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AT BRAIN INJURY SERVICES, we are committed to transforming 
and empowering the lives of individuals with brain injuries through 
our free programs and services. Over the last year, we have taken 
action “head-on” to meet a major public health challenge in  
Virginia — concussion recognition and recovery. 

Research conducted by Brain Injury Services (BIS) in February 2024 
underscored the urgent need for greater concussion awareness 

and enhanced recovery resources. Nearly half of Northern Virginians surveyed 
indicated they were uncertain about how to protect loved ones after an injury, and 
many felt hesitant to report concussions. Most concerning is the fact that the majority 
were not aware of free local services in the community that could aid in their recovery 
from concussion. 

To address these gaps, Brain Injury Services launched a Concussion Recognition and 
Recovery Campaign to drive awareness and actions to improve concussion recovery 
across Virginia.

Through our Campaign, Brain Injury Services sought insights from Virginia community 
organizations, families, health care providers, employers, educators, sports groups, 
technology providers, and state and local leaders on how we can address gaps in 
understanding and awareness and catalyze community action across sectors. In 
September 2024, during Concussion Awareness Month, we convened a Concussion 
Recognition and Recovery Summit during which key stakeholders shared their insights 
and identified opportunities for improving concussion awareness and recovery in our 
Northern Virginia communities.

This Report outlines key findings and valuable insights from stakeholder 
discussions and identifies opportunities for continued collaboration to improve 
concussion recovery across Virginia. It also contains a comprehensive set of local 
and national resources that are available for concussion recovery for individuals and 
families, health care providers, schools, and employers. 

We recognize that solving such complex issues requires a community approach,  
and we stand ready to continue our efforts to foster collaboration to help create a 
future where concussion recovery is a priority, and everyone affected by a brain injury 
has access to the care, support, and resources they need. BIS is grateful to its partners 
for sharing their insights, knowledge and ideas for potential solutions that will  
improve recognition and recovery opportunities for those experiencing concussion  
in Northern Virginia. 

Donna Meltzer 
CEO, Brain Injury Services
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Perspective: The Challenges Ahead
By Dr. Gregory J. O’Shanick, Medical Director of the Center for 
Neurorehabilitation Services in Richmond, VA and Medical Director 
Emeritus, Brain Injury Association of America

As a health care provider, one of the most concerning statistics regarding 
concussion that continues to haunt me in my many years of medical practice 
is that 50% of people with brain injuries don’t get them checked out. While 
the vast majority of concussions are caused by everyday accidents, troubling 
new trends are emerging, like “Power Slapping” — repetitive blunt force 

trauma to the head — which is popular in schools and showcased on social media. It can result in 
changes in brain function that have devastating consequences for many individuals. 

Knowing the warning signs and when to seek help is the first step in concussion recovery.

And, because every concussion is an individualized experience with varying symptoms and 
recovery times, those of us in the health care community must continue to advocate for thorough 
assessments that consider the unique circumstances of each patient. Treatment plans must be 
individualized and address specific cognitive, emotional, physical and socio-cultural challenges 
resulting from a concussion. This personalized approach aims to facilitate optimal recovery and 
reduce the risk of long-term complications.

There will continue to be challenges ahead. That is why the Concussion Recognition and Recovery 
Campaign, and this Report are so important to the Northern Virginia community. The work 
that Brain Injury Services is leading - bringing sectors together, increasing awareness of existing 
resources on concussion, and identifying gaps and opportunities for future action - are all positive 
steps forward. 

I am eager to continue the conversations we began at the Concussion Recognition and Recovery 
Summit last September, and invite all of us, as a community, to continue to advocate for concussion 
awareness and ensure everyone affected has access to the care, support, and resources they need to 
make a full recovery.

Gregory O’Shanick, MD
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Introduction

Concussions are the most common type of traumatic brain injury (TBI). 
They are caused by a hit to the body or a blow or jolt to the head or that 
forces the brain to move rapidly back and forth. The U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) states that this sudden movement 
can cause the brain to bounce around or twist in the skull, stretching and 
damaging brain cells and creating chemical changes in the brain.

