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Grieving  Following  Head  Injury

A conservative estimate puts the total number of traumatic brain injuries over two million per year, with 500,000 severe enough to require hospital admission (NHIF statistic).  The individuals most often subjected to head injury are in their late teens to early twenties, or seventies.  With the current epidemic proportions of head injury, especially in the young population, this is a very serious long-term personal and economic concern in our society.  Often the societal pressures to be productive and active again after the trauma leave little support and time for the process of grieving.  Research has shown that a significant loss causes one to experience fairly predictable phases of emotional response.

Grieving as an Individual Process

Grieving can be conceptualized as a necessary process during which the mourner learns to accept the loss.  However, the expression of grief is highly personal and individual.  Additionally, each individual brings to the loss preexisting coping strategies and defense mechanisms.  For example, in a family where one member has sustained a head injury, the grief process may be expressed in a variety of ways among the family members.  Different factors such as age, maturity, relationship to the injured individual and prior losses influence the way a person grieves.  The person who has suffered a head injury may grieve over cognitive and physical impairments, whereas his or her spouse may grieve over the loss of a partner.

Stages of Grief 

The process of grieving is slow and difficult as the individual works through the different stages.  Grieving can be especially trying after a head injury, where the injured person is still alive, but may be very different than prior to the injury.  It is not uncommon for a parent or spouse to feel an array of conflicting emotions such as happiness that their loved one survived, anger over the loss of the person they know and guilt over feeling angry.  Likewise, the head injured person may feel thankful to have survived, and simultaneously angry and despondent over physical and cognitive losses.  Similar emotional conflicts may occur throughout all the stages of grieving and one emotional expression may dominate a particular stage in the process.  The process of grieving that a person experiences after a significant loss is frequently expressed by some of the following stages:

Numbness and Disbelief:  This stage may be brief or last for months.  The person attempts to shield him/herself from the trauma by denying the loss.  A common response may be an attempt to ignore events and information that remind them of the loss and continue to try to live as if nothing has changed.

Developing Awareness:  In this stage, the person seeks to recover the loss and may actively search for ways to get things back to normal.  There is a gradual increase in the awareness of feelings of pain and anguish due to the loss.  The person who is grieving may express realization of losses by crying and or feeling vulnerable.  Anger and impulsive acting-out are often part of this phase as well.  The injured person may direct anger towards him/herself for getting hurt or impaired.  Alternately, family members may express their anger toward the injured family member for getting into the accident or toward the person who caused the accident.

Disorganization and Despair:  During this phase, the family or injured person stops searching for the pre-injury person and accepts the loss.  Prior to acceptance of the loss, the mourner often repeatedly examines all thoughts, feelings and memories of the loss.  However, with the acceptance may come feelings of despair and a sense of immense loneliness.  For example, a non-injured spouse may come to terms with the loss of her pre-injury partner yet feel a constant loneliness because her husband is unable to relate to her as before.  The injured person may accept the disabilities and at the same time feel isolated with the experience of impaired functions.

Reorganization and Acceptance:  Eventually, the mourner may realize that life must go on.  An active phase of restructuring everyday life takes place.  For the survivor of a head injury this may mean starting to live within the constraints of one’s disabilities, such as using a memory notebook to cope with impaired memory or to take a less demanding job than before the injury.  For the spouse of a head injured person, an example of reorganization may mean engaging in leisure activities outside the marriage.  

The process of establishing a new identity is slow.  Some individuals may actually get stuck in the grieving process at a particular stage.  Others may feel overwhelmed by the many new demands and what appears as setbacks may occur.  However if the mourner is able to experience grief step-by-step, an acceptance of a new self will gradually emerge.  A mourner may find it helpful to consult a therapist or minister who is familiar with the stages of grief to help get through the grieving process.
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