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Today on INside the OUTcomes, I'm very excited to be welcoming my friend Viraj Shah. I have spoken to this young man before for a project at the Center for Rehabilitation Outcomes Research here at Shirley Ryan AbilityLab about how differences in inpatient rehabilitation and length of stay affect outcomes in people with spinal cord injury from countries around the world. One of our collaborators is in the Netherlands and I wanted to reach out to people with lived experiences in the countries that are among our collaborators. So, I was connected with Viraj and had a really great conversation with him about a year ago. And something that struck me at the end of our conversation was about how he described how he was connected with accessible housing and how he was connected with services through the same organization in a way that struck me as pretty unique.
So, Viraj, welcome to the podcast. 
VIRAJ:
Really happy to be back here and nice to meet you again.
SHARON:
So, Viraj, when I spoke to you last, I think that you were 28 years old. How old are you now?
VIRAJ:
A bit older. So, it's a year now. So, I'm 29 years old as of now. Yeah.
SHARON:
Okay. And you are like a logistics engineer, right? Do I have that right? 
VIRAJ:
Yeah. Just to give you my background, I basically come from India.
And I did my mechanical engineering for my bachelor's in India, moved to Netherlands in 2019 to do my master's in technology management. And then thereby, I specialized in supply chain and finance. And yeah, currently, I'm working as a demand planner in a supply chain team.
SHARON:
Okay. Okay. So, you live in Utrecht. You've had this job for a while. And it was a job that you had before your accident, right? 
VIRAJ:
Yeah. I had it before my accident.
I was on a vacation to India where the accident really happened and thereby came back, had a big rehabilitation journey and started working back again. 
SHARON:
So, can you tell us a little bit about your spinal cord injury? 
VIRAJ:
In April 2023, I was on a trip to India to visit my family over there. And on one fine day, I was on a road trip with my parents and my grandparents together. And while coming back to my house on the road trip, I had a car crash. And that resulted in me having a spinal cord injury at cervical 5 to 7 level. It's a complete injury. So, I don't have any sensation, feeling or basically nothing below my upper chest. So, yeah, that's my... And in the car as well, my parents, both of them also suffered with a spinal cord injury as well. 
SHARON:
And then what happened like directly after the accident in terms of your rehabilitation? 
VIRAJ:
So, after the accident happened, me and my parents were moved to a hospital where we went through a spinal cord fixation surgery. And for myself, if I remember correctly, I was in two weeks in the ICU with all the hoses and the ventilator providing me with breathing support and everything. And once everything stabilized, like let's say in a month time, I started with my rehabilitation in India.
Thereby earlier, like I literally felt like my body as a snake. I could do nothing, not even move my hand, not even my neck, nothing, just like a blink and speak. That's all I could do. But then they pushed me to sit a bit with support, made me stand with a reclining bed and gave me child kind of exercises to do. Just pick up a paper cup, try to move your hand, your finger and those kinds of things. And after a month of rehabilitation in India, I decided to move to Netherlands to pursue my further rehabilitation here in Utrecht.
So, I came back to Netherlands in June of 2023. And then I had an intense rehabilitation for next six months, for five to six months. And in that, there was like a tailor-made program for my injury, right from the different kinds of physiotherapies for my upper body and also for my lower body, finger exercise, hand exercise, because my fingers don't work. So, we had that kind of exercises as well. And within a few months, I did realize that it's a long journey and it's not going to be normal as soon as I was expecting. 
So, then we reached a stage after a couple of months of rehabilitation saying that what would be my ultimate goals would be. So, then we decided that getting back to normalcy as much as I can, living independently and getting back to work would be like some of the few tasks or the accomplishment I would like to do before moving out of rehabilitation. Yeah. And for that, I had like a lot of occupational therapy and multiple kinds of hydrotherapies. And after doing that, yeah, here I am, basically. 