We know that there are considerable knowledge gaps when it comes 
to public recognition of how concussions can happen, the signs of 
concussive injury and steps to take for recovery and eventual return 
to school, sport and work. Some key data points from the Brain Injury 
Association of America include:

•	 Most concussions happen in everyday accidents, but 84% of 
people falsely believe athletes are most at risk for concussion. About 
3% of concussions presenting to the emergency room result from 
sports injuries; 56% believe you have to hit your head to sustain 
a concussion, when in fact concussions can occur after blasts or 
whiplash (commonly in car accidents) as well.

•	 Because every concussion is a unique, individualized experience with 
varying symptoms and recovery times, there are fewer absolute 
directives to communicate to people coping with injury. It is important to share that a 
person’s concussion symptoms and recovery journey will not occur on a linear trajectory or 
predictable timeline. 

•	 We also know that because the symptoms of concussion are invisible there are many 
challenges for people who sustain them to take their own injuries seriously and to have 
others acknowledge them and their needs as they recover

What’s at Stake in Concussion Recognition and Recovery
How a person’s concussion diagnosis and recovery are handled has wide ranging impacts affecting 
millions of people each year. Troubling symptoms and impacts of concussion are often made worse, 
or prolonged, by missing the signs, minimizing, or ignoring the injury, and failing to receive timely 
treatment which is a key factor in recovery. As noted by the CDC, over half of people who suspect 
they have a concussion never get it checked. 

Even when a concussion is diagnosed as mild, recovery should be the top priority; however, many 
people feel public stigma about sharing their diagnosis and doing what’s best for recovery or 
they simply don’t know how best to recover or where to turn for support. People experiencing a 
concussion are often given different directions because there is a lack of knowledge and policy 
guidance across sectors.

If a concussion is not properly identified and supported, it can lead to adverse effects including: 

•	 Broader impact on an individual’s mental health and well-being

The CDC estimates 
that just under 
three million 
concussion cases 
visit U.S. emergency 
rooms annually. 
Other studies put 
the number much 
higher at five 
million, with as 
many as 2.4 million 
of these with mild 
TBI. The numbers 
go even higher with 
additional studies 
suggesting that as 
many as 50 percent 
of concussions go 
unreported. (cdc.
gov, 2025)
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•	 Limited productivity at school or work (shaping long-term earning and employment potential)

•	 Stress on family relationships and other relationships key to mental health 

•	 Need for ongoing services and support 

…and all these factors have long-term overarching economic and community impact. 

Defining the Challenges in Northern Virginia
In February 2024, BIS commissioned a survey of 300 adults in Northern Virginia to better understand 
concussion awareness and access to available services. The results of the survey showed a 
significant lack of awareness and continued cultural stigma around concussion and other brain 
injuries in the region. The poll also revealed a lack of knowledge about available resources to help 
those with brain injury, their loved ones, and their employers. 

 Key findings of the survey include:

•	 Close to half (43%) of people say they would not know or are not sure they know how to protect 
themselves or a loved one after a head injury.

•	 More than half (53%) don’t think public schools have the awareness and knowledge needed to 
deal with students who suffer head injuries. 

•	 More than three-fourths (78%) say they would be reluctant to tell their employer that they 
had a head injury that might limit their ability to perform their regular work duties, including 
reading or looking at a computer screen, for an extended period. 

•	 Two-thirds (67%) say that sports culture has made it acceptable to ignore a concussion to be 
able to get back on the field. 

•	 Two-thirds (67%) say they have seen adults continue to play sports after getting hit on the 
head, and 57% say they’ve seen children resume play right after a hit.

•	 More than 70% do not know there are free services available in Northern Virginia when a person 
does need help after a head injury.

Catalyzing Collective Action —  
The Concussion Recovery Campaign
Brain Injury Services viewed the survey’s key findings as an opportunity to bring together Virginia 
community organizations, families, the health care sector, employers, educators, youth athletic 
organizations, technology providers and state and local leaders to launch a Concussion Recovery 
Campaign, designed to drive awareness and actions to improve concussion recovery across Virginia. 
The Campaign is comprised of three major tactics: Learning, Convening and Sharing.

