
Management of Spinal Cord Injuries - A
Comprehensive Guide
Spinal cord injuries can have a profound impact on a person's life. These injuries,
often caused by accidents or trauma, can result in partial or complete loss of
motor and sensory function below the level of injury. The management of spinal
cord injuries requires a multidisciplinary approach involving medical
professionals, rehabilitation specialists, and the individual affected by the injury.

Understanding Spinal Cord Injuries

A spinal cord injury occurs when there is damage to the spinal cord or the nerve
roots at the end of the spinal canal. The severity of the injury can vary, with some
individuals experiencing temporary symptoms while others may face permanent
paralysis.

There are two types of spinal cord injuries: complete and incomplete. A complete
spinal cord injury results in a total loss of sensory and motor function below the
injury site. In contrast, an incomplete spinal cord injury allows for some degree of
motor or sensory function to remain below the level of injury.
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Spinal cord injuries can occur for various reasons, including car accidents, falls,
sports injuries, or acts of violence. Regardless of the cause, managing these
injuries requires immediate medical attention to prevent further damage and
ensure the best possible recovery.

The Role of Medical Professionals in Spinal Cord Injury
Management

When a person sustains a spinal cord injury, it is crucial to seek medical help
promptly. This ensures that any life-threatening conditions are addressed
immediately, and further damage is minimized. The medical management of
spinal cord injuries typically involves:

1. Stabilization: The injured person's spine is often immobilized to prevent
further damage during transportation and the initial medical examination.

2. Diagnosis: Medical professionals will conduct a thorough assessment to
determine the extent and location of the spinal cord injury. This may involve
imaging tests such as X-rays, CT scans, or MRIs.

3. Treatment: Depending on the severity and type of injury, treatment options
may include surgery, medication, physical therapy, or a combination of these
approaches. The aim is to reduce inflammation, promote healing, and restore
function as much as possible.

4. Complication management: Spinal cord injuries can lead to several
complications such as blood clots, infections, pressure sores, and bladder or
bowel problems. Medical professionals play a vital role in managing and
preventing these complications.
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Rehabilitation and Therapy for Spinal Cord Injuries

Rehabilitation is a critical aspect of managing spinal cord injuries. It involves a
comprehensive treatment plan tailored to the individual's specific needs and
goals. The rehabilitation process typically includes:

1. Physical Therapy: Physical therapists work closely with individuals with
spinal cord injuries to improve motor function, strength, and mobility. They
may utilize specialized equipment, such as standing frames or electrical
stimulation devices, to facilitate recovery.

2. Occupational Therapy: Occupational therapists focus on helping individuals
regain independence in daily activities such as dressing, grooming, and
cooking. They may suggest modifications to the home or workplace
environment to accommodate the individual's needs.

3. Speech Therapy: In cases where the injury affects the muscles involved in
speech, speech therapists can assist in improving communication skills and
swallowing abilities.

4. Pain Management: Many individuals with spinal cord injuries experience
chronic pain. Pain management techniques such as medications, nerve
blocks, and relaxation techniques can help alleviate discomfort and improve
overall well-being.

5. Psychological Support: Spinal cord injuries can have a significant
psychological impact, leading to depression, anxiety, or adjustment
difficulties. Mental health professionals play a crucial role in providing
emotional support and counseling throughout the rehabilitation process.

Assistive Devices and Adaptive Technologies



There are various assistive devices and adaptive technologies available to
individuals with spinal cord injuries, aiming to enhance independence and
improve quality of life. These include:

1. Wheelchairs and Mobility Aids: Wheelchairs can provide individuals with
mobility and independence. There are different types of wheelchairs,
including manual and electric, designed to accommodate specific needs.

2. Orthoses and Braces: Orthoses and braces can help stabilize the spine,
joints, or limbs affected by the injury, enabling individuals to perform certain
movements or activities with greater ease.

3. Communication Aids: Various devices and software are available to aid
communication for individuals with speech impairments. These can range
from basic alphabet boards to sophisticated eye-tracking systems.

4. Assistive Technology for Daily Living: Many adaptive technologies have
been developed to help with activities of daily living, such as modified
utensils, accessible home automation systems, and environmental control
units.

Lifestyle Modifications and Emotional Well-being

Managing a spinal cord injury also involves making necessary lifestyle
modifications and focusing on emotional well-being. Some key aspects to
consider include:

1. Accessible Home Environment: Modifying the home environment to
ensure accessibility and independence is essential. This may include
installing ramps, widening doorways, or adding grab bars in bathrooms.

2. Supportive Caregivers and Resources: The support of caregivers, family,
and friends can be crucial in navigating the challenges associated with spinal



cord injuries. Additionally, there are numerous organizations and resources
available that offer assistance, information, and support.

3. Educational and Vocational Opportunities: Many individuals with spinal
cord injuries are capable of pursuing educational and vocational goals.
Rehabilitation professionals can help assess abilities and provide
recommendations for job training, adaptive equipment, or educational
accommodations.

4. Emotional Support and Mental Health: It is essential to address the
emotional impact of a spinal cord injury. Engaging in therapy, joining support
groups, and practicing self-care techniques can contribute to improved
mental well-being.

Looking towards the Future

Research and advancements in medical technology are continuously improving
the management of spinal cord injuries. New therapies, surgical techniques, and
the development of more advanced assistive devices offer hope for further
enhancing the lives of those affected by spinal cord injuries.

It is vital to stay informed about the latest developments and be proactive in
seeking appropriate care and support. By adopting a comprehensive approach
that encompasses medical management, rehabilitation, assistive technologies,
and emotional well-being, individuals with spinal cord injuries can lead fulfilling
and independent lives.
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Combining 25 years of clinical, research and teaching experience, Dr Lisa Harvey
provides an innovative 5-step approach to the physiotherapy management of
people with spinal cord injury. Based on the International Classification of
Functioning, this approach emphasises the importance of setting goals which are
purposeful and meaningful to the patient. These goals are related to performance
of motor tasks analysed in terms of 6 key impairments. The assessment and
treatment performance of each of these impairments for people with spinal cord
injury is described in the following chapters:

training motor tasks

strength training

contracture management

pain management

respiratory management

cardiovascular fitness training

Dr Harvey develops readers' problem-solving skills equipping them to manage all
types of spinal cord injuries. Central to these skills is an understanding of how
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people with different patterns of paralysis perform motor tasks and the
importance of differentmuscles for motor tasks such as:

transfers and bed mobility of people

wheelchair mobility

hand function for people with tetraplegia

standing and walking with lower limb paralysis

This book is for students and junior physiotherapists with little or no experience in
the area of spinal cord injury but with a general understanding of the principles of
physiotherapy. It is also a useful tool for experienced clinicians, including those
keen to explore the evidence base that supports different physiotherapy
interventions.
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