Coping with Loss and Change after Brain Injury
by Laura Taylor and Jeff Kreutzer
Brain injury often brings about drastic life changes for survivors as well as their families
and friends. Survivors often find that they are less able to carry out responsibilities and daily
activities. Activities that were once accomplished easily, often require a good deal more effort.
Many survivors find themselves unable to work, drive, live alone, manage their finances, and do
things alone. This loss of independence leads to frustration and sadness. They may also lose
confidence in themselves.
Family members may notice that their responsibilities have changed too. They may
have to take on responsibilities that belonged to the survivor or other family members. Changes
in responsibilities may affect family members’ ability to work like before or do things they enjoy.
Some family members reduce their work hours or resign from their jobs to help care for the
survivor.
Financial difficulties and worries about the future tend to be difficult for
all family members. As a result of the losses and changes, many people
have a mixture of feelings including sadness, fear, hopelessness, and
frustration.
Without question, dealing with loss and change after brain injury can
take a toll on survivors, family members, and their friends. Think about this
question for a moment: how have you reacted to the life changes or losses?
Check off the boxes next to the items that describe you –
 Feeling down, blue, or hopeless
 Crying spells
 Irritability
 Getting frustrated easily
 Feeling guilty or worthless
 Wondering whether or lot life is worth living
 Difficulty falling or staying asleep, or sleeping too much
 Low energy, getting tired easily
 Eating a lot more or a lot less
 Keeping to yourself
 Not enjoying things like before
 Restlessness, difficulty sitting still
 Can’t stop worrying about problems/the future
 Difficulty making decisions, concentrating, or remembering things
Look over the items you’ve checked. The more items you check, the greater your
distress and the more likely you need help. Talk with trusted family, friends, and professionals
about the items you’ve checked.
Most people want to feel better and learn to cope with life changes, but don’t know how.
We’ve talked to lots of survivors and their families to find out ways they cope with loss and
change. Here are a few strategies that have worked for other people. Look over this list with
trusted family, friends, or professionals and pick out which ones you think will work for you:




Realize that your feelings are a common, normal response to a difficult situation.
Be kind to yourself. Give yourself and others time to adjust.
Think about the future you want and the best ways to get there.
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Appreciate the value of patience and persistence in reaching your goals.
Take one step at a time, set goals for each day.
Avoid thinking about and making comparisons to how things were.
Recognize there is a natural human tendency to worry and focus on the negative.
Learn to focus on your successes, strengths, and resources.
Recognize the good things in your life and changes for the better.
Focus on what you can do instead of what you can’t.
Be hopeful. Say positive things to yourself and others (e.g., “We will make it through
this,” “We’ve come so far”).
Make a list of things you are thankful for and qualities you like about yourself. Refer to
the list often.
Talk to and spend time with people who care about you.
Join a support group. Talk to others for support.
Build new relationships and improve old relationships.
Remember that others face similar challenges. Ask others how they deal with losses
and changes.
Give up some old responsibilities when you take on new ones.
Allow yourself to ask others for help and support.
Remain active, try to do things you enjoy.
Distract yourself with music, a book, a movie, television, or another activity you enjoy.
Try to find new interests and activities.
Give yourself breaks and try to be patient with yourself.
Learn about treatments, resources, and recovery.

Remember, you must take care of yourself to effectively deal with the losses and
changes you are facing. But, sometimes coping with losses and changes may be too difficult to
handle for one person to handle on their own. Research and experience have told us that
depression is a common reaction to brain injury for wives (and husbands) and parents of the
survivor. If you have concerns or questions about how you are feeling, talk with your doctor or a
professional at a local hospital, mental health center, or church about ways to get help.

This column was written by Laura Taylor and Jeff Kreutzer from the VCU TBI Model System
Family Support Research Program. For more information about the program, please contact
Dr. Emilie Godwin at 804-828-3701, toll free at 1-866-296-6904, or by email at
eegodwin@vcu.edu

This article is provided by the Brain Injury Association of Virginia (BIAV) and is for informational and educational
purposes only. The information is not intended as a substitute for professional medical or psychological advice,
diagnosis or treatment, and you should not use the information in place of the advice of your physician or other
healthcare provider.
For more information about brain injury or services and resources in Virginia, please contact the Brain Injury
Association of Virginia (BIAV):
Toll-free Help-line: (800) 444-6443  E- mail: info@biav.net  Website: www.biav.net
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