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Early Recognition 
of Fear Avoidance 

Behaviors that 
May Lead to 
Prolonged 
Recovery

Mike Mohrland, PsyD ABPP presenting

Slides courtesy of Becky Bliss, PT, DPT, DHSc

Objectives

Discuss outcomes related to fear-avoidance behavior and 
concussion.

Recognize early signs and symptoms of fear avoidance behaviors in 
patients with concussion.

Utilize early screening tools for recognizing fear avoidance 
behaviors. 
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Negative Outcomes 
Associated with Fear 
Avoidance Following 

Concussion

Fear avoidance after mTBI is associated 
with higher post-concussion symptoms, 
emotional distress, and catastrophic 
beliefs about post-concussion symptoms.

Patients with mTBI who have high fear 
avoidance in the weeks following injury 
are more likely to experience adverse 
health outcomes, such as anxiety 
disorder and disability months later. 

FEAR AVOIDANCE

• Activity avoidance due to fear of 
increased pain or bodily harm

• Kinesiophobia & Cogniphobia

• Validated for:
• Chronic pain
• Tinnitus
• Cancer survivors
• Chronic fatigue
• Fibromyalgia
• Multiple sclerosis
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Avoidance Behaviors 
These individuals may:

Be on the “lookout” for symptoms

Somatically hypervigilant (more likely to notice all symptoms)

Interpret all symptoms as serious, dangerous and uncontrollable 

This reinforces fear avoidance and continued hypervigilance 

Avoidance behaviors are linked to chronic disability in MSK injuries as 
well as other conditions such as headache, dizziness, and tinnitus 
(overlap with mTBI symptoms)

Associated with adverse outcomes in patients with mTBI

Catastrophizing

Magnifying the threat

Rumination (getting stuck)

Perceived inability to cope 
(hopeless)
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Fear
Avoidance 
Model 
• Avoidance= natural response to 

aversive stimuli
• Excessive Avoidance prevents 

desensitization and ability to 
challenge negative expectations 
about what may happen if stimuli is 
not avoided

• Continued fear avoidance 
behaviors maintains sensory 
sensitivity and activity intolerance

• By continually restricting activities 
to avoid symptoms, patients can 
become disabled

Concussion Is a 
COMPLEX Injury

Kenzie, E. et al. (2017). Concussion as a Multi-Scale complex system: an interdisciplinary Synthesis of current knowledge. Frontiers in Neurology. 8 
September.  
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Associated Social 
Factors

• Context around injury
• Family/Social Support
• Access to Care
• Information given to individual

• Avoid: screens, school, 
activity 

vs. 
• Short duration of rest  

followed by gradual 
increase in activity! 

Media Portrayal 
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Who May Be 
At Risk?  

Predictors of Prolonged Recovery

• History of:
• Previous Concussion
• Anxiety/Depression/Mood Disorders
• Headaches/Migraines
• ADHD/Learning Disabilities 

• Multiple Presenting Symptoms
• Younger Athlete
• Genetic predisposition (APOE e4, APOE G-219T)
• Vestibular/Ocular Deficits post injury
• Exercise Intolerance (ANS)
• Sleep Cycle Disturbances
• Co-occurring PTSD

• Avoidance is a criteria
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Re-Assessment of Symptom 
Scales
• Most common includes patient self-reported 

symptoms
• Open-ended approaches elicit lower total 

symptom severity scores then closed-ended 
items “What symptoms are you currently 
experiencing?”

• Excessive monitoring and reporting of symptoms 
following concussion may lead to patients 
dwelling on or overanalyzing their symptoms 
such that they report more symptoms

• Recommend no more than once a week following 
injury! 

Fear
Avoidance 
Model: 
Updated 
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Identification 
Tools to 
Assist! 

PTSD screening

Adults:  PCL-5.  ptsd.va.gov

Kids:  Child PTSD symptom scale (CPSS-V SR)
https://istss.org/wp-
content/uploads/2024/08/THE-CHILD-PTSD-
SYMPTOM-SCALE-FOR-DSM-V.pdf
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Fear Avoidance Behavior – TBI 

J Orthop Sports Phys Ther 2023;53(9):540-565. Epub: 10 August 2023. 
doi:10.2519/jospt.2023.11685

Use with caution

Early Identification and Proper Management is KEY! 
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Changing the 
Mindset!   Ruminate 

about 
Symptoms

Reduced 
Activity

(Prescribed 
> self-

imposed)

Post-
concussive 
Symptoms

Tips and Tricks

STATE THE OBVIOUS OR 
YOUR ‘WONDERINGS’

GATHER MORE 
INFORMATION FROM 
INFORMANTS/FAMILY

POSITIVE 
REINFORCEMENT

ACTIVITY SCHEDULING RELAXATION TECHS 
BEFORE/DURING/AFTER 

EXERCISES

REALISTIC GOAL 
SETTING

COGNITIVE-BEHAVIOR 
THERAPY
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Need for 
Knowledge 
of Updated 

Protocols! 

Rest for 24-48 hours following injury

Return to school with modifications early after 
injury

Begin aerobic activity (submaximal and 
monitored)

Positive messaging 

Reassurance 

Return to 
School! 
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Early 
Initiation of 

Activity
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