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Concussion in the workplace 
 

Concussions are the most common form of traumatic brain injury in workers: they made up 80% of 

reports in Ontario in 2013. Most reports came from agriculture, mining, and forestry industries. 

Concussions are the result of direct closed external head trauma, or any event causing acute motion 

change, that results in the forceful contact of the brain with the bony skull. They can be a complex set of 

neurological symptoms and signs related to a traumatic brain injury.  

Following an event that produces a concussion there is an immediate reduction in cerebral blood flow 

and an increase in glutamate, glucose, potassium, and calcium levels. Glucose tends to normalize within 

30 minutes then falls below normal for up to 10 days. Calcium then rises to up to 500% of normal and 

can take up to 6 days to return to baseline.1 

Most mild traumatic brain injuries (mild concussion) resolve within hours or days. However, up to 80% 

of workers who experience moderate to severe concussion may develop post-concussion syndrome. The 

syndrome can involve a cluster of symptoms such as memory loss, headaches, vertigo, cognitive delay, 

anosmia, phonophobia, photophobia, anxiety, depression and fatigue.2 Post-concussion syndrome 

following unconsciousness (severe concussion) usually lasts more than 3 months.  

The sports concussion assessment tool (SCAT3) is recommended for the initial evaluation. Symptoms 

lasting more than 3 months require further investigation or referral. Diagnostic imaging is not 

recommended as results are often normal. Test results based on c-spine and Canadian CT rule guidelines 

should return as negative. An excellent clinical guide to signs and symptoms common to all degrees of 

concussion was published in Canadian Family Physician.3 

Those diagnosed with a concussion should not return to work on the same day. The recommended 

duration of rest appears to coincide with neurobiochemical changes returning to normal. Current 

evidence does not support full physical and mental rest for longer than 6 days.4 Prolonged full rest may 

be detrimental to early and full recovery, and may increase the possibility of developing post-concussion 

syndrome. 

Ask the following questions to help determine a worker’s fitness for work and/or whether modified 

duties are required: 

 Do your symptoms worsen with increase in physical activity? 

 Do your symptoms worsen with increase in mental activity? 

Workers with symptoms that are present but do not change with an increase in activity can begin a 

transition return to work. Workers with prolonged symptoms may require accommodations such as 
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supervision, modified hours, work from home, reduction in sound, and modified work load or 

reassignment. 

Sincerely, 

Ron Gorsche MD, MMedSc, CCFP, FCFP 

Clinical Associate Professor, Faculty of Medicine, University of Calgary, 

Alberta/B.C. Board Representative CFPC Community of Practice Occupational Medicine 
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