits or visual disturbances, targeted
interventions such as eye tracking exercises and cognitive training may be
incorporated into the protocol.

Return-to-Activity and Return-to-Play
Guidelines

One of the primary goals of the physical therapy concussion protocol is to
facilitate a safe return to normal activities, including sports participation
when applicable. Return-to-activity guidelines are structured to prevent re-
injury and ensure symptom resolution before full engagement.



Graduated Return-to-Play Steps

1. Symptom-limited activity: Daily activities that do not provoke symptoms.
2. Light aerobic exercise: Walking or stationary cycling at low intensity.
3. Sport-specific exercise: Running drills without head impact.

4. Non-contact training drills: Increased exercise intensity and
coordination training.

5. Full contact practice: Following medical clearance, reintegration into
practice.

6. Return to competition: Full participation without restrictions.

Criteria for Progression

FEach stage requires the absence of symptoms at the current activity level for
at least 24 hours before advancing. If symptoms recur, the patient returns to
the previous symptom-free level for an additional period.

Prevention and Education in Concussion Care

Preventative strategies and patient education are vital components of the
physical therapy concussion protocol. Educating patients, families, coaches,
and employers about concussion risks, symptom recognition, and management
enhances overall outcomes and reduces recurrence.

Protective Measures

Recommendations include the use of appropriate protective gear, adherence to
safety rules, and environmental modifications to reduce concussion risk.

Symptom Awareness and Early Reporting

Encouraging early reporting of symptoms and prompt evaluation helps prevent
complications and promotes timely intervention.

Post-Recovery Strategies

Guidance on gradual return to cognitive and physical stressors, along with
ongoing monitoring, supports sustained recovery and minimizes long-term
effects.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the role of physical therapy in concussion
management?

Physical therapy helps in concussion management by assessing and treating
vestibular, oculomotor, and cervical impairments, facilitating safe return to
daily activities through individualized rehabilitation protocols.

What are the key components of a physical therapy
concussion protocol?

A physical therapy concussion protocol typically includes vestibular therapy,
balance and coordination exercises, gradual aerobic conditioning, and
cervical spine treatment to address symptoms and promote recovery.

How soon after a concussion should physical therapy
begin?

Physical therapy usually begins after the initial acute phase (24-48 hours
post—-injury), once a healthcare provider clears the patient, to safely
initiate gradual, symptom-limited rehabilitation.

Can physical therapy help with post-concussion
symptoms like dizziness and headaches?

Yes, physical therapy can effectively reduce dizziness and headaches post-—
concussion by targeting vestibular dysfunction and cervical spine issues
through specialized exercises and manual therapy.

How does a physical therapist determine when a
patient can return to sports after a concussion?

Physical therapists use symptom assessment, objective balance and vestibular
tests, and graded exercise tolerance to guide a stepwise return-to-sport
progression, ensuring the patient is symptom-free at each stage before full
clearance.

Additional Resources

1. Concussion Rehabilitation and Physical Therapy: A Comprehensive Guide
This book offers an in-depth exploration of rehabilitation strategies
tailored specifically for concussion patients. It covers assessment
techniques, symptom management, and evidence-based physical therapy
interventions. Clinicians will find practical protocols for safely
progressing patients through recovery stages. The text emphasizes the
importance of multidisciplinary approaches and individualized care plans.

2. Physical Therapy Management of Concussion: Evidence-Based Protocols
Focused on current research and clinical applications, this book presents
evidence-based protocols designed to optimize concussion recovery. It
includes detailed chapters on vestibular therapy, balance training, and



cervical spine interventions. The author discusses how to monitor patient
progress and adjust treatment plans accordingly. This resource is ideal for
physical therapists seeking to enhance their concussion care skills.

3. Concussion in Sport: Physical Therapy Assessment and Treatment

This title addresses the unique challenges of managing sports-related
concussions through physical therapy. It offers guidance on initial
evaluation, return-to-play criteria, and sport-specific rehabilitation
techniques. The book also covers cognitive and physical symptom management,
emphasizing safe and effective recovery. Coaches, therapists, and healthcare
providers will benefit from its multidisciplinary insights.

4. Vestibular Rehabilitation for Concussion Patients

Specializing in vestibular therapy, this book explores the role of physical
therapy in treating dizziness and balance disorders post—-concussion. It
provides detailed exercises and protocols to restore vestibular function and
reduce symptoms. The author integrates case studies to illustrate successful
treatment outcomes. This work is essential for therapists focusing on
vestibular aspects of concussion recovery.

5. Concussion Protocols in Physical Therapy Practice

This practical manual outlines step-by-step concussion protocols tailored for
physical therapy settings. It includes screening tools, symptom monitoring
checklists, and progression guidelines for therapeutic exercises. The book
emphasizes patient safety and individualized pacing during rehabilitation. It
serves as a quick-reference guide for clinicians managing concussion cases.

6. Neuromuscular Rehabilitation After Concussion

Exploring the neuromuscular consequences of concussion, this book discusses
therapeutic approaches to address muscle weakness, coordination deficits, and
postural control issues. It integrates neuroplasticity concepts with physical
therapy techniques to promote recovery. The text also covers assessment
methods and outcome measures relevant to neuromuscular rehabilitation. It is
valuable for therapists aiming to enhance functional recovery post-
concussion.

7. Return—-to-Play Guidelines for Concussion: A Physical Therapist’s Handbook
This handbook provides comprehensive return-to-play guidelines grounded in
physical therapy principles. It outlines criteria for safe progression
through physical activity levels and strategies to minimize risk of re-
injury. The author discusses communication with athletes, coaches, and
medical teams to ensure coordinated care. The book is a must-read for
therapists involved in sports concussion management.

8. Multidisciplinary Approaches to Concussion Rehabilitation

Highlighting collaboration among healthcare professionals, this book examines
how physical therapy integrates with other disciplines in concussion care. It
showcases case studies demonstrating team-based management and coordinated
treatment plans. The text also reviews recent research supporting
multidisciplinary interventions. Physical therapists will gain insights into
optimizing patient outcomes through cooperative care.

9. Assessment and Treatment of Pediatric Concussions in Physical Therapy
Focused on the pediatric population, this book addresses the unique
considerations of concussion assessment and treatment in children and
adolescents. It covers age—appropriate evaluation techniques, symptom
management, and therapeutic exercises. The author emphasizes family education
and tailored rehabilitation protocols to support young patients. Pediatric
physical therapists will find this a comprehensive resource for concussion



care.
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