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Head Injury Information Day 

I’d like to thank Chris and all of those at Digby Brown who have sponsored and 

organised this event. I understand this is the fifth Head Injury Information Day 

to take place in Glasgow. It’s great to see so many people from such a wide 

range of organisations coming here today. Today we will have 34 organisations 

exhibiting, along with an impressive range of speakers offering a variety of 

presentations. I’m sure that it will be as successful as past events and that all of 

those attending will find it worthwhile. 

Given that it is Action for Brain Injury Week it would be remiss of me not to 

mention the efforts of the hard working volunteers and staff of the Brain Injury 

Network support group and to recognise both the local and national 

contributions of groups such as Headway, the Huntercombe Group and the 

Child Brain Injury Trust. I know that I don’t need to tell anyone here how much 

these groups and so many others do to assist those who have suffered brain 

injuries.  

Our country and our National Health Service could not survive without the help 

of the third sector and voluntary organisations. I come across new 

organisations almost daily.  They bring so much to our economy and to our 

society.  I could never do justice to the contribution they make.  

These organisations and in particular organisations that work with the disabled 

community have never been of more value to us as a result of the current 

Welfare Reforms taking place.  They are the lifeline for so many people 

currently under tremendous pressure being brought on them by benefit 

changes.  
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I was delighted to receive the email from the organisers inviting me to give the 

opening address to you all today. I am always delighted and honoured to take 

part in conferences, debates or discussion panels that have a focus on disabled 

people and I enjoy the challenge of these however I would be lying if I said that 

these things don’t provide me with my own set of challenges. You see, there 

are a few things about me that distinguish me from other members of the 

Scottish Parliament – I am one part of the first father and daughter team of 

Parliamentarians with my dad being elected to serve his community in 1999, 

I’m the youngest female member of parliament and I am the only member 

with hemiplegia. It is a fine balance to be proud of being a disabled Member of 

Parliament and being pigeon holed as one.  

I want people to look at me and think I’m doing a good job because I am, not 

that I’m doing a good job despite my disability, but that in itself can prove 

difficult. I have found to my cost that not standing up every few weeks and 

sharing my latest private health concerns can leave me in difficult situations.   

For those of you who don’t know hemiplegia is a disability that is caused by 

damage to the brain most often before or around the time of birth. It can 

result in a weakness and lack of control in one side of the body – a bit like the 

effects of a stroke. Hemiplegia isn’t just a physical condition; many children 

have less obvious additional challenges, such as perceptual problems, specific 

learning difficulties or emotional and behavioural problems. Around half the 

children with Hemiplegia have additional difficulties, some medical in nature, 

such as epilepsy, speech difficulties or visual impairments. Every day in the UK 

between one and two babies are born with it, which means that up to one 

child in 1,000 is affected by this lifelong condition. 
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I am the oldest of 3 children and I have never been treated any different to my 

younger brother or sister. My parents never stopped me trying anything when 

I was growing up, that led to me trying Irish Dancing and the Sea Cadets – sadly 

a career never beckoned in either of these fields. I was the only female on the 

school football team, one of four squad members of the badminton team and 

the netball team’s Goalkeeper. 

With this perfectly normal upbringing I found it disconcerting to join the 

Scottish Parliament and suddenly be asked about my disability on a daily basis. 

Not feeling comfortable enough to ask me directly, some opposition politicians 

approached my dad to ask him what my disability was. Other colleagues tried 

to empathise with me by sharing stories of the time they broke their arm and 

how that gave them an insight into my daily life. Others from organisations 

were bolder and just asked me outright “When did you have a stroke?”, “what 

happened to your hand?” and “is it sore?” Never in my life had I been asked 

such questions and yet I was being asked them in the very place we should be 

promoting equality and diversity, the very place where I had the opportunity 

and pleasure to sit on the Parliament’s Equal Opportunities Committee to 

safeguard the interests of protected groups. 

Such was the interest in my disability that if you typed my name into an 

internet search engine the second most popular search result was Siobhan 

McMahon MSP Disability. As a result I felt that the matter had to be addressed 

in Parliament during a speech on Welfare Reform. It wasn’t a speech I enjoyed 

giving however the reason I did it was very simple – I don’t want another 

young person or their family having to go through some of the things my family 

and I have had to go through. 
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Negative perceptions about the needs of people with disabilities all too often 

permeate societal attitudes and make it all the more difficult to access the 

workplace. People with additional needs can find they are asking themselves 

questions about their past as a result of these attitudes. Questions like “How 

did my parents feel when I was born?”, or “Were my siblings embarrassed of 

me when we were growing up?”.  Just as damaging it can lead them to 

question their future prospects, “Will my friendships and relationships survive 

the strain caused by my needs?” or “Who will employ me if I don’t have further 

qualifications”.  

Of course these questions are normal.  However, I know that the support 

offered at events like the one we have had today can make dealing with the 

setbacks people who have suffered brain injuries face when seeking out 

support or trying to enter the workforce can make all the difference. I hope 

today’s event tells people that no matter what challenges you face you can and 

should be ambitious about your future. The things you want to achieve with 

your life can be achieved.  

