Having received a bursary from BISWG, Emma Willson attended the BIRT Conference 2011: Inspiring Learning and Innovation in Brain Injury Rehabilitation on 21-22 September 2011 at the Marriott Hotel, Bristol. 
The purpose of the conference was to look at the latest developments and strategies for the treatment and rehabilitation of people with acquired brain injury. It was aimed at health professionals, support workers, statutory and voluntary care providers and personal injury lawyers, working in the field of brain injury.
The contents of each presentation are outlined below
Day one 

· Professor Rodger Wood: ‘From Neuropathology to psychopathology: understanding neurobehavioural disability as a focus for post acute rehabilitation.’ Revisited neuro-anatomy in relation to functions after brain injury. Highlighted the link between disorders of attention control and emotional recognition / expression and the role this has in social behaviour.
· Professor Jeff Kreutzer: ‘Ambiguous loss: how uncertainty impedes caregivers’ and patients’ emotional recovery.’ Considered the uncertainty people face after brain injury and the challenges this brings to their emotional adjustment; people need hope, to give them a reason to move forward and progress; getting better is a long term process.
· Professor Charles Bombardier: ‘Depression after traumatic brain injury’ Considered the risk factors to developing depression after brain injury. Early intervention = very hopeful in terms of preventing depression.
· Professor Huw Williams: ‘Neurorehabilitation and emotion: challenges to fitting into a ‘social world’.’ After brain injury there are changes in the brain that change the way we perceive our own emotions and affect how well we can see others emotions.
· Professor George Prigatano: ‘Neuropsychological rehabilitation of adults and children with a history of traumatic brain injury: challenges and opportunities.’ Emphasised the importance of therapeutic relationship with client – if don’t have that it doesn’t matter what strategies are used.
Day two

· Dr Caroline Knight & Professor Nick Alderman: Neuropyschological characteristics of aggression and sexual disinhibition following acquired brain injury.’ Emphasised the context in which the behaviour occurs is all important – sometimes its normal behaviour but in the wrong place.
· Liz Parish (OT): ‘Rehabilitation 10 yrs after brain injury – further findings.’ Explored a neurobehavioral skills training method for functional activities to achieve positive outcomes even many years after brain injury.
· Jon Graham (Physio): ‘The use of rehab technology and tailored exercise programmes to achieve functional improvements in chronic head injury.’ Key message - there is no ‘window’ of recovery as patients are often told, rather there are a series of peaks and sometimes technology can help them to reach each peak (e.g. electrical stimulation to muscle groups) to achieve functional outcomes.
· Dr Camilla Herbert & Dr Siobhan Palmer: ‘Working with those who lack awareness of their deficits.’ There is a complicated relationship between our appraisal of ourselves and reality (even without BI). Increasing awareness is empowering if can be done ‘safely’. Introduced a model of measuring level of curiosity, level of awareness, level of cognition, and how the three interact with the person’s emotional state at the time.
Summary

 “When the kidney is hurt it tells the brain. When the brain is hurt, who does it tell?” The hallmark of brain injury is that the person is not aware of all their difficulties, (Prof George Prigitano). 
The conference was excellent – it reminded me why I love working in the field of brain injury! It was a privilege to hear so many prestigious speakers. 
There were so many interesting highlights, I don’t have space to write about them all, but for me I think one of the key things that stood out was the role of attention deficits in social situations. It was interesting to explore the link between a lack of awareness of social cues after brain injury and the person’s limited attention control. So someone may not be able to divide their attention between what they are saying and the consequences of what they are saying. That dislocation between knowing and doing is fascinating! 
BIRT have a website – look out for their next conference at: www.birt.co.uk
