
How should you respond to a suspected concussion?

A concussion is a brain injury and should be treated with care. Rest and a gradual return to
activity under the guidance of a medical professional can often clear up symptoms within one
month. However, each person experiences a concussion differently, so being aware of the
symptoms and consulting with a healthcare provider early on can help ensure effective concussion
management and help with a full recovery.

Although it may be tempting to brush off a
head impact or try to tough it out, a brain
injury should always be taken seriously. 
If you suspect that you or someone else has
suffered a concussion, whether it’s from sports,
military service, an act of violence, or an
accident, follow these steps:

Concussion Treatments

Go to CLFHelpLine.ca or scan QR codeQuestions?

There are many options available to aid in your recovery.
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Remove yourself from physical
and cognitive activity
Continuing to engage in physical activity
after a concussion can increase the risk of
further injury and delay healing.
Taking time off from school or work may be
necessary, as well.
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Look for signs and get
symptoms evaluated

If you or someone else is showing signs of a concussion, it’s important to seek medical attention
immediately. A doctor can properly diagnose and assess the severity of the injury and provide
appropriate treatment recommendations.
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As soon as the suspected brain injury
occurs, pay attention to any changes in
behaviour, mood, or physical
functioning. 
Signs of a concussion can include:

Balance problems 
A glazed look in the eyes 
Delayed response to questions 
Confusion 

Symptoms can include: 
Headache
Sensitivity to light and noise 
Ringing in the ears
Memory loss, 
Changes in sleep patterns,
Anxiety 
Depression

Seek medical attention

For most concussions, simply resting and gradually returning to activity under the guidance of a
medical professional clears up concussion symptoms within one month. This is the current
standard of care and has helped countless concussion patients through a full recovery
Visit our Concussion Response page for a deeper dive into the steps you should take
after a concussion.

http://concussionfoundation.ca/resource-centre/concussion-resources


Finding the right doctor for
concussion treatment

How will a doctor diagnose a concussion?

When it comes to finding the appropriate
treatment for a concussion, choosing the
right doctor is the first step to recovery. To
assist you in searching for a concussion
specialist, please refer to the links below.
These resources will help you make an
informed decision to ensure you receive
the best possible care.

CLF HelpLine: If you’re having trouble
with your search or would like more
guidance, reach out to the CLF
HelpLine for free support.

Since there are no specific tests to diagnose a concussion, a doctor will rely on several
factors to make a diagnosis. This may include taking a detailed medical history, assessing
symptoms, and performing a physical exam.

Some common ways a doctor may assess an individual for a concussion include:

Download our easy-to-read guide
on choosing a concussion clinic.

Go to CLFHelpLine.ca or scan QR codeQuestions?

Download our detailed guide on
how to put together your
concussion history. This will help
you and your doctor decide on the
right recovery plan and treatment.
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A physical exam is an essential part of the concussion assessment. The doctor will check for
any obvious signs of injury, such as bruising or swelling. 

They may also evaluate the neck and spine to ensure there are no injuries that could be
contributing to symptoms. Additionally, they may test balance, coordination, and reflexes.

Physical examination

Initial assessments will often involve close monitoring and observation. A doctor will look for
neurological signs of a concussion, which can include changes in alertness, coordination,
and reflexes. They might ask questions or engage in conversation to assess your cognitive
function. Family members may also be asked about any changes they’ve noticed in behaviour
or symptoms since the injury occurred.

Monitoring and observation
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https://concussionfoundation.ca/helpline
http://concussionfoundation.ca/resource-centre/concussion-resources
http://concussionfoundation.ca/resource-centre/concussion-resources
http://concussionfoundation.ca/resource-centre/concussion-resources
https://www.cdc.gov/headsup/basics/concussion_symptoms.html


Go to CLFHelpLine.ca or scan QR codeQuestions?
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Cognitive testing plays a critical role in the diagnosis of concussions. This might include
asking the patient to perform tasks that measure their cognitive functions, such as memory
and concentration. The doctor may use standardized tools such as the SCOAT6 
(Sport Concussion Office Assessment Tool 6) or Child SCOAT6 in addition to other
neurocognitive tests to evaluate and manage the concussion.

Cognitive testing

While imaging tests like MRI and CT scans are not necessary for a concussion diagnosis,
they’re important tools for ruling out other serious conditions like skull fractures and bleeding
in the brain. These tests may also be ordered if a patient has certain risk factors or is
experiencing severe symptoms. It’s key to remember that the absence of abnormalities on
these scans does not rule out a concussion.

Imaging tests
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Continued...

Active treatments to discuss with your doctor
Your doctor is most likely to recommend active treatments if more than one month has passed
since the injury and you’re still experiencing symptoms. At this time, your doctor may also
diagnose you with persistent post-concussion symptoms (PPCS), what used to be known as 
Post-Concussion Syndrome (PCS).

