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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
The Bridge Between Changes 

in Cognitive Functioning and 

Emotional Control 
 

Changes in thinking, in many cases, are woven so tightly 

within the fabric of changes in emotional control that, much like the 

strong link between attention and cognitive functioning, it is almost 

impossible to separate them. We will look at two highly related 

functions here—language and self-concept—that have vast 

implications for survivors and support and can alter the course of 

healing in both subtle and direct ways. 

Words and language are our vehicles to express what is 

happening in our lives and in our thinking. With that it mind, it’s 

pretty obvious that being able to communicate effectively is critical 

to daily life. During recovery and rebuilding, it is essential to be able 

to put a thought into a form that someone else will understand. That 

way, they can see what is happening inside the injured brain. 

The Power of Words and Finding the Right Ones 

In the exercises from the two previous sections—Changes 

in Attention and Changes in Cognitive Functioning—you might 

have noticed how communication, both verbal and nonverbal, has 
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the power to trigger all-consuming emotions. The inability to find the 

right way to say something—those exact words to convey the full 

meaning—coupled with how that message is received and 

interpreted can lead to feelings of defeat, frustration, and isolation. 

Language and communication can be sources of great 

frustration for those navigating an injured brain. After a brain injury, 

an inability to express and interpret words, body language, and tone 

of voice, all in context, can become an incredibly vicious cycle. 

When you struggle to find the words or your tone is colored by 

physical pain or frustration, communication breaks down and can 

leave you feeling disconnected from yourself and others. Your 

support system can’t possibly see or understand the battle that is 

waging in your head and, therefore, might misinterpret your 

language, deepening that miscommunication. 

Think about the vicious cycle of trying to say something that 

is not coming out right. It looks something like this: 

You’re in conversation with a friend and struggle to find 

the right words to express your thoughts. You work to 

clarify but can’t come up with another way to say what 

you want to say. No words. You push to keep unrelated 

factors like pain, exhaustion, or overload from creeping 

into that message through your body language and tone 

of voice. You try other words and, still, you miss the mark 

and are unable to convey what is bubbling up in your 

thoughts. Communication breaks down, emotions take 

over, and the message is lost. 

That sequence of events starts the cycle of missed 

communication and interpretations that just don’t adequately match 

the intended message. That can lead to frustration and frustration 

can lead to either anger or shutting down. 

Both anger and shutting down tend to exaggerate both  

miscommunication and misunderstanding. And so, the cycle 

continues…. 
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Self Concept 

Self concept—how you define and see yourself—is another of 

those big overlapping issues and often is reflected in the words you 

choose to describe who you are, coloring the impressions that you 

leave. 

I’m motivated. 

I’m organized. 

I multi-task well. 

I’m a people-person. 

I’m funny. 

I’m an anchor, the glue that holds everyone together. 

 

When self-concept does not reflect parts of your new, post-

brain injury reality, a state referred to as cognitive dissonance is 

created. 

Cognitive dissonance: the state of psychological 

discomfort that comes from recognizing a gaping divide between 

what is real (how you are really functioning post brain injury) and 

what you believe about yourself. 

In the context of an injured brain, cognitive dissonance takes 

on a different twist. What you know to be true about who you are, 

how you define yourself, and how you expect that self to act often 

don’t match how you are dealing with the world from inside your 

changed brain. When reality does not match—when all the facts 

are telling you that these traits no longer define how you are acting 

and reacting today—an internal struggle is experienced, one that 

must be mediated and resolved to create peace. Cognitive 

dissonance is not a healing place nor is it healthy to live with for any 

extended period of time. You must work to find ways to bridge that 

gaping divide. 

The more deeply personal the belief, the greater the feelings 

of unease and the more that dissonance can rock your self-

confidence, self-esteem, and, sometimes, self-worth. For example, 
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someone who has always defined themselves as intelligent may 

struggle to hold onto that self-concept when they can’t solve simple 

problems or find the right words. That cognitive dissonance is 

uncomfortable and is not a productive or positive place to live. 

Loss of Self 

A brain injury can create a loss of self. A loss of self is real. 

Grief is the avenue to heal that loss. Letting go is a process—in its 

own way, a mourning process—but one that must happen in order 

to move forward. 

There is a progression from blame to acceptance to 

embracing who you are that allows you to stop comparing the old 

you and step into who you are right now. That is a cognitive 

process—one that requires you to think about your emotions and 

your emotional reactions. It is a rebuilding, a reorganizing, and a 

restructuring—starting from scratch. 

The Hidden Grief 

There is an element that often goes unnoticed, 

unacknowledged, and dismissed: the grief experienced by those 

closest to the survivor. 

 

I was so caught up in the process of caring and being 

supportive, I didn’t have time to process how I was feeling. I didn’t 

think about my emotions. It was so sudden. It’s not like a disease 

where you have time to adjust to the changes in that person. I just 

wanted to help in any way I could. I went from being a daughter 

to a caregiver overnight, and because I was home I was the 

translator when others came home, responsible for explaining 

mom’s behavior and struggles. Two years had passed before I 

realized I never gave myself permission to mourn the reality that 

the mom I once knew was not the mom I was looking at now. But, 

so much time had passed, I wondered if it was still OK to grieve, 

but the tears were already flowing. –Mary’s daughter 
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Support often feels the guilt associated with putting 

themselves first—they are supposed to be caregivers and 

supportive. They may silently scold, “How dare I feel grief, loss, and 

despair! I should just be grateful my loved one is here.” The feelings 

of mourning the loss of someone once known can be further 

compounded by guilt over a perceived lack of gratitude. 

The survivor, that person they love, is still there and still 

needs support. But, that person is not there, not as they once were, 

and there is work to be done with little time left for the emotions of 

loss. 

Grief feels oh so selfish and sometimes poorly timed. 

However, whether two days, two months, two years, or even longer 

has passed, it is important to note, there is no time frame for the 

mourning and grieving process for both support and survivor. 

 

Redefining Self-Concept 

My friend said to me “You can’t multi-task like you used 

to.” My initial reaction was to move to emotional recovery mode, 

responding with “You are right, I can’t.” With that statement, I 

felt like I was both accepting my changes and working hard to 

reverse them. I realized, however, that instead of looking back, 

I need to look forward, emphasizing my strengths in the current 

moment and finding the beauty in who I am now. Wallowing in 

what used to be no longer serves me and I continually work to 

stop apologizing for how I changed.   –Ruth 

At some point it is no longer about the mourning and grieving 

process. It is about moving beyond the blame. There comes a point 

where the most important and productive thing you can do is stop 

giving power to your brain injury and look at who you are, not who 

you were. 
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Remember…. 

 

Seeing who you are today is powerful. 

Who you are is exactly who you need to be. 

This moment is the perfect place to begin. 

You have the power to modify how you see yourself and start 

to find that comfortable place to live. 

 

 

The Shared Journey 

Consider this: The more you, survivor and support, blame 

the brain injury, the more weight you give to the fact that there is 

something wrong. That gives all your power to the injury or the 

diagnosis and takes away your ability to live comfortably with who 

you are today and find what is right. 

Today I will appreciate what I can do and how well I do it. 

Today I replace apology with acceptance so that I can 

embrace what is working in this moment. 

Today I will begin to reclaim that power. 

 

Today what will you do? 
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Journal 
 

Think about how you look at your brain injury and how 

it has changed you. Are you giving it power? Is that power 

holding you back? How can you break that cycle? Bookmark 

this page. This self-reflection is critical and you will want to 

come back to this page and add more ideas and thoughts as 

they come to you. 
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