Learning: Insights from Key Experts and Stakeholders
During this phase of the Concussion Recovery Campaign, BIS and its consultants conducted 
desktop and qualitative research, drew upon decades of its case management and leadership 
expertise and experience, and engaged an array of experts and stakeholders from the healthcare, 
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education, disability, and employment sectors. This learning enabled us to better understand gaps 
and opportunities for improving concussion awareness and recovery. Several themes emerged:

•	 It is essential to strengthen education and awareness efforts on concussion recognition and 
recovery across all stakeholders/sectors. There are some very good free resources and services 
across the Northern Virginia region that need to be more widely known and leveraged through 
greater outreach.

o	 Experts agreed that educational materials need to be in plain language/easy read to be 
accessible for all audiences including those with I/DD, as well as available in languages 
most commonly spoken in Northern Virginia which includes Spanish, Korean, Arabic and 
Vietnamese.

•	 More training and process improvements are needed for individuals and sectors that engage 
with people who experience a concussion.

o	 Experts pointed to the need for healthcare providers to have more specific training in the 
diagnosis and treatment of concussion. 

o	 It was noted that the knowledge, training, and comfort level of school-based healthcare 
providers in managing concussions varies, and there is a need among school divisions 
for school nurses and athletic trainers (where schools have them) to be comprehensively 
trained on concussion management. 

•	 More resources are needed to support the implementation of concussion best practices 
across sectors to provide individualized support as people recover.

o	 Awareness and outreach efforts that will improve each individual’s recovery must be 
integrated among multiple sectors who are involved with people coping with concussion. 
(e.g. health providers and allied health providers, educators, athletic professionals and 
volunteers) These recovery-focused communications should occur at every point: from 
injury occurrence, to reporting, to diagnosis, to recovery to decisions about when and how 
to return to work, school, or play.

Convening: The Concussion Recognition and Recovery Summit
During national Concussion Awareness Month in September 2024, BIS convened a Concussion 
Recognition and Recovery Summit to bring together a cross-section of experts and representatives 
from key stakeholder groups. Individuals from the health sector, academia, school sports, 
government and other community stakeholders came together to learn more about work that is 
already occurring in this space and discuss what additional information or resources may be needed 
to improve recognition and recovery for those experiencing brain injury in the community. A key 
goal was to identify ways to collectively leverage participants’ knowledge platforms, networks, and 
assets to better support Northern Virginians coping with concussion.

The Summit’s format included an expert panel discussion followed by small group sessions and a 
facilitated closing plenary conversation with participants.
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Panelists

Donna Meltzer 
(Moderator) 
CEO, Brain Injury Services 

Dr. Juliet Haarbauer-Krupa, PhD, FACRM 
(Keynote) 
Traumatic Brain Injury Team, Division of Injury 
Prevention, Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) 

Dr. Gregory O’Shanick 
President and Medical Director, Center for 
Neurorehabilitation Services, Richmond, VA 
Medical Director Emeritus, Brain Injury 
Association of America

Bryna Helfer, Ed.D. 
Director of Employment Supports and Innovative 
Partnerships, Office of Disability Employment 
Policy, U.S. Department of Labor

Dr. Robin Bell 
Veteran and Adjunct Professor of Justice, Law 
and Criminology, American University

John Reynolds, MS, LAT, ATC  
Athletic Training Program Administrator 
Fairfax County Public Schools

Shayna Richardson 
Product Manager, ImPACT Applications, Inc.

Panel Discussion Highlights:
•	 There was consensus amongst the panelists that it 

is important to monitor and provide individualized 
care for people experiencing concussion, and 
to particularly be aware of how a concussion is 
impacting a child’s development.

•	 For the education sector, families should be 
encouraged to work with teachers and school 
counselors on their child’s return to school and 
activities after concussion.