SHARON:
I know that when you were in rehab, like we talked about before, one of your main goals was to get back to work, which I think requires like typing and using the computer. So, that was a major part of your rehabilitation, right? 
VIRAJ:
That's actually correct. So, with my occupational therapy, my main task was, how I can get back to work, because I was very motivated to get back to work and do the normal things which I always used to do. And work played like the major part of it. But the biggest task was how do I type? I am hardly able to lift my hand and put it on the table. And on top of that, none of the fingers worked. And for my work, it's mainly a computer job. So, I need to learn how I can use the mouse and the keypad or the keyboard. So, that was a big task. But slowly and slowly, I did a lot of finger exercises on that, try to adjust the table height, try different kind of mouse and those kind of stuff. And my therapist provided me with the kind of splints that can fit into my wrist. And with that splint, I learned to type slowly, slowly. And that was not really an easy journey. It took me like two, three months of rigorous practice every day.
Every evening, I used to sit in my room. I still remember in my room, once I'm done with all the therapies, I just used to go in my open my laptop. Opening a laptop was also a task. It took like 15 minutes to just open the flap of my 

laptop, switch it on was another task. And once I used to do that, I used to start typing one letter at a time, slowly, slowly with the help of the splints. And I remember after two months, I wrote like a small email, thank you email to my sister. Just a one line or two line email that took me half an hour to type just two lines. So yeah, but that felt like an achievement to me as well. Though it was very slow, but the possibility really made me happy about it.
So that's what it did. And yeah, so after all those trainings and therapies, here I am, I am able to type nowadays without the splints. Though my fingers don't work, they are the same. But just doing it every day makes things simpler, I feel, yeah. 
SHARON:
Let me go back to where you were before the accident in Utrecht. You were living independently, right? You were living on your own, right? 
VIRAJ:
Yeah, that's correct.
So I finished my, in 2019, I used to live in Delft. My university is a small town in Netherlands. And once I started my job in 2021, I moved to Utrecht, living independently all by myself in a studio.
And yeah, like just like a normal young guy, how they would like to live in the downtown areas and have fun. Yeah, all by living independently. And suddenly, after the accident, I did realize my house is no longer accessible, and I would need to move out ultimately.
SHARON:
So what was that like when you were like ready to go back home? You had to move into a totally different apartment, right? 
VIRAJ:
Yes. So when I was towards the end of my rehabilitation, like a month or two months to go, I got to know like, it's time that I have to move out of this space, which was a scary thought, because I was so used to the rehabilitation schedule. And I felt like people are there to help me.
So because when you know, like 80% of your body is not working, living in an independent way was out of the thought. Ultimately, I wanted it, but still 80% of your body not working makes it makes that thought really scary. But after, I think in the last month, one of my therapists and the whole team at my rehabilitation center said that like, you're, you're doing very good as per your injury. And we think you can still live independently as I wished for. 
And they connected with me agency or a company called Fokus housing, in English, how we say it. And the concept basically is you, or any individual, like in my case, I own my own apartment. And whenever I need help or care or anything of such sort, I can just call the people from Fokus. And they usually come so they are kind of ADLs like the people specialized in activities for daily living. So whenever I need any sort of help, they are just a call away.
SHARON:
When they connected you with accessible housing, was it like, well, first, what were your thoughts when your therapist was like, you're, you're, we can get you living independently, it could happen. 
VIRAJ:
What I thought was, it would be a still like a 10-floor building, like all the people living are disabled people living in the same building with the nurses or the care people moving around. That was my initial thought.


Yeah, so my therapist basically took me for a visit. So this is a currently house where I'm living as of now. And I came here and I saw my perception was totally wrong. This is a very independent, normal apartment like where all the people live. And yeah, and it's the same building where hardly one or two people like me live. But rest all the people are like very normal, outgoing people. So that that that was really happy sense or that that that brought smile on my face, basically. 
