Livnheh & Antonak’s Model of Psychosocial Adaptation to Disability

A stage-based framework that describes how individuals emotionally and psychologically adjust to
acquiring a disability or chronic illness. The model is grounded in both grief theory and personality/coping
research, emphasizing that adaptation is a dynamic, individualized process influenced by biological,
psychological, and environmental factors. Psychosocial adaptation is seen not just as emotional recovery,
but as a process of accepting the disability, redefining one’s self-concept, and achieving a meaningful quality
of life despite physical or social limitations.

Initial Impact
Feelings of shock, confusion, disorientation.
The person is emotionally overwhelmed by the onset of disability.

A

Defensive Retreat (Denial)
Avoidance of the reality of the disability.
May involve wishful thinking or ignoring medical advice.

A

Depression or Mourning
Grief over loss of function, independence, or identity.
Feelings of sadness, helplessness, or despair.

A

Personal Questioning (Internalized Anger)
Turning anger inward; self-blame, guilt, and frustration.
Questions about “Why me?”

A

Externalized Hostility
Blaming others (doctors, family, society).
May include anger or resentment toward others.

v

Acknowledgment
Beginning of realistic recognition of the disability.
Still emotionally painful, but grounded in acceptance.

v

Adaptation
Active re-engagement with life.
Development of coping strategies, new goals, and a redefined identity.

A

Adjustment
Long-term integration of the disability into self-concept.
Achieving emotional stability, autonomy, and positive self-worth.
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