•	 In the workplace setting, employers need to create a culture that promotes openness about 
employees’ injuries and informs them of their rights and resources as they move through 
recovery and return to work. The U.S. Department of Labor is engaging employers on how 
to create an environment that promotes self-
disclosure for employees with concussion and 
other brain injuries.

•	 All agreed that while there are existing services 
and public education campaigns more needs 
to be done to increase awareness of available 
resources and tools for people that are impacted 
by concussion and those serving them.

•	 How can a more consistent approach to concussion 
management be driven across sectors?

“Traumatic Brain Injury is not just 
an event you stop taking care of 
once it is diagnosed; it affects how 
the brain works, and it impacts 
development.” 

— Dr. Juliet Haarbauer-Krupa, CDC

“Up to 87% of the justice 
population has a history of TBI. It is 
very important to recognize those 
on the inside who have suffered 
TBI, and once they are back in the 
free world to work with them to 
get the treatment they need.” 

— Dr. Robin Bell, American University
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Small Group Sessions
Convening participants broke out into small group sessions to discuss the following questions and 
identify gaps and opportunities to improve concussion awareness and recovery:

•	 How can awareness and education about concussions/concussion recovery be increased for 
healthcare providers, schools, employers, parents, and the community?

•	 What existing tools/resources/organizations should be leveraged more broadly to address 
concussion recovery in Northern Virginia, and beyond?

Key Take-Aways and Opportunities from the Campaign Summit
General Recommendations:
•	 Ongoing collaboration is needed: An overarching theme of the Summit was the need to 

continue efforts in which key stakeholders come together regularly to collaborate around 
concussion awareness and education efforts. 

•	 Informational resources need attention: While existing resources should be maximized to 
“not reinvent the wheel”, there are still significant information gaps to be filled. Resources 
should be tailored to specific groups including families, health care and allied health providers, 
and schools. Resources also need to be targeted to underserved areas across the State.

•	 Key sectors should help with information distribution: Opportunities should be explored 
to leverage technology and digital media for broader education and awareness. They called 
for using social media campaigns that are tailored to reach different demographics and 
communities. They also suggested examining the use of AI tools to synthesize concussion 
information and guidelines and creating apps that can be customized for each recovering 
person. Specific sectors should act more intentionally to advance concussion awareness and 
recovery:

Specific Sector Recommendations:
Healthcare Providers:

•	 Healthcare providers play a large role in concussion recognition and recovery. Whether in a 
doctor’s office or school setting, their initial diagnosis and care of the patient is critical for 
the treatment and recovery plan. 

o	 Education efforts should be multi-disciplinary. Primary care physicians, neurologists, 
pediatricians, endocrinologists, and other specialty services including Speech, 
Occupational, Physical Therapy and Neuro-Optometry should all collaborate to ensure 
seamless support for individuals with concussion.

o	 The knowledge, training and comfort level of school-based healthcare providers in 
managing concussions varies and should become more consistent. Concussion can 
happen on the athletic field, in the classroom, the cafeteria, and during after-school events. 
All school personnel should have baseline training about concussion at a minimum, with 
school nurses and athletic trainers receiving more comprehensive training.
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o	 Healthcare professionals should consider concussion when a patient reports increased 
anxiety levels and fully assess whether an underlying concussion may be causing these 
symptoms.

o	 Healthcare providers should consider accessing the Virginia Concussion Initiative’s monthly 
tele-mentoring sessions on concussion treatment as part of ongoing learning.

•	 Personalized medicine and recovery support is critical: Everyone experiencing a concussion is 
different and recovery needs to be customized. Healthcare practitioners should customize each 
patient’s recovery plan with awareness about the individual’s developmental stage and personal 
attributes.

o	 Health care providers should be prompted to refer individual patients to specialty services, 
including Occupational and Physical Therapy and Neuro-Optometry, as needed for 
concussion recovery.

o	 Individuals who receive healthcare through Medicaid should be aware that they may be 
able to receive services through Virginia Medicaid Managed Care Organizations (MCOs) 
as part of a Targeted Case Management program to help provide better access to 
individualized concussion recovery services in the Northern Virginia community.

