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Early Factors That Predict Life Satisfaction 10 Years After Moderate to Severe Traumatic Brain Injury
What is the study about?
This study examined whether early factors after a traumatic brain injury (TBI)—a disruption in brain function caused by a blow or jolt to the head—can predict life satisfaction 10 years later. Specifically, it asked whether functioning at 1 year after a moderate to severe TBI can identify who will be highly satisfied or dissatisfied with life a decade later.
What did the study find?
People who had greater independence thinking and moving, more community participation, and fewer depression symptoms at 1 year post-injury strongly predicted very high life satisfaction at 10 years. Each 1-point increase in depression raised the odds of very low satisfaction by 11%. More activity outside the home and productive roles (e.g., work, volunteering) also increased the likelihood of high satisfaction. Additionally, Non-Hispanic White and Hispanic individuals were more likely than Non-Hispanic Black individuals to report high life satisfaction, likely reflecting unequal access to resources and services.
Who participated in the study?
The study used data from 3,040 people in the TBI Model Systems National Database, which tracks individuals with TBI across the U.S. Participants were 16+ with moderate to severe TBI, treated within 72 hours, received inpatient rehab, and completed a 10-year follow-up. About 64% reported very high life satisfaction and 36% very low; most were male (72%), non-Hispanic White (72%), with an average injury age of 35.
How was the study conducted?
The researchers used “extreme phenotyping,” comparing only people with very high vs. very low life satisfaction 10 years after TBI to identify clear patterns. This observational study analyzed existing data from 22 U.S. rehab centers in the TBIMS program. Injury details were collected during hospitalization, with 1-year follow-up interviews assessing function (FIM), depression (PHQ-9), and community participation (PART-O). At 10 years, life satisfaction was measured using the 5-item Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS), and participants were grouped into very high (26–35) or very low (5–14) satisfaction to determine which 1-year factors predicted outcomes.
How can people use the results?
TBI Survivors and Families: Staying active and engaged in daily and community activities by 1 year after TBI can improve long-term life satisfaction. Addressing depression early is also important for better outcomes. If you or your loved one is struggling with depression after TBI, talk to a doctor or mental health provider..
Clinicians and Rehabilitation Professionals: Screen patients for cognitive and physical function, community participation, and depression during the first year after TBI — not just at the time of injury. Connecting patients early with vocational rehabilitation (help returning to work), community programs, and mental health treatment may improve their quality of life 10 or more years down the road. 
Researchers: Future studies should examine whether early treatments targeting cognition, physical function, and depression improve outcomes. They should also examine the causes of racial disparities in life satisfaction.
Policy Makers and Healthcare Systems: Treat TBI as a long-term, chronic condition. Expanding access to rehab, community services, and mental health care—and reducing inequities—may improve long-term outcomes.
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