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Factors Associated With High and Low Life Satisfaction 10 Years After Traumatic Brain Injury
What is the study about?
This study looked at factors influencing life satisfaction 10 years after moderate to severe traumatic brain injury (TBI)—an injury caused by a blow or jolt to the head, such as from a car crash, fall, or violence.
Researchers used “extreme phenotyping,” comparing individuals with very high versus very low life satisfaction to identify what differentiates the two groups.
What did the study find?
The study found that early factors—such as injury severity, rehab status, and pre-injury background—had little impact on life satisfaction 10 years after TBI. A difficult start did not predict poor long-term outcomes.
Instead, current conditions at 10 years mattered most. Higher life satisfaction was linked to greater independence, lower disability, more community participation, employment, and fewer symptoms of depression and anxiety.
Racial differences were also noted: non-Hispanic Black individuals were less likely to report high life satisfaction, and the link between independence, participation, and satisfaction was weaker—possibly reflecting healthcare disparities or cultural differences in values around independence and support. 
Who participated in the study?
This study included 4,800 people with moderate to severe TBI from the Traumatic Brain Injury Model Systems National Database. Participants were at least 16, hospitalized within 72 hours of injury, and received inpatient rehab at one of 22 U.S. centers. All completed a 10-year follow-up with a life satisfaction survey.
Of the sample, 40.8% reported very high life satisfaction, 36.7% moderate, and 22.6% very low. Most were male (72.6%), non-Hispanic White (70.2%), had severe TBI (75.3%), and were about 35 years old at the time of injury.
How was the study conducted?
This observational cohort study followed a large group of people over time without altering their care. At injury and rehabilitation, researchers recorded demographics, injury details, and functional ability using the DRS (disability level) and FIM (independence in daily tasks). At 10 years, phone interviews assessed employment, living situation, mental health (GAD-7, PHQ-9), functioning (FIM, DRS, GOS-E), community participation (PART-O), and life satisfaction (SWLS). Researchers compared those with very high vs. very low life satisfaction and also examined differences across racial and ethnic groups.


How can people use the results?
TBI Survivors and Families: Early injury severity does not determine long-term life satisfaction. What matters most are current factors like independence, participation, employment, and mental health. Addressing depression and anxiety can meaningfully improve quality of life. 
Clinicians and Rehabilitation Teams: Ongoing care—even many years post-injury—can improve life satisfaction. Regularly assess independence, disability, participation, employment, and mental health, and tailor interventions accordingly. Clinicians should also be mindful of racial and ethnic disparities and consider how systemic inequalities may affect their patients. 
Researchers: More work is needed to understand and address racial disparities in life satisfaction after TBI, especially through more diverse and system-focused studies.
Policy and Healthcare Systems: Long-term support for rehabilitation, mental health care, employment, and community participation is essential. Addressing healthcare inequities is critical to improving outcomes for all TBI survivors.
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Disclaimer
The contents of this quick review were developed under a grant from the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR grant number 90DPKT0009). NIDILRR is a Center within the Administration for Community Living (ACL), Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The contents of this quick review do not necessarily represent the policy of NIDILRR, ACL, HHS, and you should not assume endorsement by the Federal Government.
The content of this Quick Review was generated and edited using Claude and Microsoft Co-Pilot and was carefully reviewed and edited by experts to ensure accuracy.
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