The event today though won’t all be about hope but also practical measures, 

offering help to people with brain injuries to enable them to continue to lead 

an independent life. 

I want to share with you a recent example of what it is like trying to access our 

NHS when you are someone like me to illustrate the points I have been making 

today: 

Some time ago I had to attend A & E as I have been having a pain in my foot.  I 

was trying my best just to get on with things but it all got too much for me and 

I succumbed to hospital once more.  On presenting myself to the reception 
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desk I was asked the usual questions: name, address, next of kin, GP, Religion 

and then “so what did you do to yourself”?  Now that’s where it all starts to go 

wrong.  You see the majority of the times I’ve been asked that question my 

answer has been the same as it was that evening – I don’t know.  Cue the 

response you don’t know?  That’s right I don’t. I have to tell them that I’ve 

been in pain for some time and it has become so bad that I’m having difficulty 

walking.  I’m then told “take a seat and we will get to you soon”.  Which I now 

know to mean “You’re wasting our time,  take a seat and if you don’t give up 

and go home we will get to you eventually”.  I hope my experiences aren’t 

typical of all of those dealing with the consequences of a brain injury, but they 

are true. I’ve often waited hours longer than the waiting time sign said I should 

have. I watched the A & E clear and saw the new set of patients arrive and get 

seen to because they could tell the receptionist what they had done and when.  

I share this example with you to show that I am aware of what it’s like to live 

with the after effects of a brain injury, I know the pain and I understand the 

difficulty in accessing treatment.  

As you can surmise, this negative experience of treatment was nothing knew 

to me. I was familiar with a lack of help, advice and treatment I was given 

when I was younger.  I told you that hemiplegia is something I know a lot about 

but that it wasn’t always the case.  This was because there was very little 

information on the condition given to me when I was younger.  My mum and 

dad tried to help with the many questions I had but they too had very little to 

rely on.  Despite attending hospital since my birth I wasn’t given a 

physiotherapist until I was around the age of 7.  My mum did carry out some 

exercises on me that she had been given by the consultant at that time.  

However I don’t think it is appropriate to give that responsibility to a parent, 

the reason for this is simple - the guilt factor!  Despite knowing that if my mum 
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didn’t carry out the painful exercises on me then I wouldn’t be able to do most 

of the things that I do today the guilt that she still feels at being the person 

who carried that out on me is immeasurable.  Of course there is the argument 

that your mum will do anything for you – that’s what their there for.  I think we 

push the boundaries of parenthood to the limit with tasks like these.  Why this 

burden should be placed on parents when we have trained and capable 

medical staff available to us I really don’t know.  

Now I know that there is a massive problem with lack of finance for certain 

things in the NHS and that resources are scarce but I’m not sure we are 

deploying the resources we do have in the correct way.   

The Scottish Government talk about preventative spend, something I actually 

agree with but if we are truly serious about this then we wouldn’t start 

physiotherapy for those with long-term conditions and disabilities at school 

age but at the age that is required for the child and their individual needs. 

I wasn’t assigned an Occupational Therapist until I was 15 years of age.  The 

reason I eventually got one, and a very good one at that, was through the 

sheer determination of my parents.  However my OT only lasted for less than a 

year as by that time I was classed as an adult and the fight had to begin again.  

Needless to say that was a fight I didn’t win. 

I know that my experience of ‘disability’ is not unique and that it transcends 

those facing both physical and mental difficulties. That’s why I’ve always tried 

to be a voice for disabled people in Parliament, both in my time on the 

Parliament’s Equal Opportunities Committee – on which I served for over three 

and half years and on the Cross Party Group for Palliative Care and the Cross 

Party Group on Disability. I’ve wrote to the Scottish Government to ask them 
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what assistance they provide for young people with complex conditions on 

getting back to work and been underwhelmed by their responses. The flagship 

modern apprenticeships programme was one which seemed to me to leave 

disabled people with brain injuries behind.  

Most recently I was disappointed to discover that the Government do not 

intend to fund the ongoing work of the Neurological Alliance of Scotland. Over 

the past 11 years the Alliance has worked hard on behalf of those with brain 

injuries and conditions and I know from my work as a Member of the Scottish 

Parliament, is a greatly appreciated organisation. I do not wish to concentrate 

on such negative points on what is sure to be a positive day or to make 

partisan political points at a nonpartisan event but withdrawing this funding is 

indefensible in my view.  

I know that those of us in this room know the true value people with brain 

injuries and conditions and the contribution they can make if we empower 

them to so. It is up to all of us to make sure that Government at all levels 

support people with a disability to fulfil their true potential across Scotland.  

Thank you for inviting me to the Head Injury Information Day and for giving me 

the opportunity to speak to you all. It is for such a great cause and one I think 

will have a really positive impact on all who attend.  

 