•	 There are opportunities to leverage technology in the healthcare setting to advance 
concussion recovery, such as: 

o	 Developing a phone app to access resources like those of the Virginia Concussion Initiative, 
a multidisciplinary team of concussion specialists, which providers can use in real time in a 
clinical setting with patients.

o	 Creating “pop up” windows in electronic health records could prompt providers to refer 
patients to other specialty care needed for concussion recovery.

o	 Baseline testing is another technology tool that may be useful to gauge changes in the 
brain before and after a concussion or other injury. Such testing may prove helpful for 
data collection. Healthcare professionals should discuss this option with those who have 
experienced brain injury as this is a personal decision.

Schools:

•	 There is a need to bridge the gap between the healthcare community and schools around 
evolving protocols for concussion recovery. Schools should examine this gap and update 
their protocols, and when necessary, to close the gaps.

o	 Families should be encouraged to work with teachers and counselors about the proper 
timeline for the student to return to school and activities.

o	 Schools should use and share existing toolkits and checklists to guide students and 
families. One good resource is The Virginia Concussion Initiative. 

o	 Schools should regularly review existing State requirements about concussion and keep 
school personnel, students, and student’s families apprised of any changes.

o	 All school athletic department personnel should be relied upon for teaching, training, and 
sharing information about concussion with other faculty, students and their families.
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o	 In some schools and athletic programs, baseline concussion testing has become a 
fundamental part of the assessment process by providing healthcare professionals with 
information to compare and monitor an athlete’s cognitive function before and after a head 
injury. However, conflicting views on the efficacy of the computerized cognitive testing 
within the medical community caution that baseline testing should be part of a broader 
clinical assessment.

Employers:

Employers and their human resource (HR) professionals play a large role in supporting 
employees through adverse health events including concussion. When HR professionals are 
knowledgeable, employees are better supported and therefore may be able to perform better 
on the job.

•	 Employers should increase efforts to make information available on their policies regarding 
concussion whether it happens in the workplace or outside of the workplace. Human 
resource managers should provide more detailed information about employee’s rights and 
accommodations under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and ensure that employees 
feel supported following concussion. 

•	 A plan for a safe return to work should be implemented in all workplaces. The Department 
of Labor’s Job Accommodation Network (JAN) is an important resource for employers and 
employees impacted by concussion, with information on job accommodations to support 
recovery and beyond.

•	 Transportation accessibility can be a major issue for employees with concussion and brain 
injury. Employers should carefully consider policies for alternatives to driving such as remote 
work for those whose jobs can be done remotely, until they can safely return to driving. 
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Sharing: Concussion Resource Guide for Northern Virginia
In addition to sharing key findings from the Learning and Convening phases of the Concussion 
Recognition and Recovery Campaign in this Report, we are pleased to provide the following guide 
to publicly available resources, compiled from our research and Summit discussions, to improve 
concussion awareness and recovery in Northern Virginia.

Resources

Public Awareness Tools

There are several campaigns with free handouts, social toolkits 
and other resources for educating the public about the signs 
and symptoms of concussion — as well as how to prevent 
them and how to recover well.

Advancing Brain Injury Awareness & Education. 
“Melon Pledge” and “Concussion Awareness Now” https://
concussionawarenessnow.org/who-we-are (BIAA)

Know the Signs Campaign. Brain Injury Association of Virginia 
https://www.biav.net/know-the-signs-concussion-awareness-
campaign/ (BIAV)

CDC Heads Up https://www.cdc.gov/heads-up/headsup/?CDC_
AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/headsup/about/index.html 
(CDC)

Tools for Schools, Healthcare Providers, and Parents 
to implement best practices in homes, schools and 
communities 

Concussion Facts - Virginia Concussion Initiative; VCI 
Resource Library - Virginia Concussion Initiative https://vci.
gmu.edu/concussionfaqs (VCI)

Virginia Concussion Initiative ECHO Program by George 
Mason University | iECHO hosts free monthly tele-mentoring 
sessions on concussion care for health care providers. https://
iecho.org/public/program/PRGM1689784753049H0960Z52GY 
(VCI)

Concussion guidelines to support pediatricians helping 
children, youth and families who have sustained a head injury. 
https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/ (National Academy of 
Pediatrics)  

SCORE Program provides resources for the care of 
children and adolescents with concussions. https://www.
childrensnational.org/get-care/departments/safe-concussion-
outcome-recovery--education-score-program (Children’s 
National Hospital). 

