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10-Year Variability in High and Low Life Satisfaction Trajectories Post-Traumatic Brain Injury: A TBI Model Systems Study
What is the study about?
This study examined how life satisfaction changes over 10 years after a traumatic brain injury (TBI), caused by a blow or jolt to the head. Researchers tracked people at 1, 5, and 10 years post-injury to see whether their overall life satisfaction stayed stable or changed over time.
What did the study find?
Five life satisfaction patterns emerged over 10 years after TBI: 
· Stable High (34%): Life satisfaction stayed high throughout all 10 years.
· Increased to High (26%): Started with lower satisfaction but improved to high by year 10.
· Decreased to Low (15%): Started higher but dropped to low satisfaction by year 10.
· Unstable (15%): Satisfaction went up and down without a clear pattern.
· Stable Low (11%): Life satisfaction stayed low throughout all 10 years.
By 10 years post-injury, 60% reported high life satisfaction, while 40% experienced low, declining, or unstable outcomes. Mental health and daily functioning—not demographics (i.e., age, sex)—were the key drivers: higher satisfaction was linked to less depression, lower disability, and greater community participation, while lower satisfaction showed more depression, more disability, and less community participation.
Who participated in the study?
The study included 1,941 people from the TBI Model Systems National Database, tracking patients treated at 22 U.S. rehab centers. Participants were 16+, had a moderate to severe TBI, were hospitalized within 72 hours, received inpatient rehab, and completed 1-, 5-, and 10-year follow-ups. The average age was 35; most were male (69%), white (77%), had severe TBI (72%), and were injured in motor vehicle accidents (62%).
How was the study conducted?
This observational study followed participants over time without altering their care. They completed interviews at 1, 5, and 10 years post-TBI, including the 5-item Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS), where higher scores indicate greater satisfaction. Researchers also assessed mental health, function, disability, and community participation, using these data to identify five life satisfaction trajectories and what distinguished them.
How can people use the results?
TBI Survivors and Families: Life satisfaction often improves over time after TBI. Addressing depression, staying active, and working toward meaningful goals can support long-term well-being.
Clinicians and Rehabilitation Teams: Provide ongoing follow-up and regularly screen for mood disorders. Supporting work and community involvement and treating depression early may improve long-term outcomes.
Researchers: Future studies should explore what specific interventions best support people at risk of declining life satisfaction after TBI.
Policy and Healthcare Systems and Community Organizations: Invest in community programs, employment support, and long-term rehab and mental health services to improve quality of life for people with TBI. Policies that fund long-term rehabilitation and mental health services for people with TBI could improve quality of life at a population level.
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