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After being shot in the head, Rep. Gabrielle Giffords
is likely to have her rehab covered by insurance for
'| as long as she needs it, But for Scott Hamilton and
. | millions of others with traumatic brain injuries,
i getting access to long-term rehab isn't that easy.

FOR BRAIN INJURIES,
A TREATMENT GAP
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Brain trauma: Medicine’s most complicated ailment
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dent of the Brain Injury Association of America.

The lack of coverage means that thousands of pa-
tients are discharged each year from hospitals to
nursing homes or to languish in their beds during
the critical early months when their brains are

maost receptive to healing, according to
COVER datafrom the Mational Institute for Dis-
STORY ability and Rehabilitation Research. At

least two-thirds of patients discharged

from rehabilitation hospitals after a
typical stay of 16 days get no further treatment, the
studies mdicate.

Without intensive therapy, Manley says, brain-
[rauma patients may never regain full use of their
limbs, their ability to use language, their emotional
balance or their power to think clearly.

Only Texas requires major insurers (o cover com-
prehensive brain-injury rehab, a mandate champi-
ened by a legislator who discovered after her hus-
band's stroke that their insurance plan did not cover
needed rehabilitation services. The state pays for
those who lack adequate insurance for up o six
munths, a program now facing a 75% budget cut
because of the state’s fiscal crisis, says Jane Boutte,
president of the Brain Injury Association of Texas,

Giffords, as a federal worker injured on the j
likely will have her rehab covered by the ral
Employees’ Compensation Act for as long as she
needs it, Her injury, and her battle to return to the
life she nearty lost, has drawn national attention to
the quality and intensity of the care she is recetving.

She's one of the lucky ones, health specialists say.

“We have a terrible time getting patients into re-
hab," Manley says.

A least 1.7 miliion people in the USA suffer brain
trauma each year, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention reports. Most of the injuries ocour
in motor vehicle crashes, strokes, assaults, falls,
gunshot wounds and sports-related incidents. Each
year, about 50,000 brain trauma patients die,
230,000 are mahzedm'nduptuw.mw
with long-term disabilities,

Ar least 3 million e in the LISA live with dis-
abilities because of traumatic brain injuries, the
CDC says. Brain fnjuries take a huge financial toll:
Americans spend roughly $60 billion a year —
$10 billion for medical care and $50 billion for lost
productivity, the agency says.

et many patients and their families don't realize
rehabilitation services are available,

"Patients have no idea,” says Brent Masel, direc-
tor of the non-profit Transitional Learning Center in
Galveston, Texas, “Insurance Companies don't want
]JEODIE to know that there's another step after they

eave mehus;nt.ﬂ 4

The issue of how insurers cover brain-injury re-
hab made national headlines in December, when
news reports disclosed that the Department of De-
fense's insurance carrier, Tricare, refused to pay for
cognitive therapy — a collection of intensive exer-
cises that improve cognitive function — calling it
experimental. The reports of injured troops bel
denied access to such therapy provoked a natio
outcry, a study by the Institute of Medicine and a
series of angry letters from Congress,

“The fact s, a lot of peaple are not getting into re-
hab," says Rep. Bill Pascrell, D-NJ, co-chairman of
the Congressional Brain Injury Task Force, Like Tri-
care, many insurance firms have based their refus-
als to provide coverage on an absence of evidence
that the programs wark. Even true believers con-
cede that the case for cognitive rehabilitation rests
on a shaky scientific foundation, in part because of
the difficulty of studying the brain and a lack of
funding for research.

“The evidence doesn't exist to definitively say
that this has an impacL. The studies are equivocal at
best,” says Allan Korn, chief medical officer of the
Blue cms: and Blue Shield Association, which

makes recommendations that member companies
typmalty follow: *Blue Cross Blue Shield doesn't run
wu& I'a|h1h:\§1£nm a business thal has to cover
cases congresswoman's.”

*People who worl in the field believe that rehab

" says Manley, who has been pushing for re-
search. "W see the results. Where we have fallen
shmsb}'mtsmdymgl‘h:s and prumdmgob}etfl\rl‘
evidence that rehahili I:ar;mchmgeslhehm‘t.

Because many of those who do not receive ex-
tendad reh.ab gplcally withdraw into nursing

care centers or their rooms at
hmne paucnts also vanish from public view.

*“When I had this accident, 1 became the only
person | knew who had a brain injury,” Hamiltan
says. “Then | learned that was ane of a milion and
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A long road badic After Scott Hamilton survived a brain injury that left him in 2 coma for two weeks, his
wife, Stacey Boyd, was stunmed to learn their insurance company refissed to cover his rehabifitation.
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a half peaple a year with {traumatic brain imjuries).
How can something this big go unnoticed?”

After Hamilfon's: fall, Manley put a drain in his
skull and treated him with drugs @ reduce swell-
ing. And though Manley felt sure that Hamilton
would survive the procedure, he stopped short of
predicting amything else.

“I'm not God,” Stacey Boyd, Hamilton's wife, re-
ca]lsManleymlmghchwhﬂ wasina

coma. *] don't know what's going to happen here.
I'm not going to tell you I do.”

The mysteries of the brain

“The brain is the body’s most mysterious organ.
Madz up of 100 billion nerve cells, it lies in a dark
vault, processing trillions of bits of in
streaming in on nerve and sensory pathways.