Neurodiversity Toolkit - Virginia Concussion Initiative 
outlines communications strategies to recognize concussions 
and support recovery in neurodiverse individuals. https://vci.
gmu.edu/neurodiversity-toolkit (VCI)

Concussion Signs And Symptoms Checklist for school staff 
to evaluate and monitor students who experience a head 
injury. https://www.cdc.gov/heads-up/media/pdfs/schools/
TBI_schools_checklist_508-a.pdf (CDC)

Schools Can Act: CMT | Virginia Concussion Initiative 
provides guidelines for school Concussion Management 
Teams to support students returning to school after a head 
injury. https://concussion.gmu.edu/cmt (VCI)

Job Accommodation Network (JAN) provides information on 
creating accommodations to support employees recovering 
from concussions. https://askjan.org/ (DOL)

For Those Seeking Concussion Services in Northern 
Virginia:

Brain Injury Services provides a range of free services 
including case managers, occupational therapists, mental 
health counselors, assistive technology and other supports for 
people coping with concussion. https://braininjurysvcs.org/ 
(BIS)

DARS Brain Injury Services Unit offers support, guidance, and 
technical assistance to individuals with brain injuries, focusing 
on community living and rehabilitation. https://www.dars.
virginia.gov/cbs/biscis.htm (Virginia Department for Aging and 
Rehabilitative Services)

Brain Injury - Brain Injury Association of America virtual 
National Brain Injury Information Center (1-800-444 6443) 
https://biausa.org/brain-injury (BIAA)

Inova Concussion Program provides expert care for 
concussion diagnosis and treatment. https://www.inova.org/
our-services/inova-concussion-program (Inova Health)

UVA Health Concussion Services provides multi-disciplinary 
support for concussion recovery including Occupational and 
Physical Therapy services. https://uvahealth.com/services/
neurology/tbi-concussion (UVA Health) 
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Opportunities for Future Action/Impact
BIS recognizes that solving the complex issues associated with concussion recognition and 
recovery will take time, continued collaboration, and ongoing commitment and support from the 
community. As the largest direct service provider for individuals living with brain injury in Virginia, 
we are committed to working collaboratively with others in our community to address concussion 
awareness and recovery.

Based on the key insights from the Learning and Convening phases of our Concussion Recognition 
and Recovery Campaign, opportunities for continued engagement could include:

•	 Developing a universal language for communicating about concussions that recognizes that 
concussion = brain injury which is a chronic health condition.

•	 Fostering ongoing community action through the development of a Northern Virginia 
Concussion Collaborative to enhance and scale concussion awareness and recovery efforts.

•	 Engaging the technology sector to become a champion of concussion awareness and 
recovery.

•	 Continued advocacy for the development and dissemination of tools and resources to 
increase concussion awareness and improve concussion recovery.

About Brain Injury Services
Brain Injury Services (BIS) is a nonprofit leader in providing free community-based services to 
empower children, adults, veterans, and families who have been impacted by brain injury. BIS offers 
mental health counseling, adult and adolescent case management, day programs, community 
participation and skill-building service (ComPASS), support groups, friendship programs and more, 
which provide a place for individuals with brain injuries to participate in programs that rebuild life 
skills and create community. BIS has served residents of Northern Virginia, Fredericksburg, and the 
surrounding counties since 1989. Brain Injury Services is supported by individual donors, corporate 
partners, private foundations, and the general funds administered by the Department for Aging and 
Rehabilitative Services. BIS offices are located in Springfield, Fairfax, Leesburg, Fredericksburg, and 
Winchester, Virginia. 

Campaign Resilience Sponsor                                 Campaign Patron Sponsor

703-451-8881  •  braininjurysvcs.org


