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Project Summary:

The elucidation of the long-term problems experienced by those who sustain traumatic brain injury owes much to the Longitudinal Head Injury Outcome Project, which has been conducted at Epworth Hospital (formerly Bethesda) since1995. This study has created one of the largest TBI databases worldwide, providing comprehensive information regarding the difficulties experienced by these individuals and their families over long periods of time after injury. 

Aims:

The overall objective of the study has been to document long-term outcome between 1 and 20 years following moderate to severe traumatic brain injury, to identify factors influencing outcome, to document  the nature, predictors and consequences of psychiatric disturbances and alcohol and drug use following injury, to investigate the specific influence of age, genetic and cultural factors and living in regional Victoria  on outcome and to examine the evolution of psychological adjustment and family adjustment over time, as a basis for enhancing rehabilitation programs and ongoing service provision. 

Methods:

The study involved the conduct of follow-up interviews and completion of questionnaires documenting neurological, cognitive, behavioural and emotional changes, mobility, independence in activities of daily living, vocational and leisure activities and relationships, alcohol and drug use at 1,2,3,5, 10 and 20 years after injury. Cognitive tests of attention, memory and higher order thinking were completed 1 and 10 years after injury. A subgroup of patients had brain scanning.

Results so far (as at March 2012):

A total of 470 patients were added to the database and 787 follow-ups completed from September 2007-Sept ember2010, bringing the number of patients seen to 1942, with, 1199 having attended at one year, 1104 at two years, 742 at three years, 726 at five years, 309 at ten years, and 53 at twenty years post-injury. The database has been upgraded to a web-based system. The study has identified that problems with balance, fatigue, memory, attention, speed of thinking, planning and irritability as the most common and persistent problems which create difficulties with employment and study and independence in complex activities in the community, as well as social and leisure activities and relationships. The study has established predictors of brain injury severity and functional outcome including return to work, showing that increasing duration of post-injury confusion, increasing age, genetic factors and being from a non-English-speaking background all may be associated with poorer recovery or functional outcome, Anxiety and depression commonly occur in the first two years after injury, more often earlier in people with pre-existing psychiatric problems, but also in those without such a history. People with psychiatric disorders have poorer outcomes. Heavy alcohol and drug use are common pre-injury problems which re-emerge over the first two years after injury. Preventative strategies are to be encouraged. Family members who are in a caregiving role experience significant stress, which does not diminish over many years and has a negative impact on family functioning.
Conclusion:
The study has documented the most significant long-term problems and identified a number of factors which influence outcome following head injury. These findings will form the basis of intervention strategies to improve long-term outcomes in this vulnerable group.
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