SHARON:
So at first, when they were like, Oh, you could do independent living, you thought, like, yeah, in like a big group kind of setting, you know, with other people with disabilities, but then when they were like, no, we have this unit that is completely normal, accessible apartment where you can live on your own.
VIRAJ:
Yeah, so there are less than 15 or 20 apartments in my building. And I as far as I know, there are only two people who have accessibility issues. So rest all the apartments are pretty normal families living by around.
And how it works is basically they have this Fokus unit or office in the neighborhood. And surrounding them, there are around eight to 10 buildings of such kind where like there are approximately one or two apartments in every building where they provide the care to. So whenever I need help, I can or any of the people living in this locality needs help. They have the intercom system where I can just call them and they within a few minutes, they are here to help me out. 
SHARON:
That's that just blows my mind. So that like, how often do you call on the intercom for help? 
VIRAJ:
It varies. But let's say on a fixed basis, of course, I need some help to get my things ready in the morning. So they know it. So I can just call them whenever I get up, just call them then here to help you out later, sometimes in a day as well while eating or something or any small help you need. It doesn't matter how small the help is or how important or naive that is. You just have to call and later in the night as well. So it gives me independence in a way like most of the care homes, you know, that they follow a schedule by eight o'clock you need to go back to your bed. That's how we work in the shifts and the timing here. I don't have it.
I can come back like 12 a.m., 1 a.m. It doesn't matter what time I do, where I go out, who comes in my house, what time they come, who goes. It's a very independent living with a 24 by 7 care service. So that that that's like a game changer. You know, it's very independent living. I still live alone by myself and I've been living here from December 2023 or January 2024, somewhere that time till now. 
SHARON:
That's incredible. I don't know of anything like that in the US here. I'm familiar with community living where people live together in a place in the community. But the on-call help, it just allows you to live your life just completely as you want with just nobody waiting for you to need something or sitting around in your house all day. You know, someone else just there all the time. So you're just you're just totally independent. You're just doing your own thing.
VIRAJ:
Exactly, exactly. And they make sure that like, let's say for whenever I have to go to office for my work, they make sure that they get me out very quickly on time. So they make sure everything so that that just makes my life so much independent. Without Fokus, I cannot really imagine living alone. 

SHARON:
You'd have to have someone on a schedule or someone coming every day, and that would just really cramp your style. 
VIRAJ:
Yeah, I mean, after being in the situation, the thing I've realized is that I have to be in schedule a lot, even if I have to do small things, have to arrange so many things, so many small, small things like a normal person doesn't imagine or care about those small things. So I have to manage a lot of schedules and agendas and so many things to make one small thing happen. But at least I am happy that in terms of care and activities of daily living or independent living, I don't have to plan anything. It's just a call away. 
SHARON:
So what goes on the rest of your day other than working? We talked when we talked a while back, you're like, yeah, Utrecht is super accessible. I'm out and about doing stuff all the time.
VIRAJ:
Yeah, it's super nice. So after work, I usually walk out a little bit and try to do some sports. And that's what I do. And during the weekends, I usually go out a lot. Not only Utrecht, the whole of Netherlands is super accessible. The public transport is incredible. I don't have to think twice before going from one end to the different end of the whole country. So it's small country, so you can just go around pretty quickly from here to there. So that was really, really nice thing.
I go out, I have a lot of friends here, which are kind of a support system for me in Netherlands. So yeah, with their support, and I just hang out with them during the weekends to explore some restaurants. And recently, I started playing PlayStation a lot. I realized earlier, I was in the feeling that I couldn't use the controller of the PlayStation. But with time, I think I just keep doing it. And I'm getting better at it.
SHARON:
Yeah. Okay. I don't know anything about PlayStation. I cannot play video game to save my life. 
VIRAJ:
No, but the recent thing which I picked up is learning to drive a car. 
SHARON:
How's that going? 
