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Feeding Found to Help Brain Injuries 

By SHIRLEY S. WANG 

Military personnel who suffer a traumatic brain injury need to be fed adequately and immediately to reduce the severity and improve survival chances, according to a new Institute of Medicine report released Wednesday.

Food has been found to help traumatic brain injuries among military personal in the field. Kelsey Hubbard talks to WSJ's Shirley Wang about the new nutritional recommendations from the Institute of Medicine.

The independent panel of experts convened on behalf of the U.S. Department of Defense recommended that in the first 24 hours after head trauma, patients need to receive at least 50% of their typical calorie intake, including a higher-than-normal amount of protein, to reduce brain inflammation and provide enough energy to help it repair itself.

"The one major [conclusion] is a focus on getting protein and calories in as quickly as possible," said John Erdman, chairman of the IOM committee and professor emeritus in the food-science and human-nutrition department at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. "That's something we identify as 'This is to do now.' "

Traumatic brain injury among U.S. soldiers is a growing problem. The Defense Department says reported cases have tripled to more than 30,000 in the past decade, reflecting injuries from so-called improvised explosive devices, or IEDs, that troops frequently encounter in Afghanistan and Iraq. There are few effective treatments for the condition. 

Though the new guidance is meant for military personnel who experience head and neck wounds on the battlefield, it is also relevant to civilians who suffer head injuries like concussions from car or motorcycle accidents or sports injuries, Dr. Erdman said. 

"Anything that can be done to reduce inflammation and swelling and allow for recovery will lessen the secondary and tertiary effects of the concussion or the blast or the traumatic brain injury," said Dr. Erdman.

Early feeding has been shown to improve morbidity and mortality in critically ill people, including those with head injury, by 25% and as much as 50%, said Bruce Bistrian, a committee member and professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School.

As simple as it sounds, feeding can be challenging in the field or when multiple injuries are involved because the focus tends to be on stabilizing the patient and getting them to safety.

"While there's lip service paid [to adequate feeding], they're often not," said Dr. Bistrian, also chief of clinical nutrition at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center. He has worked extensively with critically injured patients.

In addition, there is a concern about feeding too much because the sugar level in the brain needs to stay in a normal range, and too many calories—particularly glucose—could lead to high blood sugar. Low blood sugar is also dangerous and could impede recovery, according to the committee. 

The report urges the Defense Department to conduct more research on the effects of nutrition in treating and managing such injuries. 

The Department of Defense said it would evaluate the report and the recommendation for instituting clinical research. "Coordination among DoD researchers and clinical-care experts" could help determine whether there is a benefit, said Defense Department spokeswoman Cynthia Smith.

Nutrition has long been investigated as a possible treatment in helping the brain recover because brain metabolism is affected by an injury, reducing the energy supply needed for many processes. 

But questions linger about how to provide energy to the brain and which nutrients might be most helpful, according to Fernando Gomez-Pinilla, a professor of neurosurgery and integrative biology and physiology at the University of California Los Angeles who provided information to the IOM panel but wasn't on the committee. 

The committee arrived at its conclusion after an extensive examination of the literature on the impact of nutrition on critical illness and brain trauma. 

The benefit of giving specific nutrients either before injury as a preventive measure or following injury to boost recovery remains unclear. Several nutrients and supplements, such as creatine, certain essential fatty acids and zinc were identified as having promise and were recommended to the Defense Department as high priority for further testing.

"What needs to be done is to verify that these things that show promise are effective in TBI [traumatic-brain-injury] patients and to establish the level and the amount of safety guidelines for it," said Dr. Erdman. "They're ready for prime-time research."

The review wasn't designed to look at long-term benefits of nutrition on brain health or cognitive performance. Better understanding such effects could further help patients, since recovery in some cases takes months to years. Longer-term information on the benefits of nutrition on brain health could have implications for other types of diseases, such as Alzheimer's, according to Dr. Erdman.

"I think there could be numerous applications across the board," he said.