It governs heartbeat, breathing, intellect, memo-
ry, balance, personality and langusage, not 1o men-
tion the social skills necessary to make friends and
the reflexes needed (o serve a tennis ball or drive 2
car. A person with brain damage may not only suf-
fer from disability, experts say. he or she may be-
come a different person, with an altered sense of

seifnrpmuﬂri
“The brain is the most complicated organ we've
g-ut,andbmmn:aunﬁsmemnst dis-
ease,” says David Hovda, director of UCLA Brain In-
jury Research Center. “Traumaic brain injury isn't
an event that you recover from, It's an event that
you live with for the rest of your life.”
S-E;fmhasw:mﬁeidatreamwmmw
speed or promote recovery, Hovila says. “There's
o pill, no procedure. Hyperbaric mygen doesn't  says
wuork. There's nothing we can do to actually fix peo-
ple. We think rehabilitation is important, because it
canmretmnﬂ:ebmnzgmmuf
LIFGSLITZEON Memorial Hermann-
Texas Medical Center in Houston, where Giffords is

By Fiamk Mooy, 54 SO0AY
mldﬁmuwrapysay&‘mﬂ'esmqmm
have documented evidence that an area of the
bratn that wasn't doing Iike speech. can
Jearn to do iL" Younger braims have more of this -
pability, called plasticity, than clder brains, he says.
Giffords’ program involves a constellation of ther-
apists working together, says Gerard Frandso,
head ol her rehabteam at TIRR Memorial Hermann,
2 119-bed facility at the medical center.
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AUS. gwernnmstuiy 17 federally fimded
“model” traumatic-brai research and treat-
ment centers pegged the average daily cost of acute
inpatient brain-trauma care at 88,034 and inpatient
rehabilitation at $2.227. On average, the total cost

per patient is $162, 194 for initial bram-trauma care
mdﬁisﬁzfm:pmmrdmm\du:hhsﬁ
about two weeks.

Outpatient rehabilitation may last for weeks,
months or years, and the costs range from $600 ©
$1,000 a day, says Connors, of the Brain Injury Asso-
cation of America. Giffords’ care is covered by the
Federal Employees Compensation Act, which pro-
vides full coverage for brain-trauma rehabditation
for as long as necessary.

Medicare and Medicaid have no national policy
for brain trawma Commors says. Pric
vate insurers' magew&htﬂsaymeym
cognitive therapy and other brain-injury services,
but each policy carries limitations. Aetna’s policy
for people who are directly insured by the company
Mmﬁysdcngrmmﬁﬂapyawmpﬂ

but those himits may differ for people with
~based plans that are managed by Aetna,
Tammy Amold, a company
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Rehabilitation spedialists say such limits would
beunﬂwucalieﬂ'a,qﬁedmn&um
“It's Fike you have cancer and you get 10 visits for

chemotherapy and that's it,” says Mark
ultheCumi:tMuoSltils.admluf m
ters based in Bakersheld, Cali
mm&mmmm
it COVers cognitive |heraw.b|.tcbem‘r.speﬂ nu:

coverage imitations, which vary depending on
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the lack of data on 2 lack of finding That began o
change in 2007, when Congress gave the Defense
Department 5150 million for brain trauma research.
o benefit injured troops, an amount that has smee
it $500 milbion.

Last year, the National Institutes of Health Amded
research studies totaling 571 milbon. "One and a
halfl million Americans a year have head inguries,
msﬁunmu:xmgmmq:mm
557 per patient on " Hovda says. “We
spend §5,000 per case on breast cancer research.”

Areatment solution

Stacey Boyd was sturmed to learn that Bloe
Shield of Califormia refused to pay for hisband’s re-
hah. She bebeved he was covered.

Manley says Blue Shield called him on vacation
and in the pperating room (0 press him for more
details on Hamilton's case. In

Epstein and asked him to look into the case.
Epstein says he did what he usually does when
he gets calls such as Lehane’s: He passed the query
tn a cofleague to make coverage dea-
sions. Blue Shield of Califormia agreed to pay for
Hamilton's care, He was admitted to Santa Clara
Valley Medical Center one of the model centers rec-
ognized by the Mational Institute on Disability and
Rehabilitation Research. Hamilton still hias no mem-
ory of the Vespa crash or its aftermiath. His wife has
o fill in the blanks.
Boyd says that when her Iusband awole from
hnscnnuaﬁernwweeis.hem “minimally re-
rEising a finger, answering in mono-
qﬁaﬂu“&mhe&ngmmorbednmﬁan-
cisco General Hospital, three people had to prop
him up, becase he had no control of his trunk or
head When he reached the rehab center 2 few days
later; be still couldn’t sit. But within weeks, Harml-
ton was sitting up and talking in centences. By the
Ihmdmk.mmhmlhmexpa:md.hewm

It was a struggle, says Hamilton, now managing
partner of Seton Education Parmers and father of
Grace, 6, and Rowan, 3. T had m leamn to walk, and
shave, and g0 to the bathroom at the age of 40 like it
e e e

patient you (4] | a me.”

Bayd says watching her husband, now 45, bartle
back from the accident was a revelation.

“In a weird way, it's 3 really beaiful process.”
she says. "1 was able to watch my husband be re-
bomn before my eyes and relearn Al these things
that weren't part of our shared history™
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