VIRAJ:
I’ve just started it. It's still in the process. And it's going really nice. They have a nice adapted car. It's kind of a van where my wheelchair can go in and take a place in the driving position. So I don't really need to transfer or worry about getting in. I can go there. And there are some adaptations like a joystick kind of adaptation for the gas and the brake. And some adaptation on the steering wheel as well. So I can hold it quite stable, in a stable way. So it's going well. And let's hope I learn it soon. 
SHARON:
So how long do you think it might be till you get your license? 
VIRAJ:
Yeah, that depends on me how quickly I learn. But I hope to be done in the next three to four months. Let's see. 

SHARON:
What's where you're gonna go once you get your license? Like, is there something right that you want to do right away? 
VIRAJ:
Oh, I think having a car, it's just more independence for me. Because right now, if I have to go somewhere, of course, the train and everything is accessible. Or I can get a wheelchair taxi. But again, as I mentioned, I have a lot to arrange, make so many calls so that somebody is there to the ramp to get you in the train to get you out the train, the taxis, they are not like not as easy as booking an Uber, you have to book a 24 hours in advance.
And there's a lot of things goes around and nothing in the late night. So it makes your life much more difficult. Good to have it, but it still makes it difficult. And once I have my car, that will be like something that will give me a next level of independence. So I really want that. And of course, I was a big traveler or a vacation goer. I don't know how you say it, but before my accident. So and once I get my car, I would like to explore the countries of Europe. I can drive through different countries here.
SHARON:
Do you have somewhere in particular in mind? 
VIRAJ:
Spain would be one. It's a long drive. But I think it's still possible. So I'll do it. 
SHARON:
I love Spain. I've been there a couple times. Yeah, I think you should go for it. 
VIRAJ:
Fingers crossed next year, maybe. 
SHARON:
So is there anything else you want to want to mention about independent living? 
VIRAJ:
I think it's more about the perception you because as I said, as you mentioned me earlier before, when we were going on for this, that I am doing a lot of things independently. It's not only because of me, but it's about the environment and the things that are provided to me that makes me do more and more things or explore the new possibilities. Because I do understand like my mother is also in a similar situation, as I mentioned, she also has a spinal cord injury, but she has different challenges. Since like, let's say, there's no Fokus back in Mumbai.
So she cannot really live independently. She's dependent on somebody all the time. So despite all the odds, she's doing amazing. And is also a big inspiration for me. But still having those independent things and accessible things provided to a person like me makes your life much more independent, and lets us explore new things more and more. So that plays a big part, I feel.
SHARON:
The independence, the tools for independence give you kind of a platform for exploring other things? 
VIRAJ:
100% because the thing is, it plays with your mindset. If you're independent, your mindset gets positive and you try to do things on your own. So I think in the whole situation I went through in the last two, three years, it's all about 


what you think more than the things you do physically. It's all about your brain and the things that you think inside it. So once you get it straight inside it, you want to do something, there are ways you can do it.
So it's hard, of course, I do feel sad or let's say there are days where not everything goes green. But I think everybody has those days. So once those are gone, yeah, you have the possibilities and I just keep doing.
SHARON:
Well, thank you so much for talking with me today. And hopefully someone from Focus will hear this and want to talk more about their model. Okay, well, thanks for us for being on. 
VIRAJ:
Yeah, thank you, Sharon. Really nice speaking to you again.
And just want to thank all the people around me. My, of course, my inspiration, my dad, he's no more but a big inspiration for me, my mother, my grandparents, my family back in India, my work colleagues, friends, our special thanks to my people, people around me in Netherlands, my friends, especially they, they're really the backbone for the things I do. And yeah, last but not the least, thanks to all the caregivers as well. That makes my life more independent. So thanks. Thanks, everyone.
SHARON:
All right, Viraj, I will talk to you later. 
VIRAJ:
Thank you. Yeah. Thank you so much. Bye, Sharon.
SHARON:
This podcast is supported by a grant from the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living and Rehabilitation Research. This is your host, Sharon Parmet, signing off.
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