Your doctor may recommend multiple treatments, and it
may take time to find one that’s right for you. Don’t lose
hope – your symptoms will get better with time and the
right therapies.

Visit our PCS Treatments page for detailed information
on each of these treatment options.

Treatment options can include, but
aren’t limited to:

Physiotherapy 
Occupational therapy
Vision therapy
Cognitive behavioural therapy 
Speech therapy 
Mindfulness and meditation

https://bjsm.bmj.com/content/57/11/648
http://concussionfoundation.ca/resource-centre/pcs-resources


Concussion care at home

It’s necessary to treat a concussion under the guidance of a medical professional.
However, once a concussion has been diagnosed and the patient has received proper
medical care, doctors will often recommend additional measures to aid in the recovery
process. These may include:

Go to CLFHelpLine.ca or scan QR codeQuestions?
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Getting adequate rest

Proper rest is one of the most important
aspects of concussion treatment at home.
Sleep supports the brain’s natural healing
processes, so ensuring you get plenty of
quality sleep is essential.

Rest during the day can also be
beneficial, including taking breaks when
you feel fatigued and avoiding
overexerting yourself. This may mean
taking time off work, school, and other
aspects of daily life until you’ve fully
recovered.
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Avoiding activities that can 
worsen symptoms

A good rule of thumb is to avoid activities that
noticeably increase your symptoms. Activities
that are mentally taxing, such as working on a
computer, playing video games, or watching
television, can worsen symptoms like
headaches and dizziness. 

Reducing screen time is particularly important
because the light from screens can strain
your eyes and brain.

When you do need to use screens, take
frequent breaks and limit the amount of time
spent using them. If possible, give your brain
time to rest and heal by avoiding activities
that require a lot of concentration.
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Taking appropriate medications for pain or headaches
Some medications can help alleviate discomfort caused by concussions, such as pain or headaches.
Always consult with a healthcare provider before taking medication, as certain drugs may not be
recommended following a concussion.

When approved by a doctor, over-the-counter pain relievers like acetaminophen can be used
according to the label’s instructions. Remember, while these methods can aid your recovery, they
do not replace medical attention. Always follow the guidance of healthcare professionals when
treating a concussion.



Another mistake is the over-reliance on medication. While over-the-counter pain relievers can help
manage some concussion symptoms, they shouldn’t be used to mask ongoing issues. Pain medication
does not address the underlying injury and could lead to overlooking significant symptoms that warrant
medical attention.

2

1

One of the most critical mistakes is dismissing or ignoring concussion symptoms. Symptoms like
headache, sensitivity to light and noise, ringing in the ears, or memory loss shouldn’t be taken
lightly. These are indicators that your brain has experienced trauma and needs attention.
While some symptoms may be immediate, it’s also important to pay attention to delayed symptoms,
which can arise hours or even days after the initial injury. If you begin to experience any symptoms,
it’s essential to speak with a healthcare provider and get evaluated for a concussion.
Learn how long symptoms can persist with Dr. David Mulder.

Go to CLFHelpLine.ca or scan QR codeWe can help

Common concussion care mistakes

Ignoring symptoms

Being overly reliant on medication
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Not getting enough rest

Rest is a foundational element of a successful concussion recovery. However, many make
the error of not allowing themselves enough downtime. They want to return to daily routines
or favourite activities, which can exacerbate symptoms.

During recovery, physical and cognitive rest are necessary to allow the brain to heal.
This means limiting activities that require concentration and focus if they increase your
symptoms, such as reading, working on the computer, playing video games, and physical
exertion.
Learn why rest is important with Dr. David Mulder

There are several common mistakes people often make when
trying to recover from a concussion. These missteps can prolong
the recovery process and potentially cause further damage.

http://concussionfoundation.ca/resource-centre/concussion-resources
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CwMYKoXSmt4
http://clfhelpline.ca/
http://clfhelpline.ca/
http://clfhelpline.ca/
https://www.youtube.com/watch/?v=bMx2A_1UIg4
https://www.youtube.com/watch/?v=bMx2A_1UIg4
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Returning too quickly to normal activity after a concussion can lead to setbacks or the worsening
of symptoms. Following a gradual return-to-activity plan, as advised by healthcare professionals,
is very important. Recovery timelines can vary greatly from person to person, and it’s important to
tailor the pace of your return to how your body is healing and a doctor’s recommendation.

Go to CLFHelpLine.ca or scan QR codeWe can help

Continued...

Rushing the recovery

The dangers of ignoring a concussion

Ignoring a concussion can have serious consequences. If left untreated, concussions can lead to
long-term problems such as chronic headaches, difficulty focusing and concentrating, memory
loss, depression, and anxiety. Additionally, if an individual sustains multiple concussions without
proper treatment or rest in between, it can result in Second Impact Syndrome (SIS), which can
be life-threatening.

http://clfhelpline.ca/
http://clfhelpline.ca/
http://clfhelpline.ca/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK448119/
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