
What Does Memory Loss After a Car Accident Mean? 

A Palm Beach Gardens car accident attorney can fight for compensation 

Memory loss after a car accident is more common than most people realize, and it can range 
from a brief gap lasting only seconds to an inability to recall events spanning days, weeks, or 
even longer. Many accident victims chalk it up to being shaken up or stressed out, not realizing 
it can be a sign of a serious brain injury.  

Understanding what memory loss means after a crash, where it comes from, and what to do 
about it can make a real difference in your recovery and your life going forward. 

What are common types of memory loss after a car accident? 

Not all memory loss looks the same, and the type you experience can tell doctors a lot about 
the nature of your injury. There are three main types seen after car accidents: 

Retrograde amnesia 

This is the inability to recall events that happened before a car accident. This can be limited to 
just the moments leading up to the crash, or it can stretch back much further. A person might 
remember leaving the house that morning but have no memory of the drive itself or the 
seconds before impact.  

The brain’s hippocampus and surrounding structures are typically involved in this kind of 
disruption, and while retrograde amnesia sometimes resolves over time, some memories may 
never fully return. 

Post-traumatic amnesia (PTA) 

PTA is a state of confusion and disorientation that begins after the accident and can last for 
some time following it. What makes this particularly tricky is that a person in PTA can appear 
awake and responsive while later having zero recollection of conversations, medical evaluations, 
or interactions that happened during that window. 

How long PTA lasts is one of the most reliable clinical ways to gauge the severity of a traumatic 
brain injury. Less than an hour typically points to a mild injury, while PTA that drags on for weeks 
suggests something far more serious. 

Anterograde amnesia 

This is the difficulty forming new memories after the traumatic event. Unlike retrograde 
amnesia, this one affects memory going forward. A person might forget a conversation that 
happened an hour ago, miss an appointment they were just reminded of, or lose track of 
instructions given during their own medical care.  
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It often shows up alongside other cognitive issues like mental fatigue, poor concentration, and 
general mental fog, and it can complicate the recovery process itself if left unaddressed. 

What are common causes of memory loss after a car accident? 

Memory loss after a car accident can stem from several different causes, both physical and 
psychological: 

• Traumatic brain injury (TBI): A TBI occurs when the brain is jolted, twisted, or impacted 
inside the skull during a collision. TBIs are categorized as mild, moderate, or severe. But 
even a “mild” TBI can produce memory problems.  

• Diffuse axonal injury: This is a more severe form of TBI that occurs when rotational 
forces tear the brain’s nerve fibers. This type of injury tends to produce longer-lasting 
and more profound memory impairment than a standard concussion. 

• Whiplash: Whiplash can sometimes be associated with cognitive symptoms, including 
memory problems. People often focus on the neck pain and overlook the cognitive side 
effects entirely. 

• Psychological trauma and PTSD: The brain can suppress traumatic memories as a kind of 
protective response. Post-traumatic stress disorder can manifest as intrusive memories, 
dissociation, or what’s sometimes called emotional amnesia, all of which affect how the 
accident is remembered and processed. 

What are the warning signs and symptoms to watch for? 

Memory loss doesn’t always announce itself in obvious ways. Key warning signs include:  

• Confusion or disorientation at the scene, including not knowing where you are, what 
happened, or what time it is. 

• Obvious memory gaps, like not remembering the collision itself or the events 
immediately surrounding it. 

• Short-term memory problems, such as forgetting things just said, repeating questions, 
or losing track of recent events. 

• Brain fog, which makes it difficult to follow conversations, concentrate, or stay mentally 
focused. 

• Physical symptoms accompanying memory issues, including persistent headaches, 
dizziness, nausea, blurred vision, or sensitivity to light and sound. 

• Behavioral and personality changes, such as increased irritability, anxiety, emotional 
flatness, or mood swings others notice before you do. 

• Sleep disturbances, including insomnia, extreme fatigue, or needing significantly more 
sleep than usual. 

• Delayed onset of symptoms, meaning memory problems can surface days or even 
weeks after the car accident, not just immediately after. 



How is memory loss diagnosed after a car accident? 

In the emergency room, physicians assess orientation, responsiveness, and basic cognitive 
function using tools like the Glasgow Coma Scale. These initial evaluations are a starting point, 
but they don’t always capture the full picture.  

More detailed neuropsychological testing can follow, evaluating memory, attention, and 
processing speed to determine the scope of any impairment. CT scans can detect bleeding, 
fractures, or swelling, while MRI scans can reveal subtler brain injuries that CT scans miss. 
Because survivors may not be aware of their own memory gaps, accounts from family members, 
passengers, or first responders are also a key part of diagnosis. 

Treatment depends on the severity of the injury, but common approaches include: 

• Cognitive rest in the early stages, meaning reduced screen time, limited mental strain, 
and avoiding overstimulation while the brain heals 

• Cognitive rehabilitation therapy, which uses targeted exercises to retrain memory, 
attention, and problem-solving skills 

• Occupational therapy to help develop practical strategies like structured routines and 
memory aids 

• Trauma-focused therapies such as EMDR and cognitive behavioral therapy when PTSD or 
emotional trauma is a factor 

• Medication to manage associated symptoms like headaches, anxiety, depression, and 
disrupted sleep 

Recovery timelines vary widely. Concussion-related memory issues often resolve within weeks, 
while moderate to severe TBI can require months or years of rehabilitation. 

What insurance challenges come with memory loss after a car accident? 

Memory loss puts you at a real disadvantage when dealing with insurance companies, and some 
of them know it. If you can’t clearly recall the details of the crash, an insurance adjuster may use 
that uncertainty against you, pushing a version of events that reduces their liability and your 
compensation. 

Some of the tactics insurance companies use include: 

• Recorded statements: Adjusters may contact you early, before you’ve fully grasped the 
extent of your injuries, and ask for a recorded statement. Gaps in your memory can 
make you sound unsure or inconsistent, which they can use to downplay your claim. 

• Quick settlement offers: A low offer made while you’re still disoriented or in recovery is 
designed to close your case before you understand what it’s actually worth. 

• Disputing injury severity: Because memory loss isn’t visible on an X-ray, insurance 
companies may argue it isn’t serious or that it isn’t connected to the car accident at all. 
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• Using your own words against you: Anything you say that contradicts your medical 
records, even unintentionally, can be used to question your credibility. 

This is why having an experienced Palm Beach County car accident lawyer involved early 
matters. An attorney can handle communications with the insurance provider on your behalf 
and make sure your memory loss is properly documented before it becomes a liability in your 
claim. 

Hurt in a car accident? Casey Shomo is ready to fight for you. 

Memory loss after a car accident is disorienting enough on its own. The last thing you should 
have to worry about is going up against an insurance company while you’re still trying to piece 
together what happened. The Law Offices of Casey D. Shomo, P.A. knows exactly how insurance 
adjusters operate, and how to build a strong case even when your own recollection of the car 
accident is incomplete. 

With over 30 years of experience and more than $85 million recovered for injured clients across 
Palm Beach County and the surrounding areas, we have the track record to back it up. When 
you work with us, it costs you nothing upfront. We operate on a contingency fee basis and only 
get paid if we win your case.  

Don’t wait to get the help you need. Contact us online or call to book a free consultation. Tell us 
what happened and let attorney Shomo get to work protecting your rights. 
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